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Chapter 1
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Tetrarch Doc Holliday stared at his advisor for a long moment, mind racing. He knew what Simon had said; he just didn't believe it.
"One more time," Doc urged.
Simon grunted in exasperation before saying sharply, "The Sons of Solomon have requested a meeting."
It had finally happened. After all these years. The Sons of Solomon.
"I have to go!" Doc exclaimed, leaping to his feet and rushing from Simon's office. "Set it up!" he yelled over his shoulder as he dashed towards the exit. 
He bolted through the Hidden out into the norm world, jumped into his car, and sped across town, screeching to a halt in front of his hotel. He ran towards the entrance, tossing his keys to a startled Dulcis employee and ordering her to park his car.
"Yes, sir," she stuttered.
"Jervis!" Doc yelled as he burst into the lobby. Several guests turned to stare at him, but he ignored them. "Jervis!"
"He's not here at the moment," a cheerful voice said from behind him.
Doc spun around and glared at the rosy-cheeked man who had addressed him. "Who are you?" Doc snapped.
"Jervis's assistant, Mr. Holliday," the man said with a wide smile. "I'm very pleased to finally meet you."
"Winslow?" Doc grunted, somewhat taken aback by the man's cheery disposition.
"Yes, sir," Winslow said with a bobbing nod.
"Where is Jervis?"
"I couldn't say," Winslow said thoughtfully. "He said he was taking the next three hours off." He studied his pocket watch and added, "That was exactly one hour and seventeen minutes ago."
"Very precise, aren't you?" Doc growled.
"I do try, sir."
"Go away," Doc ordered, pulling his phone from his pocket and calling Jervis. Jervis didn't answer, so Doc texted him instead, saying, "I need you. NOW!!!!!"
Doc paced the lobby, completely ignoring the inquiring looks that were cast his way by both employees and patrons. Nothing mattered right now except Jervis.
After five more minutes, he texted Jervis again. "NOW!!! NOW!!! NOW!!!" He paced another five minutes, impatience boiling inside him when Jervis still didn't respond.
Finally, Doc did something he had never ever done before; he stepped into the elevator and pushed the secret button for Jervis's suite. It was across from Doc's suite, but completely inaccessible because the hidden button told the elevator to open on the opposite side.
The elevator slid to a halt, and the well-disguised door opened, revealing a dark hallway. Doc crossed the short hall in three steps and pounded on Jervis's door. "Jervis!" he yelled. "Open up!"
He kept pounding until the door jerked open, revealing a completely naked and very irritated Jervis.
"Is there a compelling reason I can't have a few hours to myself?" Jervis growled.
"It's time!" Doc exclaimed, excitement vibrating through him. "Goddamn, Jervis. It's finally time!"
The anger faded from Jervis's eyes, replaced with a hard glint. "Give me a minute," he said, closing his door in Doc's face.
Doc paced the narrow hallway, hands fisting as he turned in tight circles; and he grinned when Jervis's door opened once more and Jervis stepped out, Sami right behind him.
Sami glared at Doc, and he winked at her. "Sorry, love. Important investment opportunity just popped up, and I'm at an absolute loss without Jervis."
"Uh-huh," she muttered.
He smiled brightly at her as he followed them into the elevator.
"Besides," Doc drawled, "by my count it's been one hour and twenty-seven minutes. Surely you were already finished with round one?" Jervis growled menacingly, and Doc swallowed a chuckle.
No one spoke during the awkward elevator ride down, and Sami exited at the lobby, not even glancing backwards. As soon as the door closed behind her, Jervis pressed the button for the sub-subbasement. 
He and Doc still didn't speak, not until they were inside the room and the huge metal door was closed behind them, sealing them in.
Jervis turned from the thick door and studied Doc's face. "Are you sure?" he questioned sternly.
"I'm sure," Doc replied with a wide grin. "They requested a meeting."
"The Sons of Solomon?"
"Yes."
They stared at each other for a moment, then Jervis's lips turned upward, revealing several of his teeth. "It's about goddamn time," he said.
Doc returned Jervis's feral grin, excitement making him a little giddy.
"You'll have to remember yourself," Jervis chided. "You look like an imp about to sneak into a lady's bedchamber."
Doc laughed and said, "I can't help it. It's been over fifty years since we've had a lead, and I was beginning to think they'd never show."
"Patience is a virtue," Jervis said.
"If you're immortal," Doc grunted.
"We need a plan," Jervis reminded him.
"We have one," Doc retorted. "Bring them to their knees, cut off their legs, then work our way up the rest of the body."
Jervis laughed abruptly before saying, "I think you missed a few steps."
"You get the gist," Doc chuckled.
"How did they contact you?" Jervis asked, sitting down at the chess table.
"They didn't," Doc said. "They contacted Simon and asked for a meeting."
"That's even better," Jervis mused. "They want to meet with the new tetrarch. When is the meeting?"
Doc cleared his throat. "I'm afraid I may have let my poker face slip slightly. Just for a moment there, but it shouldn't be a problem; it was only Simon."
Jervis glared at him. "Only Simon?" he mocked. "Simon can't be trusted."
"True," Doc acknowledged. "But that doesn't mean he's not trustworthy."
"This is not the time to test his trustworthiness."
"I know that," Doc muttered. "I just... Goddamn, Jervis. I was caught off-guard. It won't happen again."
"It had better not," Jervis scolded. "If we screw this up, we may never get another chance."
"I know," Doc grumbled. "Now can we get on with it? I'm sick of being taken to task."
"There's really not much we can do yet," Jervis replied with a shrug. "Not until we know when the meeting is. You need to tread carefully," Jervis warned. "You've a hundred and some years under your belt, but the Sons of Solomon have been around for over four thousand years. They may not be immortal, but their network and vast amount of knowledge more than make up for that."
Doc studied the chess pieces on the board in front of him. "Everyone we dealt with before was just a pawn," he said. "Are you certain none of them besides Solomon are immortal?"
"Of course not," Jervis said. "But they can't all be immortal; there's just not that many of us. Furthermore, I feel like it would reduce Solomon's power if he surrounded himself with other immortals. It makes more sense he'd chose mortals who know nothing of immortality and use their ignorance to control them."
Jervis shrugged minutely and added, "But I can't possibly know Solomon's mind; no one can. The only real hope we have of finishing them is to infiltrate and strike from within.
"We have to take down the king," Jervis murmured, hand hovering over the white king. "But to do that, we first have to make our way through all the other pieces."
The excitement rushing through Doc began to fade, replaced with a feeling of enormity. This wasn't going to be easy or quick. He couldn't just bust down the doors and start killing people. He was going to have to be patient, and he was going to have to be all the things he wasn't. A good politician, a smooth talker, diplomatic.
He sighed heavily and flicked over one of the pawns. "It's a long con," he muttered.
"Precisely," Jervis replied.
They gazed at the board in silence. There was nothing else to be said.
"I'm sorry I interrupted you," Doc offered after a few moments.
"For anything else I might have maimed you," Jervis stated evenly.
Doc studied Jervis's angular face. "It's been a while now," Doc said softly. "You haven't forgotten that Sami's mortal, have you?"
"No," Jervis said, holding Doc's gaze.
Doc wanted to leave it at that; it was none of his business what Sami and Jervis did. But this was Jervis. He was an impenetrable fortress. The problem with that was once someone was on the inside, there was no way back out.
"Does she know?" Doc asked gently.
Jervis absently moved his queen and said, "She knows it's only temporary. I obviously didn't tell her more than that. She can't be trusted either."
"No one can be trusted," Doc agreed solemnly. "You and I are the only ones who could withstand the torture. Not that it will ever come to that," he added. "This time we're going to finish it."
"There's a slight chance they'll know about your past involvement," Jervis said.
"I doubt that. If they did, they would've tried to kill me years ago. Furthermore, I always used an alias, you know that. Further-furthermore, I killed everyone who saw me."
"You think," Jervis pointed out.
"Even if I didn't, it's been over fifty years since I've rubbed shoulders with them. If we're truly dealing with mortals, anyone who might have seen me is probably languishing in a retirement home by now."
"Perhaps," Jervis agreed.
Doc shrugged and said, "And anyway, we were talking about Sami."
"There's nothing to talk about," Jervis said.
"Be careful," Doc warned. "I've been down this road before. You were there."
"I know." Jervis closed his eyes for a moment before saying once more, "I know."
Once Doc was back in his suite, he closed himself inside the shower to call Simon. He didn't trust anyone right now. Not even Thaddeus.
"Yes?" Simon answered.
"I just wanted to apologize for rushing out," Doc said evenly. "I suddenly realized I was late for a meeting with..." Doc chuckled softly. "Well, she was blond."
"Blond?" Simon repeated, voice disbelieving.
"I just barely made it," Doc added.
"Really," Simon stated flatly.
"I really am sorry," Doc said. "But she was worth it. Luscious... Anyway," Doc murmured. "You were asking about a meeting. The Sons of Solomon you said?"
"Yes."
"I probably should've asked who the hell they are," Doc said lightly. "Some kind of Hidden council?"
"No."
"I'd like to know a bit about them before I meet with them," Doc said. "Did they say what the meeting is in regards to?"
Simon didn't immediately respond, and Doc imagined he was working hard to try to figure out Doc's angle.
"I'll send you over a dossier," Simon eventually said. "Suffice to say they are a very powerful organization that I highly suggest you go out of your way not to cross."
"Why would I cross them?" Doc asked cheerfully.
"Why do you cross anyone?" Simon growled.
"Usually..." Doc grinned as he said, "Because I can."
"Exactly."
"I'll be good," Doc laughed before disconnecting.
He stepped out into his bedroom, grin still tugging at his lips. If only Simon knew.
Over the years Doc and Jervis had managed to track down more than three hundred members of the Sons, but they had never been able to trace the members back to Solomon. For the first time in over a hundred years they had a real chance to end this.
It might seem pointless to an outsider, to someone who had never seen the footprints of the Sons. The men who had slaughtered Jervis's family were long gone, dead and buried. There seemed little point in revenge. But it wasn't about revenge. Not really. It was about removing the Sons of Solomon from the face of the earth.
Doc's bedroom shifted as he faded into a memory.
"The count was behind your capture," Doc pointed out as he ate the soup Jervis had forced on him, as if soup could somehow replace the blood Jervis had taken from him. "I say we pay him a visit. I'm fine, by the way," he added. "If you'd just let me go kill someone, preferably the count, I'd be right as rain."
"There's no point in killing the count," Jervis said flatly. "He's just one of thousands."
"Thousands?" Doc questioned.
"Thousands."
Doc started to argue, but decided against it. In his experience, secret societies were always eagerly recruiting.
He stretched leisurely and walked to the small hut's door. He was ready to be out of here. And, in spite of Jervis's soup, he was feeling a little weary. He needed to kill someone soon, and there wasn't any reason why it shouldn't be the count and his men. After all, if it weren't for them, he wouldn't be mouldering inside this tiny hut. And they had tried to kill Jervis which was an insult Doc couldn't let pass. 
"But if we kill ten here and ten there, we'll eventually make a dent, won't we?" Doc insisted.
Jervis sighed heavily. "It's not like your Freemasons," he said dismissively. "The Sons of Solomon go back thousands of years, and over the ages their power has increased exponentially." He paused then said, "They were founded on a single principle; the collection of knowledge."
"That sounds incredibly benign," Doc pointed out.
"Perhaps it seems benign," Jervis said. "But they say knowledge is power." 
Doc laughed. "Power is power. There's no such thing as knowledge, not really."
Jervis turned to study him. "Do you really believe that?"
"Modern man is all about knowledge," Doc scoffed. "They build their buildings and fill them with books written by men who have never stepped a single foot into reality. They build their ships, cross the oceans, and say they've discovered all there is to be discovered. They build their automobiles and drive around like they own the world, but everything they should know is lost. They know nothing about themselves. Not where they came from or where they go or how to heal something as simple and stupid as tuberculosis."
Doc shrugged as he looked out into the green forest. "And they make up story after story to fill all the gaps, to cover up how much they really don't know."
For a moment all he could see was Señora Teodora's face, shining in the moonlight.
"I once knew a woman who could heal tuberculosis," Doc murmured. "Your learned men would call her a witch. And I know a man who can somehow rip a source of power out of himself and form it into weapons. Your learned men would lock him inside an asylum and cut him to pieces, and they still wouldn't be able to tell you how he accomplished it." Doc chuckled softly and added, "If they could manage to capture him; which they couldn't."
"They are not my learned men," Jervis said stiffly.
"Then you see my point," Doc replied.
Jervis made a strange noise before asking, "Which point is that exactly?"
"That we should kill them."
"It won't change anything," Jervis argued.
"But you'll feel better. Killing bad people always makes me feel better."
Jervis snorted. "That makes no sense, but I yield."
The memory faded, and Doc laughed lightly. They'd both been right that day. Killing the count and all his men had made them both feel significantly better, but it hadn't changed anything. They hadn't made a dent in the Sons; and they certainly hadn't touched Solomon.
But that was then, and this was now. The tide had finally shifted in their favor, and if they moved their pieces just right, they might finally be able to topple the king.
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Doc walked into his sitting room and wandered over to the large window that overlooked the street below, frowning as he tried to figure out what season it was. Judging by the snow drifts collected along the north side of the buildings, it was still winter.
When he'd been mortal, a small part of his mind had kept careful track of every day, counting them down one by one, waiting for the last day to arrive. He had never expected to live past thirty-eight, so he'd ticked off every day, every month, every year with quiet precision.
Now he didn't have the faintest idea of any of it. All he knew was that he was alive. The year or day didn't matter.
A soft knock sounded at his door, and he sighed. The year or day didn't matter for him. Only for him.
"You don't have to knock," Doc chastised as he swung open the door.
Bree smiled at him and said, "It's safer. What if you were entertaining?"
"I'm not."
"How could I have known that? Remember that time I brought Suzy home with me?"
"It was the middle of the day," Doc pointed out. "I wasn't expecting you."
"So I knock," she laughed, walking past him and into the kitchen. She returned with a whiskey bottle, and a frisson of sadness ran across Doc's chest.
"That bad?" he joked.
"No," she replied, sitting. "It's a celebration. I'm off to Ireland tomorrow."
Doc kept his face from reacting and forced a smile to his lips. "Aine didn't say anything," he said.
Bree blushed. "I haven't told her yet," she confessed.
"You're no better than me," he accused, swiping the whiskey bottle from her hand and pouring them both a glass, making sure to keep his hand from shaking. He downed his glass in one drink, then smiled at her.
"It doesn't have to be goodbye," she said softly.
"I never said it was. As soon as you get settled, I'll come see you." He smiled even wider, trying desperately not to notice the new lines around her lips.
"Stop grinning," she ordered. "You look like you're wearing an oni mask."
"Sorry," Doc said. "I'll miss you."
He already did; he had for years now. He missed the patter of her tiny feet coming down the hallway so she could crawl into bed with him after a nightmare and ask him to tell her a story. He missed her laughter when she'd teased Jervis. He missed the way they used to eat breakfast together every morning. She'd been the best fifteen years of his life.
"Anyway," she said, "Jury's vlog inspired me; I'm going to send you videos every week."
"Is that so?" he asked.
"I think it'll be fun," she laughed. "And that way you'll get to see what I'm doing." She took a sip of her whiskey and said, "I've already found a place in Dublin. The Hidden council there agreed to let me open a House of Banshee in one of the unused buildings."
"It's probably just as well no one knows about our relationship," Doc murmured.
"I'd consider it a stroke of luck," she agreed with a wide grin. "Especially after what you did at the summit."
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Doc said.
"You know, where you killed half the Hidden leaders."
"They deserved it," Doc stated. "But honestly, if you run into any trouble, I'm always here. And I have political clout now."
"Oh no," she laughed. "This is not like that time I got a bad grade in history."
"I'm just saying—" he began.
"No," she interrupted. "I'll be fine. You taught me to be fine. Now give me a hug, walk me to the door, and respond to all my videos."
He stood and smiled at her. "Be careful," he said.
"I'll be fine. It's you who needs to be careful." Doc shrugged, and she punched his arm with the bottom of her palm. "Don't you shrug at me!" she snorted. "Aine told me you were mortal for over a month, and she said you nearly died twice."
"Three times," Doc corrected.
"Doc!"
"I'm kidding," he laughed. "Be safe; be well." He hugged her tightly and whispered, "I'm not good at this. You know I love you."
"Yes," she whispered back. "I love you too. Now pretend I'm just going out to the Banshee. Don't watch me leave from the window. Just let me go."
Sorrow filled Doc's heart. He didn't want to let her go. He'd let her go so many times already. He opened his arms without opening his eyes and kept his eyes closed until he heard the door click shut quietly behind her.
The room seemed empty suddenly. Too empty. So Doc picked up his jacket and left.
He drove around town for a long time, no particular destination in mind. He wanted to go to the Banshee, but he couldn't because it would only make him think of Bree, so he just drove. And to keep his mind off her, he made a list of things he needed to see to.
Once his list was complete, he called Jervis.
"Sir?"
"I need you to set up an account for Tucker. Bluegrass's house invited him to stay, but he'll need funds. Once it's set up, send over someone to teach him about money. Someone who won't be... tempted to eat him."
"That's a tall order," Jervis stated.
"How about tempted but won't give in?"
"What if we just give him the money and see how it goes?"
Doc tried to imagine that. Apparently Jervis had too because he suddenly said, "Never mind, I'll find someone."
"Good. Did you remember to send a note to the ninja master requesting services?"
Jervis growled.
"That's a yes then?" Doc asked.
"What do you think?"
"Do we have someone watching the PO Box?" Doc asked.
When Jervis finally responded, his voice was grim. "I'm sorry about Bree," he said, "but find someone else to manage."
"She probably told you a month ago," Doc complained.
"Six weeks."
"You always were her favorite."
"Hardly," Jervis snorted. "You left me behind to enforce the rules and make sure she didn't do anything stupid. Then you would swoop in and take her out sailing."
"You could have come too," Doc chastised. 
"Someone has to keep Dulcis afloat," Jervis retorted.
"One of these days," Doc said, "I want you to stop hiding inside that goddamn hotel."
"You like me to hide," Jervis snapped.
"Only when I'm causing trouble," Doc shot back.
"And when aren't you causing trouble?"
"Goddamn it, Jervis! Just let me know when you hear back from the ninja master."
"Obviously," Jervis ground out.
Doc disconnected and tossed his phone to the side. He desperately needed something to occupy his mind, something other than arguing with Jervis. He turned at an intersection and drove distractedly down yet another street, but something about this street was familiar. He glanced out the passenger window and slammed his brakes. He knew that completely normal looking house.
He parked and strode up the sidewalk, pausing for just a second to straighten his jacket before knocking loudly on the door. After a long moment, an elderly woman opened the door and looked up at him inquiringly.
"Mrs. Baker?" Doc asked slowly.
"Afraid not," she replied. "I just bought the house last week. You're probably looking for the previous owners."
"I suppose I am," Doc said, forcing a grin. "Do you know how long ago they moved?"
"Can't say that I do," she said. "But the house came onto the market a couple weeks ago."
"Thank you, ma'am," Doc said smoothly. "I'm sorry I bothered you."
"It was no bother at all," she twittered.
He grinned widely, gave her a slight bow, then walked slowly back to his car even though his mind was screaming at him to hurry.
The Baker children were gone. They'd left without telling him goodbye, without telling Thaddeus goodbye; which he simply couldn't comprehend. Something was very, very wrong.
He sped across town to Jury's building and rushed inside, slowing when he saw Sami watering the plants in the lobby. She cast him a moody glare, and Doc changed his direction, moving towards her instead of the elevator.
"I'm sorry," Doc said, more sincerely this time. "I really needed him."
She shrugged. Doc opened his mouth to say something more, but stopped himself. He shouldn't interfere; Jervis knew what he was about.
A lovely woman with huge grey eyes and a sparkling smile flashed across his mind. Lena. He owed it to Lena.
"Sami," Doc said.
"Doc."
"I... um... I want to..." This was not his area; he'd be better off writing her a note. "Look, Jervis said... Never mind," he muttered and headed for the elevator.
He could feel her eyes watching him, but he just didn't know how to say it. You're mortal; Jervis isn't. One or both of you is going to be heartbroken before long. Break it off now; before it's too late.
Why hadn't he just said that? It covered all the fine points. And if only he'd had that same conversation with Lena Danser. Only about himself.  
He shook his head, forcing thoughts of Lena and Sami away. He had more immediate problems; problems that required Jury's expertise.
The elevator door slid open, and Doc strode up to Jury's door and pounded on it.
"I'm not home!" Jury yelled.
"I need you!" Doc yelled back.
"That's what you always say! I'm busy!"
"The Bakers are missing!"
"So?"
"Goddamn it, Jury! I'm having a bad day!"
That was true. He'd just forgotten there for a moment because of the Sons of Solomon. But now that his initial excitement had faded, he was having a very bad day indeed.
He'd gotten Bluegrass killed. His daughter was moving to another country. At any moment now, Andrew would begin to fight the Black Shaman. And the Bakers were missing.
Jury yanked open the door, and Doc took a step back, shaking his head as he did. "No," he muttered. "I do not like you blond. And what have you done to your nose? Oh..." Doc drawled, then he mouthed, "Amy? Seriously? Don't you think you're pushing it?"
Jury shrugged helplessly. "She's a ballet dancer," he mouthed.
"Ballet dancer," Doc murmured. "But still," he chastised silently, "it's starting to get creepy."
"Fine," Jury mouthed irritably. "But it's not my fault she goes home with every tall guy she meets."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"What?" Jury exclaimed noiselessly.
"Tell them to go away!" a petulant voice called out.
"Give me twenty minutes," Jury pleaded silently. "To say goodbye."
Doc rolled his eyes and walked back to the elevator. He didn't want to be within earshot for Jury and Amy's goodbye. Besides, now he had plenty of time to talk to Sami.
When the elevator opened, he walked slowly across the lobby to her office, trying to work out the phrasing, but by the time he was there, he still didn't know what to say.
He leaned against her open door, ignoring the wave of panic that washed through him, and said, "Five card stud?"
"Really?!" she exclaimed happily. "I didn't think you'd ever play me! Not after..." She blushed and said hurriedly, "What're we playing for?"
Doc shook his head. "You Carusos never learn."
"Oh, come on," she laughed. "We have to play for something. Paperclips?" she offered, pulling out a tin full of them.
He supposed this was his opportunity. "How about questions?"
"I didn't think that was your bag," she replied, eyebrows furrowed.
"Humor me," Doc drawled as he shuffled his cards and began to deal.
They played silently until Doc won the first hand.
"What's your question?" Sami asked.
"Um..." Doc reshuffled. "Well... You and Jervis... Not serious, right?"
"Kinda lacking your legendary charm," she said with a smile.
"Legendary?"
"In the right circles."
"You didn't answer the question," Doc pointed out.
"I didn't," she said. "I see now why you don't like to play for questions."
Doc shrugged and dealt another hand. He won again.
"You do know Jervis is not like you?" Doc said.
"Was that a question?" Sami asked.
"Was it?"
"You said it was up to him to tell me," she pointed out, cracking her knuckles nervously.
"That was..." Doc tried to figure out the timeline in his head but finally settled for "nearly a year ago".
"So?"
"You didn't win," he chastised. "You can't ask questions."
"I'm asking a question," she shot back. "Why do you care?"
Doc sighed heavily. "I care because I care. You'll get hurt. Or he'll get hurt. And it's not worth it. Getting together a few times is fun. Getting together consistently for over a year is a relationship."
She paled slightly and protested, "It's not like that."
"It is," Doc insisted. For just a second he saw Lena's laughing grey eyes instead of Sami's, and he blinked them away. "Just please... be careful."
He heard the elevator door slide open and glanced over his shoulder to watch a disheveled Amy walk out the front door.
"I have to go," he said. "Just... think about what I said."
He left her office before she could say anything and entered the elevator once more. He shouldn't have interfered; and if Jervis found out, he would kill him. Better me than Sami though, Doc thought as in his mind the laughing grey eyes faded to empty grey and lifeless.   
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"So what's wrong?" Jury asked as he let Doc inside.
"The Bakers are missing," Doc said.
"The weird witch kids?"
"Yes," Doc ground out. "And the only thing that makes them weird is Jules's unnatural fascination with you. I'd think you'd be flattered."
"She's nine!"
"Eleven," Doc corrected. "Hell, she's probably twelve by now."
"Either way she's not old enough for me to be flattered," Jury said. "Can you seriously not go twelve hours without having a crisis anymore?"
"Apparently not," Doc sighed. "Can you find them?"
"Can I find them?" Jury snorted. "Give me forty-five seconds."
Doc plopped down onto one of Jury's comfy chairs and closed his eyes. He wished he could go back to that moment when Simon had said "Sons of Solomon". That had been a good moment, full of anticipation and exhilaration.
He could still feel the thrum of excitement, but it had faded and was vague in comparison to the sense of sorrow he felt. He just couldn't seem to learn to stay away from people. He'd learned to change some of his interactions, especially with women, but ultimately he always grew attached.
The idea that the Bakers were lost to him was as unbearable as the knowledge that Bluegrass was gone. He liked watching Addison's eyes light up when he called her a unicorn. He wanted to spar with Johnny. He enjoyed pushing against Jules's beliefs of right and wrong. And he secretly laughed every time Frankie's eyes widened in horror.
They couldn't just up and leave him. He wouldn't let them. Besides that, he simply couldn't believe they had left of their own free will, not without saying goodbye. And if they hadn't left of their own free will... He'd find them; he had to. 
He closed his eyes, forcing his thoughts of everyone far away, and drifted off to sleep.
He was sitting on his throne, a glass of whiskey in his hand. The shadows were there, but their features were barely formed. Except Lena's shadow. Her face was a perfect image of her, grey eyes full of sorrow; and he stared at her, wishing she'd smile, just once.
Her face didn't change, just continued to be sad, so he looked out past her and saw Bluegrass standing at the edge, feet barely on the onyx floor. Doc knew it wasn't really Bluegrass, just his memory of her; but he still had to stop himself from going to her and telling her how sorry he was.
"What are you?" she asked, eyes questioning, soft voice floating across the open space like a thunderclap.
"Just me," Doc shrugged.
"No," she said, shaking her head. "You can't be. This throne, this place, it's part of you. What are you?"
Doc closed his eyes and tried to force the shadows away. He wasn't in the mood for questions or sad eyes. He just wanted to be alone.
When he opened his eyes again, the shadows were still there, but they were all facing away from him, away from the throne, facing out towards the desolate plain. He wasn't sure he liked that any better so he forced himself to wake up.
Inside his office, Jury was mumbling, "That can't be."
Doc stood, walked into the office, and said, "What can't be?"
"I can't find them."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean I can't find them!"
Jury was holding his hands out flat in front of him, and his blue magic was filling the space between them. If Doc tried, he could see shapes inside the magic, twisting around; but it didn't tell him anything.
"Does that mean..." Doc paused. He didn't want to say it.
"Either they're dead," Jury said flatly, "or they used your cleaning team."
"Did you look for Frankie?" Doc asked.
"Is that the tall one or the boy?"
"The tall one!" Doc snapped.
"You know I don't pay attention to people," Jury muttered. "Especially mortals. Yeah, I looked for her too. Nothing."
Doc stared at the magic floating between Jury's hands. If Jury couldn't find them, they couldn't be found. But why had they left? And why hadn't they told him goodbye?
"I... I'll see you later," Doc mumbled.
"Where're you going?" Jury demanded.
"Home," Doc said. "I guess I'm going home."
"Are you alright?"
"I'm fine," Doc lied. "I'm going to sleep it off, then continue my work as tetrarch. There's so much to be done, you know."
"Don't do that!" Jury yelled after him. "I hate it when you do that!"
Doc drove blindly towards Dulcis. How could Jury not have found them? Jury could find anyone. Unless they'd been scrubbed. Doc surely wasn't the first person to use scrubbers. Bennie probably had a scrubber on his payroll. Although if he did, it was a mystery to Doc why he didn't have himself scrubbed.
The Bakers couldn't be dead. Surely they would have been among his dream shadows if they were. Part of him knew that argument didn't make sense because he was the one who put the shadows there in the first place. If he hadn't known they were dead, why would they be there?
He shook his head irritably. They were fine, and he would find them. He pulled out his phone and called Ms. Baker, Abigail Jury's housekeeper and the children's aunt.
"Hello?"
"Babs," Doc said. "This is Doc."
"Ah, the tetrarch," she replied.
Doc could hear the humor in her voice, but he still cringed. "I prefer Doc."
"I'm sure you do," she laughed.
"Where's Jules?" he asked.
"What do you mean?"
"They're gone. I haven't seen them in weeks, and Jury can't find them. They're just... gone."
"But..." Babs trailed off, then said faintly, "The last time I talked to her was right after you were made tetrarch. She called me that morning and told me about your party. They're truly gone?"
"Yes. Do you have any way to contact them?" Doc asked.
"I can try calling Grant."
"Grant?" Doc inquired.
"My brother; their father. We don't talk often."
"Why don't you talk?" Doc demanded.
"We were never close, but I'll try to call him, and I'll let you know if I reach him," Babs promised.
"Thank you," Doc said, unease filling him. He could excuse Jules not calling him, but there was no way he could excuse her not calling her aunt. That wasn't like Jules at all.
Doc drove right past Dulcis, stopping when he reached the lower Hidden entrance, the one the LaRoches lived within. Jervis had mentioned in passing that the LaRoches were willing to help Doc in whatever way they could; and since he wouldn't be able to get anything out of Bennie without torturing him, it was time to see if Julian could handle the job.
Doc stalked into the marketplace, noting with irritation that the atmosphere changed abruptly with his arrival.
"That's Tetrarch Holliday," someone whispered.
"Why's he here?" someone else muttered.
"Where's his guard? Mitcham never went anywhere without a guard."
"Maybe he doesn't need one," a gravelly voice suggested. "My cousin said he killed five cyclopes all by himself."
"What a crock!" someone else snorted. "Five cyclopes! He's just a skinny fellow."
"That's what I heard," the gravelly voice said. "And I saw him kill Thypon myself. It was a bloodbath."
Doc sighed heavily. He missed his anonymity. A lot.
"Pastry?" a Lutin asked as Doc passed by the baker's cart. "It's on the house."
Suddenly a simple pastry took on worlds of meaning. If Doc took it, he was showing favoritism. If he didn't, he was giving the poor seller the cut direct. If he paid, it was an insult. If he didn't...
Doc rubbed his head wearily and turned to face the baker. "I'd love a pastry," Doc said cheerfully. "But I'm happy to pay for it. There's no sense in you giving away your goods for free." He tossed the man a taliesin, took the offered pastry, and continued towards Julian's bench.
"Did you see that?" a voice whispered. "He paid for it."
"That's not nearly as surprising as the fact that he actually spoke to a merchant," a feminine voice replied.
"I hear he's not high in the instep at all," a third voice chattered.
Doc wished he could plug his ears against all the whispers. He also wished Jury was with him so he could be anyone but himself.
He sat beside Julian with a sigh.
"Not enjoyin' your fame and fortune, Tetrarch Holliday?" Julian asked mockingly.  
"I like my fortune just fine," Doc replied.
Julian actually laughed before saying, "Whadda you want?"
"No small talk?" Doc mused. "No 'Hi, how are you? And by the by, thank you for saving my life?'"
"Hi," Julian said. "Pops just finished fixing the house. You really burned it."
"You're welcome," Doc said cheerfully.
"Now that that's out of the way, whadda you want?"
Doc glanced over at Julian's drawing of the marketplace. It was startlingly accurate, but what was really interesting were the conversations he'd written into the scene.
"You missed the part where that one man said I killed five cyclopes in one go," Doc pointed out.
"Didn't miss it," Julian responded. "Just figured it wasn't all that important."
"Hum. What're they saying now?"
"They're wondering why you're talkin' to me. They wonder if I'm in trouble; they hope I am."
"Don't like you much?"
"Don't understand me. I'm basically a norm," Julian added with a one-shouldered shrug. "Our family's lived inside the Hidden since its beginning, and no one's ever bothered 'bout us before. But ever since Mitcham, people are just more aware. They're drawing lines in the sand where there didn't used to be any. They feel the same way about you."
Doc watched the residents wander past. He hadn't missed the way they watched him without watching him, and he hadn't missed the uncomfortable undercurrent. There was still a lot of work to be done if he was ever going to repair the distrust and dissent Mitcham had sown. But that was for another day.
"I need information," Doc said. "There's a witch family; they lived outside the Hidden, but the two older children went to the witch academy. The father's name is Grant Baker. The children are Jules, Johnny, and Addison. They might have a norm with them named Frankie."
"Why don't you just have your witch friend track 'em down?" Julian asked.
"They've been scrubbed."
"Scrubbed?"
Doc cast Julian a long look. "I don't think you actually need me to explain that," he said after a moment.
Julian's lips twitched. "Alright," he said, "they've been scrubbed. So what do you want from me?"
"I want to know everything about the parents that you can find. What they do; where they've lived; who they work for."
"Anything else?"
"I'll leave that up to you," Doc said.
He watched the marketplace in silence, wondering if the hubbub about norms had died down since he'd become tetrarch. He really should have checked sooner. It was becoming more and more difficult to keep track of all the things he needed to keep track of. 
"Are you still having trouble?" Doc asked.
"With what?" Julian replied.
"Because of Selina."
"You mean because she's a norm?"
"Yes."
"Not so much," Julian shrugged. "For the most part everyone's already forgotten that they hated norms a couple months ago. They've moved onto the next thing."
"Which is?"
"Taking bets on how long the new tetrarch will last."
"How are my odds?" Doc inquired.
"It's not too much in your favor right now," Julian said with a shrug. "The witches don't like you. And if the witches don't like you..."
It always came back to the witches. Which made Doc wonder about Mitcham. Was it possible for Mitcham to have accomplished all that he had without the witches' support? Doc wasn't so sure.
"How is Selina?" Doc asked, remembering the hurt look on her face when he'd cut her arm. "Is she still mad at me?"
"Yep."
"Tell her I'm sorry, and I'll come see her soon."
"I'll tell her, but it'll likely just piss her off that you were this close and didn't come by."
Doc laughed softly and said, "I'm not good company today."
Julian grinned before saying, "So you'll appreciate the band of assassins waiting just inside the entrance for you?"
"Ninjas?" Doc asked.
"Maybe," Julian replied.
"You'd think they'd learn," Doc muttered.
"Strict code of honor," Julian shrugged.
"Idiotic code of honor," Doc countered. "What's the point if they're all dead?"
"You got me," Julian said, flipping the page of his journal to a fresh sheet. "I don't believe in honor."
"That may be the smartest thing you've ever said," Doc chuckled. "Now if you'll excuse me, I need to send a message to the ninja master. Make sure you record it properly."
"I'll try," Julian said dryly. "Want me to pad your bony shoulders a bit?"
"It's no wonder Mitcham wanted you dead," Doc muttered offhandedly as he stood and began to stride back towards the exit.
Doc scanned the buildings and tight streets as he walked, searching for any obvious signs of the ninjas. Since their last three attempts had failed, he assumed they would eventually change their method of attack. Poison blow darts, a bullet through the head, something a little more tactical. He wondered briefly if he would survive a headshot, but decided it wasn't worth worrying about, not until it happened.
He was quite close to the exit now, and he still hadn't seen any signs of trouble, but he did notice that the marketplace was rather quiet behind him. He glanced over his shoulder, frowning when he saw that everyone was gathered together, watching him.
As his head was turned, Doc heard a slight hiss behind him, and he dropped to the street and rolled sideways. Several knives rebounded off the cobblestones into the air, and Doc leapt to his feet, knives in hand, sighing when he saw there were now twenty ninjas standing between him and the exit.
"You sure you want to do this?" Doc asked. "You could easily walk away." Except they were inside the Hidden, so he really couldn't let them walk away; he had to kill them. "Never mind," he sighed. "Let's just get this over with."
At his words the ninjas hefted their weapons and started moving towards him. Doc tossed his knives, stopping two ninjas dead in their tracks, then drew two more knives and threw them as well. Several throwing stars flew through the air towards him; and he ducked, hissing sharply as a few speared into his arm.
He felt the poison immediately, but at the same time his tattoo flared and power rushed through his blood, forcing out the poison as it went. He hurled two more knives, then dashed forward and rammed into the nearest ninja, shoving his fingers through the man's neck and snatching the sword from his hands as the ninja dropped. Doc pivoted, swinging the sword in a wide arc, not even slowing down as it tore through several necks and one chest.
As he was readying himself to strike again, a knife cut across his cheek, poison burning the edges of his skin. He hissed, then flinched as three throwing stars tore into his leg. A numbing sensation started to spread through him, making his movements slower; but he spun, thrusting the sword through an advancing ninja's chest. Power poured into Doc, and he ripped the sword free and rushed forward to kill several more of his attackers.
Something slammed against his ankles, ripping his feet out from under him, and Doc crashed to the ground. As soon as he hit, Doc rolled to his back and used one leg to propel himself in a circle, slashing the sword in an arc as he did.
Several bodies fell to the ground around him, and Doc rolled over one corpse, then pushed himself to his feet and took a solid fighting stance, hefting the sword menacingly in his hands.
The four remaining assailants eyed him warily, but Doc knew they weren't going to retreat. "Your honor grows wearisome," he said. Normally he enjoyed a good fight, but the ninjas were like ants. It didn't seem to matter how many he killed; they just kept coming back.
The ninjas suddenly dropped their swords and started hurling projectiles at him. Doc rushed forward, slashing his sword with brutal intent and dispatching them quickly, but not before several of their knives and stars had lodged into his flesh.
Heat pulsed through him as his tattoo pulled the power from the dead men, but already a violent pain was building in his chest. Doc could feel his lungs beginning to struggle; he could feel his heart muscles weakening.
He swiftly ripped the five knives and three throwing stars from his body, hissing as the poison pulled across his broken flesh. He breathed shallowly as the power throbbed through him, surrounding the poison and forcing it out.
The pain intensified for a moment, and Doc forced himself not to waver, keenly aware of the rows of eyes watching him, studying him, waiting for him to show weakness. Finally the pain faded enough that Doc could breathe again.
He inhaled deeply, then turned with a self-satisfied grin. The entire marketplace was regarding him cautiously. Some of the faces were filled with awe, some with horror, but all of them held just a little bit of fear. Everyone had believed that Mitcham was impossible to kill, but Doc doubted if anyone had ever seen him slaughter twenty ninjas in one fell swoop.
This was apparently the beginning of Doc's mythos. He was the tetrarch who killed people.




Chapter 4
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Since the weapons the ninjas had used were drenched in poison, Doc called the Worms himself and stayed with the bodies until they arrived.
"Tetrarch Holliday," one of the Worms said, giving Doc a tight bow.
"Robert," Doc replied.
Robert startled, as if he was surprised Doc remembered his name.
"The weapons have poison on them," Doc instructed softly. "Can you handle that?"
"Yes, sir, we'll be careful."
"Make sure everything gets cleaned up," Doc ordered. "I don't want anyone getting injured."
"We'll take care of it, sir," Robert said.
"Send the bill to Dulcis," Doc said firmly, studying Robert's expression.
"But, sir, the tetrarch doesn't usually pay for services."
"This tetrarch does. Send the bill to Dulcis, or you and I will have words."
Robert's already pale skin paled even more, and he stuttered, "That won't be necessary, sir."
"Excellent. Thank you for the good work."
Doc didn't look back as he exited the Hidden. Someone really wanted him dead, and they were willing to pay an enormous amount to accomplish it.
He climbed into his car and replayed the fight in his head as he drove back towards Dulcis. They'd added poison to their weapons, so they were learning. He wondered what they'd try next. He knew better than to think they'd stop.
He cruised through a stoplight, cringing when he heard the barely audible beep from beneath him. He felt under his seat with one hand, fingers tracing wires that he knew shouldn't be there.
"They're really starting to tick me off," he grumbled as he ran his hand over his car's steering wheel. "I'm sorry, baby," he whispered. "But don't worry; I'll make them pay."
With that, he glanced at the oncoming traffic, decided he could make it, ripped open his car door, and hurled himself out of the car. Brakes squealed as Doc rolled across the asphalt. He spun to a stop inches from a car's front bumper, jumped to his feet, and glanced back at his car, watching as it careened into a parked van. For a moment nothing happened, but then a loud sound erupted and his beautiful car exploded into flames.
Doc slipped though the crowded chaos and walked the rest of the way back to Dulcis. He was about ready to fly out to New York and watch the PO Box himself. It was past time to have a nice long chat with the ninja master.
As soon as Doc entered Dulcis, he met Jervis's eyes across the lobby; and once Jervis was within earshot, Doc said, "They killed my Lambo. That's three cars now."
"I understand," Jervis said.
"This has to end," Doc ground out.
"I'll find the master."
"Today," Doc said. Jervis raised an eyebrow. "Fine," Doc muttered. "But soon. And in the meantime, I want a junker to drive. Something I won't mourn."
"I'll have Emily park one of the Dulcis cars in your garage."
"Thank you. I'm going to go pretend to get drunk now."
Doc stepped into the elevator and rode it up to his suite. He closed his door behind him, then flopped onto his couch, quickly finishing the bottle of whiskey Bree had left on the coffee table. As he was putting down the bottle, Doc noticed the brown envelope with Jervis's handwriting across the face. "For your collection," he'd written in German.
Doc opened the envelope and gently removed the photograph he found inside. She was younger, but he recognized her wild hair and sparkling smile. Bluegrass.
He traced a finger along her cheek, smiling back at her. She was beautiful. And she'd died for him. For them.
"I'm sorry," he whispered. He could almost hear her voice chastising him. Telling him to be grateful, not sorry.
Bluegrass's journal, the one Apollo had given him, was sitting on the corner of the table, waiting for Doc to pick it up and read it, but Doc hadn't been able to make himself look at it yet. He would soon though; when his grief wasn't so fresh.
He smiled sadly and stood, walking slowly towards his floor safe. He opened it and slid out the stack of photographs at the bottom.
He put the photograph of Bluegrass on top, then flipped through the others pensively, feeling a curious mix of happiness and sorrow. He paused to look at the one of Andrew, Jane, and everyone else at the ranch. They were all laughing; even Doyle looked happy.
How he missed them. How he sometimes wished he could just drive out there and the ranch would be just as it had been the day this photograph was taken. Andrew would greet him with a wide smile, Jane would throw a knife at him just to see what happened, and they'd all sit around the fire and talk. Then Charlie and he would play poker until Doc lost all his money.
Doc grinned at the thought, then moved the photograph to the bottom of the stack. The next photograph didn't make him smile, even though Lena was laughing at something he'd said when the photograph had been taken.
Lena had always laughed, and she'd made him laugh too. She'd done silly things like always skip the thirteenth step on stairwells and spin around three times if she spilled the salt, and she'd always laughed when she'd done it. It was because of her none of the rooms in Dulcis bore the number thirteen, and it was because of her there was a bag of salt hidden inside every thirteenth step. 
Her laughter flowed over him, and he allowed himself to be swept into a memory.
"You have to, Doc!" Lena laughed, eyes pleading. "You have such good luck; if you pick it, I know it'll be perfect. The luckiest Fumsup ever!"
Doc raised an eyebrow, but he'd never been able to tell Lena no, so he studied the line of Fumsup dolls inside the jeweler's case.
"They're all ugly," he said dismissively.
"That's not the point," Lena said cheerfully. "The point is they're lucky."
"Why?"
"Oh, come on, Doc. Please. For me." She turned her grey eyes towards him and blinked fetchingly.
"That one," Doc said, pointing vaguely towards the least ugly one.
The jeweler pulled it from the case and threaded the doll onto a silver chain. "Here you are, miss," he said, handing it to Lena.
"Oh, I love it! Isn't it darling, Doc?"
"You're darling," he drawled.
She giggled and turned around so he could fasten the chain around her neck.
"I absolutely love it," she gushed as they walked down the street. "You should put them in all your suites at the hotel."
"I don't want to give my clientele nightmares," Doc laughed.
"Then you must at least name one of the suites the 'Fumsup Suite'. It'll be the lucky one." She held his hand as they walked leisurely towards her home. "Or, better yet, get them to change the name of the street to Fumsup Way!"
Doc laughed and pulled her into the shadow of a building. "You're my Fumsup," he whispered in her ear, trailing a line of kisses down her neck.
"Hum..." she murmured. "I'm not sure I like the sound of that after all."
"Lena Fumsup," he said, lips a hairsbreadth away from hers.   
"Don't like it at all," she said. "Apologize and kiss me."
"I'm sorry," he chuckled before kissing her gently.
Doc could still feel the press of Lena's body against his as he refocused on the photograph in his hands. Lena. Lovely, lovely Lena. If only he'd said what he should have said. If only he'd done what he should have done.
He sighed as he placed the photographs back into the safe and closed the heavy door. It really was too bad his luck didn't extend to other people.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Thaddeus asked when Doc returned with another bottle of whiskey.
"I've had a bad day," Doc said.
"I can see that. I'm sorry about Bree."
Doc took a long drink, then said, "I just... I weary of watching people die."
"Me too," Thaddeus agreed.
Doc stared blindly at the wall, wondering where the time had gone. It seemed like just days ago that he'd brought Bree home with him. He'd carefully cleaned the blood off her and sat on the couch with her, just holding her hand as she wept. For days she'd cried; and then one day, she'd stopped crying and started talking. He'd never heard anything as beautiful as her small lispy voice asking if she could have some apple juice.
It had never occurred to him then, when she was so little and fragile, that one day she would be a grown woman. And then an old woman and then a dead woman. 
"And the Bakers are missing," Doc said, changing the subject so he wouldn't think about Bree anymore.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean they're gone."
"Can't Mr. Jury find them?"
"No."
"Oh," Thaddeus said softly. "Now I'm having a bad day."
Doc stood without a word and retrieved a brandy from the kitchen, then poured the entire contents into Thaddeus's pot. "At least one of us will be drunk," Doc murmured as he sat back down.
He sat there, in the dark, drinking and moping. He thought about Bluegrass. He thought about Lena. He thought about Andrew. He thought about all the things he'd ever encountered that made him sad and depressed. It was quite a lot of stuff. It took him all night long and well into the morning. He only stirred when the lock on his door slid back and his door began to open.
"Mr. Holliday?" a soft voice called out. "Are you home?"
"I'm here, Rosa," Doc answered. "But please, come on in."
Rosa pushed the door the rest of the way open and stood there nervously. "I can come back later," she offered hopefully.
"Thaddy's drunk. It's the perfect time," Doc said, trying to grin.
"Are you alright, Mr. Holliday?" Rosa asked as she pushed her cleaning cart into the room.
"No," he murmured. "I had a bad day, and then I sat here all night and thought about all the other bad days I've had."
"That was foolish, if you don't mind me saying."
She paled as soon as the words left her mouth, and Doc sighed. "I don't know what Thaddy has told you, but you've no reason to fear me," Doc said.
Color rushed back into her cheeks, and she shuffled nervously. "It's not Mr. Whythe," she stuttered. 
"What is it then?" he demanded, feeling irritated.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Holliday, it's just..."
He watched her falter and gestured for her to continue.
"Among my people you're known as the souleater," she said quickly.
Doc nodded thoughtfully before saying, "You should amend it. You should call me the eater of evil souls. Do you see the difference?" he asked.
For a moment she just stared at him, but she finally nodded, and he smiled.
"Now, why was it foolish of me to sit here and think about all the bad days I've had?"
She blushed once more and stammered, "I shouldn't have said that."
"It's quite alright. But tell me why."
"It's just I imagine you've had more good days than bad," she said softly.
Doc didn't respond right away, just let her words play over and over in his head. Then he suddenly laughed.
"Whasit?" Thaddeus said blearily.
"Go back to sleep, Thaddy old boy," Doc laughed.
"Wha?"
Doc leapt to his feet, stepped across the room, gently took Rosa's head in his hands, and kissed her forehead. "You're a Fumsup, Rosa."
Rosa stared at him in confusion. "A Fumsup?"
"A stroke of good luck." He grinned widely. "I'm going to take a shower so you may as well just water Thaddeus and go about your day."
"You don't want me to clean?" she stuttered, cheeks flaming.
"No need!" Doc exclaimed, kissing her forehead once more before walking towards his bedroom, stripping his ruined clothes as he went.
Rosa was right. He'd certainly had more good days than bad. And even the bad ones usually had some good in them. For instance, yesterday the Sons of Solomon had finally poked up their evil little heads. And the Bakers may be missing, but he'd find them. And the ninjas were annoying, but he'd gotten a lot of meals out of them. And his car... He shook his head. He couldn't spin that. His car was destroyed. But still. All in all, not a bad day.
He whistled as he showered, thinking of some of the many good days he'd had and of the many Fumsups that had been part of his life. By the time he was dressed, he was feeling downright cheerful again.
"Morning!" Doc said cheerfully as he swung open Simon's office door.
Simon looked up from the paperwork he was inspecting and said, "What?"
"Morning," Doc repeated, sitting across from him. "What's on the agenda for today?"
Simon studied him with narrowed eyes. "Why're you... acting so cheerful?"
"It's a good day."
"It is?"
"Why not?" Doc laughed.
"Are you feeling okay?" Simon inquired carefully.
"When was the last time you went out to the woods?" Doc asked instead of answering him.   
"What?" Simon looked genuinely confused, which was saying something since he was usually quite good at hiding his feelings.
"The woods," Doc repeated. "When was the last time you went?"
"It's been some time," Simon said slowly.
"About ten years," Sagena said from the doorway.
"Sagena," Doc said, standing to greet her.
"Doc," she replied with a wink as she sat beside him.
He could tell instantly that she was no longer available. It was there in the way she sat, leaning slightly away from him and the way she smiled at him, cheerful but not inviting.
He grinned at her before turning his attention back to Simon. "You're a Takaheni," Doc said. "Ten years is too long."
"Why're we talking about me?" Simon protested. "We should be talking about you."
"Alright," Doc said. "Since Sagena is here, bring me up to date on Dublin's progress, the Bureau closures, and the council to judge Mitcham's followers."
Simon stared at him for a moment before muttering, "It's a good day, he says. Ha!"
Sagena laughed merrily, and Doc joined her. Simon glared at them both, then his lips twitched, and he began to laugh as well.
For over an hour Simon and Sagena answered Doc's various questions; and then Sagena departed.
Once she was gone, Doc asked casually, "Do you have the report on the Sons of Solomon yet?"
"Here it is," Simon said, handing it over. "You meet with them tomorrow," he added. "The three men you're meeting with are norms, and they don't have access to the Hidden, so we'll hold the meeting at Dulcis. I'll contact Jervis to set it up."
"If they don't have access to the Hidden, how did they contact you?" Doc asked.
"They probably bought the information from the norm government," Simon said.
"They can do that?"
Simon shrugged. "Everything's for sale for the right price."
"Shouldn't be," Doc grumbled.
He flipped through a few pages of the report before looking up and studying Simon. It was a little hard to gauge, but he thought Simon was looking a bit spent. It certainly couldn't be easy to run his own business empire and keep track of all the Hidden business at the same time.
"Do you need an assistant?" Doc asked.
Simon laughed shortly. "I have five," he said.
"Do you need more?"
Simon shook his head. "I'm sure things will calm down soon enough. Mitcham left a hell of a mess in his wake, and it'll take some time to clean it up, but we're making progress."
"Good. Speaking of Mitcham's mess, are you coming with me to meet Isabel's father?"
"I doubt you'll need my assistance with August Naese," Simon said. "He's already predisposed to like you."
"How's that?" Doc asked.
"He hated Mitcham."
"That's certainly a point in my favor," Doc allowed.
"Your meeting with Mr. Naese is a week from today," Simon added. "I'll send over everything I have on him, but it's not much; he's fairly reclusive. All the Northwestern witches are."
"If I can get August to agree to help me, will that be enough to close Blackwater?" Doc asked.
"The witch's council won't like it if you go behind their backs," Simon warned.
"I could care less what the witch's council likes," Doc said firmly. "If I can close down Blackwater without them, I'll do it. It'll save me time doing the song and dance that I so desperately love."
"I figured you'd say that," Simon sighed.
"You should run for tetrarch," Doc suggested. "You're much better suited to it than I am."
"I don't have the face for it," Simon said dismissively.
"A cryptid face for cryptid people."
"The witches wouldn't support me," Simon stated.
"So you've thought about it," Doc surmised.
"Perhaps," Simon said. "But I'm afraid your two years are all we'll have to make a difference."
"The witches don't support me either," Doc laughed. "Which is so strange. Usually people love my winning personality."
"Hum," Simon muttered. "That reminds me, did you resolve your ninja problem?"
"No," Doc growled. "And they killed another one of my cars. That's three now."
"That's... tragic?" Simon offered, laughter lighting his eyes.
"It is," Doc growled. "And if you'd ever had a car like one of mine, you'd know that."
"I'm sorry for your loss," Simon said solemnly.
"I know you're mocking me," Doc retorted.
"I'd never mock you, Tetrarch."
"In that case, Advisor, I bid you good day."
Doc stood with a flourish, snatched the dossier from Simon's desk, and strode out the door, grinning slightly when he heard Simon laughing behind him.




Chapter 5

 
[image: ] 


After reading through the report on the Sons of Solomon for the fourth time, Doc dropped it onto the floor and leaned back against the fainting couch.
Unfortunately, the dossier had been incredibly vague. Simon clearly grasped that the Sons were a powerful organization. He knew they were a secret society of sorts. He even knew they'd been in operation for several thousand years, but that was about it.
"Did you learn anything?" Jervis asked, closing and locking the large sub-subbasement door behind him.
"Not a damn thing," Doc grunted. "All I know is the names of the three men I'm meeting with."
Jervis picked up the folder and studied it. "All this paper for three names?"
"Simon mapped some of their activities over the years. Pretty impressive really, since they don't leave much trace, but it wasn't anything we didn't already know." Doc made a broad gesture and added, "Russia, Bulgaria, England. He even made the Turkey connection."
"That is quite impressive," Jervis intoned.
"I would give him a raise, but I'm not paying him anything," Doc laughed.
"How unfortunate for him," Jervis said dryly. "In the mood for a round?"
Doc grimaced inwardly and said, "Chess?"
"I was thinking swords."
"Blunted tips?" Doc asked hopefully.
"If you feel you need them."
Sami had ratted him out; he'd known she would.
He stood and took the sword Jervis handed him, noticing instantly the lack of a blunted tip. Doc sighed and removed his vest and shirt. There was absolutely no sense in trashing another set of clothing so soon. 
"I don't need to remind you about Lena, do I?" Doc asked, taking a defensive stance.
"No. I remember Lena quite well," Jervis said as he stepped forward, sword moving like wind through the air.
Doc blocked hastily and moved backwards several steps, then tried to push forward with an attack of his own. Jervis knocked Doc's sword to the side and slashed the tip of his sword across Doc's chest. Doc brought up his sword to block Jervis's next slash, then moved back once more.
"Then I don't need to remind you what happened to Lena, do I?" Doc growled, struggling to hold his ground against Jervis's next series of attacks.
"No."
"Goddamn it, Jervis! I'm trying to protect you!"
"I know," Jervis said calmly, pressing just the point of his sword into Doc's shoulder.
Doc stepped backward before charging forward, sword aimed straight at Jervis's chest. Jervis blocked him, but Doc continued to advance, using his sword more like a cleaver than an instrument of finesse. He felt the cold swipe of steel across his chest, but he ignored it and kept pushing forward.
"I don't want you to get hurt!" Doc snapped as he slashed towards Jervis's sword hand.
"No," Jervis countered. "You just don't want to watch."
Doc stopped moving and glared at him, paying no attention to the sword tip that was pricking the base of his throat.
"Fine," Doc said. "Do what you want. Do what you goddamn want."
He turned from Jervis and wiped the blood from his already healed skin with a scrap of ruined shirt from a previous conversation.
Jervis was right. He didn't want to watch. There was no worse feeling in the world than watching someone you loved suffer and knowing there was nothing you could do about it, and he'd already been there too many times to count.
He breathed deeply, pulling up Rosa's shocked face in his mind. She was today's Fumsup, and he was going to remember that.
"I'm meeting the Sons tomorrow," Doc said evenly. "What do you want me to do?"
"See what they want. Whatever it is, don't give in right away; pretend to take some time to think it over. When you meet again, you can offer a trade of sorts."
"Alright," Doc said, shrugging into his shirt.
He left the room without looking back, anger still pulsing through him in spite of his efforts to focus on Rosa's words of wisdom. When he'd suggested that Jervis pass some time with Sami, he hadn't meant this. He'd never meant this. They were immortal; they couldn't have this. Not with mortals. And Jervis knew that.
When Doc had first met Lena, she had been thirty-eight. Practically the same age as Doc if he ignored his immortality. There had just been something about her laugh that had been infectious, and for a while there he'd quite forgotten what he was. For five years she and Doc had laughed, made love, and built a world of dreams.
Doc wandered outside Dulcis, mind fully occupied with Lena's laugh. The cold wind whipped past him, but he barely felt it. He was lost in a memory. A memory of her beautiful face full of tears instead of laughter.
She'd just turned forty-three, and she'd discovered a grey hair several days earlier. It wasn't something that bothered her; she embraced every new change with laughter. But then she'd studied him, searching for his changes, his grey hair and wrinkles, and there were none. Day after day after day he was exactly the same.
"What's wrong with you?!" she screamed, ripping the Fumsup doll from around her neck and throwing it at him. "What's wrong with you?!"
"There's nothing wrong—"
"You're lying!" she shrieked. "You've been lying to me this whole time!"
"Lena," he pleaded, "let me explain."
"Get out! Get out!" she yelled, throwing a vase at his head. "Just leave!"
He left, Fumsup doll clutched tightly in his hands. He'd wait until she calmed down, and then he'd explain it. He'd explain everything, and then she'd understand and she would smile again. She had to.
A car horn blared, and Doc remembered where he was. Jervis may not have liked it, but he hadn't been wrong to talk to Sami. He didn't want to watch Sami's eyes fill with tears the way Lena's had. He didn't want to watch Jervis try to explain it. He didn't want to watch Jervis suffer. Not like he had.
Doc's phone beeped, and he pulled it out, reading the message twice before he realized who it was from.
"Got what you wanted. Meet you at Union Station. One hour."
"How did you get my number?" Doc texted back, grinning slightly.
"Would you want me to work for you if I couldn't do something as simple as that?" Julian retorted.
"Certainly not. It's odd though. Most Hidden residents don't have cell phones."
"And I wouldn't either except I'm supposed to be available to the Tetrarch at all hours of the day and night. Can't honestly expect the high bugger to wander down into the lower Hidden every time he wants something, can I?"
"Remind me why I saved your life?"
"Because I got what you wanted."
Doc chuckled and headed towards Union Station. It would be a while before Julian showed up, but if Doc was lucky, which he usually was, Darius would be there. And in spite of the cold, Darius was indeed there, sitting at a table, studying the chess pieces in front of him.
"Need a partner, old man?" Doc asked cheerfully, sitting across from him.
Darius grinned widely. "Only if it's you."
Doc reset the pieces on his side and waited for Darius to make his move.
"Can't tell you how surprised I was when a couple fellows showed up at my door asking me to join a Hidden council of sorts," Darius said after he'd moved a pawn.
"Did you say yes?" Doc asked, moving a pawn of his own.
"Wouldn't want to say no to the new head honcho," Darius laughed. "What's it they call you? Tetrarch? Pretty fancy title."
"You can have it," Doc murmured, moving another piece.
"Don't want it," Darius shrugged. "'Spect you don't either."
"You expect right," Doc said, removing one of Darius's pieces. "I should warn you that I also asked for Kaasni to be included on the council."
Darius didn't respond for several moves. Finally he said, "I don't know what happened there."
"She believed a lie that you and she are different."
"Lot of that goes around," Darius mused, blowing hot breath into his cupped hands. "Just didn't expect it from her."
"The ones presenting the argument were quite persuasive," Doc said. "I'm sorry though."
They played in silence for several more minutes before Doc said softly, "Checkmate."
"Good game," Darius chuckled. "I always love playing you; I learn something every time."
Doc watched Darius as he carefully put away his pieces in a velvet lined box. Darius's hands were shaking a little more than they had the last time Doc had seen him. It wouldn't be long before the banshees cried for him.
"I'll have Simon set you up inside the Hidden for the trials," Doc said. "If that's alright with you. You might enjoy living on the inside for a while."
Darius's eyes sparkled, and he said, "I would like that. Looks like a storm's coming," he added, pushing to his feet.
"See you around," Doc said softly.
As soon as Darius was out of sight, Julian slid into the seat across from Doc.
"You won't like it," he stated.
"How would you know?" Doc questioned curiously.
"I just do."
Doc raised an eyebrow, and Julian pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the table. Doc read the information on it carefully. Then he read it again. Julian was right; he didn't like it. Not one bit.
"Are you sure?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"How sure?"
"I wouldn't have given it to you if I wasn't a hundred percent!" Julian snapped.
Doc tapped his fingers on the paper as he read through it once more. The information Julian had provided him on the Jurys and their estate had been accurate down to the bedrooms each of the servants inhabited. He had no reason not to believe that this information was just as accurate.
"Thank you," he said. "Send the bill to Jervis."
"One more thing," Julian said, grin tugging at the corners of his lips. "I thought you might like this." He placed a folded piece of paper on top of the other, then stood and walked quickly away.
Doc flipped open the paper, laughing loudly when he saw that it was an illustration of him fighting the ninjas. The ninjas were falling down around him, blood flying everywhere, but the Doc Julian had drawn standing in the middle of them had such large shoulders he could barely wield the sword.
Doc chuckled as he tucked both pieces of paper into his pocket. On another day he might have been annoyed at Julian's depiction of him, but today he was just glad someone out there didn't give a damn he was the tetrarch.




Chapter 6
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"Are you occupied?" Doc texted Jury as he walked back towards the hotel.
"I'm always occupied," Jury replied. "But I think I can fit you in. Hurry though. I've got an appointment in an hour."
"An appointment?" Doc asked just before hailing a taxi.
"Yes. With someone who actually plans to pay me for my talents."
"I'll pay you."
"Nah, I prefer you to owe me."
"You're not married to Marie Baudelaire right now," Doc texted.
"Never going to let that go, are you?"
"She was terribly difficult to kill."
"I'd be willing to bet you loved every minute of it," Jury retorted.
Doc grinned as he remembered the surge of power that had crashed into him as Marie had died. Jury was right; he had enjoyed every minute of it.
Before long, Doc was knocking on Jury's door. Jury opened it with a lazy grin and said, "I'll only help you if you play a game of pool."
"What makes you think I want your help?" Doc replied.
"You never go out to play anymore," Jury shrugged. "It's a safe bet."
"Alright," Doc said, "I'll play a round of pool and go gallivanting around town with you tonight."
"I don't believe you!" Jury laughed.
"I won't even mention work..." Doc cringed. "I can't believe I just said that. Anyway, I won't even mention work until tomorrow morning."
"Deal!" Jury exclaimed, grinning happily. "Pool now; clubbing at nine. And I get to pick the club."
"Naturally," Doc drawled, choosing a pool cue.
They played two rounds, and Jury won both of them.
"You're getting better," Jury praised as he racked the balls once more. "I almost had to work for that."
"Hush you," Doc laughed. "Pick me up when you're ready because my cars..." He trailed off and gave Jury a sheepish grin. "Work related. Just pick me up."
While he waited for Jury, Doc ordered a steak and ate it, rereading Julian's note as he did. Grant and Enid Baker. As witches they specialized in air magic; glamours, camouflage, that sort of thing. Apparently they were rather powerful in their area and, as partners, were able to do what generally took a team of twelve or more witches. They were no match for Jury, but on the power scale the two of them combined were nipping at his heels.
None of that bothered Doc. What bothered him was that they'd moved to Denver only a couple of years after Mitcham had become tetrarch, some forty-three years ago. What really bothered him was that they had been on Mitcham's private payroll ever since; they worked exclusively for him. 
Doc had assumed that all the glamours and illegal Hidden buildings had been the work of Cynric, but now he wasn't so sure. Mitcham had had a lot of fingers in a lot of pies, and Doc wasn't sure he'd even scratched the surface of Mitcham's reach.
He really needed to make time to sort through Mitcham's paperwork. He'd just been so busy, and he hated the idea of just sitting there reading endless papers looking for who knew what. If only he had someone he trusted to do it for him. But the three people he trusted most in life were all busy, just like him. Far too busy to sit in a warehouse reading through a dead man's trash.
He made a mental note to start working on it sooner rather than later. After all, the Baker thing might not have sneaked up on him if he'd already done it. 
It didn't surprise Doc at all that Grant and Enid had taken off running the second he had been appointed tetrarch. They probably hadn't even needed to hire scrubbers; they'd just scrubbed themselves.
"It's a goddamn mess," he muttered.
"Life?" Thaddeus asked.
"That too," Doc sighed. "But I meant this whole tetrarch business. It's much too big. Too big for one man to oversee. Why the hell did they set it up this way in the first place?"
"It wasn't quite like this to begin with," Thaddeus mused. "If you have a moment, and you don't mind listening to me drone on and on, I could explain how it happened."
Thaddeus paused here, and Doc eventually said, "Well?"
"You have the time?"
"Please just tell me."
"All you had to do was ask," Thaddeus murmured. "The position of tetrarch was originally a figurehead position. His duty was to act as a go-between with the norm government, but in reality, the councils held all the power."
"Like the witch's council?" Doc asked.
"Yes. Originally there were thirty-one councils; one for each of the recognized species. There were five additional councils for the five regions of the United States. These thirty-six councils collaborated to build the structure of the Hidden, as well as devise the laws. But whenever the norm government needed something, they approached the tetrarch, and the tetrarch approached the councils."
"I see," Doc muttered. "When did it change?"
"The councils began to lose control in the fifties, right around the time the tetrarch moved his base of operations."
"This was before Mitcham's time?" Doc asked.
"Technically," Thaddeus said slowly.
"But?"
"Mitcham was the previous tetrarch's right-hand man, and considering how persuasive Zenius can be if they want to..." Doc could almost see Thaddeus shrug.
"So what exactly happened?" Doc prodded.
"You must bear in mind that I was being shuffled from desk to desk at the time," Thaddeus complained. "So it is difficult to put an exact timeline or structure to it, but I suppose it's similar to what happened to the norm government."
"How do you mean?"
"If you would be quiet for a moment, I would tell you," Thaddeus chided. "The tetrarch slowly chipped away at the councils' power until they had become the figureheads and he held all the power. Then he began to pass laws regarding the Hidden at large. No longer was each Hidden ruled by their own; now everything was ruled by the tetrarch."
"I see," Doc murmured, wondering if he could really fix seventy years of political subterfuge.
"And once Mitcham was tetrarch, he continued to do the same thing, but on a much broader scale," Thaddeus said softly. "He even infiltrated the other Hiddens across the world and bent them to his will."
"The other Hiddens will have to fix themselves," Doc said. "This is the only Hidden I'm worried about. Did the Magistratus still exist?"
"In a fashion. Each Hidden region had their own local law enforcers, overseen by that region's council, of course. Now the Magistratus is one unit. One unit overseeing all."
"What about Blackwater?" Doc asked.
A dry chuckle emitted from Thaddeus's pot. "You really are planning to make enemies, aren't you?"
"It's not as if I go out of my way," Doc snorted. "It just happens."
"Indeed. Blackwater was Jefferson's idea. I don't think he could stand the idea of killing creatures of power if he thought they might be an asset at a later date. However, he only came up with the idea of imprisoning them. It was..." Thaddeus trailed off, and Doc waited patiently for him to continue.
"This does look bad," Thaddeus eventually said, "but at the time it seemed very necessary, you understand?"
"The end justifies the means and all that," Doc said scathingly.
"In some cases, yes," Thaddeus argued.
"I have yet to be convinced," Doc murmured. "Please go on."
"It's just... I was going to say... It was actually Phillip Jury's idea to use the ager nihilo as holding cells."
"Is that so?" Doc drawled.
"It's actually quite brilliant!" Thaddeus pointed out. "It removed the need for a structure, for guards, for upkeep. It's the perfect system really."
"Do you like being a plant?" Doc asked softly.
"What? No!"
"So you would have rather been a man and died a man some two hundred years ago?"
"Yes!"
"I assume the prisoners in Blackwater feel much the same way," Doc suggested. "In fact I have a hard time believing that very many of them will have remained sane. I know if I'd been locked in a grey box with nothing I certainly would not have retained my sanity."
"That is... I don't suppose... They're criminals," Thaddeus sputtered.
"And so they lose the right of basic human decency?"
"It was... The idea... It was for the good of all," Thaddeus offered weakly.
"The one is part of the all," Doc retorted. "If you strip away the good of the one, you can no longer claim to care for the good of all."
For a long while Thaddeus didn't reply, and when he did his voice was soft. "I often wish I had your vision," he said. "You see things that I could never see."
"I'm not a plant," Doc chuckled. "I'm sure having leaves cuts down on your peripheral vision."
"You joke," Thaddeus said, "but I'm quite serious. For all your hedonistic ways, you often show wisdom that I find difficult to comprehend."
Neither of them spoke for several minutes, then Thaddeus said, "I feel I should mention that the witch's council had, and still does have, the most power among the councils."
Doc waited patiently for Thaddeus to continue, but he didn't. For all his griping about being interrupted, Thaddeus enjoyed being begged for information.
"Because?" Doc asked, even though he was fairly sure he already knew the answer.
"Without the witches, the Hidden can't exist. Just like Blackwater," Thaddeus said. "I suppose with the exception of Blackwater, in theory, now that the construct is in place the Hidden could continue without witches' interference; but they have found ways to make it seem as if witches are essential to the Hidden's existence."
"I've noticed," Doc muttered. "The sight witches."
"Ah yes, the giving and redacting of sight. Completely necessary."
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "The concealment witches."
"They're the ones who go around and check the building camouflage, correct?"
"Yes," Doc drawled. "Apparently without their constant vigilance the camouflages would break down and the Hidden would be less... hidden."
"Whatever would we do without them?" Thaddeus murmured.
"Then there are the construct witches."
"Quite important," Thaddeus stated. "After all, they oversee the internal structure of the Hidden. If one of the stitches were to give out... Who knows what would happen?"
"I'm pretty sure that's not how magic works," Doc sighed, running his fingers over his enchanted knife. "Once a spell is set in place, it doesn't just give out. It has to be undone."
"But it only takes one accident," Thaddeus argued.
"I'm sure that's what they want you to think," Doc muttered before adding irritably, "And let's not forget the witch sweepers."
"Oh yes. I'm sure many crimes would go unsolved if it weren't for them," Thaddeus pointed out.
"Maybe," Doc said.
"Have you interacted with any of the witch attorneys yet?" Thaddeus inquired.
"Witch attorneys?" Doc groaned.
"They prosecute anyone who violates the laws of the Hidden, witch or otherwise," Thaddeus explained.
"Of course they do," Doc sighed.
"It's quite an important task," Thaddeus said. "Without laws the whole structure falls apart."
"Says who?" Doc retorted.
"Everyone," Thaddeus insisted.
"Who defends those accused of crimes?" Doc asked.
"Each defendant must speak for himself."
"Against witches?" Doc demanded incredulously. "Is there a judge or a jury?"
"Of course there's a judge," Thaddeus snorted, as if Doc was being ridiculous.
"And is the judge also a witch?"
"That quite depends," Thaddeus murmured.
"On what?"
"On..." Thaddeus trailed off and didn't continue.
"So the entire goddamn Hidden legal system is comprised of witches?" Doc demanded.
"Possibly." Thaddeus cleared his throat awkwardly and said, "It's been so long since I've been out and about, I'm sure things are quite different now."
"I'm sure," Doc said flatly. After a moment, he said grumpily, "We forgot the librarian witches."  
"Oh, yes," Thaddeus intoned gravely. "The guarding of knowledge is an ancient and venerable calling."
"Debatable," Doc muttered.
The Sons of Solomon certainly took it seriously, and perhaps the witches did to, but what was knowledge, really? It certainly couldn't be found between the pages of a bunch of dusty old books. The people who had written those books had been much too busy trying to categorize and label everything; and while they were doing that, life passed them right by. A man could search his entire life for knowledge and die without ever realizing it was right in front of him the entire time. 
But all that was beside the point. He'd deal with Blackwater and the witches soon enough. Right now he needed to decide if he was going to let the Bakers go or if he was going to track them down and drag them back. He'd grown rather attached to the children, but perhaps the feeling wasn't mutual.
"Did Jules ever talk about her parents?" he asked Thaddeus.
"I don't believe so," Thaddeus murmured. "We talked about many things. She had a mind that quite put me to shame sometimes, but I don't recall her ever mentioning her parents."
"Should I let them go?" Doc asked.
"If they wanted to be here, they would be here," Thaddeus replied gloomily.
"Maybe," Doc allowed, quietly deciding to do everything in his power to track them down. If only to make sure they were all right.
He glanced at the clock. Jury wouldn't be here for another couple hours, and since they'd likely be out until dawn, he might as well take a nap.
"Thanks for the chat, Thaddy, old boy," Doc said as he stood.
"I do tend to ramble," Thaddeus said dejectedly.
"Not at all," Doc laughed.
He showered and shaved so he'd be presentable when Jury arrived, then flopped down onto his bed with a loud exhale. He wasn't really tired, but he'd learned from Andrew that you should sleep when you could.
He studied himself in the mirror overhead, wondering when Andrew and the Black Shaman would begin to fight. He'd checked the news this morning, and there hadn't been any mention yet of Andrew's city being cut off from the outside world by an invisible barrier.
"Courage, my friend," he whispered, then he closed his eyes, drifted off to sleep, and slid into a memory.
He and Jervis were in France, standing just outside a palatial mansion. There was a heavy quality to the air, and Doc whispered, "I think we're too late."
Jervis didn't respond, just stepped up to the door and gently pushed it open. Doc smelled the blood before he saw it, and he knew instantly they wouldn't be saving anyone tonight.
Jervis uttered a guttural curse, and Doc followed him from room to room, feeling sick. Everyone in the house was dead. The servants, the wife, several children, an older woman. All dead, throats sliced open where they sat or stood. It was a menagerie of horror; one he was becoming quite familiar with. It was the Sons of Solomon's payment for initiation, the cost of their membership; and it made Doc want to vomit.
"Why would anyone do this?" Doc hissed as he fought the urge to cover a small girl with her blanket so he didn't have to see her frightened dead eyes.
"The promise of power," Jervis responded, English words sounding strange on his tongue.
"But what power?" Doc spat. "Surely whatever they offer can't be worth this?"
Jervis shrugged and headed for the door. There was nothing they could do now. They'd chased down a lead, but had arrived just an hour or two too late.
Doc took a huge breath of night air as they walked back to their lodging. "I don't understand," he muttered. "What do they get out of it? It makes no sense."
"It's difficult to explain," Jervis said stiffly.
"Try!" Doc snapped.
Jervis didn't answer, not until they were back inside their stuffy room. "I'll try to explain it," he said in flawless German. "But I don't know the whole truth. I'm not even sure I know any of the truth."
Doc could tell this was going to be a whiskey conversation so he pulled out his last bottle and removed the cork.
"Go on," he prodded.
"A long time ago there was a man who desired knowledge more than any other thing."
Doc snorted.
"Yes, I know, but after a while he too spurned knowledge that had been written and stored by men. He sought truth. Truth that had not been skewed by any point of view. Truth that was pure as the driven snow."
"That doesn't explain how we are where we are," Doc stated.
"Knowledge, especially true knowledge, comes at a price," Jervis said. "One of the legends calls him Solomon; yet another calls him The Reaper because he leaves death in his wake."
"He's named after the Hebrew king of wisdom?" Doc asked.
"Hardly," Jervis replied. "The Hebrew king of wisdom is named after him."
"But... that would make him... well over..."
"Some four thousand years old," Jervis confirmed. "Maybe more."
"You can't honestly be saying what I think you're saying," Doc said.
"Why not?"
"Four thousand years old? How could anyone live that long? That's..." He couldn't fathom it. He was looking forward to living a couple hundred years, but a couple thousand?
"You're immortal," Jervis stated calmly. "You could easily live for several thousand years if you would stop going out of your way to try and get killed."
"I don't go out of my way!" Doc snapped. "Things just happen."
"Indeed."
"We're not talking about me," Doc pointed out. "We're talking about Solomon. You're telling me he's—"
"I'm only suggesting," Jervis interrupted.
"Fine, you're suggesting he's four thousand years old?"
"Yes."
"Is he a vampire?"
"No."
"Then what is he?"
"I don't know."  
Jervis stared at the wall, then said slowly, "There is a legend about his beginnings, how he found the knowledge of men lacking and sought a higher source of wisdom. He was willing to do anything to gain what he sought. Some stories say he owns the ear of an angel. Others say a demon."
Doc swallowed his snort and waited for Jervis to continue.
"The only thing all the legends agree on is that he sacrificed his entire family and received a token in return."
Doc choked on his whiskey. "Wait," he stuttered. "I think you skipped something."
"My father once told me that truth, memory, and recollection are held by the spirits of the air," Jervis said with a faint shrug. "They rush around gathering up everything they see and hear, and they hoard it like gold."
"Spirits of the air?" Doc questioned. "This is beginning to sound like a fairy tale."
"You are an immortal man talking to an equally immortal vampire in a sweltering apartment above a bakery in Paris," Jervis retorted.
"I concede your point," Doc said, drinking the last of his whiskey.
"At some point in his quest for knowledge Solomon learned of these spirits, and he learned of their weakness, their bloodlust. He negotiated a contract with them; knowledge in exchange for blood. But he only had one family to offer."
"Why not just murder strangers?" Doc asked.
"I couldn't say," Jervis said. "Apparently that wasn't the terms of the contract."
"I see," Doc murmured. He didn't, but if he said he did, maybe he would. "You're saying that after killing his own family he began to recruit others, the Sons, to murder their families and so on and so forth?"
"Yes."
"Fantastic."
The futility of it suddenly struck Doc. He and Jervis had been hunting down phantoms for over a year now, and they were no closer to finding the heart of it then they had been at the beginning. Sometimes they arrived too late. Sometimes they arrived just in time. But no matter how many of the Sons they killed, more rose up to fill their place.
"They must have a headquarters or something," Doc suggested.
"I don't know."
"How does Solomon go about recruiting new Sons?"
"I don't know."
"He must have some sort of method. Some way of contacting people, weeding through them to find the ones who would actually be willing to murder for him."
"Probably," Jervis said.
"Goddamn it, Jervis! What do you know?"
"That we must find a way to stop him."  
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Doc woke with a start as someone knocked heavily on his door. He shook off the remnants of his dream, then padded into the other room with a yawn.
"I do hope you're planning on wearing clothes," Jury said when Doc opened the door.
"I thought nude was in," Doc replied.
"We're not going to that kind of club," Jury laughed.
"Give me a minute," Doc chuckled, heading back towards his room.
When he returned, Jury and Thaddeus were deep in discussion.
"What the hell are you two talking about?" Doc demanded.
"Thaddeus was just explaining to me why the power scale only went to ten, and I was explaining to him why it needs to go at least to fifty. Otherwise you don't have a clear idea of the subtle variations."
"Hum," Doc murmured. "So if the power level went to fifty, where would you be?"
"Forty-five," Jury said promptly.
"Ah," Doc drawled. "And where am I?"
"That's one of the rudimentary problems with the power scale," Thaddeus put in. "It only accounts for measurable power. On a fifty scale, you'd perhaps be a—"
"Don't tell me," Doc laughed. "I preferred it when I was a seven on a scale of ten. I'll see you later, old boy. Do you need some brandy to send you off?"
"I wouldn't say no to a night cap," Thaddeus said loftily.
Doc dumped half a bottle of brandy into Thaddeus's pot before following Jury out the door.
"He's as much a drunk as you are," Jury sighed as they rode the elevator down.
"He's a drunk; I'm an alcoholic," Doc corrected.
"You would be a drunk if you were mortal," Jury countered.
"Maybe."
"Definitely," Jury insisted. "By the way, you're going to love the club I picked. It's retro."
"At some point that word starts to lose all meaning," Doc sighed. "Which decade?"
"One of my favorites," Jury said with a wink.
"That doesn't narrow it down at all," Doc grumped.
"It's true," Jury sighed. "I like the big hair of the eighties, the skimpy tops of the sixties, the high tight waists of the fifties, the—"
"I get it," Doc interrupted. "You love the women of every decade."
"That I do," Jury agreed as he jogged through the lobby and out the revolving door to where his truck was parked rather haphazardly up on the curb.
Doc climbed into the passenger side with a grin. He couldn't remember the last time he and Jury had indulged in a night of simple fun, and he hadn't even realized he was missing it.
"It's just like the good old days!" Jury exclaimed as he pulled out into traffic. "Remember the first time we went to a rave?" he asked with a snort.
"We're not going to a rave, are we?"
"Hell no! I couldn't see straight for a week after that," Jury laughed. "But I did have fun. I went home with an entire sorority."
"Impressive," Doc drawled.
"You better believe it. God, they were frisky."
After driving several blocks, Jury parked on the side of the street, exited his truck, and waved his hand at the parking meter. A blue wisp of magic streamed through the air into the meter, and the green light popped on.
"That's a neat little trick," Doc said.
"I've been working on it," Jury replied proudly. "It's taken me a while to understand how the elements work inside electronics, but after sacrificing seventeen phones, three microwaves, and five computers to the cause, I think I'm finally getting it. That meter'll show paid up until I change it."
"You're wrong, you know," Doc said with a soft chuckle.
"About what?" Jury demanded.
"You're a solid fifty, at the very top of the scale."
"How do you figure?"
"Your grandfather may be more powerful than you in the conventional sense," Doc explained. "But you've never quit. Unlike the rest of the Jurys, you're not a traditionalist. The world changed around you and you went ahead and changed with it. I bet you there's not another witch in the States who could make a parking meter dance for them."
"You're not sick again, are you?" Jury demanded, eyes narrow.
"No," Doc said. "Why?"
"I just... You don't normally... Anyway, thanks, and whatever, but I think I prefer it when you take me for granted."
"I'll take you for granted tomorrow," Doc laughed. "Let's go find a sorority."
Jury grinned widely. "Say it again."
"A feisty sorority."
Jury laughed loudly, then headed across the street towards a black building with a barely readable sign.
"Flashers?" Doc said incredulously.
"Don't judge," Jury laughed. "Just enjoy."
Jury pushed open the heavy black door and walked into a large space full of dancing bodies. The lights were a heavy yellow color, and the air was filled with the sweet scent of perfume and lust. Tables were shoved along the walls, beaded lamps casting orange light onto the polished black tops, and up on stage a woman in a beaded red flapper dress was singing richly of a love found and lost.
"It's just like New Orleans," Jury said happily.
Doc chuckled as Jury surged into the crowd and stole a leggy woman away from her bumbling dance partner. The twenties had been a good decade; or at least, as Rosa had said, there had been more good days than bad.
Doc headed towards the bar, letting the sounds wash over him. He tossed the bartender a hundred dollar bill and asked for a whiskey, then he drank it slowly, looking over the crowd as he did.
His eyes brightened when he saw the woman standing awkwardly near the stage. She didn't look at all happy to be here, but he could change that.
He circled the room, ignoring the inviting hands and glances, eyes fixated on her. She noticed him when he was several feet away, and her eyes narrowed.
"I'm not interested," she stuttered when he was close enough to hear her.
"Not interested in what?" Doc drawled.
"Whatever it is you think I need or want or should be doing right now." Her hands were clenched tightly in front of her.
"I have no opinion whatsoever about what you should or should not be doing," Doc said gently. "I merely saw you across the room and thought I'd ask you to dance. You don't have to. You can say no and stay here against the wall all night." He waited a few beats for her to respond, but when she didn't, he bowed slightly and said, "Enjoy your evening."
"Wait!" she exclaimed as he turned to leave. "Just a dance?"
"Just a dance," Doc grinned.
"I'm not overly good at dancing."
Doc glanced out at the mass of bodies surrounding them. "I think if we just kind of wiggle to the beat, no one will notice or care," he said.
She laughed nervously and said, "I suppose you're right."
Doc offered her his hand, and she took it, fingers shaking. "You don't need to be frightened," Doc promised. "Not with me."
Her eyes widened, but she must have seen the truth of his words in his eyes because she suddenly relaxed and grinned at him. He returned her smile and pulled her into his arms just as a slow melody spun through the room.
"Do you come here often?" she asked, swaying rather stiffly.
"First time," Doc replied.
"Really?"
"I haven't been out much lately. I've been busy with... work." He cringed at the word. He hadn't worked a job in over a hundred and twenty years.
"What do you do?"
"Manage a corporation."
"That must be exciting."
"I'm dealing with a lot of resistance," Doc muttered. "It was a hostile takeover."
"Oh."
"Enough about me," Doc chuckled. "What makes you happy?"
"What do you mean?"
"What makes you happy?" Doc repeated. "What gets you out of bed in the morning? Why do you keep going?"
"That's a strange way to phrase it," she murmured. "Most people just ask what I do."
"Is that what makes you happy?" Doc asked, spinning her away, then bringing her back to him.
"No," she muttered.
"Why not?"
"It's complicated," she said.
The music changed to an upbeat song, and he grinned widely at her. "Life is much too short for complicated," he said before stepping away and pretending to move with the music.
She laughed loudly and mimicked him, face open and cheerful. He grinned inwardly. For this moment, right now, he was her Fumsup.
They danced the night away, laughing as they did. It was nearly morning by the time Jury showed up, a long-legged woman hanging off each of his arms.
"Here," he said, handing his truck keys to Doc with a self-satisfied grin. "We're taking a taxi."
"What about the meter?" Doc asked.
"Someone'll eventually fix it," Jury replied with a wink. "I'll catch up with you this afternoon."
Doc smiled at his dancing partner. "Looks like it's time for me to turn back into a pumpkin," he said softly.
Her eyes dimmed with disappointment, but he knew better than to ask her home with him. She was a keeper. A forever woman. The kind you did everything in your power to please.
"Let's find you a taxi," he suggested, offering her his arm.
She took it, but her hand trembled as she walked with him out into the cold predawn air.  
Doc waved over an idling taxi, but before he helped her inside, he cupped her chin gently and looked deeply into her eyes. "Today when you get home, do what makes you happy," he commanded. "Life is too precious, too fleeting, to do anything else."
"Can't I see you again?" she asked hesitantly.
He shook his head. "You deserve a one-woman man, and I'm not him. As much as you think you might want it, you're not just looking for a night." Doc kissed her forehead tenderly and whispered, "And that's all I could ever give you."
He'd learned his lesson from Lena. Available or not, forever women were off limits. Forever. 
He guided her into the taxi and winked at her. "Remember what I said. Be happy." Then he closed the door and walked away without ever looking back.
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Doc took great care dressing for his meeting with the Sons of Solomon. He was the tetrarch after all; it wouldn't do to show up looking like a ruffian. He studied his image approvingly in the mirror; as long as ninjas didn't attack him between his room and the basement where Jervis had arranged for the meeting to take place, everything should be fine. He checked his knives one last time, then glanced at the clock. He still had an hour to kill.
He paced the room for a moment, trying to imagine what the Sons could possibly want, but he couldn't conceive of a single thing. He was walking in blind, which was nothing new; he just didn't usually have so much at stake.
He walked to the window and looked out at the city surrounding him. Darius's storm had finally rolled in. Dark grey clouds filled the sky, turning the city dull. Large snowflakes drifted down slowly, bright and cheerful against everything else, but the second they hit the street, the snowflakes turned black.
As snowflake after snowflake disappeared beneath the oily black slush, an eerie feeling crept up Doc's spine. He didn't really believe in things like signs and omens, only because he'd never really seen them for himself, but this felt oddly like an omen of disaster. He was meeting with the Sons in a little less than an hour, and a storm had rolled in with them.  
He'd sat down at a table a thousand times without knowing what game was being played, and he'd always managed. But, as Jervis had reminded him, Solomon was completely out of his league. Solomon was sitting at the high-roller table, and Doc was playing with pennies.
He shrugged and turned from the window. He couldn't let it get to him; if he did, he'd fail. Besides, he was more than capable of playing guess my card with a four-thousand-year-old psychopath.
He sat down on the couch and shuffled his deck, laying out a hand of solitaire. Something was bothering him. Something besides Solomon and the Sons, something in the back of his mind; but he couldn't quite put his finger on it.
Soon he had four neat stacks of suites piled in front of him, so he shuffled and dealt again. He won again. He stared at the king of spades so fiercely that it morphed into a strangely shaped lizard. He blinked, and the king of spades was back once more. 
He pulled out his phone and texted Julian. "Do you still have that list you gave me of the twelve witches powerful enough to pull off a full-body glamour?"
After two more rounds of solitaire, Julian responded with a, "Yes. Don't you?"
"I must have left it in my other pants," Doc said. "Send it to me."
"I'm charging you extra for not saying please."
"I'm not sure Jervis will like that."
Julian didn't respond, just sent Doc a list of names. Doc read them carefully. She had lied to him. Little follow-the-rules Jules Baker had looked him right in the eyes and lied to him. And he hadn't even realized it.
He read the list one last time. Right there in the middle, Grant and Enid Baker. He'd asked Jules if she knew any of the witches on the list, and she'd said, "I know of them." She hadn't said, "Sure, Grant and Enid are my parents." She hadn't said, "They work for Tetrarch Mitcham." She hadn't said, "They're really, really good at casting glamours and camouflage." She hadn't said any of that. Now he was definitely going to track them down. Namely to make sure they were all right. And secondly so he could yell at Jules.
It was true that he lied to people all the time, but the lies she had told might have nearly gotten her killed by Edgar. He couldn't say for sure because he never left anyone alive long enough to divulge the details of their nefariousness, but nonetheless.
His phone beeped, and he cast a glance at it. "Are you coming?" Simon had texted.
"On my way," Doc texted back, forcing Jules and her lies of omission to the back of his mind. It was time to focus on playing his part. 
When he entered the transformed "cell" in the basement, he saw that Simon was waiting for him, but the Sons of Solomon had not yet arrived. Doc studied the room curiously, impressed at how much like an office it suddenly looked. He was also impressed with Jervis's cleverness. Of all the rooms in the hotel, this one had the most wards.
"Good morning, Simon," Doc said as he sat at the head of the small rectangular table.
"Tetrarch."
Doc didn't bother to correct him; Simon was scrupulous about playing advisor whenever they were in public.
"Sit," Doc commanded, motioning to his right hand side.
"I should—"
"Sit," Doc said, cutting off whatever Simon had been going to say. "We're not pandering to anyone here. They asked for a meeting with us. You're a business man, Simon; this is business."
Simon opened his mouth to argue, but when Doc raised an eyebrow, he nodded and sat. Doc grinned at him, then lifted his coffee cup and gave it a cautious sniff. Jervis knows me so well, he thought as he took a sip of coffee-laced whiskey.
The door opened, and Winslow ushered three men into the room. Doc nodded coldly, not even bothering to stand. He wasn't on equal terms with these men. He was the goddamn tetrarch.    
"Tetrarch Holliday," one of the men said solemnly. "Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with us."
Doc inclined his head and motioned for them to sit. The man who had spoken sat at Doc's left. "My name is Othir Adamos. This is Cyrus Adamos and Riley Adamos."
"No relation," Doc stated flatly.
"We are all brothers," Othir said with conviction. "We leave behind our old selves and cleave to our father."
Doc struggled not to roll his eyes. There was nothing worse than a fanatic.
"This is my advisor," Doc said. "Simon Redgrove."
"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Redgrove," Othir said.
"Likewise," Simon replied.
"Now, as you mentioned, I'm a busy man," Doc stated. "Perhaps we can get right to the point."
Othir frowned but quickly changed it to a smile. "Of course, Tetrarch Holliday. I know how valuable your time is." He paused, as if to consider his next words, then said softly, "Our purpose here today is rather sensitive so I wonder if perhaps..."
"Simon stays," Doc said firmly.
"I see," Othir murmured. "If you insist."
"I do."
Simon kicked Doc lightly under the table, and Doc grinned at him. He wasn't going to pander. That wasn't part of his mythos.
"You are probably aware that our father, Solomon..." Othir paused here and crossed the first two fingers of his hands together. The other men did the same. Only then did Othir continue. "Our father is dedicated to preserving knowledge. An eschaton has been prophesied. An ending of all that is known to us, and at that time our knowledge, the knowledge our father has worked tirelessly to collect, will preserve the remnants of mankind."
Othir's eyes were wide with zeal. He wasn't trying to convince Doc of anything; he was telling Doc what he absolutely believed to be true. Doc swallowed a sigh but didn't say anything, just raised a single eyebrow and waited for Othir to continue.
Othir's lips turned up at the edges as he met Doc's stare. "One day, you'll believe," Othir insisted.
"I make it a practice not to believe in anything," Doc drawled. "Either I know it or I don't. Why are we here?"
Simon kicked him again.
Othir didn't seem bothered by Doc's rudeness, although he did glance once more at Simon before leaning a touch closer and saying, "You've been to the Underworld."
Only years of gambling kept Doc's face smooth and emotionless. Whatever he'd been expecting, this wasn't it.
"Says who?" Doc responded.
Othir grinned slyly. "Says the wind."
"Does the wind ever lie?" Doc asked curiously.
"How could it lie?" Othir exclaimed. "It is, and it only speaks truth. You've been to the Underworld."
"Maybe," Doc allowed.
"Show us the entrance."
Doc laughed.
"Is that funny?" Othir demanded.
"Quite," Doc said.
"Why?"
"Can't the wind show you the entrance?" Doc mocked.
Othir sat back in his chair, clearly unsure what to say next.
"This is an important request," Cyrus interjected.
"Request?" Doc laughed once more. "You just want me to show you the entrance to the Underworld? For nothing? I don't think so. This meeting is over."
With that Doc stood and stalked out the door, leaving Simon to deal with them. His heart pounded as he entered the elevator and pressed the button for his suite. That wasn't at all the way he'd intended to play it, but he'd gone with his instinct. Time would tell if his instinct was right.
Once he was inside his suite, Doc opened a bottle of whiskey and waited for Simon to come yell at him. He still had half a bottle left when he heard a sharp knock on the door.
"Come in!" he called out.
Simon entered, normally placid face a mask of fury. "Didn't I specifically say not to cross them?" he ground out angrily.
"I didn't cross them. I let them know their terms were unacceptable."
"We didn't even get to terms!" Simon exclaimed.
"Because they just expected me to hand it to them."
"Hand what to them?" Simon demanded.
"The key to the Underworld."
"There's a key?" The anger in Simon's face faded for a moment, replaced with confusion.
"Of course not! I meant it figuratively!"
"Oh." Simon didn't seem to know what to say next.
"So?" Doc asked.
"So? Oh, right," Simon shook his head and refocused on Doc. "They want another meeting."
Doc couldn't help it; he grinned. "Set it up, but I'm busy this week. If things go well, I could fit them in before I meet with August Naese."   
"Why are you doing this to me?" Simon asked plaintively.
"Doing what?"
"Trying to kill me."
"Why would I do that?" Doc asked innocently. "You're a first-rate advisor."
Simon rubbed his head with a sigh. "What a mess," he murmured. "Have you really been to the Underworld?"
Doc thought about lying, but there was really no point. "Yes."
"I can't... I didn't think..." Simon stuttered. He took a deep breath and struggled to regain his composure. "So it really exists?" he asked once his expression was under control.
"Yes."
"What's it like?"
"Strange," Doc said.
A look of concern crossed Simon's face. "What would a group like the Sons do with that information?"
"It's hard to say," Doc shrugged. "The Underworld's a tad tricky to negotiate."
"So will you... Will you really tell them how to access it?"
"That depends entirely on their terms," Doc lied.
"I see. I'll set up the meeting."
"Thank you, and Simon?"
"Yes?"
"Let's keep this between us," Doc said firmly.
Simon nodded stiffly and headed for the door.
Once he was gone, Doc whooped in excitement. The Sons of Solomon wanted something from him, something only he could give them. He was holding all the trump cards, and all he had to do was play his hand one card at a time.
Moments after Simon left, another knock sounded.
"Come in," Doc called once more, and as soon as the door was closed behind Jervis, Doc said, "Well?"
"The cameras went down seconds before they entered the building," Jervis said.
"Interesting. Do you think they used a glamour?"
"No. I had Aine greet them and escort them to Winslow. She said they weren't glamoured."
"Very interesting."
"Tossing them out on their asses was not the tactic I might have used," Jervis said flatly.
"It worked, didn't it? And I thought you said the cameras went down?"
"That hardly affected the spiders I had placed inside the room," Jervis pointed out.
Doc laughed merrily. "You always think of everything. I was a little surprised by their request, but it makes sense. And now that I think about it, the under beings sound much like the spirits of the air you said Solomon made his deal with. The under beings like to trade emotions and feelings for information or souls or whatever."
Thaddeus suddenly cleared his throat, and Doc swallowed a sigh. He hadn't meant to talk about the Sons in front of Thaddeus.
"If I may interject?" Thaddeus said.
"Please do," Doc replied, hoping whatever Thaddeus had to say would keep him from asking questions about Solomon.
"I couldn't help but overhear you mention spirits that barter for emotions, and I thought it might interest you to know that the emotions trade is quite longstanding," Thaddeus said. "For as long as man has kept records, as long as man has worshipped gods, the currency of that worship has been emotions."
"Explain," Doc said, gesturing for Jervis to get the whiskey.
"The ancient temples, the Colosseum, the churches; all storehouses for emotional energy," Thaddeus said, voice dry. "Like batteries, if you will. But instead of gods, the worshipers are feeding spirits; entities that can neither create nor bless.
"Even now," Thaddeus went on, "if you look at the sports arenas, the theaters, the clubs; all collection boxes for different types of emotional energy."
"Are you saying what I think you're saying?" Doc asked skeptically.
"What do you think I'm saying?"
"That anyplace where lots of people gather together with a common cause or goal are basically all-you-can-eat buffets for spirits that feed off emotions?"
"That is not how I would have phrased it, but essentially," Thaddeus replied.
This conversation was insane. What Thaddeus was saying was insane. But the more Doc thought about it, the more he could see that Thaddeus was probably right. Wasn't that exactly what Doc had done when he'd formed Cult Desolare? He'd gathered people together and united them under a common ideal. Sex and lots of it. And while they were all having sex, the beings of the Underworld were lapping it up like whiskey.
"That's all just theoretical, mind you," Thaddeus said rather dolefully. "You can't scientifically prove the trading of emotions."
"You also can't scientifically prove love," Doc chuckled.
"Well, you can't," Thaddeus grumbled.
"But it's there," Doc said. "Thank you, old boy, for your insight. I didn't know the emotions trade was a thing."
"Quite certainly. Theoretically, of course."
"Of course."
Jervis rolled his eyes and said to Doc, "There's one other thing I meant to tell you; I found the master."
"Really?" Doc said, anticipation filling him.
"He responded to your request for services and asked you to meet him the day after tomorrow."
"In New York City?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Set it up," Doc said. "And let me know when I leave."
"Yes, sir."
Jervis turned and left, but Doc knew they would discuss the Sons later, when they were alone.
Things were moving along nicely. He was about to rid himself of his ninja problem, the Sons of Solomon needed something only he could give them, and he'd soon have a handful of witches on his side so he could release the Blackwater prisoners. Which only left the Bakers. The lying little Bakers and their possibly villainous parents. 




Chapter 9

 
[image: ] 


Just as Doc was trying to decide what to do with himself, Jury texted. "Come by in an hour. Bring food. Lots of food. I'm fucking starving."
"Noted," Doc texted back with a chuckle. Then he called the kitchen and placed an order for two of everything.
"Nom de dieu!" he heard Pierre exclaim in the background. "What am I? A genie?"
"It's the owner!" Doc heard the employee who'd taken his order say somewhat frantically.
"Salaud!" Pierre spat before the employee remembered to hang up the phone.
Doc laughed softly before dialing Aine's number. She answered with a soft "yes?"
"Are you alright?" Doc asked.
"No."
Her voice was tight, and Doc fought the need to seek her out and comfort her. That was Simon's job now, not his.
"Why didn't she talk to me first?" Aine exclaimed. "Or at least tell me she was considering moving?"
"She probably thought you'd try to talk her out of it," Doc said.
"I would have!"
"I don't think she wanted that."
"Why the hell not?!" Aine snapped.
"I took her to Ireland when she was twelve," Doc said. "If you'd been there, Aine, if you could have seen the look on her face, the pure joy she felt when she was standing up on the rocks and the waves were splashing beneath her..." He trailed off for a moment, remembering Bree's unchecked delight. "She loved it."
"Then why didn't she ever go back?" Aine asked, voice a little petulant.
"I offered to take her again, but I think... I think she probably knew if she ever went again, she wouldn't come back. She stayed for me, then for you; but now she's doing it for herself. We have to let her go."
"But I don't want to," Aine whispered.
"You can visit," Doc pointed out. "I have it on good authority we're always welcome."
"It's not the same," Aine complained.
"We have to be happy for her," Doc said firmly. "Both of us. We have to smile and laugh when she calls. We have to pretend like... like..."
"Our hearts aren't breaking?" Aine said sadly.
"Exactly."
"Fine. But only if you come deal faro soon. I miss you."
"As soon as I can," Doc promised. "I have to take care of my ninjas first."
"Simon said they killed another one of your cars."
"It was the green Lambo," Doc said glumly.
"I'm sorry."
She said it so sincerely that if he hadn't been paying attention he might have missed her slight snort of humor.
"When I come by," Doc said, "I'm playing roulette."
"Don't you dare," Aine growled.
"I'm the tetrarch," Doc retorted. "Try and stop me."
"I'll take an axe to the faro table," Aine threatened.
"You're bluffing."
"Try me."
For a moment neither of them said anything, then Doc laughed and said, "Truce?"
"Truce," Aine muttered.
"I have to go feed Jury now."
"Don't forget to come by," Aine ordered.
"I won't," Doc said and disconnected.
He stared at his phone for quite a while before texting Simon. "Her favorite flower is irises, and when she's sad, she likes to eat chocolate pudding."
Then he put his phone into his pocket and headed downstairs to collect Jury's food.
"Is that all you brought?" Jury snorted as he took the overloaded box of food from Doc's arms.
"Really?" Doc drawled. "There's enough food in there for a small army."
"I need my strength," Jury said. "Lisa and Kate really took it out of me."
Doc sat across from Jury and watched as he shoveled his way through a plate of mashed potatoes.
"Do you use magic?" Doc asked.
"During sex?" Jury questioned around a mouthful. "Absolutely!"
"Really? How?"
"What do you mean how?"
"Wouldn't that be like texting someone during sex?"
Jury laughed and began to demolish a plate of carefully arranged sandwiches.
"Some spells I have to work at," Jury explained. "Other things are just intuitive. Magic is part of me. I can feel the elements all the time; I can feel them moving and shaping things and..."
He paused, then said, "The air in the room is a little stale right now, so it's just lying there, sleepy. But if I opened the window it would begin to dance. The earth isn't very strong up this high, but that's why the floor is made of raw wood, and I have stones around the room. I can draw from any of them. If I was with a woman right now, I'd toss open the window and move the air currents like an extra set of hands." Jury grinned mischievously. "Or maybe two extra sets."
"I can see how that would be handy," Doc murmured as he snagged a steak from the pile of food.
"Handy!" Jury laughed. "It is! It's super handy!"
They laughed uproariously for several moments before turning their focus to their food.
"That was... satisfying," Jury murmured, licking the chocolate icing from his fingers.
Doc watched him with amusement. Except for one steak, Jury had eaten the entire box of food.
"Where do you put it?" Doc chuckled.
"The food? I don't know," Jury shrugged. "I think the magic eats it."
"Interesting."
"You know I hate it when you say it like that," Jury grumbled. "Now what do you want?"
"Want?" Doc shrugged. "I don't know that I really want anything."
"Really?"
"Is that so surprising?"
Jury made a gesture that Doc took to mean "maybe".
"I do enjoy your company," Doc offered. "Sometimes," he added, grinning.
"A likely story," Jury chuckled.
"I was going to rant a little about how Jules lied to me," Doc said.
"The creepy witch girl?"
"Just learn their goddamn names!" Doc snapped. "Frankie is the oldest, the norm, Jules is the girl twin, Johnny is the boy twin, and Addison is the youngest."
Jury shook his head. "I refuse to commit that to memory."
"Why?"
Jury made an exasperated noise before saying, "Once you commit a name to memory, it's like... it's like..."
"Admitting you care?"
"No!" Jury retorted. "Maybe," he added grumpily.
"What about Amy and Kate?"
"Lisa and Kate," Jury corrected. "And it's different. I know I'm not going to see them again, not really. They're not trying to worm their way in."
Doc stared at Jury, suddenly realizing how very lonely he must be. He'd run away from his family, some of the only people guaranteed to live as long as he would, and chosen to live outside the Hidden surrounded by mortals. If it wasn't for Doc, he'd have no one.
"I'm your Fumsup," Doc murmured.
"What the hell's a Fumsup?" Jury asked.
"It doesn't matter. I came here to gripe. That's why I came."
"See? I knew you wanted something."
"But before I complain about Jules, I notice you failed to mention that your father built Blackwater."
"What?!" Jury exclaimed.
"Thaddeus said that Phillip came up with the idea to use the ager nihilo as a gigantic prison."
"He did?"
Jury was looking a little green, and Doc knew he wasn't lying.
"According to Thaddeus," Doc said. "And he was actually there, so..."
"Well, fuck. I guess that seals it."
"Seals what?"
"Father's death warrant."
"I'm not going to kill him," Doc insisted.
"I don't know why you keep saying that; we both know you are."
"And I don't know why you keep saying that. I have no real reason to kill him," Doc retorted.
Jury laughed shortly and said, "I'm sure he'll give you one."
"It's almost like you want me to kill him," Doc accused.
Jury raised his eyebrow and studied Doc contemplatively. "Maybe," he finally said.
"He's your father," Doc snapped.
"He's kind of an ass."
"Then you kill him," Doc said.
"I can't do that. He's my father."
"This is ridiculous. I came here to talk about Jules," Doc said. "I asked Jules if she knew any of the witches on that goddamn list, and she said no. Well, she didn't exactly say no," Doc admitted. "But she sure as hell didn't say, 'Look here, these two are my parents'."
"Wait," Jury interjected. "Her parents are on the list? What list?"
"Witches strong enough to do a full-body glamour."
"Both of them?"
"Yes, and they work as a team. For Mitcham."
"Oh," Jury breathed. "I was wondering why you were so irritated. You usually don't care one way or another if people lie to you."
"And then to change the subject," Doc growled, "Johnny says, 'You should try a witch hound'."
Doc froze, and Jury sighed heavily.
"We are so fucking stupid," Jury muttered. "So goddamn, fucking stupid. I didn't even think of Bru... Boudica."
"What're the chances they thought to scrub her?" Doc asked.
"It doesn't matter if they did," Jury said. "I made her; she's part of me. I'll be able to find her." He grinned. "I bet you a hundred merlins I can find her in under forty-five seconds."
Doc snorted. "So what? You said thirty-five seconds was your personal best. I bet you a thousand merlins you can't do it in thirty seconds."
"Deal!" Jury exclaimed, jumping to his feet. "Come time me."
"I figured you had a stopwatch mounted to your wall," Doc teased.
"I do, but this will be more fun."
Doc laughed as he followed Jury into his work room. Jury sat at his desk, and Doc watched him curiously, suddenly realizing the significance of Jury's desktop.
The desktop was a large slab of wood that had grooves and pools cut into it. The depressions had been filled with various types of rocks and crystals, and there was an obvious geometric pattern to the design. A very thin sheet of glass covered the desktop to keep everything in place.
Jury laid his hands on the glass and closed his eyes. Blue magic pulsed from his fingers into the rocks, and a brighter blue magic pulsed back. Then both hands flared blue, and he took a deep breath. "Start counting," he muttered as the energy leapt from his palms and met in the middle.
Doc turned his eyes to his watch, keeping track as the second hand slowly ticked.
"Got it!" Jury exclaimed.
"Too bad," Doc drawled. "Thirty-two seconds."
"No way!" Jury snapped.
"Yes way."
"I don't believe you."
"You started at twelve seconds and ended at forty-four," Doc explained.
"So you say!"
Doc grinned widely. "Are you saying I'm lying?"
"It wouldn't be the first time," Jury snarled.
"You should be happy," Doc said. "You shaved three seconds off your fastest time."
"But I owe you a thousand merlins!"
"We can call it a draw."
"Don't do me any favors!" Jury snapped.
"I'm just saying."
"Just saying nothing! You'll get your thousand merlins."
"Don't forget the nine hundred you already owe me," Doc said, keeping his face neutral.
Jury rolled his eyes. "As if you'd let me forget. You'd be more likable if you ever let anyone else win."
"You win every game of pool we play," Doc pointed out. "And I've never beaten Jervis in a fist fight."
"Whatever," Jury muttered. "They're in New York City. Or at least Boudica is."
"That's convenient," Doc said. "I'm going there tomorrow."
"I'll write down the address," Jury said, tone still peevish. "And then I'm taking a nap."
"You want to come to New York with me?" Doc offered. "There's a possibility I'll end up fighting ninjas."
"No," Jury said. "I'm mad at you."
"For winning?"
"For always winning."
"I thought you said there was nothing wrong with winning?"
"That's if I'm doing it. Here's the address. Now get out of here so I can sleep."
Doc took the paper with a laugh and headed towards the door, pausing just before he left. "I'm sorry I won," he said. "Maybe my watch is slow; we should've used your stopwatch."
"Just go," Jury muttered. "Just take your fucking luck and go."
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Jervis was in Doc's suite packing a garment bag when Doc returned. "You leave in an hour," Jervis said.
"Thanks for the heads up," Doc drawled.
"If you'll check your phone, you'll see I texted you," Jervis retorted.
Doc decided not to give him the satisfaction. "Why the rush?"
"Our pilot has a time sensitive package to deliver, and he's dropping you off along the way."
"I see."
Either they were extracting someone or delivering something, but it didn't matter to Doc either way. He trusted Jervis to run things; he always had.
"I packed you four changes of clothes," Jervis said. "Do you think you can make that work? It's only two days... What am I saying?" he muttered. "I'll pack you six."
"Thanks for your vote of confidence," Doc laughed.
"You are dealing with ninjas."
"And the Bakers' parents," Doc said.
"The Bakers' parents?"
"It seems that the Bakers' parents can produce full-body glamours. It also seems that they worked for Mitcham. And then they got scrubbed and ran away the second I became tetrarch."
"I can't believe I missed that," Jervis muttered.
"You can't possibly know everything."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"You didn't know that," Doc stated.
Jervis tilted his head.
"Don't give me that," Doc snorted. "You didn't know about the energy storehouses either. I saw your eyebrows twitch."
"You caught me," Jervis said dryly. "How did you find out about the Bakers?"
"Julian LaRoche."
"And you trust him?"
"More than I ever trusted Bennie."
Jervis grinned fleetingly. "What're you planning to do with the Baker parents?"
"I haven't decided."
"I see. I'll ready a few rooms just in case."
Doc opened his mouth to argue, but didn't bother. What was the point?
"When you get back," Jervis said, zipping the bag closed, "we'll discuss our next move."
Doc nodded again.
Jervis studied him carefully. "Don't do anything stupid."
"I wouldn't dream of it."
Jervis thrust the garment bag into Doc's hands and said, "Emily's waiting to take you to the airport, and I'll have someone meet you in New York and take you to your New York City safe house. I'll let you figure it out from there." Jervis handed him a slip of paper. "Here's the information on your meeting with the master."
"Thank you," Doc said.
"Break a leg," Jervis said flatly.
"Goddamn it, Jervis! If I break a goddamn leg I'm going to garnish your wages for a year!"
"Tragic," Jervis said before turning and leaving the room.
"That man has a cruel steak," Thaddeus said softly.
"You're telling me," Doc muttered.
"Would you please give Ms. Baker my regards? I... I quite miss her company," Thaddeus added.
"I will," Doc said. "See you in a few days."
The ride to the airport was uneventful. As was the four hour flight. When he arrived, Doc exited the plane and found a bulky man waiting for him.
"Mr. Holliday," the man said, German accent thick.
"That's me," Doc replied in German.
"This way, please."
Doc followed the man, choosing not to say anything more. His German was still subpar, even after all the years he'd spent with Jervis.
When they reached the black town car, the man opened the back door and closed it behind Doc, then climbed into the driver's seat. The driver didn't speak as he drove out of the airport and through the New York City traffic.
Doc contented himself by watching the city pass by. He hadn't been to New York in a number of years, but it was just as large and busy as he remembered.
They drove past Broadway, and Doc gazed up at the marquees. He'd brought Lena here because she'd wanted to see the play Fads and Fancies. They'd been there on opening night, and Doc had purchased the best seats in the house. She'd loved it so much that they'd stayed in New York for over a month, going around to all the other plays.
Doc could still hear her excited laughter as they watched the actors on stage. Lena had lived. She'd lived so well and so fully that Doc just hadn't been able to stay away from her.
He shook off his memories as the car pulled to a stop in front of a narrow townhouse. Doc gazed up at the house's facade with a frown. He'd rather hoped Jervis had sold this house and purchased a different one.
Doc stepped from the car, took his garment bag from the driver, handed him a couple hundred dollar bills, then walked up to the front door. He stood outside for several minutes before keying in a code and opening the door.
Nothing inside had changed, and if he tried hard enough, he could almost smell the scent of Lena's peony perfume even though it had been over a hundred years since she'd walked through the hallways.
"I met this painter in Paris a few years ago," he heard her say as she spun around the sitting room "Mr. Monet. You should buy one of his paintings of water and hang it over the fireplace. It would be the perfect touch," she'd insisted, punctuating her words with a kiss on his lips.  
So he had. And there it hung.
Old, faded grief washed through him. It wasn't raw anymore; it didn't hurt like it had. In fact, remembering her laugh made him smile, but it was a smile tinged with sadness.
He laid his garment bag over the settee and walked back outside. He didn't want to be swamped with memories right now. Especially memories of Lena.
He checked the address Jury had given him, then accessed his mental map of New York City. If he was remembering correctly, the Bakers were on the other side of town. He hailed a taxi, gave the driver the address, then wondered what he'd say when they opened the door.
Usually if people walked away from him, he let them go. But this was different. He didn't know Grant and Enid, and he wasn't entirely sure he trusted the children to their care. After all, where had they been when Jules and Johnny had nearly been sacrificed to raise Cynric from the dead?
"Here you are, guv," the taxi driver suddenly said.
"Thanks," Doc said absently, handing the man a wad of cash.
"You overpaid," the man said as Doc exited the taxi.
"Keep it," Doc replied.
"But, guv, there's over four hundred dollars here!"
"Do something that makes you happy," Doc said, stepping onto the sidewalk with a frown. At least in Denver the Bakers had had a lawn. Here they were surrounded by building after building after building, and Doc couldn't help but wonder how draining that would be for a family of witches.
He found the door with the correct number and knocked. For several breaths nothing happened, then the door cracked open, but only for a second before it slammed shut again. Doc heard the frantic sounds of the chain lock being undone, then the door swung open again, and Frankie launched herself at him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist with a muffled, "Doc!"
He hadn't expected this, and he didn't quite know what to do. He patted Frankie awkwardly on the shoulder and said, "I missed you too."
She laughed, she actually laughed, and stepped away from him, eyes rimmed with red. "You don't have to lie," she said, blush creeping up her cheeks.
"I'm not," Doc said honestly. "Why else would I be here?"
The color fled her cheeks, and her eyes widened. "Because... Because..." she stammered.
"Because I found out Mr. and Mrs. Baker worked for Mitcham?"
She nodded stiffly.
"I only found that out because I was looking for you." She brightened, and he winked at her before asking, "Are the others inside?"
"Oh! Yes!" she gasped. "Come in! I'm sorry. I didn't mean..."
"I know," Doc chuckled.
"Come see who's here!" Frankie called out.
"We don't know anyone." Johnny's voice called back from another room. "Why would anyone be here?"
"It's Doc!"
"Doc?!" Jules shrieked.
In seconds three red-headed children rushed into the room, faces full of disbelief and happiness.
"It is Doc!" Jules screamed.
And then they were on him, like leeches on exposed skin.
"How did you find us?" Jules demanded, face buried against his chest.
"I told you he would!" Johnny exclaimed, arms locked around Doc's side.
"You did not!"
"Did too!"
"Mom and Dad replaced our energy signatures," Jules pointed out, finally letting go of Doc so she could argue with Johnny. "How was he supposed to find us?"
"I don't know," Johnny said stoutly. "But he did."
"I missed you!" Addison howled over the twins' raised voices.
Doc cleared his throat. "For one, I didn't find you. Jury did. And I'm not going to tell you how just in case you ever get it into your heads to disappear again without telling me goodbye."
"It wasn't..." Jules began to say before trailing to a stop and staring at him with a horrified expression.
"Yes," Doc said. "I know about your parents."
"You do?" Johnny whispered.
Addison was still clinging to his leg, so Doc bent and picked her up, giving her a tight hug as he did. "Let's go sit," Doc suggested. "So we can talk this out."
Johnny, Jules, and Frankie silently led the way into a spartan living room. Addison, however, clung to Doc's neck and chattered away.
"I ate all my vegetables today. Frankie said she used three scoops of unicorn breath, so I had to. I didn't want to waste it. Liadawn wouldn't like it if I wasted her breath, right? So I ate it, even though I don't even like broccoli."
"I don't like broccoli either," Doc confided. "But to be honest, I only tried it once."
"It's icky, even with unicorn breath. But Frankie says I won't grow if I don't eat my vegetables," Addison added with a pout.
"You'd better listen to her," Doc chuckled, setting Addison on Frankie's lap and facing the children. The three oldest were beginning to look quite unsettled.
"Where're your parents?" Doc asked.
Johnny shrugged.
"You don't know or you don't want to say?" Doc questioned.
"We don't know," Jules said. "They came home the day after your party, replaced our signatures, moved us here, and... Well, that's about it."
"Are you saying that you haven't seen them the entire time you've been here?" Doc asked, anger building within him.
No one said anything.
"It's been nearly eight weeks."
They suddenly decided to look at the floor instead of him.
"How do you get food?"
"I use the credit card," Frankie said. "Just like in Denver."
"Exactly how old are you?" Doc demanded.
"Almost sixteen," Frankie said, sitting up straighter in her chair.
"I see."
His anger was morphing into cold fury.
"What did you children do before Frankie became your babysitter?" Doc asked, emphasizing the word babysitter.
"Um... Well, we had a couple nannies," Jules said carefully.
"And?"
"They didn't usually last long."
"Why not?"
"We... um..."
A purple bubble suddenly popped over the twins' heads, and they started to argue. Doc sighed and shuffled his cards one handed while he waited for them to reach a decision.
As soon as the purple bubble disappeared, Jules hurriedly said, "They never would stay because we're such bad kids."
The fury began to turn white hot.
"Explain," Doc growled.
"We're always messing with magic," Johnny said defensively. "And sometimes... Well, we're not always good at it, and we tend to make messes."
"Were your nannies witches?" Doc asked.
"Sure, but they were all kitchen-pantry witches," Jules said dismissively.
"People keep saying that," Doc said, "And I really don't know what it means."
"It means they don't have much power. They classify as a witch because they can see and identify the elements, but they probably couldn't move an air current or shift a rock to save their lives," Johnny explained with a shrug.
"Sometimes it means that even if they are powerful they only use magic on small things," Jules put in. "Like making a batch of perfect cookies. Hence the kitchen pantry."
"I see," Doc said. "Let's circle back to the beginning. Before Frankie came to live with you, you were pretty much on your own."
"Um..."
The purple bubble popped up once more, and Doc fought back a sigh.
"Yes," Jules said when the bubble dropped.
"Why?"
"Because Mom and Dad do important work," Jules said, voice small.
"For Mitcham," Doc stated.
"Yes," Johnny whispered.
"I'm sorry we didn't tell you!" Jules suddenly exclaimed. "Mom and Dad would've been so mad if we did, and I didn't think it really hurt anything you not knowing, because I'm sure a bunch of people work for Mitcham; and I'm sorry!" Huge tears welled in her eyes, and Johnny wrapped his arm around her shoulders and glared at Doc.
"I'm not mad at you," Doc said solemnly. "I'm mad at your parents."
"For working for Mitcham?" Johnny asked.
"No!" Doc snapped. "For abandoning you!"
The twins stared at him. After a few seconds Jules opened her mouth to say something, but Doc cut her off. "Don't you dare defend them! If you choose to bring a child into this world, you are accepting the responsibility of caring for them, and that's more than just making sure they're fed and have a roof over their head."
He paced irritably, cards spinning between his fingers. "Goddamn," he hissed. "What the hell am I going to do with you?"
"Do with us?"
"I'm not leaving you here," Doc growled.
"But you can't just... take us," Jules argued.
"Like hell I can't! They gave up their rights when they dumped you in the middle of New York City and left you here."
"But... But..."
"When was the last time your parents gave you a hug and told you they loved you?" Doc demanded.
The twins glanced at each other, then down at the floor.
"How many days has it been since you've seen them?"
No one answered.
"Have they called to check in on you?"
No one said a word.
"Pack your bags," Doc ordered. "I'll call a taxi."
"They'll just find us," Jules said softly. "You can't hide us from them."
"I have my own scrubbers," Doc said. "And furthermore, I'd like them to try."
"Are you... Are you... I..." Jules couldn't get the words out.
"Going to kill them?" Doc volunteered. 
She nodded.
"Only if they ask me to."
He grinned inwardly, suddenly remembering the way Jane used to say that, tone indignant, like she hadn't even had a choice in the matter.
"Why would they ask you to?" Frankie inquired, eyes confused.
"Because..." Doc laughed. "Never mind. I will only kill them if they try to kill me first. Fair?"
The purple bubble popped up once more, this time including Addison.
"They never invite me," Frankie grumbled.
"Be grateful," Doc said. "What if one of them has bad breath?"
Frankie giggled and said, "We did have garlic bread for lunch."
"I bet they're dying in there," Doc said seriously. "They're just too proud to say it."
Frankie laughed out loud, and Doc winked at her.
Just then the purple bubble disappeared, and Jules said, "What will happen to us if we go with you?"
"I don't know," Doc said.
"Then no," Jules said firmly. "I'm not going to risk it. Right now we're all together, we have money, and we're fine."
"I would never split you up," Doc said, truly offended.
"What about Frankie?"
"When I say the Baker children, I mean all four of you," Doc said. "At first you would stay at the hotel. Meanwhile, I'll try to find a family interested in two red-haired witches, one red-haired unicorn, and a norm who speaks dog. Speaking of dog, where's Boudica?"
"She's... um... out," Frankie said.
"Out?"
"Out," Johnny and Jules said together.
"Still keeping secrets, I see," Doc murmured.
"It's not—"
"Only a very stupid man doesn't keep some secrets secret," Doc cut in. "Now go pack."
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Doc's townhouse seemed brighter and more cheerful once the Bakers were inside it, and their presence nearly chased away the ghost of Lena.
As they sat around the heavy wooden dining room table, eating the pizza Doc had purchased for them, he could almost forget that he and Lena had once made love on that table because she'd spilled the salt and had decided touching Doc would be luckier than spinning in a circle. Lena had never done anything the normal way. 
"Did you ride Liadawn?" Addison asked abruptly around a mouthful of pizza.
Frankie choked on her water and turned a brilliant red.
"You can't ride unicorns," Doc said seriously. At least not the way Addison meant. "They're just the same as people. That would be like riding around on your brother."
"I do that," Addison pouted. "I wanna ride a unicorn."
"Maybe..." Doc said thoughtfully, "Maybe if you eat your vegetables for a month, you can ride a horse. And just to make it exciting, I'll tape a little rainbow horn to its head."
"A horse?" Addison breathed. "Really?"
"Really. I have it on good authority they like to be ridden."
"Unlike unicorns?" Addison said sadly.
Frankie choked again.
"Exactly," Doc said with a smile. "Now, I have a question. When we first met, were you really grounded for three weeks after you gave me the magic ring?"
Jules and Johnny both blushed. "Um... Well..." Johnny stuttered. "People start to ask questions if they know our parents aren't around... So we... um..."
"Pretend they are," Jules finished. "It's easier that way."
"So you grounded yourselves?" Doc asked.
"Uh-huh," Johnny said.
"Except we didn't exactly follow it," Jules added softly. "Three weeks is a long time."
"I really did miss you," Doc said.
All four of the children grinned happily.
"By the way, Jules, Thaddeus told me to give you his regards."
"Oh! How is he?"
"He was injured in a ninja fight," Doc said seriously.
"A ninja fight?!" Johnny exclaimed, eyes wide.
"A throwing star nicked him."
"A throwing star?!"
Now they were all staring at him with wide eyes.
"What?" Doc asked, grinning inwardly.
"Tell us about the ninjas!" Johnny demanded.
Doc pretended to yawn. "I don't know. It's been a long day, and I'm a little sleepy."
"Please, Doc!" four voices cried out.
"Oh, alright. It all started a couple weeks ago when I was just sitting at the Banshee minding my own business..."
By the time he tucked the children into their beds, he really was exhausted. "I don't know how you do that every night," he said to Frankie as he passed her in the hallway.
"I use bribery," she said easily.
"I didn't think of that," Doc muttered.
"It's a must," Frankie said.
"Do you have a home?" Doc asked.
Frankie's eyes darted nervously to meet his. "My home's with them," she stuttered.
"What about before?" he inquired.  
"I... I... I don't have another home," she managed to say.
"I'm not going to separate you," Doc said once more.
She nodded shakily, then rushed past him and into her room.
Doc went down to the library and opened the half-empty whiskey bottle that had been left on the desk about a hundred years ago. A smear of Lena's lipstick was still on the bottle's rim. Doc took a careful sip, making sure not to touch the lipstick.
Things were getting complicated. He didn't usually take children from their parents unless he killed the parents first. But Grant and Enid weren't really parents. They were just some people who had some children. And he wondered why. Why bother having them if they were just going to hand them over to countless nannies and never see them? It didn't make any sense to him.
He wondered if he dared leave the children alone for his meeting tomorrow. If Grant and Enid took them, he might not be able to find them again, but he couldn't very well take them into a meeting with a bunch of ninja assassins.
He paced to the front window, then pulled out his phone to call Jervis.
"Sir?"
"I found the Bakers."
"Good for you, sir. Will that be one suite or two?"
"Ha ha," Doc muttered. After a long pause, he added, "Probably just one. Do we have anyone we trust here in New York?"
"Trust with an errand, trust with a secret, trust enough to take a nap near?" Jervis asked.
"Trust enough to watch the Bakers during my meeting tomorrow," Doc chuckled.
"Think they'll run?"
"No. I'm worried their parents will show up and take them."
"Their parents are still alive?" Jervis asked, tone full of skepticism.
"Unfortunately. I said I wouldn't kill them unless they tried to kill me first."
"That's very unlike you," Jervis chastised.
"I know," Doc sighed. "They were all staring at me with their big eyes and... Hell, Jervis. What was I supposed to do?"
"Lie," Jervis said flatly. "I can think of one person I might trust enough to watch them. I should warn you though, she's an imp."
"Not an imp," Doc muttered.
"Not all imps are the same," Jervis said sternly. "Just like not all vampires are the same."
"I know that!" Doc shot back.
"And just because you've had trouble with one or two imps doesn't mean you will with Callisto."
"Seven," Doc muttered.
"What?"
"Nothing. See if she's available, and let me know."
"Certainly, sir."
Doc disconnected and called Babs.
"Doc," she answered, voice frayed. "I'm sorry I haven't called you yet. I can't get ahold of Grant, and I don't know where the kids are."
"I found them," Doc said.
"Are they alright?" Babs demanded.
"They're fine. I'm taking them home with me."
"Permanently?" Babs asked.
"Until I can find them a good home. Why did your brother have children if he wasn't going to bother with them?" Doc asked, anger filling him once more.
"I don't know," Babs said sadly. "It was one of the things we argued about. Enid is... not very motherly."
"They can't have them back," Doc said firmly.
When Babs finally spoke, her voice was sad and soft. "I understand. I would take them if I could, but..."
"I'd like to keep them close by," Doc interjected. "I just wanted to let you know I found them."
"Thank you," she murmured.
"I'll have Jules call you," he said before disconnecting.
Anger at the Baker adults coursed through him. Anger at Babs for not trying harder. Anger at Grant and Enid for not being parents. Babs he could forgive, but he wanted nothing more than to wrap his hands around Grant's and Enid's throats and choke the life from them. There was no worse crime than hurting children.
He paced the room for several minutes, breathing deeply to rid himself of his anger. Once he was calm, he realized there was nothing to do except go to sleep like the rest of the house, but he didn't want to use the master bedroom. There were too many memories of Lena there. He sighed heavily. There wasn't a single part of the house he could go that her ghost wouldn't follow him.
He finally opted to sit in the chair in front of the fireplace. For a while he just stared at the grate, seeing a roaring fire that wasn't there and Lena's mahogany tresses shining in the flickering light.
Then he closed his eyes and forced himself to fall asleep, hoping to escape her for a while.
The second he was asleep he was inside a memory dream.
"John! Where are you?"
He was hiding under the library desk. Barely. He was much too big now to hide under the desk; but he was supposed to go to school today, and he didn't want to. He wanted to stay with Mother. He waited until Father had left the room before slipping out and finding his mother's favorite book of poems; then he crept up the staircase to her room.
"John," she whispered when he pulled up a chair beside her bed. "Aren't you supposed to be at school?"
"I can go to school any day," he said, forcing his lips to grin, even though her face was deathly pale. "I'd rather stay here and read to you. Look, I brought Méditations Poétiques."
"My favorite," she rasped. "And you read it so well."
He launched into the first poem, French rolling easily off his tongue. He was halfway through when he heard the door open behind him, but he just kept reading. His father's hand squeezed his shoulder briefly, then the door closed, leaving them alone once more.
He read steadily, only stopping to hold her up when she began to cough; and when she finally fell into a fitful sleep, he continued to read, just so he could stay by her side.
The dream shifted, and he was standing in the garden with Francisco, fists raised. He was no longer angry. He was too cold to be angry. And every time Francisco coughed, no matter how slight, the coldness intensified.
He feinted forward, but Francisco wasn't tricked, not for a second.
"You've too many tells, pup," Francisco chided.
John forced his face to blank and aimed a hit for Francisco's chin. Francisco barely blocked it, but at the same time John moved in with a hit to his chest.
"Good job," Francisco praised, moving in quickly and slamming the side of his fist into John's cheek. "Keep your guard up," he cautioned, fist flying at John's chin.
John blocked, going flawlessly through the motions even though his heart was cold and he didn't know why he was bothering.
When they were both a little bloody, they sat side by side on the patio steps, watching the sun sink into the earth.
"I'll miss you, pup."
"I'll be around," John said stiffly. "It's just a few years."
"Just remember what I taught you."
"How could I forget?"
Francisco didn't respond, and they sat there in silence well after dark.
The dream shifted again, and Doc was watching Lena's face turn white as he told her the reason why he wasn't aging.
"You'll never change?" she asked in a whisper once he was done.
"No."
"How could you do this to me?" she demanded, tears streaking down her cheeks. "You'll never age. You'll always be the same. You knew that, you knew it this whole time, and you let me fall in love with you?!"
"I don't see why it matters!" Doc shot back.
"How can you not see?" she shrieked. "I'll get old and grey, and you'll be... you. How could you possibly still love me?"
"I love you, Lena," he said, exasperation filling him. "I love how you laugh, how you dance, how you count shooting stars. That has nothing to do with what you look like."
"Please!" she scoffed. "You say that now, when I'm forty-three. Someday I'll have to use a cane to walk or all my hair will fall out, what will you say then?"
Doc took her face in his hands and stared deeply into her troubled grey eyes. "That I love you."
"I don't believe you," she whispered.
"Goddamn it, Lena! What do you want from me?" he demanded, anger overtaking him.
"I want you to age," she said pitifully. "With me."
It was over. He'd lost her. His anger faded, replaced with sorrow.
"Lena..."
"Go," she whispered. "Just go."
He kissed her gently, heart breaking when she didn't kiss him back, and left.
The next time he saw her, she was dead, and not because she'd aged without him, but because she'd refused to age without him.
Doc knew what was coming, but instead of forcing himself to wake, he let it come, let the sorrow overtake him, let the tears begin to flow.
He stood just outside Lena's bathroom, her note asking him to come clutched in his hand.
His first thought was to pull her from the bathtub and try to save her, but it was too late. He knew it was too late.
"Lena," he whispered, falling to his knees beside her. "Why?"
Her beautiful face was pale, but she looked happy, which he couldn't understand at all. She'd still been vibrant and healthy. How could she have given that up?
The bloody straight edge razor she'd used to slice open her arms was lying on the floor; and he picked it up, closing it, and placing it on the shelf beside the tub. That's when he saw the note she'd left him.
"Doc," she'd written, handwriting just as curvy and playful as she was.
"I love you. The last five years have been resplendent, like dew on a fresh rose. I didn't want that to ever end. I'm sorry for not being brave enough to keep going. I can't stand the idea of you caring for me as I age, as I die. I would never do that to you. And I find that I just don't want to live without you. You're my Fumsup, love. You always have been.
"That day we met in the park, my mind was made up. I'd had enough, and I was going to end it that night, but you saved me. You gave me five remarkable and beautiful years.
"I won the hand, Doc. All the chips were mine. My heart was full. You have to know when to walk away. I ended it on a high note.
"With love, always, Lena."




Chapter 12
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Doc woke before the despair could take hold of him. Lena. Beautiful sweet spontaneous Lena. He still missed her; he would always miss her. He'd never known himself to stop missing anyone.
He stood and wandered into the kitchen, hoping there would be more whiskey. There was. It was coated in dust, but it was whiskey.
"Offer me a glass," a cheerful voice said from behind him.
Doc spun, knife in one hand, whiskey bottle in the other, but froze when he saw the thin short woman standing near the sink. Her skin was green, her hair was black as tar, and her hand was currently perched on one skinny hip.
"Callisto?" Doc asked with a sigh.
"The one and only," she crowed.
"It's considered polite to knock."
"You asked me to come," she snorted. "And I don't bother with doors. Too clumsy."
This is why he had trouble with imps. They may all be different, just like people, but they did have a nasty tendency to sneak up behind you, and Doc didn't like that one bit.
"Beggars can't be choosers," she said lightly, as if she'd somehow read his mind. 
He smoothed out his face, locking away his emotions, and removed two glasses from the cabinet. He rinsed out the dust, dried them with a towel, then filled them each to the brim and gestured towards the kitchen table.
Callisto took the glass with a happy grin. She probably wasn't more than four feet tall, but another thing that was fairly universal about imps was they could hold their liquor.
"So you're Doc Holliday," she said as she sat across from him.
Doc nodded once.
"My great-grandfather saw you once in a gambling hall or something. Anyway, he always said he admired your style."
She paused there and drained her glass with one long drink. "That's good damn whiskey," she said.
"It is, isn't it?" Doc mused. "You can't even get this brand anymore," he added thoughtfully.
"They don't make it like they used to, do they?" she muttered.
That went without saying, so Doc didn't bother to respond, just took another drink. Normally he would be rather irritated at an imp, invited or not, just popping up in his kitchen without warning. But in this case, he was actually a little grateful.
He didn't like thinking about Lena. They'd really only had three bad days. Those three at the end. Which was so little if he compared it to the five years of good days. It was hard to remember that though when Lena's dead face was still swimming before his eyes.
"How'd you get to be the tetrarch?" Callisto asked, running a finger along the inside of her glass and licking it clean. "You're a norm."
Doc shrugged. "The council voted on it. That's all I know."
"There hasn't been an imp council in over thirty-five years," she said.
"There should be," Doc replied.
"Mitcham said there weren't enough of us to warrant having a council."
"Every species should have representation, no matter how few."
She grinned widely. "Grandpa was right."
"About what?"
"Your style. It's grand."
He raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth to say something, but at that moment a tremendous crash sounded upstairs.
Without a word, he leapt to his feet and dashed to the stairs, taking them three at a time. When he arrived at the Bakers' room, his knives were drawn and he was ready for a fight.
"I told you we needed more air," Jules snapped. "Open the window."
"You're wrong," Johnny retorted. "There's plenty of air. You just didn't use the right phrase."
"I think I know my Latin," Jules ground out.
Doc eased open the door and cleared his throat. The twins spun around with a look of horror, then shuffled to stand in front of the overturned wardrobe.
"We'll clean this up," Jules said, voice falsely bright.
"What exactly were you trying to do?" Doc asked softly.
"Well, it's a flying carpet spell," Johnny said.
"But you were trying to use it on the wardrobe?" Doc asked.
"There's no reason why the spell should only work exclusively on carpets," Jules pointed out. "That's just silly. Say you need to take a ride and there're no carpets around, you're just going to walk?"
"I have never, ever seen Jury fly on a carpet," Doc stated flatly.
"Of course not!" Jules said, eyes rolling like he was an absolute idiot. "His strength is earth, and even though he's almost equally strong in air, it would probably be fairly disorienting for him to be up in the air without the ground under his feet."
Doc blinked several times before saying, "You're telling me witches can fly?"
"No, yes, I mean, some," Jules stuttered.
"But nowadays you'd have to use a glamour or camouflage to do it so no one saw you," Johnny interjected. "So it's basically worthless."
"That's not true!" Jules gasped.
"Is too!"
"Is not!"
"Pick up the wardrobe, get dressed, and come downstairs," Doc ordered. "There's someone I want you to meet."
"Yes, sir," Johnny grumbled.
Doc waited to laugh until he was back downstairs where they couldn't hear him. A banshee had been bad enough; there was no way in hell he was raising witches. Jervis would leave him for sure.
Besides Frankie's initial startled reaction, the children seemed to hit it off instantly with Callisto. She tolerated Addison's pokes and prods with good humor, and she answered Jules's many questions about imps without any sign of frustration. Doc grudgingly decided he liked her. Which was a very different thing than trust. He would have trusted her regardless since Jervis trusted her.
"I have to go now," he said as he watched them wash their breakfast dishes. "Keep them safe," he added for Callisto's ears only.
"My oath is yours," she said solemnly.
"Thank you."
He left without saying anything more, even though he wondered if he should have hugged them or something. He hated the awkwardness he felt now. He hated knowing they weren't loved by their parents, and he hated the urge he felt to fill the emptiness.
He'd find them a home. He'd find them parents who would love them, and he would continue to be their friend. That was all he could do.
The master's choice of meeting place didn't surprise Doc; however, just so he could get to his knives easier, he did slide off his jacket and tuck it over his arm as he entered the out-of-place wooden structure that was squished between two brick shop fronts.
Once inside, Doc removed his shoes before heading across the mat towards the older man standing at the back of the building instructing his students. As Doc stepped into view, everyone in the room abruptly ceased training and turned to stare at him. He grinned, acknowledging them with a nod.
"Mr. Holliday," the master said, with no accent or intonation whatsoever. "Or shall I call you Mr. Mackey as your note indicated?"
"I'll answer to either," Doc said, matching the master's even tone.
"Come with me," the man said, indicating a doorway near him. "We will discuss this over tea."
Doc walked through the black clad ninjas without glancing left or right, but in his mind, he did a quick calculation. There were currently fifty of them, and as long as they were all norms, he could easily handle that.
"Sit," the master said.
Doc hadn't spent long in Japan, but he had been there long enough to learn how to sit properly when being served tea and how to use chopsticks without offending anyone. He'd also learned how to say idiot, but it was unlikely he would be employing that here.
He sat on the floor across from the master and watched quietly as the master slowly and ritualistically prepared the tea.
"Here you are, Mr. Holliday," the master said finally, handing Doc a steaming cup.
"Thank you," Doc said, nodding as he accepted it. He took a sip, just to show that he was willing to drink it, then said, "What is your name?"
"My students call me master," the man replied.
Doc grinned ferally. "I'm not your student."
"Very true. You may call me Sam."
"I suppose you know why I'm here," Doc said.
"I suppose you'd like to know who hired us to kill you."
"To start with."
"We are bound by a strict code of honor, Mr. Holliday."
"Yes," Doc sighed. "And how many have to die before you let your code of honor go?"
"You gave them an honorable death," Sam said simply. "They embraced it."
Not all of them, but Doc had promised that no shame would come to her, so he kept that comment to himself.
"If you can defeat me in hand to hand combat," Sam said, "I will tell you who hired us."
"When you say you, do you mean you as an individual or you as an entity?"
"Very clever, Mr. Holliday. Me as an entity."
Doc swallowed his sigh and asked, "What qualifies as defeat?"
"I do admire your mind," Sam said, taking a sip of his tea. "Defeat is accepted when someone is incapacitated in some way and can no longer continue to fight."
It would be easier to kill them than to incapacitate them, and Sam knew that.
"No weapons?" Doc inquired.
"No weapons."
"Just to make sure I understand you, if I incapacitate your entire force in the other room, including you, you'll tell me who hired you to kill me?"
"Yes."
"And what do I have to do to get you to stop trying to kill me?"
"If you kill the person who hired us, I will no longer be bound by our contract."
"I see. What if I just kill you all instead of bothering with such a ridiculous display?"
"Then you will never know who hired us."
Checkmate.
"I accept your terms," Doc said.
"Excellent. Shall we begin?"
"May as well," Doc murmured. "I assume since you're still under contract your men will be trying to kill me?"
"You assume correctly," Sam said with a nod.
"Fantastic."
Doc stood and took off his vest, knife harness, and shirt, laying them on top of his jacket. His other knives he left in place, just in case.
He followed Sam out into the open training room and walked into the middle while Sam called out orders in Japanese. The ninjas split into three groups, and the largest group rushed toward Doc without delay.
Doc exhaled slowly and steadied himself. If he focused on breaking joints, it wouldn't take him long to dispatch them.
One of the ninjas took a flying leap, leg outstretched. Doc ducked to one side, grabbing the man's foot as he did and snapping it forward until he heard the bones crack. Doc let go, and the man fell to the floor with a scream.
Several more plowed into Doc, pushing him backwards. He fell on purpose, pulling them down to the floor with him. He broke one's shoulder joint, elbowed another in the face so hard something cracked, and broke both of another man's wrists.
Then Doc spun to the side, out from under their writhing weight, dodging kicks and blows as he did. Instead of coming to his feet, he rolled up against several men who were still standing and knocked them down. Once they were on the floor, Doc flipped up onto his knees behind their feet and shuffled down the line, breaking ankles and knee joints as he did.
Someone jumped onto his back, wrapping their arms around Doc's neck, and he let them have it for a second while he finished with the ninjas on the floor. Then he stood and grabbed the man's arms and bent down, tossing the man over his head. Doc didn't let go of the man's arms though, and when the ninja's feet hit the floor, Doc jerked upward, snapping the man's elbows in half.
An injured ninja managed to crawl across the floor and wrap his arms tightly around Doc's legs. Doc struggled for a moment to block several of his assailants' blows before twisting and dropping his entire weight onto the man holding him in place. The man's ribs cracked beneath Doc's weight, and with a sharp gasp he released his hold on Doc's legs.
Doc twisted his legs free and leapt to his feet, kicking the moaning man as he did. There were only five ninjas still poised to attack him, and Doc stalked towards them purposely. They backed up as a unit, then rushed at him, arms swinging.
Doc ignored the blows raining down on him and focused on just one of them. He thrust his hand out palm first, breaking the man's sternum with a single blow. Then he twisted and wrapped his arm around one of his attacker's arms, cranking his body so the elbow joint snapped.
Three to go, he thought as he kicked out one man's knee, then slammed the back of his hand against another man's head, knocking the man to his knees. Doc stepped sideways, catching one of his assailant's arms, then he ripped the arm downwards while striking up with his knee. The man's scream of pain nearly drowned out the noise of his ribs breaking, but not quite.
Tossing that man to the side, Doc slammed his heel into the knee of a man struggling to gain his feet, breaking the joint. At the same time, Doc landed a strike to the final man's face, obliterating his nose and knocking him to the floor.
Doc paused and surveyed the space around him. The first twenty-three ninjas were incapacitated, lying on the floor, groaning in pain. He hadn't killed them, but they were probably wishing he had.
Sam called out a command, and the remaining ninjas moved forward and carried their moaning companions to the edges of the room. Another command and the second group turned to face Doc. This group contained only fifteen ninjas, but they stalked forward with a grace the first group had lacked.
They circled around him, and Doc waited for their first attack. One ninja rushed forward, and his body language told Doc he was going for a tackle. Doc held still, then stepped to the side, foot extended to trip the man. The man toppled over Doc's leg and fell forward, but at the same time one of the other ninjas grabbed Doc's torso from behind. Before Doc could break the hold, the other attackers had closed in around him.
Feet pounded against Doc's knee joints, fists slammed into his face, blows rained on his ribs. Doc's nose splintered under a quick fist, and he knew if he didn't do something quickly his knee was going to snap. He dropped his weight, pulling the man holding him down to the floor with him, and then flipped the man over his head into the others.
Doc took a quick breath before leaping onto one of the struggling men, figuring he was better off if he kept them on the ground. He pinned the man to the floor with his knee and used armlocks to quickly break both of the man's shoulder joints. Then Doc rolled to the side, reaching out and yanking another man to the floor. Someone grabbed one of his feet, and Doc kicked their hands off his ankle with his other foot, connecting hard enough to break their finger bones.
A hand wrapped around his neck, and he grabbed the arm attached to it with both hands, jerking opposite directions and paying no attention to what was most likely a woman's shriek of pain. Nails clawed down Doc's naked chest, drawing blood, and he rolled to the side and kicked out with his feet, making full contact with someone's face.
Several ninjas crashed onto him, using their weight to press him into the floor; and Doc allowed it, letting his body relax. Then he wiggled an arm free and slammed his elbow into someone's ribs so hard that the ribs shattered beneath his blow. The weight on top of Doc shifted enough that he managed to twist out from under them and quickly crawl on top of the two men still trying to crush him. They bucked, trying to knock him off, but he held his spot and slammed his palms against their ears, knocking their heads together with a loud crack.
They collapsed to the floor beneath him, and Doc stood and turned to look at Sam, raising one eyebrow as he did. The master gave him a brief nod before yelling out another command. The final twelve ninjas ran out onto the mat and began to move the injured to the side.
Doc watched them, ready for what was coming. The first group had been the least trained, and this group was the most trained. If he survived them, he would fight the expert. The master. If he'd been killing them, it wouldn't matter, but he wasn't; and he was beginning to feel just the tiniest bit run down.
Francisco's serious face swam in Doc's mind. He had lost yet another fight at school, and Francisco was stitching closed the cut he'd gotten just above his eyebrow.
"In any hard fight, there's a point when you'll want to give up," Francisco had said, voice soft. "A point when you think you've fought as hard as you can, and you're going to lose. But you're not. You won't. Don't ever lose."
And Doc hadn't. Not after that. From that day forward he had won every fight. There had been a few times when he'd lost the battle, but he'd never, ever lost the war. 
Doc grinned, finally giving himself over to the excitement. He'd been viewing this as a chore; something that needed done before he could move on to the next thing, but this was living. This charged feeling rushing through his veins, the pounding of his heart, the ragged rush of breath as he struggled to move fast enough. He'd fight, and he'd win.
"Come on then," he laughed.
The ninjas faltered, but not for long. Two of them rushed at him, then leapt into the air, legs extended towards him. Doc lunged sideways, falling backwards as one of the blows caught his shoulder.
He stumbled for a few steps, but caught himself just in time to block a kick from another attacker. Suddenly they were attacking him all at once, from every side. One of his ribs cracked and healed before Doc managed to quiet his mind enough to think. One joint at a time; ignore all the others.
Blocking the pain from his mind, Doc focused on one man. When the man punched, Doc grabbed his arm, ripped him forward, then broke his elbow. Keeping a tight hold on the man's arm, Doc slammed the heel of his foot into the man's knee before using the arm to swing him around in a circle and push the other ninjas back.
Doc threw the man forward into the other attackers, and without pausing, jumped forward and grabbed another man by the throat. He squeezed long enough to knock the man unconscious, then broke the man's knee before he let him fall.
By that time, the others had regrouped. Arms once more wrapped around Doc's torso, holding him tight. He reacted instantly, throwing his head back into his attacker's nose. The arms holding him loosened slightly, but instead of dropping to the floor, Doc swung backwards, using the man's body to brace himself as he kicked out his feet into the men nearly upon him.
He and the ninja holding him fell to the floor. Doc ripped his arms free, then slammed his elbow into the man's skull. The man released him, and Doc leapt to his feet, then tackled one of the other men to the ground. He quickly broke the man's shoulder, counting down as he did. Four down, eight to go.
He rolled sideways and rammed into a man's legs. The man stumbled; and while he was off balance, Doc grabbed his wrist and pulled him to the floor where he broke his elbow. Five down.
One of them dived for Doc's head, and Doc twisted sideways, slamming his feet into the man's chest. Before the man could step away, Doc hooked the back of the man's neck with his foot and pulled him down. As the man fell forward, Doc punched upward, snapping the man's head back and knocking him unconscious. Six down, six to go.
It only took Doc another minute to dispatch the final six, and when he was finished, he rolled to his feet and faced the master, grinning triumphantly.
"Very good, Mr. Holliday," Sam said. His tone was even, but Doc could tell by the purse of his lips that he was irritated. "I begin to see why we have not been successful in killing you. However, it is my turn now."
Doc grinned widely. The master was most certainly the master. But he was a mortal master, and Doc had been fighting an immortal master for over a hundred years now.
Doc stepped away from the groaning men and moved to meet Sam as he walked out into the training area. A few feet away, Doc paused, adjusting his feet and bringing up his hands.
"You are a very powerful fighter, Mr. Holliday, but you lack finesse."
"So I've been told," Doc drawled.
Sam leaped forward, moving with startling quickness. One of his strikes caught the side of Doc's cheek, but Doc quickly blocked the next strike, keeping his eyes pinned to Sam's chest.
Doc moved backwards a few steps before going on the offensive and attacking Sam with equal speed, but Sam blocked each of Doc's blows, moving so fluidly he resembled water.
They went back and forth, Sam landing more blows than Doc by far, but he only had the strength of a mortal so his blows weren't forceful enough to truly injure Doc.
Doc stepped forward, striking quickly, but once again Sam managed to block all but one of Doc's strikes. Then Sam attacked, feet kicking swiftly, and Doc dodged to the left and right, escaping every kick.
At this rate, they'd be here all day.
"Enough," Doc finally said as he rushed forward and slammed into Sam, taking him to the ground. He landed on top of him with a hard crash; and even though Sam kept his focus enough to land several hits to Doc's jaw, within a few seconds Doc had managed to wrap up Sam's arm in an armlock and was applying enough pressure that he knew even the slightest movement would rip Sam's shoulder from its socket.
"Yield," Doc hissed.
Sam's face tightened, and for a second Doc thought he would continue to fight, but then Sam exhaled wearily and said, "I yield."
Doc released Sam's arm, stood, and said firmly, "Now tell me who wants me dead."




Chapter 13
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"Your style of fighting is quite unusual," Sam commented some time later.
Doc had allowed him to call in a doctor to care for his injured men, and now they were once more sitting across from each other, slowly sipping tea.
"My brother taught me," Doc said. "He believed in winning."
"I wonder if I may ask you a question?"
"Ask away," Doc said.
"You were injured. Several times. I saw blood pour from your chest, yet you have no wounds. I saw your nose shatter, yet it is not swollen or bent. I saw you take blow after blow after blow, yet you show no signs of being injured." Sam paused and studied Doc with old eyes. "Why?"
"Magic," Doc replied.
"Magic?"
"Yes."
"With magic like that a man could rule the world," Sam mused.
"It's a good thing you don't have it then," Doc said firmly.
Sam smiled faintly before saying, "As we agreed, I will now tell you who hired us to kill you. He said his name was Simon Redgrove."
Doc absorbed that for a second, then asked, "Big man, hairy all over?"
"Yes, quite. I've never met anyone like him."
"I see," Doc murmured.
He turned over Sam's words in his mind, evaluating them. It made sense really. Simon was Doc's second in command, and if Doc died, Simon would take over the Hidden as tetrarch. It was probably the only way Simon would ever become tetrarch if the witches didn't support him.
Simon also knew Doc's schedule, as much as was possible, and had shown little concern about the attacks. In addition to that, Simon had made no effort to hide his irritation with Doc's style of leadership.
It made sense, but it didn't sit right. Doc had the feeling if Simon wanted him dead, he'd just do it himself.
"Was there anyone with Simon?" Doc asked.
"A woman."
"Pale blond?"
"No, she was a red head."
Interesting.
Doc worked it from another angle. Simon was the glue that held everything together. Without Simon, Doc was certain the Hidden would have turned against him by now. But Simon knew the Hidden intimately. He understood the politics and the driving force behind people's actions, and he navigated it flawlessly. He mitigated Doc's heavy-handed approach, and together they were making the Hidden a better place, more livable, more kind.
"What else did he tell you?" Doc asked, playing a hunch.
"He said you operated out of a secret place, but he put me in contact with someone who could help us gain access."
"And who was this someone?" Doc asked.
"I don't know. I arranged for him to meet with my men in Denver. One of my unit leaders checked in with me before... Well, before..."
"Before I killed them," Doc supplied.
"Yes," Sam sighed. "He said that he'd met with a man and woman, some kind of illusionists."
Or witches who specialized in glamour, Doc thought.
"We're in a rather difficult situation now," Doc said.
"We are?"
"Quite. Simon Redgrove didn't hire you, so I can't very well kill him. In fact, I wouldn't kill him even if he had hired you, but that's beside the point. Grant and Enid Baker are the ones who hired you. They're also the ones who met with your men in Denver. The red hair gave it away," Doc added, more for himself than for Sam.
"Can you prove this?" Sam asked.
"No. But I can prove Simon Redgrove didn't hire you."
"How so?"
Doc paused. How could he prove Simon hadn't hired them? There were a number of ways Doc could prove it if Sam were part of the Hidden, but he didn't belong to the Hidden, and he didn't know anything about the Hidden or witches.
"How about this?" Doc said slowly. "What if you call Simon, and he rescinds the kill order?"
Sam frowned. "How would I know it was truly Simon Redgrove?"
"I haven't left you since you told me so I haven't had the time to set up a scam," Doc pointed out. "I'll dial Simon's number, then give you the phone."
"I suppose that is acceptable," Sam said grudgingly.
Doc grinned as he quickly dialed Simon.
"I've been trying to call you," Simon growled when he answered. "The Sons want to meet with you tomorrow."
"Set it up," Doc said. "The later in the day, the better. But right now I need you to talk to Sam."
"Sam?"
Doc didn't respond just handed over the phone.
"Who is this?" Sam asked.
Doc heard Simon say, "Simon Redgrove, and who is this?"
"You are furry all over?" Sam asked.
"Yes," Simon growled.
"You hired me to assassinate Mr. Holliday," Sam said.
"WHAT??!!" Simon exclaimed. "I did no such thing!"
"That is what Mr. Holliday said you would say, but a man who was furry all over came to me and said his name was Simon Redgrove, and he asked me to kill Mr. Holliday in exchange for a rather large sum of money."
"No," Simon protested. "I didn't."
"Ah, but you are Simon Redgrove, yes?"
"Yes!"
"Then if you wish to rescind the order, you may do so, but I require full payment as I've taken many losses."
"What?!" Simon growled. "You want me to pay you for not killing him?"
"Indeed."
"Goddamn it," Simon muttered. "Just... Give him the bill. He'll pay it. The order's rescinded. Don't, I repeat, DO NOT kill Mr. Holliday."
"As you wish."
Sam disconnected and handed the phone back to Doc. "Honor has been restored. You do, however, owe me two million dollars."
"Is that all?" Doc chuckled. Sam's eyes narrowed, and Doc laughed. "Give me an account, and I'll have the money wired over immediately."
"To be honest, I'm glad to be rid of you," Simon stated.
"The feeling is mutual," Doc replied.
He stood causally and picked up his shirt to dress. Jervis would be so impressed. He hadn't ruined a single set of clothing yet.
As Doc began to button, Sam said softly, "Among my people, it is considered unwise to place a tattoo on the center of the chest. It is said to open a portal for demons to enter you."
Doc buckled his knife harness, then donned his vest and jacket before responding. "It's a good thing demons don't exist then, isn't it?"
Doc called Simon as soon as he stepped back outside.
"What the hell was that about?" Simon demanded.
"Your poker face is beginning to slip," Doc chastised.
Simon sighed heavily and said, "Don't take this the wrong way, but you're very trying."
"Jervis and you would have a lot to talk about," Doc chuckled.
"Are you going to tell me why I hired ninjas to kill you?"
"The Bakers set you up."
"The Bakers?"
"Yes. Grant and Enid Baker. They specialize in glamour, and they work for, or used to work for, Mitcham."
"But why...?"
"I think they were worried I'd come after them once I became tetrarch, so they hatched a plan to get rid of me. And if that failed, they assumed it would get rid of you."
"How would that benefit them?" Simon demanded.
"Without you it all falls apart," Doc said simply.
"What does?"
"I'm an ideas man. I don't care about politics or pleasing factions or making the rounds. I throw something out there and say, 'Let's do this', but you're the man who gets it done. The people of the Hidden respect you; they fear and hate me."
"That's not true," Simon stuttered.
"It certainly is," Doc laughed.
"But how did you know I didn't do it?" Simon asked.
"I wouldn't put it past you to try to kill me," Doc said frankly, "but you'd never do anything to hurt the Hidden. Removing me might leave you in charge, but it would be another upset, and the Hidden is strained as it is. You would never risk it."
"You misjudge me," Simon said softly. "You've proven yourself time and time again; I will always stand by your side."
For a moment, Doc was too stunned to speak, then he chuckled lightly and said, "No matter what you say, Simon, I consider myself quite lucky to have you on my side."
"It wasn't luck," Simon snorted. "We were bound to run into each other eventually."
"Maybe," Doc smirked. "Text me when you have the meeting time. I'll see you tomorrow."
He disconnected and hailed a taxi. It was time to have a talk with the Bakers.
The townhouse hadn't exactly been dirty when he'd arrived yesterday, but when Doc opened the door on his return, he was shocked to find the house completely spotless and shining like a diamond.
"What have you done?" he demanded.
"Cleaned," Callisto said brightly. "Don't you like it?"
He didn't, but only because it suddenly seemed new, and that made Lena's ghost brighter instead of dim and dusty.
"I... um... It's wonderful," he lied.
The children grinned happily, but Callisto raised an eyebrow. "Just say the word, and I'll make it dusty again," she offered.
"No," Doc said. "It's perfect. Thank you. I take it you didn't have any trouble?"
"Not a drop. Now if you don't need me, I'll be on my way."
"Come see us soon," Jules begged.
"I will," Callisto promised, green eyes sparkling, then she winked and was gone.
"I hate it when they zap," Doc grumbled, ignoring the children's shocked expressions and heading for the kitchen.
"Where did Calli go?" Addison asked.
"Who knows," Doc said. "Could be anywhere."
"Could it really?" Jules demanded.
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "I'm not an imp."
"I have so many questions," Jules said excitedly. "I'll have to write them all down so I don't forget."
Doc chuckled and took a large drink from the whiskey bottle he'd fished out of the cabinet. Jules frowned, but didn't say anything.
"We need to talk," Doc said.
Jules's and Johnny's faces fell. "Is this about the wardrobe?" Jules asked.
"Because we cleaned it up," Johnny added.
"What?" Doc said. "No. I don't give a fig about the wardrobe."
"You don't?"
"No."
"Then why do you want to talk?" Jules asked hesitantly.
"It's about your parents."
The relief that washed over their faces was so evident it sidetracked Doc for a moment.
"I'm not going to abandon you," he said firmly. "Even when I find you a family, I'm not just going to walk away and never look back. You're... I... Goddamn it, I care about you! Why else do you think I tracked you down?"
"You do?" Jules asked hopefully.
"Yes! I don't want to," he added irritably, "but I do."
"Why don't you want to?" Addison complained.
"It's..." He almost said "it's complicated", but he remembered what he'd told his dancing partner at the club. Life's too short for complicated. "It doesn't matter," he said instead. "The point is I do indeed care for you, and I want you to be happy and loved."
Jules suddenly became quite interested in the floor, so Doc changed the subject. "Back to your parents; I'm afraid..." There was no easy way to say it. "I'm probably..."
"You have to kill them," Johnny said, eyes solemn.
Doc tried to find a way around it, but couldn't. "Yes," he said. "Remember the ninjas?"
They nodded.
"Your parents hired them and took them into the Hidden, which could've posed a danger to the residents if I hadn't..."
"Killed them all?" Frankie offered.
"Exactly." This was not an easy conversation.
"We understand," Jules said softly.
"You do?"
"It's been a long time since I told myself they were good people," Jules said, eyes full of sadness. "I used to think they only left us behind because they didn't have a choice, but... Well, they did. They did have a choice." Her voice became stronger as she spoke. "We've spent more time with you in the last year than we have with them. I don't know them, but I know you. If you say you have to kill them, I believe you."
Johnny nodded solemnly, and Addison said, "Me too."
He really was incredibly lucky; anyone who said otherwise was a fool.




Chapter 14
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As luck would have it, Doc's pilot was already heading back towards Denver and was able to stop in New York to pick up Doc and the children. And as luck would have it, the children fell instantly asleep and slept for the entire trip, saving Doc from any more awkward conversations.
Just before they landed, Doc texted Jervis. "Would you see to it that Bree's room and my guestroom are straightened up for the Bakers?"
"Planning on keeping them then?" Jervis responded.
"No. I just don't want them to feel abandoned. They can stay with me until we find them a home."
"Seems like I've heard that once before."
"It's not the same," Doc insisted. "They need a witch family. Or maybe they just need Frankie. I haven't decided yet."
"I see."
"You don't see anything."
"I see everything," Jervis texted.
"In that case, tell me where the Bakers' parents are."
"Pierre's calling."
"That's what I thought," Doc texted back with a chuckle.
The plane landed, and Doc roused the children and ushered them off the plane and into a waiting Dulcis van. As he climbed into the front passenger seat, a terrible thought occurred to him.
"Um... We..." He cleared his throat, and Emily cast him a dubious look from her position in the driver's seat. He glared at her and said carefully, "I'm afraid in all the hurry we may have forgotten something."
"What? I got all my books," Jules said.
"I got Liadawn," Addison chimed, hugging her unicorn stuffed animal tightly.
"I have my rock collection," Johnny said, but only after he checked all his pockets.
"What about you, Frankie?" Doc asked pointedly. "Did you maybe forget something?"
"No," she said. "I double-checked."
"Something black, about knee height, has blue eyes, sulks a lot?"
"Oh!" she laughed. "You mean Boudica?"
Not the reaction he'd expected. "Yes?"
"She's fine."
"What do you mean she's fine?" Doc growled.
"Well, um... Just before you showed up... Well..."
"Spit it out!" Doc demanded.
"It's just that Johnny had an idea, and um... What we did see..." She trailed off again and cast an unsure glance at Emily.
"Emily's trustworthy," Doc said firmly. "Now what did you do?"
"We sent Boudica off to find Mom and Dad," Johnny said.
"And if you're right, they should be in Denver," Jules added.
"So she should show up anytime," Johnny finished.
"Let me get this straight," Doc drawled. "You released a witch hound on the general populace?"
"She wouldn't hurt anyone," Frankie insisted.
"What if someone sees her?" Doc demanded.
Emily cleared her throat.
"What?" Doc snapped.
"Did the truck driver ever see her?" Emily asked, tone merely curious.
"No," Doc growled. "So what?"
"It's possible most norms can't see her."
"Frankie's a norm," Doc pointed out irritably.
"Is she?"
"Isn't she?" Doc questioned.
"I don't know," Emily replied. "You should take her to see Thulan; he would be able to tell."
Doc had been so busy lately he hadn't spared much thought for the prisoners he'd freed from Mitcham's dungeon.
"Did Thulan not go home?" he asked.
"No. He's staying at the hotel."
"Interesting," Doc said.
The children had been quiet, but now Jules spoke up, "Are you very mad at us?"
"Let's get this straight," Doc said, turning in his seat so he could look at them. "You are not bad. You may make messes, you may occasionally do things some people might consider bad, but you are not bad. And yes, I will occasionally get mad at you. I will probably growl and grumble and say things you don't like; but I will never, ever, ever leave you or turn my back on you or forget about you. Do you hear me?"
The Baker children stared at him, eyes wide and a little frightened, but Frankie was looking at the floor.
"You included, Frankie," Doc said.
Her eyes whipped up, meeting his briefly before shooting back down to the floor.
"Sometimes I'll be gone," Doc went on. "I've been known to disappear from time to time, but I always come back. And I'll never leave you alone. You're part of my family now," he said solemnly. "You don't have to be afraid."
Tears welled in Jules's eyes, and she blinked rapidly, trying to clear them.
"Do I still have to eat my vegetables?" Addison asked.
Doc grinned slowly. "I'm not in charge of food; Frankie is. If she says you have to eat your vegetables, then you have to eat your vegetables."
"Oh," Addison said sadly.
Suddenly they were all laughing, except Addison, who was pouting. Doc winked at them, then turned around in his seat feeling strangely happy.
He felt a hand touch his, and he looked down, surprised to see Emily's hand squeeze his own before returning to the wheel. He moved to look at her, and she smiled warmly, then turned her attention back to the road.
Once the children were settled in his suite, Doc headed downstairs to talk to Jervis.
"I'm meeting the Sons again tomorrow," Doc said once they were inside the sub-subbasement. "At ten o'clock. How shall I play it?"
"It's difficult to say," Jervis replied, moving the chessboard and dealing out a hand of gin. "You clearly can't give them access to the Underworld."
"I'm not sure I could even if I wanted to," Doc shrugged. "Jury couldn't even see Yiska."
Jervis nodded as he discarded a three of spades. "You need to think like a business man. Another business has approached you asking for something quite large scale, but you've not ever dealt with them before. You need to make a few small-scale deals before you can trust them."
"I see what you're saying," Doc murmured. "They need to work me up to it. Gin," he added, laying down his cards.
Jervis reshuffled and dealt once more. "How did it go with the master?"
"We had tea," Doc said. "Then I trounced all his students and nearly broke his shoulder, at which point he agreed to tell me what I wanted to know."
"So no more ninjas?" Jervis questioned. 
"No, Simon rescinded the kill order."
Jervis paused. "Simon?"
"The Bakers' parents pretended to be Simon."
"You're sure?"
"Quite."
"You will be killing them then?"
"Definitely. As soon as Boudica finds them."
Jervis sighed. "Perhaps you need to start over."
It was quite late when Doc returned to his suite, and even though the children were in bed, he could feel their presence. It had been a very long time since he'd shared his space with anyone besides Thaddeus, and he found it a little unsettling.
"Brandy?" Doc whispered as he headed to the kitchen.
"If it's not too much trouble," Thaddeus whispered back.
Doc returned, poured half a brandy bottle into Thaddeus's pot, then sat down on the couch and propped his feet up on the coffee table.
"Tell me more about the energy trade," Doc said.
"Really?" Thaddeus replied with surprise.
"Yes."
"You're not just using me to fall asleep, are you?" Thaddeus demanded.
"Not at all, old boy; I'm truly interested. How did you find out about the energy trade?"
"Ah, well that is a fascinating tale."
Doc grimaced inwardly; he was definitely going to regret this.
"You are familiar with The Faust Legend?" Thaddeus asked.
"Man sells his soul to the devil in exchange for knowledge and power," Doc replied. "Religious mumbo jumbo."
"True," Thaddeus agreed. "However, quite often one finds that religion has been laid over the top of ancient tales and rituals, much like chocolate icing on a vanilla cake."
"What?"
"From the outside, the cake appears to be chocolate, but once you cut into it, it is revealed to be vanilla; and in fact is more vanilla than chocolate."
"Let's pretend I followed your completely out-of-character food analogy and get to the point."
"I apologize. The children were eating cake earlier, and it gave me quite a craving. You rarely eat, so I don't often have to deal with that," Thaddeus said mournfully. "I don't even remember what chocolate tastes like. My mother used to make a hot chocolate drink. It was divine."
"If you get on with your story, I'll have Pierre send you up some hot chocolate," Doc promised.
"Would you?"
"Story first."
"Of course. Where was I? Oh yes, in the tale Faust summons a demon to a crossroad and makes a deal with him. His soul for knowledge and power."
"But demons don't exist," Doc pointed out.
"Quite right. However, spirits do, and although they can't grant power per se, they can grant knowledge. And if you recall—"
"Knowledge is power," Doc interrupted.
"Precisely. Going back to the legend, you go to a place where two roads meet in a perfect t or x pattern. Not two streets, not a street and a driveway, two roads."
"Why there?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," Thaddeus said. "I once theorized that it created a sort of opening, a doorway if you will, but I can't say for sure. But once you're there, you call them."
"How?" Doc questioned.
"I said, 'I summon you spirits of air, spirits of earth, spirits of water, spirits of fire'."
"Hold up," Doc broke in. "Two questions, first one, YOU said?"
"Yes."
"You summoned a spirit?"
"Mostly," Thaddeus murmured.
"Mostly?"
"It was pointed out to me that no one has the power to summon a spirit. However, it had found my efforts amusing and decided to come of its own accord."
"I see."
"It said in the future it would prefer an offering. Something along the lines of a good joke."
"What?" Doc exclaimed.
"That particular spirit was quite into humor. In fact, it spent most of its time following comedic actors."
"What do you mean following?"
"Just what I said," Thaddeus said testily. "It fed off their interactions."
Doc's mind was spinning. Every now and then he would think he finally had a handle on the world around him, and then he'd find out he didn't. Not even a little.
"You said you had two questions?" Thaddeus reminded him.
"Did I? Oh, right," Doc muttered, shaking his head. "Are there spirits for every element?"
"I don't know. I theorized there were, but I was never able to prove my hypothesis."
"So what did you ask for?" Doc asked. "And what did you trade?"
"We couldn't reach an agreement," Thaddeus said, tone melancholy.
"What do you mean?"
"I did say it enjoyed humor, didn't I?"
"Oh," Doc said. "I see."
Thaddeus didn't have much in the way of humor. Doc sometimes found him amusing, but not because of any intention on Thaddeus's part.
"After that I turned my research to other areas," Thaddeus said gloomily. "But I did prove the spirits exist and that the emotion trade is real. Not scientifically, of course. As I said, it's all theoretical."
"But you proved it!" Doc argued.
"For myself. I couldn't very well write a dissertation about it or anything."
"Hmm. Just one more thing," Doc said thoughtfully. "You say the spirit followed actors around. Why didn't they see it? Or why could you see it?" Doc had assumed the spirits of the air were invisible.
"I asked that myself," Thaddeus said. "Apparently they can choose to be visible or invisible depending on their needs."
"I see," Doc murmured, a little unnerved by the idea that he could be surrounded by spirits and not know it. "I'll order up your chocolate," he added. "You deserve it."
"I do, don't I?' Thaddeus declared.
Doc swallowed his laughter, called the kitchen, and ordered two hot chocolates.
When the piping hot drinks arrived, Doc slowly poured one into a bowl to cool before tipping the liquid into Thaddeus's pot.
"Ahhh," Thaddeus murmured. "I can taste it. It's... resplendent."
"Enjoy," Doc chuckled.
He sat back on the couch, pushed the other hot chocolate across the coffee table towards the other couch, and said, "I ordered that one for you." A tiny gasp sounded from the hallway, and Doc said, "You better come drink it before it cools."
"I'm sorry," Frankie stuttered, shuffling into the living room. "I shouldn't have listened in, I just..."
"I don't blame you," Doc said. "It was one of Thaddeus's more interesting stories."
"I heard that," Thaddeus grumped.
"I knew you would," Doc laughed. "Now sit, Frankie, and tell me what's bothering you."
She sat on the very edge of the couch, looking incredibly young in her oversized pajamas. She twiddled with the cup of hot chocolate, sniffing it and taking a cautious sip. 
Doc waited patiently and silently. He didn't have to be anywhere for several hours; he'd wait as long as she needed.
Eventually she said, "It's just... Well..." She paused then rushed to say, "If you find parents for them, they won't really need me anymore."
"Wrong," Doc said. "First of all, I'm not looking for parents for them; I'm looking for parents for all of you. ALL of you. Secondly, you're the first person not to leave them. They need you."
"All of us?" she repeated, like the words just didn't make sense to her.
"Yes, all of you. You don't have to tell me where you came from or what your life was like. It doesn't matter to me. But you need love just as much as they do."
Her eyes filled with tears, and she turned her face away from him and swiped her hand across her cheeks.
Neither of them spoke as Frankie struggled with her emotions. When she'd managed to stop crying, Doc changed the subject completely by asking if she'd let him know as soon as Boudica returned.
Frankie nodded.
Doc stretched and pretended to yawn. "I know how early those little scamps like to get up, so I'd better get some sleep while I can."
She nodded again.
He was halfway to his bedroom when he heard her whisper, "Thank you."




Chapter 15
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Doc fell asleep immediately, and for once he wasn't assailed by memories. Instead he was plagued by nightmares.
He dreamed that the battle between Andrew and Meli had begun; but as he watched from the outside, Doc realized Andrew was going to lose. He was going to lose, and then nothing would be the same, everything would be lost.
Doc pounded on the Black Shaman's barrier, the one keeping Andrew isolated and alone. Doc pounded on it with his fists, ripped at it with his knives, chopped at it with an axe, but no matter what he did, no matter how hard he fought, the barrier held tight. The barrier held, and Doc watched screaming as the Black Shaman broke Andrew's neck and tore out his heart.
Doc woke weeping. As soon as his eyes opened, he knew the dream was a lie; but the pure anguish he'd felt as he'd watched Andrew die didn't fade away.
He hated the cold feeling that followed grief, the numbness. He rubbed his chest, trying to warm himself, but instead a strange ache pulsed through his chest beneath his hand, right where the Black Shaman's spear had pierced him.
He stumbled out of bed and went to shower, hoping the water would wash away his nightmare, the cold, the pain. And the fear. The fear that something would change and Andrew would lose.
He showered, making it quick because the heat didn't seem to touch him, shaved, and dressed carefully. Then he checked the news for any mention of Andrew's city. Nothing.
The coldness continued to plague him until he opened the door to his bedroom and heard the Bakers chattering around the dining room table. As soon as their cheerful voices filtered into his mind, the coldness simply faded away.
"Look at this," Johnny managed to say as Doc stepped into the room. "Five different kinds of breakfast meat!"
"Five?" Doc laughed as he sat.
"Bacon, ham, sausage patties, sausage links, and steak!"
"Impressive," Doc drawled.
"And Jervis said he scooped unicorn breath over everything," Addison squealed.
"Jervis?"
"He brought up the food," Frankie said. She met Doc's eyes briefly before turning her focus back to her omelet.
Doc downed his cup of whiskey and said "I have a meeting this morning, and later this week I'm flying out to Oregon to meet with the Northwestern witches."
"Oh," Jules breathed. "I don't know much about the Northwestern witches. They're very reclusive."
"So I've heard."
Several emotions, including disappointment, crossed Jules's face before she made a decision and just smiled at him.
"If it works out, maybe I can take you with me the next time I go," Doc promised. "But this first time, I had better go on my own."
She nodded excitedly.
"Will you and Johnny be returning to school?" Doc asked.
"Do you want us to?" Jules inquired.
"Whatever you want," Doc said. "If you'd rather, I can have Jervis hire you some tutors."
He didn't even sigh when the purple bubble popped up around them, just refilled his cup and waited to see what they would say.
"We'll go back to the academy," Jules finally said.
"Excellent. I'll have Jervis arrange transport. Frankie, you will obviously take care of Addison while they're away?"
"Yes," Frankie mumbled.
"You're free to go and do whatever you want as long as it's reasonably safe," Doc said. "For instance, no wandering around town after dark. If you'd like to go somewhere after dark, let Jervis know and he'll arrange someone to escort you."
They all nodded.
"I hope we can get you more permanently situated soon," Doc said, "but in the meantime, this is your home. Now, I don't have to leave for a couple hours, who's up for a few rounds of go fish?"
Johnny groaned, but Addison's eyes lit up and she yelped, "Me!"
Doc pretended to lose several times before partnering with Addison and teaching the children how to play Rook. By the time he was ready to leave, they were deeply entrenched in a battle with Thaddeus overseeing.
As Doc rode the elevator down to the meeting room, he texted Jury. "I need you to keep an eye on Boudica. Let me know if she stops anywhere for long." After a few seconds, Doc added a "please".
"It's not like I have a life," Jury texted back.
"Could you just take a peek every now and then? I'll owe you." He trusted the Bakers to tell him when Boudica returned; he just didn't trust them not to try to warn their parents first out of some misplaced sense of loyalty.
"Yeah, whatever," Jury texted.
"Thank you," Doc replied, knowing full well that telling Jury he owed him would come back to bite him.
He entered the meeting room and grinned broadly at Simon. "Advisor."
"Tetrarch," Simon replied, face devoid of emotion. "May I assume today's meeting will be just as..."
"Fun?" Doc offered. "I like to think so."
"I wish Jervis would put whiskey in my coffee," Simon grumbled.
"Check it; maybe he did," Doc suggested as he sat and drank his own whiskey.
"Nope," Simon said gloomily after taking a sip.
"Oh well."
"You're very cheerful."
"I'm beginning to look forward to these meetings," Doc said.
"Funny," Simon said. "I'm beginning to dread them."
"Sorry," Doc laughed.
"You're not supposed to laugh when you apologize," Simon chastised.
"Right," Doc said, changing his expression to a somber one. "Sorry?"
Simon sighed. "It doesn't count if you make it a question."
"There're a lot of rules to apologizing," Doc mused. "Take it or leave it."
At that moment Winslow appeared, escorting the three Sons.
Doc gestured apathetically for them to sit, then steepled his fingers and stared at Othir, waiting for him to speak.
Clearly unsettled, Othir cleared his throat before saying, "Tetrarch Holliday, I fear we made a bad first impression the other day, and perhaps I didn't make our position clear. We are willing to pay a large sum for the information we seek."
Doc laughed sharply. "If you've come here to convince me to do business with you, you're off to a bad start."
"Pardon?" Othir said.
"You're offering me money? Surely you did at least a small amount of research before coming to meet with me."
"I'm not sure I understand what you're getting at, Tetrarch Holliday."
"You may return to your father and tell him that he has offended me. I am the tetrarch of the Hidden of the United States. I hold the future of more than a dozen other Hiddens in the palm of my hand. And yet your father, Solomon, sends you three, surely the greenest of his sons to meet with me and do business."
Doc stood and glared at them. "Ask him how I should not see this as an insult? The fact that you came in here today offering me money," he spat the word, "shows me that you haven't even the knowledge to bargain for what you're asking for. If Solomon wants to conduct business with me, he should give me the respect of coming himself."
Doc strode pass them, ignoring their shocked faces and holding his smile until the elevator doors closed around him. He really was beginning to enjoy these little meetings. If for no other reason than for the look he'd seen on Simon's face.
It wasn't very long before Simon was banging on Doc's door. "Come in!" Doc called with a laugh.
"I'm beginning to regret rescinding your kill order!" Simon snapped.
"Poker face," Doc reprimanded.
"This isn't a goddamn game, Doc! These people are dangerous!" Simon stopped dead in his tracks, for the first time noticing the four children sitting on the floor staring at him. "Who are they?" he demanded.
"The Baker children."
"Wait, didn't you say..." Simon trailed off.
"Let's speak in the hallway," Doc offered.
"What are you doing with their children?" Simon demanded.
"I think," Doc said, grinning widely, "you'd rather not know."
"And I think I'm getting an ulcer because of you," Simon growled. "And I have this spot on my back... All the fur just fell out! I wake up at night, heart pounding, wondering who you're going to piss off next! Please tell me you know what the hell you're doing!"
Doc felt a brief surge of guilt. "I'm sorry," he said sincerely. "There are a few things I haven't told you," he added carefully, knowing he was walking a very fine line. "I can't tell you, and I have to ask you to trust me. When it comes to the Sons, I'm fairly certain I know what I'm doing. It may seem as though I've lost my mind, but I'm working towards something."
Simon took a deep breath. "Alright," he said. "I will try not to yell at you anymore."
"I don't mind," Doc chuckled.
"You're a very strange man," Simon muttered as he walked towards the elevator.
Doc laughed and turned to go back inside his suite, pausing when his phone rang. It was Jury.
"Boudica's just outside LoDo," Jury said. "She's been standing there for five minutes. You want to tell me what you're looking for?"
"It's what she's looking for. The Bakers' parents."
"Planning on making the little witches orphans proper, are you?"
"It sounds bad when you say it like that," Doc muttered, turning and heading for the elevator instead.
"It is bad. You need help?"
"With two witches?" Doc scoffed. "Hardly."
"Famous last words, Doc. Famous last words."
Doc parked outside the address Jury had given him and studied the house's unassuming facade. He was smart enough to know that witches liked to set traps so even though he had a fair amount of protection, trying to sneak inside was probably out. And there was a good chance they would recognize him so knocking on the door wasn't a great plan either. 
"Should've asked Jury to come," he muttered. "But it'll be more fun this way."
He left his jacket in his car and walked up the sidewalk, then he pressed the doorbell button three times, just to be irritating.
Agitated footsteps approached the door, and then it swung open and a sharp featured, red-haired woman snapped, "What?"
"So sorry to disturb you," Doc said apologetically. "I'm your neighbor. My cat escaped, and I saw her jump over your back fence. I just want to collect the poor thing if that's alright."
She was studying him carefully, with one eyebrow raised, and when he finished speaking, she said, "Certainly. I'll just take you through."
"Thank you so much, Miss... I'm sorry; I don't know your name."
"Enid," she said curtly.
He could tell by her controlled movements that she knew who he was. Which meant she knew why he was here. Which meant he shouldn't follow her wherever she was leading him.
"I suspect you already know my name," he said, stopping in the middle of the living room.
She turned to face him, eyes cold but edged with fear. "Holliday," she spat.
"I don't hire assassins to do my dirty work," Doc stated. "I handle it myself."
"But I know your weakness," she sneered. "You don't dare kill me because if you do, you'll never find the brats."
Doc grinned slowly and said, "I already have them."
The fear in her eyes spread, and it thrilled him to see it.
"Grant!" she suddenly screamed.
Before the word had fully died on her lips, Doc dashed toward her, a knife in each hand. It took less than a second to reach her, but when Doc thrust his knife forward, she wasn't there. Somehow she'd moved without moving, and she was now an arm's length away, purple magic surrounding her.
He headed towards her again, slower this time.
"I think perhaps you forgot who you're dealing with," she snarled.
And that's when he felt his knives start to turn towards him. "I think you might be right," he said, laughing softly. He fought against the knives, mind calculating. It had been incredibly careless of him not to bring his plastic gear.
"Enid?" a man exclaimed. "What's going... What the hell?"
Doc adjusted his feet so he could see both of them and, with a massive push, shoved his knives into the floor at his feet.
Enid grinned sharply and said, "As if that's going to help."
"It was worth a try," Doc shrugged, bracing himself for their next attack.
All the furniture in the room suddenly rose into the air and rushed toward him. Doc held himself steady, then jumped onto the couch and leapt from there to a side table, then hurled himself towards Enid.
He crashed through the space where she had just been and rolled to his feet, turning to face them once more. Grant and Enid were standing side by side, both surrounded in a shroud of purple magic.
Doc's knives tore from the floorboards and hurtled towards him. He stepped to the side, but one of the knives still managed to graze his shoulder before they both slammed into the wall behind him.
"I don't know why the ninjas had so much trouble with you," Grant laughed. "You're nothing but a bug."
Doc didn't bother responding; he was too busy trying to figure out his next move. If he could just get his hands on them, it would be over; but he couldn't get his hands on Enid because she was using the air to move around quicker than he could.
Something scraped behind him and, without even looking, Doc knew his knives were inching out of the wall. And the furniture was floating again.
This room was a problem. There was too much space, and it made it too easy for them to waft away from him. He needed something smaller.
He winked at them, then turned and bolted up the stairs, barely flinching when both of the knives speared into his thigh. Ignoring the burst of pain, he raced down the hallway, opening doors until he located the bathroom.
He ripped the bathroom door off its hinges and hurled it through the window, and then, as quickly as possible, he threw out everything he could; the toothbrushes, the jars of perfume, the magazine rack, the mirror, until there was nothing left except the fixtures and the shower curtain. 
By that time, the Bakers had nearly reached him, and as he had suspected they had no interest in entering the tiny bathroom with him. There was a long silent moment when nobody did anything, but then the hallway doors slammed open and random objects started careening down the hallway towards him. Doc stood in the open doorway with a wide smile, stepping to the side at the last second and laughing as the objects tumbled out the broken window.
After the first wave of objects cannonballed outside, Doc stepped back into the doorway, ducking as a chair zipped past his head, then several vases. Silence fell, and Doc stared at them. Grant glared back angrily, but Enid grabbed Grant's arm and started whispering frantically in his ear.  
It was time to end this. If he didn't, there was nothing to stop them from turning tail and running. So while they were distracted with their argument, he grabbed the shower curtain that he'd torn from its rod earlier and rushed down the hallway towards them. He flung the curtain over Grant, scooped it up like a sack with Grant inside, and ran back into the bathroom.
Enid shrieked frantically, but she was scared to follow so she just continued to hurl objects at him. This time Doc didn't bother to dodge. As books and shoes hailed down on him, he tore back the shower curtain, looking for Grant's neck.
Grant struggled against him, kicking wildly and flailing about, but just like so many others, he trusted his magic so much he'd never bothered with any other skills. Skills like hand-to-hand combat.
"Let him go!" Enid screamed. "Let him go!"
"You shouldn't have tried to kill me," Doc snarled. "But the real reason I'm killing you is so your children never have to worry about you showing up and hurting them ever again."
Doc wrapped his fingers around Grant's neck, squeezing tightly. Fear filled Grant's eyes as he struggled to break free, but he was too weak.
"Let him go!" Enid shrieked again, this time from right behind Doc. Something stabbed into Doc's back, over and over, tearing through his muscles, but Grant was nearly dead, so Doc didn't turn to defend himself, just continued to squeeze.
His tattoo suddenly burst with heat, and Grant's power began to rush into him, and only then did Doc roll onto his back and wrap his legs around Enid's waist, pulling her into his grasp where her magic would do her no good.
"You killed him," she wept, still stabbing at him with a broken chair leg.
"If only you cared half as much about your children," he said sadly, wrapping his hand around her throat. "You should have loved them," he added. "They're so easy to love. How could you not love them?"
"Die!" she croaked, using a burst of magic to thrust the piece of wood into his chest.
The wood splintered inside him, and he felt a piece slide into his heart, but it didn't matter. Grant's tremendous life force was flowing through him, already pushing the pieces back out and healing the damage they had done.
"Die," she gasped, clawing at his eyes. Her nails tore across his face, but he didn't try to stop her, just held her where he could see her, where he could see the fear in her eyes, the death.
As she died, heat pulsed through his tattoo with such force, he dropped her. She fell on top of him, then rolled lifelessly to the side.
For a second he couldn't breathe. The life force of two witches flowing through him at once was nearly unbearable. Heat coursed through his limbs, invigorating him, filling him with so much power it hurt.
Through the fog of heat and pain, Doc heard someone yelling his name.
"Doc! Are you here? Answer me!"
"Here," Doc murmured. "Up here."
The heat was ebbing now, leaving only pleasure in its wake, and Doc closed his eyes, soaking it in.
"What the fuck're you doing?!" Jury suddenly snapped. "Are you alright?"
"Fine," Doc breathed.
"You look like you just fucking..." Jury trailed off. When he spoke again, his voice was incredulous. "Holy hell, you really do like eating witches, don't you?"
Doc opened one eye and grinned up at Jury. "Maybe."
With a shake of his head, Jury sat on the edge of the bathtub, and Doc watched him lazily. The heat was slowly fading, but he still wasn't inclined to move.
"I don't know how I feel about that," Jury mused. "It's kind of like finding out you're a shark's favorite food."
Doc laughed and said, "Shamans are even better."
"In that case, if we're ever in a bad spot, I'll just throw a shaman at you so you're not tempted to eat me," Jury joked. He was quiet for a moment, then he said, "Can I ask... What does it feel like?"
"What?" Doc asked.
"Eating someone."
"Ah..." Doc closed his eyes again and let himself feel the last tendrils of power twisting through him. "It's like having someone's potential life just dropped inside you. All their vitality, everything, just jets through you all at once."
"Sounds addictive," Jury stated.
As Doc sat upright he considered Jury's words. "I don't know," he said. "I don't ever kill someone just to kill them."
"I know," Jury said. "That's... impressive."
"I'd soon run out of people to kill if I did it just for fun," Doc chuckled. "There's something I've been meaning to ask you. Bluegrass said..." He paused, thinking of her and her adorable tendency to blush.
"Yeah?" Jury prodded, reminding Doc of what he wanted to say.
"She said that she thought shamans were not a species, but an aberration, and Thane said that all the species have witches of their own."
"I assume you're going somewhere with this," Jury yawned.
"When I kill a vampire, I get nothing. They're just dead, and their life, their power, their soul, whatever it is, just goes off wherever it goes. The same is true for trolls, cyclopes, and imps."
"Still waiting for the point," Jury mocked.
"Getting there. What if you're just human, like me?"
"What the fuck're you saying?" Jury demanded.
"What if being a witch is an aberration, just like a shaman, but several witches gathered together and bred, creating a species of sorts, but the base of them, the essence of them is still just human?"
"I can't... My mind... Goddamn, Doc! Do you have idea what you're suggesting?"
Doc opened his mouth to answer but at that moment someone pounded on the front door and a voice yelled, "Police! Open up!"
"Hell," Doc muttered. "I knew chucking all that stuff out the window was a bad idea."
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"How shall we play this?" Doc asked.
"I've always wanted to be a cop," Jury said. "The ladies love a uniform. Especially on me," he preened.
"I'm sure they do, but do you have any idea what the uniform actually looks like?"
"No."
"Then you can't really glamour it, can you?"
"Good point. Detectives then?"
"I can work with that," Doc said. "Make sure you fix my clothes."
"Already done."
Doc glanced down. It looked just as if he were wearing an ill-fitted suit jacket and a very basic pair of dress pants.
"Awful," Doc murmured.
"I can't put you in a thousand dollar suit," Jury pointed out. "I'm pretty sure they don't make that much."
"It's fine. Call the Worms; I'll take care of the officers."
Doc walked down the stairs and threw open the door with an irritated huff. "It's about time you guys got here. What took you so goddamn long? Did you stop at your mother's house on the way here?"
The two uniformed officers on the porch stared at him in confusion and shock.
"Detective Nettles," Doc snapped. "My partner and I arrived first on the scene. Ugly domestic dispute. Looks like they killed each other. It's a goddamn mess."
One of the officers finally found his voice. "I wasn't aware anyone had arrived on scene yet."
"I'm looking right at you," Doc snapped. "I've already called the M.E., and until he gets here I don't want anything touched. Why don't you go next door and interview the neighbors? Maybe they saw something useful."
"But sir—"
Doc raised an eyebrow and snarled slightly. The officers blanched.
"Right away, sir," one stuttered.
"Do you have cement filling your goddamn shoes?" Doc snapped. "Get a move on!"
"Yes, sir!"
They both turned and rushed down the sidewalk.
"Did you enjoy that?" Jury asked.
"I did actually. I don't often play an asshole."
"That's debatable."
"Remember what you said about a shark's favorite meal?"
"Remember how lucky you are I came to check on you? If it weren't for me you'd be crawling out the back window right now."
"Truce," Doc laughed. "Are the Worms on their way?"
"Should be here any minute. I told them to put a rush on it."
When the Worms arrived, Doc took them upstairs and watched as they stuffed Grant and Enid into body bags. Then they all walked back outside, carrying the bodies between them and loading them into the Worm's van.
Only then did Doc turn to acknowledge the four children, faces pale with shock, standing by his car.
Sadness and irritation warred within him, but in the end sadness won. "I'm sorry," he said softly. "It had to be done."
There was no betrayal in their eyes, no accusation. He'd told them; not for a minute had he tried to hide it from them.
"Trade me vehicles," Doc said, tossing Jury his keys.
"I hate driving your cars," Jury complained. "They always make me feel like an ogre." Doc opened his mouth, but Jury cut him off, "Because ogres are big, Doc! Goddamn it, you're such a critic."
He threw Doc his keys and said, "You better hurry. As soon as I'm gone, the glamour drops."
Doc had forgotten about the glamour. Maybe that's why the children still hadn't said anything. He grinned and motioned to his face. "It's me. Doc."
"Oh..." Jules said. "I wasn't sure... Was that... Were those..."
"Grant and Enid," Doc said, refusing to call them the children's parents.
"Oh."
"Were you going to warn them?" Doc asked softly.
"No, I mean... I'm not sure what we were going to do."
"I don't suppose it matters now," Doc stated, insanely glad he'd gotten there before they had. "Get in the truck. I'll change, and then we can go out for ice cream."
It sounded pathetic, even to him, but it was all he had. 
"And hurry," Doc said. "Any minute now the real police will be here."
Four sets of eyes grew wide, and the children hurried to Jury's truck, Boudica right behind them.
Without a single glance backward, Doc climbed into the driver's seat and headed out onto the road. The officers who had arrived would have one hell of a mess to deal with, but that wasn't Doc's problem. He was the leader of the Hidden, not the norm world, and he had done what he needed to do to protect his people.
The children didn't say much during ice cream or their supper, and Doc didn't try to engage them because he had no idea what was going through their minds. He'd been devastated when his mother had died, but his mother had loved him deeply. Their mother had not.
"I'm sorry," Doc said as he tucked Jules into bed.
"Don't be," she muttered.
"But I am," he said. "I'm sorry I hurt you."
Jules stared up at him, eyes full of tears, lips trembling. "You didn't hurt me," she whispered.
"You're sad," he murmured, wiping away one of her tears.
She nodded.
"Then I hurt you."
"No," she cried, tossing her arms around his neck and holding him tightly. "Please don't say that. I hated them; I did, but I... They're all I've known, and I'm frightened."
"It's alright," Doc soothed. "You'll be alright. I promise."
"I know," she whispered.
He kissed her forehead and tucked the blankets back around her. "Sleep tight," he said. "And don't let the rot mites bite."
He was already in the hallway when she yelled, "Rot mites aren't real!"
"Want to bet?" Doc murmured.
Children settled, he headed to the Banshee to check on Aine.
As soon as Doc was visible, the murmurs started.
"It's the tetrarch."
"Did you hear about the lower Hidden?"
"He killed over twenty attackers they say."
"Smoke and mirrors," somebody snorted. "He's nothing but a fancy norm."
Doc followed the sound of that voice back to a man he recognized from the witch academy gala, a Mr. Merton. Doc changed his direction; and once he was near Mr. Merton, he drawled, "Pardon my interruption, but what exactly qualifies as a fancy norm?"
The entire group paled, eyes widening, and Mr. Merton stuttered, "In what context?" The other members of the group shifted ever so slightly away from him as if to say they had nothing to do with him.
"I believe you meant to say, 'In what context, Tetrarch Holliday?'" Doc reprimanded.
"Quite, quite; apologies, Tetrarch Holliday."
"And if you search your memory I'm sure you'll find the correct context."
Mr. Merton licked his lips nervously. "I only meant to point out that you are a neutral choice for tetrarch as you are not associated with any of the recognized species."
"Is that so?" Doc asked, voice deadly soft.
"Yes!" he exclaimed. "I applaud the council on their swift and clever thinking."
"In that case," Doc said, grinning, "I'm happy to accept your wholehearted endorsement, Mr. Merton. I'm sure your vote of approval will help curb the dissent a few of the less enlightened witches are stirring up."
Mr. Merton's jaw dropped. "What?" he managed to say.
"I'll let my assistant know that you'll be giving a speech later this week. I'm so glad to have you on board, Mr. Merton; and I do hope some of your associates will join you." Doc swept his gaze over them, memorizing their faces. "I do expect to see you all there," he added cheerfully.
Mouths moved, but no one said anything. They were all too frightened of him. Fancy must mean good at killing people.
Doc chuckled as he headed over to the faro table. It turned out there were some things he liked about being a politician.
"Doc!" Aine called out happily when she saw him.
"Aine, love. How're you doing?"
Her lips pursed into a brief pout. "Terrible! Mom's only been gone a couple days, and things are already falling apart."
"I don't believe you," Doc said.
"Neither did she," Aine grumbled.
"Life's too short for regrets," Doc stated vehemently.
"You're right," she muttered. "Which means it's imperative we play faro."
"Exactly."
They grinned at each other before walking over to the faro table.
Doc dealt faro for hours, more to please Aine than anything else. The Banshee was no longer the safe haven it had once been because now instead of losing himself to the sounds of the chips and dice, he found himself listening for whispers and insults.
By the time Simon approached him, Doc was ready to go home and bask in either the silence or Thaddeus's voice.
"A moment of your time, Tetrarch," Simon said.
"Anything for you," Doc attested, signaling an end to the play.
A few of the gamblers groaned, but Doc just laughed and said, "Another night, my friends. Business calls."
He followed Simon into one of the back rooms and waited patiently for him to speak.
"I sent over a dossier on August Naese, but it's not much. Jervis said you're flying out in the morning."
"Am I?" Doc asked. "I didn't think the meeting was for another three days."
Simon shrugged. "I'm only telling you what Jervis told me. I've already contacted the Naeses and arranged for them to meet you at the airport."
Apparently Jervis was still mad at him, but Doc could cure that.
Simon cleared his throat. "I'm sorry to bring this up, but we're ready to move forward with the trials of Mitcham followers, and I need to know who..."
Simon trailed off, and Doc said softly, "Who should replace Bluegrass."
"Yes."
"No one," Doc muttered. "She was a one of a kind." But he knew it had to be done. "I couldn't say," he said. "I've exhausted my contacts. Who do you suggest?"
Simon blinked in surprise.
"I'm afraid I've completely broken your poker face," Doc muttered.
Simon laughed and said, "Only around you. I never quite know... You often surprise me."
"Ah, well, I leave it up to you to choose the seventh. I trust you. Is that all?"
"Yes."
"Excellent. Before I forget, did you find a place for Darius inside the Hidden?"
"Yes."
"Good. One last thing, Mr. Merton is publically pledging his support of my leadership. You set up the venue and let him know the when and where."
"What?" Simon exclaimed. "He's been vehemently opposed to you since the beginning."
"Apparently he's too much of a coward to say that to my face. His exact words were that I'm a neutral choice for tetrarch and he applauds the council on their swift and clever thinking."
"I don't know how you do it," Simon grumbled.
"Luck, Simon. Luck." Doc headed for the door, but turned before he left and added with a grin, "Although it does help that I play by my own set of rules."
The moment Doc arrived home, Jervis texted him, "Your flight leaves in an hour."
"It's two o'clock in the morning," Doc texted back.
"The pilot's needed elsewhere."
Doc frowned. He didn't particularly care for himself, but he'd been planning on taking the children out somewhere, somewhere fun, somewhere that would distract them from their woes.
"Make it noon," Doc texted back.
"I can't."
"Don't pull that with me," Doc replied. "We have two planes."
"But only one pilot."
"Figure it out."
"Are you trying to be difficult?"
"It's you who's being difficult," Doc retorted. "Basement, now."
Doc quickly opened his safe, removed two items, then headed to the sub-subbasement.
Jervis was already there when he arrived.
"Lena Danser," Doc snapped. "Remember her?"
"We've been over this," Jervis stated.
"Yes, but what we haven't been over is why. Do you know why she killed herself? Do you know why I found her bled out in her bathtub? Do you know why I stay away from forever women?"
"No."
"I thought you knew everything," Doc mocked.
"I'm quite busy, so if you'd get to the point."
"Goddamn it, Jervis! Now who's acting like a child?! We've been friends for over a hundred years, and never once have I interfered. Ever!"
"You threw her at me in the first place," Jervis countered.
"I didn't throw her! I just suggested you could... I just thought you could have some fun. You never let yourself have fun!"
Jervis's shoulders slumped, and he said, "If I had been there I could have saved them. Or at least we'd all be dead together. It doesn't feel right. My living."
"That's ridiculous!" Doc snapped. "Your family wouldn't want you to be miserable. They would want you to live, to have fun, to make love, to play gin, to occasionally lose at a fist fight."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"That one was for me," Doc admitted. "My point is they love you."
"Loved," Jervis corrected.
"I don't believe that," Doc said. "Not for a minute. Their spirits are out there, still loving you. And they want you to be happy, not miserable and locked away inside Dulcis. I just thought you could relax, find a little joy. I... I didn't want you to fall for her. She's a goddamn mortal!"
"I know," Jervis sighed.
"I didn't mean to fall in love with Lena. But her smile lit up a room. She could recite Shakespeare in her sleep, but only the comedies. She thought cows were a work of art, and she loved me, Jervis. But she couldn't... She wanted me to be mortal, like her. She didn't want to age alone, but she didn't want to be without me either, so she just didn't. She just didn't."
A surge of sorrow filled him. He couldn't not blame himself, even if she'd said he had saved her. She was dead. He had killed her.
"You can be mad at me if you want," Doc said. "But please, just listen to me." He handed Jervis Lena's last letter, the photograph of her tucked inside. "Listen to Lena."
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Since he wanted to give Jervis time to think about what he'd said, Doc called Emily on his way back upstairs.
"Sir?"
"I want to take the children someplace fun in the morning. Do you have any ideas?"
"Fun?"
"Yes, fun. But for children."
"I see," Emily murmured. "Um... Well... It's still snowy."
"Yes?"
"You could take them sledding."
"Sledding?"
"Most kids like to sled."
"There is the problem of sleds," Doc pointed out. "And don't people generally wear some kind of snow clothes? Seems like I've seen that."
"I can take care of that. When do you want to go?"
"I have to fly out at noon."
"Have them downstairs by six then," Emily said.
"I'm going to regret this, aren't I?" Doc sighed.
"I don't know why you would," she laughed. "It's fun."
Since it was already past two, Doc didn't bother going to sleep. Instead he checked the news again. Andrew's city still wasn't mentioned. Which was good. Or not. He wasn't sure.
After that, he texted Julian and asked him if he'd found out anything about Adrian Gionta, the painter who had trapped several women inside his paintings.
"It's three o'clock in the morning," Julian texted back.
"So?"
"No."
"No what?"
"I haven't found anything yet."
"That's very curious, isn't it?"
"What do you mean?"
"You seem to be very good at finding things," Doc pointed out.
"Gionta doesn't want to be found," Julian replied.
"Have you given up?"
"I don't give up. I just need more time."
Doc smiled as he imagined the irritation in Julian's voice. "Let me know," Doc texted.
"No, I was planning to spend hours of my life searching for information and then just keep it to myself."
Doc laughed and set his phone aside.
He played poker against himself until five, and then he called the kitchen and ordered breakfast before waking up the children.
Within the hour, they were crowded inside a Dulcis van as Emily drove them out of the city.
"We've never been sledding," Jules said excitedly.
"We've never been out of the city," Johnny put in. "Well, except for the New York thing, but that was still in a city."
"Never?" Doc asked.
"Never," the twins said in unison.
"You're in for a treat then," Doc drawled.
"Why's that?"
"Just wait until we get there," Doc replied mysteriously.
If the twins had never been out of the city, they had no idea how much their magic was hampered. He couldn't wait to see their faces when they stepped out of the van and felt real energy for the first time.
He frowned as he thought about the city weighing down on them. The city really wasn't a good place for little witches to grow up, and he made up his mind to do for them what he should have done for Bree and find them a home outside of the city. A home where they could be free.
"We're here," Emily suddenly said, parking alongside a snow covered hill.
Doc glanced out at all the snow and sighed. He just wasn't a tramp around in the snow kind of person. This was really an Andrew type outing. Or a Jury type.
He glanced down at his shoes and muttered, "I hate it when my feet get wet."
"Don't worry," Emily said. "I got you snow gear too."
"What?" Doc asked.
"Snow shoes, snow pants, gloves; the whole deal."
"You do realize who you're talking to?" Doc questioned.
She laughed loudly and said, "Just relax; it'll be fun."
He seriously doubted that, but as long as the children had fun, he could subject himself to snow boots.
He stepped from the van and opened the sliding door, watching in amusement as the children tumbled out into the snow. Jules took three steps before her eyes widened, and she froze.
"Johnny," she whispered.
"I know," he said, voice full of awe. "I feel it."
"It's... It's... Incredible," Jules breathed.
Doc grinned widely, not even flinching when Emily thrust a pair of plastic pants into his hands.
It took a long time for everyone to get dressed; but once they were, they slogged through the snow after Emily, each of them carrying a big plastic tube, even Doc.
"I feel like a stuffed duck," Doc grumbled.
"You look like a stuffed duck," Emily laughed.
"Why don't you look like a stuffed duck?"
"I don't know," she said cheerily. "I just don't."
Once they had reached the top of the hill, Emily said, "Who's going first?"
All four children stared down the hill, looks of concern on their faces.
"Are you certain this is safe?" Frankie asked. "It's a really big hill."
"I bring my nieces and nephews out here all the time," Emily assured her.
"Still..."
"How about I go first?" Emily suggested.
She sat on her tube, winked at Doc, then pushed off with her feet, and flew down the hill, shrieking as she did. When she reached the bottom, she rolled off and jumped up laughing.
"Now you go!" she yelled.
"You should go, Johnny," Jules said.
"Ladies first," he shot back.
"Are you scared?"
"No, are you?"
"Absolutely not!" Jules snapped.
"I think you are," Johnny mocked.
"You're just trying to get me to go first."
"I'll go," Frankie interrupted.
She sat on her tube, gulped, inched forward, then finally pushed herself off. Her shrieks were terror filled, but when she reached the bottom, she screamed, "That was awesome!"
Johnny and Jules went at the same time, screaming with glee and laughing the entire time.  
"You're next," Doc said, carrying Addison's tube over to the runway.
"I'm scared. Will you go with me?" she asked.
He started to say he wasn't planning on sledding, but one look at her big eyes and he knew he was lost.
"Alright," he said, sitting down. "Get on."
He'd never been sledding in his life, and it wasn't on his list of things he wanted to do before he finally died. But Emily and the others had seemed to enjoy it, and if it would make Addison happy, he'd do it.
She sat on his lap, and he wrapped his arms around her little frame. The hill looked incredibly steep. What if they wrecked? He'd be fine, but Addison was tiny and fragile. He'd never forgive himself if he broke her.
"Come on!" Jules yelled. "It's amazing!"
Doc forced his worries away and pushed off. At first the sled wobbled along slowly, but in seconds he and Addison were hurtling down the hill so fast he wanted to bail off. Addison was clutching his arm tight enough to cut off the blood, and he was clutching her even tighter because he was terrified she'd bounce right off his lap. They tore down the hill, the air whipping around their faces, and spun to a stop at the bottom.
Doc heaved a sigh of relief as the sled stopped spinning. He was never, ever doing that again.
"Again!" Addison screeched. "Again!"
Doc caught Emily's eyes over Addison's head and growled, "You'll pay for this."
Emily burst out laughing and started back up the hill.
Doc followed after her, holding Addison's hand in one hand and the tube in the other. "You're fired," he muttered when he caught up to Emily.
"That's too bad," she replied.
"It is," he retorted.
"Will you be hiring me back soon?" she asked, voice amused.
"Only if we all return to Dulcis alive."
"That's easy," she laughed. "You should have specified alive and in one piece."
"Goddamn jinn," Doc muttered.
Emily grinned at him before flopping onto her tube and slushing down the hill once more.
By the time Doc boarded his plane several hours later, he never wanted to see snow again. He'd trudged up that snow-covered hill no less than thirty times because every time they reached the bottom Addison would squeal "again, again", and he just hadn't had the heart to tell her no.
He'd gotten used to the sledding part and had even begun to enjoy it, but by the time they'd reached home, he was sweating like a pig and soaked to the bone. He was definitely not a snow sports man.
But it had been worth it. When he'd left them, the children's faces had still been flushed with happiness and they were sitting around Thaddeus, cups of hot cocoa clutched in their hands as they told him every detail of their outing. And Doc knew that he'd take them sledding again and again and again. As long as it made them happy.
He looked out the plane window at the vast expanse of blue below. When he was high above everything like this, he could almost pretend that everyone was still alive, out there somewhere, past the clouds, living like he was.
Bluegrass was deeply engrossed in one of her romance novels. Lena was dancing in the rain. Charlie was sitting quietly, listening to the animals speak. Jane was teaching Bill how to throw a knife. The list went on and on until he came to the paradox that was Andrew.
Andrew was dead, and yet he wasn't. Angst wrapped itself tightly around Doc's heart as he thought of Andrew, so young, so alone, fighting the Black Shaman day after day after day. 
And he finally understood Andrew's reticence to fully act unless he needed to. Something as small as a sneeze could change everything. What if Doc had messed up by evacuating the Hidden of Andrew's city? What if everything was tweaked slightly to the left now? Would Andrew still win?
Strangely enough Doc could almost hear Ahanu say, "Then I will shift everything back to the right." And strangely enough, Doc believed it. But even though he believed it, even though he believed Andrew would win, there would be a fist clenched around his heart until he saw it happen and it was finally done.
He tried to refocus on the task in front of him. He needed to convince August Naese to help him. He wished Andrew was with him. Better yet Joe. Even better yet Francisco. Doc had no idea what Simon was thinking sending him off on his own to negotiate with witches. He'd never been known for his ability to diffuse volatile situations or turn people around to his point of view. When he met people it generally went one of two ways; they either liked him or they didn't.
That was the way he preferred it; simple. The Jurys had never liked him. That was simple. Simon did like him. Julian liked him, even though he didn't want to. The Bakers liked him. Mr. Merton did not like him. It wasn't complicated. Not unless you were a politician, and you needed people who didn't like you to work with you. 
Francisco had been good at that. He'd played his cards in such a way that everyone had liked him, even if he was about to ruin their day.
The plane touched down on the runway, bringing Doc back to the moment. After it had taxied to a stop, he stood, put on his jacket, picked up the garment bag Jervis had given him, and headed for the exit.
Outside the plane, Isabel Naese was waiting for him.
"Lovely to see you again," Doc said cheerfully, giving her a modest bow.
"Tetrarch Holliday," she said stiffly.
He glanced around at the empty runway. "No one's around," he chuckled. "I think you can get away with Doc."
"You're here on business," she replied.
"As you wish, Ms. Naese," Doc murmured, a little disappointed she wanted to keep things so impersonal. Regardless of whether or not they ever had sex again, he'd been hoping to enjoy her company.
Once they were on the road, he tried a few times to draw Isabel into conversation, but she refused to be engaged; so he finally stopped trying and just looked out the truck window.
He felt it the instant they crossed over onto her father's land, which surprised him. He could only think of two other times when he'd felt the energy of an area. When he'd first stepped foot on Andrew's ranch and the time he and Jervis had almost touched Solomon. Almost.
The dazzling white snow outside the window faded into a memory of sparkling sand. Jervis and he were just outside Giza, mounted on camels, riding away from the endless sun, their long shadows stretching out before them.
"Explain to me again what we're doing," Doc said, trying to wiggle into a more comfortable spot.
"I already told you," Jervis ground out.
"But it didn't make sense, and we've got nothing but time so there's no reason why you can't go through it again. Your working theory is that Solomon was Pharaoh Khufu's advisor and that he most likely designed the Great Pyramid."
"Perhaps," Jervis said offhandedly.
"I find you annoying," Doc muttered.
Jervis snorted.
"I hate to point this out, but it's sweltering," Doc grumbled. "And I seriously doubt if Solomon's just hanging around some old pyramid. Especially if he's the one who built it in the first place. He already knows everything about it."
"It's the time of the Wag and Thoth," Jervis said.
He didn't go on, so Doc said, "And?"
"I can't say. I just have... a feeling."
"A feeling," Doc repeated. "You're making me ride through the desert on a camel because of a feeling?!"
"We're here," Isabel said, jarring Doc from his memory.
The desert heat faded, replaced by a cold gust of winter wind. Doc exited the truck and studied the mansion built of rough cut logs in front of him.
"Tetrarch Holliday," a formidable voice said. "Thank you for coming all this way to meet with me."
Doc turned. The voice was attached to a tall man with high cheekbones and jet-black hair.
"I prefer Doc, Mr. Naese, if it's all the same to you," Doc said, extending his hand.
Mr. Naese shook Doc's hand firmly, wide grin splitting his serious face. "I prefer August. Please, come inside with me."
They entered the house, and Doc was instantly surrounded by a comfortable warmth.
"Slippers?" Isabel offered.
"I'm fine," Doc said, slipping off his snowy shoes and waiting for August to make the next move.
"I hear you are a man of chance," August said.
"Luck happens to be one of my finer attributes," Doc agreed.
"Luck is fickle," August replied. "Vagrant, undecided."
Doc knew better than to argue. His luck was rarely fickle, but there were times when it abandoned him altogether.
"What I want to know is whether you are also a man of strategy," August said, eyes intent.
"I can hardly tell you that," Doc said. "My own opinion of myself would be meaningless to you."
"You are already showing yourself to be wise," August chuckled. "Please, come into my study. I would like to engage in a game of chess."
This was surely the strangest political meeting Doc had had yet. But he'd liked August instantly, and he loved a good game of chess, so he wasn't complaining.
They sat across from each other at a small table, a chessboard unlike any Doc had ever seen between them. All the pieces were there, but the line of pawns was beavers, the knights were wolves, the castles bears, the bishops foxes, and the king and queen were ravens. Each of them was carved from different wood and the detail was so exquisite, so delicate, that Doc almost expected them to get up and move.
He studied the pieces for a moment, memorizing their positions, then moved one of the beavers forward. They played for over an hour, neither of them saying a word. And when Doc finally won, he almost felt regret that the game was over.
August sat back with a satisfied sigh. "I've not had a battle that invigorating in many years. And now," he paused slightly, as if thinking of his next words. "And now, Doc, let us speak of business."
August moved to sit in one of two chairs by the fire. That he chose not to sit behind his large desk communicated clearly that he saw Doc as an equal, not an inferior or someone to try to intimidate.
"I've been told you didn't care for Mitcham," Doc said after he settled himself in the other chair.
"I've been told you killed Mitcham," August replied. "Thank you for that."
"It was my pleasure," Doc drawled.
August laughed, the sound rich and melodic. "I can tell I'm going to enjoy speaking with you. It's clear that you're not a man to sit behind a desk and let others do your work."
"That's not entirely true," Doc replied. "I've little patience for details. For the most part Simon handles everything."
August appraised him. "I see. You don't sit behind a desk at all, do you?"
"No," Doc grinned. "I tried it for a while, but it just wasn't a good fit."
"If it's alright with you, I'd like to lay my cards on the table," August said, face solemn.
"I will respond in kind," Doc said, "if I am able."
"Wise man. There has been talk of secession among my people."
"I see," Doc said slowly. "Your people being the Northwestern witches?"
"Among others," August stated.
"What others?" Doc asked.
"You are probably aware that the Hidden requires the services of witches to function?"
"Yes."
"With the exception of the western seaboard, the western part of the Hidden was mostly ignored by Mitcham. Unless, of course, he wanted something."
"So you have taken all these abandoned Hiddens under your wing?" Doc surmised.
"I have. We receive no representation, our voice is not valued, and when trouble arises, we receive no help. What reason is there for us to continue abiding by the rules of a government that does not pay us any heed?"
"I agree," Doc said.
"You... agree?" August replied, brow furrowed.
"Absolutely. The Hidden is much too large for one person to have controlling interest, and it was never meant to be that way. There was meant to be a system of checks and balances. However, instead of secession, I propose that we bring back the councils," Doc said. "That way we don't lose the strength of being united, but we gain the additional strength of being free to ebb and flow as each region and species requires."
Doc paused here to give August time to consider his words.
"You would do this?" August asked skeptically.
"Absolutely."
"What would happen to the position of tetrarch?"
"That would be up to the main council to decide. If they deem it necessary to have a figurehead who can interact with the norm government, so be it. If not..." Doc shrugged.
August didn't respond, and Doc didn't say anything further, just hoped he'd said enough and that he'd said it the right way.
"I have enjoyed our discussion," August finally said. "I must now take time to contemplate. I must also present your case to the women's council. I will speak with you again tomorrow."
August stood and led Doc back to the front door where Isabel was waiting for them. "Isabel, will you show Doc to his cabin?"
"Yes, Father."
Doc shook August's hand once more before silently following Isabel back outside. The cabin was a little walk away, but the path had been cleared. When they arrived, Isabel opened the front door, and Doc took a long look around. A fire was roaring in the fireplace, and his favorite whiskey was sitting beside the chair.
"This isn't going to work for me," he said, suddenly feeling a little claustrophobic.
"What do you mean?" Isabel demanded.
"This," Doc gestured to the cabin and the snow. "I'm sure some people find this very idyllic and, I don't know, relaxing? But there's no way I can just sit here and gaze into the fire for the next twelve hours. I'll be wild eyed and crazy by nightfall."
Her confused expression said that she didn't understand him at all.
"How about..." He glanced past her and saw a stable in the distance. "Horse riding," he said. "I could do that."
"You would honestly rather ride around on a horse in the cold than relax by the fire?" she asked, brow furrowed.
"I can think of something I'd much rather do than either of those things," Doc drawled. "But, as you so helpfully pointed out, this is a business trip. No time for pleasure."
She blushed, and it irritated him. Withdrawn, blushing Isabel was a fraction of the woman he'd met in the elevator at Dulcis. That woman had been bold. She'd known what she wanted. She hadn't been held back by social expectations or fear. He'd been impressed and intrigued by that woman; he didn't like this woman at all.
"You may do as you please," she said. "My brother is probably in the stables, and he can help you out." Then she turned on her heel and left.
"What a waste," Doc murmured, watching her stride away.
He left his garment bag inside then walked leisurely towards the stables. As Doc entered the building, he was surprised by the wave of nostalgia that rolled through him. He passed his hand over a velvet nose, chuckling as warm breath rushed out over his fingers.
"Saddling up?"
Doc grinned at the man hanging out of a nearby stall and said, "If you don't mind."
"You'd be doing me a favor," the man replied. "I've been so busy lately I haven't had a chance to ride Pancake."
"Pancake?"
"My girl names the horses," he explained, eyes merry. "And for some reason she names them all after food."
"So Bacon and Peanut Butter and Hominy?" Doc offered.
The man roared with laughter. "No!" he finally said. "But I'll have to suggest those!"
He leapt over the stall door and held out his hand. "I'm Ingrim."
"Pleased to meet you. Doc Holliday."
"I figured as much," Ingrim said with a shrug. "You're the new tetrarch."
"Unfortunately."
Ingrim smiled briefly before saying, "I'll saddle Pancake for you; however, since we're in the middle of a forest and I don't want to be blamed for losing the tetrarch, I'll send Fain with you as a guide."
Within a few minutes, Ingrim returned with a saddled buckskin horse. Doc greeted Pancake with a gentle nose rub before turning to look for Fain. And, quite without his permission, his eyebrows shot up in surprise when he saw the rather short man standing behind him.
"Fain?" he asked.
"That's me."
"I'm Doc," Doc said, trying to decide if Fain had a hand to shake.
Fain laughed and held out a claw-like hand. The hand was attached to a wing coated in various shades of black feathers. The wing was attached to a vaguely humanoid form, which was also feathered.
"I don't mean to be rude," Doc said slowly. "But what species are you?"
"Loosely translated I'm a Wings of Night or a Crazasum. My family immigrated to the United States from Ukraine many years ago."
"Is this your only form?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"If I remember correctly, Ukrainian cryptids were not successful in their attempts to build a Hidden," Doc mused.
"You do," Fain said, eyes glimmering.
"Interesting," Doc said. "I'm very pleased to meet you, and I'm delighted to know I won't get lost in the deep dark woods."
Fain laughed merrily, then took to the skies, hovering in place while Doc mounted his horse. There were already several well-travelled paths leading into the woods, so Doc picked one at random and nudged Pancake in the proper direction.
Doc rode for quite a while, thinking about the children and what he was going to do with them. Unfortunately, he didn't know very many witches, and the witches he did know wouldn't do at all. He was afraid there were only two possible solutions. Keep them himself or convince Babs Baker to move.
If he kept them, they would grow up in the city, just like Bree had; and he didn't think that would be good for them. How could they ever learn their full potential if they were blocked from the very elements they used?
But he couldn't let them go very far away, certainly not all the way to Connecticut. He'd already become rather attached to them, and the idea of waking up every day without them there made him a tad melancholy. They had a way of brightening up the room with their voices and laughter.
And three of the four of them were almost immortal, so he wouldn't even have to watch them age like Bree. But they wouldn't live forever; they would all eventually die.
"This is why I don't like people," Doc muttered.
He was starting to seriously reconsider his life choices. Maybe a tropical island wouldn't be so bad. Especially if he owned the entire thing and Jervis was the only other occupant. He sighed heavily. That wasn't really living; that was hiding.    
He rode up onto a bluff and gazed down at the vast expanse of beautiful land surrounding him. This is what he wanted for the Baker children. This is what he wanted for all the cryptids.
Surely some cryptids enjoyed living in a city, just like some humans did; but Doc wanted them to have the choice. In many ways the Hidden was just like Blackwater. Tight, little boxes filled up with prisoners. Perhaps a resident could occasionally apply for transfer to a different city; but for the most part, unless they could move among norms without notice, they were stuck where they were.
Doc tried to imagine a life like that, but he couldn't. Even when he'd been mortal he'd gone where he wanted when he wanted.
It simply wasn't right that the cryptids couldn't move freely, but he knew humanity well enough to know they weren't ready. The existence of cryptids would break too many of their rules, of their ideas, of their "knowledge" of life. And when something broke the rules, people lashed out at it and tried to destroy it. Just like the Acolytes had. And the Inquisition. And the witch trials.
Snow crashed from a nearby limb, reminding Doc of where he was. "It's probably time to head home, Pancake," Doc said, rubbing between the horse's ears.
He turned Pancake around and studied the ground. There were several paths leading to this point, and although he usually paid fairly close attention to where he was going, this particular time he hadn't.
"I suppose it's a good thing you came, Fain," he chuckled. "It appears as if I was wandering a little vacantly."
"You were that," Fain replied. "I'm surprised I'm not lost," he added jokingly.
"You're not, are you? I'm not really the sleep out in the snow type."
"I can see that," Fain said dryly, landing on the ground beside Pancake. "What's on your mind, anyway?"
"I was just thinking how big the world is, and how it's a shame not all its people can enjoy it."
"Weird," Fain said.
"Weird?"
"I figured most politicians thought about power and how to control people and make more money."
"They probably do," Doc agreed. "But I'm not a very good politician; anyone'll tell you that."
Fain's beaklike mouth curled upwards. "I suppose I better not leave you out here to freeze then."
"Was that an option?" Doc asked casually.
"It ran through my mind."
"Up to you," Doc shrugged. "But I'll lay bets on me surviving and you not living to tell the tale."
Fain burst out laughing. "You're a riot! Come on; let's get you home."
The fire was still roaring when Doc entered his snug cabin a little later, and now he welcomed it. He may not feel the cold much, but it had finally seeped into his bones reminding him that he was still human after all.
There was a plate of food by the whiskey bottle, perfectly warm even though it hadn't been covered. It didn't matter how much he learned about them, witches were still a little spooky. There seemed no end to the things they could do.
He ate the food slowly, then reflected on his conversation with August while he sipped his whiskey. Doc didn't want them to secede. If the Hidden became lots of little Hiddens, the norm government might take issue. And lots of little Hiddens were much easier to suppress and destroy than one large Hidden. Surely they could come to an arrangement that would benefit everyone.
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As much as Doc liked August, he was leery about sleeping in a cabin owned by witches, on an estate in the middle of nowhere owned by witches. So he didn't. He played a few rounds of solitaire, and then he studied the always burning fire and wondered how August made it burn like it did.  
The longer he stared at the flames, the hotter it felt until his skin was on fire just as it had been in the desert; and in his mind he felt the camel moving lazily beneath him. 
"It's hot," Doc complained.
"It's a desert," Jervis replied.
"Is there a compelling reason why we're traveling during the day?"
"Is there a compelling reason why you won't shut up?"
Doc chuckled. It took a lot of work to get a rise out of Jervis, but it was worth it.
"What is Wag and Thoth?" Doc asked. "And why do you think Solomon will want to spend it at the pyramid?"
"It has to do with Osiris. He's the Egyptian god of the underworld, but he also symbolizes death. And Thoth is the god of knowledge, among other things. I've been keeping track, and I think Solomon is bound by a bit of ritual. Initiates are always brought in on one of thirteen days, all of them days dedicated to gods of death, wisdom, or rebirth."
"Interesting," Doc allowed.
"If the legends are true, Solomon would have once been mortal, like you. But he obviously underwent some sort of ritual to become immortal," Jervis explained. "And in some of the lore, there's a payment, often due on the anniversary of the day immortality was granted."
"Ah, so Solomon is forced to return to the Great Pyramid every year to settle his debt," Doc surmised.
"More or less. I think," Jervis added, voice a little unsure.
"I'm sure he'll be there," Doc said. "And we'll kill him. And then we can go find a hot bath so I can get all this disgusting sand out of my hair."
Jervis snorted, and Doc grinned. He didn't actually mind the heat, at least not much, and sand was just sand. He was trying to pull Jervis out his state of depression. Ever since they'd arrived in Egypt, Jervis had been more withdrawn than ever and overly gloomy.
After the things Doc had seen, he wanted to kill Solomon nearly as badly as Jervis did, and the fact that they had never managed to get close to him was vexing. Even though Doc was immortal, he didn't want to spend the next hundred years of his life tracking down a ghost.
A year ago, he'd almost suggested they give it up for a while, but then he'd remembered all the dead children he'd seen, all the children who had trusted their fathers and never suspected they would die at their own father's hands. And he had remembered Jervis. Writhing in unbelievable pain, nearly dying just because Solomon had marked his family for death. And after remembering all that, Doc's commitment had solidified once more. 
Not that his commitment had helped. They'd killed more Sons, saved a few more families, and changed nothing in the grand scheme of things. Solomon was still out there, recruiting and convincing men to murder their families to pay his debt.
By midafternoon they reached the pyramid, and Doc had to admit that its size was impressive, but other than that, it was a pile of rocks in the middle of a desert. He'd rather be in a saloon, playing poker.
"How are we going to hide the camels?" Doc asked. "There's no cover."
"We aren't," Jervis replied, dismounting, grabbing his pack, and slapping his camel on the hindquarters.
"Should have known," Doc muttered, following Jervis's lead. "It's lucky no one else is here," he added. "I heard a group of Brits back in Giza talking about how they might come out."
"I wonder how Solomon feels about that," Jervis muttered.
"About what?"
"Them turning his monument into a tourist destination. Although I don't suppose it matters, as long as he comes. The man I talked to in Giza said the entrance is on the north side," Jervis added, walking swiftly through the thick sand.
They didn't speak as they climbed the outer wall and shimmied inside the pyramid. It was pitch black inside, and Doc could touch three of the four walls. That's when it occurred to him that he was inside a tomb, which was really just a large casket. Doc breathed deeply, struggling not to panic, exhaling in relief when Jervis clicked on his flashlight.
"This won't hold up long," Jervis said as he searched his bag for the small oil lamp he'd brought as well.
"What if we waited outside?" Doc suggested.
Jervis didn't bother to respond.
Now that Doc's panic had subsided he could feel the pressure pushing against him, like he was in a double-sided vise.
"Do you feel that?" he asked. "The pressure?"
Jervis nodded.
"What is it?"
"This pyramid is sitting on top of two intersecting ley lines," Jervis replied.
"Ley lines?" Doc asked.
"If we're doing this I don't have time to explain every single little aspect to you," Jervis snapped.
The memory and the pressure faded as Doc frowned at the fireplace thoughtfully. He was forming a vague idea based on what Jervis had said all those years ago and what Thaddeus had just told him. He had a sneaking suspicion the spirits of the air were attached to intersections of ley lines, not roads; but over the years the lore had gotten muddied, like it often did. And he'd hazard a guess it had just been coincidence that a spirit had responded to Thaddeus's call.  
Doc closed his eyes and tried to feel the change he'd felt when Isabel had driven onto August's land. In contrast to the pressure Doc had felt inside the pyramid, the energy here was soothing instead of crushing. Relaxing instead of anxious. 
A knock sounded at his door, and Doc glanced up, surprised to realize it was already morning. When he opened the door, he found Isabel waiting impatiently.
"Father would like you to eat breakfast with us," she said stiffly.
Doc nodded, and they walked in silence to the main house. There was no point wasting his time trying to get Isabel to relax. When he'd first met her, she'd been far away from watching eyes and the social structures that dictated her actions. Here they were in the thick of it, and she simply wasn't strong enough to be herself.
"I trust you slept well?" August asked as he gestured for Doc to sit beside him.
"I chose to remain awake," Doc replied. "The ever-lasting fire was a keen reminder that I'm surrounded by witches."
August laughed loudly and exclaimed, "Right you are!"
"Have you had time to think about our discussion?" Doc asked, dishing some of the porridge into his bowl before filling his cup with coffee.
"I have, but the women's council has not yet made their decision."
"In that case, perhaps you could tell me more about ley lines. Isabel mentioned your sensitivity to them, and I'm curious to know more."
"Ah, ley lines," August murmured. "The mind of the mother."
"The mind of the mother?" Doc asked.
"Yes. The mother. Not just the earth or the landmass as some people see it, but the living, breathing entity that inhabits the land mass. The ley lines are her mind, her currents of energy, passing from one place to another, communicating. To use modern terms, they are like her nervous system, with each ley line being a nerve, passing information as it goes."
August paused, but Doc didn't prod him to continue. He was too busy processing what he'd just heard. Andrew's wife Janey had always talked about the mother. She'd once seen the mother in a vision, and she'd been fully convinced of the mother's existence. Doc had no reason to doubt her. All forms of life had to come from someplace, and it made sense to him that the earth would see fit to give birth to whatever creatures she wanted to exist.
That wasn't to say that he didn't think there was some truth to other versions, such as the story Jervis's father had told him about many mothers birthing the different species. There were bits of truth in lots of places, kernels of true wisdom; and only a very foolish man discounted myths and legends without gleaning through them first.
"Are there ley lines here?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Do they intersect?"
"Not here, where the house is, but there's an intersection towards the north end of the property."
Doc was suddenly consumed with the desire to go there and see it. To try to summon something and see what came.
"I'd like to see it," he said casually.
"I'll take you out there later today," August replied.
"I was told that the Great Pyramid of Giza is built where two ley lines cross," Doc said.
"Not just two," August said matter-of-factly, "four."
"Is that significant?"
"Powerful place, that, but a horrible place to build something," August added, shaking his head. "The energy gets caught up inside as it's trying to pass through, and everything gets backed up and muddled. I vomited for three hours after stepping foot inside for only three minutes."
"So you've been?" Doc inquired.
"I used to travel quite a bit, visiting different sites and following ley lines. My tolerance for interferences has waned over the years though. I find it difficult to be in areas overly impacted by modernity."
Doc had taken note yesterday that both the cabin he'd stayed in and August's house didn't have electricity. And he imagined that even if he searched the entire house, he wouldn't find a single scrap of plastic.
"How did Simon contact you to arrange a meeting?" Doc asked curiously.
"He sent a carrier pigeon."
"It's over a thousand miles," Doc said skeptically.
"I'm sorry," August chuckled. "I should've been more specific. A magic carrier pigeon. It rides the air waves. Probably only takes twenty minutes."
An oft repeated thought skittered across Doc's mind. Witches could easily rule the world; and families like the Jurys and the Baudelaires loved power, so why hadn't they ever made a play for control? Why hadn't August made a play for control? Or maybe he had? After all, the entire Northwest Hidden was under his guidance.
"It seems as if you've made a nice haven for yourself," Doc said.
"It was largely my father's work," August demurred. "It is quite necessary though as Ingrim and I are both quite affected by energy patterns."
Which explained why he'd sent Isabel to request a meeting.
"Where is your father?" Doc asked.
"He has returned to the womb."
"Was he quite old?" Doc inquired.
"I think you will find we are not like other families," August said. "We long ago limited our earthly lives to two hundred and fifty years."
"Why?" Doc demanded.
"To make room for other spirits," August said simply. "Our presence is not needed on the earth forever. It never was."
Two hundred and fifty years was more than another lifetime to a mortal, but it seemed so short. In fact, Doc's life would be nearly half over, and that simply wasn't long enough.
Since he wasn't interested in hearing the arguments for why two hundred and fifty years was an adequate lifespan, Doc changed the subject entirely.
"Speaking of havens," he said carelessly, "we're using Mitcham's funds to purchase land outside the Hidden, undeveloped land so the cryptids who can't leave the Hidden can..." Doc struggled, trying to think of the right words. "So they can actually be in nature once in a while. I'm a city man myself, but I've seen the way Jury tends to wane when he's in the city for too long. Cryptids came from nature, and they've been forced away from it, forced into hiding. I can't fix that, but I can mitigate some of the damage."
August was gazing at Doc, black eyes gleaming with some emotion Doc couldn't quite identify, but it was Isabel who spoke. "That's a very kind thing to do."
"It's not kind," Doc argued. "It's... right."
"Indeed," August said, leaning forward with interest. "And what else are you planning to do?"
"Actually," Doc drawled. "I was hoping I could convince you to help with one of my projects."
August raised an eyebrow.
"I'm not very popular with witches as a whole," Doc said frankly.
"I imagine incapacitating seventeen of the most powerful witches on the continent had a little something to do with that," August said dryly.
"Eighteen," Doc corrected.
August chuckled before saying, "Do go on."
"I want to close Blackwater prison," Doc said.
For several minutes August just stared at him, and Doc returned his stare, grinning slightly.
"You want to close down Blackwater?" August finally said, voice soft.
"Yes."
"And what do you intend to do with the people you release?"
"I'll have a council of seven members assess them for their supposed crimes. I'm sure in the end most of the prisoners will be released, but if needed, the others will be executed."
"You plan to release them?"
"Yes." Both August and Isabel tensed, and Doc added, "Is that a problem?"
"No," August said quickly. "I'm just surprised."
He was lying.
Doc tapped a finger on the table. "I don't think you lie often enough to pull it off well."
"I'm not lying," August insisted.
Still lying.
"I've made my living several times by gambling," Doc said easily. "And although I'm unbelievably lucky, I've also made a study of tells, and you are lying." Doc tapped his finger again. "I don't particularly care if you're lying; but if you refuse to help me, I'm going to have to pretend to like quite a number of witches whom I do not actually care for, and I was really hoping you would save me from that fate."
Doc turned his attention to his coffee, drinking it slowly and deliberately in an effort to give August time to think. It was quite good for modern coffee, although Andrew still would not have approved of it.
"Just tell him, Father," Isabel insisted, voice raw with emotion. "It'll come to light eventually; better he know now."
"You're right," August said miserably. "I... My... My wife is in Blackwater."
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"Pardon?" Doc said, even though he'd heard August quite clearly.
"My wife was locked away over thirty years ago," August explained, tone weary.
"Because?"
"She's a powerful fire witch, and they accused her of setting fire to Mitcham's home."
"I see," Doc mused, mind quickly working out his next move. "As the tetrarch of the Hidden," he said solemnly, "I hereby grant your wife, Mrs. Naese, a full pardon from any and all crimes she was accused of."
"Don't you even want to know if she did it?" Isabel demanded.
"Not in the least," Doc said. "If she did, I'd award her a medal for bravery and the fortitude to do what no one else would. And if she didn't... Well, a pardon still, but no medal."
Isabel pushed away from the table and ran from the room.
"Do you not want your wife released?" Doc asked carefully.
"No! I mean, yes! I do!" August exclaimed. "Isabel is just overcome; she doesn't like others to see her emotions. I'm... I cannot tell you what it means to me that... that I might see Elvira again. I..."August's voice broke, and he didn't continue. 
Doc studied the pattern on the tablecloth, far more comfortable doing that than holding August's tear-filled eyes.
Finally August cleared his throat and said, "But you see how it might look if I helped you. There are some who would say—"
"Let me be perfectly clear," Doc said, interrupting him. "I have absolutely no interest in what people might say. Blackwater is a horrible, ghastly concept, one that should have never been realized. I'll close it down, with or without you, with or without the other witches; I will find a way. If you don't help me, it will simply take longer to do."
"I think it was a very lucky day indeed when the council decided to make you tetrarch," August said, grinning broadly.
"Lucky for whom?" Doc growled.
August began to laugh. "I'll help you," he promised as his laughter faded. "We will all help you."
"Excellent," Doc said.
A shout suddenly rang though the house. "Father!" Ingrim exclaimed, rushing into the room. "Is it true?" He skidded to a halt and faced Doc, expression torn between disbelief and hope. "Is it true?" he demanded. "Are you really going to free the Blackwater prisoners?"
"Yes," Doc said firmly.
Ingrim's face split into a humongous grin. "Did you hear that, Father?! He's going to shut it down!" Ingrim grabbed August and hugged him tightly, then he grabbed Doc's shoulder and shook his hand enthusiastically. "I can't wait to tell the others!"
Ingrim rushed from the room again, happy whoops ringing through the air as he went.
"The others?" Doc asked. "It might not be wise to make this common knowledge. Not until the job is done."
"I understand," August said. "Give me a moment."
With that, he hurried after his son, leaving Doc all alone in the dining room.
"That went well," Doc murmured to himself as he stood and started searching for some whiskey. "Of course there is the trouble of making sure I have enough witches to do it."
He had the three Naeses and Jury on his side; he could probably convince the triplets, maybe even Babs Baker and a few of the other Jurys. That gave him ten to fifteen witches; he wondered how many he needed.
"He'll keep it quiet," August said, returning to his place at the table. "We all will."
Doc sat back down and opened the whiskey he'd found, filling his coffee cup to the brim.
"I apologize," August said, somewhat stiffly. "I didn't think to put out the whiskey for breakfast."
"Most wouldn't," Doc laughed. "I'm a bit of an alcoholic, I'm afraid. Which might be a problem if I could actually get drunk," Doc added, lifting the coffee cup and drinking it in one go.
"You can't get drunk?" August asked.
"Nope."
"Tipsy?"
"Not a bit."
"Dizzy?"
"Hardly."
"Then why do you drink?"
Doc shrugged and said, "Why do fish swim?"
"Because they've no choice," August said flatly.
"It's probably not the same then," Doc said with a laugh. "How about this? Never trust a man who doesn't have at least one vice."
"Interesting perspective," August said slowly. "What would you say my vice is?"
"Your unfortunate tendency to purchase more horses than you can possibly ride and enjoy."
August burst out laughing and exclaimed, "Right you are, Doc! Right you are."
When his laughter had subsided, August said, "There is one other matter we should discuss before we go forward. Nearly twenty years ago I opened a witch academy without Mitcham's knowledge."
Doc frowned without thinking, and August said, "I won't close it down, so if you want us to remain part of the larger Hidden, the academy comes with us."
"To be frank, I could care less about the academy," Doc said wearily.
"Why did you frown then?"
For a second, Doc considered playing the politician, but decided against it. August had a stake in closing Blackwater, so even if Doc infuriated him, he'd probably still help.
"My issue," Doc said irritably, "is goddamn witches and their goddamn elitism."
"Elitism?" August asked, too confused to be offended.
"Yes!" Doc exclaimed. "I've been told that every species has witches, and yet the witch academies only take in humanoid witches. Why? How does that benefit them? In fact..." Doc trailed off because August was no longer listening; he was laughing.
"Come, my friend!" August exclaimed, pushing back his chair and standing. "There is something I'd like to show you." August continued to chuckle as he led Doc outside to the stables. "We'll ride," he said. "Because as you pointed out, my horses are sadly neglected."
Ingrim was nowhere to be seen so Doc saddled Pancake. It had been a while since he'd saddled a horse, and by the time he was done, August was already mounted and waiting for him.
"Not like riding a bike, I see," August chuckled.
"I wouldn't know," Doc replied, glad Andrew hadn't been there to see him struggle.
August didn't speak as he turned and started riding towards the north. Doc followed him with a frown, fairly certain there had been no sign of this particular path when he'd gone on his ride yesterday. He was also fairly certain that the trees in this direction hadn't even had an opening that a horse could fit though. He was beginning to weary of witches and their endless tricks.
They rode for thirty minutes or more before the path opened up into a large clearing. In the middle of the clearing was another log structure, much larger than August's, and the area around it was teeming with activity.
"Welcome, Doc, to the Cryptid Witch Academy," August said grandly, gesturing towards the clearing.
As they rode nearer, the figures began to take shape; and Doc started to chuckle. "I see," he said with a cheerful laugh. "I suppose you beat me to it."
"That I did," August beamed. "That I did."
Doc gazed around the grounds, amazed that August had done exactly what Doc had been thinking about. He'd opened a witch academy for ALL witches, not just the humanoid ones.
"You've been doing this for twenty years?" Doc asked.
"It was a slow start," August admitted, drawing his horse to a halt and dismounting. "First, I had to recruit a handful of human witches to carefully and selectively search for students. And it took quite a while for the other species to trust my intentions. Human witches don't have the best track record for honesty."
"Are they human?" Doc asked. "Are you human?"
August shrugged and said, "I've come to think so."
"I wish Jury were here," Doc muttered.
"Jury?"
"Thomas Jury. He and I were arguing the other day because I suggested that witches are just norms who have developed a power, and he didn't like where I was going."
"I cannot imagine the Jury family would appreciate that description at all," August noted.
"Jury isn't like them," Doc insisted. "He just doesn't... Well, he's not like me either. But I've been told I tend to go out of my way to irritate people, and maybe that's all it is. Maybe I'm just trying to push their little witch buttons."
"Perhaps, but your theory is solid," August said. "And it's one I've often thought about myself. The only thing that separates us from norms is our ability to manipulate the elements, which also accounts for our longer life span. But all the other species are very clearly a species."
August motioned for Doc to follow him and continued to talk as he walked. "Vampires look humanoid, but their hunter senses are very developed, they feed in a different manner, and their physical structure is different, capable of more than mere men. Banshees look humanoid, but their senses exist on a totally different plane, the in-between space. In fact, I've yet to meet a banshee who is also a witch. A friend of mine, a scholar who happens to be a banshee, says he's quite certain banshees can take on other forms, but adopted the human form because humans have overrun the earth. He hypothesizes that their original form was more like mist."
"Interesting," Doc mused.
"Quite. I believe that there are species and there are abilities which can be similar across multiple species. Two very different things. Take the Myhanava for instance," August said. "I've meet a Takaheni who can enter the minds of animals and see through their eyes. So I would classify that as an ability, not a species."
"I see," Doc said. "It's how they use the power."
"What?"
"Someone once told me that there is an ocean of power inside each of us full of infinite possibility, but that most of us use it in very specific ways. For instance, I use it to kill people; that's what I'm good at."
"That is hardly the sum of you," August argued.
"Perhaps not," Doc allowed. "But that's where the power really shines. Witches, shamans, Myhanava each have an ability as you say, and perhaps that ability is how they use the power, how they utilize it."
"That's a very interesting theory," August said thoughtfully. "I'll have to suggest it to the others; perhaps we can delve into it further."
Thaddeus would love it here, Doc thought as he and August paused in front of academy.
August gazed up proudly at the grand building and said, "Part of the purpose of the academy is to expand our knowledge about these things. In addition to studying the elements, there are quite of few of us who devote our time to studying the differences between species and abilities. Others collect as much information about each species as they can. We're trying to learn where the species originally came from and under what conditions they once lived."
"Why bother?" Doc asked. "It's a very different world now."
"I know," August said sadly. "But you have to understand that to a large degree the people who study here are the children of immigrants. Their families came to the United States, hoping to find a safe haven within the walls of the Hidden, a place where they didn't have to hide or run. And in a way, they did. But in doing so, they lost everything. Their place in the ecosystem, their place in nature. They are disconnected."
"That could be said for almost all people," Doc argued.
"Very true." August paused outside a doorway, his face creased with thought. "But I keep thinking we can somehow change it."
"I see," Doc said.
Privately he disagreed. There was no changing it, no going back, no reclaiming what was lost. Whatever it was they were searching for was gone. The Zeniu couldn't return to the bog to lure in unwary travelers. The bog was no longer there; and even if it was, the only things passing by were automobiles.
The only path was forward, not back, but he didn't say that. If searching for the past added to their purpose in life so be it.
"I want you to meet the head of the academy," August said, rapping sharply on a door before opening it. "This is Rachelle Nesbit."
Doc bowed politely to the tall, willowy woman sitting behind the daintiest desk he'd ever seen. "Ms. Nesbit," he said, voice full of respect.
It had been a very long time since he had been in the presence of a fairy, and he'd forgotten how alluring they could be.
Ms. Nesbit inclined her head, lips curved in a sly smile, and said, "Tetrarch Holliday. The pleasure is mine."
Her words and how she said them sent a tingle down Doc's spine. Business, he told himself firmly before he responded by saying, "Doc is fine."
"In that case, please call me Rachelle. The academy is honored by your presence," she added.
"Would you show Doc around, Rachelle?" August put in. "I'd like him to fully understand our purpose here."
"I would love to," Rachelle purred.
Business and maybe just a little bit of pleasure, Doc amended silently.
"Wait," Doc said, just as August turned to leave. "When you said 'we will all help' during our discussion earlier, I assumed you meant you and your children. Do you mean the entire academy?"
"Yes," August said. "Among others."
Doc grinned widely. If he wasn't mistaken, he'd just secured the closure of Blackwater.
"I'll see you at dinner," August said cheerfully. Then he glanced over Doc's shoulder at Rachelle and added, "Maybe."
As the door closed behind August, Rachelle said, "What would you like to see first?" Her brilliant green eyes traced his form for a moment before settling on his face.
"I'll let you decide," Doc murmured.
"In that case, follow me."
She glided past Doc towards the door. Fairies never seemed to walk, which had always confused Doc. They had legs; why not use them? But as he followed Rachelle, he became keenly aware of the advantages of gliding.
"This may come as a surprise," Rachelle said, tone soft enough that Doc had to move closer to hear her. "But I was well aware of you long before you became tetrarch of the Hidden."
"Really?" Doc asked. "How so?"
"One of my acquaintances once mentioned you."
Her hand brushed against his hip, and a burst of heat rushed through him. She was making it very hard to focus.
"Indeed?" Doc said, clearing his throat.
They'd walked up a curling flight of stairs, and she was now standing in front of a wooden door covered in carvings of trees.
"Indeed," she purred, smiling invitingly.
Doc forced himself to take a step back. He was here on business. It wouldn't do to wrap his hand around her neck and pull her body against his. It wouldn't do to press his lips to hers, and ignite the heat that was already burning between them.
She pushed open the door, grasped his hand, and pulled him inside. For a moment he was overwhelmed by the greenness of the room and the verdant smell of a forest, but that was all chased away by the words she whispered in his ear.
"Silbu says you're very talented."
Pleasure first, Doc thought happily, pulling Rachelle against his chest and running his fingertips up her already exposed back.
"You'll have to judge for yourself," he murmured.
"That I will," she replied.
Her hands slipped inside his suit jacket, moving slowly up over his shoulders and leaving behind a blazing trail of heat. Doc feathered his fingers beneath the straps of her dress, pulling the thin strips of fabric gently down her arms and pressing kisses along the path of his fingers.
All thoughts of business had fled, replaced with delightful titillation, and Doc gave himself over completely to pleasing her.
The sun was low in the sky by the time Rachelle fell back onto her silk pillows with a heavy sigh. "Finally something Silbu and I can agree on," she breathed, eyes heavy and sated. "Would you care for a drink?" she asked, eyes closed.
"Whiskey, if you have it," Doc replied.
She held out her hand and, without any sign that she'd cast a spell or used magic, a whiskey bottle suddenly appeared in it. She took a long drink before passing the bottle to Doc, and he eased his pleasantly drained body into a sitting position and took a long drink as well.
"You're quite... talented," she murmured, running her toes along his thigh.
"I do try," Doc chuckled.
"I will be curious to see if you are as adept at ruling as you are at making love."
"I'm not," he laughed.
"Based on what?" she inquired, a bowl full of chocolate truffles appearing in her naked lap.
"I'm a clumsy ruler at best," Doc said. "I despise politicians and the games they play, and so I... don't."
"Sounds refreshing to me," she mused, leaning forward and presenting him with an unwrapped truffle. He kissed the sides of her fingers before eating it from her hand. "I quite admire a man who gets right to the point," she purred. "As many times as necessary."
He laughed, and she joined him, her laughter as alluring as her body.
"I suppose the time has come to show you around," she said once the laughter had faded. "Although once your tour is complete, I may wish to have another private word with you."
For the next several hours Rachelle led him down corridors, through rooms, and across large expanses of yard, explaining the different areas and introducing him to anyone they passed.
There were more than a few differences between this witch academy and the one in Denver, but the most obvious was that many of the witches were cryptids of varying species. The second most obvious was that all of the witches were adults.
"We don't believe in separating families," Rachelle had said when he pointed this out. "There is plenty of time to learn, and no reason one can't learn just as readily as an adult."
It was a logical argument. After all, he'd learned to be a dental surgeon as an adult, not as a ten year old. He grinned at the idea of his ten-year-old self wielding a drill. He certainly would not have wanted to be his patient. 
"We also have no grading system, no assigned courses, and no set terms," Rachelle had added.
"How is this a school then?"
"We offer several areas of study, and the students choose what they want to spend their time on. They study as long as they want, utilizing our resources and the combined knowledge of the faculty, and when they are ready, they leave."
"Interesting," Doc said.
"I believe the word you are looking for is effective," Rachelle pointed out.
"Perhaps," Doc shrugged.
"You're a hard man to please," she murmured, eyes sparkling.
"Not at all," he replied.
"Shall we test that?" she said, drawing him up the stairs to her room once more.
"I'm happy to submit myself to your examination," Doc chuckled, his awareness of her heightening.
"Submit," she purred. "I like that very much."
Doc had no idea of the time when he finally left the academy. All he knew was that Rachelle was thoroughly sated, and he was completely exhausted. It was a tad unfortunate that the Naeses lived in the middle of nowhere because he wouldn't say no to a meal right now. Rachelle's appetite for love making was nothing short of extraordinary.
He located the academy's stables and saddled Pancake, then rode out of the yard in the direction of August's home. After riding for only a few feet, Doc paused and turned Pancake back towards the north.
It was a clear night and not overly cold, and since he wasn't planning to sleep he might as well ride for a bit. In the back of his mind he was hoping his luck would hold and he would stumble across the intersection of ley lines, but even if he didn't, he would enjoy the ride. 
The academy had given him a glimmer of hope. August had found a way to bring the different species together, and that meant it was possible.
A small gust of wind knocked a clump of snow from a tree, and Doc watched it sparkle in the moonlight. Without the ever present glow of electric lights and with the movement of the horse beneath him, he felt as if he were riding in a different time. He closed his eyes briefly, allowing himself to imagine that if he looked to his side, Andrew would be there.
"Did you hear the one about the cannibal who was late for dinner?" Doc said, chuckling a little. "He got cold feet."
In Doc's mind, Andrew thought about it for a moment, then burst out laughing, his booming laughter nearly shaking the forest. "Cold feet!" Andrew would exclaim. "As opposed to warm feet!" Doc laughed as he imagined the look of disgust on Doyle's face. That man had no sense of humor. 
Doyle's face transformed into the Black Shaman's, and Doc stared into her black eyes; eyes that burned with pure rage at the very mention of Andrew.
He wished he could help Andrew in his fight. He wished he could offer him some measure of comfort, but he knew he couldn't. Whether Andrew knew it yet or not, he was who he needed to be. He didn't need Doc's help. He never had.
An owl hooted reminding Doc of where he was, and he shook his head, muttering, "Goddamn it. When will I ever learn?" He glanced behind him, rather relieved to see that the only path in the snow was his own.
He continued to ride, forcing his mind and body to focus on the ever changing landscape around him. It was both strange and eerily beautiful. He rode past a formation of rocks in the shape of a gigantic bear. He rode through a perfectly circular clearing. He rode between strange twisting trees.
Above him the stars began to fade, and Doc knew that dawn was near. "Guess it's time to head back," he murmured to Pancake. Just then he felt it, like a hand pressing against his back, urging him onward.
He dismounted and took a careful step forward, then another. The pressure increased. It wasn't a bad pressure; it wasn't uncomfortable or painful, just present. Doc continued to walk forward; and then, for no reason whatsoever, he stopped.
He turned in a very slow circle, gazing around him. He was still surrounded by trees, but there was something odd about their arrangement, like they'd frozen in the middle of a strange dance. And even though the sun hadn't yet started to rise, Doc could see everything with absolute clarity.
"The crossroads," he whispered, elation filling him. What would come if he called? Would anything come? Even if something did come, he had no intention of asking for anything. He'd learned long ago that making trades with spirits was tricky at best; he'd only done so in the Underworld because he'd had no choice.
"Spirits," he said, working out the words before he said them. "I'm here, at the crossroads. May I have the honor of your presence?" Not a demand, but a request.
He waited, excitement ebbing as nothing happened, nothing changed. Perhaps his theory had been wrong. Or maybe there really was a particular phrase that needed said.
He tried again. "Spirits of the air, I summon you."
"I heard you the first time," an amused voice said from behind Doc.
Doc spun around, mind spiraling with confusion. He opened his mouth, tried to say something and finally managed to croak, "Yiska?!"
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"And what were you expecting?" Yiska chuckled.
"A... Well a... What the hell are you?" Doc demanded.
"As I told you before, I am your guide." Yiska shrugged his narrow shoulders before adding, "And a gatekeeper."
"But I'm... We're on the ley lines," Doc stuttered, completely lost for words or understanding.
"Yes," Yiska agreed.
"So you're a spirit?"
"It's hard to say. Humans mean so many things when they say the word spirit."
Doc sighed. "You came when I called."
"I'm your guide; of course I came."
"But we're on the ley lines."
"Yes."
"Goddamn it, Yiska! Why're you making this so goddamn difficult?!"
Yiska smiled his calm little smile, then said, "I cannot see how it will harm you so I will answer your true question. I'm an Akashii."
"Sorry," Doc said when Yiska didn't continue. "Is that supposed to mean something to me?"
"Perhaps not. Akashii travel the energy lines, collecting all history, all memory, all things, from one end of time to the other. Or as a certain meddlesome shaman might say, from all the waves of the ocean. We collect them from the mother's mind and store them in the Akashic record."
"I think I need to sit down," Doc said, holding his head. "I just... Goddamn, this is a lot to process. You're saying you collect the mother's memories and store them?"
"More or less."
"So the Akashic record is the mother's mind?"
"No. Just her memory; two completely different things."
Doc suddenly felt very young and foolish. He was just a gambler with an expired dental license. He wasn't a business man like Simon or a politician like August. He wasn't even a scientist like Thaddeus. He was just Doc. What the hell was he doing running around with spirits and witches? But here he was.  
"Are you a spirit of the air?" Doc asked cautiously.
"No. Those are quite a different being, much like the beings of the Underworld."
"Which did Solomon meet with?" Doc asked.
"I am not omniscient," Yiska chuckled. "I do not know every answer."
"But you hold everything, the memories of everything, of all time!"
"No, the Akashic record holds everything," Yiska corrected. "No single Akashii knows more than they know. I could not dream to hold the entirety of it inside me. No one could."
Even though the ground was coated with snow, Doc sat and tried to make sense of everything Yiska was saying. Finally, after he'd realized he couldn't make sense of it, he said, "Why're you here?"
"I'm your guide."
"Guide to what?" Doc demanded.
"Take my hand, and I will show you," Yiska offered.
Part of Doc's mind screamed at him to mount Pancake and ride away. There was no good reason to take Yiska's hand. He didn't need to see what Yiska could show him. But he did need to see it, so he reached out and wrapped his fingers around Yiska's offered hand.
For a second nothing changed. Doc sat on the ground, hand gripped tightly by Yiska's; and Yiska stood above him, eyes smiling. And then Doc felt his spirit rip from his body, and the entire world turned on its head.
The forest was gone. Pancake was gone. The half-darkness was gone, replaced with sparkling brightness. Images rushed past Doc, startling him with their clarity and emotion, and in the middle of it, Doc sat, watching it pass, trying to hone in on one detail over any other.
A current of imagery suddenly caught him, carrying him along with it, crashing him into thoughts and feelings and screams of terror. The entire world was crashing over him, through him, filling him to the brim.
Doc wrapped his hands around his head, trying to block the barrage of it. It was too much. His mind was breaking; his mind was goddamn breaking.
A wave of silence caught him, wrapping him in a cocoon of warmth and comfort; and Doc exhaled shakily.
"You are safe," he felt someone say. Not heard, felt. In his mind. In his bones.
"Who are you?" Doc whispered.
"I am. You are. We are. It is."
"Are you the mother?"
"I am the memory."
He didn't know what to say to that. He didn't know what to say at all so he settled for, "Why am I here?"
"You were sent."
"But why?"
"Who can say."
Doc floated in silence, allowing the warmth and wellbeing to soak into every corner of his being. Yiska must have had a purpose for sending him here. What could it be?
"Do you know Solomon?" Doc asked.
"There are many Solomons. You will have to be more specific."
Doc frowned. There was something here, surrounding him, and according to Yiska it was the record of all things. So perhaps she really did know everything. Or perhaps she knew nothing. But it wasn't as simple as just asking her a question; the memories she held were far too vast.
Another vibration rung gently through his mind. "I know everything about you, John Holliday."
"Those aren't all my names," Doc said, testing her.
"That is true, Tetrarch Sir Doctor John Henry Holliday. Doc, Hans, reprobate, lover—"
"Enough," Doc laughed. "I get the point."
She couldn't tell him about Solomon, but she could tell him about himself. How did that help him though? Didn't he already know everything about himself?
"Where did my throne room come from?" Doc suddenly asked, not even sure where the question had come from.
"The one in your suite, the one in your basement, the one at the Banshee, or the one in your dreams?"
A tingle of unease skittered down Doc's spine. "The one in my dreams," he whispered.
"That's easy," the voice murmured. "You made it."
"But I didn't," Doc argued.
"Didn't you?"
For some reason he was possessed with the desire to argue with her, to force her to admit she was lying; but he knew she wasn't, knew she had no interest in lying. She was the record. It was beyond her to lie. Somehow he knew that, but how he knew it, he couldn't say.
"Why did I make it?" he asked. "How?"
The voice hummed softly. "The why of things is often beyond my view. I do not see what you think or what you feel, only what you say and do."
"There is no truth without the why," Doc argued.
"Perhaps," she murmured. "However, I can tell you that the answers you seek will not tell you the truth. Someday you will see for yourself. Someday you will open the door and look inside. I can see that too. I know that too."
He didn't know what her words meant, but he assumed she was saying the answers were within him, just waiting for him to access them. He didn't like the idea that he'd done something without knowing it. He didn't like the idea that there was more to him than he knew.
But he wasn't here to learn about himself. He was here because of Solomon. Unfortunately, she couldn't tell him anything about Solomon; she could only tell him about himself.
He floated in the calm eye, watching as information and visuals and thoughts crashed past him, flowing swifter than he could even comprehend. The entirety of existence was swimming past him. If he asked, she could show him the beginning and the end. She could show him everything if he knew how to ask.
Other questions began to surface in his mind, selfish questions, questions about Andrew and Jervis and Aine. Questions about Lena. Jury. The Bakers. Doc bit his tongue to keep from asking them. It was too much power. Far too much power. And he wasn't sure he was strong enough not to reach for it.
"Send me back," he managed to plead.
"That is all you want to know?" Her tone was edged with disbelief.
"No," Doc replied. "But that is all I should know."
"Wisdom," she replied, "cannot be measured or bought or stored. You are wise."
The energy surrounding him began to writhe, and he felt himself moving once more. The images and memories assaulted him, so many images; and just when he thought his mind would break from it all, he was lying on the cold ground, staring up at the lightening sky.
"Did you find answers?" Yiska asked pleasantly.
"No," Doc said. "Only questions."
"I am sorry."
"Is the memory, the record, one of the keys?"
"Yes."
Doc's entire body ached, and he didn't even try to sit up, just continued to ask questions. "Can the Akashii make deals with humans? Can they trade record for emotions?"
"That would be very unusual," Yiska said softly. "The Akashii do not feed off emotions and energy like most spirit beings. We are sustained by the energy of the mother."
"But could an Akashii change?"
"I do not know. It is perhaps more likely that..." Yiska considered his next words for a long time, finally saying, "I do not know."
"Are the Akashii the only spirits who answer the crossroads call?"
"I only came because you called me; I would not come for anyone else," Yiska said, voice patient.
"Could I call something else? Say a spirit who feeds off murder?"
"If your heart was bent on murder, and you called for a spirit you would most likely attract a spirit who feeds off murder, yes."
"So if I wanted love instead, I might attract a spirit who fed on love?"
"I would think so."
Before Doc could ask anything else, Yiska was gone, and someone else was grabbing Doc's shoulders and pulling him to his feet.
"Are you okay?" Ingrim asked worriedly, running strangely warm hands over Doc's arms.
"I'm fine," Doc insisted, pushing Ingrim gently away.
"You've been in the snow for a while," Ingrim insisted. "You could have frostbite. You're not even wearing a coat!"
"I'm fine," Doc said again. "I was just... star gazing."
"Star gazing?!" Ingrim exclaimed. "It was only three degrees last night!"
"Was it?" Doc murmured. "I didn't notice."
"We've been out looking for you," Ingrim chastised, eyes still worried.
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "Time got away from me."
Forcing his rather stiff limbs to move, Doc began to walk towards Pancake, but just as he was about to mount, he paused and turned to study Ingrim.
"You're witches," Doc said flatly.
"Yes?"
"Why did you even need to look?"
"What?"
"Couldn't you just find me with magic?" Doc asked.
"I don't know what you mean," Ingrim said irritably.
"Interesting," Doc murmured, remembering what Gwenna Jury had said about it taking a witch with a decent amount of power in the earth element to track people.
Perhaps the Naeses weren't very strong earth witches, but surely at least one of the students at the academy was. Doc had always assumed that witches had a book of tricks, more or less; and that all witches knew all the tricks. But perhaps that wasn't true. Ingrim certainly didn't seem to understand what Doc was suggesting.
"I can warm you up," Ingrim offered. "If you'll let me."
"Why not," Doc replied, curious to see what Ingrim meant.
For a moment nothing happened except Doc's Amos the Betrayer amulet tingled strangely against his skin, but the amulet must have decided that Ingrim's magic meant no harm because the tingling faded and a sense of warmth and contentment suddenly soaked into Doc's bones.
He closed his eyes, savoring it. It felt just like sitting in front of Andrew's wide fireplace, it felt like easing his aching body into a perfectly heated hot spring, it felt like gathering around a table for hot stew and fresh bread with Francisco grinning across the table and Mother and Father holding hands.
The sensation began to fade, and Doc opened his eyes. He was warmed from the inside out.
"Thank you," he said somberly. "That's quite a talent."
"All I did was warm you," Ingrim shrugged.
That may be how Ingrim saw it, but it wasn't all it was. Without knowing it, he had given Doc a gift.
They didn't speak as they rode back to the main cabin, and when they dismounted at the stables, Ingrim said, "I'll take care of the horses. Father's ready to see you."
Doc headed for the house, not at all surprised to see August waiting on the porch.
"I see Ingrim found you," August said.
"He did."
"Come on in then," August commanded, gesturing towards the door. "The woman's council has made their decision."
The table was set for breakfast, and Doc chuckled when he noticed the whiskey bottle sitting next to his cup.
"Sit," August said. "Do you have any questions about the academy?" he asked as he began to eat.
"Just one," Doc said, filling his glass with whiskey.
"Well?"
"Rachelle is a fairy, but is she also a witch?"
"Not quite," August said. "But perhaps Isabel can explain it better than I can."
Doc met Isabel's guarded eyes and said, "Would you mind?"
"All fairies can see the elements and manipulate them," Isabel said. "But they're different than witches in that they don't really have limitations like we do. It's almost as if they are part of the elements instead of separate. There are those who theorize that the first human witches were half-fairy and half-human," Isabel added offhandedly.
"That doesn't explain the other species though, does it?" Doc pointed out.
"Exactly!" August exclaimed. "Just what I always said."
"Regardless," Isabel said firmly, "not many fairy folk walk among us simply because they don't have to. Rachelle is a boon because she understands magic on a fundamental level and is willing to teach us."
"Why?"
"What do you mean why?" Isabel demanded.
"Fairies don't usually bother themselves with the goings-on of people."
"What're you suggesting?"
"I was just asking why," Doc drawled. "You're the one who has taken offense."
"Peace, Isabel," August laughed. "I understand your concern, Doc. Rachelle was a friend of my father's. I cannot say why she chooses to help us, but she does; and I've no reason to distrust her intentions."
"Very well," Doc said.
"Do you have any more questions?" August asked.
"Not yet," Doc grinned.
"Then on to business," August stated. "The women's council has decided to support your efforts, which means the Northwest Hidden will remain part of the larger Hidden. We will open the lines of communication, your people will keep us informed, and as things progress, we will offer up our choices for our district's council."
"I'm happy to hear that," Doc said, grinning. "And Simon will be pleased to hear I am capable of diplomacy."
"I don't think it was diplomacy so much as our ideals being aligned," August suggested cheerfully.
"That may be true," Doc said with a chuckle.
"I've sent a message to Simon letting him know you'll be returning today," August went on. "Isabel will take you to the airport, and I'm sure your flight will have been arranged."
"Ready to be rid of me?" Doc commented.
"Not at all. I'm just afraid our quiet lifestyle will be the end of you, which would be a shame because you have so much to do."
"It's been a pleasure getting to know you," Doc said, standing and reaching out to shake August's hand. "I'll have Simon contact you about Blackwater. He'll not be pleased with my approach, but I'm not inclined to wait around for the witch's council to make up their mind."
"We will be ready," August promised.
Doc left the main house, grabbed his bag from his still pleasantly warm cabin, then met Isabel by her truck. He closed his eyes as soon as she began driving and fell asleep almost immediately.
He was standing in his throne room. None of the shadows were there; it was just him. Just him and his throne. He paced the space slowly, examining it in a way he never had before.
He had never questioned it. The first time he'd shown up here, he had simply known it was his. Not the same way as when he'd find a dollar on the street. But in the same way as he could pick out his knife among a hundred identical knives. The same way he knew his shoes were his shoes. The same way he could identify by feel alone each and every card in his deck. Somethings he just knew.
He paused in front of the throne, really looking at it. The bones were obviously bones. Human bones at that. Were they the bones of his enemies? And if so, which ones and why these? He'd killed far more people than the sixty or so that had been used to build his throne.
He sighed heavily and sat, relaxing as his body eased into place. He wasn't sure why he suddenly cared. It had never bothered him before. He'd never even thought about it until Bluegrass had said something.
He had plenty going on right now, and there was no sense getting distracted wondering how his throne room came to be. It didn't matter. What did matter was Solomon. What did matter was Blackwater. What did matter was crushing a few hundred witches under his heel. He wasn't sure yet why that last one mattered, but it did. It truly did.
"I'm sorry," he heard Isabel say.
He forced himself to wake up and said lazily, "For what?"
"I've been very rude."
"Have you?"
"Not going to make it easy on me, are you?"
"It's not in my nature, no."
"I was only thirteen when they locked away Mother," she said stiffly. "She was the head of the women's council, and it is assumed that I will one day take her place. I often... I..."
"You feel as though you have a lot to live up to," Doc said easily.
"Yes!"
"What exactly is the women's council?" Doc asked.
"You don't know?"
"No."
"Why didn't you say something earlier?"
"Would it change the way things are done?"
"No."
"Then what does it matter?"
"I don't understand you," she said softly.
"Very few people do," Doc mused.
"Most of the American witches within the Hidden are of European descent," Isabel said. "Very old blood, very..."
"Uptight, prestigious, noble, traditional, and uptight," he cut in.
"You already said that," Isabel pointed out.
"Bears repeating. Several times."
She laughed softly, then said, "We're one of the few families within the Hidden that is of Native American descent, but we've been part of the Hidden long enough that we no longer have a place outside of it."
"I see."
"However the woman's council is a part of our tradition that we've managed to keep. The members are from several cryptid species, not just witches. Mother worked tirelessly to build it, and she and Mitcham were often at odds. Not that I really remember; that's just what Father's told me," Isabel added softly.
"Do your people abide by the witch laws, such as the voting age?"
She shook her head. "Mother said it was ludicrous to stamp an age limit on things and pretend everyone would be the same when they got there. We marry when we're ready, we have a reasonable amount of children out of respect for our ecosystem, and we live how we please."
"As all people should," Doc murmured.
"Back to what I was trying to say," Isabel said. "I'm sorry for treating you badly. I felt that if I was already head of the council my ability to govern would be compromised."
"I understand."
"That's it?" she demanded. "You understand?"
Doc glanced over at her and laughed. "Yes, I understand. You're unsure how to both be a woman and a leader. You think what happens to you personally dictates how people view you politically. And you don't know how to find a balance between the life you wish to lead and the life that has been thrust upon you."
"That's... You can't..." she stuttered.
"Wrong?" He shrugged, closing his eyes once more. "Then I'm sorry. Perhaps I don't understand."
"Perhaps you do," she whispered.
"As a person who has had leadership thrust upon them, I can say this," Doc said firmly. "You cannot lead others if you do not know yourself. Rarely will everyone approve of you, your personality, or the things you choose to do. It is not up to them to approve; it is up to you. When you are in a position of power, those who oppose you will use everything they can against you, even if that is something as absurd as how you pronounce your own name. If you are weak, if you have any self-doubt, they will destroy you."
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As soon as Doc arrived home he went to the sub-subbasement and waited impatiently for Jervis to arrive. He'd considered Yiska and the Akashii during his flight home, and his mind was brimming with ideas.
He paced through the mass of items strewn across the basement, pausing in front of a box holding the ankh he'd taken from one of Solomon's dead sons in Egypt.
Jervis should have listened to him that day. They should have waited outside instead of walking down into the depths of the pyramid's chamber.
A memory overtook him, and the basement faded away. The stifling darkness and pressure of the tomb encased Doc, filling him with unease. He followed Jervis's feeble light further and further into the darkness, feeling more caged with every step.
"How far are we going to go?" Doc whispered.
"There's a chamber up ahead," Jervis replied. "They'll have to go through there."
"And how long are we going to wait?" Doc asked.
"As long as it takes."
That was exactly what worried Doc. They were both immortal, and neither of them particularly needed to eat or drink. They could stay here, crouched in the darkness, for years. Doc steadied his breath and tried to convince himself that Jervis knew what he was about.
Hours later, who could say how many when they were surrounded by darkness, Doc had to stifle the urge to scream. The pressure was making his skull hurt. The darkness was making his eyes hurt. And besides all that, he was beginning to hear voices inside his head.
Jervis nudged him, and Doc stood upright. Maybe the voices weren't inside his head after all; someone was coming.
They flattened themselves against the wall near the entrance and waited. There was nothing to keep the men from turning around and seeing Doc and Jervis, but Doc had trusted his luck more than once in situations like this, and it rarely failed him.
Light flickered through the doorway, followed by ten men. For some strange reason, there were ropes tied around their waists, trailing up the tunnel behind them.
Doc felt Jervis's disappointment, and he knew Solomon wasn't one of the men in front of them. But they were definitely Sons. He'd learned long ago how to sense the darkness that clung to them like moss.
"Here's where he said the secret entrance is," one of the men announced. "Should be along that wall." He pointed, and another of the men walked up to the wall and began to examine the carvings.
"There're a hundred different ankhs here," the man complained.
"Just get to work," the leader ordered.
"Take me all day," the man muttered, pulling a metal ankh from his pocket and pressing it into one of the many ankh impressions on the wall.
Doc and Jervis watched breathlessly as the man moved from one ankh image to another, finally stumbling onto the right one and triggering a small portion of the wall to move. First it slid backwards, then down into the floor, revealing a dark passageway.
A gust of cold air swept out into the chamber, and several of the men shivered. "Shouldn't be cold down there," one of them said nervously.
"Shut up, and get going!" the leader snapped.
The men and their light faded down the passageway, and Doc and Jervis followed silently.
The deeper into the earth they went, the colder it became and the more violent the pressure. Before long, even Doc was fighting back shivers.
"This is it," he heard one of the men say.
In front of them the wall had opened up, revealing a large open chamber.
"We all have to go at once," the leader said, voice shaking slightly. "Link arms, and let's get this done with."
They linked arms and stepped as one long figure into the room. And that's when the screaming began. Screams like Doc had never heard. Horrible, wrenching screams, tearing from mouths like they were being ripped free with claws of iron.
Doc and Jervis rushed forward, stopping at the doorway and trying to see inside. Over the piercing screams, Doc heard a small click, and then Jervis threw his flashlight into the room, illuminating a small slice of it.
A man stumbled into view, face a mask of pain, hands clutching his head as if trying to hold it together. "No more!" he shrieked. "No more!" He fell to his knees and began to bawl, the noises coming from him more animal than human.
After another minute of endless wailing, he pitched forward onto the floor, and Doc knew he was dead. There was no blood that he could see, no obvious signs of attack, but the man was most definitely dead.
It took a few minutes for all the screams to die down, and once they did, the chamber was heavy with silence.
"What now?" Doc asked, more to hear his own voice than anything else.
"I don't know," Jervis replied, voice thin.
A rope that happened to be on the floor between Doc's legs suddenly tightened, and Doc stepped against the wall, watching as all ten ropes began to drag the dead men slowly back up the passageway.
He and Jervis followed the corpses, noting the light up ahead in the chamber they had hidden in.
Doc was suddenly keenly aware that they were inside a passageway with only one exit, one that locked from the outside. His breath quickened at the thought, and he hurried forward, closing the gap between himself and the dead men.
He didn't wait for Jervis's command, just stepped into the light of the chamber. The men dragging the corpses dropped the ropes and blinked in surprise. Then one of them yelped, "Kill 'im!"
A knife spun from Doc's fingertips, killing the man instantly, but as he pulled back to throw another knife he realized all the other men were already dead.
"You could have left a few for me," Doc complained as Jervis licked the blood from his lips and dropped the final body to the sandy floor.
"Quicker this way," Jervis stated. "Figure out how to close the passageway."
Doc already knew how to close it. He searched the corpses until he found the man who'd opened it earlier and took the ankh from his pocket. The ankh was cold in Doc's hand, and he stepped up to the wall and pressed it into the same impression the man had used. With a loud rumble the door began to close.
"Put this on," Jervis commanded, tossing Doc a hat and jacket he'd removed from one of the dead men. "We'll pull out a few of the roped bodies and say the others are coming after us. If Solomon's out there... We'll have him."
Doc was beginning to doubt that Solomon would be there or that Solomon would ever expose himself. He was beginning to think Solomon was much too clever for that.
The heavy metal basement door closed and locked, jolting Doc back to the present. He turned to face Jervis, ankh still clutched tightly in his hand.
"I know what the pyramid is," Doc said, understanding coursing through him.
"What?" Jervis asked.
"It's a cage."
"How so?"
"Solomon built it to cage an Akashii!" Doc exclaimed, certain of it now.
"Start over," Jervis sighed, sitting on the edge of the fainting couch. "To begin with, what's an Akashii?"
It took Doc a while to tell Jervis about Yiska, the Akashii, and the Akashic record. When he was done, Jervis opened his mouth, closed it, then said, "But how did you get from that to the pyramid being a cage?"
"Think about it," Doc said. "Following Solomon's orders, the men went down into the secret chamber. Solomon knew they were going to die because he had them tie ropes around their waists, but he wanted them back, hence the ropes."
"I still don't understand," Jervis said.
"They went into the chamber and something attacked them. Not physically but mentally. Remember how they were clutching their heads like they were being bombarded with something internally? Which is exactly how I felt when Yiska thrust me into the ley line. Solomon built the pyramid on an intersection of ley lines, and somehow it keeps the Akashii from moving about freely. But the ley lines themselves are still going through, even if they're hampered."
"I still don't understand," Jervis said, frustration lacing his voice.
"Solomon didn't make a deal with the Akashii. All he did was trap it, and whenever someone goes into the chamber the Akashii lashes out with the only thing it can."
"The record," Jervis said slowly.
"Exactly! And then Solomon pulls out the corpses and downloads the information."
"Which is why they were wearing those goddamn vest lined with quartz crystals!" Jervis suddenly exclaimed.
"Exactly!"
They stared at each other for a moment, excitement filling the room, then Jervis sat back down with a sigh and said, "But how does that help us?"
"Not sure," Doc admitted.
"And why does he have initiates murder their entire family?"
"I think he made a different deal," Doc said. "With a different spirit. For eternal life. It's a trade. The spirit feeds off the murder, familial
murder specifically, and Solomon takes the victims' potential life as his own."
"I see," Jervis said slowly.
"But I have something Solomon doesn't," Doc said, plan beginning to form.
"What's that?"
"A guide."
"Yiska?"
"Exactly. I can go into the Akashic record anytime I want."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"At least that's my story," Doc said. "Do you think Solomon will buy it?"
"I don't know, but I'm sure you'll have the opportunity to tell him soon. They've been watching the hotel since your last meeting."
"That's curious," Doc murmured. "I didn't notice being followed."
"That's because they didn't follow you. At least not that I can tell. They're just watching and waiting."
"You think they're planning to grab me?"
"That's what I would do."
"I see. And shall I allow that to happen?" Doc inquired.
"I would."
"And then?"
"Play it by ear," Jervis suggested. "You're good at that. In the meantime, I want you to wear this."
He handed Doc a thin leather band, and Doc studied it curiously. "A tracker?" he asked, slipping it onto his wrist. "Don't you trust Jury?"
"Mostly, but I like to have my contingencies covered."
That was something Doc had always appreciated about Jervis. He usually thought of everything.
"If there's nothing else," Doc sighed, "I suppose I should go see Simon."
"I'm sure he'll be interested to hear how your mission of diplomacy went," Jervis said. 
Doc was nearly to the door when Jervis called out, "Hans?"
"Yes?"
"Be careful."
"Always."
Doc left by the hotel's front door because he wanted to give the Sons plenty of time and opportunity to grab him if that was their plan. He walked several blocks before hailing a taxi and riding the rest of the way. Once he had arrived, he surveyed the surrounding area. He didn't see any sign of the Sons, so he quickly entered Simon's section of the Hidden.
"How did it go?" Simon asked as soon as Doc sat down across from him.
"Right to the point," Doc chuckled.
"I'd just like to know if I need to don my battle gear."
"Not this time," Doc drawled. "I managed to play nice."
Simon visibly relaxed, and Doc stifled a laugh.
"August and the Northwest Hidden have decided to remain part of the Hidden at large as long as we keep them in the loop and allow them to pick their own district's council."
Simon's eyes narrowed. "Remain part of the Hidden?" he demanded. "What do you mean?"
"They were considering secession."
"What?!" Simon snapped.
"But I convinced them to give us another try."
"You what? Oh hell," Simon muttered. "I need whiskey."
He stood and opened a cabinet, pulled out a bottle, poured Doc a glass, and kept the bottle.
"I think I'm rubbing off on you," Doc stated. "Anyway, they're willing to help close Blackwater, and there are more than enough of them to do it. So what now?"
"You're not even going to present it to the witch's council first?" Simon asked.
"Will they grant my request?" Doc inquired casually.
"Probably not."
"Then no."
"I can't help you then," Simon said wearily. "Only a handful of witches have any knowledge about the actual workings of Blackwater. Such as," Simon added, "where the gate is."
"A witch like Abigail Jury perhaps," Doc mused.
"Perhaps."
"She's in town, isn't she?"
"Yes."
"And how are the trials going?"
"As well as can be expected," Simon said. "There has been some argument among the jurors, but so far they've released fourteen prisoners and set aside two for... execution." He fiddled with his whiskey bottle for a moment before asking, "Who do you expect to play the role of executioner?"
"I'll do it," Doc said. "Unless you have a better idea."
"You'll just walk into a room and kill them?"
"I'm not sure why you're struggling with this, Simon. If it weren't for these people your brother would still be alive. If it weren't for these people, the Takaheni whose strength and spirit they stole with Bosch's machine would still be whole. If it weren't for these people those little witches wouldn't have died at Edgar's hands. Furthermore, Mitcham's men would walk in and kill you without a moment's notice; at least we gave them a trial first."
"I suppose you make a fine point," Simon muttered.
"If you'd caught them in the act, you wouldn't have hesitated to kill them."
"I know," Simon sighed.
"Don't let modernity ruin you."
Simon laughed shortly. "You've made your point, but I don't think anyone else is going to volunteer to execute them so..."
"Just let me know when," Doc said cheerfully. "But we're not doing it publicly. That's tacky."
He drained his cup of whiskey, then asked, "Have the Sons of Solomon reached out again?"
"I'm afraid not," Simon said glumly.
"No worries," Doc said. "It'll all work out in the end."
"I wish I shared you optimism."
"Drink more whiskey," Doc advised. "One last thing, I need you to write up an official pardon for August Naese's wife, Elvira."
"A pardon?"
"She's in Blackwater."
"You're freeing her without a trial?" Simon inquired.
"I need August's support," Doc said. "And from what they said, she didn't do anything wrong."
"They could've lied to you," Simon pointed out.
"Could've. Didn't."
"I don't know why I argue with you," Simon sighed.
"I don't know either," Doc laughed.
"Very well."
Doc whistled cheerfully as he left Simon's office. He was starting to get the hang of this politician gig. It was all about knowing which cards to play when. Easy work for a gambler.
As soon as he left the Hidden, he could feel them watching him, waiting. And so he walked. He walked down empty alleys and rarely used side streets, and he was beginning to worry that they had absolutely no intention of jumping him when he felt them move in from behind.
It truly went against everything he was, but he let them advance, let them think they were stealthy, and let them shove a syringe of something into his neck.
As soon as the liquid hit his system, he felt it, some kind of powerful sleep drug, which normally wouldn't have worked except he was a little worn down from pleasing a fairy. So instead of fighting it, instead of pushing it off, he let it take effect. He stumbled drunkenly for several more steps before slumping slowly to the street, the black bag that was pulled over his head the last thing he saw.
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"What on earth are you doing?" a stern voice demanded, cutting through the darkness that surrounded him.
"Letting myself be kidnapped," Doc slurred.
"Why?"
"It seemed like a good idea at the time."
"That's ridiculous," Tozi snapped. "Do you even know where they're taking you?"
"Of course not," Doc drawled, wrapping his finger around the tail of her long braid. "That's the point. I want you."
"You always want me," she snorted. "Now is not the time."
"Why not?"
"You frustrate me," she muttered.
"I'm supposed to frustrate you," Doc murmured. "But then I ease the frustration with pleasure."
She finally smiled, but her eyes were stern when she asked, "Do you have the strength to break free?"
"Maybe if you kiss me," he said with a grin.
"That's counterproductive," she berated.
"Not in this instance," he chuckled.
"I'll kiss you if you promise to wake up."
"I promise," he murmured, drawing her close to him and feeling the heat of her against him. "There's no one like you, Tozi," he whispered just before he kissed her deeply.
"And there's no one like you," she replied, her voice echoing through his head as his body woke up.
The bag was still on his head, and his hands were tied around a chair and behind his back. His feet were tied as well, but since they'd used ropes instead of chains, he'd be free in a matter of seconds.
Doc moved his leg just enough to expose the knife he wore on his ankle and carefully sawed through the rope around his feet. Then he wiggled his wrist until the side of one of his crystal bracelets was digging into the rope. He used the rough edge of the crystal to saw through the rope, but left his hands behind his back as if he were still tied.
Once he was free, he rolled his head and moaned softly. Footsteps approached him, and the bag was ripped off, revealing Othir's ugly, leering face.
"You're at my mercy now, you arrogant buffoon," Othir sneered. "I'll teach you to make a mockery of me and my brothers."
Doc glanced past Othir, taking in the large room and noting the ten other men beyond Othir. A wave of disappointment washed through him. He was certain none of these men were Solomon.
Othir slapped Doc hard across the face and snapped, "You will look at me when I'm speaking to you!"
"Where's Solomon?" Doc asked.
"I'm asking the questions!" Othir exclaimed, face red with rage.
"I see," Doc said, making up his mind. "You're clearly rather new at this, so here's a kidnapping lesson for you, not that you'll live long enough to put it into practice. Always search your victim for weapons."
At that Doc stood, and even though Othir was clearly in charge of this little charade and probably the one he should interrogate, Doc thrust his knife though Othir's chest and out the other side.
Othir gasped in horrified surprise, and Doc grinned widely as his tattoo pulled Othir's essence inside him, chasing away any remnants of the drug and filling him with power.
"To prevent them from killing you, see?" Doc said cheerfully as he shook Othir's corpse off his knife and turned to face the other men.
They were all staring at him, eyes wide with shock and confusion. They had thought they had the upper hand, and it was taking them a minute to realize they didn't.
"Where is Solomon?" Doc demanded, tossing his knife at the nearest one's head. The knife tore through the man's skull, leaving a bloody gaping hole.
"Where is Solomon?!" Doc asked again, halfway across the room by now. He grabbed a man by the throat and stared into his terrified eyes. "Where is Solomon?"
"I... I..."
The man's eyes started to slip closed, so Doc relaxed his hold slightly, sighing when the man spit in his face. Doc snapped his neck with a single twist and spun to grab the man who'd just stabbed Doc from behind.
Doc snapped the man's wrist, causing him to drop the knife to the floor, then he reached out and grabbed the man's hair. With his free hand, Doc drew a knife and sliced the blade through the man's neck, bones and all. Doc hurled the decapitated head across the room at another man before leaping over a crate and tackling the man to the floor.
Doc stabbed him in the chest, then ripped the knife downwards, splitting the dying man's torso in half. When Doc stood, the remaining six men were standing shoulder to shoulder, backs against the far wall, guns trembling in their hands.
"The thing about guns," Doc drawled, "is they really aren't that effective unless you have killer aim." Then he rushed towards them.
Bullets tore past Doc's face and body. One nicked his ear, another ripped through his shoulder, another buried deep in his thigh, but then he was on them, and he killed five of them with such brutal quickness that they barely had time to scream.
It was intentional. His whole display of power and brutality was intentional. He wanted them to fear him. He wanted them to think he didn't fear death. He wanted them to think death couldn't touch him. At least he wanted one of them to think that.
Coated in blood, Doc stalked toward the last man. The final Son stared at him, eyes terrified, finger pulling the trigger on a gun that was empty of bullets.
Doc reached out and tore the gun from the Son's hand, breaking several of the man's fingers as he did. Then he stepped forward and wrapped his fingers firmly around the man's throat.
"Tell your father," Doc growled, "that if he wants what I have, he will come to me himself. He will not send minions; he will not threaten me; he will not try to kidnap me. He will simply come to me himself. It's not hard," Doc said, applying a little pressure. "And it's not too much to ask." Doc released the pressure and said, "You are Cyrus, correct?"
The man nodded, face white with terror.  
"This is the most important part of my message, so listen carefully," Doc growled. "I have access to both the Underworld and the Akashic record. I am willing to deal with your father if he comes to me himself. However, if he so much as touches a single hair on a single head of someone I know, I will go to a place where he will never find me, not ever, and then he will never, ever gain what he is looking for. Have I made myself clear?"
Cyrus nodded frantically.
"One last thing," Doc said. "I can't let you just walk away. If I do that, I'll end up fighting you again, and I don't have the patience for that. Hold out your hands."
Cyrus began to tremble, but he did as Doc commanded.
"Repeat my words," Doc said.
"I... But..." Cyrus stammered.
"Repeat my words!" Doc ordered once more.
Words flowed choppily from Cyrus's mouth, but he basically managed to communicate Doc's message.
"Very good," Doc said.
As Cyrus sighed in relief, Doc sliced off his extended right hand. Cyrus screamed in pain, and Doc said, "Remember what I said."
Doc snatched the bloody hand from the floor and quickly exited the building, ignoring Cyrus's moans of agony.
He'd trekked about a block when an unmarked car with tinted windows pulled up alongside him. Doc hopped into the passenger side and said, "Get me to Jury's. Quickly!"
"Yes, sir," Emily replied.
They were a little ways outside of Denver proper, but Emily sped down side streets and managed to get to Jury's in very little time.
As soon as she'd parked, Doc leapt from the car and rushed inside. He slid into the elevator, keyed in the code, and when the doors opened on Jury's floor, Doc ran down the short hallway and banged on the door.
"Jury!" he yelled. "Open up! Hurry!"
The door swung open, and Doc thrust the bloody hand towards Jury. "I need you to track this man!" Doc demanded.
"What the fuck?!" Jury exclaimed. "What the fuck is this?! You can't just go around shoving bloody stumps at people. What the fuck's wrong with you?!"
"Now, goddamn it!" Doc snapped.
Jury started to argue but must have seen the harsh intent in Doc's eyes, because he sighed and said, "You may as well come in. But next time you want me to track a goddamn body part, give me some warning first. You aren't seriously walking around town covered in blood, are you?" Jury asked as he strode into his office and laid the hand on his desktop. "Someone's bound to notice."
"Not important right now," Doc growled.
"Might be," Jury muttered. "Now shut up."
Jury glared at the hand for a second before his magic flared along his fingers and into the hand, pulling it upright and illuminating it.
"He's on the move," Jury said vaguely.
"Can you text me and keep an eye on him at the same time?"
"Be quiet!" Jury snapped. "I'm trying to concentrate."
Doc's blood thrummed with impatience. The timing on this had to be perfect or he'd lose it.
He grabbed Jury's phone from the desk and scanned through his contacts until he found one listed as "manager". Doc pressed send and as soon as Sami answered, he said, "This is Doc. Come up to Jury's right away."
"Is everything okay?" Sami asked.
"Just come!" Doc ordered, disconnecting and pacing the room while he waited for her.
When she finally knocked, Doc opened the door and dragged her inside.
"Doc?!" she sputtered. "What's going on? You look awful! Are you okay?"
"I'm fine," Doc said. "Jury's tracking someone, and I need you to stay with him and text me updates so I can follow in the car. Do you understand? This is vitally important. I need you to do this!"
"Okay," she said, eyes wide with confusion.
"Where is he now?" Doc asked Jury.
"Interstate seventy-six, heading north," Jury replied distractedly.
"Keep me updated!" Doc yelled, dashing towards the door. He rode the elevator down, then ran out to the car and slid into the passenger seat. "Seventy-six!" he ordered. "Head north."
"Yes, sir."
Emily pulled out into the street, managed a quick U-turn, and headed back the way they'd come.
"You're very good at this," Doc commented after a couple of minutes.
"I used to be a getaway driver," she replied.
"Really?"
"Really."
"I imagine you were goddamn good at it."
"I never got caught anyway," she laughed.
Doc's phone beeped, and he glanced at the screen. Sami had sent him an update. He relayed the new direction to Emily, and she nodded and said, "I know a shortcut."
By the time Sami texted Doc to tell him that Cyrus had stopped moving, Emily and Doc were right on his heels.
"They stopped up ahead," Doc said. "Park somewhere close by; I'll walk." Then he texted Sami and said, "Tell Jury to let me know the second he's dead."
"Who's dead?" Sami texted back.
"The man the hand belongs to," Doc replied.
"Why's he gonna die?"
"Just trust me. The second he's dead."
"Okay."
Emily parked alongside a ditch, and Doc got out and said, "Stay here. I'll be back."
The house Cyrus had stopped at was a farmhouse off the road a ways. There were a few trees around it, a couple piles of old junk, and one or two dilapidated tractors. All in all, not a lot of cover to work with, but Doc was willing to bet they weren't on high alert. After all, Cyrus hadn't been followed; that was a certainty.
Doc turned his phone ringer to vibrate, slipped it into his vest pocket so he would feel it, then began to creep carefully towards the house. He moved from a tree to a pile of junk, crawled through the tall weeds until he reached an old car, then sneaked along a pile of old wood. It wasn't long before he was flattened against the old farmhouse's wall just beside a window.
He could hear murmurs inside the house, but the words were indistinct. He had a pretty good idea of what was being said though. Cyrus was explaining how they'd thoroughly botched the job. He was probably putting a lot of emphasis on the fact that Doc was some kind of demon, impervious to harm. And finally he was conveying Doc's message. And once he was finished...
Doc's phone vibrated, and he checked the screen. "He's dead."
Perfect timing, Doc thought with a cheerful grin. He peeked carefully inside the window. The room was empty. They were probably in the living room, trying to figure out what to do next.
Doc grabbed the center of the window frame with one hand and pulled himself up, then he crashed through the window feet first, other hand gripping the piece of iron pipe he'd found.
Shouts rang out, and men scrambled to their feet as Doc burst into the living room. Doc swung his pipe in a wide arc, connecting with a man's head and splitting his skull into bits of mush.
Blood and fragments of flesh spewed across the room, painting the other men; and while they were still shocked, Doc rushed forward and speared two more of them with the pipe's rusty tip. The other Sons finally recovered enough to pull their guns and start shooting, and the room rang with gunshot blasts and angry shouts.
Doc struck out with his pipe again and again, bashing men's heads in, breaking their knees, and fragmenting their spines. His tattoo burned fiercely hot beneath his shirt as he killed and killed.
And then the room was silent except for the haggard breathing of one man as he backed nervously away from Doc. Doc turned to face the man fully, dropping his pipe to the floor as he did.
"Did Cyrus give you my message?" Doc asked silkily.
The man nodded, eyes terrified.
"Do you remember it?"
He nodded again, gun trembling in his hands.
"What's your name?"
"Rey," the man said shakily.
As the word left Rey's mouth, his gun swung up and he pulled the trigger. Doc saw a flash of light just before a bullet slammed into his face, tearing through his cheekbone and out the back of his neck.
Doc leaped forward and grabbed the man's hand, crushing the bones in his wrist. He pushed Rey into the wall and held him there as he ran his other hand over his cheek, nearly sighing in relief when he felt the skin pulling itself back together. He moved his jaw carefully, spitting out a piece of bone, then opened his mouth once or twice before saying, "That was very, very foolish, Rey."
If Rey had been terrified before, he was completely paralyzed with fear now.
"Tell me what Cyrus told you," Doc ordered.
Rey stumbled through the message, and when he was finished Doc nodded thoughtfully.
"That sounds about right. Make sure that you make it very, very clear that if retaliation is sought, I will disappear forever. I can do that. It is within my grasp. Tell Solomon that."
Rey nodded frantically.
"Very well," Doc said.
Without warning Doc sliced upward with his knife, cleaving Rey's ear from his head. While Rey was screaming and trying to staunch the blood, Doc dashed out the window and across the yard, sliding into the car once more.
"Jury's!" he snapped.
"This is inefficient," Emily pointed out as she drove back the other way.
"I'm open to suggestions," Doc stated.
Emily pulled off the road abruptly and jumped from the car. Her eyes glazed with concentration, and after a brief moment, a hawk dropped from an electrical line and landed on the car.
"Give it to him," Emily said, voice strained.
"The ear?" Doc asked.
"Is that what you want Mr. Jury to track?"
"Yes."
"Then yes."
"Are you sure about this?" Doc demanded.
"I'm sure we'll eventually get too far behind if you don't," Emily said. "Give it to him."
Doc held out the bloody ear, and the hawk wrapped one of his talons around it before jetting up into the sky and flying towards Jury's.
Emily didn't move, just closed her eyes; and somehow Doc knew she was either controlling the hawk or telling it where to go. He watched until the hawk disappeared in the distance, then texted Jury.
"I'm sending you an ear via hawk. Same deal."
"An ear? Via hawk? What the fuck?" Jury texted back.
"Just open a window," Doc replied.
"What the fuck are you doing?"
"Playing hard to get."
"What?"
"Just do it!" Doc ordered.
"I'm not your goddamn errand boy!"
"This is important, Jury. Please."
"I hate you," Jury texted.
"I know."
Doc leaned against the car and waited. What he was really doing was climbing the food chain. By the time he was done, Solomon would be begging to meet with him. Maybe. He hoped. He actually had no idea what he was doing; he was just playing a hunch.
In his mind he watched the tides of luck roll in on the beach. The waves lapped across the top of his shoes, leaving a trail of sand in their wake; and a strange feeling gripped him. A feeling of urgency and unease.
Doc ran a hand over his face. It was coated in dried blood, but it was whole. He was a little surprised that even his shattered tooth had healed. That had been a little too close. If the bullet had severed his spine or destroyed his brain, he couldn't say for sure what would have happened. He was pretty certain he would have been all right, but he wasn't sure he wanted to bet on it.
"Mr. Jury has the ear, sir," Emily said, body suddenly relaxing.
"Excellent. Now all we have to do is wait. That was a very good idea you had," Doc added. "Have you done that before?"
Emily paled slightly and cleared her throat before saying, "Um... no."
"It's a very good thing we're lucky then," Doc chuckled. Her shoulders relaxed, and Doc laughed. "I would have only been mad if it hadn't worked. How do you do it, anyway? Can you control the hawk?"
"Maybe," she said. "I've never tried to control things. I wouldn't want to be controlled, so I ask."
"Have you ever been told no?"
"A few times." She grinned impishly and added, "But that's okay."
"It does make it more interesting, doesn't it?" Doc stated.
"Yeah."
Just then, Doc's phone vibrated. The text from Jury read, "He's heading north."
"Let's go," Doc said. "Further north."
Once again Emily navigated swiftly through the back and frontage roads until they reached the place where Rey had stopped. He had circled around the city, and the house he was inside was fairly close to the airport.
"Park here," Doc said, indicating one of the long driveways leading up to a fancy facade. The house behind the facade would be cheap and unimpressive, but the outside screamed pretension.
"You know what this is?" Doc chuckled before he climbed from the car.
"What?" Emily asked.
"A progressive dinner." Doc laughed at his own joke, even though Emily obviously didn't get it. When his humor had passed, Doc said regretfully, "Jury would have laughed."
"I'm sorry, sir."
"It's alright. Stay with the car," he added as he closed his door.
He walked quickly across several driveways, then used the clipped hedges as cover to sneak up the driveway to the house Rey was inside. The windows were too far off the ground to use as an entrance this time, so Doc walked up the porch, leaned against the wall beside the door, and waited for Jury's next text.
After a couple of minutes passed, Jury texted, "He's dead."
"Perfect," Doc breathed.
He quietly broke the lock on the door and crept into the house, heading for the direction of the voices.
"What do we do now?" a voice asked.
"I'm going to fly back and tell Father what happened," another voice said. "He'll be very interested to know that the rodent can heal himself."
"And what should we do?"
"Wait for further orders."
That was Doc's cue.
He stepped from the hallway into the kitchen, stabbing the Son nearest him through the heart. The other Sons reacted instantly, all of them pulling guns at once.
Doc ducked behind the kitchen island as they began to fire. The memory of his face exploding was still a little too recent for him to just stand there and take it.
There were only five Sons this time, and he only planned to kill four of them, so Doc waited patiently until they had expended their ammunition, then he leaped over the counter and tackled one of them to the floor. The man shoved at Doc, but Doc just picked up the man's head and slammed it into the tile flooring.
As he released the man's ruined skull, Doc kicked sideways, destroying someone's knee; but at the same time a knife tore into Doc's back, slipping between two of his ribs and stabbing into his heart.
Doc gasped in pain, throwing a knife over his shoulder as he stood and turned to face his attacker. His body was already healing itself, but the knife was still inside him, and it wasn't budging.
Doc threw several knives, quickly dispatching the final three men, then snarled as he approached the man who would be his messenger. The messenger wasn't scared, not yet. His eyes were fierce as he hefted the cleaver he'd pulled from the knife block.
"Put down the knife," Doc growled. "You and I both know that if you kill me, Solomon would be very unhappy."
The man hesitated and asked, "You're Tetrarch Holliday?"
"The very same. And you are?"
"Ted," he answered stiffly. "Why're you doing this?"
"I'm making a point. Solomon will understand. Did Rey deliver his message?"
"Yes."
"Tell me what he said."
The man repeated Doc's warning, eyes still wary and unsure.
"Very good," Doc said when he was finished. "You will now go to Solomon and tell him what I said, isn't that right?"
"Yes."
"Then drop the knife," Doc ordered.
The man's eyes narrowed.
"One, you can't hope to kill me," Doc said. "Two, what would happen if you did? What would Solomon do to you?"
The knife slipped from Ted's fingers and clattered to the floor.
"Good boy," Doc snarled. He stalked closer and placed his hand on the wall beside Ted. "Make sure to tell him everything I said," Doc whispered in his ear. Doc already knew Ted would, but he needed a distraction so he could slice off a bit of Ted's hair without being noticed.
"I will," Ted stuttered.
Doc leaned back and punched Ted in the face with enough force to knock his head into the sheetrock; and as Ted struggled not to fall, Doc turned and quickly left the house.
"Can you find something to carry this to Jury?" Doc asked Emily when he reached the car.
She studied the hair in his hand, then said, "I'll see what I can do."
"But first," Doc wheezed. "Would you mind removing the knife from my back?"
He turned, and she gasped. "You want me to... pull it out?"
"I would like that, yes."
"But..."
"But nothing, just do it."
He felt her wrap her hand around the handle, and he held himself still, biting his lip to keep from gasping. His heart was pushing at the blade, pumping around the knife tip, and every time it pumped, the flesh was cut anew.
Emily tugged gently, but the knife barely moved.
"You're going to have to pull harder," Doc hissed. "The skin is healed around it."
"I don't really like blood," she whispered.
"Just do it!" he snapped. "It's in my goddamn heart."
She tugged again, this time wrenching the knife up and down, but it still didn't break free.
"I can't," she insisted. "It's stuck."
Doc lay down chest first on the driveway and said, "Brace your feet on either side of me and pull. Pull as hard as you can."
He felt her feet surround him, he felt her hands wrap around the handle once more, and then he felt her jerk. Nothing happened. She shifted her weight and tried again, and Doc sighed in relief as the knife suddenly tore free.
"Thank you," he breathed, relaxing into the pavement as his heart and the flesh around it healed.
"I didn't like that," Emily muttered.
Doc rolled to his back and sat up, watching in amusement as she tried to decide what to do with the bloody knife.
"Sorry," he chuckled.
She glared at him and tossed the knife onto the driveway between them. "Don't bother to apologize," she snapped, "if you're going to laugh afterwards."
Doc couldn't help it. He burst out laughing, rolling sideways when she tried to kick him.
"I'm sorry!" Doc exclaimed, rolling to his feet. "I really am!"
"Then act sorry!" she growled. "Now give me the goddamn hair!"
After Emily delivered the hair to Jury via a pigeon, she and Doc sat in the car and waited to hear where Ted went. And as Doc had suspected, he went straight to the airport.
"I guess the progressive dinner is over," Doc sighed. "We may as well head home."
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As Doc rode the elevator down from the parking garage to his suite, he texted Jervis. "Meet me in thirty."
Energy was coursing through him, and he wished he could meet Solomon tonight. He wished he could end it tonight. But since he couldn't, he'd have to find a different way to use up all his excess energy.
He swung open the door to his suite, then skidded to an abrupt stop. He'd momentarily forgotten he was sharing his home with the Bakers.
Frankie dropped the tea cup she was holding, Addison started screaming, and Jules exclaimed, "My god, Doc! Are you okay?"
"Calm yourselves," Thaddeus chided. "It looks as if he's returned from a very good day indeed. Isn't that right, you consummate pleasure seeker?"
"I'm fine," Doc assured them. "Thank you for asking; no thanks to you, Thaddy."
Addison peeked out from under the couch pillow she was hiding behind and said, "But you're all bloody."
"Hardly any of it's mine," Doc said cheerfully.
Which was apparently the wrong thing to say. Frankie turned a ghastly shade of green, and Addison hid behind the pillow once more. Only Johnny and Jules seemed completely unfazed.
"Well if you're not injured, maybe you could get cleaned up?" Jules said primly.
"Naturally," Doc chuckled. "I was headed there right now."
"Use extra soap," Jules suggested as he walked past.
"And wash behind your ears," Johnny advised.
"Brush your teeth too," Addison's muffled voice said.
"And throw away your clothes," Jules ordered.
"No saving those," Johnny muttered.
"And shave!" Addison called out. "'Cause you're prickly when you kiss my head."
Doc closed his bedroom door with a laugh. If they weren't careful, they'd turn into a bunch of mothering hens, and he had plenty of those already. It was silly really. They needed him; not the other way around.
It took him a long time to scrub all the dried blood from his skin, and once he was clean, he just stood there, letting the water pound over him.
He was making progress, slow progress, but progress nonetheless. He was one step closer to meeting Solomon. He was one step closer to closing Blackwater. And he'd already closed the book on the ninjas.
Ruling the Hidden was a huge task. He'd said it before, and he'd say it again; it was much too large a task for one man. But given enough time and with enough people betting on him, he might actually manage to make a difference.
August's words rang through his head. "I think it was a very lucky day indeed when the council decided to make you tetrarch."
Perhaps, just perhaps, August wasn't entirely wrong.
"I've been waiting," Jervis stated flatly when Doc finally made it down to the basement.
"The children," Doc shuddered. "They wanted to know if I'd eaten today, they asked if I needed a coat, and Addison made me perform seven magic tricks before I could leave. They're... They're terrifying," Doc hissed.
Jervis actually chuckled. "All in all, not a bad problem to have."
"They told me to brush my teeth," Doc complained. "And Johnny said to wash behind my ears."
Jervis's facial expression didn't change for an entire minute, but then he started laughing.
"Maybe I'll send them over to your rooms," Doc threatened, smiling inwardly.
Jervis didn't respond, just continued to laugh.
"I thought you were on my side," Doc grumbled when Jervis had wound down to a chuckle.
"I am," Jervis said. "How did it go?"
"I killed them all," Doc said. "Except a messenger."
"Are you sure that was wise?"
"I'm sure it was the best way to handle it." Maybe, Doc added silently. It was too late for regrets in any case. "They seemed interested to know that I can heal."
"That's curious," Jervis said.
"Don't you think it's odd Solomon doesn't have any cryptids among his sons?"
"Why is that odd?"
"It just seems like if he's searching for knowledge he'd try to harness the cryptids' knowledge, especially the witches'," Doc pointed out. "It just doesn't make sense to me that his only avenue of research is to toss men into the cage to get murdered, then remove the pounding knowledge that killed them from their corpses."
"That is a little curious," Jervis agreed.
"Othir seemed convinced that an end-of-the-world event was coming and the knowledge they had obtained would rebuild the world. But it's not as if Solomon's actually doing that much."
Jervis shrugged and said, "Until you're face to face with Solomon, you're only guessing. What's your next move?"
"Jury's tracking the messenger."
"Keep me updated."
"I will." Doc glanced around the room for a minute, then said, "I could go for a round."
"Save your energy," Jervis suggested. "You may need it soon."
Doc sighed. "Fine. It's just I have... Oh, never mind. I'll go see how Jury's getting on."
Sami opened Jury's door when Doc knocked. "You've put him in one hell of a mood," she warned as she sidled past Doc into the hallway.
"Shit," Doc muttered. "I should've brought food."
"Damn right you should've brought food!" Jury yelled from his office. "What the fuck is going on? Why the fuck're goddamn birds of prey delivering body parts to me? And why am I still tracking this asshole, whoever he is? And what the fuck are you going to do with this goddamn hand?!"
"I'll go get you some food," Doc said, wishing he hadn't come into Jury's office.
He started to back towards the doorway, but Jury snapped, "Oh no you don't! Sit the fuck down! You aren't going anywhere until you tell me what's going on."
As if to punctuate his words, the office door behind Doc slammed shut and locked, and a gargoyle moved out from the shadows of a shelf to stand in front of the closed door.
"So that's how you're playing it?" Doc drawled.
"That's exactly how I'm playing it! Now sit down and shut up. I'm working."
It wasn't that Doc couldn't get past the gargoyle; he just didn't want to work that hard. Furthermore, even though he couldn't tell Jury about the Sons of Solomon until it was over, he owed him at least a little bit of an explanation.
Doc watched Jury for a while, then leaned his head against the chair, fell asleep, and found himself back inside the pyramid.
The ropes dug into his shoulder as Doc dragged two of the dead men back up the tunnel towards the pyramid's entrance.
"This is a terrible idea," he muttered. "Only an idiot would be fooled."
"People see what they expect to see," Jervis countered. "Just keep your head down."
"What if he's not there?"
"Kill them all."
"And then what?"
"I don't know," Jervis said.
"I wouldn't mind going home," Doc said. "I think I'm actually beginning to miss it."
"Fine," Jervis sighed. "If he's not here, we'll go... home."
Jervis didn't mean his home. He didn't have a home, not anymore. He meant Doc's home, wherever that was. But Doc was a wanderer. He'd never really settled down, just drifted from place to place. He spent time at Andrew's ranch. He spent time in Arizona and Colorado and California. He spent time anywhere he felt like spending it. But maybe it was time. Maybe it was time to have a home. Maybe it was time to stop running. And since he owed Señora Teodora a favor...
"Denver," Doc said decisively. "We'll start over in Denver."
"Is it really a green valley?" Jervis asked.
"Um... no," Doc said.
"Then why didn't they name it something else?"
"Because Denver sounded better on paper than 'dry wasteland'?" Doc suggested.
"Dry wasteland?"
"Be quiet," Doc whispered. "I can see the entrance."
They walked steadily out into the sunlight where a man on a camel demanded, "Where are the others?"
"Coming," Doc said.
Jervis quickly glanced over all fifteen men before shaking his head. Solomon wasn't there.
This time Doc managed to kill four of them.
"What now?" he asked when all the men were dead.
"We go home," Jervis said wearily. "We go home."
And so they had. Jervis had crossed the Atlantic for the first time; and when they had arrived in Denver, Jervis had promptly used a large portion of Doc's money to buy a ramshackle hotel scheduled for demolition.
Jervis had set a watch on the pyramids, but with tourism increasing more and more every day, it had been impossible to trace Solomon's movements. And so Doc and Jervis had begun the long steady process of waiting.
"He's stopped," Jury announced, waking Doc from his half slumber.
"Where is he?"
"First tell me who he is," Jury demanded.
"I can't."
"Why the fuck not?!"
"It has to do with Jervis," Doc said carefully. "I can't tell you anything more than that."
"Be that way," Jury sighed. "But I'm returning the whiskey glass I got you that says 'best friends forever'."
"Awww," Doc said, grinning. "Can't I still have it?"
"No! He's in South America."
Doc had not seen that coming.
"Really?"
"Yeah. He's in... Peru."
"Peru," Doc muttered, standing and pacing Jury's office. "Peru. As in Machu Picchu?"
"He's not at Machu Picchu," Jury replied. "At least I'm pretty sure he's not. But Machu Picchu is in Peru."
"Write it down," Doc said. "Write down the exact location. Before they kill him."
"I already did."
"How do you do that anyway?" Doc suddenly asked. "How do you know exactly where he is?"
Jury grinned slyly and said, "Trade secret."
Doc rolled his eyes and paced the room a few more times. It had never occurred to him that Solomon might have had a hand in building anything else, but he also hadn't realized that the pyramid was a trap.
"Can you send one of those magic pigeon things to August Naese?"
"Magic what?" Jury asked.
"Pigeons."
"I don't know what that is," Jury said. "What is it?"
"How is there not a witch playbook that just explains all this shit?" Doc demanded.
"We're actually a little... guarded," Jury said stiffly. "The Jury family has secrets dating back more than a thousand years. We've developed spells and skills that none of the other families have. We don't believe in just passing around our secrets. That would be... insane."
"I see," Doc murmured. And he was beginning to see why the witches would never take over the world. They were too busy protecting their secrets from each other.
"What's the point of the witch academies then?" Doc demanded.
Jury cleared his throat and said, "Someone has to handle the day to day shit."
"Are you serious right now?"
"It's not like it was my idea!" Jury snapped.
"You're telling me the witch academies are in place simply so the lower level witches can be trained to uphold the Hidden construct?"
"More or less."
"Do they actually learn anything worthwhile at the academy?" Doc growled.
"Sure, I mean they're still learning to identify elements and move them," Jury muttered. "Just in a very specific way."
"I hate goddamn witches," Doc hissed.
"And that's why I'm returning your glass," Jury ground out.
"I don't hate you," Doc snapped.
"You have a funny way of showing it," Jury complained.
"I can't do this right now," Doc sighed. "I have things... Would you please just send a message to August Naese using magic and the air currents?"
"I don't know," Jury sulked. "But I don't see why not. Where does he live?"
Doc pulled up a map on his phone and pointed out August's estate.
"Let me see," Jury murmured as he walked to his window and pushed it open. "What's the message?"
"Ask him if there are ley lines in Machu Picchu."
"That's an odd question," Jury said, eyebrow raised.
"I've developed a recent interest in ley lines."
"Is that so?"
"It is."
"Hum."
Jury turned back towards the window and closed his eyes. A blue magic ball formed in his hand. It wobbled in the air for a moment, then began to shift until wings suddenly burst from its center. The wings flapped a few times before the magic bird jetted from Jury's hand, disappearing in just a few seconds.
"That was fucking cool," Jury said. "I just hope it works. That's a long way to send a message. Doesn't he have a phone?"
"No."
"Oh," Jury snorted. "He's one of those witches."
"One of which witches?" Doc inquired.
"The ones who shun modernity. I mean, I get it, but what's the point?"
"I don't know," Doc said. He'd wondered the same thing, but if it made August happy, who cared?
"Your guy just died," Jury said offhandedly. "You said something about food? I've been doing an awful lot of magic for you today. The least you could do is feed me."
"If you'll move the gargoyle, I'll call it in," Doc said.
The gargoyle retreated to the shadows, and the door swung open on its own. Doc stepped into the other room and called Dulcis's kitchen, placed an order, then went back to check on Jury.
"Nothing yet," Jury said. "Shall we play a game?"
"Poker?" Doc offered hopefully.
"You wish."
"I really do," Doc muttered, following Jury to the pool table.
Doc had just lost for the third time when someone knocked on the door.
"It's your food order," Sami called out.
Jury opened the door, grinning with delight when Sami pushed in a large cart.
"I didn't know you had an army up here," Sami muttered.
"Jury's peckish," Doc said cheerfully.
"No way he can eat all this," Sami declared.
Doc grinned widely. "I bet you a hundred dollars he can."
"You're on," Sami said. "But I have to stay and judge."
Doc shrugged, snagged the bottle of whiskey he'd ordered, and flopped onto one of the recliners. Sami sat in the other one. And Jury started to eat.
Doc offered Sami the whiskey bottle, and she took a swig and passed it back to him.
"My god," she muttered. "He's really going to town."
"Jury's stomach resides in a different dimension," Doc chuckled.
"I'm screwed, aren't I?" Sami sighed.
"I'm not sure. I'm questioning whether or not he'll be able to fit the cake."
She took the bottle of whiskey from Doc's hand and took another sip.
Jury finished off his third steak, ate all the fries, and licked the bowl of pudding clean. "Delicious," he murmured as he flicked back the cake box lid. He tilted his head and studied the cake curiously for a moment before bursting into laughter.
"You shouldn't have," he laughed.
"What's he talking about?" Sami asked.
"I ordered a special cake," Doc said with a shrug.
Sami stood and walked over to the cake. "Best friends forever?" she read. "What the hell?"
Doc met Jury's merry eyes and started laughing.
"You guys are weird," Sami said. "Are you eating the cake or not?"
"Oh, I'm eating it," Jury said decisively.
Three minutes later, Sami handed Doc a hundred dollar bill, snatched the mostly empty whiskey bottle from his hand, and left without another word.
"She never had a chance," Jury said with a satisfied sigh, plopping down on the recliner Sami had just vacated.
"It's true," Doc agreed.
A transparent orange bird suddenly flew into the sitting room and circled around Jury's head.
"Guess it worked," Jury said, tone a little surprised.
The bird settled on his shoulder, sat there for a minute, then disappeared.
"Well?" Doc said.
"He said, yes. There are four ley lines crossing through Machu Picchu."    
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Doc's mind reeled as he paced the sub-subbasement. He and Jervis had had very little information to go on; and, over the years, they had made some false assumptions.
Jervis's theory for why Solomon had returned to the pyramid had been wrong, but it still hadn't occurred to Doc that Solomon might have trapped Akashii in more than one location.
What could Solomon possibly want that badly? And why was his search for knowledge so single minded?
The whole premise was making less and less sense. Whereas before Doc had thought he had a loose hold on Solomon's motivations, now he wasn't so sure. He supposed it didn't really matter whether or not he understood, but there was a part of him that wanted it to make sense.
For instance, why had Solomon worked so hard to kill Jervis? The scene Doc had interrupted in the catacombs beneath that German church many years ago had been the seventh and most successful attempt to end Jervis's life. And during the next several years, the Sons had tried three more times. No one ever lived to tell the tale, but it went without saying that Solomon knew Jervis wasn't dead. That was part of the reason Jervis changed his face every fifteen years. And it was the reason Doc liked Jervis to stay far away from prying eyes. If Solomon ever found out about Dulcis, they would have to move and start over.
But no matter how many times they moved, no matter how many times Jervis changed his face, he would never be free until Solomon was dead. They were so close. So very close.
"How about a couple hands of gin?" Jervis asked softly.
"Sure," Doc said, a little irritated that Jervis had gotten the drop on him.
Doc sat and shuffled his deck, then dealt out two hands. "I think Solomon's in Peru. I've a theory that Machu Picchu is another cage."
"I can't believe we had it wrong all these years," Jervis said.
"We were just working with what we had," Doc replied. "Why does Solomon want you dead?"
Jervis's eyes became guarded, and he said, "I don't know."
He wasn't lying, not about that, but there was something he wasn't telling Doc. Something he'd never told Doc.
"Are you sure?" Doc murmured as he discarded a card.
"Quite sure."
"When he asks me to meet with him, how will I know it's really him?" Doc asked.
"I don't know."
Doc had always depended on Jervis's sense of smell. That's how they'd known Solomon wasn't among the men outside the pyramid. Somehow Jervis knew what Solomon smelled like. Yet another mystery he'd never explained.
"We'll figure out something," Jervis added, placing his cards on the table and saying, "Gin."
Doc stared at Jervis's cards in disbelief. Then he looked at his own hand. He'd lost. At gin. That almost never happened.
"Don't let it get in your head," Jervis said sternly.
"Let what get in my head?" Doc replied vaguely.
"Losing. It happens sometimes. You don't win all the time."
I do at gin, Doc thought. He hadn't felt the tide roll out. He hadn't noticed any perceivable change.
"Again," he said, quickly shuffling the cards.
This time he didn't talk, just laid all his focus on the cards. Jervis won again.
"I don't understand," Doc muttered. "Why didn't I win?"
"Don't do this," Jervis snapped. "It's not like that time."
"Isn't it?" Doc replied, heart pounding rapidly.
He was who he was and nothing could change that; but with luck sitting on his shoulder, he was who he was, plus some.
"Hardly anything you do truly depends on luck to be successful," Jervis pointed out.
"Are you sure about that?" Doc demanded.
"I'm sure. How did luck benefit you with Mr. Naese?"
"For one, his wife just happens to be in Blackwater which means he supports my efforts to close it down."
"That doesn't count," Jervis said.
"Why doesn't it count?" Doc demanded. "Furthermore, he just happens to be a witch who knows about ley lines just at a time when we needed to know about them. And there just happened to be an intersection of ley lines on his property, just when I needed to understand about the Akashii. Goddamn it, Jervis! How is that not luck?"
Jervis blinked once or twice before saying, "Still."
"Still nothing! Solomon could call up any moment now and say he's ready to meet, and I've got nothing!"
"Don't be ridiculous!" Jervis snapped. "You are you, regardless of luck. So what if you didn't win?! You'll be fine. You're always fine. You've lost before, and you're always fine."
Jervis was right. Doc had lost before. And he was always fine. But not everyone around him was always fine. What if Solomon called Doc's bluff? What if he sent his Sons to kill everyone Doc loved? What if he sent his Sons to burn down the Hidden? What if he—
Doc's head jerked as Jervis's palm struck his cheek.
"What was that for?" Doc growled, incensed even though the heat of the blow was quickly fading.
"You were spiraling," Jervis said. "Everything is fine. Go upstairs, have some whiskey, and go to bed. Everything will be back to normal in the morning."
Maybe. Maybe not.
Thankfully, the Bakers were in bed when Doc reached his suite. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey, then sat on his couch facing his coffee table. He dealt out cards for a round of solitaire and stared at the tableau in dismay. He reached out a trembling hand to move a card, but stopped himself.
"What a goddamn ridiculous thing," he muttered just before downing half the whiskey. "The tide rolls out; that's what it does."
"Feeling unlucky?" Thaddeus asked sleepily.
"No!" Doc snapped.
"Lose at gin again?"
"Goddamn it! No!" Doc drank the rest of the bottle. "Yes," he muttered.
"That's bad," Thaddeus stated, suddenly very alert sounding.
"I know."
"Last time you lost at gin—"
"I know!"
"I'm sure it won't be like that though," Thaddeus said, voice falsely cheerful. "I mean you do lose sometimes, don't you?"
"Not twice in a row," Doc sighed.
"Oh dear."
They were both silent for a long time. Finally Thaddeus said, "Were you always lucky?"
"How do you mean?" Doc asked.
"Did you always win at marbles? Did you ever lose at faro?"
"No," Doc said.
"No, you didn't always win?"
"Yes. I mean, no, I didn't always win. In fact, sleight of hand is very important," Doc said.
"Meaning you used to cheat."
"Only a little," Doc shrugged.
"When did you stop having to cheat to win?"
"Sometime after I met Andrew," Doc said. "And I'm not always lucky. I would win hands, but ultimately Charlie beat me every time. And I can't beat Jury at pool to save my life. Jervis beat me seven times just the other day at some game he called Egyptian Rat Killer."
"Egyptian Rat Killer?" Thaddeus inquired.
"Strange game," Doc said. "Not one of my favorites. The point is I don't always win."
"But you always win at gin."
"Yes!"
"Curious."
"I'm not an object for study," Doc grumbled.
"No, but you are an interesting study," Thaddeus retorted.
"I have lots of dark cabinets," Doc threatened.
"Ms. Baker would free me."
This wasn't helping. He just needed to play the game, and see how the cards had fallen.
He moved an ace out onto the table, and a red three onto a black four. A minute later he stared at his incomplete foundations. He'd lost. Which did sometimes happen. He played again. He lost again. And again. And again.
"I would stop," Thaddeus finally suggested. "You're only making it worse."
"Making it worse?!" Doc exclaimed. "All I'm doing is proving it!"
"Yes, well, it's not as if you'll walk out of the building and get smashed by a falling piano," Thaddeus pointed out. "Life doesn't work like that. You're fine. It's just a streak. That's all."
That was easy for Thaddeus to say. He was a plant. He had nothing to lose. Doc had everything to lose. He suppressed the mad urge to start calling people and ordering them into hiding.
Solomon was a brutal, savage beast. For over four thousand years, he'd recruited men to his cause, and the fee to become one of his sons was death. The death of your entire family. And those men he'd recruited, the ones who'd killed their supposed loved ones, how did he repay them? By sacrificing them to a trapped Akashii. How much blood was on Solomon's hands? How many people was he willing to kill to gain ultimate power?
And Doc had spit in his face. Repeatedly. He'd been lucky so far. Everything had worked out. Every play he'd made had been successful. But now... Now the tide was out, and Doc was all alone on the sandy beach trying to keep his sand castles from collapsing in the rain.
"Whatever you're thinking, stop it," Thaddeus said firmly. "Go to bed, sleep. Everything will be fine in the morning."
Doc didn't believe that. The tide only ever rolled back in after something bad happened. Something really, really bad.
He shook his head. He was exaggerating. The tide rolled in and out all the time. It was nothing new. He was fine. Everything was fine.
He told himself that over and over and over as he lay sleeplessly in his bed, staring at his face in the mirror above him.
When he finally drifted off to sleep, Doc found himself sitting on his throne of bones, but this time there was only one shadow. Bluegrass.
"What are you?" she asked.
Sadness coursed through him, and he said, "It's just me."
"But what are you?"
"I don't know."
"How can you not know?"
"I just don't know," Doc said, frustration building. "It's not that simple."
"It is simple," Bluegrass said. "I am Bluegrass, a shaman, I reside in the middle plane, I walk the dreaming. What are you?"
"I'm Doc," Doc said.
"Yes?"
"I'm a killer. I eat... people's souls. Maybe. I don't actually know."
"That's not all," Bluegrass insisted.
"It is!" Doc shot back. "That's all I am!"
"You are pup," Francisco suddenly said, appearing in front of Doc.
"You are Fumsup," Lena added, face bright and cheerful.
"You are John," Mother said lovingly.
"Friend," Andrew stated. "There's a joke there, if I can think of it."
"Gambler," Charlie's voice added.
"Fighter," Doyle growled.
"Loyal."
"Protector."
Doc stared at the many faces surrounding him and listened to their barrage of words with confusion. Bluegrass wasn't really here. Neither was Francisco. No one was here. They were all just reflections of him.
He felt a heavy hand grip his shoulder, and he looked up to meet his father's serious eyes. "Son," his father said.
"Stop!" Doc shouted. "Just stop!"
Suddenly it was just him and Bluegrass.
"It's alright," Bluegrass said, lips curving slightly. "Everything's going to be alright."
"How can you say that?" Doc demanded. "You're dead!"
She giggled softly and said, "You of all people should know that there's no such thing as death."
Doc woke with a jerk, Bluegrass's words ringing in his head. They were the same words the strange under being had said all those years ago. And Doc didn't understand them any better today than he had then. Death was real. Wasn't it?
"Doc!" Addison's whiny voice shrieked, pulling Doc out of his thoughts.
"What?" Doc yelled.
"You're missing breakfast! Again!"
Doc rolled his eyes, but a grin tugged at his lips as he quickly dressed. He didn't like sharing his space, but if he had to do it, he was glad it was with them.
He buttoned his shirt as he approached the table, and Jules looked up with a frown.
"Do you always have to wear that?" she asked, gesturing towards his knife harness.
"Yes."
"Why?"
"You never know," Doc replied solemnly.
"You can't tell me someone's just going to burst through the door and attack you," she pointed out.
"It wouldn't be the first time," Doc shrugged.
"I don't believe you."
"There was this one time," Doc said, "back in the fifties. I got on the wrong side of this mob boss."
"You probably slept with his wife," Jules snorted.
"No, it was his daughter, but she was definitely available," Doc said with a grin.
"Gross," Johnny grumbled around his mouthful of meat.
"She was lovely," Doc reminisced. "Bouncy hair, wide smile, raucous laugh. And she could play a mean round of cards."
"Did you have a point?" Jules prodded.
"Right, anyway, back then we had guards. It was before cameras and all that, but Georgie managed to get six of his men right upstairs without anyone noticing. One of them picked the lock, and I was in the middle of—"
Frankie cleared her throat loudly.
"In the middle of sorting my sock drawer," Doc said pointedly.
"Uh-huh," Jules muttered.
"Seriously. An argyle pair had somehow gotten mixed up with a—"
"Doc!" Johnny exclaimed.
"Sorry! As I was saying, they burst into the room, and me without my knives because I'd been... sorting my socks, see? I had to bludgeon them all with a lampstand, and it was a terrible mess. Jervis was very unhappy with me."
The children were staring at him with wide eyes.
"I'm not sure that story was entirely child appropriate," Thaddeus said dryly.
"I changed out the good parts," Doc insisted.
"Do you still have the lamp?" Johnny asked suddenly.
"It's by the couch," Doc said.
"Cool!"
Thaddeus sighed audibly. "I do hope you find them a more suitable home soon. You're going to scar them."
"It's too late for that," Frankie muttered.
"What's bludgeon mean?" Addison questioned.
"What did I say?" Thaddeus moaned.
"It means hit really hard," Jules said.
"Oh." Addison slammed her fork onto her plate and said happily, "Look! I bludgeoned my eggs!"
Doc hid his grin behind his coffee cup. He really didn't like sharing his space, but as long as he was sharing it with the Baker children, he didn't mind all that much.




Chapter 25

 
[image: ] 


Doc was in the middle of actually losing at go fish when Jervis texted him.
"You have a visitor waiting for you in the basement office, sir."
Doc stared at the text, then at Addison's large stack of pairs, and sighed. It would have been lucky if Solomon had delayed until Doc's luck had returned.
"I concede defeat," Doc said grandly, handing his cards to Addison.
"What's concede mean?" Addison asked.
"It means you win."
"Oh! I concede!" Addison crowed.
"No, I mean, yes... Frankie, you explain," Doc ordered. "I have to go."
Doc quickly put on a vest to cover his knife harness and slipped on a pair of shoes. Then he rode the elevator down to the basement.
Winslow was just inside the makeshift office, eyes fixated on the solitary man waiting for Doc.
"I'll take it from here," Doc said cheerfully.
"I'll be just outside, sir," Winslow said.
"Very good," Doc said. "Good day, Mr. Adamos," Doc drawled, sitting at the head of the table and gazing at the stern looking man. "That is your name?" Doc asked.
"Indeed, Tetrarch Holliday. I am Clay Adamos."
"And how many of your loved ones did you murder to earn that name?" Doc asked casually.
Clay's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "I don't know what you mean," he stuttered.
"Of course not. Why are you here? My message was fairly clear; I refuse to do business with anyone but Solomon."
"Father understands your positon," Clay said, voice a tad weaselly. "He sent me here today to ask for a show of good faith."
Doc tapped his finger slowly on the tabletop and said nothing.
Clay looked from Doc's face to his finger and cleared his throat nervously. "Father would like you to prove you can access the Akashic record."
"Indeed," Doc drawled, finger still tapping.
Clay's eyes darted to Doc's finger once more. "It's not that he doesn't believe you," he hurried to say. "But if he is to meet with you in person, he wants to know that you can actually do what you say you can do."
"I see."
"It's a simple request," Clay said awkwardly. "He would like you to tell him his mother's name."
Well, hell. Didn't that just figure? No trouble there. He just had to find an intersection of ley lines, call up Yiska, get tossed into the memory, and figure out how to ask the question in such a way that the record could answer.
Doc grinned and said, "That's it?"
"That's it."
"And then what?"
"I'll take the information back to him, and if it is correct, he will meet you in person."
"I see," Doc said. "In that case, I'll have Winslow escort you to your room."
"Oh, that's really not necessary," Clay mumbled.
"Oh, it really is," Doc said firmly. "Winslow, show Mr. Adamos to his room."
"Yes, sir," Winslow said.
It went without saying that when Doc said room, he meant cell. It was a nice cell, but a cell nonetheless.
"Goddamn," he muttered as he rode the elevator up to his parking garage.
This is what happened when the tide rolled out. Things went to shit. Unless he could guarantee that he wasn't followed, he would simply lead them to Yiska, which he had no intention of doing. But unless he did what Solomon wanted, the game was over. There was nothing for it. He needed Jury's help.
He picked his Ferrari because he wanted something flashy and red. There was no doubt in his mind that they'd be following him, and he wanted to make it easy for them. He'd already proven he wasn't scared of them. Why would he bother sneaking around now? 
He zipped out onto the street and drove carelessly to Jury's, running red lights and speeding as he did. He parked right in front of Jury's building, walked inside, and got into the elevator; but when he knocked on Jury's door, no one answered.
"Where are you?" Doc texted.
"Out."
"I need you."
"Did you bring food?"
"No."
"Then I'm not available."
Doc sighed heavily as he texted back, "I'm in a slump; I'll play you at gin."
"I'll be right there."
Within minutes, Jury was rushing from the elevator, keys in hand. "We have to play first!" he exclaimed. "Just in case your luck turns again."
"I'm reconsidering yesterday's cake," Doc muttered.
"You can't reconsider it," Jury laughed. "I already ate it, message and all."
"Would you at least send out one of those magic messages before you beat me?"
"Only if it's quick."
"Will you ask Mr. Naese if there's an intersection of ley lines in Colorado?"
"I don't know what you've gotten yourself into," Jury stated, "but it's weird."
"Just do it, please."
Jury pushed open one of his windows; and, in a fraction of yesterday's time, a small blue bird leapt from his hand into the sky.
"Now deal," Jury ordered as he sat across from Doc.
Doc shuffled and dealt, and before very long Jury slapped his cards triumphantly onto the table.
"Gin!" he exclaimed. "Again! Why am I not recording this?" he muttered. "I should record this! Give me a second."
He rushed into the other room and returned with a tripod that he clamped his phone onto. He fiddled with the screen for a moment, then sat down, looked at the screen and said, "Thomas Jury here. I assure you that what you are about to see is real. I'm going to beat Tetrarch Sir Doctor John Henry Holliday at a hand of gin. Pay close attention now."
Doc sighed irritably, but dealt another hand. After a minute or two of quiet, Jury laid his cards onto the table with a flourish that would have made any showman proud.
"Gin!" he announced. "Ladies and gentlemen, I just won." He grinned widely. "Again!"
"How many times do we have to do this before you'll help me?" Doc grumbled.
"At least five or six. Once or twice could be considered a fluke. Five or six, that's solid."
"Fine."
Doc dealt. Jury won. Doc dealt. Jury won. Doc dealt. Jury won.
"This isn't just your luck wandering off for a smoke," Jury cackled. "This is good luck taking sick leave and bad luck standing in for it."
"I'm glad you find it so amusing," Doc muttered, putting away his cards.
"Hey! What're you doing?!"
"That was five hands."
"I suppose," Jury sighed. "It was fun though. One more hand?"
"No."
"Alright. So what do you need from me? Besides the bird?"
"It depends," Doc said. "I need to know the answer first."
Just then an orange bird fluttered into the room and landed on Jury's shoulder. Jury nodded several times, then the bird disappeared.
"What did he say?" Doc demanded.
"Hold up," Jury replied. "I've got to write this down."
He grabbed a piece of paper and wrote down several coordinates before turning to Doc and saying, "He said Denver is actually in the middle of a ley line triangle, and there are three points of intersection equal distance from it."
"Interesting," Doc said.
"I guess, if you're into that," Jury snorted. "Anyway, he gave me the coordinates."
"Pick one," Doc said.
"Pick one?"
"That's where we're going."
"Fuck," Jury muttered. "I don't know why you drag me into this weird shit."
"It's not weird," Doc said. "It's... necessary."
"One of them is near a town called Last Chance," Jury said. "That sounds about right."
That really did sound about right. Because if Doc screwed this up, they'd lose Solomon forever.
"Let's go then," Jury grumbled. "I don't know why you need me though."
"There's a chance I'm being followed."
"Oh. It's because I'm a witch."
"Not at all," Doc said smoothly. "It's because you're one of twelve, check that, ten witches in North America who can do a full body glamour."
"Figures. I'm giving you a huge ass."
"Actually, can you make me a woman?"
Jury's lips turned up with amusement, and he said, "I'd love to."
When they crossed the lobby several minutes later, holding hands and looking just like a happy couple, Doc muttered irritably, "Did you have to make my breasts so goddamn big? I can barely see past them."
"They're perfect," Jury replied. "Like two ripe watermelons."
"I want you to really enjoy this," Doc snarled. "Because you're going to pay for it later."
"Worth every second!" Jury laughed.
"You would say that."
Jury flagged down a taxi and said, "Let me get the door for you, my love."
"Thank you, darling," Doc simpered.
"It's truly my pleasure."
As Jury got into the taxi from the other side he said, "I can't believe this is the first time we've ever done this."
Doc cleared his throat meaningfully and said, "To be honest, it's just never worked out. The Willards are always too busy for lunch."
"So true," Jury laughed.
They exited the taxi in front of a restaurant, went inside, stepped into the bathroom, then walked back out with different faces.
"We should've gotten something to go," Jury muttered, hailing another taxi.
"It's only been ten minutes," Doc chided.
"Still."
They played this game several times going into random places and leaving as different people. When Doc was quite certain they weren't being followed, he gave the taxi driver the address for one of his safe houses.
Once he was inside the safe house, Doc found the set of keys for the car parked in the garage and headed for the garage door.
"I'll drive," Jury said, taking the keys from Doc.
"That's fine with me," Doc replied. "Do you see the car Jervis stuffed in here? It's a sedan," he shuddered.
"Horrors!" Jury exclaimed.
"And it's... white. Just white."
"You're such a car snob."
"It's like getting dressed," Doc said thoughtfully. "What's the point of doing it, if you don't do it well?"
Jury laughed and slapped the garage door opener. "I'm stopping for a snack," he said.
"Sure. It's not like the entire world's at stake."
"It's not, is it?" Jury demanded.
"No."
"Then I'm getting a snack."
"Whatever," Doc replied, leaning back his seat and pretending to go to sleep.
"I know you're not asleep," Jury snorted.
Doc didn't reply. He was thinking about Solomon and what he'd do when he was finally face to face with him. Would he just kill him? Would he bother to ask him any questions first? And what about the rest of the Sons? Would killing Solomon be enough? Doc rather doubted they'd all just be sitting there so Doc could kill each and every one of them. Even on his best days, he wasn't that lucky.
He was getting ahead of himself though. First things first, he needed to get Solomon's mother's name.
At some point Doc must have actually fallen asleep because he woke when Jury said, "We're here."
Doc opened his eyes and gazed out at the empty and completely barren landscape that surrounded them.
"Not what I expected," he said slowly.
"I hope you know what you're doing," Jury muttered. "I only got enough snacks for a couple hours. Besides," Jury continued, "I've got a date tonight with a long-legged beauty, and I don't want to cancel. She's a stewardess."
"Were we followed?" Doc asked, ignoring Jury's rant.
"Do you see anyone?" Jury replied.
Doc got out of the car and looked around. There was nothing and no one as far as he could see. Not even a road.
"Had to cut through the field," Jury explained. "Didn't figure you'd mind since you're not in love with your sedan. Handled it pretty well though. Better than one of your sissy cars would have."
"They're city cars," Doc pointed out. "They aren't meant for roughing it."
"Kind of like you," Jury mocked.
"Exactly like me."
"So what are we doing?" Jury asked.
"I'm not sure yet."
Doc began to wander back and forth, hoping that something would shift or change and he would feel the ley lines like he had at August's. But nothing did.
"Can you see it?" Doc asked.
"See what?"
"The ley line?"
"That's not my area," Jury shrugged.
"Could you at least try?"
Jury huffed irritably and turned in a circle. "I don't see anything," he said after spinning a few times.
"You're not even trying."
"I am too trying! I don't even know what a goddamn ley line is!"
"It's a line of energy," Doc explained.
"There're lines of energy everywhere," Jury countered.
"But these are big lines, full of information and memories and stuff."
"I don't know," Jury mumbled, but he pointed towards his left and said, "Try that way."
Doc didn't have any better ideas, so he walked in the direction Jury had pointed.
"It's weird you having to look for anything," Jury commented. "Normally you just stumble onto things. Remember that time you found that diamond necklace in Bangor?"
"That was not lucky," Doc growled.
"So the necklace was a little cursed; it was still a diamond."
"I grew tusks."
"The ladies still loved you," Jury chuckled.
"Until I grew a tail."
"That one lady still loved you."
Doc laughed loudly, then abruptly stopped moving. "This is it," he said. "Can you feel it?"
"Feel what?"
"The pressure. It's like being underwater."
"Maybe?" Jury said, walking back and forth a few times. "Nope; don't feel it."
"Doesn't matter," Doc said. "This is it."
"So what now?"
"Make sure nobody kills my body."
"What?! Where're you going to be?"
"In the ley line."
"Oh fuck. I should've known."
"It'll be alright," Doc said.
"That's what you always say, and it never is," Jury snapped.
Doc stepped forward, and the pressure increased. He stepped forward again, but the pressure stayed the same, so he cleared his throat and said, "Yiska?"
"Oh good god," Jury hissed. "Not this shit again."
Doc ignored him and tried to wait patiently. A few minutes passed, and he opened his mouth to try again, but at that moment, Yiska appeared in front of him and said, "You're learning."
"Am I?"
"Perhaps," Yiska said good-naturedly.
"I have a question to ask the record," Doc said. "Can you send me back in?"
"The question is not whether I can do it, but whether I will do it," Yiska mused.
"I don't—"
Doc didn't get the chance to finish speaking because with no warning at all, his mind was hurtling along waves of information, being pounded by visual after visual.
He'd known what to expect this time, but it was still overwhelming, it still hurt, it still made his mind ache from the pressure. He squeezed his eyes closed and let the tide take him.
Suddenly he was bobbing, and he opened his eyes cautiously. He was back in the eye. In the calm.
"Lovely to see you again, Doctor John Holliday," the record murmured.
"I prefer Doc."
"I know. What do you seek?"
"There is a man named Solomon who built or at least participated in the building of the Great Pyramid of Giza. He's still alive. Can you tell me his mother's name?"
"What a very strange inquiry."
Doc didn't say anything to that, just waited hopefully.
"I know the pyramid well," she murmured. "It aches. The man who built the pyramid was not the pharaoh. He worked for the pharaoh, but his purpose was entirely self-focused."
Doc knew that, but he didn't interrupt.
"Solomon," she said slowly. "That is not his original name. He was already old when the pyramid was built. He was searching for something. Something more. He'd made a foolish mistake, and it was haunting him. He had not guarded his words carefully."
Doc hoped she got back on track soon.
"He does not know his mother's name. He was found in a hut, bawling with hunger, and the priests took him in. He only ever called the goddess Isis mother, but his true mother was Femi. She would weep to see what he has become."
"What was his original name?" Doc asked, committing all her words to memory.
"Sef."
Doc pondered that for a moment and considered his next move. He didn't want to go jumping into the Akashic record every time he had a question. It was a little painful, after all. But beyond that, it simply wasn't meant for men to know all things, to have an answer to all questions.
There needed to be wonder to life. There needed to be unknowns. Otherwise there was no point. Everything would become mundane and regular, and the zest that came with living would be gone. So he wouldn't ask any more questions, not for himself.
"I just have one more question," Doc said. "How many Akashii has Sef trapped?"
"Six."
The next question on Doc's tongue was would he be able to free them, but he didn't ask it. He didn't ask where they were either. Life needed struggle; it required it.
"Thank you," Doc said. "Please send me back."
"As you wish."
The calm became a torrent, and the lapping waves became thunderous currents. Doc rolled into a ball, trying to protect himself from the images bombarding him, tearing through him. For a second he thought he saw Francisco, but the waves moved too fast for him to be sure.
Just when it had reached the point that Doc felt he might scream, the pressure shifted, and he was back inside his body once more.
He blinked up at the darkening sky, flinching when Jury kicked him in the ribs.
"Don't you dare do that again!" Jury ordered. "Not without warning me first!"
"Sorry," Doc coughed.
He glanced around, looking for Yiska, but the only thing he saw was Jury's thunderous expression.
"Did you get what you needed?" Jury demanded.
"Yes."
"Good. Then let's get the hell out of here. It's starting to give me the creeps."
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Doc sat at the head of his office table, tapping his finger and waiting for Winslow to arrive with Clay Adamos. When the door swung open, Doc didn't change his gaze to look at them, just continued to stare at the tip of his fingernail with affected boredom.
Clay sat, and after a long moment, he cleared his throat. Doc ignored him. Clay tried again. "Excuse me, Tetrarch Holliday, was there something you wanted to tell me?"
"I found your father's request a little boring," Doc drawled.
Clay gasped in horror and made that strange sign Othir had often made when referring to Solomon. "You shouldn't speak of him that way," Clay insisted. "With the wisdom he has gained, he is very nearly a god."
"But he's not quite there," Doc stated.
"You are nothing to him!" Clay said hotly.
"If that were true, he would have sent an assassin, not a messenger." Doc caught Clay's eyes and held them. "Your father sent you to die, you realize that? I said I'd have nothing to do with anyone but him, and he sent yet another lackey to make requests of me. I weary of his games," Doc said. "Do you understand?"
Clay nodded, face miserable.
"I'm glad you understand, and you'll be happy to know I'm not going to kill you," Doc added. "Because I think perhaps Solomon and I can be mutually beneficial to each other. But it's very important he not continue to test me."
Doc reached out and wrapped his hand around the back of Clay's neck, holding him tightly. "Do I make myself clear?"
Clay nodded emphatically.
"Excellent," Doc said, patting Clay's shoulder and using the movement as a cover to snitch a few strands of hair. "Now run home and tell your father that I will not be tested again. This is his last chance. The only mother he ever knew was Isis, but the mother who bore him was named Femi. Tell him that. And also tell him that I know his true name." Doc paused there, holding Clay's gaze, and just as Clay started to tremble, Doc said, "You are free to go."
Clay stood quickly, knocking over his chair as he did, and rushed from the room without another word.
Doc followed leisurely. Emily was waiting outside the door, and he handed her the strands of hair.
"Take these to Jury. Tell him it's the same deal as before."
"Yes, sir."
This is it, Doc thought as he watched Emily rush down the corridor. He'd played all his cards. He'd made all his bets. Now he just had to sit back and see if they would pay off.
Maybe he wouldn't know for days. Maybe he'd know in a few hours. It was impossible to say. Solomon had never been predictable. That was part of the reason they'd never been able to find him.
If they lost him this time, at least Doc had a clue where to look for him. He would just search for structures built on ley line intersections. And this time he would follow the Sons back to Solomon instead of killing them all. Which raised another interesting question. How the hell was he supposed to free the trapped Akashii?
It was a gigantic mess. That's what it was. What he needed was some peace and quiet and a couple bottles of whiskey so he could think it all out.
He rode the elevator up to the lobby and exited with the intention to talk to Jervis, but he'd only taken a few steps when Dulcis's revolving doors swung around and a group of men entered the lobby.
These were the real Sons; the men Solomon trusted. They were armed to the teeth, they held themselves like military men, and the darkness that followed them was cruelly evident. They marched across the lobby, stopping a few feet from Doc.
"Tetrarch Holliday," the obvious leader said. "I've been sent to collect you."
"Collect me?" Doc laughed. "I'm afraid I'm not an item for collection."
"I apologize for my poor choice in words," the man said, eyes flashing. "Solomon would like to see you."
"And who are you?"
The man pressed his fist to his chest and said, "I'm Eldwin. Eldwin Adamos."
He paused there and tilted his head slightly. And then, so subtly that Doc almost missed it, he sniffed the air. Twice. Something in his eyes began to shift, and Doc stepped forward quickly.
"It's about goddamn time!" he exclaimed, pushing past Eldwin towards the door.
"I'm sorry?" Eldwin said, shaking his head as if to clear it.
"Are we going?" Doc asked. "I'm more than ready."
"Don't you need to inform your people?"
"They're smart," Doc said. "They'll figure it out."
He cruised through the door, hoping the Sons would follow him and breathing a minuscule sigh of relief when they did.
A black van was waiting for them, and Eldwin opened the back door and gestured for Doc to go first.
Doc wrinkled his nose in obvious disgust. "I was hoping for something a little nicer," he complained.
"I'm sorry, sir. We moved on short notice," Eldwin murmured.
He was lying. It was a trap. Doc knew it was a trap, but he was still going to step inside. They wouldn't kill him. Not yet. Not until he'd told Solomon everything he knew.
Doc grinned flippantly, then stepped into the darkness of the van. He sat in the chair Eldwin motioned towards and wasn't even surprised when so much electricity surged through his body that not even he could fight against it.
"And I suppose you are going to say that this is also intentional?" Tozi muttered irritably.
Doc opened his eyes and grinned widely at her, amused by her frustrated expression. "I'm beginning to think you quite like me," he said, winking at her.
"I'm beginning to think your mind is a little bit addled."
"I have a very clear purpose," Doc shrugged.
"Pray tell," she said, sitting beside him on the green grass that suddenly appeared.
"I want to meet Solomon."
"Because?"
"Because I want to kill him."
Tozi sighed.
"My propensity to kill people is half of why you picked me in the first place," Doc murmured, tracing his finger slowly up Tozi's calf.
"An oversight on my part."
"I did what you wanted," Doc said, pressing a kiss to her knee. "Why are you still checking up on me?"
"It would be rude not to," she said a little breathlessly.
"How much time do you think I have before my brain resets?" he murmured, gently kissing the inside of her thigh.
"Not nearly long enough."
"What if I just stay asleep then?"
"That would be rather foolish," she whispered, hand sliding over his suddenly naked chest.
"I don't mind a little foolishness," Doc murmured.
"If you wake up now, it might be better."
"I don't really care," Doc drawled, pulling her down to the ground with him. "You're wearing too many clothes."
"You are a ridiculous man," she laughed, pressing her now naked body against his.
"You don't seem to mind."
Sometime later, Tozi drew away from his embrace and said, "You should wake up now."
"I don't really have a plan," Doc said carelessly. "And my luck is on the fritz. I think I'd rather stay here with you," he added as he brought her hand to his lips and kissed her fingertips.
"Stop!" she laughed. "Plans are worthless. There's no way to account for all the... the..."
"Variables?" Doc offered.
"Yes!" She leaned forward and kissed his chest. "And you don't need luck; you never did."
"Maybe not," Doc replied. "But it's nice to have."
"You don't need luck," she repeated. "You have skill and a good mind. You are fully capable of handling anything that arises. And besides that, you have something most people certainly don't have; not really."
"What's that?"
"Family."
And with that Doc woke, but he didn't twitch a single muscle and he made sure to keep his body loose. There was a bag over his head, and he was handcuffed, but that was nothing he couldn't handle.
"That really knocked him out," someone said in French. "I expected a little fight."
"Father should have sent me to begin with," Eldwin's savage voice replied. "The others were far too easy to frighten."
"Perhaps, but he knew the answers," the other voice said.
"Yes. And I will remove the knowledge from him, one way or another," Eldwin said. "And then I will cut his filthy tongue from his mouth and make him eat it."
"Father wants him unharmed," the other voice cautioned.
"He will change his mind."
They fell into silence, and Doc worked quietly and motionlessly to unlock the handcuffs using the lock pick that was sewn into the back of his belt. After a while he felt the lock give, but he still didn't move. He had no interest in moving. They were taking him to see Solomon, and that's exactly where he wanted to go.
And Tozi was right. Even without luck, he knew how to think and how to kill. And even without luck, he knew Jervis was right behind him, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
It was true that Solomon had several thousand years on Doc, but he was no different than Bosch or Mitcham. He sat behind his desk all day and sent out his sons, sacrificing them to whatever task he had at the moment. Doc and Jervis had killed hundreds of them, and Solomon had never lifted a finger to stop them. Solomon was just another man who'd clawed his way to power by abusing the people under him. But in this case, those people had actually chosen to be under him, which is why they also had to die.
The uncertainty that Doc had felt began to fade away. He was a lucky gambler, but that wasn't all he was. He answered to many names, he wore many hats, and he'd bet on himself against Solomon any day.
The vehicle they were riding in hit a bump, and Doc flopped forward. Eldwin cursed softly as he pushed Doc roughly back into place.
"Slow down," Eldwin snapped. "I'd rather not haul a corpse back to Father because you thought it would be fun to speed."
"I'm not speeding," the driver insisted.
"I say you are," Eldwin growled.
The men fell silent, and Doc bumped from side to side as they continued to climb up the road. He hoped Jervis had a plan for approaching without notice. And he hoped Jervis didn't dally too long. He'd hate to do all the killing on his own.
The bumpy ride seemed to last for hours and hours, but Doc was pretty sure it had only been an hour and a half because he'd run through The Bells by Edgar Allen Poe in the back of his head about fourteen times. Which roughly worked out to an hour and a half.
Not that he could say for sure how long they'd been driving before he'd woken up. And his calculations didn't really matter because he'd have no idea where he was when he got there anyway. Unless Solomon hadn't moved after Ted relayed Doc's message, in which case Doc knew exactly where they were. Although he really had no way of knowing whether or not Solomon had moved; so, ultimately, it was all pointless conjecture.
He swallowed a sigh. Playing the role of passive kidnap victim was just not his style. He was ready for action; he was ready to kill someone. Preferably Eldwin.
For a moment there back at Dulcis when Eldwin had sniffed the air, Doc had been certain he'd smelled Jervis. Which meant that Eldwin was clearly not a norm. But that had nothing to do with why Doc wanted to kill him. There was just something about the set of Eldwin's eyes that really irritated Doc; he'd happily kill him even if he wasn't a Son. 
A door opened, jostling Doc from his thoughts; and Eldwin said, "You two carry him."
Doc kept his body carefully limp as they picked him up and carried him somewhere, presumably inside since the temperature went up quite a few degrees.
"Watch him," Eldwin ordered. "I'll go tell Father we've arrived."
They tossed Doc onto something soft, probably a bed; and Doc decided it was almost time to wake up.
"Can't believe he's still out," one of the men muttered. "It's been hours now."
"Hope Eldwin didn't overdo it on the current," the other man said. "Father will not be happy if we fried his brain."
"If Eldwin fried his brain," the first man corrected.
"Right," the second man chuckled.
Doc twitched his leg and moaned softly.
"I think he's waking up."
"Pull off the hood."
Doc blinked blearily when the hood was ripped off and said with a tiny slur, "Where am I?"
"We brought you to see Father," the taller of the two men said.
"Why did you need to bind me?" Doc demanded. "I was willing to come."
The shorter man shrugged and said, "It was Eldwin's idea."
"I find I don't like it," Doc said firmly, sitting up and pulling his hands free of the cuffs.
Both men stepped back, hands hovering over their guns.
"Please," Doc chuckled. "I've no intention of hurting you. I simply don't like handcuffs. Is Solomon ready to see me?"
"He'll call you when he's ready," the tall one said, eyes narrow.
Doc shrugged and leaned back against the headboard, crossing his ankles and pulling out his cards to shuffle them. The two Sons watched him warily, faces creased with uneasiness.
Doc was beginning to get truly bored when Eldwin returned.
"Good, he's awake," Eldwin snarled. "Bring him; Father's ready to see him."
"I can bring myself," Doc said.
"Why did you release him?" Eldwin demanded.
"We didn't," the short one said. "The cuffs just fell off right after he woke up."
"You probably didn't get them on tight enough," Eldwin said. "Let's go."
Doc walked behind Eldwin, studying the grand house as they traveled down its hallways. The walls were covered with rather disturbing artworks and tapestries, and there were small tables and shelves full of strange looking relics and rare items. It was obvious that the items hadn't been chosen for their beauty, but for their supposed power.
Eldwin pushed open a door and led Doc into a study. There were two chairs near a blazing fireplace, and one of the chairs was already occupied. There was no other light in the room except the light from the flames, but the fire wasn't quite bright enough to illuminate the person sitting in the chair.
"Sit," a voice rasped.
Doc sat, but didn't say anything. He was waiting for his eyes to adjust.
"Leave, my son."
"But Father—"
"Leave!"
"Yes, Father," Eldwin said, voice thick with protest. He cast Doc a dark glare, then strode from the room.
"You must forgive my son," the man in the chair said. "He is at times over zealous. I trust he wasn't too rough with you?"
Doc ignored that pointed question and instead asked one of his own. "You have tested me many times now, and I have passed your tests, proving that I have information you would like. Now you must pass my test. What is your true name?"
"You want to know if I am really Solomon?" the voice rasped.
"Yes."
"You do not know?"
"To be frank, I can't see past that funeral mask you're wearing, so as far as I know, you could be anyone."
Solomon chuckled hoarsely. "The name I was given was Sef."
Doc sighed, feeling all the tension leave his body. They'd done it. They'd finally reached Solomon.
"Now tell me about you," Solomon said, voice dark with persuasion. "What are you?"
Doc grinned inwardly. Solomon wasn't as clever as he thought he was, otherwise he would know persuasion didn't work on Doc.
"I'm simply a lucky norm," Doc said, shrugging carelessly.
"That can't be true," Solomon insisted, "One of my son's saw your face heal."
"Parlor trick," Doc laughed. "A little makeup, little sleight of hand."
"I do not believe you," Solomon ground out.
"Perhaps not," Doc said. "But I didn't come here to talk about me. I came to talk about the Akashii you've trapped."
"What?"
"The record doesn't appreciate you fucking with it like that," Doc stated.
"Who do you think you are?" Solomon rasped.
"I'm Tetrarch Doc Holliday, knight protector of the Hidden," Doc said, standing. "I've seen the record, and I've seen the future. You're not in it."
He wished Jervis were here. Jervis should be the one to end it. Jervis should be the one to strike the final blow.  Jervis wasn't here though, and the time had come. The time to end it.
Doc drew his knife and leaped forward, stabbing the blade through Solomon's heart. He held Solomon's eyes through the holes of the mask, feeling somewhat surprised that Solomon didn't shake or blink or die. And then Solomon began to laugh, and Doc drew back, staring at Solomon's chest in confusion. Where there should have been blood, there was only a gaping black hole.
"Did you really think it would be that easy, Tetrarch Holliday?" Solomon taunted. "As if I would just let you walk in here, armed, and with no protection for myself. You cannot kill me. I cannot die. I have life everlasting."
Solomon stood, and Doc took one careful step backwards. Everything could be killed. He just might need a minute to figure out how.
One of Solomon's gloved hands reached up and removed his black funeral mask. Doc snarled in disgust. Solomon's face was rotten and torn. White eyeballs with nearly black irises stared out of bony eye sockets, and crusted lips curved upward to show off two rows of cracked yellow and black teeth. Some of his flesh was gone, and what remained was grey and wrinkled, like a dead foot that had been sitting in water for far too long.
"What the hell?" Doc whispered.
"I am Sef," Solomon laughed. "Immortal, invincible, god. Stab me, and I do not bleed. I live forever."
"But you look like shit!" Doc exclaimed, his horror momentarily overcoming his better sense.
"And you can fix it," Solomon grated, eyes suddenly bright with madness. "You have access to the record. You can find the knowledge to restore my body. You will give me that knowledge, and my godhood will at last be complete.
"I know more than anyone in the world," he went on. "My wisdom far surpasses anyone who's ever lived. I've written each and every one of these books," he pronounced, gesturing at the walls full of books. "And they are but a fraction of my knowledge. I know things no one else knows, and I will one day rebuild the earth in my image, in my form. I am more than a god! I am the god!
"You will tell me how to heal myself," Solomon insisted, "and I will finally be the most powerful being in the world."
The door behind Doc opened, and the Sons began to file into the room, armed to the teeth with swords, clubs, and what looked suspiciously like stun guns.
This is what it felt like when the tide was out. It felt like walking willingly into a very impressive trap.
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"You will tell me everything you know," Solomon said, mask firmly back in place. "Eldwin will ensure it."
"I actually prefer to be the torturer," Doc said, backing slowly towards the fireplace.
He had a definite advantage here. They wanted him alive, and it was so much easier to kill people than take them alive. Assuming, of course, they weren't very clever.
Something pierced Doc's chest, and he glanced down and knocked the dart free with a sigh. So they were clever, but it's not as if one measly tranquilizer dart could actually take him down, and he was a little insulted that they thought it would.
He frowned, feeling just the slightest bit muddy in the head. He needed to stop goofing around and kill some people. How big of a dose had they used?
His knife was still in his hand; and he threw it, blinking in surprise when it missed his intended target. Not that it mattered, because it tore through another Son, killing him instantly. Power flowed into Doc, swiftly cleansing his blood of the drug.
"Nice try," Doc laughed.
He raised his hand to pull another knife and grasped at the empty sheath in surprise.
"I think you'll find that magic doesn't work here, Tetrarch Holliday," Solomon called out from his chair. "Too unpredictable and disordered. I like things to be ordered."
No, this is what it felt like when the tide rolled out to sea. It felt like finding out your enchanted knife isn't enchanted anymore.
Several bright lights streaked towards Doc, hitting him with little force but lots of electricity. The currents flowed through him, but this time Doc fought it, drawing one of his other knives and brushing the pulsing cords from his vest.
Doc grinned sharply at Eldwin and said, "This should be interesting; I haven't had to work this hard in a long time."
Another tranquilizer dart hit Doc's chest, and he knocked it free before jumping forward with a knife in each hand. He slashed through Eldwin's face, not particularly surprised to see Eldwin snarl, fangs exposed, and his face heal immediately.
Eldwin stepped towards him, hissing with anger, but turned away from Doc when Solomon called out sharply, "Eldwin, come here!"
Doc let Eldwin go and focused on the other Sons. He needed to kill a human quickly before the drug knocked him out. He elbowed the man trying to drag him down from behind before stabbing his knife through another man's head.
Power flowed into him, once more pushing the drug from his system. Doc didn't pause to enjoy it, just ripped his knife free and slashed it through an exposed neck. More stun guns fired, and Doc jerked free of the shocking cords, killing three more men as he did.
Shouts rang out beyond the room, in the main house; and Doc grinned. Jervis was here. They would finish this together.
Doc ripped a sword from a dead man's scabbard and slashed through five men in one swing, tearing their bodies in half. He stabbed three more through the head, then turned to look for Solomon. But Solomon wasn't there. He wasn't anywhere. And a crack in the wall beside the fireplace was the only sign of where he'd gone.
"JERVIS!" Doc yelled, bowling through the men surrounding him and dashing towards the secret door. "JERVIS!" Doc glanced back and saw Jervis rush into the room. "This way!" Doc shouted.
Doc didn't care about the Sons. Without Solomon they would crumble, but he refused to lose Solomon. They'd worked too hard for too long. Today Solomon died.
Doc dashed down the dark hallway, hearing Jervis's steps behind him. He crashed through another door and stumbled out onto a flat pad behind the house where a helicopter was just beginning to take off.
"Hell no!" Doc snapped, hurling his sword like a lance towards the pilot. The sword tore through the window and pinned the pilot to his chair, killing him instantly. The helicopter wobbled for a few seconds before dropping roughly back to the pad.
The helicopter's door opened, and Eldwin stepped out, fangs fully exposed. Doc pulled his last knife and glanced to the side to acknowledge Jervis.
"Solomon's in the helicopter," Doc said. "I'll take care of the vampire."
"I don't give a fuck about Solomon," Jervis growled, fangs dropping.
"Gervasius," Eldwin snarled. "I thought I smelled your useless scent."
"If I could torture you for a hundred years, I would," Jervis hissed. "But your death will have to suffice."
Doc watched the two vampires circle each other warily, a half-formed thought entering his mind. Jervis's entire family had been killed; and here was Eldwin, another vampire, the only cryptid among Solomon's men as far as Doc could tell. Eldwin knew Jervis, and Jervis clearly knew him. And apparently, Jervis didn't even care about Solomon. Which meant... Which meant Eldwin had killed Jervis's family. He'd killed Jervis's family so he could join the Sons.
A movement near the helicopter brought Doc's attention back to the moment. He would ask Jervis about Eldwin after they'd killed everyone.
Doc dashed across the pad towards Solomon's retreating figure and tackled him to the ground. Solomon twisted to face Doc, and they rolled across the rock for a moment, each of them trying to subdue the other.   
Solomon might be a rotting bag of flesh, but he was much stronger than Doc had anticipated, and he managed to block Doc's strikes with unexpected speed.
"Get off me, you filth!" Solomon shouted, shoving Doc backwards.
Doc fell to the side, then scrambled to his feet to face Solomon. At some point during their struggle, Solomon's mask had fallen off, and his hideous face was now fully exposed to the light. 
"I am a god!" Solomon declared, lips barely moving. "You can't touch me."
"You're a rotting corpse," Doc countered.
"I am nearly five thousand years old. I have more knowledge than all men combined. I cannot be killed. I will live forever."
"Only so long as you can convince people to kill their families," Doc snapped.
"It is an honor to serve me," Solomon spat.
"You must have been very, very careless when you made your trade with whatever spirit answered your call," Doc mocked.
"It deceived me!" Solomon screamed. "It was jealous of my handsome visage, and it deceived me! I will find the truth. I will find it, and Assubi will pay! Tell me the truth, tell me how to regain my youth!" Solomon pleaded, eyes wild.
"Is that why you sought out Eldwin?" Doc asked.
"I reasoned that if I took the lives of vampires, immortal beings with healing powers, that I too would heal. But the trade was never completed!" Solomon howled. "One of them escaped, and the trade was never completed! Do you understand? You must tell me the truth!"
"The truth is," Doc said as he stepped closer. "The truth is five thousand years is far too long to live."
What was left of Solomon's eyes widened in desperation, but the words he'd been going to say died on his lips as Doc's fingers tore through his chest.
Doc wrapped his hand around Solomon's heart and ripped it out, holding the heart out in front of him. It wasn't beating. There was no blood. Solomon was already dead. He'd been dead for ages now. Whatever deal he'd made, whatever trade he'd devised, had merely kept him together enough that his spirit had a place to stay. That was it.
Solomon gazed at his dead rotten heart. "I don't understand," he murmured. "It's black. It shouldn't be black."
"It's dead," Doc said. "You're dead. You've been dead a long time."
"No!" Solomon howled. "I'm not dead! I'm not dead! I'm a god! I'm immortal! I'll live forever!"
But Doc's words had broken through; they had pierced the shell of Solomon's existence, and they had taken hold. Solomon's face began to crumble, shifting into dust and falling to the ground. Within seconds the only thing left of him were his clothes and the golden amulet he'd worn about his neck.
A gust of wind suddenly blew through, picking up Solomon's dusty remains and carrying them up into the sky, up towards the mountains. Doc watched the dust float away and let the reality of it settle over him. He and Jervis had been hunting Solomon for over a hundred years, and he was finally dead. His work was undone. He would never hurt another family again.
Doc exhaled, feeling lighter than he had in years. They'd done it. They had killed the king. Except it turned out that Jervis had never really cared about Solomon. He'd wanted revenge against the man who'd killed his family. He'd wanted Eldwin. Who, if Doc wasn't mistaken, was Jervis's brother.
Doc turned, eyes immediately finding Jervis. Eldwin was bloody and broken, on his knees facing Jervis; and Jervis's face was a mask of pure rage as he tightened his bloody hands around Eldwin's temples.
"For my family," Jervis hissed, wrenching Eldwin's head slowly sideways.
Eldwin didn't even struggle just made a frightened shriek as Jervis ripped his head from his shoulders. Jervis held Eldwin's head even with his own and roared, "For my family!" Then his hands ripped outwards, tearing Eldwin's skull in two.
Jervis flung the pieces to the side, drew his sword, and cleaved down the middle of Eldwin's headless body. Before the body could fall, Jervis turned his sword and sliced sideways several times; and when Eldwin's body finally collapsed, it was in pieces.
"If only there was a hell to condemn you to," Jervis snarled, spitting on Eldwin's corpse.
"Are you sure he's dead?" Doc drawled. "Maybe you should kick the pieces around a little."
"Excellent idea," Jervis retorted, kicking one of the pieces into the helicopter and another back towards the house. Only when the pieces were completely scattered, did Jervis drop his sword with an exhausted exhale.
"I've been carrying that rage inside me for over two hundred years," he sighed, shoulders sagging with relief.
"Why didn't you tell me?" Doc asked.
"I couldn't speak of it," Jervis said apologetically. "I couldn't even say his name. The anger, the rage... He killed them. He killed our entire family. Drugged them first, at a banquet. I just happened to be late because I was out riding our lands. When I got home, he was ripping my daughter's head from her shoulders, and everyone else was already... dead."
Jervis's eyes turned black, and he whispered, "I fought him, but I was overwhelmed with... sorrow and betrayal, and I let him escape. He ran. I ran after him, but..."
He shook his head, grief and regret filling his eyes. "I knew why he'd done it. Solomon had approached me first, promising power and wealth, things I didn't need. I should have known he would go after Eldwin next, but even if I had thought of it, I wouldn't have expected... Eldwin... He was my brother. What was mine was his. We needed nothing. We weren't in want. How could he?" Jervis met Doc's eyes and whispered bleakly, "How could he?" 
"I don't know," Doc said, gripping Jervis's shaking shoulder. "But it's over now. He's dead. They're both dead."
"And so is my family," Jervis said, voice flat.
"Yes. But you are not."
A horrible realization struck Doc. Jervis was finally free. He could go anywhere, do anything. He didn't have to hide or bide his time. He was free.
"What will you do?" Doc asked softly.
Jervis straightened, eyes flashing. "I don't know what you mean. In case you've forgotten, I have a hotel to run."
"But you don't have to," Doc pointed out. "You don't have to hide; you're free now."
"Shows how much you know," Jervis snorted. "As if I would just hand off Dulcis to some wet behind the ears idiot."
"You said Winslow is your right hand man," Doc argued.
Jervis rolled his eyes. "That cheerful bastard? Don't be ridiculous; Pierre would eat him alive."
Doc grinned, done trying to convince him. He didn't want Jervis to leave; he honestly couldn't even bear the thought. He needed Jervis. He always had.
"Alright," Doc said seriously, "you can stay. But from now on I'm requiring you to take at least eight weeks of vacation a year."
"Eight weeks!" Jervis exclaimed. "That's goddamn ridiculous! One week."
"Six weeks," Doc countered.
"Two."
"Four," Doc growled.
"Three, and that's as high as I'll go," Jervis spat.
"Deal," Doc said happily. "Just don't take them all at once," he added after a moment. "Spread them out a bit. A couple days here, a couple days there." Jervis raised an eyebrow, and Doc laughed before saying, "Do whatever you want." He paused for a second, then added, "I'm glad you're staying. I consider the day I met you one of the luckiest of my life."
"It was," Jervis responded. "For both of us."
Doc grinned widely and said, "I suppose we should go kill the Sons now."
"I expect Mr. Jury already has."
"Jury's here?"
"As if I could have stopped him," Jervis stated.
Doc laughed as he and Jervis walked back down the corridor. The room Doc had met Solomon inside was full of dead men, and Jury was sitting in Solomon's chair, smoking a cigarette, feet up near the fire.
"I definitely won this time," Jury said lazily.
"You definitely did," Doc laughed. "How did you do it without your gun?"
"What do you mean without my gun?"
"Magic doesn't work in here; my knife was useless."
"Simple fix," Jury said with a shrug.
Doc's hand went to his chest, and relief washed through him when he felt the handle of his knife. He'd missed it.
"Witches," Doc muttered.
"Can we get out of here now?" Jury asked. "I missed a hot date for this."
"Yeah," Doc said. "Let's go."
Once they were outside the house, Doc turned to look at it, then said, "Burn it down."
"You really like burning things," Jury muttered, magic flaring along his fingertips. He took the smoldering cigarette from his mouth and tossed it into the air, and fire burst from it like an explosion, coating the entire house with flames.
"Nice work," Doc said.
"Some of my best," Jury agreed.
Several hours later, Doc watched contentedly as Jury ate another steak and Jervis sipped his disgustingly sweet cordial. Doc slipped off his shoes and leaned back, propping his feet up on the coffee table.
"Goddamn, Doc, my food is there," Jury grunted, scooting to the side.
"My feet are clean," Doc laughed. "Maybe."
"Like I'd trust you," Jury snorted. "Are you still feeling unlucky? If you are, we should play gin again."
Doc shook his head and took a lazy sip of whiskey. "I actually feel pretty goddamn lucky right now."
"You owe me at least a hundred merlins."
"We never bet on it, and I didn't actually count the bodies," Doc countered.
"Don't pull that goddamn shit on me," Jury snarled. "You know I won."
"Yes, you won," Doc laughed. "I'll buy you a plaque."
"That's... Actually," Jury said, a thoughtful look crossing his face. "Can it say 'Jury won'?"
"If that's what you want it to say."
"No, no. It needs to say, 'Jury beat Doc'."
"For the first time in a hundred years," Jervis interjected.
"Stay out of this!" Jury snapped.
Doc laughed softly. Solomon had been a fool. For five thousand years he'd struggled to stay living, struggled to reach true immortality, struggled to become a god. But that wasn't living. This was living. There were losses, and there were wins. There was laughter, and there were tears. There was both joy and sorrow. Both luck and no luck. There had to be both, or you would never be able to appreciate the good. You would just expect it.
Doc pushed his thoughts aside and gave himself fully over to the moment.
"Doc?" a small voice whispered from behind the couch. "What're you doing?"
"Drinking," Doc replied. "What're you doing?"
"I can't sleep," Addison said, crawling over the side of the couch and curling into Doc's side. "Will you tell me a story?"
"Does it have to have unicorns?" Doc asked, running his hand over Addison's unruly red hair.
"I wanna hear a story about mermaids," she mumbled sleepily.
"Jury knows more about mermaids than I do," Doc said.
"No, I don't!" Jury exclaimed.
"What about Eleson?"
Jury turned bright red and stuttered, "That's not... I can't tell that story. She's like three."
"I'm five," Addison grumbled.
"I'll tell you a story," Jervis offered.
"Does it have mermaids?"
"Yes."
"Okay," she said, already half asleep.
"Once upon a time there was a boy down by the sea collecting shells to give to his mother," Jervis began.
Doc grinned. This was one of Bree's favorite stories, and Jervis told it so well.
"He'd made a large pile of shells," Jervis continued, "when the tide rolled in and washed them back into the ocean."
"Oh no," Addison whispered sluggishly. "Wha he do?"  
"He ran after them, ignoring the pleas of his... brother not to. The boy swam in the ocean all the time, but the waves were mischievous that day; and they grabbed hold of the boy's legs, pulling him far, far out to sea, much farther than the boy could swim."
"Wake up," Doc said, shaking Addison gently. "This is the best part."
Jervis ignored Doc's interruption and continued his tale. "The boy swam and floated for what felt like hours, but eventually he could move his little arms no longer, and he began to sink. He held his breath, struggling to reach the surface again, and just as he was about to give up, a pair of arms wrapped around him and carried him up above the water."
"A mermaid?" Addison gasped.
"A mermaid," Jervis confirmed. "Her hair was shiny blue like the sparkling water, and she looked the boy in his frightened eyes and said, 'Fate doesn't want you today, little boy'."
Doc loved that part.
"She carried him to the shore and washed him gently up onto the sand. The boy waved and waved until he couldn't see her anymore, and when he looked down, the beach was covered with shells."
"Wow!" Addison breathed. "Did he pick them up?"
"Yes. He and his brother picked them all up and carried them home to their mother."
There was a box of them in the sub-subbasement, right next to Doc's first medical bag.
"Was the mermaid pretty?" Addison asked.
"Gorgeous."
"Too bad you didn't ask her name," Addison murmured.
"But I did," Jervis said solemnly.
"You did?"
"It was Addison."
"No!" Addison gasped.
"It was."
And when Jervis had told the story to Bree, the mermaid's name was Bree.
"Off to bed with you," Doc chuckled.
"Tuck me in," Addison pleaded.
Doc stood and walked back to her room with her, lifting her up and tucking her into her bed.
"Did he make it up?" she asked as Doc kissed her forehead.
"Nope."
"Wow."
"Sleep well, little unicorn," Doc whispered.
When he returned to the sitting room, the atmosphere had changed, mostly because Simon was pacing in front of the door.
"There you are!" he exclaimed when he saw Doc.
"I assume something has gone wrong?" Doc drawled.
"The witch's council is making a play for power," Simon said urgently.
"Then we don't have much time, do we?" Doc murmured.
"What? No, I mean, they're meeting with the council right now. We need to get down there, so you can make your argument."
"No," Doc said. "I don't think so."
"What do you mean you don't think so?!" Simon snapped. "If you don't go down there and fight this, the council might vote in their favor."
"In my experience," Doc said, "in situations like this, everyone has already made up their mind, so either the council will vote for me or against me."
"What?" Simon exclaimed.
"If you would like to go lobby my case, feel free."
"What the hell are you going to be doing?" Simon demanded.
"Shutting down Blackwater."
"How did I not see that coming?" Simon groaned.
"I can't say," Doc chuckled. "Jury, I need you to send a message to August asking for his immediate assistance, and then I need you to call your mother. We're going to need all the help we can get."
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"Calm down, Jeter," Andrew soothed his horse. "They're probably just here to see Pecos." The coyotes slunk closer; Jeter shied again and bucked. "Jeter, knock it off!" Andrew snapped, holding on with his knees. When he looked back towards the coyotes, they had surrounded him, muzzles snarling.
"Whoops; I don't think they're here to see Pecos after all," Andrew muttered, reaching for his gun, but before he grasped it, one of the coyotes leaped across Jeter's back ripping Andrew from his saddle.
They landed with a thud on the side of the slippery ravine and slid halfway down towards the raging, muddy water. Andrew pushed the coyote off and tried to gain his feet, but the other coyotes hurdled into the ravine on top of him before he could.
Andrew fumbled for a knife, but the mud was so slick he couldn't get a grip on it. He gasped as sharp teeth slid through the skin on his arm and flinched as his flesh tore. He tried to jerk loose, but more teeth sunk into his arm, and the coyotes began dragging him towards the deep water at the bottom of the ravine. He had to get free.
He turned, grasping the coyote that was tearing at his shoulder, and shoved its jaw open, but he was already so weak he couldn't do more than just hold it. He breathed deeply, reaching into the well and pushing all the power he could down his arms and into his hands. Then he used the strength to rip the coyote's head in half. Blood spewed everywhere, splattering Andrew's face.
The remaining coyotes immediately released him, gathering around the coyote Andrew had killed and howling mournfully.
The ravine was slick, and the pouring rain was washing the ground away beneath him, but Andrew managed to struggle to his feet before the remaining six coyotes turned towards him again, snarling, eyes burning angrily.
Pain coursed through Andrew, and he struggled to think. He simply couldn't focus well enough to hold them off and heal himself at the same time. He knew his knives were useless because of the slick mud, but he still had his guns.
He fumbled with his duster and grabbed a pistol with each hand, firing as the coyotes pounded towards him. Two dropped before they reached him, but the other four pounced and tackled him into the swirling water below. As Andrew fell, his foot caught on something, and he felt his leg snap as they pulled him under the water.
He fought to get loose, but the coyotes were too strong. His chest tightened. If he didn't get some air soon, he was going to drown. Anger rushed through him. He hadn't worked this hard just to be drowned by a bunch of mangy coyotes.
He channeled the power and ripped his arm out of one's teeth. A wave of dizziness pulled at him, but he ignored it, digging his heels into the mud and wrapping his arm around a coyote's neck, squeezing as hard as he could. With a snap the coyote went limp, and Andrew tossed it to the side as he pushed up through the water and gasped in air.
He didn't have time for more than a single breath, before the remaining three tried to drag him under again. Andrew wrenched to the side and slammed his fist into one's head. It jolted back, and Andrew heard a distinct crack as its neck broke.
Just you and me now," he snarled at the remaining two. They leaped, but he was ready. He shoved one off to the side and grabbed the other one, ramming its muzzle into the mud so hard its jaw snapped.
The last coyote tore at Andrew's neck from behind, and they tumbled back into the water. Water gushed into Andrew's mouth as pain exploded in his neck. He struggled to the surface, spit, and grabbed the coyote, ripping it off his neck, tearing his own flesh as he did, pushing it under the water, and holding it there until it stopped struggling.
KEEP READING 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




And Now a Special Message From Thaddeus Whythe

 
[image: ]
For US: Click Here
For UK: Click Here




Interested in a Psychological Thriller? Check out

 
MY BETTER HALF 
by M.M. Boulder
[image: ]
Excerpt
[image: ] 

Lucille shook her head with irritation as she cleaned up her dirty supper dishes. She didn't have time to deal with emotions and anger right now. She needed to balance the check book and pay the bills. Or pay the bills and balance the check book. She rolled her eyes and sat down at her desk, opening her laptop and pulling out all her statements.
It took her an hour to pay all the bills. Then she started balancing the checkbook. She'd always felt like balancing the checkbook was a waste of time. It's not like the bank was going to get it wrong. But she did it because her mom had taught her to.
She scanned up and down the register, looking for a withdraw posted on the statement. "Wait," she muttered. "That can't be right." She looked at the statement again. "Ten thousand dollars?"
Maybe the bank had made a mistake. She couldn't think of any reason why Richard would withdraw ten thousand dollars. She'd have to ask him in the morning. She circled the amount and finished the rest of the statement. By the time she was done her head was throbbing.
A hot bath and a glass of wine. That would be just the thing. Lucille started the bath, undressed, put on her robe, and went to the kitchen for some wine.
Just as she was opening the cabinet someone grabbed her roughly from behind.
"Where's your cash, lady?"
Lucille froze, and her mind blanked. The man's voice was gravely in her ear, and she could feel his breath on her neck. How? How had he gotten in? Oh god! She was going to die!
"Come on!" he growled. "Where is it?"
She wanted to tell him, she wanted to tell him everything, but she couldn't. She was too scared, too frightened. The fear was too thick in her throat.
"Don't make this difficult," he said, tightening his arm around her throat and ignoring her frantic gasp for air. "Just tell me where it is. I want your jewelry, your silver, anything valuable."
He paused and used his free hand to pull open her robe. Cold air rushed across her breasts, and fear coiled in her stomach. "A quick shag," he whispered, running his tongue along her ear. "And then I'll be on my way."
His hot breath brushed across her cheek, smelling like mushrooms and making her want to vomit. He was going to rape her. She wanted to scream; she wanted to claw at his arm around her throat. She wanted to push his other hand away. The one grasping her naked breast. But she couldn't. She didn't know how.
"Answer me, bitch! You dumb or something?"
A wave of heat rushed through her, melting her fear. How dare he come into her house, grab her boob, and call her a bitch! No one called her bitch! Especially not in her own damn house. Suddenly she wasn't scared anymore. She was angry, furious, enraged; and the anger wanted out.
She was going to kill him. She didn't know how, but she was. He'd pay for touching her. He'd pay for everything.
"Come on, bitch," he snarled, jerking her backwards. "Let's get this over with."
Yes, let's, Lucille thought as the anger suddenly spilled over the top, like a volcano erupting, filling her with righteous fury. She jumped forward, grabbed the wine bottle from the cabinet, spun, breaking his hold, and slammed the bottle into his head.
The bottle hit with a clunk, jarring it out of Lucille's hand, and knocking the robber backwards.
"What the hell?" he snapped, stumbling slightly, but stepping towards her.
Lucille grabbed her wine glass and threw it at his face. The glass broke on contact, cutting his face and tinkling to the floor.
His face turned red with rage, and he roared, "You'll pay for that, bitch!!"
Lucille felt a hint of fear. She didn't know how to stop him. He was so much bigger than her, so much stronger. She glanced at the counter and grabbed the only thing there, a fork. She rushed forward, dodging his arms, and stabbed him in his eye before he could stop her.
He screamed in pain, grabbing at her wrist, but she had become too enraged to notice.
"Nobody calls me BITCH!" she yelled, fury pouring off her in waves. "Nobody!"
She yanked the fork out and stabbed his other eye, pushing the fork as deep as she could. He shoved at her with one hand and clawed at the fork with the other, screaming like a wounded dog on the highway.
"Shut up, you whiny cretin!" she growled.
Her whole body was on fire. Her skin was so hot it felt like she was standing in a furnace. Her brain was seething. All she could think was she had to hurt him, had to punish him, had to make him pay.
He stumbled into the stove, smearing blood all over the shiny steel. She watched him for a moment, growing angrier with every second. He wouldn't stop screaming, and he was making a complete mess of her kitchen.
She ripped a filet knife from the knife block and sliced it across his grasping hands. "I SAID SHUT UP!!" she yelled.
But he didn't. He kept shrieking and calling her terrible names. If he called her bitch one more time... He did.
Overcome with fury, Lucille jumped on him, stabbing him in the throat. He gurgled frantically but the words become lost in the blood gushing out the hole. His fist struck her wildly in the head, but she didn't even feel it.
She stabbed him again and again and again, dropping to the floor with him, stabbing him until his mouth stopped moving and his throat stopped bubbling pale, red bubbles.
She stabbed him once more, then sat on top of him, panting in exhaustion, trying to understand what had just happened. Her body slowly cooled, and with it came the cold, hard reality of what she'd done.
She scrambled off his body, gasping as pain shot up her feet. She glanced at the floor and realized it was covered in broken glass. Now that she wasn't angry, she could feel the cuts on her feet, and they hurt. A lot.
She limped a few steps away and stopped to stare at him. He was dead, whoever he was. He was lying on her kitchen floor in a puddle of blood, totally and completely dead, and she had killed him.
"Oh my god," she whispered. "What have I done?"
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Fellow literary critics, I'm sure you are asking yourself why you
should bother leaving a 5 star review for the Doc books. I ask myself
that same question, but if you don’t... who will? I certainly can’t. T
don’t have hands anymore, not that anyone ever remembers. I point
this out because people who don’t like something ALWAYS make
time to leave a critical review, which confounds me, but I digress,

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

the hero of the series.

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

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

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

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