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Chapter 1

 
[image: ] 


Doc Holliday flattened himself against his closet wall and whispered desperately into his phone, "Jury, you have to help me."
"Nah," Jury laughed.
"Are you in here, Sir John?" Mrs. Jury trilled. She was inside his bedroom now, just inches from the closet door. "You can't hide from me," she said, voice filled with laughter.
For a moment she was silent, then she murmured, "Oh my, what an absolutely luxurious bed."
It was a luxurious bed. It was perfect for making love to beautiful women; just not Mrs. Jury.
Sweat poured down Doc's back, and he tried to sink into the closet's paneling. "Jury!" he hissed. "Seriously!"
"I can't," Jury giggled. "I'm busy."
"Are you drunk?!" Doc demanded.
"Drunk? No."
"Come back to bed, Tommy," a woman's muffled voice said poutily,
"You were shot!" Doc hissed. "When I left, you had seven bullet holes, and you were half dead."
"I have an excellent doctor."
"That's not what you said!"
"You'll be fine," Jury said carelessly. "Just handle it."
"Handle it?! Handle your mother?!"
"Yeah."
The line went dead, and Doc stared at his phone furiously. Jury had specifically said, no demanded, that Doc not handle her, and now he was saying to handle her.
He closed his eyes with a sigh. He'd just wanted to take a goddamn nap. Was that too much to ask?
"I can hear you breathing in there," Mrs. Jury said seductively as she opened the closet door and stepped inside. Doc jumped forward and hastily grabbed a pair of pants, wishing he'd thought to do it sooner.
"My, my," she said throatily, gliding across the floor until she was right in front of him. "There's really no need to put those on, Sir John."
"There is," he stuttered, class and sophistication jetting out the window, replaced with a very strong sense of self-preservation. "I have an errand that can't be put off."
"I'm sure it can wait." She traced the edges of his tattoo with a warm, glowing finger. He could feel her magic sparkling over his skin, and he fought to keep his body from moving towards her and his hands from reaching for her.
"The infamous Holliday tattoo," she murmured. "It's quite charming. Really accentuates your... muscles." She leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to the very center of his chest, and Doc jerked backwards.
"Mrs. Jury..." he stammered.
"Abigail," she purred.
"Abigail. This is a conversation we'll have to have another day. My errand can't be put off."
Her eyes narrowed. "It's barely morning. You wouldn't be trying to run away from me, would you?"
"No!" he gasped. He could not think of a worse position to be in. On one hand, he stood to bring down the anger of the entire Jury clan on his head. On the other, he stood to offend a very powerful witch. And the only thing worse than a scorned woman, was a scorned woman who was also a witch.
He took a deep breath. There had to be a way to get out of this without getting killed. "Abigail," he said, trying to move past her towards the closet door. "There is nothing I'd love more than... spending more time with you right now." His cleverness and quick wit had utterly deserted him; he could barely form words let alone complete sentences.
"I can see that," she murmured, eyes dropping to his fully erect manhood.
"Goddamn it," he growled, struggling to get his uncooperative legs into his pants. "Yes, well, I mean..."
"It's all right, John," she said, placing her hand on his arm. Heat shot down his arm to his groin, and he swallowed a groan. "You don't have to be scared," she murmured. "We both want this."
Oh holy hell. He did have to be scared. He had to be very, very scared. He was going to have to move to Tibet and become a monk if he didn't handle this well. He yanked his pants up the rest of the way, grimacing as he pulled them closed.
"But I really... And Jury said, and I..." He trailed off. He sounded like an idiot, and he was still no closer to the door.
"I'm over four hundred years old," she laughed, clever fingers trailing over his hips. "I don't need my whelp of a son looking after me."
She really did though, because despite her age she was hopelessly naive. Bosch had played her like a violin, and Doc still wasn't sure if she realized it. But that wasn't the point. The point was that he needed to get out of this room before he did something he couldn't undo.
He grabbed a shirt off a hanger, thrust his arms through the sleeves, and started to button it. Her silky fingers unbuttoned it. He closed his eyes, trying desperately not to grab her or push her away.
"Mrs... Abigail," he hissed, attempting to close off the part of his mind that felt pleasure. "I can't..." Her hand slid down his chest. "Not right now!" he gasped.
"I think you can," she breathed.
He could. He really, really could. No one ever needed to know.
The doorbell rang, and Doc jerked away from her, relief and disappointment warring within him.
"Errand," he said dumbly, hoping it wasn't just Rosa, his maid.
He rushed from the closet, buttoning his shirt as he went, and threw open his front door before she could tackle him and pull him into his bed.
He stared at the four figures standing in his doorway, confusion chasing away all remnants of lust.
"What the hell're you doing here?" he demanded.
"Um... I'm sorry, Mr. Holliday, I know it's early, and we didn't call first, but Johnny said..." Frankie trailed off, cheeks red with embarrassment.
Johnny Baker stepped forward boldly. "I said that you've gotten into so much trouble lately we'd better cash in our favors before you're arrested."
Doc stared at the four children in utter shock. He'd just wanted a nap. And a bottle or two of whiskey. And an interesting book. And a woman... Mrs. Jury. In his bedroom. Probably naked and in his bed.
He swallowed a groan. God, he actually wanted her. Who wouldn't want her? She was gorgeous, and he could nearly taste the power oozing from her. Making love to her would be... spectacular. 
He nearly closed the door in their faces, but instead he grinned widely and said, "Actually, your timing couldn't be more perfect."
"It couldn't?" Frankie asked in confusion.
"Not at all. Come in." He opened the door, gesturing for them to enter. "Whiskey? Sorry, not used to underaged visitors. Water?"
"No, thank you," Frankie said tightly. "And I'm not sure we should come in..."
"It's fine. Mrs. Jury is here."
"Which Mrs. Jury?" Jules demanded.
"Abigail Jury," Doc replied.
"Abigail Jury?" Jules stuttered. "As in the most powerful female witch on the continent?"
That was more than a little concerning.
"I hope not," Doc said with a short laugh. "Abigail, please come meet my errand." He was finding it difficult to call her Abigail. He'd been calling her "your mother" or "Mrs. Jury" for a hundred years now, and Abigail didn't exactly roll off the tongue.
She must not have been lying naked in his bed, which was too bad, he'd kind of enjoyed envisioning her there, because she walked out immediately, brow furrowed.
"Oh my god!" Jules exclaimed. "It is her!"
"Who are these children, Sir John?" Abigail asked carefully.
"These are my errand, the Baker children. They did a favor for me a week or so ago, and I owe them a favor in return. This is Frankie, witch babysitter, Jules and Johnny, witch twins, and Addison, witch unicorn."
"I'm not a unicorn," Addison giggled.
"You're not? Then how come you have a horn growing out of your forehead?" Doc pretended to inspect it. "It's quite colorful. Purple and fuchsia, if I'm not mistaken."
Addison clapped her hands to her head. "I don't feel anything!" she exclaimed.
"It's magical, my dear. Of course you don't," Doc said dismissively.
Abigail was watching him with a guarded expression, and he wasn't sure if that was a good or a bad thing.
"Will you be heading home now, Abigail?" he asked, taking her elbow and moving her towards the door.
"Oh no," she said with a throaty laugh. "I'm staying at Dulcis for a little while."
All of Doc's training and discipline deserted him. "You're what?!" he exclaimed.
"Staying here," she murmured. "I'll be waiting for you this evening," she added, tracing a finger down his cheek. She surveyed him slowly. "I do believe I prefer you naked and ready."
He gulped, trying very hard not to imagine her naked. "Jury!" he exclaimed. "I have a thing tonight. Jury needs me..."
"My son can wait his turn," she said. She smiled, and Doc held back a shudder. She looked like a cat who'd just caught the fattest mouse in the house. Something terrible was going to have to happen to him between now and tonight if he didn't want to do something very stupid.
The door closed behind her, and Doc stared at it dumbly.
"You can't sleep with Abigail Jury," Jules said sternly. "She's married."
"Doesn't matter," Doc said distractedly.
"It does too matter," Jules gasped. "You can't go around sleeping with married women."
"I can if they're available," Doc muttered. "Why am I discussing this with you? You're what, ten?"
"Eleven," Jules said stiffly. "Abigail Jury is married to Phillip Jury. He's the first son of a third son, and he's seventh in line for a dukedom."
"What?" Doc asked. "How do you even know that?"
"Witch pedigree one oh one, duh."
"Witch pedigree?"
"They attend a special Hidden academy for witches," Frankie cut in. "Look, I'm sorry we barged in on you, Mr. Holliday. I... I..."
"They blackmailed you because you're a norm, but their parents don't know it, so they hold it over your head to get you to do things for them, which you do because you want to keep your job," Doc surmised.
"Exactly," Frankie said wearily. "I should just tell them, I suppose."
"Where's the fun in that?" Doc laughed. "I'll order breakfast. Which reminds me, how exactly did you get up here?"
"Jervis let us up," Johnny said.
"Of course he did."
Doc picked up his phone and called Jervis.
"Sir?"
"Am I not paying you enough?"
"Sir?"
"I've had two unwanted visitors this morning."
"Mrs. Jury found her own way up. She is a witch after all."
"You could've warned me."
"I... Well, I..."
"Is that a hint of amusement I hear in your voice?"
"Certainly not, sir!"
"Certainly," Doc sighed. "I don't suppose there's any way to keep her out?"
"I don't suppose. She's rather beautiful."
"Not the point, Jervis. What about the Baker children?"
"They said you owed them a favor, and I know how seriously you take favors, sir."
Doc sighed heavily. "Fine. Give yourself a raise then."
"I did just this morning."
"Good. And send up breakfast for five."
"Yes, sir."
"And Jervis?"
"Yes?"
"If the Jurys come by, you will let me know?"
"Certainly, sir."
"And provide a distraction so I can get the hell out?"
"I have a trained monkey just for such an occasion, sir."
"Keep it up, and I'll think you have a sense of humor."
"We wouldn't want that, sir. Breakfast will be right up."
Doc disconnected and turned to study the children. They were standing awkwardly in Doc's entryway, just staring at him with wide, uncertain eyes; and he could tell Frankie was deeply regretting her decision to bring them.
"Sit," Doc said, gesturing through an archway towards his dining room table. "Breakfast will be up soon, and I don't bite; I swear."
Addison giggled and walked past him, crawling onto one of his dining room chairs. "I like it here; the top is big," she said, pointing towards the high ceiling.
The other children followed her and sat down as well, apprehension making them wary.
"You're all very silent now," Doc said as he poured himself a cup of whiskey.
"Is that alcohol?" Jules asked. "It's not even eight yet."
"So?"
"You shouldn't be drinking so early, should you?"
"Why not?"
"Well... Because!"
"You have an awful lot of rules for an eleven year old," Doc said casually as he sat across from her.
"They're not my rules," she said. "They're THE rules."
"Oh." Doc took a large drink. "So who made them up?"
"Nobody made them up. They just are." Her little brow was furrowed with agitation.
"No," he countered. "Somebody made them up. Rules don't exist for deer or birds. Just people. So some person, somewhere, made up the first rule and told everyone else to follow it."
They all stared at him in dazed silence.
"Too early for philosophizing?" he asked cheerfully.
They didn't respond, so Doc went on. "The way I figure it, life is a great big game board and we're pieces in play, all of us, but somebody got to the board before we did, before there were rules, and this somebody made up the rules, and then told us that's how the game is played. But in reality, there are no rules."
"That's... But... What're you saying?" Frankie demanded. "There're rules for a reason. You can't just go around stealing or murdering."
"Why not?"
"Because it's not right!!" she said emphatically.
"Maybe," Doc said, tossing back the rest of his whiskey. He was too tired to go through the effort of explaining to them why they were wrong.
His front door opened, and Doc watched as Jervis pushed in a cart loaded with covered platters. Jervis wheeled it into the dining room and set a platter in front of each of them, removing the lids as he went.
"Will there be anything else, sir?" he asked politely after he'd laid down the silverware and filled glasses with water and milk.
"Bring in Thaddeus, will you? I feel rude not including him when I have company."
"Certainly." Jervis gave a slight nod before exiting the dining room.
"Eat up," Doc said cheerfully. The Baker children and their babysitter were out of their league, and he had a feeling they were just beginning to realize it. None of them had regained their general enthusiasm and chatter from the other day, which was fine with him. He wasn't really up to mindless chatter. He just hoped their favor was an easy one.
Abigail and her warm fingers danced through his mind. Never mind. He hoped their favor involved Canada or Russia or Australia. Anywhere but here.
"Here you are, sir," Jervis intoned as he set Thaddeus's pot on a high stool beside Frankie.
"Thank you, Jervis. Just remember what I said about the Jurys."
"Of course."
Jervis left, and Doc dug into his food. Just twelve hours ago, he hadn't been sure he'd ever eat another breakfast or make love to another woman. He stopped himself from following that particularly lovely train of thought and focused on his plate.
After several bites, Doc cast a glance at Thaddeus and said, "You're awfully quiet, Thaddy, old boy."
"It's rude to speak when you haven't been introduced to the guests," Thaddeus said stiffly.
Frankie dropped her fork with a sharp scream. "Who said that?!" she gasped.
"Thaddy," Doc answered, pointing towards the plant.
"It's... That's... It's a plant," Frankie finally managed to say.
"Yes," Doc agreed.
"How many times must I explain this?" Thaddeus ground out. "I'm not a plant. I'm a man."
"In plant form," Doc added.
"Well, yes."
"So basically a plant."
"No need to get rude," Thaddeus grumped.
"I just don't want the children to get confused," Doc chuckled. "Children, this is Thaddeus, once a man, now a talking plant. Thaddeus, this is Frankie, she's the tall one. Jules and Johnny are the twins, and Addison is the unicorn." Addison giggled happily. "By the way, Addison, the chef added extra unicorn breath to the eggs this morning," Doc said in an undertone.
"Really?"
"Really."
Addison turned back to her plate with gusto. "I love unicorn breath!" she exclaimed around a mouthful.
Frankie was still staring at Thaddeus's pot. "But... And... But..."
"Yes, I agree," Doc said. "It is quite strange, but you get used to it."
"Him," Thaddeus ground out. "Not it, him."
"Sorry, old boy. Now that I've introduced you, play nice."
"How did you get turned into a plant?" Johnny asked excitedly.
"I ate too many vegetables," Thaddeus said.
"Really?" Johnny gasped, glancing at his plate and pushing the vegetable omelet to the side.
"He's kidding!" Frankie snapped. "Isn't he?" she asked, looking to Doc for confirmation.
"I've never known Thaddeus to kid," Doc said with a shrug. "So what's your favor?"
"Oh god," Frankie moaned. "Here we go."
"What?" Doc asked, a strange sense of foreboding creeping its way up his spine.
"Well, here's the thing," Johnny began, voice serious, "I think we should each get a favor. Frankie, Jules, and me."
"That wasn't the deal," Doc stated.
"We didn't really work out the details at the time," Johnny said slyly. "Jules and I both got punished, and you put Frankie in a terrible position; I think it's only fair."
Doc studied him through narrowed eyes. "Are you studying to be a lawyer?"
"No, sir. I want to go into politics."
Doc sighed. "Of course you do."
This day was going from bad to worse. He wished he could rewind it and just sink into Abigail's arms and forget about the consequences. He had to die sometime, didn't he? He shook his head. He'd been through this. He wasn't ready to die yet. Not today, not tomorrow, not the next day. And since he wasn't ready to die...
"What exactly do you want?"




Chapter 2
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Johnny gleamed rather triumphantly, and Doc chose not to ruin his excitement by explaining that at this point the Bakers were the lesser of two evils.
"Frankie's favor is for you to take us around the Hidden," Johnny explained. "If she's going to keep being our babysitter, she needs some experience. We've been trying to teach her, but she's not really catching on."
"Is that really what you want?" Doc asked Frankie. It didn't take much to see that Johnny was running the whole outfit, and that Jules was his right-hand man. Frankie may think she was in charge, but the twins had her so tied up, she didn't know which way was left.
"Um... It seems like a good idea," Frankie stuttered.
"But is it what you want?" Doc asked again.
"I don't really know what else I'd ask for."
"How about a lesson in subduing cocky witches?" Doc suggested. The hairs on the back of his neck suddenly tingled, and he cast a glare at Jules. "Let's get something straight right here and right now," he said sternly. "The only witches who've ever been foolish enough to use magic against me died. Do not think you can control me or manipulate me or force me to your will." He glanced between the twins, eyes hard, and they both swallowed nervously.
"The item you gave me is not worth three favors," he continued. "In fact, if you'd like, I can give it back to you, and we can be done with this whole charade. I'm only here because your timing worked in my favor."
"Yes," Thaddeus said. "He was inches away from making a very poor decision."
"You could've helped me out," Doc complained.
"I considered it," Thaddeus said thoughtfully. "But in the end, I'm still a man, and I admit to some curiosity about—"
"Anyway," Doc interrupted. "If you try my patience, I will call your parents and rat you out."
"But you stole from them," Jules accused.
"Actually, I didn't. You willingly gave me what I asked for." He grinned at them. He could see the little wheels in their minds turning, but he had them cornered, and in a minute they'd realize that. They weren't stupid after all, just overly confident.
A purple haze suddenly surrounded Johnny and Jules, and inside it they whispered frantically. Doc couldn't hear them, but since he could read lips he knew exactly what they were saying.
"I hate it when they do that," Frankie muttered.
"The pay must be very good," Doc said.
"It is."
"Then I suppose you're going to have to get more clever."
"How?"
Doc shrugged, still following Johnny and Jules' conversation. He chuckled softly.
The purple haze faded, and Jules turned to face him. "Johnny and I will both swear that you broke into our house and stole the ring."
"I thought the rules were very important to you," Doc chided.
She blushed. "Well, they are, but..."
"But it's okay to lie if it gets you what you want?"
"Well..." She stumbled for an answer but couldn't seem to think of one.
"Interesting. You showed up at my door, you berated me for adultery and early morning drinking; and yet as soon as the rules become inconvenient, you no longer care?"
Jules turned pale and bright red in sequence, and her mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.
"Naughty, naughty," Doc chastised. "See, I've been at this a very long time," he added, grinning sharply. "You cannot play me. The best you can hope for is that I'll go along with your madcap schemes. Do I make myself clear?"
Frankie's face was stark white. "I don't think this is a good idea," she stuttered. "We should go."
"It's fine," Doc said, keeping his eyes on Johnny and Jules. "We're just working out the details of our relationship. Isn't that right, Johnny?"
"Yes, Mr. Holliday. We will not use magic on you; we will not try to manipulate you or play you; we will not lie to get our way," Johnny replied stiffly.
"Excellent," Doc said. "Now back to the favors. Is that really the favor you want, Frankie?"
Her eyes were huge, and, for a moment, she just stared at him. "I'm not sure I'm okay with this," she finally said.
"I have excellent references," Doc said as he ate a slice of bacon. "In addition, I have not killed a child in over seventy-five years, and I can assure you he had it coming."
Her eyes widened even more. "Why would you kill a child?" she whispered.
"To be perfectly honest, I was a tad distracted at the time, and he snuck up on me and shoved a knife in my back." Doc shook his head irritably. "Wouldn't you know she was in on it? They were a mother-son assassin team. I knew she was out to get me from the beginning, I just didn't anticipate... Well, never mind. That's hardly the point."
"I wasn't going to say it," Thaddeus said firmly. "If I may offer my opinion, Frankie, I suggest you take these wayward witches home. Doc Holliday will bring you nothing but trouble."
"He's not one of my references," Doc shrugged.
"It's not entirely his fault," Thaddeus droned on. "Trouble seems attracted to him."
"Fortunately, so is luck," Doc broke in.
"I was going to mention that. I don't know why you always interrupt me."
"Sorry, old boy. Do go on."
"He will most likely ruin your life," Thaddeus said.
"Probably not," Doc countered. "I haven't ruined anyone's life in a long time."
"So you say," Thaddeus retorted.
Doc's phone rang, and he glanced at the screen. It was Aine.
"Calling to apologize?" Doc asked when he answered.
"I am sorry," Aine said.
"You're not."
"I am; I should've told you," she said.
"Alright," Doc sighed. "You're forgiven."
"Thank you. I... Anyway, Jervis hasn't told me what to do with the prisoners. I can't keep them here; we're reopening tomorrow night."
"What prisoners?" Doc demanded.
"The Acolytes."
"You have some?"
"Jervis didn't tell you?"
"He may have thought I was otherwise occupied," Doc said.
"Oh."
"Not like that." Doc glanced at the children. He wanted Edgar Achaean, but he'd been planning to wait a day or two anyway, and it's not like he could torture anyone with the Bakers trailing after him. The Acolytes would have to wait.
"I'll have Jervis send someone to pick them up," Doc said. "Are you okay?"
"I've been better," Aine replied. "I can't think what would have happened if Bosch's plan had succeeded. And if you expect me to call you Sir John you have another thing coming."
Doc laughed. "Please don't. I've had enough 'Sir Johns' for one day. I'll stop by later."
"You'd better. The faro table was hit."
"No," Doc breathed. "I love that table; it's an antique."
"We can probably patch it."
"It's alright," he said, chuckling softly. "It adds character. And I suppose now that there's been a shootout, the Banshee is a legitimate gambling hall."
"Yeah," Aine agreed dryly. "I'll be sure to use that in my next advertisement. Gamble here, where Doc Holliday, sorry, Sir John Holliday killed Hieronymus Bosch. See the blood stains, touch the bullet holes."
"I like it," Doc chuckled.
"You would."
Doc disconnected with a laugh and called Jervis. "You didn't tell me we had prisoners."
"You were busy, sir."
"No excuses; I redact your raise."
"Tragic."
"Send someone over to the Banshee to pick them up and take them to one of the safe houses. Have a guard stay with them."
"Certainly, sir."
"Good." Doc paused for a moment, then added, "Raise reinstated."
"I'm ecstatic, sir."
Doc rolled his eyes and disconnected. The children, even Addison, were peering at him with wide-eyed disbelief.
"Prisoners?" Johnny breathed. "Who? Why? What did they do?"
"Never mind that. What's your favor?"
"But... Are they bad?"
"Of course they're bad. Favor?"
"Like how bad?"
"I don't have all day," Doc ground out. "What's your favor?"
"Will you teach me to fight?" Johnny asked, eyes wide with hope.
Johnny's face suddenly blurred, turning into a darker face, a grown-up face with serious dark eyes and a wide smile.
"Teach me to fight, Francisco," young John Holliday begged.
Francisco laughed. "Mother would kill me, pup."
"We don't have to tell her."
"She has eyes in the back of her head."
"Please," John said. "Just teach me to punch. Yesterday a boy called me slow, and I wanted to punch him, but I didn't know how."
"Slow?" Francisco growled. "Who was it?"
John shook his head. "I'm not telling you."
"Why not?"
"I'm twelve years old, Francisco. When is anyone going to let me fight my own fights, huh? It's not like you're always going to be hanging over my shoulder."
Truer words had never been spoken. His mother had died. Francisco had died. He had died. More or less. He sometimes thought they must have all been cursed somehow, and that was why they'd died like they had, coughing up blood, barely old enough to have lived.
"Will you?" Johnny asked, breaking Doc's train of thought.
"What?"
"Teach me to fight?"
"I can't teach you to fight in one day."
Johnny's face fell. "No, I suppose not."
Doc sighed internally. He should just leave it there, but instead he opened his mouth and said, "I'll show you a thing or two, alright?"
"Alright!" Johnny exclaimed.
"And what do you want?" Doc asked Jules.
"To meet Thomas Jury."
"What?" he asked, certain he hadn't heard correctly.
"To meet Thomas Cromwell Jury, eleventh child of Phillip and Abigail Jury, fifteenth in line for a dukedom."
"You really take that witch pedigree seriously, don't you?"
She smiled and gave a very proper nod.
"You forgot the 'sir'," he said.
"The what?"
"He's been knighted."
"No, he hasn't," Jules argued.
"It happened last night after we kill... Anyway. He's Sir Thomas Jury now, Knight Protector of the Hidden."
Jules' eyes glimmered with adoration. "I didn't think he could get more amazing," she breathed. 
Doc laughed and said, "Anyway, I'm not sure Jury will... Are you a fan of Jury's?" he asked carefully. Jury had been a tad grumpy lately, and the last thing he wanted to do was make it worse.
Her entire face lit up. "Absolutely! He's amazing! And so handsome!"
This was too good. In fact, he wouldn't pass this up for the world. "Alright then. Let's go see Jury." Doc grinned at them over his whiskey cup. "This should be fun."
Jules looked absolutely ecstatic, but the other three didn't seem convinced.
Doc set down his empty glass and stood. "I'll see you in a bit, Thaddy, old boy," he said. "Would you like to be moved to a more convenient location?"
"I don't understand why you won't purchase me a television set," Thaddeus grumbled.
"I'll get you an audio book," Doc offered.
"It's not the same."
"So the sitting room?"
"I suppose. One surface is just as good as another."
"Is he always so depressed?" Frankie asked quietly.
"He has been a plant for nearly two hundred years," Doc explained. "I could see how that might get to you. No whiskey, well that's not true; I give him whiskey all the time."
"Which I don't want!" Thaddeus snapped.
"But no women, no fisticuffs, no walking..." Doc trailed off. He couldn't even begin to imagine what Thaddeus's life was like. It sounded awful. "Sorry, old boy. I'll have Jervis send up Rosa with a book. Anything particular you'd like?"
"I don't know. How about something on the taxonomy of angiosperms?"
"What?"
"He wants a book about plants," Frankie said.
"Seriously? How about a mystery? Or a thriller?" Doc suggested.
"No," Thaddeus said quietly. "Angiosperms."
"Alright then." Doc was beginning to feel depressed just being near Thaddeus, so he picked him up and carried him into the sitting room, placing him near the window so he could at least see outside. Then he dumped half a bottle of brandy into the pot.
He texted Jervis about the book, finished getting dressed, then collected the Baker children plus babysitter and headed for the elevator.
"How did you get here?" he asked. None of his cars could hold four children.
"We took the bus," Frankie said.
"The bus?" Doc cringed.
"The bus."
"We'll have to walk then."
"Why can't we take the bus?" Addison asked.
"I'm not allowed on buses," Doc said. "I always cause a fuss with the ladies."
"That's not true," Jules snorted.
"How do you know?" Doc countered.
"I don't think you're handsome at all," Jules said stoutly.
"Jules!" Frankie gasped.
"It's alright, Frankie. As difficult as this is to believe, there are some people who just don't like me, and Jules here seems to be one of them. You'll have to remind me to give you the number for the I Hate Doc Holliday Club. I'm sure they'd love to have you."
"Mr. Holliday, I am so sorry," Frankie apologized. "They insisted on coming, but they're acting like brats. I'm sure you didn't mean what you said about the favor; I'll just take them home."
The elevator doors opened into the lobby, and Doc stopped Frankie from exiting by pushing the button to close the doors.
"First of all," he said. "Call me Doc. Second of all, I was completely serious. I will provide your favors as requested. I always honor my favors. Always."
"But... I'm not sure Mr. and Mrs. Baker would be happy if they knew," Frankie said miserably.
"I wasn't going to mention this," Doc said seriously, "but I'm also a knight now. Sir John Holliday. Really rolls off the tongue, don't you think?" He waited a second for her to agree, but she just gaped at him, eyes confused. "I would argue," he added, "that spending time with me will only increase their chances of success in the Hidden."
Frankie started to laugh, but realized he was serious and stopped herself. "Really?" she asked doubtfully.
"Really. But if you would feel better, I can just give their parents a call and ask permission to take them around."
She paled, and he knew he had her. She really didn't want them finding out she was a norm. Some lies weren't worth keeping up, but she hadn't learned that yet; she would soon enough.
He pushed the open button and led them through the lobby's revolving doors and out onto the street. "This way," he said cheerfully, turning to the left.
Addison jogged up to him and grabbed his hand. "Where do they keep the unicorns?" she asked.
"No one knows," he said mysteriously. "Every couple weeks or so a delivery of unicorn breath just shows up."
"Why can't I see it?"
"Have you ever been kissed by a unicorn?"
"No," she gasped. "Have you?"
"Several times." And that wasn't even a lie. Although she had been in human form at the time. She might take offense to the idea that people ate her breath, but Doc was sure she would forgive him if she met Addison.
"What was it like?" she asked.
Sensual, invigorating, lush. He shook his head slightly and said, "Velvety."
"Ohhh."
It took a little over thirty minutes to walk to Jury's. Addison talked the entire time about unicorns and rainbows and flowers and a bunch of other stuff. Doc listened with half an ear. He hadn't fully relaxed yet from his fight with Bosch and the whole ordeal leading up to it, so he was caught somewhere between cranked up to fight and completely exhausted.
He hoped he could wrap this up soon. And then he'd go hide in one of his safe houses until Mrs. Jury, or Abigail, got tired of waiting for him. He laughed sharply. She'd be able to find him. There was nowhere he could hide.
They entered Jury's building and started across the lobby towards the elevator.
"Mr. Holliday!" Sami called out from her office doorway. "I mean, Doc." She twittered softly as she approached him, completely ignoring the children. "Are we still on for tonight?"
Doc opened his mouth to say "of course" but froze. Abigail. Most powerful female witch on the continent. Waiting for him. Most likely in his bed. Naked. Dark hair swirling around her creamy shoulders.
"Doc?" Sami said.
"I'm afraid I'll have to reschedule," Doc apologized. "I didn't realize my sister was coming into town, and she wants me to show her kids around over the next couple days."
Her face fell, and Doc smiled charmingly. "I'm sorry I didn't call you right away. They've completely thrown me off my game this morning. Children, say good morning to Sami here."
"Morning, Sami!" Jules and Johnny chimed in unison.
Frankie and Addison just grunted.
"It's okay," Sami said forgivingly. "Family comes first."
Doc cupped Sami's elbow gently and pulled her towards his chest. "I'd much rather be with you," he whispered. Her face flamed bright red. "And as soon as they leave, I'll call you."
"Okay," she breathed.
"I promise I'll make it up to you."
"Okay."
Her eyes were wide with desire, and he smiled at her. "I'll see you soon," he murmured.
"Okay," she whispered, wobbling just a bit when he released her.
As they stepped into the elevator, Frankie huffed. "I don't know what you even see in her. She's vapid. Did you hear her? 'Okay, okay, okay.'"
"Tsk, tsk," Doc said. "She's a willing companion for a lovely interlude, and I'm not looking for anything more."
"Don't you get sick of lovely interludes?" she asked.
"Certainly not. It makes for a nice break between the favors and the fighting. And the whiskey drinking, of course."
"Is that all you do?" Jules demanded.
"Pretty much." He winked at Johnny's beaming face and said, "I've got no complaints."
Doc approached Jury's door cautiously. Jury didn't like to be interrupted when he had company, but if Doc had to deal with the Baker children, he felt it was only fair for Jury to suffer as well, especially since he was the one with the ring.
Doc knocked softly, and Jury threw open the door almost immediately. He was only wearing pants, and his hair was wild.
"I was just about to call you!" he exclaimed. He stopped and stared at the children. "Who the hell are they?"
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"Thomas Cromwell Jury," Jules breathed in awe, gazing at Jury with a captivated expression.
Jury looked between Jules and Doc for a quick second before snapping, "Never mind, I don't have time. Get your ass in here!"
"What's going on?" Doc asked cautiously.
"Just get in here!"
Doc herded the children inside.
"Kids, kitchen!" Jury commanded. "That's Amy." He pointed at the barely dressed woman near the kitchen sink. "Amy, these are some kids I don't know."
Jules glared at Amy, and Doc saw her mouth start to move. "No," he said, tapping her head. He knelt to her level and whispered in her ear. "One, Jury is way too old for you. Hold out for another fifty years, and then you can stalk him. Two, if you use magic on Amy I will turn you over to the rot mites."
Her face paled. "You wouldn't!" she gasped.
"I would." Maybe rot mites were real; witches certainly seemed to think so.
"I said get in the kitchen!" Jury snapped. "Now!"
"What's going on?" Doc asked, pushing them towards the kitchen.
"You know the fetishes?"
"Yes," Doc said slowly.
"Some of them are on their way here."
"Wait. But... I put them in my safe."
"Not all of them; I just didn't realize it until about five minutes ago."
Doc's mind whirled. "What do you think they want?"
"I can't imagine they want anything good."
"The witch," Doc murmured.
"What witch?"
"You know, the witch."
"No, I don't know, or I wouldn't have been like 'what witch'!"
Doc sighed. "I don't know why you're in such a bad mood. You have Amy." He gestured towards the kitchen where Amy and the children were standing awkwardly.
"I was interrupted," Jury growled.
"But not by me."
"It would have been by you if it hadn't been for the fetishes."
"But it wasn't," Doc said.
"Goddamn it, Doc! Why the hell are we arguing?"
"I don't know. You started it."
"Didn't! Shit, they're almost here, and..." He gestured towards the kitchen.
"Right. Well, there's really nothing for it," Doc said with a shrug. "It's either let them in or try to explain a bloody entryway to Sami."
Jury shuddered. "She's vicious; I wish I'd never hired her."
"She keeps out the riffraff," Doc stated.
"That's true."
"What's going on?" Johnny asked, voice unsure.
"Some people are coming here," Doc said easily. "They'll probably have guns, and they'll most likely try to kill us."
"Cool!"
Doc winked at him. "It'll at least be interesting."
Jury looked around his apartment with a sigh. "I just don't understand why they didn't go to your place."
"Got me," Doc said.
"I just got my couch back," Jury complained.
"Sorry?"
"Goddamn it! Why can't you ever apologize for real?" Jury demanded. Doc started to respond, but Jury held up a finger and mouthed, "They're here." His eyes narrowed. "Oh hell," he said. "They're using an explosive."
Just as he finished speaking, the door and most of the wall surrounding it suddenly exploded. Doc and Jury both ducked as bits of woods speared through the room, then they patiently waited for the dust to settle. When the room was clear enough, Doc quickly counted. There were only fifteen men. A paltry number even if they were wearing fetishes. But what really concerned him was that they were Acolytes.
"Where're the other talismans?" a medium-sized man with a shaved head demanded. He was wearing an ogre fetish, and Doc wondered if that granted him strength or something else.
"You mean the fetishes?" Doc asked cheerfully.
The man grimaced. "Talismans, filth. We want the talismans."
"I'm a bit confused," Doc said, concealing his hands so his knives weren't visible. "You're Acolytes. Why would you debase yourselves by using cryptid powers?"
"God granted us the strength to remove the filth from the face of the earth," the man replied haughtily.
"I'm not even going to try to point out how convoluted that is," Doc sighed. "Shall we keep one alive?" he asked Jury. "Add him to my collection?"
"I don't see why not," Jury agreed.
"I like the look of the one on the left," Doc said. "He looks somewhat less committed than the others."
"They all look the same to me," Jury replied.
They really did. All their heads were shaved, they were all very serious looking, and they were all wearing white shirts and black pants, which Doc would admit were an improvement over the brown monk cowls.
"Give us the talismans," the leader repeated. "If you give us the talismans, your death will be quick."
Doc burst out laughing, then said with a chuckle, "Tell us where Edgar is, and your death will be quick."
"You're not fit to say his name," the leader growled.
"So be it."
Doc hurled one of his knives across the room. It speared into the leader's chest, tearing a hole right through him, and he dropped dead to the floor. The other Acolytes stared on in horror.
"A fetish is all well and good," Doc explained cheerfully, "if you know how to use it, but it still won't save you from dying."
For some reason Amy started screaming.
"I hate it when they scream," Jury muttered as he fired a round through an Acolyte's skull.
"She's not a keeper, that's for sure," Doc replied as he tossed another knife and another.
"They never are," Jury grunted.
Doc cuffed the man he'd picked out to interrogate, knocking him out cold, then sliced the throat of a man trying to morph into a Takaheni.
Doc's chest burned, and he allowed a part of his mind to enjoy the sensation of strength flowing into him. The other part of his mind tried to figure out why the hell Edgar had only sent fifteen men to collect the fetishes. It just didn't seem smart, for a variety of reasons. While his mind tried to work it out, his hands kept moving, killing another man and another until the remainder of the Acolytes were dead.
Doc glanced around the room to make sure they hadn't missed any. They hadn't. Amy was still screaming, but fortunately, Johnny and Jules had cast a magic bubble around her head so no one could hear her.
"What a mess!" Jury exclaimed. "There's no way—"
Doc heard the elevator door slide open.
"Shit; I don't have time to glamour it all," Jury hissed, glancing frantically at the enormous gap in his wall where the door used to be.
"Mr. Jury, I know I heard..." Sami paused and stared at the carnage, raising an eyebrow in question.
"Um..." Jury stuttered. "We... We were working out a play, and things got a little carried away."
"I'm not stupid, Mr. Jury," Sami said stiffly.
"Then what would you like me to say?" Jury asked.
"You could tell me the truth."
"Um... These are robots?" Jury offered.
"Really?" Sami rolled her eyes. "Obviously these men tried to break into your apartment."
"Yes," Jury agreed.
"And you stopped them."
"Yes."
"Would you like me to call the police?"
"No!" Jury exclaimed. "I mean, I already called them. They're on their way."
"The owner's not going to like this," Sami said with a shake of her head. "But at least you have the renter's insurance."
Doc stared at Sami in confusion. The door and part of the wall were gone. Fourteen obviously dead men were sprawled across the floor. There was blood on the floors, the walls, even the ceiling. Amy was screaming her head off inside a purple bubble. And yet, Sami wasn't freaking out at all. She didn't even seem bothered or upset or remotely fazed.
Sami caught Doc's eye over the dead bodies and said, "I think that one's still alive."
Doc followed her finger. The man he'd knocked out was starting to come around. "No worries," Doc said easily. "I meant to leave him alive."
"Why?" Sami asked.
Suddenly Doc wasn't sure about anything. What if that wasn't really Sami? What if it was an Acolyte wearing Sami's face? What if the Acolytes and Bosch's witch were on the same side? That didn't make sense, but nothing about this made sense.
"Are we still on for tonight?" Doc asked casually.
Sami frowned. "You said you needed to reschedule. The kids, remember?"
Interesting. It was definitely Sami. So why wasn't she bothered? Why wasn't she screaming?
From the corner of his eye, Doc saw Amy collapse to the floor. "Release the bubble," he commanded. "She's run out of air." The purple bubble faded immediately.
Doc looked from Johnny's excited face to Jules' impassive one. They didn't seem bothered either. Addison was sitting on the floor facing the kitchen cabinets, and Frankie was standing right behind her staring at Doc with such a terrified expression he was surprised she wasn't screaming as well.
Doc met Jury's eyes and said flatly, "This kind of went sideways on us, didn't it?"
Jury glanced between Sami and passed out Amy. "Um..." He stepped over several corpses, turned his back on Sami, and mouthed. "This is not good. Like really not good. You think that's really Sami?"
"Pretty sure," Doc mouthed back.
"Why is she... I mean... She's not even yelling at me!"
"I don't get that either."
"She's just standing there!"
Doc glanced back at Sami. She was standing just inside the door, right next to one of the dead Acolytes, watching Doc and Jury curiously.
"Did you do a full background check?" Doc asked.
"Of course I did! What am I, new at this?"
"Sometimes you get distracted by lovely bosoms."
"Please. Even I know better than to sleep with my manager," Jury mouthed irritably.
"So all we need to do is get rid of Sami, find a hypnotist to erase Amy's memory, make sure Frankie doesn't pass out, and call the Worms."
"What about the live one?"
"And call Jervis. Do you think we should hypnotize Sami too?"
"Maybe?" Jury mouthed with a shrug.
"Amy first; Sami second."
"Alright. I'll get rid of her," Jury said.
"I'll call Bennie."
Jury turned around and walked back to Sami. "Listen, Sami," he said. "We'll just stay put until the police come. Maybe you better go down to the lobby and wait for them?"
"That's an excellent idea, Mr. Jury," Sami agreed. "I'll escort them up when they arrive."
Doc didn't bother to watch her leave because Bennie had already picked up.
"What do you want?" Bennie snapped.
"You aren't still mad, are you? I sent Jervis around to release you."
"Five hours! For five hours I was shackled. Do you know how much business I lost in five hours? Do you?!"
"I don't, and I apologize. You still have my business, and I know you're going to charge me double."
"I always do," Bennie huffed.
"I know, and I don't kill you for it. It's the perfect arrangement."
"I suppose. What do you want?"
"I need a hypnotist."
"A real one?"
"Obviously."
"You never know. I have a guy; how soon do you need him?"
"Right now."
"Quick deals cost double."
"So double double?" Doc chuckled.
"Yeah," Bennie said.
"Alright. I need him to come to Jury's."
"He'll be there in twenty."
"It's not Fernsby, is it?"
"It's not." Bennie paused for a beat before adding, "It's Fernsby's son. Fernsby kicked the ol' bucket a couple years ago."
"Damn it, Bennie! You know I hate Fernsby."
"It's not the same Fernsby; you might like him. And anyway, he's the only reliable hypnotist in Denver."
Doc ground his teeth for a moment. "Fine," he finally said. "Just make sure he knows that if he messes with me I'll kill him."
Bennie snorted. "It's always the first thing I say. I don't have time to replace hypnotists, you know, so just keep your knives to yourself."
Doc didn't bother reassuring Bennie. He wasn't in the mood for Fernsby or Bennie, so if either of them rubbed him the wrong way he couldn't say what would happen. 
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Doc rubbed his forehead with one hand. He'd just wanted a nap. Instead he'd gotten Mrs. Jury, the Bakers, the Acolytes, and Fernsby. He wanted to go back to yesterday, when he and Jury were wanted men and on the run from the law. He grinned; that had been a good day.
"Did you count?" Doc asked casually as he walked towards the live one.
"Yep," Jury replied.
"And?"
"I won," Jury said.
"Really?"
"I killed eight. You only got six."
"I'll let you have it," Doc said, quickly lashing his prisoner's wrists together and gagging him tightly with a piece of one of the corpses' shirts.
"You're not letting me have it," Jury snapped. "I do have it! Count if you don't believe me."
"I believe you," Doc laughed. "Did you get the fetishes?"
"I'm not a child," Jury snorted. "I grabbed them when I counted."
"But did you call the Worms?" Doc asked.
"No. Did you call Jervis?"
"No."
Doc quickly sent Jervis a text asking him to send someone over for the Acolyte, then turned to face the children. Frankie was sitting on the floor now with her head on her knees, and Johnny and Jules were patting her awkwardly on the shoulders. Addison was slowly pulling a loose thread out of Amy's shirt.
"Well, that was quite the... um... educational... um..." Doc trailed off. He and Jury had just slaughtered a dozen men in front of them. Even he couldn't find a good way to spin that. Frankly, he was surprised they hadn't run screaming from the room, but they hadn't. In fact, Johnny and Jules looked downright excited. 
"That was amazing!" Johnny said, practically jumping on his toes. "Maybe you could teach me how to throw a knife instead. I bet that shuts people up, huh?"
"Generally," Doc said. "And no. No knives."
"Oh, come on! You just kept pulling them." Johnny ran over to Doc and pulled up Doc's vest to look underneath. "I don't understand. You only have one knife sheath. Where did all the knives come from?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Jules butted in. "Mr. Jury put some sort of spell on the knife. He's so... amazing," she breathed.
Doc cast a quick glance at Jury. He was staring at Jules in absolute horror. "Does she... Is she..." Jury stuttered. "I mean... She's what, ten?"
"Eleven," Doc corrected.
"I don't care! Why did you bring her here?"
"I owe them a favor, and she wanted to meet you."
"No!" Jury exclaimed. "No, no, no, no, no!"
"She's a huge fan," Doc said. "I thought you might—"
"What?! Enjoy having an eleven year old make goo-goo eyes at me?"
Doc started laughing.
"You did this on purpose!" Jury accused. "You know... I mean... I hate this day. I mean, I really, utterly, completely hate it! Which reminds me, did you have sex with my mother?"
"No!" Doc exclaimed. "But she's... What do you want me to do? If she keeps showing up and throwing herself at me..." He shrugged, and Jury stepped towards him with a low growl.
"I want to go home!" Frankie suddenly announced.
"What?" Doc turned to look at her. She had stood, but she looked ill.
"I... I'm not a... I shouldn't be here," she stuttered. "I want to go home."
"Oh, come on," Johnny said. "Don't be a wimp."
"I'm not... I just..." Tears pooled in her eyes, and she fought to keep them contained. Her eyes darted around the room, trying to find anything to land on except Doc, Jury, or one of the dead men. "Please take me home."
"I'm sorry, Frankie," Doc said, moving towards her slowly. "I wouldn't have brought you here if I'd known. I'm afraid Thaddeus is right. I do tend to attract trouble." He slid just a little closer and tilted up her chin with his finger until her eyes met his.
"Most people don't ever see anything like this," he said gently. "It's shocking. Especially your first time."
He'd watched his mother cough herself to death. After that he hadn't cared. One dead person was just the same as another. Most of the time anyway.
But Frankie wasn't him. She hadn't ever seen anyone die. She hadn't seen the life fade from their eyes and their spirit drift away, leaving behind nothing but an empty, worthless shell.
Her tears spilled over, leaving wet tracks on her cheeks. "I can't make it better," Doc said. "I can't take it away. All I can say is they had it coming, if that helps."
"It doesn't," she whispered.
He pulled her into his arms and hugged her, and she didn't fight him. He heard Johnny make a sound of disgust, but Doc ignored him. Frankie hadn't grown up reading about the brutal witch trials. She hadn't learned the history of the Hidden. A long, violent, terrifying history. One in which cryptids were constantly hunted down and exterminated by self-appointed, ignorant creeps just like the Acolytes. Johnny and Jules had been trained to be hard and unfeeling. It was truly the only way to survive in a world that would kill them in a heartbeat.
Frankie, however, lived in the sugar-coated norm world. Where everyone lied and touted ridiculous propaganda such as people are basically good. Total rot. Put ten people in a room with a thousand dollars, and, at the end of the day, only one person would walk out. That was just people.
If Doc and Jury hadn't killed the Acolytes, Frankie would be dead right now. That was a fact, but he would probably have a hard time getting her to see that.
She was crying silently, and he sighed as he patted her shoulder softly. Thaddeus had been right on two counts. Not only did trouble like Doc, but, in under an hour, Doc had completely ruined Frankie's life.
"'Scuse me," a robust voice said from the doorway. "Someone call for a hypnotist?"
"Jules," Doc said, carefully shifting Frankie towards her. "Comfort her." Then he turned to face Fernsby. "Fernsby, I presume?"
"That's me!" Fernsby beamed broadly as he held out a meaty palm for Doc to shake. "You'd be Doc Holliday, and that there," he gestured towards the couch were Jury was sitting and staring at his ruined doorway with a melancholy expression, "would be Mr. Thomas Jury, and that there," he pointed towards Amy, who was just beginning to stir, "would be the one who needs the hypnotizing."
"Yeah," Doc agreed, reluctantly impressed.
"Move her up to a chair, and we'll get on with it," Fernsby said. "How much you want her to forget?"
"Jury?" Doc asked.
"Yeah?"
"Do you want Amy to remember you?"
"Nah."
"Let's just get rid of the last day," Doc said.
"Alrighty then. One solar day goes out to play."
"What?"
"Nothing, just a little rhyme I made up. Like it?"
"Not particularly," Doc said, moving Amy into a chair and holding her body and head upright.
"Needs work, I admit. I'm not a poet," Fernsby chuckled as he pulled a long chain from his pocket with an ornate amulet hanging heavily from the end.
Doc could hear Jules and Johnny whispering frantically. "Oh my god," Jules said. "A real hypnotist! Can you believe it?!"
"I'm going to tell Jack Kimber," Johnny said. "He'll be so jealous."
"He'll never believe you," Jules retorted. "Even I wouldn't believe you."
"What if we take a picture?"
"No," Doc said firmly, casting them a stern glare. "No pictures."
"Yes, sir," Johnny said sulkily.
"Wake up, little lady," Fernsby said, snapping his fingers in front of Amy's face. Her eyes fluttered opened, and Fernsby said, "Look at this, only this." He held the amulet in front of her eyes and started moving it back and forth.
"My little charm is all you see," he muttered dreamily. "There's nothing else but it. You see it only, and you hear my voice, and that is all."
Amy's eyes were wide, but she didn't say a word, and Fernsby went on. "The last day is gone; it slipped away on tiny fairy feet. You cannot say what happened today because it never happened. You'll go to sleep, and when you wake, the last thing you remember will be the first thing you did yesterday. You won't think it strange to miss a day; you'll remember it as yesterday."
Tiny orange strands spun out from Fernsby's amulet into Amy's glazed eyes, and Doc shuddered. He hated using hypnotists. Magic on its own was confusing and irritating, but magic that could crawl inside your mind and rewrite your memories was horrifying. It was no wonder hypnotists were never invited anywhere. Everyone was terrified of them. Or more accurately, what they could do.
"The fear you felt fades away," Fernsby half sang. "The memories are gone. When you wake, today will be nothing but yesterday." The orange magic sparked. "Sleep now," Fernsby whispered, and Amy slumped in the chair.
"All done," Fernsby declared. "She won't remember a thing."
Doc nodded and glanced up. A couple Worms were already bagging the bodies, and a special team from his hotel was waiting for Doc's orders.
"Two of you, take Amy home and lay her on her bed. Just on top, clothes on," Doc said firmly.
"Yes, sir," one said, stepping forward and gently lifting Amy into his arms.
"You two," Doc said, gesturing towards the remaining men, "take the live one to the safe house with the other Acolytes."
"Yes, sir."
Doc turned to face Frankie. She wasn't crying anymore, but she was still pale. "Would you like Fernsby to hypnotize you?" he asked gently. "You don't have to remember any of this."
"Don't do it!" Johnny exclaimed. "How could you not want to remember? I mean—"
"Hush," Doc said. "This is Frankie's decision."
She glanced at the three Baker children, and they stared at her with wide eyes. There was a part of them that knew if she chose to be hypnotized she wasn't going to be their babysitter much longer. If she chose to be hypnotized she wasn't cut out for the Hidden or witches or life outside the lines.
Frankie looked fixedly at them for a moment, startling when Addison took her hand. "I'll eat my food," Addison said pleadingly.
"And we'll clean our rooms," Johnny and Jules said together.
"You can pick what we do after we're done with homework," Johnny added.
"I'll take my naps," Addison promised.
"I'll stop making you watch Mr. Jury's vlog," Jules said solemnly.
"What?" Jury demanded from the couch. "Shouldn't that be a threat, not an incentive?"
"She doesn't like you," Jules said apologetically. "It's really her only flaw."
"How can she not like me?" Jury huffed. "And why the hell do I care? This is your fault!" he accused, pointing angrily at Doc. "You haven't even been awake for a month, and you've completely ruined my life!"
"Has he really?" Frankie asked softly.
"What?" Jury asked.
"Ruined your life?"
Jury opened his mouth to say something but stopped himself. "No," he said with a slight grin. "Doc Holliday is a blight. He's a trouble magnet, he's arrogant, he's an all-around pain in my ass, but..." Jury shrugged.
"Thanks for that glowing endorsement," Doc drawled.
"What can I say?" Jury laughed.
"So are we hypnoing or nopenoing?" Fernsby cut in.
"No," Frankie said firmly. "I'm fine. Thank you though."
"Too bad," Fernsby said, putting away his chain. "I was just getting warmed up. I had a different spell to use and everything."
"Sami?" Doc asked Jury.
"Sami."
"I do have someone else," Doc said. "I'll be right back," he told the children.
"No need to hurry," Jules said dreamily.
"Maybe I should go," Jury said, an edge of panic to his tone.
"No, no," Doc chuckled. "You stay with them. I'll be right back."
"Doc..."
"I swear. You can handle ten minutes."
"Five."
"Ten. On the inside."
"On the outside!" Jury yelled as Doc and Fernsby got into the elevator.
"Real touching stuff in there," Fernsby said as the elevator slipped slowly downward. "Poor little witches. They should know better than to get attached to a norm. Never ends well."
Doc didn't respond, and Fernsby went on. "That's half the reason they started the witch schools, you know. Too much heartache. Witches falling for norms and all that. Course they couldn't have witch schools back in the day. Too obvious. You'd have the Inquisition breathing down your neck before you could say pease porridge hot." Fernsby chuckled.
"I went to a norm school," he continued. "Fell in love with this beautiful girl named Emma. My parents forbade it, of course, I wasn't even of legal age to marry, not for a witch, but I married her anyway, had a couple kids, then she got old."
The elevator doors slid open, and Doc stepped into the lobby. Fernsby kept talking. "Can't tell you how unattractive an old woman is when you're still young and vital."
Doc's fingers twitched, but he stilled them. He couldn't kill Fernsby until after he'd dealt with Sami. Then he could do whatever he wanted. Bennie would be irate, but still.
"I had to leave her," Fernsby said regretfully. "Didn't abandon her. I faked my own death and had my lawyer send her and the kids enough money to get by on. Had to be done, you know. I was still young, and she wanted to know why. I couldn't keep hypnotizing her forever."
Maybe Sami didn't need dealt with after all. But on the other hand, they were nearly to her office, and somehow he knew Sami wasn't the type to just pretend like nothing had happened. She'd want to talk about it. And the more she thought about it, the more she'd realize it was strange. All those dead men with their bald heads and their white shirts. And once she realized that...
Doc's phone vibrated, and he glanced at it. Bennie. "Don't you dare kill Fernsby! I need him. You hear me? You kill him, and I'm charging you quadruple for life!"
Doc took a deep breath. He'd try not to, but really it was up to Fernsby whether or not he died today. Fernsby rattled on, showing no concern whatsoever for the fact that Doc was considering ending his life. 
Doc rapped on Sami's office door, and she opened it immediately.
"Mr..." she laughed. "Sorry, Doc. Come in."
"Sami, this is Mr. Fernsby. He's a detective, and he just has a few questions for you."
"Sit down," Sami urged.
"Excellent," Fernsby said, sitting down and pulling out his long chain. "Sami, if you'll just focus on this here." He began to swing the amulet in front of her eyes, orange magic sparkling softly. "Breathe and focus, breathe and focus," he intoned.
Sami's eyes grew hazy.
"You came to the office today, and that was all. Nothing exciting or unusual happened, not at all," he crooned.
Sami's eyes glittered, and she suddenly burst out laughing. "I can't believe you're trying to hypnotize me!"
Fernsby recoiled backwards, jerking his amulet with him. "It's not possible!" he exclaimed.
"Of course it is," she said dismissively. "I'm kinda disappointed though," she added, glaring at Doc. "Don't you trust me?"
"I clearly don't know you," Doc said carefully.
"I guess that's true," she said. "We never were properly introduced. My name's Samantha Caruso. You knew my grandfather, Freddy Caruso."
Doc's lips twitched. Jury was going to love this. It was the icing on a perfectly screwed up day.
"Fernsby, you're dismissed," Doc said evenly.
"Good riddance," Fernsby muttered. "Nothing worse than a norm who can resist magic."
"I beg to differ," Doc said after the door closed behind Fernsby. "It's a talent I rather wish I had."
Sami laughed lightly.
"You're really Freddy's granddaughter?"
"Yes."
"What did he tell you about me?" Doc asked cautiously.
"Oh, everything."
This day just kept getting better and better.
"And you're here because?"
"You're Doc freaking Holliday! You cannot believe how excited I was when you finally showed up."
"And that's it?"
"Of course not." Her eyes grew bright. "I want a chance to win it back."
He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering Abigail's lush pink lips. He should have just given in. He wasn't even sure why he hadn't. He'd known he might have to eventually. It's not like Jury and his gargoyles couldn't have handled a measly fifteen Acolytes. He should have stayed home, in bed, wrapped around Abigail.
"Doc?"
"Let's go back to Mr. Holliday," Doc said flatly. "And it turns out I'm busy. For the next hundred years or so."
"No!" she exclaimed. "That's not fair."
"Fair?" Doc said with a shake of his head. "Fair is just a word someone made up. Fair is not a thing. Someone is always going to lose, and that's what Freddy just couldn't understand."
She opened her mouth to argue, but he held up his hand. "I have things to take care of, and I do not have time for you." He had enough old grudges to deal with right now. He didn't need another one.




Chapter 5
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Doc leaned against the elevator wall and silently fumed. The saying "when it rains, it pours" didn't even begin to cover it, because, in his case, when it rained it flooded the entire world.
He liked getting into trouble. He liked killing people. He liked gambling and women and whiskey and running around not knowing if he was breathing his last breath of air. It made living fun.
But ever since he'd left the cocoon of Ana's arms he'd been dealing with one thing after another, and they were all part of his past. His past was his past; and, frankly, he preferred when it stayed that way.
He'd enjoyed Sami when she was just an overly-enthusiastic admirer. But now that she was Freddy Caruso's granddaughter, he wanted nothing to do with her. Especially since she wanted to prove herself to him. He had enough on his plate right now. He had the Acolytes and Edgar Achaean, Bosch's witch, the Baker children, and Abigail. His plate was most definitely full.   
The elevator doors slid open, and he started laughing.
"What the hell's so funny?" Jury asked once Doc was inside the apartment. Jury was drinking whiskey straight from the bottle, which he rarely did.
"I need some of that," Doc said. Jury handed him the bottle with a grunt. "You still glad I came out of hibernation?" Doc asked.
"Honestly?" Jury's eyes trailed around the room, then he grinned widely. "Yep. I mean look at this. It's a disaster. I'll have to sell this building, which I was planning to do anyway, move, meet Amy again so we can do that..." He glanced at the children and muttered, "Do that thing we did this morning."
Doc grinned and took another swallow of whiskey before handing the bottle back to Jury. "At your next location, I would suggest more thorough background checks."
"What?"
"Sami."
"What about her?" Jury asked.
"She's Freddy Caruso's granddaughter."
Whiskey spewed all over the floor. "She's what?!" Jury gasped.
"Fernsby sat down to hypnotize her, and she started laughing."
"Really?" Jury asked. Doc nodded, and Jury said, "Shit. What does she want?"
"A chance to win it back."
"Seriously?" Jury rolled his eyes. "I told you it was a terrible idea."
"I needed a fix, and we were right there!"
"It was three hours the other way, and you could've just played a hand or two or even ten and walked away."
Doc shrugged. "You know that's not my thing. And anyway, you could've stopped me if you hadn't wandered off with that gangster's girl."
Jury chuckled and said, "She had legs. And then more legs. How could I not? Are you going to play her?"
"I have a feeling she'll hound me until I do."
"Can I watch?"
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"It's poker, Doc, not sex."
"Anyway, not right now," Doc said. "I have some men to interrogate."
"You mean torture."
"Yes!" Doc snapped. "Of course I mean torture. How the hell else would I interrogate them?"
"I suppose you could just ask nicely."
They looked at each other and burst out laughing.
"I should take the kids home first," Doc said after a moment of laughter. "Do you have an ugly vehicle I can borrow?"
"No."
"I just need five seats."
"No."
"Come on."
"Fine," Jury said, tossing Doc a set of keys from a bowl on the end table. "Take my truck."
"Let's go," Doc said to the Bakers. "Jules, take one last look at Sir Thomas Cromwell Jury, fifteenth in line for a dukedom."
Jury flinched.
"Is this like a normal dukedom?" Doc asked. "Or some kind of witch hierarchy?"
"It's not important, is what it is," Jury said.
"It's a witch dukedom," Jules said, giving Doc a chastising look. "During the reign of Queen Elizabeth the First there were four witch families who protected her from the shadows. She rewarded them with land and titles, although not public titles obviously, and they remain forever the Dukes of Darkness, to be called upon if England or her ruler is ever in peril."
"That sounds absolutely fascinating," Doc drawled. "Tell me more on the ride home."
"No!" Jury commanded. "Do not tell him more. He's not one of us."
"I'm wounded," Doc said, holding his hand over his heart. "Not one of you?"
"A witch, Doc, don't be an idiot."
"That's a bit speciesist."
Jury growled. "You know what I said earlier? About not minding your return to life? I take it back."
"Can't," Doc shrugged. "No take backs."
Jury's face went red with fury, and Doc started laughing. "Come on, kids," he said, running towards the elevator. "We should go before Jury's temper gets the better of him."
"That was rude," Jules reprimanded as they rode the elevator down.
"I'm sure you'll tell me why," Doc said.
"Not only did you taunt him, for no reason whatsoever," Jules said, "but you also left him high and dry. No apartment, no help, no nothing."
"Yes, I'm a cold-hearted bastard," Doc said cheerfully. "Fortunately for Jury, he knows he has but to ask; and, furthermore, there is a suite at Dulcis Requiem strictly for Jury's use should he need it."
Johnny stuck out his tongue at Jules, and she returned the favor.
"There's no need to fight," Doc said. "We're both incredible. Jules, adore Jury as much as you please. And Johnny, feel free to idolize me; just know, I'm not a hero and I play by my own rules, not the made-up rules of society."
"Why didn't you kill that one guy?" Addison suddenly asked. "Wasn't he bad?"
"Don't worry," Doc said. "He'll die soon enough."
Doc dropped the Bakers at home with a stern warning. "You didn't see anything today. If I find out you told Jack Kimber, or anyone else for that matter, you'll find yourselves on my 'eat when older' list."
"For real?" Johnny gasped, eyes wide.
"Do you really want to find out?"
"No, sir. We won't tell a soul."
"Good," Doc growled. "Frankie, call me if you need... to talk or anything."
She was still pale, but she nodded slightly.
"When will you teach me to fight?" Johnny asked.
"I'll come by soon," Doc promised. He winked at Addison, then strolled down the sidewalk and climbed into Jury's ridiculously oversized truck. He'd bet Jury one hundred merlins he couldn't actually park it on a single Denver street, which made it basically useless, but Jury had always had a fascination for oversized hunks of metal.
In fact, it was Jury's fault Sami Caruso even knew Doc's name. They'd been on their way home from Detroit because Jury just had to have a brand new, shiny 1956 Chevrolet Bel Air, and he couldn't wait twenty days for it to ship; they'd had to go to Detroit and pick it up.
Chicago was right there. They'd driven right past it, and it seemed a shame not to stop. How else would Doc have been able to see if it had changed since Capone's death?
Things did have a tendency to change after all, but if you knew where to look, you could always find what you were looking for. 
The air was filled with hazy smoke, and every chair was occupied by a man in a three-piece suit. There were easily twice as many guns as customers, and that was just the kind of place Doc enjoyed. Jury had long since wandered off to make love to a pretty girl, but Doc didn't mind. He was playing for keeps.
He'd been playing for hours now, and it was down to him and one other man. Doc didn't know his name, and he didn't care. All he knew was that he was going to win. He always did.
"All in," the other man said. He was a good player. He wasn't sweating even though he should be, but he'd gone through four cigarettes in the last five minutes, a sure sign he was treading in deep water.
Doc pushed his chips into the center of the table, then flipped his cards. The man's face went white. They so often did. Doc couldn't understand why they always thought they'd win.
The other man flipped his cards, and the room was suddenly as quiet as a church during a funeral.
"I guess I win," Doc said easily.
Without warning a hundred guns were pointed his way.
"Nobody wins that often," the other man growled.
"I do," Doc shrugged.
"You cheated!"
"Didn't."
The man's chair scraped as he lurched to his feet, pistol gripped tightly in his hand. These were the moments Doc lived for.
"Now, now," a voice said from behind Doc. "The man said he didn't cheat. Let's give him a chance to prove it."
"But Freddy—"
"This is my joint," Freddy said firmly. "We play by my rules."
Doc glanced over his shoulder. Freddy was a tall, thin man with a hard jawline and a wicked scar running across his cheek. He probably wasn't a day over thirty, but it was obvious he ruled with an iron fist.
"Here's my proposition," Freddy said, meeting Doc's eyes with a hard stare. "I don't often lose. Apparently you don't either. Now I know I don't cheat, but I can't be sure about you."
Doc controlled his lips which wanted to curve into a grin.
"We'll move this game to a private room, and we'll play for keeps," Freddy said around the cigarette hanging from his lips. "If you lose, I'll assume you cheated and I'll drop you off a pier with some lovely weights tied to your ankles. If you win, you're free to go."
Doc's phone vibrated, breaking the memory. He turned into Dulcis Requiem's parking garage and parked Jury's truck in one of Jury's reserved spots before checking his phone.
"I appreciate you not killing Fernsby," Bennie texted. "I know that must have been a real struggle. Here's a meal on the house."
He'd attached a newspaper article from one of the outer suburbs, and as Doc read it, his lips tightened with anger. He'd been planning to head over to his safe house to have a word or two with the Acolytes, but he'd take care of this first.
He glanced down at his clothes. There was only a bit of blood splatter, not enough to really cause notice, and since he was planning on killing more people today, he'd just go with it. Jervis had enough to deal with without cleaning two sets of clothes in one day.
Doc walked towards the parking garage's stairs, feeling a rush of anticipation. He'd be lying if he said he didn't enjoy his job. It gave him something to live for. Literally.
The air in the parking garage was stale, but it just reminded him of how well his lungs worked. He took a deep breath and whistled as he jogged up the stairs to his private level.
He keyed in his code, then walked down the line of lovely super cars. "I haven't driven you in a while," he said, running his hand over the back of a midnight blue Lamborghini. He climbed inside, turned the key, and headed towards the exit.
He drove effortlessly through the traffic, allowing himself to fully enjoy the feel of the steering wheel beneath his hands and the power at his foot. Nothing ever grew old, and he wondered at that. Sometimes he felt like it should. He had met vampires who had completely lost their zest for life, and it confused him. Every day was an adventure. Every day was different and new. Every day he was alive.
For a moment he was lying in that bed dying, and Señora Teodora was warning him of the dangers of immortality. 
"If you agree to this, you may never die. Not unless someone takes great pains to kill you. I do not know. Your friends will die around you. You will never age. Your seeds will not grow. You will be all alone." 
She'd said it like it was a curse, and maybe to some people it would be; but, with the exception of watching his friends die, he liked immortality. A lot.
And furthermore, it gave him the opportunity to do a little deep cleaning. Regina Bryan. Daycare owner operator. She had recently been brought up on charges of abuse. She was out on bail, and she would go to trial later this month, but there were just some things Doc didn't like to leave to chance.
For over ten years, she had supposedly locked children in closets when they misbehaved or took away their food or restrained them in a chair for an entire day. A child had told his mother, and then one of Regina's workers had come forward, adding to the list of sins, claiming that to encourage early potty-training Regina left children in their filthy diapers for hours. The list went on and on.
And so she would die.
He would never understand why people went through all the trouble to have children just to hand them off to strangers. He had had a nanny. Her name had been Mitilde, but he had called her Ilde. She'd had a wide smile and a soft lap, but his mother had always been there, watching, smiling, giving him hugs and soft words of praise. She would have definitely noticed if Ilde had locked him in the closet or taken away his food for the day. She had noticed everything. She'd had eyes in the back of her head.
"John, would you care to explain to me the cut on your cheek?" Mother asked.
John lowered his head and took a bite of food so he wouldn't have to answer right away.
"John."
"I didn't duck quick enough," he finally muttered.
"Duck what?"
"Francisco's right."
"I see." There was an entire conversation inside those two words.
"Teaching you how to fight, is he?" his father asked.
"Yes, Father."
"Excellent."
His mother cleared her throat.
"You can't keep the boy on apron strings forever, Alice. He's got to grow up sometime, and wouldn't you rather him know how to fight?"
"No."
His father laughed deeply. "What a mother hen you are. He'll be fine."
Both of them would have noticed if Ilde hadn't actually taken care of him. They would have noticed if he was scared or tired or abused. They noticed everything.
For a moment he gave into missing them. Missing the simplicity of youth. The happiness of running after Francisco and knowing that everything would be all right. Except it wasn't. And then it never was again.
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Doc knocked softly on Regina's front door, and an older woman with a very stern, pinched face answered. "What do you want?" she demanded.
"Regina Bryan?"
"Yes." She looked him over, although obviously not carefully enough to see the splatter of blood on his clothing, and snapped, "Who are you?"
"I'm Dr. Holliday. Your lawyer sent me over to help you prepare for the opposing council's questions."
She grunted and held the door open for him to enter. He followed her into the living room, and when she sat on her couch, he sat beside her, studying her for a moment.
He could already tell he was going to kill her. There was a cruelty to her eyes that he'd seen before. He'd once met this orphanage matron... But that was beside the point. Just a few questions to make sure.
"Please just pretend I'm the opposing council and answer my questions as you see fit," Doc said easily. A carefully laid trap. One a certain type of people was wont to fall into.
"All right," she replied stiffly.
"Ms. Bryan, you're accused of locking a four-year-old child in a closet for five hours. What prompted such a harsh punishment?"
"Harsh? Please," she snorted. "I told that boy to stop eating the paste. You know how much paste cost these days? I tell you what, after he came out of that closet he didn't even touch the paste!"
"So you consider your punishment effective?"
"My punishments are always effective. Kids come to me brattier than a rajah surrounded by slave girls, and I get 'em straight. Parents don't have control over 'em, but I do."
Doc nodded thoughtfully. "What if a child was to wet their pants?"
"Well, that's a solid day in the wet tank."
"Wet tank?" Doc asked casually.
"I modified a highchair to sit in a bucket of water," she said proudly.
"And the offender will spend the entire day in this bucket?" he asked, careful to keep disdain from leaking into his tone.
"Of course. And if it ever happens again, wet tank and no food for the day."
Doc had heard enough. "Ms. Bryan, I'm afraid you've been found guilty."
"What?" she said, eyebrows stitching together with confusion.
"And as I am the judge, jury, and executioner, I will go ahead and pass judgement. You are hereby sentenced to die, by asphyxiation."
Her hard eyes narrowed. "What do you think you're up to?"
"This," Doc said cheerfully, grabbing one of her couch pillows and pressing it over her face, forcing her down onto the couch. She didn't try to push him away or fight him; her limbs just flailed uselessly at her sides as he crushed the pillow tightly against her mouth and nose.
"This is for all those children you tortured," he hissed. "All those children you abused. All those poor, helpless infants you traumatized. They'll sleep better tonight, knowing you're dead."
Her arms flopped lifelessly to her sides, but she wasn't dead yet. He held the pillow still and waited. Only when his tattoo began to warm did he finally drop the pillow, contemplating her face as he did. Even in death, her expression was cruel. He would hate her, if it wasn't a pointless waste of time.
He propped her upright against the back of the couch, arranging her hands across her lap, put the pillow back in its corner, straightened his vest, and left.
An hour later Doc was at his safe house, ready to work.
"Take a break," he told the guards as he surveyed the three men gagged and lashed to chairs.
"Yes, sir."
He still found it difficult to believe that less than twenty-four hours ago he'd killed Bosch. It seemed like a year or a lifetime already. At the same time, it felt like it had just happened.
He was ready for a long nap. A nap far away from Abigail Jury if possible. Her fingers were much too nimble. But first things first.
"Here's how I'm going to do this," he said conversationally. "I'm going to start with you." He pointed at the most committed looking of them. "You two will watch so you get an idea of the lengths I'm willing to go through to get what I need. Don't bother lying to me. I will know if you're lying, and it will not go well for you."
He grinned, then dragged the man he'd chosen across the room so the others could see him and removed his gag. The man spit at him.
"Tsk, tsk," Doc said, wiping the spit off his vest with his handkerchief. "Not nice at all."
"You're a filthy son of Satan," the man hissed.
"No," Doc said easily. "I knew my father; his name was Henry."
The man's face tightened, and his lips curled. "I'll tell you nothing."
"I didn't expect you would. But he..." Doc pointed at the man from earlier that morning. "He will tell me everything."
"He won't," the man spewed. "We took an oath."
"I know all about oaths," Doc chuckled. "And when your balls are hanging from a string, oaths just don't seem to matter much."
"Do what you want," he growled. "I won't talk."
"So be it."
Doc hummed cheerfully as he pulled out his knife and examined it. Jury's magic spell hadn't made it any less sharp. He briefly wondered if this was the original knife or the five hundredth knife, but as long as it cut, he didn't suppose it really mattered.
He started with the man's fingers because nobody liked watching their fingers being cut off into tiny bits. This man was tough though; Doc had known he would be; he just bit his tongue until it bled and refused to say a thing; not that Doc was asking. Right hand finished, Doc packed yarrow onto the bloody stubs.
"What're you doing?" the man ground out.
"Stopping the bleeding," Doc said. "Don't want you to bleed out too soon."
"Vermin filth," the man stuttered. "I'll be rewarded for my pain."
"That's what they all say." Doc pulled over a chair and sat across from the man. He was feeling a tad philosophical, probably from lack of whiskey. "You expect that when you die your soul will float up into heaven where god will bestow riches and honor on you. But even if I didn't kill you, that's not what would happen. I've seen the souls of the dead or the not living..."
He regarded the man's fingerless hand for a moment trying to organize his thoughts. "They aren't actually dead, you realize. They're just loosed from their physical shell. Kind of like a note of music emerging from a flute."
Doc laughed softly, then added, "In any case, the thing you Acolytes never seem to understand is that if I kill you, you aren't going anywhere. Your musical note will never break free. It will simply go from you to me."
The Acolyte paled slightly, and Doc shrugged. "My point is I'm afraid you won't be rewarded, and I can prove it to your friends here, just to give them a little incentive."
He stood and carefully unbuttoned his vest and shirt. He could still feel Abigail's fingers on his chest, and he closed that thought away. He couldn't be distracted right now; a distracted player lost.
"Back to work," he said and started slicing rounds off the left hand fingers. He didn't bother asking questions. He'd tortured enough people to know that if they didn't start begging at some point, they weren't going to talk.
He didn't particularly like torturing people, but he didn't believe there were any rules to war either. The Acolytes would kill every single person in the Hidden if allowed to run free, and if he had to torture a few men, or even a hundred, to prevent that, he would.
For three hours he sliced off pieces of the stubborn Acolyte. By the time Doc was ready to end it, the plastic sheeting beneath his shoes was a lake of blood and what was left of the man was already nearly dead.
Doc paused and cast a glance at the other two men. They were covered in sweat, each of them imagining what it would feel like when it was their turn.
"Pay close attention now," Doc advised. "This is where I prove to you that you won't be rewarded." He turned so they could see his tattoo and shoved his knife into the dying man's heart. The man's eyes widened, and one last gasp slipped past his lips, and then Doc's tattoo began to glow.
The watching men's faces morphed into masks of horror, and they didn't blink once as the dead man's life flowed into Doc, becoming part of him, filling him with vitality.
When the heat finally faded, Doc sighed happily and cleaned his knife on the dead man's shirt. As he went to put it away, he shook his head in disgust. "It's going to take me another fifty years to get used to that," he muttered, looking between the knife in his hand and the knife in his sheath.
He finally shoved it back into the dead man and said, "I'm going to leave you to your thoughts for a moment, and then I'll be back."
The guards were waiting outside the bedroom door. "Watch them," Doc ordered, slipping off his shoes so he didn't track blood through the whole damn house. "I wouldn't want them to somehow escape, but don't move the body. I want them to see it."
"Yes, sir," the men said.
Doc wandered into the kitchen and opened the whiskey bottle sitting on the counter. Jervis was like an extension of his mind. At this point he couldn't imagine life without Jervis, and if he thought about it for very long, the realization terrified him. The last time he hadn't been able to imagine life without someone, they had died.
He drank a third of the bottle and reminded himself that not only was Jervis immortal, he was also nearly impossible to kill.
Doc's mind wandered back to a darkened alleyway. He was surrounded by large, odious thugs. He should have gone the other way, but he'd been in the mood for a good fight, so he'd gone looking for one.
This day always sent him into a foul mood, one that whiskey did nothing to take the edge off. If only growing older would lessen his memories instead of sharpening them.
He could see their knives glinting in the moonlight, and he grinned fiercely. "You should've picked a different man," he muttered, striking the first man so hard on the chin that the man's neck snapped in two.
They all rushed forward at once, and Doc fought them with savage intent, knives moving faster than his attackers could even think. He felt the slash of their steel against his skin, he felt his blood flow, but even as the knives wounded him, his knives killed and power flowed into his tattoo.
He'd just finished killing them all when another group of men rushed into the alleyway. Doc shrugged. He didn't much care. He'd kill as many as wanted to come. They shouted to each other, but Doc wasn't in the mood to try to turn their German into words he could understand.
He spread his feet and held a knife in each hand, waiting patiently. And that's when the shadow dropped from one of the rooftops, moving almost more quickly than anyone Doc had ever seen, which was saying a lot.
Black seemed to flow from the shadowy figure, casting the alley into even darker shadows than before, and the men who'd been about to attack Doc yelled first in terror and then in pain.
In what seemed to be just mere seconds, Doc and a rail-thin man with cavernous cheeks were the only ones left standing in the alley. Everyone else was dead.
"Thanks?" Doc said carefully, still not entirely sure if this man was a friend or a foe.
The man muttered something, and Doc worked to arrange it into words he knew. "I don't speak English."
"I speak very poor German," Doc replied in very poor German.
"Not a good street to walk at night," the man said.
"I wasn't looking for a good street," Doc replied.
The man shrugged slightly, the shadows swirled, and then he was gone.
Doc had laughed softly and gone about his evening of hellraising. He hadn't known then that he'd just met Jervis, soon to become one of the most important people in his life.
Life was strange like that. He was always meeting people randomly, but somehow they would become part of his life, whether he wanted them to or not.
He drank another third of the bottle. He'd take a nap, and by then he was certain the remaining Acolytes would be ready to talk.
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When Doc woke, he felt considerably better. It didn't bother him that he'd dreamed of Bosch's face as he'd realized he was going to die. He'd also dreamed of Abigail, but unfortunately, he'd dreamed of Sami as well. It was only unfortunate because he'd labeled her "hands off", and now he was curious to know if his mind had conjured her bosom accurately. He'd bet himself ten merlins it had.
He grinned slowly and sat up, reaching for the mostly empty bottle of whiskey. He supposed it was time to interrogate the remaining Acolytes. And then... He didn't know. He couldn't hide out at the Banshee because it was closed for another day. He couldn't hang out at Jury's because Jury wasn't there. Which left him with Abigail...
He stood and stalked back to the bedroom. "Take a break," he told the guards as he studied the remaining Acolytes. The one from this morning began to silently cry. He was absolutely terrified.
"You first," Doc said, dragging the other man over by the dead one. Doc pulled out the man's gag and studied his face. The man was trying to be brave, but the truth was you were either brave or you weren't. And if you had to try, you weren't.
"Shall we start with your fingers?" Doc asked.
The man bit his lip.
"I guess I could start with your face," Doc said with a shrug.
The man began to tremble, and Doc raised his knife, pressing the blade against the skin of the man's forehead and making a tiny cut. Blood seeped to the surface and ran into the man's eye.
The Acolyte desperately wanted to be brave; he wanted to be worthy of that oath, so he held strong. Doc rolled his eyes. He hated it when they fought it.
He worked for thirty minutes before the man began to blubber. Doc paused. "How about I ask you an easy question? How long have the Acolytes been in operation again?"
The man's eyes darted around the room like he thought someone might pop in and hear him speak.
"No harm telling me that, is there?" Doc asked conversationally, taking a seat across from him.
"Why should I tell you anything?" the man whimpered.
"Because if you do, I promise to reward you by leaving your genitals intact."
"Eight years," the man stuttered.
Interesting. Truly interesting. Just one year before Bosch had become the head of the Bureau.
"How long have you been a member?"
"Only three years."
"Is there a process to becoming a member?" Doc asked.
The man's face became somewhat shuttered. Doc sighed and leaned forward, carefully skinning the top of one of the man's fingers.
The man began to bawl. Tears rolled down his cheeks, mixing with the blood to create a watery pink, but Doc didn't feel the least bit sorry for him. Anyone who would join a group like the Acolytes deserved to be tortured to death. That was just a fact.
"I can do that to all your fingers," Doc said.
"You have to be referred," the man sobbed. "And then there's a testing process."
"A testing process?"
"We learn the doctrine," he whimpered. "And at the end we're... We're given a test."
"Yes?" Doc prodded.
"If we fail... we're refused."
Doc could read between those lines. "You're assigned a cryptid to murder, and if you fail, your own life is penalty?"
The man shrugged, and Doc knew he'd called it.
"So tell me about the Appointed One," Doc said.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"I hate being lied to," Doc tsked, skinning a second, third, and forth finger. "If you keep lying, I'll julienne your balls while they're still attached."
"I'm not lying, I swear," the man whimpered.
Doc raised the knife. "You are. I can see right through you."
"Just kill me," he begged.
"Not until I have answers. I only took two hours on him," he said, gesturing towards the dead man, "but I once tortured an Acolyte for fifteen hours, and he eventually told me everything I wanted to know."
"Forgive me," the man sobbed. "Forgive me."
"Are you praying to god or Edgar, because I can assure you neither of them can hear you."
The man just continued to sob, so Doc put a stop to it by skinning three more fingers.
"I don't know the Appointed One!" the man finally screamed. "We're split into units of twenty. Each unit has a leader, and only the leader meets with the Appointed One. We're not pure enough to meet him. He's exalted above us."
It was sad really. What religion reduced men to.
"How many units are there?"
"I don't know," he muttered.
Another lie. Doc began to cut open the man's pants.
"I don't know an exact count!" he screamed. "Thirty or so. I swear that's all I know! We're... We're kept separate."
"Why?"
"I don't know," he sobbed.
That was the truth.
"Are all the units in Denver?"
"We follow the Appointed One," he whispered.
"So yes?"
"Yes."
"Where were you staying?"
Sweat poured down the man's face, and Doc could see the struggle taking place inside him. He didn't enjoy the pain. He didn't truly believe he would be rewarded for losing his balls in the most horrific fashion possible, but he also wasn't certain he wouldn't be punished for breaking his oath.
"It was a warehouse in Commerce City," he finally said.
"See? Was that hard? I ask a question, you give me a straight and honest answer. Can the Appointed One raise the dead?"
The man's face went totally blank, and Doc sighed. When would he ever learn? Save it for the end.
"Let's try this. The address of the warehouse?"
"I don't know."
Not a lie. "Landmarks?" Doc asked.
"It wasn't far from some railroad tracks," he mumbled. "And there was a nature thing nearby. Buffalo or something like that."
"Good. You've earned your balls."
The man's shoulders slumped in relief, but underneath the relief, he felt guilt. "Forgive me," he whispered again.
"I do," Doc said cheerfully. "But I doubt if Edgar will."
He stiffened again and glared at Doc with fierce hate. "It's alright," Doc said easily. "We're almost done. What was your goal at the Banshee?"
"To kill everyone," the man sneered.
Doc had thought as much. "To what end?" he questioned.
"To remove their taint from the earth."
That was the doctrine talking. This man, whoever he had once been, had probably never even thought about cryptids. And if he had, he might not have even hated them, just been mildly amazed; but the doctrine had taught him that cryptids were evil and wrong.
This was why Doc should have just killed Lyle. If he had, he wouldn't be here right now, surrounded by the stench of blood, piss, and sweat.
"I think I'm done with you," Doc muttered, patience at an end. He shoved his knife into the man's throat, watching coldly as the man's eyes turned dark with death.
"I'll be back in a bit for you," he told the last man before opening the door and stepping into the hallway. "Watch him," he ordered.
Doc wandered into the kitchen, hoping Jervis had had the foresight to stock the kitchen with more than one bottle of whiskey. He had.
Doc pulled the cork and drank a large drink before taking his cards from his pocket and shuffling them lightly, then dealing a hand of solitaire. He played the game absently-mindedly while his mind sorted through what he'd learned.
He would need to capture a unit leader if he wanted to find Edgar. He wondered if there was a way to identify them. That was a question for the final man. He began to compile a list. If he was lucky, which he usually was, he wouldn't even have to torture the last man, just pull down his gag and start asking questions.
He won and shuffled again. On the whole, he disliked playing solitaire because it was more about how the cards fell than the skill of the player. But he still rarely lost, and if he did, what did it matter? Shouldn't luck be allowed to take a break every now and then?
A hint of wood smoke drifted off the cards, and Doc closed his eyes and let the smell take him back.
"If you guys're playing for money, count me out," Andrew said. "I don't have any money left to lose."
Charlie grinned at Doc. "I guess you'll have to watch then," Doc said cheerfully.
Charlie was the only person he'd ever played who was as skilled as he was. He had no tells whatsoever. Not one. And he seemed to know the cards as intimately as one knew a favorite lover or a close friend. When Doc had played Charlie, he couldn't ever be certain that he would win. Which just made it all the more interesting.
Doc opened his eyes and continued to lay down the cards. He'd also ask this Acolyte about the fetishes. A thought occurred to him, and he pulled out his phone and texted Jury.
"Are all the fetishes accounted for?"
It was a moment before Jury texted back. "No."
"Can you tell how many are still missing?"
"No."
"Are they all together?"
"No."
Doc rolled his eyes and texted one more question, "Can we track them?"
"Yes."
He smiled. They finally had an ace up their sleeve. Maybe several aces. It remained to be seen.
"Where are you?" Jury texted.
"Safe house."
"Tight-lipped?"
"A bit."
"Are you planning to come back?"
"Why?"
"Mother is here."
Doc shuddered.
"You've made a real mess of things," Jury added. "She won't let me leave."
"You're a full grown witch," Doc texted.
"That's what I keep telling myself, and yet here I am. I'm coming around to your point of view."
"Which is?" Doc asked.
"Just give her what she wants. I won't tell anyone."
Doc thought about that for a moment. Normally he would agree, but he had a fundamental aversion to being used. He enjoyed being used for pleasure; that was an entirely different thing. He didn't like being used as a weapon.
Abigail Jury loved her husband. Doc had seen it on her face when Mr. Jury had demanded that Doc remove his hands from his wife. She'd glowed. For a second. Until the idiotic buffoon had utterly ruined it.
So no. He was not going to make love to Abigail. He tried not to ever make love to anyone who was going to eventually regret it. Which left him in a tenuous position. How could he make Abigail see that she didn't really want him?
"Yes?" Jury texted.
"No."
"Shit. I don't know why you're doing this to me."
"Just keep her occupied."
"I hate you."
"Then why did you send me that little heart?" Doc texted back, including a bright, red heart.
"I did not send you a heart!" Jury replied.
"You just did," Doc said, including a laughing yellow face.
"When I see you..." Jury responded.
"Yes, yes. I'll watch my back."
Doc put away his phone with a chuckle, stacked up his cards, and took another swig of whiskey. It was time for his final round of questions.
As soon as Doc opened the bedroom door, the last Acolyte began to sob and struggle against his bonds. Doc watched dispassionately as he approached the man slowly, letting the horror and anticipation build.
"We don't have to do this the hard way," Doc said as he pulled out the man's gag.
"I'll talk," the man blubbered. "I'll talk! Just tell me what you want to know."
Doc loved it when the cards fell together just right.
"How can I identify a team unit leader?"
For a second the man's brows knit in confusion. That wasn't the question he'd expected. "What?"
"How can I identify a team unit leader?" Doc repeated slowly.
"Um... well, they're allowed to grow hair," he stuttered.
Doc fought off a sigh. Religion was so utterly ridiculous. Micromanaging down to the hair follicles. He was certain the earth, the mother, the spirits, the air, whatever it was that filled everything with life didn't give a damn about anyone's hair.
"Alright," he said easily. "What else?"
"There's the symbol of their office," the man whispered.
Doc had the feeling they were going to be here for a while. For a man who wanted to keep his balls intact, he wasn't making much sense.
"Let's start over," Doc said. "I'm Doc Holliday. And you are?"
"Adams," the man said, confusion making his face wrinkle.
"John Adams, Joe Adams, Jim Adams?" Doc questioned.
"No. Um... William. William Adams."
"Excellent. Now I'm having some trouble following you, William. Please explain to me what the unit leaders' symbol of office is."
"It's a symbol, a medallion. They always wear it. It's..."
"It's like a crown," Doc supplied. "It gives them the authority to rule."
William seemed relieved. "Yes."
"So what's it look like?"
"It's round, with an image of a lion stamped on it," William said softly. "It has a skull in its mouth. A cyclops' skull."
"Interesting. Any particular symbolism there?"
"Father Armani says it symbolizes our victory over the filth."
Despite the fact that he was tied to a chair, William was beginning to look relaxed. Doc made a mental note to save any questions about Edgar until the end. He didn't want him clamming up right away. Just mentioning Edgar seemed to put a fierce fear into people.
"Is Father Armani your unit leader?"
"Yes."
"Was he with you today?"
"No."
"Why not?" This was far more mind numbing than torture. He was having to drag the answers out of William, and not because he wasn't willing to speak, but because he was too stupid just to spill it all and get it over with.
"The unit leaders always stay back," William said.
"Why?"
"They're too important. They're not meant to soil their hands with fighting and vermin blood."
That sounded exactly like something an Acolyte would say. They were full of prerecorded thoughts and ideas. Just like most people, Doc supposed, only a little more violent.
"Tell me about the talismans." Doc was careful not to call them fetishes. Religious types had issues with the word "fetish", even though it wasn't always sexual in nature. Repressed. The whole lot of them.
"What about the talismans?" William stuttered.
"Where did you get them?"
"Father Armani gave them to us."
"Where did he get them?"
"I don't know."
Doc wished he'd brought in the whiskey. At this rate he'd be here until midnight.
And he very nearly was. He asked question after question, prying answers from William one syllable at a time. It was torture. For Doc. By the time Doc was ready to end it, he was relieved to shove his knife through William's heart.
For the hours he'd spent, he didn't have much to show for it, but he was very good at taking things of minuscule importance and turning them to his favor.
He'd learned that William had never met Edgar and didn't know anything about a witch. He hadn't served Bosch in any fashion either. He was a new member, and his first mission had been to go with his unit to retrieve the remaining fetishes. Apparently Father Armani had been quite certain Jury had them and that Jury wouldn't be able to withstand the onslaught of fifteen Acolytes with cryptid powers. Which was ridiculous.
Sometimes he felt like no one paid any attention at all. He and Jury had killed more than seventy Acolytes in one go. That was roughly forty-five for Doc, twenty-five for Jury. Give or take. Why would Jury struggle with fifteen? But that was beside the point. Maybe Father Armani had sent the men after Jury without checking with Edgar first, because Edgar was clearly much more clever than that. 
In fact, Edgar was smart enough to keep his unit leaders away from Doc, and he broke everything into units, so that even if Doc killed one unit or found one unit, the others would still be active. And since the unit leaders never engaged in the fighting, that left Doc wondering how exactly he was going to capture one.
Edgar's style of leadership was very militarian. Very specific. Very planned out.
Doc was beginning to suspect what he'd long suspected. Bosch had been on the chessboard all along.
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The elevator door slid open, and Doc stepped into the entryway outside his suite. He hoped to hell Abigail Jury wasn't in there. He was so not in the mood. He wanted a hot shower, a lukewarm whiskey, and even just a normal conversation with Thaddeus.
"Luck, don't fail me now," he whispered as he pushed open his door.
The high tide of luck wasn't just gone. It'd pulled the beach in behind it. The whole shoreline. It'd ravaged the countryside.
"What in the name of hell are you doing here?" Doc demanded.
"I'm here to play you," Sami said, naked bosom glowing in the soft play of lights.
"Put on a goddamn shirt."
"It's only fair if I play you naked," she insisted. "So you can make sure I'm not cheating."
"I don't need you to be naked to tell if you're cheating," Doc snapped. "And neither did Freddy."
The lights shifted in Doc's mind, becoming hazy and dim. The private room was upstairs, full of one-way windows looking down onto the gambling floor.
Freddy and the dealer sat, but when Doc pulled out his chair, Freddy held up a hand and commanded Doc to strip. "So I know you're not cheating," he added, lighting a cigarette.
Doc raised an eyebrow and considered what he wanted to do. Freddy couldn't make him do a goddamn thing, even if he did have a hundred men with guns on his side. But Freddy was clearly very, very serious about poker; Doc could just sense it on him, and Doc hadn't had a really good game of poker in... Well, it didn't matter. It had been a long time.
Doc grinned slowly. "Just know," he said as he unbuttoned his vest. "I'm only doing this because I can tell you're going to be one hell of an opponent. If I thought otherwise, you'd already be dead."
Freddy acknowledged that with a shrug, and the game began.
Doc tossed Sami's clothes at her. "Get dressed and get out!" he snapped.
"You have to play me," she insisted.
He already owed himself ten merlins because the globes of her breasts were slightly larger than his mind had imagined. That was enough for one night.
"Get the hell out!" he ordered.
"Please, Doc."
"Mr. Holliday."
"Mr. Holliday. I'll do anything; just please play me."
"You smack of desperation," Doc chided. "Desperate people never win."
She stared at him, big brown eyes blinking slowly. "You're right," she muttered. "I'm sorry."
Doc heard the click of heels right before a knock sounded on his door.
The tide had taken the whole city with it. Reducing buildings and homes to rubbish. Everything was in the ocean now. Drowning in bad luck.
"Quick," he hissed, pointing towards his bedroom. "Through there and into the shower. And if you so much as peep, I'll boot your well-endowed ass off my deck and let Jervis sweep up what's left of you."
"Sir John!" Abigail trilled from the other side of the door.
"Now!" Doc ordered, tension making his neck ache.
Sami scrambled across his sitting room and into the bedroom just as Doc's front door opened.
"There you are," Abigail laughed. "Trying to avoid me?"
"Not at all," Doc said smoothly. "Just arrived home."
"Did you take care of your... errand?"
"Not entirely." He forced himself not to step backwards when she laid her hands on his chest.
"You've got just a bit of blood on your clothes," she observed.
"Errand got a bit messy."
"Shall I help you clean up?" she purred.
Not with Sami in the shower, Doc thought. Not at all. He ran through several scenarios trying to decide which route to take. She was trying desperately to occupy the same space that he was occupying, and he had to imagine Jury in her place just to keep his hands to himself.
He finally decided on the easiest course. Reminding Mrs. Jury why she'd never liked him in the first place.
"I'm just about to have a drink," he drawled, ignoring the brush of her hips against his own. "Want one?"
She shrugged delicately, and he winked at her. "Come with me," he said, trying to mimic the walk of an arrogant idiot he'd once met.
He went to the kitchen, walking a bit faster than usual, and opened a cabinet, removing a coffee cup and leaving the cabinet door half closed. He nudged her to the side so he could grab a whiskey bottle, ignoring her tsk of irritation.
Her hands feathered over his shoulders, but he forced himself to concentrate on filling his cup to the brim. God, did he need it. He drank half of it, then filled it up again, not bothering to replace the cork on the bottle. He took a sip, then offered her the cup. Her eyebrows rose, and her lips twisted slightly.
"Drink?" he asked, pretending that her hand wasn't creeping down the backside of his pants.
"No, thank you," she said, voice tinged with disapproval.
Excellent. If he was just a little more repulsive, maybe she'd be back to the Mrs. Jury he knew and loathed.
He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him into the sitting room. She sat primly beside him when he flopped onto the couch, kicking off his shoes and dropping his feet onto the coffee table. She frowned, and he grinned inwardly.
"So," he said, wrapping one arm around her shoulders and tucking her into his side. "What did you do today?"
"What?" she asked, confusion making her nose wrinkle.
"What did you do today?" he repeated. "I physically tortured two men and mentally tortured a third. It was... not a bad time. And you?"
Her eyes had narrowed, but she smoothed her features and smiled at him. "I went to the hotel's spa."
"Ah. Prettied yourself up a bit," he said. Being such a dumb, crass idiot was physically painful, but he kept going. "I thought your hair looked a bit nicer than this morning."
Her hand fluttered towards her hair, and she glared at him uncertainly. He'd better be careful. He didn't want to push her too far, so far that she turned his nose into a turnip or his penis into a, well, something other than a penis. Assuming she could do that. He really didn't know what she could do, and that bothered him. He made a mental note not to bed any witches in the future.
"I haven't slept in two days," he said with a huge yawn. "Would you mind if I take a quick nap before we get up to anything? I need to be able to get up, if you catch my meaning."
For a four-hundred-year-old witch she was very, very naive because she didn't catch his meaning. He gestured towards his nether regions and winked at her. Her face turned bright red.
"I'll just lay my head back, take a quick snooze, and before you know it, I'll be ready to go," he assured her.
"Perhaps we should reschedule," she murmured.
"It's alright. I just need twenty minutes or so. It won't be my best work, but I can still guarantee complete satisfaction." He sounded so ridiculous even he wanted to kill himself.
"I think perhaps we should wait," she said, drawing away from him subtly. 
"I'm free tomorrow night," he offered. "Let's do supper. I know a great restaurant." It had been shut down three times due to cockroach infestations, so it was perfect for a non-romantic interlude. "I'll come by your suite at seven?"
She nodded; and he stood, pulled her to her feet, and guided her towards the door. "A little something to tide you over," he whispered, giving her the sloppiest kiss he could muster.
She gazed at him in bewilderment, then backed through the doorway and nearly ran to the elevator. He closed his door with a chuckle. It might have nearly killed him to be such a repulsive ass, but since it was in his best interests, he'd keep going with it. By the time he was done, she'd think he was just as revolting and irresponsible and disgusting as she always had.
He collapsed onto his couch with a sigh and finished his whiskey. In the morning, he'd order his thoughts and try to figure out what to do next. A nice hot shower... Goddamn it. He'd forgotten about Sami.
He didn't remember his head hurting before. Before this whole Sofia, Bosch, Edgar mess had begun. He honestly hadn't thought his head could hurt, but there was an annoying ache right behind his eye. If he didn't know better, he'd say it was stress.
He laughed softly as he headed for the bathroom.
"Are you dressed?" he called out.
"Yes," Sami muttered.
"Good. Now get out!" Doc swung the bathroom door open.
She stared at him forlornly. "I had it all planned out, you know."
"No," he sighed. "How could I?"
"Of course you couldn't," she said, shaking her head in disgust. "God, I feel like a fool. I'm not normally like this. It's just... It's YOU!"
"I also answer to Doc, reprobate, mad man, and Mr. Holliday."
She smiled slightly, then her eyes turned pleading. "Could we play just a hand or two? Not for keeps, not for real, but for fun?"
Doc stopped his automatic no. The next best thing to a soft, willing woman was an excellent game. And she was Freddy's granddaughter, so he was guessing she was competent when she was focused. If there were no strings attached, he might consider making an exception.
"We could bet questions," she suddenly said.
"That's ridiculous," Doc replied, feeling a little more offended by the idea than was perhaps warranted, but she made it sound like a childish game of truth or dare.
She grinned and followed him into the sitting room. "It's really not that much fun if there's not something at stake," she said.
He shook his head. He played for the love of the game. For the love of the win or the loss, whichever happened to come. It didn't matter a bit to him if there was something at stake.
"How about the loser drinks a shot?" she suggested.
"Absolutely not," Doc said firmly. "One, I didn't offer you a drink. Two, you'd be drunk before we were done with five rounds."
She laughed. "Grandpa did mention that you could hold your liquor."
His patience was thinning. "Did he also mention that I'm an immortal being who feeds off life force?" Doc questioned. "I am not a man to be trifled with."
She licked her lips, eyes darting nervously around the room. "I'm not trifling..." she mumbled.
"Don't you think I noticed that you went through my drawers?"
Her face paled, and her eyes dropped to the floor. "I'm sorry... I... I was just curious."
"You mean you were looking. And if you had found it, would you have just slipped it into your back pocket and gone home?" Doc demanded.
"No!" she exclaimed. "You don't understand. I have to win it back!"
"Get out," he sighed. "I'm not in the mood to play a liar."
"I'm not lying! I swear!"
She was. She might be a good card player, that was yet to be seen, but she was a lousy liar, and even her delectable hips weren't going to get her out of this jam.
"Out."
"Please?"
"No." He gripped her elbow firmly and escorted her to the door. Just before he slammed it in her face, he looked her over and said, "You're just like him, your grandpa. You'd play me for it. You'd steal it. You'd probably stab me in the back and permanently 'borrow' it. But it never once occurred to either of you to just ask."
He slammed the door and locked it, repeating a chant he'd once heard Jury mutter over the door before flopping onto his couch and pulling out his phone to call Jervis.
"Have I upset you?" he asked when Jervis answered.
"Sir?"
"Don't goddamn sir me! Sami! You let her up here! The Baker children! You let them up too. Mrs. Jury... Well, you didn't stop her."
"You don't pay me enough to try to stop Mrs. Jury."
"You could have at least warned me!" Doc grouched.
"When have you ever asked me to concern myself with a beautiful woman seeking your company?"
Doc opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. "I suppose you make a valid point," he finally conceded. "In that case, let me be clear. I don't want Sami up here. And I would like a head's up if you notice Mrs. Jury headed my way."
"Certainly, sir. You had only to ask. What about the Baker children?"
"They're fine." Doc remembered Jules' look of self-righteous disgust. "Unless I'm otherwise engaged."
"Noted, sir."
"Are you busy?"
"Not particularly."
"Care for a game?"
"Gin rummy?"
"Sure."
"I'll be right up."
Doc inspected the door from his prone position. What were the chances his little chant had worked to any degree? He wasn't a witch after all, but it was better not to take chances. He'd have to double Jervis's salary if he accidentally cursed him.
He jumped up and quickly opened the door. Nothing happened, but why would his own curse affect him? He really needed to start paying more attention because he had no idea what Jury did to lift protections.
As a general rule, Doc utterly despised magic, which just went to show how much this whole business was getting to him; he should have never tried to ward the door.
The elevator doors slid open, and Jervis joined him by the doorway. "Whatever are you doing?" he asked.
"I tried to ward the door with something I heard Jury say once, and I'm not sure if it worked. I didn't want it to whammy you."
"What was the chant, if I may?"
"Colligunt usque lauandi," Doc replied carelessly.
"Hum."
"What?" Doc paused and thought for a moment. "Oh. I see." Doc's lips twitched. "Well, how was I supposed to know Jury talks to himself in Latin? I just assumed he was casting spells."
"Perhaps he is," Jervis said, a smile very nearly overtaking his lips. "Perhaps it's the equivalent of a witch Post-it."
"Pick up laundry," Doc chuckled, then he burst out laughing.
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Jervis and Doc played seven hands of gin rummy. Jervis won three of them. He was an excellent card player. Superb focus and absolutely no emotions. Doc loved playing him.
"Do you remember that one time you broke me out of jail in Russia?" Doc asked as he shuffled the cards again.
"Which time?"
"The one in Siberia."
"Cold," Jervis said flatly.
"That's why we never went back."
"I thought it was because there's a bounty on your head?"
"Nothing I couldn't clear up if I wanted to."
Jervis almost smiled, then said, "Why do you ask?"
"No reason. I was just remembering that guard. He was a pretty good poker player."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"It's hard," Doc said, trying to explain. "We have so much more practice than most people that it's really unfair. At this point, I'd almost have to cheat to lose."
"There is an element of luck involved in most games," Jervis said.
"Sure, but Lady Luck loves me. You know that." Doc frowned at his empty whiskey glass. "Although she did make herself rather scarce today."
"I assume Sami Caruso would like back her family heirloom?"
"You knew she was Caruso's granddaughter?" Doc asked in surprise.
"Of course. She applied here four years ago, but I turned her away due to her unfortunate familial connections."
Doc chuckled softly. "It didn't come up on Jury's background check."
"My background checks are much more thorough than most," Jervis replied with an offended air.
Of course they were. Because Jervis was the absolute best at what he did.
"Why do you stay with me?" Doc asked. Jervis had long since made good on his debt. Probably around the time he'd broken Doc out of the second Russian prison.
Jervis shrugged. "I enjoy your company."
"Likewise," Doc said. "More whiskey?"
"Certainly."
They played another five hands before Jervis slid his cards across the table and said, "Time for me to return to work, sir."
"Alright," Doc said easily, watching Jervis go. He'd missed Jervis over the last several years. Spending five years having sex with an enthusiastic vampire was an enlightening way to pass the time, but he was happy to be back inside the hustle and bustle, even if it was chaotic and giving him a headache.
He drank another cup of whiskey, then wandered into his bedroom.
"Busy day?" Thaddeus asked.
"Actually it was."
"Sex, whiskey, and killing?"
"Whiskey, cards, and killing," Doc corrected. "No sex."
"Mrs. Abigail Jury not up to your standards?" Thaddeus said dryly.
"She's not actually available; she just thinks she is."
"Ah, well that explains it. I thought her backside was nicely shaped. In fact, I had thought if I had hands—"
"Did someone slip you whiskey when I wasn't looking?" Doc interrupted.
"No."
"You're usually quite puritan unless you've been drinking," Doc said, eyeing Thaddeus's pot suspiciously.
"I thought that perhaps if I conversed with you on your level, you would deign to spend some time with me."
Doc chuckled softly as he removed his soiled clothing and dropped them into the hamper. Rosa would likely pass out when she saw the blood, but it couldn't be helped.
He sat on the edge of his bed and studied Thaddeus's leaves, wishing Thaddeus had a least a pair of eyes. Anything to make him seem like a man. He felt like he was talking to a ghost, and, in some ways, he supposed he was.
"Did you speak with Rosa today?" Doc asked.
"Yes. Her mother-in-law's come for a visit so she had quite a lot to say."
Doc controlled his urge to grin because he knew that even without eyes Thaddeus could somehow see him. Which still boggled his mind. He couldn't begin to imagine what it was like to be a plant.
Maybe he should remove shamans from his possible partner list as well. For a moment he was back inside Ms. Goodhunt's sitting room, and he decided that the possible risk was well worth it.
"Did you happen to notice if Sami took anything while she was rooting through my drawers?" Doc asked.
"She was the naked girl, I presume?"
"You presume correctly."
"I rather liked her... um... Well, really all of her."
"Yes," Doc agreed. "She's rather fit, but still soft in all the right places."
"She didn't meet your approval either?"
"She wants something from me, and you know how I hate it when people want things from me."
"Something other than a good time?"
"Yes. So did she?" Doc asked.
"She did not. Although... Well, this is awkward, but she did lay in your bed for a while. Naked."
Of course she had. He moved her firmly into the too available category. Too availables always wanted more, even if they swore they didn't, and he'd learned his lesson there about fifty years ago.
He shuddered, remembering Willow and her horrible tendency to follow him. In fact, it had been because of Willow that he'd first met Fernsby. He'd played with the idea of killing her; after all, he'd been very clear that he didn't want anything more to do with her; but he had decided she would probably rather be hypnotized than eaten.
Although in hindsight, he should have just killed her and been done with it because he hadn't done her any favors.
"What do you think of hypnotizers?" Doc asked Thaddeus.
"Low level witches at best. Usually very good at that one thing, but that's it."
"If witches connect to the elements," Doc mused, "how does hypnotizing work exactly?"
"Couldn't say," Thaddeus said. "I've only seen it performed once, and I honestly thought it was a tad devious. Not really on the up and up."
"So perfectly in line with witchcraft then," Doc said with a grin. "I've gotten to the point where I'm not sure anyone is who they say they are. Bosch's witch uses glamour more than Jury and I did that time the Emir of Sabom caught us inside his harem."
"Sounds like a fascinating tale."
Doc laughed. "At the time it was a little terrifying. Do you have any idea what he would have done if he had caught us?"
"A vague one."
"It involves a pair of—"
"Weren't you planning to take a shower?" Thaddeus interrupted.
"Enough conversation for today?" Doc drawled.
"Enough."
Doc laughed as he padded softly to the bathroom to take a long, leisurely shower. Although sadly, one without the pleasure of female company.
There was nothing more comfortable than a throne made of skulls. Something to do with the curvature of the crowns, Doc thought as he relaxed into it with a sigh. He was holding an ornate golden goblet, which was a tad pretentious for his taste, but as long as it was filled with whiskey, he'd allow it.
It wasn't. He dropped it onto the black slate floor, watching dispassionately as the thick blood glided across the stones making them seem even blacker than they were.
He may eat souls, but he had no interest in drinking blood.
A naked woman, with lovely curves and hair that swished around her hips, approached him.
"How may I please you, master?" she murmured sultrily, eyes glazed. "Tell me what you want."
He didn't want anything from her, no matter how lovely she was. "A willing woman," he said, propping his feet on the bone footstool.
"I am willing."
"You're not. You're compelled. Totally different than willing. Go away."
His luck with women the last week had been terrible. He couldn't even make love in his dreams. If this kept up, he was going to have to visit Ms. Goodhunt. Or find a clever way to meet up with Sagena. He shook his head regretfully. It wasn't worth the risk. If Abigail found out... He shuddered.
"Did you kill her?" a voice behind him asked.
The terrain shifted, and he was inside that cabin with her, the moon shining through the window.
"Yes. Did you know I would?" She was lovely, but he was still a little annoyed at her.
"I had hoped," Señora Teodora said softly.
Her hair was hanging down her back like a wave of velvet, but he refused to be drawn in by it.
"You could have just said 'kill Sofia'. I would have happily done it. No questions asked."
She shrugged. "Not the right kind of undertaking to embolden a man to live for nearly two hundred years. Saving a woman, yes. Killing a woman, no."
He wanted to argue with her but found he couldn't. "Still," he said after a moment.
She smiled at him, and he decided to forgive her. She was much too beautiful to be mad at. "Stay with me?" he asked.
"For a while," she replied, reaching out her hand and touching his face with warm fingers. The room around them swirled, and they were suddenly deep within a midnight wood, moon blazing down upon the grassy meadow that surrounded them.
Doc ran his thumb over her jawline. "Tozi," he whispered.
She responded with a word he didn't recognize, but its meaning was clear. His whole body ached for her; he wanted her fiercely, and, for this moment, she was his.
Just as the sun met the edges of the meadow, illuminating Tozi's hair with pure light, someone knocked loudly on Doc's door, waking him from the most spectacular dream he'd ever had.
He sat up, anger flooding him. He was going to kill them. He didn't care who it was. Jervis, Rosa, Jury; it didn't matter. They were dead. He stalked to the door, naked and furious, and pulled it open with a growl.
Frankie screamed, Jules gasped, Johnny burst out laughing, Addison said nothing, and Doc slammed the door closed.
Five minutes later, he jerked it open once more, clothed, but no less angry.
"Do you have any idea what the goddamn time is?" he growled.
"It's seven o'clock," Johnny said cheerfully.
"Yes. Much too early for visitors."
"We wanted to get here before you got busy with other things," Jules explained.
"Just come in," he snapped. "And tell me what the hell you want."
Frankie was staring at the floor, cheeks red as bricks. "We... Um... I... We should come back later," she stuttered.
"You're here now," Doc said, trying to keep the snarl out of his tone. "You may as well come in."
Whiskey. He needed whiskey. The children probably wanted breakfast or something to that degree. He glanced around the sitting room, looking for his phone. His head was all muddled. Part of him was still on the forest floor discovering new ways to please Tozi, and the rest of him was here. He did not want to be here.
"Just a moment," he said, stalking to his bedroom and grabbing his phone and Thaddeus's pot.
Thaddeus grunted. "Slow down," he muttered sleepily. "I'm not in any hurry; in fact, if you like, we can stop at Wheelwrights for a drink or two."
"Wake up, old boy," Doc ordered.
"Huggh... wha..."
"Wake up, I said. The children are here."
"Again?"
"Yes. Again." Doc set Thaddeus on the stool and called Jervis. "Amusing," he said when Jervis answered.
"You weren't otherwise occupied."
"I was."
"You weren't," Jervis contradicted.
"As a matter of fact I was in the middle of a... Well a... dream," Doc hissed.
"A real dream, sir?"
"Yes!"
"Then I quite apologize, but I don't know how I could have known that."
"Breakfast," Doc snarled. "And Jervis, dock your pay for the day."
"If you insist."
"I do."
Doc disconnected and spun to face the children. "Why're you here? Didn't I say I'd come by?"
"Yes," Johnny said, "But I thought if we came here, it would be more convenient."
"For who?" Doc asked.
"Well, you obviously," Jules said primly. "Is Mrs. Jury here?"
"Of course not."
"Why not?" she asked.
"Because I'm not going to sleep with her, not that it's any of your business."
"Why not?"
Doc closed his eyes and reminded himself that he'd raised a banshee. He could handle an inquisitive and annoying child. Easily.
"Because she's not available."
"That's what I said yesterday," Jules complained.
"No, you said she was married."
"Same difference."
"It's really not."
"How is it not?" Jules demanded.
"You're eleven; you don't need to know," Doc said irritably, sighing in relief when someone knocked on the door.
"Come in!" he called out.
A member of the kitchen staff opened the door and pushed in a large cart.
"Breakfast for five," Doc said, sitting at the head of the table. "Six if you count Thaddy."
"I'm not getting any breakfast though, am I?" Thaddeus muttered.
"Let's pretend you're on a diet."
"Yes, a strict water and sun diet," Thaddeus complained.
"Don't forget the brandy," Doc said.
"Oh, yes. It makes life worth living."
"Why are you here?" Doc asked again as he filled his coffee cup with whiskey.
"I want to learn to fight," Johnny said stubbornly.
"Why?"
"Because."
"That's not a good reason," Doc chided.
"I don't need a reason," Johnny said stiffly.
Doc didn't think that was true. The only reason a boy would want to know how to fight was if he had something to fight. Even if it wasn't something with fists.
John sprinted down the road to Francisco's house. Breathing heavily, he pushed open the front door without knocking, ran down the hallway, and burst into Francisco's study.
"Let's fight!" John demanded.
"I'm in the middle of something, pup," Francisco replied absently. "Later."
"No, now," John insisted.
His brother looked up from his paperwork. "Why?"
"Because I want to."
"No."
"Why not?" John exclaimed.
"Because you're blind with anger. Can't fight if you're blind."
"That's stupid. I can see you just fine."
"All right," Francisco said with a slight grin. "We shall see."
He stood and walked out the study doors and into the garden. John followed him, anger coursing through him like a river. It was one of his mother's bad days, and it made him so furious he could barely stand it. It made him furious to see her pale face and dull eyes. It made him furious to see the doctor shake his head sadly, like there was nothing to be done.
The anger filled him to the brim, and it frightened him. He wanted it to go away. He wanted to be left alone. And he thought if he could just punch hard enough, it would go out his fists into the world and be gone.
He didn't even see Francisco's hand move. Not until it whapped him on the forehead. The anger intensified, and John balled his fists into tiny hammers. He wasn't blind. He wasn't.
Francisco hit him again. This time on the shoulder; and John rushed forward, fists flying, screaming angry words that didn't even make sense.
He could barely see through the tears in his eyes, but he knew his fists weren't hitting anything. Francisco was right in front of him, but every time John's fist grew near, Francisco batted it away, like John was nothing more than an annoying fly.
John grit his teeth and punched even faster. One little fist broke through Francisco's block slamming into him, and pain shot through John's hand and up his arm, cutting the anger away.
"Damn it," Francisco hissed. "What did I tell you, pup? What was lesson one?"
John swallowed a sob. He was too old to cry. "Never punch knuckles out," he whispered.
"Anger made you blind," Francisco said, turning John back towards the house. "You couldn't even remember how to punch. You'll be lucky if you haven't broken a finger."
John didn't respond, just carried his aching hand, steeling his mind, telling himself he'd never make that mistake again, never let the anger overtake him. And when Francisco coughed slightly as he opened the door and the terror and fury tried to sweep into him, John pushed it aside, only allowing himself to feel the pain in his fingers.
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Doc gazed at Johnny for a moment, seeing that same simmering anger Francisco must have seen in his eyes all those years ago.
"Alright," Doc said, sipping his whiskey. "I'll teach you." Johnny's face brightened, and Doc held up his hand. "I'm not always around," Doc said. "Things come up, and I have to take care of them. Right now I'm trying to find a man who wants to destroy the Hidden. You learning how to fight does not take precedence over that."
Johnny's face fell, but he nodded.
"Eat up," Doc urged. "You're going to need it."
Doc borrowed Jury's truck because it was still there, and he wasn't riding a bus. The last time he'd ridden a bus... He shook his head with a grin. Somethings were best not relived.
"Where're we going?" Frankie asked. She still hadn't been able to look him straight in the face.
"To fulfill both yours and Johnny's favors," Doc said cryptically.
"What about mine?" Jules complained.
"You already had yours."
"It didn't last long."
"You got to see Thomas Jury in action," Doc said firmly. "That's a hundred times what you bargained for."
"He's so amazing," Jules breathed. "He even had the forethought to silence his gun. That's just so brilliant. Who even thinks like that?"
"Someone who's had to use their gun a lot," Doc drawled. "The bullets also self-replicate."
Jules gasped. "That's incredible! From what I've read there aren't very many witches who can do spells like that."
A thought suddenly occurred to Doc. "What about glamour?" he asked.
"What about it?"
"Can all witches do glamour?"
"No!" she laughed, like he'd just asked the dumbest question she'd ever heard.
"Why not?"
"Well, to begin with, it takes a witch who's very strong in both air and earth elements. You have to build a framework on what's there, but you're also changing reality. You understand?"
"No." Apparently he needed to take a course. Or read a book. It had honestly never occurred to him to just read a book about witches. It really hadn't occurred to him that there were books about witches. There were probably books about all the Hidden species, not that he'd ever find the time to read them.
"Witches are inherently strong in one of the elements," Jules said, her voice like a school teacher. "Johnny and I are both aerials."
"So air?" Doc clarified.
"Yes. Johnny's second strongest is earth. Many males are strong in earth. My second strongest is fire."
Doc made a mental note not to annoy Jules if he could help it.
"It's unlikely I would ever be able to build a glamour," Jules went on, "but Johnny might be able to someday."
"I haven't yet," Johnny said cheerfully. "But I can boost my voice."
"The point is," Jules said with a sharp clearing of her throat, "most witches who can build glamour are male, and it's not a common power."
Interesting.
"Jury says that some spells can be tied off, but some have to be held in place," Doc said.
"Yes," Jules agreed.
"What about a witch who could tie off glamours? Multiple glamours at once."
Jules was silent for a moment. "That would require an extraordinarily powerful witch."
"Yes?" Doc prompted.
"It's not likely," Jules replied, voice distant as if she was thinking. "The Jury family contains the thirteen most powerful witches on American soil, and they have been very careful to marry into powerful lines from other countries so as not to dilute their natural abilities."
"Yes?" Doc said again when she paused.
"What I'm trying to say," Jules said with exasperation, "is if they can't do it, it can't be done."
Very interesting. "Wait," Doc said, "What about the glamour that hides all the Hidden buildings? Surely those are tied off? There're hundreds of them."
"Completely different thing," Jules said dismissively. "Those are made entirely of air. More of a visual camouflage."
"Explain," Doc said as he struggled to parallel park Jury's ridiculous truck.
"Like a reflection on a pond," Jules said. "It's not really there, but you see it. Put your hand into it, and it's gone."
"Hum," Doc mused. He'd have to follow this train of thought later on when he wasn't doling out favors.
"Come on," he said, stepping from the truck and heading towards the side of a building.
"Where're we going?" Frankie asked again.
"Right there." Doc pointed at the wall.
"There's nothing there," Frankie argued.
"Don't you understand how the Hidden works?"
"Not really," she replied, blushing furiously.
"There's a door here," Doc said, tapping the door so she could hear the hollow sound. "And right here is the sign; it says, 'Blocks five hundred to blocks nine hundred'."
"What?" Frankie asked, face totally bewildered.
"This is a neighborhood. The sign indicates the blocks we'll find behind this door. In the Denver area there are about two thousand blocks."
"Two thousand one hundred and ninety-eight to be exact," Jules said.
"Not to mention the stand alone buildings," Johnny added.
"Like the House of Banshee," Addison chirped.
Doc winked at them. "Shall we open the door?"
Frankie was deathly pale. "But... It's just a door. There can't be city blocks..."
"It's bigger on the inside," Doc said cheerfully, pushing the door open to reveal a walkway covered with an awning that led out onto a cheerful, bustling sidewalk.
This was a very different neighborhood than the one he'd taken Sofia to, and he usually frequented this neighborhood quite often. He hadn't been here in five years, but not much, if anything, had changed.
Like all the Hidden neighborhoods, there were no cars, so instead of a street there was a wide sidewalk with just enough room for carts and foot traffic. Trees were planted along the walkway, flowers beds were scattered about, and, overall, it was a relaxing and beautiful place.
Beside him, Frankie was making strange noises, and Jules handed her a paper bag. "Breathe slowly," Jules said, patting Frankie on the back.
"But... but..."
"Breathe into the bag," Jules said firmly, pushing it towards Frankie's mouth.
Frankie obeyed, and after a moment of haggard breathing, she glanced around with wild eyes. "But we were... and now we're..."
"Yes," Jules agreed. "This is the Hidden."
"But..." Frankie turned around and opened the door, looking back out at the norm world. A couple passed by, and Frankie froze.
"Don't worry," Doc said. "They can't see you."
"But I can see them," she stuttered.
"Yes, but you're..." Doc paused, then said, "hidden."
"But... but..."
Doc pulled her back inside and closed the door. She was still stuttering.
"This may take a while," Johnny said. "When she first saw us do magic it took her about an hour to talk in a straight line."
Doc completely understood. When Jury had introduced him to the Hidden, Doc had gone on a bender that had not resulted in him getting drunk or forgetting what he'd seen. So he'd decided to enjoy it. Frankie would get there.
"This way," Doc said, towing her behind him. Fortunately, it was early enough that there were very few people on the street. He'd hate for her to run into an ogre on her first time out. He wasn't sure her mind would be able to process it. 
"But... but..."
"I know. It's unbelievable."
"And it's inside...?"
"Makes no sense," Doc agreed.
"But, like, couldn't you see it...?"
"I always thought so," Doc said.
"But... you can't...?"
"That's what they say."
"But... I... I don't understand..."
"Neither do I," Doc said cheerfully.
He entered a narrow building with no sign out front, keyed in a combo on the inner door, and escorted them into a large, open back room. The floor and the lower half of the walls were covered in wrestling mats, and there was light streaming through high narrow windows, giving the room a glowing air.
"What is this place?" Johnny asked.
"It's a training room," Doc said. "This is where you'll come to train. And when I'm not here to teach you, Dublin will."
"Who's Dublin?" Johnny asked.
"I'm Dublin," a lilting voice said as a man stepped from a doorway at the back of the room. "Dublin O'Connell, at your service." He grinned widely, teeth glinting, and crossed the room to shake Doc's hand. "Doc! I haven't seen you in an age."
Doc shook his hand and studied him. Dublin had to be nearly forty now, but much to Doc's relief, he looked the same as he had five years ago, young and agile, his jet-black hair tied back with a strand of leather string.
"Good to see you," Doc said.
"What brings you by?" Dublin asked, casting a quick glance over the children.
"Johnny Baker here," Doc said, placing his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "He wants to learn to fight."
"Ah," Dublin said.
"I'll start him off, but I haven't the time to do all his training. Let's set up a time, twice a week, and if I'm free, I'll come by, if not, you'll work with him."
Johnny tugged on Doc's arm. "I haven't any money," he whispered, "And I don't think my parents would approve."
"It's alright," Doc whispered back. "I'll take care of it."
"But that's too big of a favor," Johnny argued. "You said the ring wasn't worth it."
"It's not," Doc said evenly.
"So... I can't... I mean..."
"You want to learn to fight, you'll learn to fight. And someday," Doc added with a grin, "you'll owe me."
Johnny's brow wrinkled as he worked this out. "A favor?" he asked.
Doc nodded.
"Seems fair," Johnny finally agreed.
"Let's get started." Doc glanced at the girls. "Any of you want to learn?"
"No," Jules said. "We'll watch."
"Are you certain?" Doc asked.
"We're sure." Jules took Addison's hand and led her to a corner where they sat down with their backs to the wall.
Frankie watched them go, then glanced back at Doc.
"You want to join in?" Doc offered.
"Um... I don't know... I'll think about it." She shrugged and joined Jules.
Doc sat on the floor and took off his shoes and socks. "House rules," he said. "No shoes on the mat." Johnny copied him, and then Doc stood and carefully removed his vest, knife harness, and shirt, draping them over the back of a chair. From the corner of his eye, he saw Frankie's face flame bright red, and he chuckled softly.
"Should I take off my shirt too?" Johnny asked.
"Only if you want to," Doc replied.
Dublin had already removed his lightweight linen shirt, revealing a broad chest crisscrossed with scars, and was bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet.
"It doesn't really make any sense to fight like this," Johnny said, stepping onto the mat. "In real life, you'd have on shoes and a shirt."
"Sure," Doc agreed. "But I'd rather not ruin a four hundred dollar shirt every time I want to play at fisticuffs."
Johnny blushed and mumbled, "That makes sense."
"And when you're learning to fight, shoes will only get in your way," Dublin added.
"Today we'll work on stance," Doc said. "How should you stand in a fight?"
"I dunno," Johnny said.
Dublin pushed on his shoulder, easily knocking Johnny to the mat.
"Hey!" Johnny exclaimed, hands glowing purple for a second as he pushed himself upright. "What was that for?"
"Is that the correct way to stand?" Doc asked, pushing him from the other side and knocking him over again.
Johnny's face went red, and his hands began to glow once more. Doc grabbed one and said sternly, "No magic on the mat."
"That's not fair!" Johnny protested.
"Why not?"
"Because I'm a witch."
"Alright," Doc said easily. "Let me go grab my knives."
Johnny's face paled. "It's not the same," he muttered.
"Can't you kill me with witchcraft?" Doc asked.
"Well, I dunno. Can I?"
Doc grinned fiercely. "Do you want to find out? I know I can kill you with my knives."
Johnny's nostrils flared, and Jules rushed onto the mat between Johnny and Doc. "Stop it!" she demanded with a fierce scowl. "You're treating him like an idiot!"
"No, I'm treating him like a novice."
"Well, quit it!" she exclaimed, tears welling in her eyes. "He doesn't like it!"
Doc ignored Jules and stared sternly at Johnny. "Johnny, this is the only time I'll ask you. Do you want to learn to fight?"
Johnny nodded jerkily.
"Fighting is not for the weak," Doc said. "Fighting is not for the arrogant. Fighting is not for those who can't stand a little pain. To fight, you must be able to be knocked down, and you must be strong enough to stand back up. Do you understand me?"
"Yes," Johnny whispered.
"Jules, leave the mat. Do not come back onto the mat unless you want to learn to fight," Doc ordered.
Jules glared at him defiantly, then a purple haze surrounded the twins, and Johnny began to speak urgently. Doc turned away so he wouldn't be tempted to read their lips.
"You think he has it in him?" Dublin asked.
"I think everyone has it in them. Some people just have to look a bit harder to find it."
"The girl wants to learn," Dublin said softly, tilting his head towards Frankie.
"I noticed. Maybe she'll let you teach her. She's a bit skittish around me."
"I noticed," Dublin chuckled. "What did you do?"
"I don't know why everyone always assumes it's me."
"Come on."
"Fine," Doc muttered. "First, I killed some people in front of her, and then I may have opened the door this morning naked. In my defense, I didn't know it was them."
"Half mast?" Dublin asked.
Doc shook his head.
"Riding the high seas then," Dublin laughed.
"You make it sound so... piratical," Doc sighed.
"Searching for that lush booty, argh," Dublin said with an exaggerated accent.
Doc chuckled softly. "You haven't changed a bit."
"That's not what my wife says. She says I've gotten even better."
"She must be getting dementia," Doc replied solemnly. "You should probably take her to a doctor. I have some free time later this afternoon."
"Ha! She wouldn't have you!"
"She never would," Doc said with a laugh.
"Sir, I'm ready," Johnny said from behind them.
"Excellent," Doc said. "What was wrong with your stance?"
"I don't know."
Doc pushed him again; Dublin pushed from the other side; and Johnny teeter-tottered between them, but he finally moved one foot out to brace himself.
"There you go," Doc praised. "That wasn't so hard, was it?"
"What?"
Doc tapped Johnny's foot. "Now you have a solid stance, like a boulder."
Johnny frowned at his feet, then his eyes brightened. "I get it!" he said excitedly.
"I knew you would," Doc said with a wink.
For the next hour, Doc and Dublin pushed Johnny around, allowing him to push back at them so he understood the difference. The longer they worked, the more natural Johnny became, shifting his feet automatically so his stance was solid.
"That's enough for today," Doc finally said.
"But when do I learn how to fight?" Johnny asked with puzzlement.
"You are learning to fight," Dublin said.
"But all we did was move our feet around."
"Exactly." Dublin winked at him, and then turned to Doc. "Come by soon. We'll roll."
"Only if Julia comes to watch," Doc replied, lifting his eyebrows up and down.
"Of course she'll come. She likes to reward me when I trounce my opponents."
"Tsk, tsk," Doc said. "Getting a bit big for your britches I think."
"Then come take me down to size."
"Don't worry; I will."
Dublin laughed heartily and shook Doc's hand. "It's really good to see you... Sir John."
"No."
"I'm going to put that on my plaque. 'Sir John Holliday patronizes the Wolf Club.'"
"You wouldn't."
Dublin shrugged. "It might be good for business."
"Only if you want a swarm of females standing outside," Doc countered.
"Didn't think of that," Dublin replied with a grimace.
Doc laughed softly, donned his clothes, and led the children outside.
"What do you think of the Hidden, Frankie?" he asked as they walked towards the hidden entrance.
"It's... um... Well, it's hidden."
"It is that."
"And... there're no cars."
"Nope."
Frankie's eyes suddenly grew wide. "What's that?" she whispered.
"He is a Lutin," Doc said cheerfully. "Best bakers in the world."
"But... but..."
"I'll take four pastries," Doc said, stopping by the Lutin's cart.
"Which kind?" the small man demanded.
"Chocolate," Doc said as he passed over a merlin.
"Do they have unicorn breath?" Addison asked the seller.
The Lutin cast a quick glance at Doc, and Doc gave a tiny nod.
"Of course, little lady. All our pastries do. It's how we get them so damn fluffy!"
"Yum," Addison said, taking a huge bite.
Doc grinned and passed the man another merlin before saying, "Come on, children. Let's get you home." He hoped they didn't run into a shapeshifter or a nymph before they reached the door. He wasn't sure Frankie could handle it.
After Doc dropped off the children, he went back to Dulcis to look for Jury. It was past time they got back to work. 
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Doc knocked on Jury's suite door and waited patiently for him to open it.
"It's about time you showed up!" Jury growled as he swung the door open.
"I didn't know you were waiting for me," Doc drawled.
"One, we need to find the other fetishes; and two, my mother is here," Jury mouthed.
Doc cringed. "As in here here?"
"Yes. As in here here."
"Can you make her go away?" Doc mouthed. Jury shook his head emphatically. Doc sighed heavily and said, "You're not going to understand this, but just play along."
Jury raised an eyebrow, but didn't comment as he walked back into his suite, Doc following behind him.
"Sir John!" Abigail twittered, rising to greet him.
"Morning, little lady," Doc said, roughening his words instead of softening them. "You look mighty fine today."
She blushed faintly and moved closer. "Did you get your rest?" she purred, running her hand over his forearm.
This was going to be harder than he'd thought. "Sure did." He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it rather sloppily. "You smell wonderful; just like fresh mushrooms."
Her face wrinkled. "Mushrooms?"
"Nothing like a mushroom first thing in the morning. And a good old garlic clove. Keeps the chiggers away, I find."
"Chiggers?" Abigail questioned, eyes darting quickly around the room.
"Yep. Pesky little buggers," Doc said.
Jury snorted in laughter, then busied himself with a newspaper, turning the pages with a loud rustle.
Abigail returned her eyes to Doc and smiled seductively. "I'm looking forward to our evening of pleasure." She ran her hands up his sides and wrapped them around his back. "Are you sure you don't want to make it a morning of pleasure?"
If only. Unavailable, he thought, trying to steel his body against her touch. "I'd love to, really I would, but I've got some work to do with Jury here, knight protector work if you understand my drift."
Her eyes brightened, and he swallowed a sigh. He should have known better than to mention that.
"Seven is so far away," she whispered by his ear. "Can't we make it five?"
"It's not really fashionable to go to dinner that early," he replied, grasping at straws.
"I think we should have dinner in," she purred, tracing his ear with her fingertip. "Wouldn't you like that? It would be more relaxed and... intimate."
She was going out of her way to make this hard on him. She was pressed against him like he was her life raft on a stormy ocean, and his body liked it. A lot. Unavailable, he chanted silently.
"Alright. I'll come by your suite," he promised roughly. He wouldn't. Ever. But that would just add to his revolting nature, wouldn't it? Who on earth would stand up Abigail Jury?
Who indeed? He was walking a fine line. She needed to reject him, but he didn't want her to feel as if he was actually rejecting her. That would ruin everything. And possibly get him killed.
He pulled her to him, being as clumsy and awkward as physically possible, and pressed a wet kiss to her perfect lips. "See you tonight, baby cakes."
Confusion flitted briefly through her eyes, but then she smiled, ran her fingers down his cheek, and left the room.
"I cannot believe she's even entertaining the idea of sleeping with you," Jury said dryly. "I've never seen anyone botch up anything as badly as you just did."
"I know," Doc sighed.
"What're you going to do?"
"I don't know. If she doesn't reject me soon... It's... Damn, this is a mess."
Jury chuckled. "Kind of serves you right."
"How's that?" Doc demanded.
"Well, maybe it doesn't serve you right," Jury admitted. "But it sure is funny to watch."
Doc considered pinning Jury's hair to the wall, but then he remembered it was his hotel, not Jury's apartment, so instead he smiled thinly and said, "If I do sleep with her, I'm going to tell you all the details."
Jury paled. "You wouldn't."
"I would. In fact, I'd go so far as to write a play and have it performed in theater for you."
"I hate you," Jury snarled.
"I know."
They stared at each other for a moment, then Jury rolled his eyes and said, "What now?"
"I might know where a unit of Acolytes were, but they probably aren't there now. So we can either go there or try to trace the missing fetishes."
"Did you say unit?" Jury asked.
"Yes."
"Are you going to tell me what a unit is?" Jury asked, pouring them both a cup of whiskey.
"I was getting there. I spent most of yesterday afternoon torturing those three Acolytes, and I learned some interesting things." Doc went on to explain about the units and unit leaders, and how the hierarchy made sure that no one with any real information would ever be close enough to Doc to get captured.
"That's strange," Jury commented after a while. "It's almost as if he knows you."
"I doubt that," Doc replied. "I think he knows of me. Lyle would have certainly included mention of me in his confession, and it's possible Edgar knows of my uncanny ability to wring information from people."
"You mean torture it from them."
"I don't know why you keep getting so hung up on that."
"I just like watching you cringe. It's hard to get a rise out of you, but that one always works," Jury said with a chuckle.
"Immature," Doc said.
"What do you expect? I've only just barely reached adulthood," Jury snorted.
Doc sipped his whiskey slowly. "It is a little odd though. If he knew of me, why didn't he..."
"Stay the hell away from Denver?" Jury laughed.
"Exactly! Or at least not revive the Acolytes or I don't know... I mean... I'm not sure it makes sense."
"Knowing of you isn't the same as knowing you," Jury said. "Look at all the cryptids who have underestimated you over the years."
"Maybe," Doc said. "But I still think it's strange for a man of the cloth to operate like a military commander. Based on his tactics, I'd guess Edgar's a goddamn military genius. How could he have... I mean, he was a priest! And he can't be more than sixty or so years old. Something about it just doesn't make sense."
"For all you know he studied military strategy his entire life," Jury argued.
"Maybe," Doc allowed.
"Besides, you have this strange need for things to make sense," Jury said, "and sometimes things just don't make sense. Sometimes people, even military geniuses, don't make sense. They just do shit and hope for the best."
"That makes no sense."
"Exactly," Jury laughed.
"Your logic is bizarre."
"It's not logic. It's just an observation."
He refused to give Jury the satisfaction of agreeing with him, so he said, "What's your vote? Warehouse or fetishes?"
Jury shrugged. "You pick."
"I'm in the mood to kill someone, so let's go after the fetishes."
"Sounds good," Jury said, grinning.
"Besides, if I were Edgar, I'd have men watching the warehouse to see if we show up there. He might change his whole system if he realizes one of his men talked." Doc tossed back the rest of the whiskey and stood. "I'll drive, and you can tell me where to go."
"We should take the green one," Jury said as they entered Doc's private parking garage.
"Not damn likely!" Doc snorted. "We'll take the Porsche. It's not my favorite."
"Then why did you buy it?" Jury grunted as he tried to fold his tall frame into the passenger seat.
"I didn't. This woman from California gave it to me as a thank you present."
"Forget I asked," Jury muttered.
"In her note, she suggested some very creative things we could do in the backseat, but I had to decline."
"I know I'm going to hate myself for this, but why?"
"I never do rush jobs," Doc replied earnestly.
Jury didn't speak for a second, then he said, "Well, at least I know your cars are sanitary."
"Oh hell," Doc hissed.
"What?"
"Is that why you have that ridiculously oversized truck?"
"No," Jury said with a muffled laugh.
"I let the kids ride back there!"
"You could've taken the bus."
"You know I don't ride the bus."
"Right, we wouldn't want a repeat of the incident."
"Let's just focus," Doc snapped. "Where to?"
Jury closed his eyes for a moment. He finally said, "There are two locations. One has more fetishes than the other. Shall we do that one first?"
"Sure. But let's try to hit them both."
"If Edgar truly is a military genius, it won't be a walk in the park," Jury commented.
"Do you want me to call Simon?"
"Nah. We can handle it. Let's just employ some finesse."
"What're you trying to say?" Doc asked.
"Just when it comes to fighting, that's not really your thing."
"So you're saying I should fight like I make love?"
"I'm just saying let's not break down the doors right away; let's sneak a little."
"Alright. I'll let you lead this one," Doc said with a short chuckle.
"Seriously?"
"Seriously. You're all grown up now, right?"
Jury laughed, but didn't respond; instead, he told Doc where to turn next.
Within the hour they were evaluating a large, dilapidated warehouse from beneath the cover of a nearby abandoned car wash station.
"Are we glamoured?" Doc asked.
"Yep."
"Is it regular glamour or like the Hidden buildings' glamour?"
Jury cast him a surprised look. "I didn't know you knew the difference."
"I didn't until Jules Baker took it upon herself to explain it to me. She's quite smart."
Jury shuddered. "The way she looks at me makes my skin crawl."
"She just really admires you."
"That's fine. From a mile away."
Doc laughed. "It would break her heart to hear you say that."
"Are we doing this?" Jury asked.
"Absolutely."
"So, here's the plan."
Jury outlined it, and Doc stared at him in absolute shock.
"What?" Jury said. "You don't think it'll work?"
"No, I mean, yes, I mean, I'm just trying to figure out why I've been the one to come up with the plans all these years. Yours are much better. I mean... Damn."
Jury grinned slightly. "So you think it'll work?"
"Yeah. I think it'll work."
"Let's do it then," Jury said as he pulled a small rock from his pocket. He held it in the palm of his hand and studied it for a moment, eyes flaring blue. Blue surrounded the rock, raising it and twisting it, shaping it before Doc's very eyes. When it settled to rest in Jury's hand again, it had changed into a miniature gargoyle with wings.
"Cute," Doc said dryly.
"Effective," Jury countered. He muttered something in quick Latin, and the gargoyle opened its stone wings and fluttered silently into the air.
"Do you have to say your spells in Latin?" Doc asked casually as he watched the tiny creature move toward the warehouse.
"No."
"Then why do you?"
"Because I come from a long line of elitist witches. If my mother heard me utter a spell in English I'd never hear the end of it. They didn't even speak English until they moved to America."
"But aren't they English?" Doc asked in confusion.
"Only peasants speak English," Jury said in flawless French, mimicking his mother's tone almost perfectly. "Nobility speak French."
"Your family is..."
"Outdated?" Jury said bitterly. "Ridiculous? Totally hemmed in by tradition? Completely insane? Yes, I agree."
"I didn't say any of that," Doc countered.
"But you were thinking it."
"Wasn't."
"Prove it."
"Can't," Doc said with a slight chuckle.
"Be quiet," Jury commanded. "He's in."
Jury's eyes began to move strangely, like he was seeing something that wasn't there, watching things Doc couldn't see, and Doc looked back towards the building. He would never get used to magic. Stone didn't have eyes, not any more than a plant did. How could they see? It made absolutely no sense.
"It appears your snitch told you the truth," Jury said absently. "There are twenty-one of them. All wearing fetishes. They're trying to figure out how to use them, but I think their general lack of understanding is holding them back."
"How so?" Doc asked.
"Well, it's not as if they actually know what a Takaheni is capable of. Or a vampire. Or an ogre. Or a witch. If you don't know that a witch harnesses the four elements, having a witch's power will do you no good."
That made sense to Doc, and frankly he was glad they didn't know how to use the fetishes. It would only make it easier to kill them.
"Is the unit leader there?" he asked.
"I think so. There's a man with hair anyway; I can't see if he's wearing the symbol of office."
"Good enough," Doc said. "Make sure to keep him alive."
"How about I subdue him, and you take out the rest?"
"You'd let me kill all twenty?" Doc asked in surprise.
"I'm pretty sure they have some of those plastic guns."
Doc deflated slightly. "I miss the good ol' days of lead poisoning."
Jury laughed, then said, "No one's guarding the entrances."
"So they assume they're safe," Doc said thoughtfully. "Which means they've probably set some traps."
"I'll have Winks look for them."
"Winks?"
"The gargoyle."
"You named him?"
"Obviously."
"So you're going to keep him?"
"I'm not just going to bring a being into existence, and when I'm done with him, say, 'thank you, goodbye now,'" Jury snorted.
"So what will you do with him?"
"Take him home," Jury said. "You're so callous sometimes."
"Sorry," Doc muttered. "I didn't know."
He was beginning to wish he hadn't let Jury take the lead. He was sick of sitting here. Reconnaissance was all well and good, but eventually it was time to just break down the door. He tapped his fingers on his thigh, trying to distract himself by playing a chess game in his head. Unfortunately, he lost. Which never happened.
"Are we ready?" he asked.
"Not yet."
"How about now?"
"Damn it, Doc! You said you'd follow my lead on this!"
"Yeah, but can we get on with it?"
"Finesse. Winks is almost done."
Doc sat on the floor to keep himself from charging towards the warehouse and tried to relieve his dream with Tozi. Edgar kept popping up at the most inopportune moments.
"Now?" he asked.
"You're acting like a goddamn child!" Jury snapped. "Can't you just be patient?"
He could. He could be very, very patient. When Francisco had ordered him to stand behind the curtains that one time Francisco's investors had paid him a visit, he hadn't moved an inch. Not even a half an inch. He'd barely breathed. And when he'd hid from Father after Mother died, he hadn't so much as twitched. Just sat in the alcove in the attic until his legs had gone numb and his mind had nearly forgotten why he was there.
But he wasn't a boy anymore. And as a man, he rarely saw any point in employing patience except in the bedroom and during a game. He took a deep breath. He could do this. He'd just close his eyes and take a nap. And next time he'd bring a whiskey flask to help pass the time.
"Are you listening to me?"
"What?" Doc said, jerking upright.
"Did you seriously just nod off?"
"No," Doc lied.
"You did. You have a spot of drool on your chin."
Doc didn't even bother to check. He'd slept with countless women over the years, even though he could and would count them if required, and he knew for a fact that drool stayed firmly inside his mouth when he slept. He accepted nothing less.
"Winks is done."
"And?"
"The entrances are heavily guarded by magic."
"That's strange," Doc said thoughtfully.
"Why's that?"
"Acolytes despise cryptids and everything about them. I still don't understand why they were working with Bosch, but to actually use magic... That's really... Well, it's blasphemy."
"Blasphemy or not, they're using it," Jury said. 
"So what do we do?"
"I could unwork the spells, but it will be easier just to cut through the back wall."
"Lead the way," Doc said, leaping to his feet. "I'll follow you all the way to hell."
"You always say hell doesn't exist."
"Exactly," Doc chuckled.
"You're an ass," Jury said as they walked from the carwash into the harsh noon light.




Chapter 12
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They walked across the broken pavement and approached the back of the warehouse. Apparently Acolytes didn't believe in surveillance systems because Winks had told, or showed or whatever it was he did, Jury that there were no cameras inside or outside of the warehouse. Rather sloppy work. Doc had expected better from a military genius. Even Dulcis Requiem had a surveillance system. You had to move with the times or else you'd get left in the dust of antiquities.
Jury approached the southwestern corner, where Winks had apparently told him was a good location, and focused on the metal of the building. Blue light sparked; and a Jury-sized shape suddenly melted out of the metal, oozing down onto the ground and puddling into a glob of steel.
"Nicely done," Doc whispered.
"After you," Jury whispered back.
Doc stepped through the still warm entranceway and peered around. There was a stack of crates directly in front of him, but he could hear grunts and exclamations of disgust on the other side.
He felt Jury beside him and held up a fist. If they listened for a moment maybe they would pick up something important. Winks had eyes, but he apparently didn't have any ears, for all the sense that made.
Doc strained to work the sounds he could hear into words, but he couldn't make out anything specific, so he started to work his way around the boxes. Jury stayed behind him, cloaked in a shifting glamour.
They both assumed that the unit leader would bolt as soon as he saw Doc, and it was Jury's job to make sure he didn't make it far. Doc's job was to kill everyone else.
Doc took a slow, deep breath and grinned. Fortunately the time for finesse was at an end.
He crept carefully towards the end of the crates, palming a knife in each hand. He stepped around the corner, sighted the two nearest Acolytes, and let his knives fly. The two Acolytes were dropping to the floor before anyone even realized Doc was there. By then, four more knives had left his hands. He didn't bother looking for the unit leader; he knew Jury would get him.
The Acolytes rushed toward Doc with a sort of herd panic, and Doc chuckled. They were only making it easier for him to kill them. If they'd scattered and collected their guns, they would have stood a slight chance.
Although most of them were relying on their hands, several of them had knives, but Doc was quicker. He threw several more knives before they closed the gap, and once they were close enough, he started stabbing and slashing.
One man punched at Doc's head, but Doc ducked, coming up underneath the man's arm and stabbing his knife through the bottom of the man's chin. Doc left the knife there, slamming his palm into its handle and shoving the knife up into the man's brain.
He paused for the barest second to allow himself to feel the power rushing through his tattoo, then pushed forward, using both hands to shove knives through the Acolytes in front of him.
One of the Acolytes stumbled backwards, hand wrapped around his fetish, face a mask of concentration, and suddenly he resembled a green, hazy tree. Doc paused. He'd never killed a tree spirit before; he wasn't even sure he could kill a tree spirit. Which made him wonder how Bosch had managed to extract a tree spirit in the first place.
In that moment of distraction, another Acolyte tackled Doc from behind, and they slammed into the floor together. In a mere second, Doc was on top, and his knife was protruding from the man's throat, the point of it buried partially in the concrete floor.
Doc leaped to his feet, tossing a few knives through a few skulls as he did. The fake tree spirit hadn't moved. He obviously had no idea the power tree spirits wielded, which was just as well.
Doc threw a knife at the tree spirit's core, just to check, not terribly surprised when the knife zipped through the haze and out the other side, killing a different Acolyte behind the tree spirit.
There was only one solid thing about the fake tree spirit, and that was the fetish hanging from his neck. Doc grinned slightly and rushed forward with two knives drawn. With one knife he sliced through the cord holding the fetish in place, and with the other, he stabbed through the man's heart as he shifted back into a human. The man managed a single gasp, then dropped to the floor.
Doc quickly took stock of the room. There were only a few Acolytes left now, and they were huddled together, faces uncertain. One of them broke from the others and dashed towards the guns. Doc threw a knife, catching him in the back.
"Get 'im!" one of the remaining men yelled, voice coated with terror, and they rushed Doc with savage screams. He blocked a wild knife thrust, responding with a thrust of his own, one that pierced an eye and tore through the man's head.
Two of them tried to tackle him, but Doc leaped to the side, grabbing one man's arm and pulling him into the other so both men fell to the floor. Then he flicked a knife into each of their hearts before turning to face the last two Acolytes.
Their eyes were wide with fear, and their faces pale. "This is why we serve," one said with trembling lips.
"To die by my hand?" Doc asked.
"To kill you." The man didn't seem convinced, and it didn't matter anyway because they were both already dead. They just hadn't realized it. Then they looked down and saw the knives buried deep within their stomachs.
"We failed," one gurgled.
"Indeed you have," Doc said as he watched them drop to the floor and fall forward onto their faces. His tattoo surged, and he shuddered slightly as the power ran down his limbs, then he surveyed the room casually.
All the Acolytes were dead. Except for the one Jury had pinned to the ceiling by what Doc could only assume was a block of air.
"Finesse," Doc said with a bow.
"Finesse," Jury agreed. He glanced up at the unit leader. "You want me to bring him down?"
"Is anyone still alive?" Doc asked. He certainly didn't mind that part of magic; it took a lot longer for him to physically check every body.
"Nope," Jury said.
"Twenty to zero," Doc said cheerfully.
"That was the plan, you asshat."
"I know, but it's still fun to say."
Jury slowly lowered the unit leader to the floor, and Doc approached the man thoughtfully. He wore a look of such heinous hatred that it almost made Doc laugh. Acolytes took everything so seriously.
"So," Doc said evenly, "tell me about the Appointed One."
"I won't," the man spat. "You're nothing but filth and rot, and the Appointed One will scour you from the earth."
"He's been doing a bang up job so far," Doc said thoughtfully.
The man smiled, and a chill ran down Doc's spine. He didn't like that smile at all. It was a smile that said "I know something you don't", and Doc suddenly wished he'd brought his pliers. Acolytes were terribly difficult to break, and he didn't want to be here all day.
The unit leader's lips were moving, but Doc couldn't hear what he was saying. He stepped closer. The man was speaking in Latin, and Doc arranged it into English in his head.
"Gag him!" Doc suddenly shouted, but it was too late.
Whatever spell or incantation the man had said was finished and already taking affect. He grinned maniacally as his face twisted and withered and then his entire body crumbled into dust.
"Well shit," Doc hissed.
Jury stared at the pile of ash in horror. "Did he just..."
"Magic suicide," Doc muttered. "Who knew."
"But..." Jury stammered.
"But what?"
"He's not a witch."
"Was he wearing a witch fetish?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," Jury mumbled.
Doc glanced around the warehouse skeptically. There were magic protections all around the doors, the Acolytes were wearing fetishes, and the unit leader had killed himself with a spell.
It was all wrong. Very, very wrong. The Acolytes thought they were pure, clean, unadulterated. So what the hell were they doing drinking the tainted water?
"Is there any way you can keep the next unit leader from doing that?" he asked Jury curiously.
"Not without gagging him."
"That kind of defeats the purpose, doesn't it? What about a non-Latin spell?"
"Huh?"
"Like just gagging him from speaking Latin?"
Jury shook his head. "I've never done that, and it usually takes me a few tries to get a spell just right, but we don't have a bunch of them to test it on. It would probably be easier to have Fernsby hypnotize him to forget the spell."
"I hate Fernsby," Doc grumbled.
"Why?"
"It's a long, convoluted story, but suffice to say, Fernsby senior liked to hypnotize women, so I hunted him down to kill him, and then I... I forgot what I was doing," Doc snarled.
"No," Jury said, eyes horrified.
"Yes. After that I spent some time learning to resist hypnotism, even though my plan was to sneak up behind him and stab him in the kidney."
"What happened?"
"Bennie."
Jury's eyebrows shot up. "What?"
"I needed something rather badly, and Bennie likes his hypnotists; he makes a lot of money off of them, so he traded me what I needed for Fernsby's life, with the caveat that if I ever witnessed him using his talent 'illegally' I could kill him, and Fernsby made sure to steer clear of me after that."
"I'm surprised you didn't kill him anyway," Jury snorted.
"I planned to, but something else came up." Doc shrugged. "Besides... Well, anyway. What's your plan?"
"What?" Jury asked.
"You're leading."
"Still?"
"Why not?"
"Okay." Jury paced the room for a moment. "We should probably move fast, so let's go out the way we came in, head to the second location, and nab the unit leader. I'll keep him gagged; we'll call in Fernsby and go from there."
"Aye, aye, cap'n."
Jury cast him a strange look. "Have you been hanging out with Dublin?"
"Just this morning," Doc chuckled.
"I can tell."
"Jealous?"
"Of that ugly mutt? No."
Doc laughed, then added, "Just one question."
"Yes?"
"Does your plan include taking the fetishes with us?"
"Obviously," Jury snorted. "I just didn't think it bore mentioning." The fetishes suddenly zipped across the room and landed in a pile at Jury's feet. "See?"
"I do see."
While Jury searched for something to carry the fetishes in, Doc considered the warehouse. He had been planning to text Jervis and ask him to send over some men to collect the plastic guns, but he thought maybe he wouldn't after all. If anyone disturbed the warehouse it might alert the witch that they were on his trail, and that was the last thing Doc wanted.
Maybe not the last. He could think of at least ten things he wanted less, maybe even twenty, but regardless, they may as well avoid it if they could.
He searched the entire warehouse but only found six plastic guns. He found a whole case of good, old regular guns, but only six plastic ones. With any luck, they were running out of them.
Doc slung the guns over his shoulder and texted Bennie. "I need Fernsby on standby."
"It'll cost you."
"Doesn't it always?"
"Sure, but it'll really cost you."
Doc rolled his eyes and wondered briefly why he'd put up with Bennie all these years. Then he wondered what he would do when Bennie died someday. Bennie had to be pushing seventy, but it was hard to tell because even though shapeshifters aged, their human form tended to hang around thirty unless they consciously chose to age it. Their animal form, however, aged at the normal rate. Which explained why Dublin hadn't looked any older. Someday Dublin would be a hundred, but Doc wouldn't even realize it, and then one day Dublin would just be gone.
"Ready?" Jury asked.
Doc shook off his morose thoughts and said, "Lead the way."
"I could get used to that," Jury said as he stepped over a body and walked towards the back corner.
"I wouldn't bother getting too attached."
"You never have been good at following others," Jury chuckled.
"Why follow when you can lead?" Doc said easily.
Jury tossed the bag of fetishes into the backseat and told Doc to head east. Doc shoved the guns into the trunk, then climbed into the driver's seat. They drove in silence; Jury's instructions their only conversation.
"Park here," Jury finally said. "That's it," he added after Doc had parked, pointing towards an empty strip mall half a block away.
They watched the covered windows for a moment, then Jury pulled Winks from his pocket and held him out the window. Winks flew towards the mall, disappearing over the edge of the flat roof.
"There're only fifteen men this time," Jury said after a moment. "Same magical wards on the doors and windows, only a few fetishes, and a man with hair."
"What a strange thing," Doc said absently. "Why hair?"
"I don't know," Jury replied. "Maybe it's a symbolic crown."
"Like princes? And Edgar is their king?"
"Maybe."
"We going in the back again?" Doc asked.
"Not sure," Jury replied. "It's not metal like the warehouse; I wouldn't be able to get us in quietly, but if we go through the door, whoever set those magic wards will know."
"I had assumed the witch was working for Bosch," Doc said.
"Might not be the same witch, I suppose," Jury said. "Let's go through the roof."
"You're not going to make me crawl through duct work, are you?"
"You said you'd follow me to hell."
"Metaphorically," Doc said. "Not literally."
"Let's go," Jury chuckled.
"I get to lead next time," Doc grumbled.
"I thought last time went pretty good."
"Because I did all the work."
"You love killing people."
"I don't," Doc said.
"If you had to give up whiskey or killing people, which would you chose?" Jury countered.
"I have to kill people to stay alive," Doc said.
"Supposing you didn't."
"But I do."
"But supposing you didn't."
"Fine, you win."
"I wanna hear it."
"I would give up whiskey," Doc muttered softly.
"And why's that?" Jury asked, voice full of laughter.
"Never mind why. Let's just get this done," Doc said sternly.
They went around the back of the long building and used a gutter to climb up onto the rooftop. Winks was waiting for them on top of a large vent.
"Jervis is going to kill me," Doc said as he eased himself inside the vent shaft.
"If you'd just keep a different set of clothes for our little killing sprees, you wouldn't get into trouble," Jury grunted, wiggling along the shaft in front of Doc.
"Are you suggesting I walk around in... normal clothes?"
"How about just a cheaper version of what you already wear?"
"Disgusting," Doc spat. "Have you ever felt the weave on those cheap shirts? Utterly repulsive."
"Then I don't feel sorry for you. Now be quiet."
They crawled silently through the dusty shaft until Jury paused and opened a grate beneath them. He carefully pulled the grate into the shaft, and then his body shifted until he wasn't really there, and to the best of Doc's knowledge, he dropped silently to the floor below.
"All clear," Jury whispered.
Doc joined him in the dark, empty room. After a second the room was illuminated with soft, blue light. "Where are we?" Doc mouthed.
"Office in the back," Jury mouthed back. "Same plan as before. You kill; I capture."
"My pleasure," Doc said, moving towards the closed door.
He cracked it open carefully. These Acolytes weren't training. They were praying. The unit leader was standing in front of them, spouting off phrases in Latin, which, when Doc translated them, were really rather silly.
The unit leader said, "We are the salt."
The others repeated, "We are the salt."
"Use us to cleanse the earth."
"Use us to cleanse the earth."
"Our very presence will kill the infestation of mold and parasites."
"Our very presence will kill the infestation of mold and parasites."
Doc resisted his urge to kill the unit leader and started moving slowly towards the kneeling men. Their eyes were all closed, which was a standard requirement to praying, although Doc had never understood why.
He reached the first Acolyte and slit his throat from ear to ear, holding him carefully so he didn't slump forward. The others didn't even notice. Doc eased the dead man to the floor and slit the next man's throat.
He felt Jury move past him towards the front of the room, ready to trap the unit leader, and Doc slit two more Acolyte throats.
They still hadn't noticed him. "I say!" he finally declared, irritated at their complete lack of awareness. "I'm killing you here."
The unit leader's eyes popped open, and he tried to say something, but found he couldn't because he was bound and gagged with magic. His eyes widened, and his face turned a bright red as he struggled against the magic holding him.
The rest of the Acolytes scrambled to their feet and stared stupidly around them. Doc waited patiently for them to realize what was going on. Finally one of the men screamed, "Kill the intruder!"
They all leaped forward at once, slamming into Doc and taking him to the floor by sheer weight, but being on the ground had never bothered Doc a bit. It just brought his opponents closer to his knives.
Something slashed across Doc's chest, but he ignored it, stabbing quickly from side to side and using his legs to pull men closer and then thrust them away once he was done with them.
Blood ran down his knives making his palms slick, but he tightened his grip and shoved the knives into a large Acolyte trying to ram his own knife through Doc's skull. Doc pushed the dead man to the side, twisted, and wrapped his arm around another man's neck, easily snapping it.
Someone stabbed him in the side, and Doc grabbed his hand, crushing the man's finger bones as he pulled him upright. They struggled for a second, but Doc easily turned the man's own knife against him, piercing his heart.
Doc kicked the dead man away, rolling so he was on top of another man, and hammered his fist into the man's head, collapsing his skull. Doc tossed a knife absently to the side, killing the final Acolyte, then glanced around the room to make sure he'd killed them all. He had.
Doc stood, breathing deeply as he did. His chest was still hot, only just now beginning to cool from the constant rush of power that had flowed into it.
He brushed absently at the blood on his vest. Perhaps Jury was right. He was ruining a ridiculous amount of clothing, but he preferred to always look his best. He never knew when he might run into someone delectable, like Sagena. His eyes brightened at the thought; he couldn't wait to run his hands over her—
"Doc!" Jury snapped.
"What?"
"You were drifting."
"Was I?"
"Yes! You had that sly grin you get when you're imagining a woman naked. We're kind of in the middle of something."
"Sorry," Doc chuckled. "Are they all dead?"
"That one's still alive," Jury said, pointing towards a man on the left.
Doc shoved a knife through the back of the man's neck, then turned to face the unit leader.
"What now?" he asked Jury.
"That's the question, isn't it?"
"I asked you, didn't I?" Doc said flatly.
"I think you should be in charge now," Jury suggested.
"I think you can handle it," Doc replied.
"I always like it when you lead though. You're so... commanding."
"What's wrong?" Doc asked suspiciously.
"Oh, nothing much."
Doc sighed. "How bad is it?"
"Not bad at all. It's just that we can't go out the front door without alerting the witch who set the wards. It would be rather difficult to drag this fellow out through the vents behind us, and I'm not sure Fernsby could fit through the vents in the first place."
"I see."
"Anyway. As far as finesse goes, I'm afraid I'm fresh out of ideas."
"So you want me to take over and break down the wall?"
Jury's eyes brightened. "We could do that!"
"Break down the wall?"
"Yeah, the only reason we didn't come in that way is because it was too loud."
"So what you're saying is, both our approaches have merit."
"I suppose."
Jury's eyes flared, and the fetishes popped into the air and flew towards him. When they settled, he picked them up and put them in his pockets. "You carry him; I'll get the door," Jury said.
Doc quickly checked the building for plastic guns, feeling pleased when he didn't find any, then hoisted the stiff unit leader over his shoulder and followed Jury to the back of the building where Jury mumbled some words and half the wall exploded into the alley.
"I can see why we didn't do that on the way in," Doc said, coughing just a little as the cement dust swept into his lungs. A moment of panic rushed through him at the feeling, but he knew it was only temporary. His lungs were fine. More than fine. They were perfect.
They stepped over the debris and walked down the alley and back to the car where Doc stood the unit leader upright and studied the backseat. "I think we should've brought your truck," he finally said.
"How big's the trunk?" Jury asked.
"Not as big as the back seat."
"Groovy," Jury muttered.
"Here's the plan," Doc said. "You drive. I'll sit in the back, and we'll shove him in the passenger seat."
"I don't think he'll sit willingly," Jury said.
"Then make him sit."
"I was never big on coercion magic."
"Are you saying you can't do it?" Doc demanded.
"No, I'm just saying... Fine."
The man suddenly bent like he was sitting in a chair, and Doc caught him just before he toppled over. "Help me wedge him in," Doc muttered, pushing the stiff figure towards the open door.
It took them nearly fifteen minutes to force the statue-like unit leader into the front seat. By the time they were done, they were both covered in sweat.
"You need to start buying cars with trunks," Jury said.
"It's not like we transport prisoners all the time," Doc retorted as he crawled into the back seat.
Jury snorted in response. "Where to?" he asked.
"The safe house in Commerce City," Doc responded. "It's the closest. Of course, I'll have to sell it afterwards. I don't trust Fernsby or Bennie."
"You don't trust anyone."
"That's not true. I can think of four people I trust."
"Oh, so Bree and Aine know where all your safe houses are?"
"Alright, I can think of two people I trust."
"Hum," Jury said. "I never knew about the one in Brighton."
"Fine. I trust one person. Happy now?"
Jury laughed lightly. "Pretty happy."
"Just get us there."
Doc texted the address to Bennie and told him to send Fernsby over right away. Then he laid his head against the back seat and tried to figure out what exactly about all this was bothering him.
Bosch had been pretty straightforward. Edgar on the other hand seemed to be very, very skilled at sleight of hand; which made Doc wonder if maybe, just maybe, they had their eyes on the wrong card.




Chapter 13
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Fernsby arrived just as Jury and Doc had settled the unit leader into a chair. The unit leader was fully bound, both by magic and paracord, and his eyes were furious. Which was ridiculous. He should have been terrified.
"What have we got here?" Fernsby asked cheerfully as he stumped into the room.
"I need this man to forget he knows Latin." Doc paused and thought that over. There had been this one time in Turkey when he'd found an enchanted hookah pipe and made a wish. He winced, remembering how off the rails everything had gone because his wording hadn't been exact and he'd left far too many loopholes for the magic to twist.
"Let me clarify," Doc said. "I don't want him to remember magic spells of any kind or any words of Latin. I don't want him to even remember English Latin words."
Fernsby's eyebrows went past his receding hairline. "That's a rather interesting request."
"Well, I am paying you," Doc growled.
"Sure enough, and the customer's always right." Fernsby pulled out his heavy medallion and swung it slowly in front of the Acolyte's eyes. "English are the only words you know. English is way to go. Latin isn't just a distant memory; it doesn't exist; it never did. If a Latin word should form, your lips just won't remember it."
The unit leader tried to close his eyes, but he couldn't. He could do nothing but stare at Fernsby's medallion.
Fernsby rattled on, "Spells are loose inside your head, but now all the spells you know are dead. Magic isn't here for you. You aren't a witch; your magic days are through."
Jury motioned to Doc and mouthed, "Should we have Fernsby suggest he cooperate?"
Doc grimaced. It would certainly make things easier, but he hated removing people's choices. If they'd rather be tortured to death than reveal their secrets, that was their business. Doc absolutely despised compulsion, and even if it was possible that knowing what the unit leader knew could save lives, Doc couldn't do it.
"I can't," Doc mouthed back.
"It would save like fifteen hours."
Doc grinned widely. That was perfect. Just perfect. Abigail Jury would sit up and wait for him, and he wouldn't even be blowing her off.
Sixteen hours later, and Doc was regretting his decision. Unit leaders were apparently the most zealous of the zealots. He hadn't gotten a single useful word from him. Just slurs and threats.
"You want me to call back Fernsby?" Jury asked lazily from his stretched-out position on the couch.
"No!" Doc snapped. "If he wants to keep being tortured, I'll keep torturing him."
"Wouldn't it have been nicer to have compelled him?"
"I don't know. Would you rather be dragged home in chains or under compulsion?"
"Point taken," Jury said. "But he's not going to talk."
Doc glanced at the nearly unconscious unit leader. He was inclined to agree with Jury. The man wasn't going to talk. No matter what Doc did.
"So let's try something else," Doc said, removing the man's symbol of office from around his neck and studying it. It truly was a revolting image. The lion looked half-mad, and the one-eyed skull was beginning to fragment into a hundred pieces.
"It seems to me that Edgar would've given this to him," Doc said. "Can you track it?"
Jury sat upright. "Finesse!" they said together.
"Drink!" Doc ordered.
"I've already had some," Jury complained.
"Do it anyway."
"Finesse," Jury said, tossing back a shot.
Doc handed him the medallion and picked up the whiskey bottle, drinking the remaining quarter.
Jury's phone beeped. "That would be Mother," Jury said absently. "Do you want to handle it?"
"What did you say last time?" Doc asked.
"I said we were still in the middle of something, and I'd let her know when we got back."
"How long's it been?"
"I don't know; maybe thirty minutes."
"It occurs to me that your mother is a little desperate."
"You think? She's still willing to consider you after that revolting kiss you gave her," Jury grumbled. "Now shut up; I'm trying to focus."
Doc picked up Jury's phone, typed in the code, and read Abigail's message. "Where are you?" He checked the thread. Variations of this continued for several scrolls.
"Hum," he said softly.
"I said be quiet!" Jury snapped.
Doc pretended to zip his lips, then turned his back on Jury and read through the texts more carefully. Abigail Jury was indeed desperate. Really desperate. Which made Doc wonder what it would be like to be married to someone for three hundred years. He cringed just thinking about it. He liked his space. If he wanted to be alone, he liked choosing to be alone. Likewise, if he wanted company, he could choose to have company.
But Abigail Jury didn't have those options. She'd been married in a time when most women had very few options indeed, and there was a chance her elitist time-locked husband may not have changed with the times. And from what he'd seen, elite witches took their marital alliances very seriously. So the very fact that she was willing to sully the Jury name by stepping out with Doc Holliday said that she was incredibly angry and intent on expressing her anger in the only way she knew how. Which was a terrible plan, for both of them. He'd just have to teach her a different way to express her irritation.
"I can't do it," Jury said, frustration lacing his voice.
"Can't do what?"
"I can't track it. It's bouncing around like crazy, going from one place to another. For a second it was in Antarctica."
Doc frowned. "Is that even possible?"
"Well, obviously it is! I mean, I've never seen anyone do it, but I'm telling you that's what it's doing."
Doc took the medallion and turned it over in his hands; he just couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong, but he needed a minute to unwind his mind so he could tell what it was. 
"I guess we're done here," Doc said.
"You don't want to have another go at Mr. You're-All-Scum-and-Will-Die?"
"Not particularly. I think I've reached my torture quota for this week."
"I didn't know there was a quota," Jury chuckled.
"Tsk, tsk," Doc said as he stabbed the man through the heart. "When will you ever learn? There is so much about me you'll never know."
"Thank god," Jury snorted.
Doc laughed and followed Jury out the door.
It was nearly five in the morning by the time Doc entered his suite, closing the door softly behind him.
"Is that you?" Thaddeus demanded.
"If by you, you mean me, then yes," Doc said wearily.
"Everything all right?" Thaddeus asked.
Doc flipped on a light. "I'm just tired and a little confused. A combination that irritates me."
"Understandable."
"How are you, old boy? Did Rosa water you?"
"Of course."
"Good."
"You look rather... bloody."
"Killed a bunch of Acolytes," Doc said, unbuttoning his vest.
"Still dealing with those vermin?"
"Yes, they're worse than cockroaches. Why do people need religion so much?" Doc asked.
"I don't know. I suppose you could ask the same question about science. As a plant, most of the things that concerned me as a man seem... unimportant."
"If you could go back, what would you do?"
"I'd like to say that I would find myself a lovely woman to marry and plant a garden and concern myself with little more than the way the storm clouds rolled..." Thaddeus trailed off, but after a moment's silence he continued, "But I'm very much afraid that even now I wonder. How did Bosch drain the power off the cryptids? What method did he use, what conductor material, and how did Sofia's power come into play? How did the Jurys attach the power to the fetishes, and how could such a thing even be possible?"
Those were all good questions, if you cared about such things, which Doc didn't. All he cared about was that no one ever did it again.
"So it's a good thing you're a plant." Doc said.
"I suppose so," Thaddeus admitted.
"Would you like some brandy before I scrape the Acolyte blood from my skin?"
"A small night cap would be appreciated."
Doc poured a dollop of brandy into Thaddeus's pot.
"That was a bit light," Thaddeus said.
Doc chuckled and dumped in half the bottle.
"Ahh," Thaddeus sighed. "Perfect."
"Sleep well, old boy."
Doc dropped his clothes into the hamper and padded softly to the bathroom. He let the water pound on his head, washing the blood and confusion of the day away. He was missing something; he knew he was. It was right in front of him; he just couldn't see it yet.
He toweled himself off, sighing heavily when he heard the knock on his door. It was much too early for the Baker children. Which meant... He wrapped the towel around his waist because he knew she wouldn't wait for him to answer and strode across his suite. He swung the door open, sighing internally when he saw Abigail standing there, face bright.
"Sir John! You made it home."
"I did," he said, dropping all pretenses. He was sick of playing games; it was time to take control. "Come in, and sit down."
Her gaze left his chest to study his expression, then her lips thinned minutely. "Is something amiss?" she asked.
"Not at all," he lied.
He led the way to the sitting room, sat on the edge of the table, and gestured for her to sit on the couch in front of him.
"Mrs. Jury," he began.
"Abigail."
He grinned and started over, "Abigail, it's time I was honest with you, and you were honest with me."
"I'm sure I don't know what you mean," she said guardedly.
"We'll get there. Back when you were working for Bosch—"
"He was holding us captive," she interrupted tightly.
"Yes, of course. Anyway, I needed a distraction, and I was under the impression that you really despised me, so I thought it would be entirely safe to hit on you."
Her cheeks flamed red, and her eyes widened slightly with horror.
Doc held her eyes and said, "I want you to know that you are one of the loveliest women I have ever met, and if I honestly thought you were available, I would have taken what you offered that first day. We wouldn't have come up for air for days, Edgar be damned."
She blushed again and started to open her mouth, but he held up his hand to stop her. "I've been studying women for a long time now," he said. "And even if you don't realize it, I know you don't really want to go to bed with me." Her mouth opened again, and he shook his head. "You love your husband."
Her nose wrinkled angrily, and he grinned slightly. She'd just confirmed it, whether she knew it or not.
"I have no idea what it's like to be married to someone for three hundred years—"
"It's terrible!" she broke in.
"I don't think that's true," Doc chuckled. "But I imagine you might reach a point where you're so comfortable with them that you kind of forget they're there. Maybe you stop sending them that special look or taking their hand under the table. Maybe you read with dinner instead of asking how their day went. Maybe—"
"Stop!" she cried out, tears welling in her eyes. "Just stop. If you don't want me, I'll find someone who does," she said, standing with regal dignity. 
"No," Doc said firmly. "Sit down." 
She stopped in surprise and sat back down.
"Listen to me," he said. "You're in love with your husband. He's the man you want, and if he's not seeing you anymore, let's make him see you."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"To begin with," Doc said, "stop trying to make him see you."
"That makes no sense. You just said—"
"Do you play poker?"
"No."
"You should. It teaches you everything you need to know about people."
"I don't understand."
"My dear Mrs. Jury, I'm going to teach you how to read people. Just don't use it on Jury; he'd never forgive me."
She still looked confused, but she hadn't made a move to kill him yet, so he figured he was on the right track.
"I'm going to go get dressed, then we will have a nice breakfast and work on your poker skills."
She acknowledged his plan with a slight nod, and he stood and walked into his bedroom. He dressed quickly, still not certain if he trusted her, then texted Jervis. "Breakfast for two."
"Finally seal the deal with the witch?"
"No. Teaching her to play poker."
"Lost your edge, have you?"
"Snarky today, huh?"
"No, sir."
Their breakfast tray arrived just as Doc stepped back into the sitting room, and they ate silently, each of them watching the other. There was no way that in four hundred years she hadn't picked up a thing or two about studying people. She probably just did it unconsciously, so he'd teach her how to do it consciously and how to use it. And before long, Mr. Jury would be trailing after her like a smitten dog, and Doc would be free to pursue other women.
"Do you play any card games?" Doc asked.
"I know whist. Or I did. It's been quite a long time since I've played," she admitted.
Doc topped off his coffee with a huge portion of whiskey and pushed his plate away.
"We'll play five-card stud," he said, pulling out his deck of cards.
"What's that?" she asked. "And how on earth will it help me with Phillip?"
"Some people play the cards," Doc explained as he shuffled the deck. "Some people play the people. You're going to learn how to play the people."
"What?"
"You need to learn to play Phillip. And you can only play him if you can read him. He's used to you seeking his attention and being available at his beck and call. This little stay of yours at the hotel is probably driving him insane."
"He hasn't even called," she muttered.
"We can change that," Doc said with a grin. "And furthermore, I can guarantee you that he's watching. Even now, he knows you're in here, with me, and that you've been in here for a while. He's probably seething with irritation."
Her entire face brightened. "Do you really think so?"
"Absolutely."
Even though it didn't particularly matter, Doc quickly explained the rules of the game.
"Most people aren't aware of their body language at all," Doc said as he dealt the first card. "Poker players are an exception. They have to learn to control their expressions and tells. They also have to learn to read the other players. Normal people, however, are too self-centered and self-focused to pay attention to either."
He glanced at his card and dealt the second card, face up. He allowed his face to twist briefly. "What did my face tell you?" he asked.
"I don't know."
"Did I look happy?"
"No."
"So do you think I like my card?"
"Probably not."
"Excellent. So if you and I are standing together and you touch my arm, and Phillip's face, even for a second, does something like that, what is he telling you?"
"That he's displeased?"
"Right. And the only reason he'd be displeased?"
"Because he doesn't like someone else touching his property," she said irritably.
"Does he really view you as property?" Doc asked.
"Of course!" she snapped. Her shoulders slumped. "I don't actually know anymore. He never used to. He was very progressive when we married. He said that if a queen could lead a country then a wife could certainly rule beside her husband."
She smiled briefly, then added, "But that was years ago. He never talks like that anymore. We just... We don't... talk. Or anything else for that matter. I think... I think I'm growing old. Maybe he's just not interested in me that way anymore." She stopped talking and stared at her hands, and he knew she was embarrassed.
"Don't worry," Doc said. "We'll soon have you talking. It just might start out as an argument."
"I wouldn't mind that," she admitted. "As long as we eventually made up."
"That's the best part," Doc said with a wink.
He consciously forced himself to allow his reactions to show as he dealt another card.
"What am I saying now, pup?" Francisco asked as he leaned back in his chair.
"You don't like your hand," John said thoughtfully.
"Are you sure?"
John looked Francisco over. His face was blank, but he was leaning back in his chair which was a classic tell for a bad hand. John studied Francisco's entire body. He was leaning back, but his shoulders were square, not hunched, and his legs were forward.
"Sorry," John said sheepishly. "You have a very good hand."
Francisco flipped his cards. A pair of kings and a pair of nines. "Good job," he said. "Deal again."
Doc leaned towards the table and his cards. "I'm engaged now," he told Abigail. "My cards are fairly good, and I'm looking forward to the next one."
She nodded slowly.
He dealt another card and leaned back. "I didn't get the card I wanted."
He took the cards and shuffled them. "Imagine this," Doc said as the cards glided together. "You and Phillip are sitting at the dinner table. He's leaning away from you; you're leaning towards him. What does that tell you?"
"He's not interested," she said flatly.
"Not exactly. He's probably very interested; he's just forgotten, and he's no longer engaged. But that doesn't mean you can't get him engaged. Pretend you're Phillip."
Her perfect face wrinkled slightly. "Why?"
"Just do it."
She shook her shoulders and leaned back stiffly, turning her head to the side. "The council should never have legalized the use of English in witch classrooms. It's so bourgeoisie," she said in a slow monotone.
Doc's lips twitched. "Nicely done." He leaned forward and batted his eyelashes. "I assume you would normally say something along the lines of, 'Oh Phillip, you're such a brilliant man. They really should have listened to you.'"
Her jaw worked for a moment, and she admitted softly, "Yes, something like that."
"Try this on for size." He straightened his shoulders and leaned away from her, shrugging as he did. "Personally, I think the continued use of Latin in classrooms is somewhat outdated. The time spent learning Latin could be better used learning spells or even different ways to apply spells."
Her eyes widened. "But... but..." she stuttered.
"Maybe you don't think that," Doc said. "But I imagine if you said that, Phillip would immediately become fully engaged."
Her mouth opened slightly. "Oh. I see."
"Exactly," Doc winked.
For the next hour, he coached her carefully on reading expressions and movements and how to change it up so that Phillip was forced to look at her and see her.
"Here's the plan," he said finally as he led her to the door. "I'll pick you up at nine, and we'll go to the Banshee for some light play. I'll make sure Phillip is there, of course. The most important thing to remember is to give him nothing. No longing glances, no wistful looks. Nothing. And if he tries to kill me, you'll hopefully intervene."
She gave him a small smile and said, "I'm sure he won't try to kill you, Sir John."
Doc flinched.
"Ah," she said. "You don't enjoy being called by your title, do you?"
"You're learning," he grinned.
"I certainly am, John."
"I'll see you tonight." He kissed her hand and closed the door behind her, sighing with relief. That was half a problem taken care of, as long as Phillip Jury didn't rain hell down on his head.
He stared blankly at the door for a moment. He was getting much more involved in people's lives than he preferred. He didn't mind killing people or occasionally saving people from being killed, but he didn't like to get involved in day to day things. He didn't like to get attached.
"I don't suppose there's anything for it," he muttered softly as he walked to the kitchen for another bottle of whiskey. Unfortunately, he already cared about what happened to the Baker children and their blushing babysitter. And Mrs. Jury was crawling past his loathing of her; he was almost beginning to feel sorry for her, which was ridiculous. She was meaner than a tree spirit who had suddenly found themselves without a home. He shuddered at the thought. He'd hate to be on the other end of that axe.
But none of this helped him figure out where Edgar was and why that unit leader's grin had been so... smug.
If the Banshee wasn't already closed for the day he'd go there and let his mind relax for a moment. He needed the smell of the cards and the clink of the chips. It helped him think.
He texted Jervis. "Do you have time for a hand or two?"
"I'm afraid not, sir. We have a kitchen emergency on our hands."
"Give yourself a raise for the trouble," Doc texted with a grin.
"You're too kind, sir."
For all Jury's talk of finesse, he was not a good card player. He got agitated too easily. Doc needed a pro. Someone with their mind fully on the game.
He texted Simon. "Are you free for a game?"
He finished most of the whiskey bottle before Simon texted back. "I'm not sure I'm speaking to you."
"Why's that?"
"You know why."
Doc chuckled softly. "So no game?"
"Come to my office." Simon sent him the address, and Doc whistled cheerfully as he headed out the door.
Before long, Doc was sitting at a small poker table in Simon's opulent office. Everything was made of dark wood, veneered in dark wood, or paneled in dark wood. It was like being in the middle of a forest at night. 
"Tetrarch Mitcham's been asking after you," Simon said as Doc shuffled the cards.
"Has he?"
"He gave you explicit instructions to come by once Mr. Jury had healed."
"Did he? I must have missed that."
"You agreed to do so."
"I was focused on Jury," Doc lied. "I don't remember a thing about what was said."
Simon studied him with narrow eyes. "I can't hold him off for long. It would be better just to get it over with."
"Can I speak freely?" Doc asked, dealing them both a card.
"There are no ears here."
"I'd rather not get wrapped up with any politicians. It's not my area. I lack... finesse."
Simon chuckled deeply. "I noticed that when you happily sacrificed me."
"Actually I thought it might work out in your favor."
"Perhaps," Simon allowed.
"Are you quite certain he won't just forget about us?"
"Quite."
"Fine. Call Jervis and schedule it then," Doc said, dealing another card.
"I've been thinking about stealing Jervis away from you," Simon said casually.
Doc froze and said flatly, "Do not even consider it. Do not even consider considering it."
"You just revealed your hand," Simon commented.
"I don't care. I will gladly murder anyone and everyone who even looks Jervis's way." He hadn't dealt another card yet because he couldn't think straight. The very idea that Jervis could be stolen away had never occurred to him, and it was horrifying.
Simon probably never ruined his clothes or killed people in his office. There were probably no kitchen disasters. And in the Hidden, Jervis would never have to change his face again.
Doc had never meant to become dependent on anyone ever again, and it made him furious that he had. It was a weakness, a crack. It was stupid. If he was dependent on someone, he could be hurt.
He focused on his breathing, sending the anger back into its cave, just like Francisco had taught him. It was too late. He'd already broken his rule, and there was no point being mad about it.
"I apologize for offending you," Simon said stiffly.
"No apology necessary," Doc said evenly.
"Shall we play the game?"
"Yes."
They played three hands before Doc was calm enough to watch both the cards and Simon, but by the seventh hand, he was fully there, inside the game, watching every movement, counting every card, calculating for every possibility. And while part of his mind focused on the game, the other part wandered off and tried to sort what he knew about Edgar into a picture that made sense.     
The poker helped order Doc's thoughts. It also soothed his irritation at Simon for sighting in on Jervis. In large part because the longer they played the more Doc won, and the more Doc won the more aggravated Simon became.
"I just don't understand how you do it!" Simon finally exclaimed.
Doc shrugged causally. He knew enough to know when someone was actually angry at him and when someone was just angry at the general situation. This was the latter. Simon understood numbers, and that usually served him very well. But in poker, that was only half the game.




Chapter 14
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When Doc arrived home, he was not the least bit surprised to find the Baker children waiting for him. He wasn't surprised, but he was annoyed. He had been planning to sort through what his mind had discovered.
"Why're you here?" he asked. "I took care of all your favors."
"I just wanted to see you," Addison said, smiling widely and reaching for his hand.
Goddamn it. When would he ever learn?
"Don't lie," he laughed. "You've come for more unicorn breath!"
"I haven't," she insisted. "Frankie puts it in all my food now. She even showed me the container it comes in."
Frankie smiled sheepishly, and Doc winked at her. She was learning.
"You may as well come in," Doc said. If he ever wanted peace and quiet again, he might have to move into one of his safe houses. Somewhere the Baker children and Mrs. Jury and Sami could never find him. The one in Alaska.
Doc opened his door and led them into the sitting room. Thaddeus was sitting by the couch. "The Baker children have come to visit," Doc said.
"Entranced by your laissez-faire attitude, are they?"
"If only," Doc sighed.
"What's laissez-faire?" Addison asked, fairly butchering the pronunciation.
"It means he doesn't care about us," Jules said stiffly.
"That's not true," Johnny snapped.
"He does keep trying to get rid of us," Jules said.
"No, he doesn't!" Johnny exclaimed angrily.
"Hush, children," Doc said. "Jules is right. I do keep trying to get rid of you."
Jules stuck out her tongue at Johnny, and Johnny glared at her, a purple haze gathering around his fingertips.
"Lay down your weapons, Johnny," Doc commanded. "I do, but it's not for the reason you think. I don't particularly like getting caught up in other people's lives."
"Why not?" Johnny asked, eyes wide with hurt.
"Isn't it obvious?" Doc asked softly.
"No."
"Not as clever as you gave them credit for," Thaddeus mused. "Doc Holliday is immortal, you tiny heathens."
"So?" Johnny said.
"You're not," Thaddeus stated flatly.
Doc grinned slightly. Sometimes, in his less eloquent moments, Thaddeus had an absolutely brilliant way of cutting through the fat right to the meat of the issue.
All three of the Baker children turned pale as Thaddeus's words sank in.
Eventually Jules said softly, "But we'll live a really long time."
"All of you?" Thaddeus countered.
They turned to look at Frankie as if they'd never seen her before.
"What?" Frankie asked. "What's wrong?"
"You're going to die," Jules whispered.
"What?! Why?!"
"She means eventually," Doc clarified with a chuckle. "Not right this minute."
"Oh. Well, duh. Everyone dies," Frankie said.
A purple bubble surrounded the Baker children, and they began to argue furiously within it.
"What're they doing?" Frankie asked.
"Worrying," Doc said.
"About what? I think I missed something."
"Do you know how old Abigail Jury is?" he asked.
"I dunno. She looked about forty, but since her son must be thirty or so, I guess she must be a little older."
"A bit. She's four hundred years old, give or take a decade or two."
"What?" she laughed. "You're kidding me! How old's she really?"
"Really," Doc said seriously. "Jury is one hundred and twenty... twenty-three?"
"No!" she gasped.
"Yes."
"How?"
"I don't know. Witches have extraordinarily long lives, but they do eventually die. The Baker children just realized that you're a norm, and you are going to live a norm life and die within a norm set of years, and they don't want you to."
"Oh," she said slowly. "Just like you don't want them to die."
"Exactly."
"I don't suppose being immortal is all it's cracked up to be."
"It actually is," he said with a thoughtful grin. "But it does have its drawbacks."
The purple bubble dissipated, and the Baker children threw their arms around Frankie. "Don't leave us!" they all cried together.
Frankie hugged them awkwardly. "I'm not going anywhere."
They started crying, and Doc rubbed his head wearily. Alaska was looking better and better.
"Look, Jules, I was wondering if you could tell me more about the Dukes of Darkness," he said loudly.
"The Dukes of Darkness?" Thaddeus said. "I haven't heard that name in a long while."
"You know about the Dukes?" Jules asked, wiping the tears from her eyes.
"Certainly. I met Phillip Jury in 1799. He was quite against the colonies' separation from England, mind you, but he was interested in the work we were doing, and he was integral in the creation of the Hidden construct."
"He was the first cryptid ambassador," Jules said.
"Indeed," Thaddeus said warmly. "All the other offspring of the Dukes of Darkness stayed in England. It was quite the stir when one of the lines moved to the colonies, but it ultimately worked in their favor because Phillip Jury built ties between the two cryptid worlds that had never before existed."
"Not only that," Jules said, voice taking on her schoolmarm tone, "because of his secret relationship with the English government, he was able to help the two norm governments reach stable footing."
"That's certainly true," Thaddeus allowed. 
Doc glanced at Johnny and rolled his eyes. Johnny laughed. Doc should have known better than to get Thaddeus going; he'd just wanted to distract the kids so they would stop their crying, but now they would be here all day, and he had things to do. He just wasn't sure what things.
"It was quite risky for the original Dukes to reveal their presence to the queen," Thaddeus was saying. "Admitting to being a witch in those days was paramount to putting your head on the executioner's block."
"Not under Elizabeth's rule," Jules protested.
"Yes, but that was mostly due to the Dukes' influence," Thaddeus argued.
Doc went to the kitchen for whiskey. "Shall we play a game?" he asked the others in a whisper when he returned.
"Go fish!" Addison said happily.
"Go what?" Doc asked.
"It's a pairs game," Johnny explained.
"Can we use a regular deck?" Doc asked.
"Yeah, just deal us each six cards, and put the rest in a draw pile."
Doc shuffled and dealt hands of six.
"Look at your cards," Johnny said, picking up his cards and fanning them out. His eyes suddenly widened, and he brought the cards closer to his face.
"Oh my god," Frankie gasped. "These cards are... are..."
"They look like mermaids," Addison said. "I like them."
"I like them too," Johnny said enthusiastically.
"Don't you have any other cards?" Frankie asked. "Cards that aren't... Well, that aren't..." She trailed off with a furious blush.
Doc really looked at the cards for the first time in years. "What's the problem? They're dressed," he said. "I once had a deck where they were all—"
"We'll use these!" Frankie cut in.
Johnny grinned, and Doc winked at him. "I'll go first," Johnny offered. "Frankie, do you have a two?"
"Go fish," Frankie said.
Johnny pulled a card from the draw pile.
"That's it?" Doc asked.
"Yep," Johnny said. "We do this until all the pairs are used up, and whoever has the most pairs wins."
Addison asked Doc for a card, which he had, so he gave it to her. It required no skill whatsoever. This was it. The game that would defeat the legendary Doc Holliday. Go fish.
He took a drink straight from the bottle and played the game, all the while listening with half an ear to Jules and Thaddeus talk back and forth about ancient history.
"I'd like a three," Doc said to Frankie somewhere during their fourth round. She handed him a three with a grunt, and Doc asked Johnny for a king, which he handed over.
"Are you cheating?" Addison asked suddenly.
"No. Why?"
"You keep winning," she grumbled. "But it's a game of chance; you can't win all the time. How do you know where the cards are?"
Doc shrugged. "The cards just tell me."
"I'm pretty sure that's cheating. You can't talk to the cards. Isn't that cheating, Frankie?"
Frankie opened and closed her mouth, then gave a confused shrug.
"I'll try to stop listening to them," Doc said. "Addison, do you have a..." he paused. "A seven?"
"No!" she said triumphantly. "Go fish!"
He chuckled softly as he drew a card. He'd been going to ask for a ten.
"Johnny, do you have a ten?" Addison asked.
Doc took a swig of whiskey to cover his laugh, then held up a hand and said, "Wait, what was that you just said?"
"Who?" Thaddeus asked.
"You," Doc said.
"About what?"
"Whatever it was you just said. Something about a Duke's brother?"
"The Dukes were all brothers," Thaddeus sighed. "Weren't you listening?"
"Kind of, but didn't you say something about a bad one?"
"Oh yes. The Demon Duke."
"What about him?"
"He's the reason the witches rose up to defend Elizabeth in the first place."
"Why?" Doc asked.
"The Demon Duke, although his actual name was Cynric Jury, thought Elizabeth was weak, and he saw a chance to organize the cryptids and take control of England."
"He didn't expect the other Jurys to oppose him," Jules put in.
"Why did they?" Doc questioned.
"Because he planned to slaughter all the norms, which was really no different than Mary's reign. Elizabeth offered a slight chance for peace, which is what most of the cryptids wanted," Thaddeus pointed out. "If the other Jurys had joined him, history as we know it would be a very different story."
"He was the single most powerful earth witch ever known," Jules said with a note of awe. "So he honestly didn't expect to lose."
"Actually, as far as records go, he was the most powerful witch who ever lived," Thaddeus corrected. "In any element."
Doc was glad he was dead then.
"His plan was flawless," Jules said. "His sons infiltrated the queen's guard, and they planned to kill her on the full moon, but the Dukes found out and stopped them."
"Which enraged the Demon Duke," Thaddeus said darkly. "He sent his forces out after his brothers' holdings, slaughtering everyone who stood in his way."
"And the other cryptids backed him on this?" Doc asked skeptically.
"Some of them had no choice. He excelled at compulsion spells. It was said he could look into your mind and make you see what he wanted you to see. If you were on a rooftop walking toward the edge, you might think you were in a meadow. One of Elizabeth's advisors slit open his own throat, and it is believed that Cynric made him do it."
"He was like a super-powered hypnotist," Jules broke in.
"Precisely," Thaddeus agreed.
"How come when she interrupts you, you practically reward her, but when I do it, you punish me?" Doc asked.
"She interrupts to add pertinent information," Thaddeus stated. "You interrupt to ask pointless questions. As I was saying, his four brothers joined forces against him, and, although they very nearly lost, they defeated him, killing him and burning his body so no one could attempt to resurrect him."
"It's said they carried his head to Queen Elizabeth in a lead casket," Jules pitched in.
"Before burning it, of course," Thaddeus put in quickly.
"Did they?" Jules asked.
"Did they what?"
"Burn it? I don't remember that bit in the history. I thought they gave it to her."
"They must have burned it. It would have been the height of idiocy not to burn..." Thaddeus trailed off. "Now that you ask, I can't say I'm entirely certain. We should invite Phillip over and ask him."
"No," Doc said firmly.
"But this is an important matter that should be put to rest," Thaddeus argued.
"No. Cynric's been dead for hundreds of years, and Phillip Jury despises me."
"Not without cause. You lured his youngest son into a life of crime."
"We are not criminals!" Doc snapped.
"Sometimes you are," Thaddeus corrected. "Actually, most the time—"
"Fine," Doc interrupted. "Most of what I do is not legally sanctioned, but to be frank, laws are put in place by mortals who only live a brief handful of years, and they simply don't possess the same foresight that I do."
"Artfully done," Thaddeus chuckled. "My throat is..." He cleared it. "Dry."
"I'll get you some water!" Jules offered, jumping to her feet.
"No," Thaddeus said, stopping her. "I don't think that will do."
"He needs some unicorn breath," Addison said.
"He wants his brandy," Doc laughed, pouring half a bottle into the pot.
"Much better," Thaddeus sighed. "You must visit more often, Ms. Baker. I quite enjoyed our discussion."
Alaska wasn't far enough.
"I think that's enough chatting for today," Doc said, standing and ushering the children towards the door.
"Will you be at the training room tomorrow?" Johnny asked worriedly as Doc began to shut the door behind them.
"As long as nothing pressing comes up," Doc said, waving once, closing the door, and firmly locking it.
He leaned his head on the door and grinned slightly. It was true. If he had a choice he'd rather not know mortals at all. But he'd just never been good at keeping his distance. He had a feeling the Baker children would plague him until they died. He could only hope they lived to be a thousand.
"Why the sudden interest in English history?" Thaddeus asked as Doc sat back down.
"I'm not sure, Thaddy, old boy. When you said the name it just grabbed my attention."
"As far as anyone knows, even without Cynric, the Jury family is the single most formidable witch family to ever exist," Thaddeus said.
"How come you never told me that before?"
"You never asked."
"Why would I think to ask? I don't know anything about witches," Doc argued.
"You could ask."
Doc swallowed a growl and said, "So all the Dukes of Darkness were Jurys?"
"Yes. The brothers were the five sons of an ancient Celtic line."
"But Cynric was the most powerful?"
"Absolutely. And he had sons by three different witches, and they were all nearly as powerful as he was."
"But the four other brothers managed to defeat him?"
"Completely. You mustn't forget that they each had wives and children of their own, so their army far outnumbered Cynric's. After Elizabeth's death, the Jury families returned to the shadows and were very careful which monarchs they championed." Thaddeus was silent for a moment, then he said, "That bit about the head is really troubling me. You sure you can't give Phillip a call?"
"Sorry," Doc said. "I have a thing with his wife tonight. It's probably best I steer clear of him."
"You aren't going to sleep with her, are you? You're only immortal, not invincible."
"I know that, Thaddy, but thank you for the reminder. And no, I'm not going to sleep with her. I think I've accidently taken up the position of marital advisor."
Thaddeus cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, did you say marital advisor?"
"Yes."
Doc raised his eyebrow and waited for it. He didn't have to wait long. Soon the room with filled with the rather rusty sound of Thaddeus' laughter.
"Enjoy it, old boy," Doc grumbled. "As soon as Abigail's gone, I'm inviting the entire section of the women's ballet over."
Thaddeus didn't respond. He was too busy giggling.
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Doc poured himself another glass and gazed across his suite out the window. Beside him Thaddeus was still laughing softly, and Doc considered dumping the rest of the bottle into his pot, but it probably did him good to laugh, even if it was at Doc's expense.
It was the first quiet moment he'd had in days, so maybe he could finally arrange the pieces in his mind to reveal what he was missing.
Bosch was dead, but he was quite certain Bosch had only ever been a knight in play, not the mastermind at work. Bosch had clearly been greedy for power, both kinds, and therefore easy to manipulate.
According to rumor, Edgar was also power mad, but Doc had a suspicion Edgar was a little more clever than Bosch. So it was possible that in addition to using Bosch, he was also using the Acolytes. Which could mean that even though he carried the title of the Appointed One, he did not personally subscribe to the Acolyte propaganda. That would explain why the Acolytes had even touched the fetishes in the first place and why the buildings were magically warded. Lyle's version of the Acolytes would have sooner died than sully their hands with such filth.
Doc knew for a fact Edgar wore a relic that could supposedly raise the dead, and he assumed it actually worked or else Edgar wouldn't still be wearing it. He also assumed it had great power because Edgar had apparently used it to raise the dead witches and Merrick and his men.
According to another rumor, Edgar had died in an occult ritual. Maybe that was why he wore the relic, because he was already dead. Doc frowned. His mind was getting a little twisted with suppositions and assumptions. What he needed were facts.
He texted Jervis. "Find me all the information you can on Edgar Achaean. Fifteen years ago he was the archbishop of Philadelphia."
"Right away, sir."  
"Also, if anyone ever tries to recruit you, tell me so I can kill them."
"I don't think anyone else could afford me, sir."
"What about Simon Redgrove?"
"Too much fur to deal with."
"You wouldn't have to change faces."
"I enjoy changing faces. Let me set your mind at ease, sir. When people try to recruit me, and they do, if they don't take no for an answer, I kill them myself."
Of course he did. Doc felt daft for even worrying about it. "Well, carry on then, and give yourself a bonus for initiative."
"I will. There's a very annoying man in the restaurant right now. No class at all. I'm sure he could do with a pint or so less of blood."
"Make it two," Doc texted.
He twiddled his fingers on the couch arm. He couldn't just sit here waiting for Jervis to get back to him. He needed to do something. That horrible feeling was crawling over him. The one he used to get when he owed someone money and he knew they were coming to collect it regardless of whether or not he had it.
He stood and paced for a moment, then he walked to his door and out to the elevator.
Half an hour later he was entering the Hidden from the lower three hundred where he'd first introduced Sofia, or so he'd thought, to the Hidden.
He strode through the courtyard, ignoring the vendors, and sat down on the bench next to Julian.
"Holliday," Julian said without looking up.
"Julian."
"I'm not calling you 'sir'."
"If you did I'd likely kill you."
"Good."
Doc watched the residents scurry to and fro. It had only been a day or two since he'd killed Bosch, he couldn't quite remember; but the atmosphere was already far more relaxed. People were laughing and stopping to chat, and they weren't casting furtive glances around like they were being hunted or watched.
"It appears that Bosch's death has cheered up the populace," Doc observed.
"So it seems," Julian grunted.
"Do you know of a witch powerful enough to tie off glamours?"
He wasn't sure why he'd asked that first. He should have asked about Edgar, but for some reason when Jules had pointed out the impossibility of a witch powerful enough to do all those glamours it had burrowed into his mind and his mind had been worrying at it this entire time.
"I generally try to avoid witches," Julian replied.
"But you know things, people, rumors..."
"Sure."
"And?" This was like trying to pry a tooth from an oversized, angry dog. Which he'd done.
"No," Julian stated.
Doc's fingers twitched. He didn't have to kill him. He could just draw a little blood.
"Theoretically," Julian added before Doc's hand could move in the direction of his knife, "if several witches strong in earth and air linked, they could probably achieve somethin' like that, but in the whole of the North America, there're only twelve registered witches with that level of strength. And honestly, what're the chances they'd all join together with a common purpose? Especially the purpose of turning a norm into a... Well, whatever Bosch was before you... um..."
"Killed him?" Doc supplied.
"Rather spectacularly I hear."
Doc watched as Julian drew the outline of a squat troll who was waddling past them. "How did you know the witch I'm looking for was working with Bosch?" he asked softly.
Julian's pencil froze. "I didn't say I did."
"You said join together for the purpose of turning Bosch into the creature he became."
"Did I?"
Doc sighed. "Don't make this difficult."
Julian began to draw again, but his lines were less confident than before. "I... Well, I hear things."
"How?"
Julian shook his head. "I can't say."
"And people pay you for these things you hear?" Doc asked.
"Sometimes."
"But only if they ask the right questions, I assume."
Julian shrugged somewhat sheepishly. "It's a job."
"I see." 
Doc watched the crowds for a moment and tried to work the witch problem from a different angle. If there wasn't a single witch or a group of witches who could do it, maybe he'd calculated wrong from the get-go. Maybe each of the people he'd met with glamour had been witches, and they'd just been glamouring themselves.
"What about just witches who can utilize glamour effectively?" he asked.
"There's about twelve of 'em," Julian stated. "In all of North America."
"I see. I take it the ability to glamour is not common."
"Let me rephrase. In North America, there're twelve registered witches with the amount of power in the right elements to produce a full-body glamour. Five of them belong to the Jury family."
"I see." He didn't though. "Your father said he'd seen better glamours on a box of dog treats."
"No one glamours dog treats," Julian sighed. "They'd use a beautification spell. Although I don't know why they'd bother. Not for dog treats."
"I hate magic," Doc muttered.
"It keeps you upright, doesn't it?"
Doc chuckled and tried again, "What about a relic that would enable a witch to tie off a glamour? Something like the Stone of Alarius?"
"Maybe," Julian allowed. "They would have to be capable of producing a glamour in the first place."
"So one of the seven witches outside the Jury line?"
"I suppose."
"Can you send me a list?"
"Not for free."
Doc pulled out a card. "How much?" he asked.
Julian paused his writing. "Three hundred."
"Alright." Doc wrote the amount, signed it, and handed the card to Julian.
"I met Jervis," Julian said.
"And?"
"He's nothing like me."
Doc grinned slightly as he stood. "I suppose not. Is your father in his shop?"
"Probably."
"I've met junkyard dogs more cooperative than you," Doc muttered. "They had more pleasant dispositions too."
Julian glanced up from his journal and grinned. At least Doc thought it was a grin; his lips barely moved. "Thanks," Julian said before returning his eyes to the page.
Doc laughed to himself as he headed across the courtyard. He wandered down several narrow streets, easily retracing his steps from the other day until he was standing outside Sidney LaRoche's charm shop.
The bell jingled as Doc walked inside, and Sidney popped out from behind a tall cabinet. His face fell. "I thought you were a paying customer," he grumbled.
"Who says I'm not?" Doc retorted. "I paid last time, didn't I?"
"They say lightening never strikes twice," Sidney said mournfully.
"They're idiots," Doc grinned.
"So it's information you need?" Sidney asked, eyes gleaming with avarice.
"Do you know of a relic that could allow the bearer to tie off glamours?"
"You mean an artifact," Sidney corrected.
"Okay, an artifact."
"How much is it worth to you?"
"Only as much as it's worth," Doc said sternly.
"Alright," Sidney humphed, face falling. "It ain't worth much actually. There're no specific artifacts I know of regarding glamour, but there're plenty of artifacts that might amplify the bearer's power as it were. They'd already have to be able to cast a glamour in the first place."
Doc went back in his mind and counted Mitcham's guards on the dais. There had been fifteen of them. All glamoured, Doc assumed or else Mitcham would have noticed they'd been switched out and, hopefully, Jury would have given him more specific instructions before Doc had started killing them. 
"What about fifteen glamours at once?"
Sydney recoiled and exclaimed, "Gads no! That's a massive amount of glamours. Do you have any idea the amount of power it would take to build those, let alone tie them off? Most witches can barely master one glamour, let alone fifteen."
"So out of the twelve registered witches who can glamour, if they had something like the Stone of Alarius, could one of them do it?"
"No," Sydney shook his head. "You're makin' up fairy tales, my boy. Chasing after pipe smoke."
It was like a goddamn itch in the middle of his back, and it was driving him batty. There had to be a logical answer.
"What about outside of North America?" Doc asked.
"Who knows?" Sydney said with a shrug. "I don't keep up with international news, you know. Not if it don't affect me. Now if you're not gonna buy somethin', you oughta make room for a payin' customer."
The shop was empty; Doc had checked when he'd first come inside. "Trying to get rid of me?" he asked.
"Not at all. Just don't like to waste my time."
"Fine; five gold merlins if you'll explain to me why using an artifact is dangerous."
"Ye gads, me boy. That's a five-hour lecture right there. I'll sell you a book on it for ten."
"Deal," Doc said, handing over the coins.
"Here you are," Sydney said, handing Doc a dusty book with the title Artifacts and the Witches Who Use Them.
"If this is worthless, I'll be back for a refund," Doc said threateningly.
"Trust me," Sydney said with a wink. "You'll find all your answers in there."
Doc didn't trust him. He didn't trust either of the LaRoches. They were simply untrustable. But it was growing late, and he had an appointment to keep. He'd read the damn book, he'd hunt down the witches on Julian's list, and hopefully, he'd finally be able to scratch that damn itch.
Doc took considerable care as he dressed for his evening. If he was going to taunt one of the most powerful witches in the world, he wanted to look damn good doing it. And if he died tonight, at least he'd be well dressed. Unlike the last time he'd died.
"If I don't return," he told Thaddeus as he was leaving, "just know I will miss our conversations. You've been a good... friend these last twenty years."
"Likewise," Thaddeus said dryly. "I only wish you'd willed me to someone other than Jervis."
"I'm afraid he's the only one who will take you, old boy."
"You didn't have to tell me," Thaddeus muttered.
"It's not that they didn't want you," Doc lied. "But Jury's hardly ever home. Rosa is, of course, mortal. And there's just no one else I could possibly trust with your care."
"I understand," Thaddeus said mournfully. "Thank you for thinking of me. It touches me to know that you even bothered."
"Of course I did," Doc said. "You're my... plant."
"You do not own me," Thaddeus ground out.
"I technically do."
"I am a man, not a plant."
"You're inside a plant," Doc stated. "That makes it a sort of possession is nine-tenths of the law situation, you know? You look like a plant, therefore you are, in fact, a plant."
"I do not think I will miss you after all," Thaddeus said resentfully.
"Of course you will. Who else would give you your whiskey bath?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! You're nothing but a hopeless pleasure seeker, a degenerate, a plague on good, honest people!"
Doc dumped half a bottle of whiskey into Thaddeus's pot with a chuckle. "I know. And I look forward to hearing all those insults again in the morning."
"Oh, you'll hear them!" Thaddeus threatened, crisp words already starting to elongate. "You'll hear them over and over and over..."
"Sleep well, Thaddy," Doc whispered, flipping off the light and closing the door behind him.
Their presence created quite a stir. Doc was well known at the Banshee, and while Abigail was not, she was well known inside the Hidden. It also didn't hurt that her acclaimed husband was sitting at the roulette table.
Doc could tell the second Phillip noticed Abigail. And he could tell the second Phillip noticed that Abigail's hand was on Doc's arm. Phillip's entire body stiffened, and he started to storm their way, but he stopped himself and forced himself to return to the table.
Abigail didn't appear to be watching Phillip at all, but her hand was gripping Doc's arm tightly.
"I'm not sure I can do this," she whispered.
"You can," Doc assured her. "It will all work out in the end."
He led her to a craps table. He didn't typically play craps because there was no opponent therefore no one to study, and he wasn't particularly interested in merely playing a pair of dice. But tonight, craps was only a prop. The real game was being played between Mr. and Mrs. Jury.
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"Make sure you stay engaged with me," Doc said calmly as he rolled the dice in his palm.
Abigail leaned a bit closer. "A little luck, my darling?" she asked in a sultry tone.
He opened his hand, and she breathed gently on the dice. He winked at her and tossed them down the table. They rolled easily, clunked into the back wall, and landed four-side up.
"Lucky," he drawled. And it truly was luck. Aine wasn't a newbie. She employed a witch for the sole purpose of safe guarding all her tables and equipment, such as dice, just so they couldn't be enchanted.
Abigail smiled at him, and she did it so well that he had to remind himself she was only playing a role. She was a very quick study.
Doc continued to shoot the dice for a while, rolling pairs more than half the time to the sheer delight of the bettors. Then he caught Aine's irritated glare over the tables and grinned. It was time to move on.
"Let's take a turn about the room," he suggested. "Then we'll play some faro."
"He's not even watching," she said irritably as they walked slowly, greeting people they knew as they passed by.
"Oh, he's watching." Doc could feel it like a knife in his back. When he'd asked Aine to invite Phillip Jury tonight, she had warned him that it was a bad idea. She wasn't wrong, but he knew it was a good play, as long as he could pull it off.
"Uh-oh," Doc said.
"What's wrong?"
"The tetrarch is coming."
"That's wonderful!" she exclaimed, pulling herself up to her full height, which wasn't very high. "Where is he?"
"It's just that Jury and I may have... Well, we may have ignored his summons." 
She paled. "You... You ignored the tetrarch's summons? Do you have any idea what you've done?"
"Hopefully piqued his interest."
"I can't believe you're doing this to me," Abigail hissed. "If the tetrarch kills you while I'm on your arm, Phillip will never let me hear the end of it!"
"It's nice to know you care for me," Doc chuckled.
"Right now I hate you."
"Now you sound like your son."
Doc moved his lips into a pleasant smile. "Tetrarch Mitcham! How nice to see you. I'm sure you know Abigail Jury? Of the Jurys?"
"Yes," Mitcham replied. "How lovely to see you again, Mrs. Jury." He bent over her hand with ease, brushing his nearly transparent lips over her skin.
Doc controlled the shudder that tried to crawl down his spine. When the tetrarch moved, a wave of cold air moved with him, like the air from inside a mausoleum or castle vault.
"The pleasure is all mine, Tetrarch," Abigail said smoothly.
"Are you enjoying the company of the Hidden's first Knight Protector?"
"Sir John and I have a long history," Abigail said artfully.
"Yes, when we first met she tried to kill me," Doc said cheerfully.
"I think that might be true of many people," Mitcham said, glassy eyes watching Doc carefully.
Doc laughed. "I think you might be right."
"I'm looking forward to speaking with you and Mr. Jury next week," Mitcham said. "I see a great friendship in our future."
Doc had been afraid of that. This was exactly why he hated politicians. They'd give you something you didn't want, and then expect you to owe them for it.
"Next week?" Abigail asked, brow furrowed. "I'm not sure Thomas will be able to make it."
"Of course Jury will make it," Doc said.
"Wonderful," Mitcham said. "I will see you both then."
"That wasn't wise," Abigail said sternly after Mitcham had moved on.
"What wasn't wise?"
"Telling the tetrarch that Thomas would be there."
"Why wouldn't he be there?" Doc asked.
Abigail studied him for a moment, then her eyes narrowed, and she said, "What is Phillip doing?"
"No, what did you mean about Jury?" he demanded.
"Stay focused," she chastised. "We don't want to lose our purse."
They had reached the faro table by now, and Doc sat in the dealer's chair, motioning for Abigail to sit by the counter. "When I deal a card," he said, "move the correct counter to indicate that the card has been dealt."
The player chairs were soon full, and Doc began to deal. As he dealt, he cast Abigail subtle glances which she returned.
After a few hands, the room around them suddenly grew quiet. At last, Doc thought, glancing up to meet the fiery eyes of Phillip Jury.
"Mr. Jury, come to join the game?" Doc asked easily.
Abigail's face momentarily showed her uncertainty, but she quickly smoothed it out.
"Move," Phillip demanded. Three players scrambled from their seats and stumbled into the crowd. The remaining players pretended to suddenly be needed elsewhere, and by the time Phillip sat, he was the only player facing Doc.
"Let's begin a new round," Doc said cheerfully. "Abigail, we need at least two players, so come around please. Aine, will you take over the counter?"
Abigail smiled at Doc and stood, moving with such grace he began to wonder if there wasn't a water sprite in her ancestry. She sat one chair away from Phillip, and Doc handed her a pile of chips.
"Play with mine," Doc said, allowing his voice to relay a completely different meaning.
Phillip growled slightly.
Doc shuffled the cards and flipped one card. "Place your bets."
It seemed as if everyone in the Banshee was holding their breath and watching the faro table. And maybe they were; Doc couldn't spare the energy to take a glance.
Abigail placed a chip on the jack of hearts. Phillip grunted and placed a chip on the king of clubs.
Doc flipped the next two cards, making sure the jack of hearts was the winning card. "Here you are, love," he said, paying out Abigail's bet.
She rested her hand in his for a moment as she took her chips, then she placed two chips on the queen of hearts. Phillip left his chip on the king of clubs, but added a chip to the four of clubs, otherwise known at the devil's bedpost.
Doc grinned as he flipped two more cards, making sure the queen of hearts was the winning card. Beside him, Aine snarled faintly. She hated it when he cheated. So did Phillip. His face was turning a strange shade of purple, but Abigail was beaming.
"I don't know why I never picked up cards before," she said happily. "It's quite enjoyable."
Phillip snorted. "It's enjoyable because your lover boy is making sure you win. Despicable really."
For a moment, Abigail seemed to close in on herself, but then her shoulders straightened, and she tossed Phillip a disdainful look. "I find it enchanting that he'd choose to cheat just to make me happy."
She started to say something else, but Doc shook his head ever so slightly, and she stopped. She placed her bet on the ace of hearts, tossing Doc a careless smile as she did.
Phillip wasn't watching Doc. He was watching Abigail. His entire body was tight with anger and something else... Fear. Phillip was afraid he'd already lost.
Doc turned over two more cards. The ace of hearts won. The four of clubs lost. Phillip didn't even seem to notice when Doc took his chip, but his lips turned into a snarl when Doc handed Abigail her winnings.
"Thank you, darling," she said.
"Always, love," Doc replied.
Mr. Jury opened his mouth, then glanced up past the table at all the faces watching them. His breeding took over, and he closed in on himself, stood stiffly, and said, "I'm afraid I must go. I have a meeting to attend."
Abigail's eyes went wide, but Doc shook his head again. She controlled her expression and waved her hand dismissively. "Enjoy."
Pure fury rolled over Phillip's face before he turned abruptly and strode off into the crowd.
Abigail looked distressed, but Doc winked at her. "Hearts always win," he said cheerfully. "Back to your counting station."
"If you're not careful," Aine hissed darkly as she stood to leave, "you're going to find yourself on a pike."
"At least it'd be an interesting way to die," Doc replied.
"I don't know why I try. You never listen to me."
"I always listen; I just ignore your advice."
She shook her head. "You're ridiculous."
"You should go see Thaddy. He'd love to talk it over with you."
"I might. And I might take him along with me to the next I Hate Doc Holliday meeting," Aine threatened.
Doc began to laugh. "I went to one once, you know."
"You didn't!"
"I did. Classless men, all ten of them. Apparently I've slept with their sister-mother-wife-aunt-lover or some variation of the sort."
"I'd hate you too," Aine said.
"I'd ask me for advice," he drawled.
Her lips twitched, but she made a valiant attempt not to laugh. "Don't cheat," she ordered before leaving the table.
"You heard the woman," Doc said loudly. "I'm dealing straight, ladies and gentlemen. Come place your bets. If for no other reason than for a chance to be near the lovely and fascinating Abigail Jury!"
Abigail blushed, the chairs filled again, and Doc shuffled and began to deal. After two more hours of flirtation and card dealing, he finally stood. "That's enough for tonight, ladies and gentlemen. I've got an early morning appointment."
Laughter greeted his pronouncement, and Doc smiled slightly. If you knew how to do it, people were so much easier to play than cards.
He held out his arm to Abigail, and she took it daintily. The room opened before them, and they walked through the crowd, as regal and important as royalty.
"I'm still alive," Doc said as they stepped onto the sidewalk.
"He left," Abigail said gloomily.
"Yes. He was so angry that he couldn't trust himself to stay any longer, so he left. Otherwise, he might have killed me in front of the entire Banshee."
"I don't believe you."
"Trust me," Doc said, opening the car door and helping her inside.
"I can't believe I'm letting you lead me around just like Thomas does. If I didn't know better I'd say you cast a spell over me," she muttered.
"It's my magnetic personality."
"Something," she said.
He chuckled softly.
When they reached Dulcis, he escorted her to her room. "I expect Phillip will show up here in about five minutes to have a row. If you play your cards right, you can make up all morning long."
"Do you really think so?" she asked hopefully.
"I almost guarantee it. Just remember, you're not that interested. He's the one who turned his back on you. It's up to him to gain back your favor, not the other way around. If he doesn't apologize for being a fool at some point, I want you to toss him out the door with a blast of magic that will leave his hair curled."
She smiled slightly. "That does sound enjoyable."
"It will be. Just try not to damage anything too much. Jervis is very particular."
"Thank you, John."
"Don't thank me yet," he said. "We still haven't won."
Doc approached his own suite with caution. Jury had set some magical wards on Doc's door, but Doc didn't really understand what would happen if someone jostled them around. Nothing particular had happened when Abigail and Sami had let themselves in. Or the men Merrick had sent to kill him. He added it to his growing list of questions to ask Jury and carefully stepped inside.
"You're not dead," Thaddeus grumbled.
"No." Doc looked from side to side. "You would of course tell me if someone had been in."
"Of course," Thaddeus said.
Doc couldn't say exactly how he knew, but Thaddeus was lying. "I'm sorry about the whiskey, old boy. I just didn't want to leave you sad."
"You didn't."
"I always think mad is better than sad, right?"
"Certainly."
He'd dreamed of this moment. The moment when Thaddeus gave him the cold shoulder. But now that it was happening, he found he didn't like it quite as much as he had thought he would.
"Brandy?"
"No," Thaddeus said stiffly. "I've a bit of a headache. I need some sunlight to get all that wretched whiskey out of my system."
Doc opened his mouth to argue that Thaddeus didn't have a head, but stopped himself. Instead he swept his suite from room to room. Nothing seemed out of place, but he wasn't a witch. There could be a magical trap right in front of him, and he wouldn't even know it.
After a thorough sweep, he sat on the couch with a sigh. There was really no point wondering if there was a trap anyway. There either was or there wasn't. And right this second he was still alive. 
"Could you send up a steak?" Doc texted Jervis.
"Certainly. Rare?"
"Definitely."
Doc sat on his couch and glanced at his phone. Julian had sent him the names of the seven witches outside of the Jurys who were on record as being capable of casting a glamour. He didn't know any of them, and if Julian's data was correct, five of them lived on the upper east coast and the other two lived in California. Not that they couldn't have moved. He'd track them down later on. 
He propped his feet on the coffee table and flipped open the book Sydney had sold him. The author's name seemed vaguely familiar, and he tried to place it. "Dr. Feyrer," he muttered softly. "Dr. Feyrer." He twisted the pronunciation subtly when he said it the second time, and then he remembered. Johnny and Jules had mentioned that Dr. Feyrer had written a book about him. Which was odd. He'd never met a Dr. Feyrer. He added Dr. Feyrer's name to the long list of things he wanted to check up on when he had the time and turned his attention to the book.
"Let's see what you have to say about artifacts, Dr. Feyrer," Doc said, beginning on page one.
His steak came, and he ate and read at the same time. It was rather dry reading, but assuming the good doctor knew what he was talking about, he'd made some thought-provoking suggestions.
"You might find this interesting, Thaddeus," Doc said. "Dr. Feyrer believes that an artifact which amplifies a witch's power opens a sort of doorway into the elements, but that doing so allows more power to enter the witch than they can handle, causing stress on their systems. What do you think of that?"
"Hum, are you talking to me?" Thaddeus mumbled. "I'm afraid I'm a bit drowsy."
"How long are you going to punish me?" Doc demanded.
"As long as is necessary."
Doc sighed. His phone vibrated, and he read the message from Jervis. "I hate to question you, sir, but are you quite certain you know what you're doing?"
"That bad?"
"So far I think Dulcis can handle the structural damage. I brought in the triplets to soundproof the room. Of course, it's such a big undertaking that they can't tie it off, so they're just standing there in the hallway looking stressed. I even had to hire a pixie to encourage the other guests to go back to sleep, and you know how much I hate dealing with pixies."
"Surely they won't keep it up for long," Doc texted.
"Surely not. They only have three hundred years' worth of baggage to sort out."
Oh hell. That was a lot of baggage. "Do we need to reinforce the floor or ceiling?" Doc asked.
"Might be wise."
"Do we know anyone?"
"Mr. Jury would be the simplest solution."
"I'll call him."
Better yet, he'd just walk down and talk to him.
"I need your help," Doc said when Jury opened the door.
"This better be good," Jury growled, "because I'm on my second meeting with Amy."
Doc grinned. "You don't waste any time, do you?"
"Unlike you, I'm not immortal. I need to get it in when I can," Jury said with a short laugh.
"Your parents are fighting."
Jury's eyes cleared immediately. "In the hotel?"
"Unfortunately. I may have underestimated the force of their... um... Well, you know," Doc said, shrugging carelessly.
"Let me grab a shirt."
The triplets were looking haggard by the time Doc and Jury reached Abigail's floor, and Doc wondered if, like Jury, they needed a little food to power their efforts.
"Would you like Jervis to send up some food?" he offered.
"Could he?" one of them asked wearily.
"Right away," he said, texting Jervis.
"Thank you, Doc!" they chorused.
"It's been a long thirty minutes," one of them said.
Doc didn't know which one said it. He'd never been able to tell them apart; they were literally identical in every single way. He knew because he'd checked thoroughly over a long weekend once.
They didn't do anything to help distinguish themselves either. They went everywhere together, wore the same clothes, the same hairstyle, and the same makeup. Fortunately, their names were also practically the same, so if Doc used the wrong one, they didn't even notice. 
"Maybe later we could get a drink?" Kaylee, Kylie, or Kinsey suggested.
"I'd like that very much," he said, grinning. "But right now I suggest we all focus on the problem at hand."
"Good idea," one of them said, gesturing towards the lamp shaft protruding from the door.
Jury was staring at the door in shock. They couldn't hear anything because the triplets were keeping the sound locked inside a gigantic air bubble, but they could see the door frame rattle and the walls shake.
"Oh my god," Jury gasped. "Are they killing each other?"
"I doubt it," Doc lied.
"What're they doing then?"
"Having a good fight."
"Good god, I hope your insurance covers witch catastrophes."
"Since it's norm insurance, I'm sure it will go down as an act of god."
They both laughed, then Jury said, "So what do you want me to do?"
"Some additional structural support on the floor and ceiling would be nice."
"Alright." Jury's eyes narrowed, and somehow Doc knew that Jury was no longer seeing what Doc saw. Jury had tried to explain it once, how he could see the lines of the elements working together, but Doc found it difficult to imagine such a thing, so he hadn't spent much time trying.
"They are arguing, aren't they?" Doc asked the triplets.
"Oh yes," one said.
"He's accusing her of being a loose, irresponsible woman with no respect for the Jury name or position," another said.
"And she's accusing him of being a..." The one speaking blushed brightly and finished with "being a soggy piece of wood."
Doc assumed she was paraphrasing.
"You may want to move," one said.
"He's about to come through the door," another said.
Doc grabbed Jury's shoulder and yanked him towards the wall just as Abigail's door burst into a million pieces and Phillip Jury careened down the hallway, tearing through the triplets' bubble, tumbling past the triplets, Doc, and Jury, and landing with a horrendous crash at the very end of the hallway.
"AND STAY OUT!!!" Abigail screamed, searching for a door to slam and when she didn't find one, turning on her heel and stalking into the bedroom and slamming that door behind her.
"I'd say that went well," Doc said after a moment.
"Really?" Jury snarled. "What's your definition of badly?"
"Well, in that scenario, I'd be dead. So this is good."
Phillip was crawling slowly to his feet, his face an unhealthy shade of crimson. "You," he hissed, pointing a shaking finger at Doc. "I blame you."
Doc couldn't help it. He grinned. "If I had a dollar..." he whispered to Jury.
Phillip was coming down the hallway now, hands on fire with brilliant blue flames. "I'm going to rip your heart from your chest, fry it, and eat it," he growled, truly looking like a man born in the 1600s.
"Wouldn't it be better raw?" Doc suggested.
"Goddamn it, Doc! Self-preservation!" Jury hissed. 
"And then," Phillip snarled, just getting started, "I will hoist your head on a sword and carry it through the Hidden, announcing to the entire world the louse that is Doc Holliday is dead."
"Dramatic," Doc said. "I like it. But what if you use a pike and do my whole body?"
Phillip's face creased with confusion, and Doc grinned. "You're really a very lucky man," Doc said. "You've been married three hundred years now, and instead of just scratching her itch with me, she's working really hard to get you interested again."
Phillip drew in a breath to say something, but then he stopped. "What?" he said, magic flames wavering on his hands.
"The dress, the sultry looks, the smiles, all for you. She wants you. Badly enough to be seen in public with me," Doc said with a shrug.
"She always has hated you," Phillip grunted.
"I know! That's definitely something you two have in common. Did you apologize?"
"For what?" Phillip demanded.
"For ignoring her for the last hundred or so years."
"I have not ignored her!"
"What's her favorite color?" Doc asked.
"Yellow."
"No, it's red. It might have been yellow three hundred years ago, but people change," Doc said. "What's her favorite drink?"
"Sherry," Phillip said automatically.
"Maybe three hundred years ago. She prefers something with a bit more tooth now. She actually favors Thaddeus's brandy."
The magic completely faded from Phillip's hands. "She does?" he asked, voice completely dumbfounded.
"Yes, but she also has a secret fondness for a gin and tonic."
"How do you know all this?" Phillip demanded.
"I asked. And then I listened."
"He's very good at listening," the triplets chimed in.
"I don't think I need your help, lovelies," Doc said, noticing Phillip's eyes narrow.
"Probably best if we just go then," one of them said, smiling at Doc and pushing the food cart in front of her as she headed down the hallway.
"All I'm saying is," Doc said carefully, "if you go in there and apologize for being a little bit on the dense side, she might let you stay."
Phillip studied Doc for a long moment. "Did you touch her?" he demanded, eyes narrow with restrained fury.
"No."
Phillip's shoulders relaxed, and he sighed. "I... I... Thank you for... risking my anger... to point this out to me." He nodded sharply to Doc, pushed past Jury, and strode back into Abigail's suite. As soon as he stepped inside, the door fragments picked themselves off the floor, fused back together, and the door set itself back into place.
"I can't believe he didn't kill you," Jury said with awe.
"I can't believe he fixed the door," Doc replied. "Jervis is going to be ecstatic."
"I can't believe he said... thank you. I don't think I've ever heard him say thank you," Jury muttered.
"Well, it's like I told your mother, hearts always win. I think we've earned a drink."
Jury shook himself as if he was trying to rid himself of the confusion of the moment. "You've earned a drink," he said. "I can't believe you actually pulled that off. I'm... astounded."
"I'm a little surprised myself," Doc said.
Jury laughed, then said, "You'll have to drink alone though. I'm apparently leaving for the jungle tomorrow, so I have to make the best of my time with Amy today."
"What if you run into her again?" Doc asked with a chuckle.
"I won't, but if I do, I'll just glamour myself and do it all over again."
"And they call me a reprobate."
"I don't see how it makes any difference," Jury snorted. "It's her own choice if she's willing to sleep with me and me with a different face; it's not like I'm compulsing her."
Doc thought that through, then shrugged and said, "True enough."
Doc left Jury at his floor and entered his own suite feeling rather pleased with himself. The Jurys were talking or making love, and he was still alive. It was a pretty good round if he did say so himself. Now maybe he could focus on Edgar and that damn glamour that was bothering him so much.
He glanced at the clock and sighed. Right after he met Johnny for his lesson.




Chapter 17

 
[image: ] 


"You're early," Dublin said when Doc showed up.
Doc shrugged. "I was up all night, fixing stuff."
Dublin shuddered. "I've been on the other end of your brand of fixing. How many buildings got burned down?"
"None," Doc said breezily. "Just a door got shattered, and some magical reinforcements needed to be, you know, put in place."
Dublin laughed deeply. "Sounds like a good time. I stayed up all night with a teething wolf."
When would he ever remember that while five years meant nothing to him, other people kept living and changing and breeding?
"You have a pup now?" he asked.
"Two."
"Congratulations, and good luck."
"I'll need it," Dublin said. "They're nasty little creatures."
"So they take after you, not Julia?"
"Exactly. I'd hoped otherwise."
They smiled at each other, and Doc noted the contentment in Dublin's eyes. Contentment that hadn't been there before he'd met Julia. If Doc were inclined to believe in true love, it would be because of them.
"Fatherhood suits you," he said.
"I know. But you know what else suits me? Kicking your ass."
"How would you know? You've never done it," Doc replied with a one-sided grin.
"Today's the day. I can feel it."
"Maybe," Doc chuckled, stripping to the waist and padding out onto the mat to face Dublin.
"How long's it been since you had a good fight?" Dublin asked, circling to one side.
"The last time I beat you," Doc replied.
Those were the last words they spoke before they tore into each other. They only stayed on their feet for a moment, jabbing back and forth at each other, dodging and weaving around, then Dublin tackled Doc, but Doc twisted them both on the way down and ended up on top. 
Dublin grunted, working to regain control, but even though he was bigger, Doc was considerably faster and stronger. Before long he had Dublin's arm locked to the mat.
He held Dublin's arm tight for a moment before loosening up just enough for Dublin to break free. They rolled back and forth, grabbing limbs and applying force. Neither one of them was really trying to win, but Doc still felt a surge of triumph when he finally managed to get Dublin into a tight headlock.
Someone cleared their throat, and Doc glanced to the side, giving Dublin the opportunity he needed to break the hold and get the upper hand. Doc tapped out with a laugh.
"Sorry," Frankie said with an embarrassed look. "I didn't mean to mess you up."
"It's alright," Doc said cheerfully. "Dublin needed the win."
"It's true," Dublin said. "He takes pity on me once every three years or so."
"What were you doing?" Frankie asked.
"Fighting," Doc said.
"But you were on the ground?"
"So?"
"Fighting is when you punch and stuff. Isn't it?" All four of the children looked a bit confused.
"That's a type of fighting," Dublin said. "Not a very effective type, but a type."
"I usually stay on my feet," Doc countered.
"That's beside the point," Dublin huffed. "You're not normal. You can knock off a man's head with a solid punch, and furthermore, the hand doing the punching is usually holding a knife."
"I suppose there is that," Doc grinned.
"Will I learn to do that?" Johnny asked breathlessly.
"Not today."
"What will I learn today?"
"Stance," Dublin said.
"Really?' Johnny whined. "We did that last time."
Doc pushed on Johnny's shoulder, and he fell to the floor. "You clearly need more practice."
Johnny blushed and began removing his shoes.
Doc handed the book by Feyrer to Jules. "While we're working, take a quick look at this and tell me what you think of it."
"Oh, I love Dr. Feyrer!" she said. "Her book about you was spot on."
"Wait," Doc said, turning back around. "Her?"
"Yes."
Interesting. "Do you have the book she wrote about me?"
"I can borrow it from the library."
"Bring it to me," Doc said. "I'd like to see what she has to say."
Jules nodded distractedly because she was already reading.
For an hour they worked on stance again. At some point, it would become second nature to Johnny, and when it did, they could move on to something else. It had taken Doc a month to learn to always be ready. Francisco had even pushed him over in church one day, much to the shock of their mother.
Doc smiled slightly, remembering his mother's embarrassment and abject apologies to the reverend.
"What did you think of the book?" Doc asked Jules as he buttoned his shirt.
"Well, I'm not sure I like it as much as her book about you," she said carefully.
"Why's that?"
Jules shrugged. "I can't say for sure, but some of her theories seem a little thin, and she didn't provide any case studies for her findings."
It was like Thaddeus had entered Jules' body and was speaking through her.
"Tell me more over coffee," Doc said.
After they had walked across the street and ordered scones and coffee, Doc said, "So explain to me why you don't think the book is accurate."
"There's a lot of controversy over magical artifacts," Jules began. "Partially because there are so few. No one knows quite how the original artifacts were made, and any attempts to reproduce them has provided pale counterfeits at best."
"A lot of times the reproductions aren't even safe," Johnny put in. "Several witches have died using modern 'artifacts'."
"That's true," Jules said. "Anyway, there're different levels."
"The ring we gave you was a mid-level artifact from the 1700s," Johnny said. "It was our grandma's. Rumor is she created it, but she never said if she really did."
"What is it supposed to do?" Doc asked.
"Help with the sight."
"So something a scryer might want?"
"Exactly," Jules said. "But no one in our family is a scryer, which is why I don't think Grandma made it."
"Back to the point," Doc prodded.
"Yes, anyway. Dr. Feyrer suggested that an artifact can open a doorway that allows the elements to flow more fully through the bearer," Jules said, sounding nothing like an eleven year old.
"Yes?"
"Other magicticians—"
"You mean magicians?" Doc interrupted.
"No, magicticians. People who study magic."
"That's a thing?" Doc asked.
"Obviously. Now, as I was saying, other magicticians hold with the theory that each person is a vessel of a given size. So hypothetically, Thomas Jury's a gallon jar, but I'm only a cup. You can't change your size."
"But Jury said the Stone of Alarius could increase the bearer's power exponentially," Doc argued.
"Yes, but not by increasing the size of your vessel, instead by amplifying the power of your spell as it leaves you. So the amplification comes off the outward motion, not the inward motion."
Doc frowned, feeling like he was back in lecture hall. He'd had no idea that magic was so scientific. If Jury did anything obvious at all, he just mumbled a few words and that was it.
"My point is Dr. Feyrer didn't conduct an actual study. She just presented a theory, and it's a theory that has already mostly been ruled out. It's pretty sloppy work."
Or the other magicticians were wrong.
But it didn't really matter. None of this was getting him any closer to finding Bosch's witch or Edgar. He needed to stop running around and focus.
"Are you familiar with any of these witches?" Doc asked Jules, showing her the list Julian had sent him.
"I've heard of them," she said. "Powerful witches are like movie stars. There are only so many, you know?"
He hadn't. "Do you think any of them could cast several glamours at once?"
"No," she said emphatically.
"Is that a solid no or a maybe no?"
"A solid no."
Doc sighed. Apparently he was on a wild witch chase. He'd just have to hunt down Edgar instead and torture him until he told Doc everything.
Jules was watching him with a strange expression.
"What?" Doc asked.
"You really have no idea how powerful Thomas Jury is, do you?"
"He's the only witch I hang out with," Doc said. "I guess I sort of figured they were all the same?" That sounded terrible, even to him.
Jules gave him a look that said exactly how stupid she thought he was. "Out of all Phillip and Abigail Jury's children, Thomas Jury is without a doubt the most powerful."
"Oh." He had not known that.
"They had planned for him to go to England and study with each branch of the Dukes of Darkness, but..." She cleared her throat and glanced around awkwardly, finally finishing with a quiet, "He did... um something else."
"You mean he got tangled up with me," Doc said flatly.
"Well, yes."
"I see, and how exactly do you know so much about the Jury family? I can't imagine all of this is common knowledge," he said sternly.
Jules coughed and glanced at Johnny. He shrugged. "Well, um... Our auntie is a rather low level earth witch," Jules stammered, cheeks turning bright pink. "But she's an excellent housekeeper."
"I see," Doc said. "Isn't that against the rules?"
"It's not gossip!" Jules said defensively.
"So back around to the point," Doc drawled, "you're saying that if Jury can't do it, no one else in North America can either. Have I got that right?"
"Pretty much."
"So I really am looking for a fairy tale. Or things are not quite as they seem," Doc said softly.
"You should try a witch hound," Johnny offered.
"A what?"
"You're looking for a witch, right?"
"Right."
"That's what witch hounds do."
"Explain," Doc said.
"A witch hound is summoned from the earth, and, just like a bloodhound, if you give it the scent of the witch you're looking for, it'll find them."
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
Doc rubbed his temples. "Why does no one tell me these things?"
"I just did," Johnny said.
"Yes, but... Never mind. Thank you. Both of you. You've been invaluable. I have to go kill Jury now."
"Not really?" Jules called after him.
"Of course not," Doc tossed over his shoulder. "I'll only maim him," he muttered as he jogged towards the Hidden exit.
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Doc pounded on Jury's suite door, hoping Jury was in. When Jury finally opened it, Doc snapped, "Why didn't you tell me about goddamn witch hounds?"
"Witch hounds?" Jury asked in confusion. "Oh, witch hounds." Jury held his finger to his lips to stop Doc from continuing. "I need to get rid of Amy," he mouthed. "I'll be right up."
"Move your ass!" Doc mouthed angrily.
Jury closed the door, and Doc rode up to his suite and paced his sitting room while he waited.
His blood was thrumming, just like it did towards the end of a card game. It wouldn't be long now; he could just feel it. What exactly that meant, he didn't know.
The door opened, and Doc turned. "Well?" he asked Jury.
"One, I forgot all about witch hounds. I haven't heard someone mention a witch hound in... Well, a long time. Two, it's not that easy."
"What's not that easy?"
"Summoning one."
"Why not?"
"For one, you need a sacrifice, and all magic that requires a sacrifice is illegal within the Hidden."
"Really?" Doc asked.
"Yes, which pretty much removes a solid half of the olden spells."
"So we do it outside the Hidden," Doc said.
"You know that's not how it's meant."
"Who's going to know?" Doc countered.
"I do not want to go down this road with you," Jury said.
"Sure you do," Doc grinned. "You can't tell me you never stayed up at night wondering what a witch hound would be like."
"I..." Jury sighed heavily, and Doc knew he'd won. "If anyone finds out..." Jury began.
"I won't tell them."
"I'm not sure I'll be able to find the spell."
"Sure you can."
"If I do, it's imperative to follow the steps exactly," Jury mused.
"How come some spells require rituals and others don't?" Doc asked.
"Sometimes you need to focus the elements very specifically or it can get out of hand. Most of the time that's not necessary."
"So who shall we sacrifice?" Doc asked.
"I just assumed you had a list."
"I ran out, but I'll find someone. Can I borrow your truck?"
"I can't believe you're doing this."
"We're doing this," Doc said with a wide grin.
"I'm not sure..."
"Sure you are."
Jury paused for a moment before shrugging in defeat. "So what do you think it will look like?" he asked, eyes sparkling.
"I have no idea."
"I always imagined a hell hound sort of feel."
They grinned at each other, and Doc said, "It's just like the old days, isn't it?"
"God, I hope not," Jury laughed.
"I'll meet you at the warehouse?"
"Alright, give me an hour to round up some stuff."
Doc assumed that sacrificing someone was a little different than just killing them, so when he texted Bennie, he made sure to ask for someone really, really bad.
"Like how bad?" Bennie asked.
"Really bad. And I don't care if they're human."
"That opens it up. Give me a minute."
Doc opened one of his kitchen cabinets and grabbed a roll of duct tape. Then he went down to the parking garage and sat in Jury's truck while he waited for Bennie's response.
"Elizabeth Haddock," Bennie finally texted back. He included her address, and then he added, "She's a vamp, but she has a taste for children. Doesn't just taste them though, drains them dry. The Magistratus is trying to prove she's the reason an entire children's hospital ward mysteriously died, but there's not enough evidence to charge her."
Elizabeth Haddock would do nicely. Very nicely indeed.
Doc was well aware that if Elizabeth Haddock was able to land a solid bite, he had exactly four minutes until he blacked out, and then he'd be as good as dead. So he'd have to handle this very, very carefully. Fortunately, he only needed her alive, not whole and hearty.
He parked in front of her small Denver mansion and studied her front door. Nothing about her home said that a filthy, blood-sucking fiend lived there. Not because she was a vampire. Because she was a child-murderer. He briefly considered all those parents whose children had just suddenly died without cause, and for a moment, the sound of their weeping filled his mind. His jaw set. He despised people who hurt children, so he'd take pleasure in removing Ms. Haddock from the world.
There was no good way to carry the duct tape without being obvious, so he left it on the backseat, then strolled up her flower-lined sidewalk and rang her doorbell.
It was a very long minute before she opened the door, and when she did, he just gazed at her for a moment. She was beautiful. Absolutely gorgeous. Her black hair rolled over her shoulders like waves in the ocean; her eyes were green as sea foam; her lips were like pink coral; and he had to remind himself why he was there.
"Pardon me, Ms. Haddock," he drawled. "I apologize for coming by unannounced, but I heard you might be able to help me with a... slight problem I have."
Her eyes had already evaluated him, and Doc knew she also liked what she'd seen. If she turned out not to be a horrible person, they were going to have a wonderful time together. He could always hope Bennie was just using him.
"Do come in, Mr. ..."
"Mackey, Tom Mackey."
"Mr. Mackey. Very nice to make your acquaintance."
He kissed her outstretched hand, noticing the spark of lust in her eyes as he did, and he couldn't help hoping she wasn't evil.
"Sit." She gestured towards an ornate settee with comfortably worn upholstery. "So, Mr. Mackey, tell me about your slight problem."
He ducked his head. "It's a little embarrassing, and, well..."
"I promise not to judge," she said, face open and welcoming.
He grinned sheepishly. "I can only hope you mean that. My uncle is approaching his... final days."
"Congratulations."
"Yes, I suppose, except he had the audacity to think he fell in love several years ago. He married a young woman..." He paused and shook his head irritably. "I don't understand how he never saw her for the money grubber she was. What could a young thing like her ever possibly... Sorry, back to the point. They had a son together, and afterwards she sadly passed away from complications."
"Tragic," Ms. Haddock said.
"Truly. My cousin is quite healthy and approaching his fifth year. I had... Well... It's just I had rather expected to inherit. My uncle trained me to inherit, but now I've been relegated to guardian." He allowed his face to show anger and snapped, "As if I should watch over the little brat when he's taken my inheritance."
"I quite understand, Mr. Mackey. How much would you pay if your slight problem were to disappear?"
Disappointment slid through him, but he didn't show it. Instead he faked a look of relief and said, "I've never done this before."
"Would two hundred thousand suit you?" she asked silkily.
He pretended to consider it for a moment, then said, "I believe I could make that work."
"Do you have a timeframe in mind?"
"Immediately. His son's death might be just the push my old uncle needs to drop into the grave."
"Excellent."
Yes, excellent. He supposed. He had kind of begun to hope it wouldn't go this way.
"Perhaps we should seal our arrangement with a drink," she suggested.
"I would like that."
"Whiskey?"
"Definitely."
She stood and glided across the room to the bar. He waited until she had picked up the bottle of whiskey, then silently flicked a knife towards her spine. The knife hit with a metallic clang and dropped to the floor.
She turned with a sharp smile. "I'm very old, you know, and you are not the first imbecile to take it into his head to kill me, Mr. Holliday."
Doc grinned. "So you knew the whole time?"
"Yes, although I must say, you were quite convincing. Are you sure you want to do this? I imagine we could find a much more pleasant way to pass the time."
He could think of many, and they all ended with her moaning his name.
"Just for my own conscience," he said, "did you kill the children in the hospital?"
"Absolutely," she purred. "Young blood is so full of life, so pure. It lacks the rotten flavor of adults, you know. I admit, I overdid it a tad, but it was my one thousandth year, and I wanted to celebrate."
Her fangs slid out, and her tongue flicked between them. "In spite of your age," she murmured, "I have a feeling your blood will be quite nice."
"I've been told it is," he said, readying himself for the attack he knew was coming.
She lunged at him, moving so quickly he could barely track her. He ducked, shoving his knife towards her leg as he did. He missed, which didn't surprise him, and he used his other hand to shove her towards the wall. She stumbled into a side table and turned to face him with a snarl.
"Getting a bit slow in your old age," he chuckled.
Her eyes turned black with rage. "You're no match for me," she snarled. "I've been feeding off your kind since I could barely walk."
He shrugged, and she flew towards him again. He ducked, but this time he wrapped his arms around her hips and dropped her to the floor. She was fast and strong, but she wasn't used to having her prey put up a fight.
He made sure to keep his hands and arms away from her face as he held her in place on the floor. She bucked from side to side and clawed at his head, drawing blood.
"Get off me, you filthy cur!" she growled, beating his head with her fists.
She bucked again, nearly tossing him to the side, but he kept his hold. He had a feeling they were evenly matched as far as strength, but he was perfectly calm, and she was livid. And since she was livid, she was fighting blind.
"I will chain you to the floor and drink you for hundreds of years," she snarled. "Thousands!"
He ignored her, using one hand to feel around her waist. She was wearing the equivalent of a metal corset, but it only went as far as her hips.
He managed to pull his thigh knife and stabbed it under her corset. He'd never be able to do enough damage to kill her, but he didn't want to kill her. She hissed and struggled more fiercely, but he kept his hold and stabbed her again and again.
She screamed and tried to roll away from him, but when she couldn't, she howled in rage and writhed beneath him. Suddenly she stilled, and Doc readied himself. She'd finally pushed her rage aside so she could think. He could feel the shift in her, the slight pause.
He stabbed her again; and as his hand moved, her fingers clamped around his wrist like an iron manacle and began to pull his arm towards her mouth. At the same time, she wrapped her legs around his torso, holding him tightly in place.
He tried to leverage his hand from her hold, but he couldn't; she was much too strong. He shifted his head, watching as his arm grew closer and closer to her shiny fangs, and his heart quickened. If she managed to bite him it was over. Unless he could somehow manage to kill her in under four minutes.
Her eyes brightened with triumph as she wrenched his arm the final inch. "When you wake," she crowed, "I will be waiting, and I will drain you until you are nothing but a shell."
Then she bent her head to bite his wrist. Just as her fangs were about to puncture his skin, he twisted his arm, changing the angle, and her fangs buried deeply into her own hand.
Her grip loosened immediately, and he jerked his hand free, wrapping his arms around her hips again to keep her in place.
"You cannot honestly think I would succumb to my own sedative?" she snarled. "You have only prolonged the inevitable."
"I guess we'll see in about four minutes," he drawled, and then he started counting.
"Shut up," she hissed, rage taking over her once more. She bucked and tried to roll, she clawed at his face and head, she even managed to nearly pull off his ear, but what she did not do was free herself from him, and by the time he hit three minutes and forty-nine seconds, she was beginning to weaken, even though she fought it.
He waited until she was completely still for thirty seconds before releasing his hold and quickly lashing her wrists together with paracord. If she woke up, the paracord wouldn't actually hold her, but he felt better knowing it was there.
He glanced around the room, looking for something handy to gag her with just in case she woke up while he was lugging her out to the truck. When he didn't see anything, he cut off the bottom of her pants and shoved the cloth roughly into her mouth.
He stood, grabbed her bound hands, and started dragging. There was no way in hell he was going to carry her. If she woke, he'd be lunch before he had the time to drop her.
Doc kicked open her door and dragged her down the sidewalk, waving cheerfully at the gardener trimming her neighbor's bushes. The gardener stared wide mouthed, but didn't say a thing.
Doc tossed her into the backseat, grabbed the duct tape, and quickly wrapped her entire body in tape, from shoulders to ankles.
Her eyes popped open just as he finished. If eyes could kill, he would be dead, and Doc knew with certainty that he'd just made a very powerful enemy. Fortunately, she wouldn't be alive long enough to do anything about it.
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"I've been waiting for thirty-five minutes!" Jury snapped when Doc finally arrived, dragging the uncooperative Ms. Haddock behind him.
"Sorry. It took me a minute to subdue our sacrifice."
"Really?" Jury asked doubtfully, glancing past Doc. "Good god! Is that Elizabeth Haddock?"
"None other."
"Are you fucking insane? She could've killed you!"
"But she didn't."
"Goddamn it, Doc! She's like a thousand years old! She's a vampire legend, and you're just dragging her around like a piece of meat! You couldn't have picked someone a little less high profile?! We're about to fucking break half the fucking Hidden's laws. Half of which my fucking father wrote!"
Doc shrugged. "I wanted someone really bad. She eats children. Isn't that illegal?"
"Yes, but—"
"No buts. We're doing the Hidden a favor. She's bad. So we kill her, and in doing so, we get our witch hound."
"And when they identify the body?" Jury demanded.
"Maybe we burn this one. I wouldn't want her to come back," Doc said, shuddering at the thought. Elizabeth Haddock as a zombie vampire was not a pretty thought. Especially since she wanted nothing more than to rip his head from his neck.
"Can we just do this?" Doc asked. "It's not like I can let her go now."
"I suppose not," Jury said with a sigh. He brightened. "We could have Fernsby—"
"No. So how's this work?"
"Are you sure... I mean... We could try tracking the medallion again."
"Will the result be different?" Doc asked.
"No."
"Well?"
"Fine. Put her in the circle."
Doc studied the wobbly circle chalked on the floor in front of him. There were several strange symbols worked into the pattern, and it seemed a little theatrical to him, but maybe magic sometimes required theatrics to work.
He dragged her to the center of the circle, then turned to study Jury. He was reading an old book, muttering to himself as he did.
"What're you doing?" Doc asked.
"Trying to figure out this spell."
"Oh."
Doc glanced around the warehouse. Other than the bizarre circle on the floor, it looked just the same as it had when they'd left yesterday.
The blood had dried, but the bodies were still there, and he studied them carefully. Normally corpses didn't bother him, but today they were making him a little antsy. He kept expecting to see one of them move, but they stayed perfectly still.
Not like Ms. Haddock. She was trying to roll out of the circle. "Stay put," he ordered. She ignored him, so he kicked her solidly in the face. She glared at him, but ceased trying to wiggle around.
"Normally I'd just kill you," Doc said, because he felt he owed her an explanation. "But Jury's doing a spell, and he needs a sacrifice. I'm pretty sure it will still be quick, and I'm not going to torture you first or anything. Not that you don't deserve it, but I don't torture people for fun. I do it to get information, and I don't need any from you."
He felt a little ridiculous, rambling on like he was, but it was awkward standing in an empty warehouse full of bodies just watching her as he waited for Jury.
Jury was still studying the book, a concerned look on his face, so Doc kept talking. "I wish you didn't have such a fondness for children. We could have had some fun, you and I."
He frowned and asked, "Is a thousand years enough? I keep thinking that someday I'll be ready, that when Death comes, I won't even mind, but then I think I will. Are you ready to die?"
She snarled around the gag, and Doc took that to mean no, she was not. He nodded thoughtfully. "That's what I thought."
"I think I got it!" Jury announced.
"You think?" Doc muttered.
"Well, there's a page or two missing, but I get the gist."
"Hum. My confidence in you is—"
"Shut up. This was your idea, and that's exactly what I'm going to say when they drag us off to jail."
"I like hanging out with you," Doc laughed.
Jury paused, and they grinned at each other.
"So what now?" Doc asked.
"Um, slit her throat. Actually, since she's a vamp, you'd better take off her whole head. Try to keep the blood inside the circle, okay?"
Doc drew his knife and turned to face her. "It's your own damn fault," he told her, looking into her angry eyes. "Only a complete psychopath eats children." She glared at him defiantly, but there was an edge of terror in her eyes now because she'd finally realized she was about to die.
She put up a valiant effort, wiggling like a snake, trying to trip him with her legs, trying to butt him with her head, but he just pushed her aside and lifted her head by her hair, slicing his knife quickly and deeply across her exposed throat. For a second her white skin tried to hold together, but then it split, and blood burst all over the floor.
She kept fighting him, bucking her body desperately, but before her neck could heal itself, he sliced through it with all his might, completely severing her head from her body. Her eyes looked at her headless body in distress, and Doc pulled the gag from her mouth, being careful to avoid her fangs.
"I'll kill you," she gurgled. "I'll... kill... you..."
The blood from her head was just dripping now, adding to the puddle surrounding him. Her body flopped once or twice, like a landed fish, and her eyes glittered before blinking blearily and beginning to blur.
He could tell she was dying, but he didn't know how long it really took for a vampire to fully expire. Their bodies were fiercely resilient, and if he was stupid enough to let her bite him, even now she could survive.
His tattoo wouldn't let him know when she was really dead either, because he couldn't absorb vampires. Which was truly a shame. He couldn't even imagine the power that might come from eating a thousand-year-old being.
He placed her head carefully on the floor, several feet from her body, just in case, but still well within the circle. Then he stepped outside the circle and walked to Jury.
"Sacrifice made," Doc said.
"Hush!" Jury snapped. "I'm busy."
Doc shrugged and listened as Jury spewed a whole catalogue of Latin words. He knew what each word meant, but he wasn't interested enough to try to order them into comprehensive thoughts. He just let them wash over him as he watched the circle.
Blue sparks flowed from Jury and swirled around the chalk markings, making strange patterns of lights. Jury tossed a cup of water into the air, a handful of dirt, and a lit match; and the magic grabbed them, taking them with it around the room and then down into the puddle of blood.
The magic bubbled through the blood, and the blood began to take shape, moving and twisting. The blood rose up, tightening, forming legs, forming a head, and then suddenly a creature in the shape of a wolf stood before them, made completely of sparkling blue magic and red vampire blood.
There was something vaguely horrifying about the creature. It stretched its back and nearly disappeared in the light, and Doc drew a knife just so he'd feel a little more prepared. Maybe it hadn't been a good idea to use Ms. Haddock's blood to create that, whatever that was.
Doc glanced at Jury. Jury's face was a mask of shock, and his eyes were wide with wonder. "Look at it," he whispered.
"I'm looking," Doc stated.
"It's... It's... Wow!"
"Yeah."
Doc honestly couldn't quite come to terms with how it had legs and was standing upright. Or how its enormous teeth could look so sharp. It was made of blood, but it didn't seem liquidy at all. It looked as solid as a wolf. Except in the right light, when it disappeared completely.
"What now?" Doc asked.
"I don't know."
"What do you mean you don't know?"
"That's the page that was missing," Jury replied offhandedly.
"Seriously?"
"Why would I lie about that?" Jury walked over to the creature and placed his hand on its shimmering head. "I think I'll name you... Brute."
Doc's head began to hurt. Whose bright idea had this been again? That's right; it was Johnny's.
"This way, Brute," Jury said, leading the creature towards the warehouse's large door. "Sniff."
Brute sniffed, a little too eagerly in Doc's opinion. He looked hungry. Really hungry. What did you feed a blood magic wolf? More blood?
"A whole page was missing?" Doc asked.
"Yep."
Jury knelt down so he could look into Brute's bright blue eyes. "I want you to find this witch. Did you get his scent?" Brute nodded. "When you find him, call me, and I'll come to you."
"How's it going to call you?" Doc asked.
"I'm not sure. I think he can just show me. Like Winks."
Brute tilted his head slightly, and Jury laughed. "He just did it! He sent me an image of me! Good boy!"
Jury led Brute to the melted doorway in the back of the building and said, "Go on, boy."
Brute made a soft growling noise, then loped out the hole, disappearing completely in the sunlight.
"This is amazing!" Jury exclaimed. "I had no idea... He's... I mean... He's so... stellar!"
"Maybe," Doc said noncommittally. He was a little concerned that they'd just unleased a witch hound on the populace at large, but he supposed it was no different than Jury's gargoyles. Except for the fact that Jury's gargoyles weren't made of an evil vampire's blood.
"Can we burn her now?" Doc asked.
"Oh, yeah. Sorry, I just got caught up. I never thought I'd see a witch hound. To be honest, I've never even met anyone who's seen a witch hound," Jury said excitedly as he walked towards the now bloodless circle. "Sacrifice magic fell out of vogue in the early 1600s, so when they illegalized it in 1898 it was really just a formality."
Jury mumbled something and flicked his hand towards Ms. Haddock's body, and the corpse and head suddenly burst into blue flames.
"It'll take her a minute to burn," he said, and then he wavered slightly, grinned unsteadily, and crumpled to the floor.
"Goddamn it, Jury," Doc said wearily as he studied Jury's pale face. "Semper paratus."
He texted Jervis the address and said, "Send two people you trust with a basket of sandwiches and those strange smoothie things Jury likes. One of them will need to drive a car back. And tell them to use the back door. And by door, I mean the Jury-shaped hole."
"Right away, sir. Is everything all right?"
"Sure. We just released a witch hound."
"I'm not even going to tell you what I think of that."
"Go ahead. At this point you can't possibly think less of it than I do."
"You might be surprised."   
Doc laughed and sat down on the floor to wait. Fortunately, he'd remembered to slip a flask inside his pocket before he'd come. It wasn't much whiskey, but any whiskey was better than none.
His phone vibrated, and when he looked at it, he saw that Jervis had sent him a file about Edgar. Perfect. He needed something to occupy his attention.
He scrolled slowly through the information Jervis had compiled. Edgar Achaean. Born October 31, 1966. What an auspicious beginning, he thought with a chuckle.
Edgar had joined the ranks of the church and appeared to lead a normal, if ambitious, life up until about twenty years ago, when he became heavily involved with the occult. And not in an Acolyte way. Quite the opposite.
He had not died in an occult ritual as rumor had suggested, although all the other priests at the ritual had died, which led to his prompt excommunication. After that, he disappeared, but Jervis had managed to uncover a few small nuggets of information.
It was true that Edgar had revived the Acolytes eight years ago. It wasn't clear how he'd managed to resurrect the dead sect without church approval, but Jervis had confirmed that all the recently deceased members of the Acolytes were indeed members of the church elite. Which made very little sense to Doc.
The most interesting tidbit Jervis had managed to discover was that Edgar had actually been born inside the Hidden to a norm couple working for the tetrarch at the time.
How did someone who grew up in the Hidden become a priest? And why would he revive a cryptid-hating cult? It didn't make sense. 
And furthermore, none of this explained how Edgar had become a brilliant tactician. None of this explained what his ultimate plan was. None of this explained whether or not he really bought into the Acolyte doctrine or if he was just using them for his own purposes. In fact, it didn't explain anything.  
"What're you doing?" Jury asked unsteadily.
"Waiting for a sandwich delivery."
"I guess I kind of fucked that up," Jury said.
"Semper paratus," Doc chided.
"Semper paratus." Jury struggled to sit upright. "That took just a little more juice than I'd expected, but wasn't it worth it?"
"We'll see," Doc said. "Tell me about blood sacrifices while we wait."
"Why?"
"I'm curious. Why did they fall out of vogue?"
"Because of Cynric."
"The Demon Duke?" Doc questioned.
"I'm impressed."
"Jules Baker is a walking volume of witch history."
Jury laughed softly. "Cynric was pretty fond of blood sacrifices. He used them for most of his magic, and since no one wanted to be associated with him... You get the idea."
"I do."
They were silent for a moment, then Doc asked, "How come you never told me the Jurys are like the most powerful witches in the world?"
"One, they're not, just the most powerful Western witches. And two, would you have actually cared?"
"No. I wouldn't have," Doc admitted. "I suppose it's just a tad annoying to learn it from an eleven year old."
"Mr. Holliday?" a voice called out.
"In here," Doc said.
A woman in a Dulcis uniform walked carefully around the stack of crates. Her eyes didn't so much as acknowledge the bodies in the room or Ms. Haddock's smoldering corpse.
"Here're your sandwiches, sir," she said, setting a picnic basket on the floor in front of Doc.
"Thank you, Ms. ...?"
"Name's Emily, sir."
"Thank you, Emily. Give me your keys," Doc told Jury. Jury was already snarfing down a sandwich, but he handed Doc his keys without protest. "Here," Doc said, tossing them to Emily. "There's one of those boxy SUV's outside. Drive it back to the hotel and park it in one of Mr. Jury's assigned spots."
"Yes, sir."
"Thank you, Emily. Have a good day."
"Thank you, sir," she replied with a quick bob of her head, and then she was gone.
"Iffemshumsratcheffle, yullpafurit," Jury mumbled.
"She's not going to scratch it, and I'm certain your mother taught you not to speak with your mouth full."
"Gimmelarake," he snorted. "Imarved."
"Technically," Doc said, "you're only very hungry. You wouldn't be starved unless you'd gone several days without food. Now, please stop talking. You're making me ill, and I'm all out of whiskey."
Doc watched the last bits of Ms. Haddock flutter away into dust and sighed a heavy breath of relief. He'd never had to worry about one of his enemies getting back up and hunting him down before. It was not a pleasant thought. He'd killed a lot of people over the years, and if they all suddenly took it into their heads to... Never mind that. He had enough to deal with without creating horror fantasies.
"How long do you think it will take Brute to track down the witch?" Doc asked.
"I have no idea," Jury said, popping the top off of a smoothie bottle.
"I hate waiting."
"So what do you want to do?" Jury asked with a chuckle.
"I don't know." Doc glanced at his watch. "Go buy some whiskey?"
"Nah." Jury concentrated for a moment, then that strange wobbly hole appeared, and he reached his hand into it. "Here," he said, handing Doc a bottle of whiskey.
"I think that's the only thing I like about magic," Doc said as he popped the cork. He took a long drink, then asked, "So are you going to put the witch hound on your vlog?"
"What part of illegal do you not understand? Not even the Jury name would save me if anyone found out."
"What about Sir Thomas Jury, Knight Protector of the Hidden?"
"Don't remind me."
"I mean, we are still technically trying to protect the Hidden; we're just not sure from what," Doc mused.
"Yeah, I don't think that'll fly."
"Worth a shot."
The Hidden's rules were very strict in some places, while at the same time they managed to be remarkable flexible in others. For instance, vampires could graze off norms as much as they liked as long as they didn't kill anyone, and hypnotists could use their skills at will, as long as they didn't completely override anyone's free will.
The list of laws was rather long, complex, and confusing, but since Doc was a one of a kind, there weren't really any specific rules regarding him, and even if there were, he wouldn't have paid them any attention.
Jury's eyes glazed over, and his whole body froze. Doc took another drink and waited patiently.
"Brute found him."
"That was fast."
"He's not very far away."
"Hypothetically, this witch is much stronger than you," Doc said conversationally.
"Hypothetically," Jury agreed.
"Should we get backup?"
"You want to invite my parents?" Jury chuckled.
"Just you and me then?"
"Remember that time we hunted down that skinwalker in Brazil?"
"I hate the jungle," Doc said, shuddering. "The bugs were the size of cats."
Jury laughed. "Yeah, but remember, we thought it was one guy, and it was a whole tribe."
"What're you trying to say?" Doc asked.
"I was just saying it can't be any worse than that."
Doc stared at Jury for a moment, then said, "Did you just jinx us?"
"I think I probably did," Jury said with a snort.
"Great. Now Thaddeus is going to have to spend the rest of his life with Jervis."
Jury burst out laughing, and Doc joined him.
When they were finally all laughed out, Doc tossed Jury the keys and said, "You drive. I hate that truck. If I didn't know better, I'd think you were overcompensating for something."
"I think for my next ride," Jury said as they walked across the weedy parking lot, "I'm going to buy a semi."
"Please tell me you're kidding."
"Come on, I could get one with a sleeper, and we could tour the states."
"Now I know you're kidding. Or at the very least so deranged from your recent spell you've forgotten who you're talking to."
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It only took a few minutes to get there.
"Of course," Doc said when Jury parked a little ways away from a ratty, abandoned motel. "That's exactly what this day needed."
"I've seen worse," Jury shrugged.
"Really? When was the last time you saw a motel with animal pelts nailed to the outer walls?"
"I haven't."
"Then when exactly have you seen worse?" Doc demanded.
"Don't you remember that bed and breakfast in Vermont?"
Doc grimaced. "Point made. Where's Brute?"
"Over there, by the end."
Doc looked, but he couldn't see it, and that bothered him. Just another thing to hate about magic. He made a mental note not to ever listen to the Baker twins.
"I'm going to send in Winks," Jury said, holding the tiny gargoyle out the window.
They watched the building silently, but Jury eventually said, "It's no use; he can't get in."
"Alright," Doc said. "I say we just knock."
"What if we just sit here and watch for a while?" Jury suggested.
"You know waiting's not my thing," Doc groaned.
"But we don't have any idea what we're walking into."
"We normally don't."
Jury was quiet for a moment. "I don't know how to tell you this without sounding overly conceited," he finally said, "but even among my family I'm considered to be fairly powerful."
Doc knew that. Now. "What's your point?"
"It's just... There's no way I could even hold five glamours in place, let alone..." He paused to count. "Fifteen! I mean if it really is just one witch... He's... I mean..."
"Could be a she," Doc suggested.
"Not likely. It's incredibly rare for a female witch to be that strong in earth."
Doc shrugged. "Are you saying we should've called for backup?"
"No! I just..."
Doc hated waiting. And it didn't matter how long they sat here, whatever was behind that door wouldn't change, wouldn't get less powerful, wouldn't suddenly decide not to be evil. So they may as well get it over with.
"I think we can take 'em," he said.
"Really?"
"Absolutely. You're brilliant, and I'm mean as hell, so we should be alright."
"That sounds like some Andrew logic if I ever heard it," Jury replied.
"I may have borrowed it, but it still applies."
Fine," Jury muttered. "It's not like I have anything to lose."
"I don't know that that's true," Doc argued.
"Never mind. Let's just do this," Jury said, stepping out of the truck. "Shall we do a random glamour?"
"Why not? That'll put the element of surprise on our end. Just so I know what I'm working with, shall I just assume that my ass is well-endowed?"
"Yeah."
"Like how well-endowed?"
"Really, really, really well-endowed."
"Huh."
They followed a well-worn path to a door roughly in the middle of the building. Doc rapped on the door, and only years of training kept his face from registering slight surprise when an Acolyte with a full head of hair opened the door. It was obvious Edgar and the witch were working together, but he hadn't expected them to be intermingling.
"We're here to see the witch," Doc said.
The man's eyebrows rose. "The witch? Why would you want to see the witch?"
"He asked for us?" Doc tried.
The Acolyte laughed. "He asked for you! That's rich. What do you really want?"
Doc glanced at Jury. Jury just shrugged, so Doc stabbed the Acolyte in the heart and stepped into the room. The windows were covered with black paper, but the room wasn't dark. There were candles and oil lamps on every surface, burning brightly.
"Who's there?" a papery but stern voice called out.
Doc scanned the room for the speaker. The inner walls had been knocked out, and the inside of the building was just one long, open space with bunkbeds along the walls. The entire space was filled with Acolytes and guns, and sitting somewhere in the middle of it all was a weathered man with a tight face. Edgar Achaean.
Doc stared at him in confusion. They'd come after the witch. Not Edgar. But here he was, sitting on a makeshift throne every bit as ridiculous as the last Appointed One's throne, his feet propped on a leather satchel, artifact of undeadness hanging heavily around his neck.
In Doc's moment of confusion, the Acolytes shifted and suddenly Doc was staring down the barrels of fifty guns.
"We meet at last, Mr. Holliday," Edgar said, lips twisted into a strange smirk. "Assuming that is you underneath that wretched face."
From the corner of his eye, Doc saw Jury's face shift back into Jury's face. He'd let the glamour drop.
"Mr. Achaean," Doc drawled, with a slight inclination of his head. "Forgive me if I don't address you by your title."
"You're forgiven. I'm well aware of how much you despise the Acolytes."
Edgar stood, bending over to pick up his satchel. "Now I'm afraid I wasn't quite ready for company, so we'll meet again soon, provided that my men are completely unsuccessful at killing you."
Doc grabbed Jury's shoulder and pulled him to the floor just as the room exploded with gunfire.
"Great plan," Jury muttered, rolling under a bunk bed and returning the Acolytes' fire.
"It has some holes," Doc replied, scrambling towards the nearest Acolyte. A bullet tore through Doc's calf, and another through his shoulder. Goddamn, he thought with irritation. Another set of clothes for the rubbish bin.
Doc knocked an Acolyte to the floor, stabbed him through the throat, tore his gun from his hands, and pulled the trigger, mowing down the Acolytes nearest him. When he ran out of bullets, he hurled the gun at an Acolyte who'd paused to reload, then jumped to his feet and started throwing knives again.
There were fewer men than there had been a minute ago. He'd only killed ten or so, but there were only two left now. It really annoyed him when they ran.
Just as he was sighting in on the last man, the building suddenly burst into flames, accelerating faster than any normal fire, cutting off all routes of escape, until Doc was just standing in a small square of flame-free room.
"Jury!" he hollered, trying to ignore the heat of the flames as they inched closer and closer.
There was a loud crash, and daylight slashed into the building, making the flames seem even brighter.
"I'm outside!" Jury yelled. "Can you make it?"
He didn't want to, but he could. He turned in the direction of the daylight, ripped off his shirt, wrapping it around his head, and ran.
He tripped before reaching the coolness of outside and tumbled across the burning floor. He gasped in pain as the flames licked hungrily at his flesh and jumped to his feet, sprinting the last few yards. As soon as he stepped outside, cold water crashed over him, extinguishing the flames that were eating his clothing and hair.
"Thanks," Doc gasped, trying to breathe through the pain. He could already feel his body healing, but it still hurt like hell.
"No problem," Jury said, shoving a disheveled Acolyte towards Doc. "I saved you one."
"This is why I love you," Doc murmured through cracked lips. He wrapped a red hand around the man's throat and squeezed. The man tore at Doc's arm, ripping through Doc's burnt flesh, but in a few seconds, the Acolyte's eyes began to blur and his arms dropped uselessly to his side. Doc held him upright until his tattoo began to warm, then he dropped the corpse to the ground.
"I did not enjoy that," he muttered as his burned skin peeled off and fell to the ground.
"I would've shielded you," Jury said, "but there was too much smoke, and I couldn't tell who was who. Besides, I figured you could handle it. You need me to pull out the bullets?"
Doc checked his leg. "No. They already pushed out. Did you see the witch?"
"I don't know."
"Is Edgar the witch?" Doc asked.
"I don't know."
"Are you telling me you can't sense your own kind?"
"That sounds a little speciesist," Jury grunted. "Keep it up, and I won't use that spell I learned to fix your hair."
Doc's fingers twitched. "How bad is it?"
"Really bad."
"Like on a scale of one to ten?"
"Twelve."
Doc resisted the urge to run his fingers through it. "Just fix it."
"Say please," Jury prodded.
"Fix it, please, or I'll kill you."
"Only if you admit you can't work with it."
"Goddamn it, Jury! I can't even see it!"
"Admit it."
Doc glared into Jury's mocking eyes; he probably could work with it, but he didn't want to. "Fine. I can't work with it."
Jury grinned widely, and Doc felt the tingle of magic run over his scalp like fingers. "Done," Jury said.
"A real friend wouldn't have made me beg," Doc said. "I take it Edgar is gone?"
"Like the wind."
"So we're exactly where we were three hours ago."
"Pretty much."
"Super," Doc sighed as he walked towards the truck. "I need a drink."
"I'll drive," Jury offered.
"Where's the witch hound?"
"Brute followed them," Jury said as he started the truck.
"You didn't think that was worth mentioning?" Doc ground out.
"I was planning to tell you eventually, when they stopped moving."
"Sometimes I hate working with you."
"Sometimes I hate working with you."
"I don't keep pertinent information from you," Doc retorted.
"Really?" Jury snarled. "You didn't tell me the Acolytes killed Bree's family. That might have been nice to know."
"Nice, but not pertinent," Doc snapped.
"You can get your own goddamn drink!" Jury said. "I'm dropping you off at the hotel."
"And then where are you going to go? Home? To my hotel? Where you live right now?"
"Don't worry," Jury growled. "I won't be there long."
They didn't speak again until Jury parked, and they both climbed out of the truck.
They didn't speak again until they were in the elevator. "You'll call me when Brute finds them?" Doc asked.
"Obviously."
"Good."
Jury exited the elevator, and Doc frowned as the doors slid closed behind him. They always fought. There was nothing new about that. But ever since Doc had first seen him about Sofia, there had been an edge to Jury that didn't quite make sense. He was... tense. Doc supposed he should just ask what was going on, and he would. After they handled Edgar, the possible witch.
He texted Jervis as he walked towards his door. "Were there any indications that Edgar was a witch?"
"I'll look into it, sir."
Doc pushed open his door and heaved a sigh of irritation. He was so not in the mood for this right now. 
"What're you doing here?" he demanded.
"Jervis let me in," Sami said.
Of course he had. He was going to regret it though because Doc had warned him. Furthermore, he'd specifically told Jervis that he didn't want Sami in his suite. Specifically.
Sami studied him with a raised eyebrow. "Are you okay?" she asked. "You look a little... burned."
"I'm fine," he replied, pouring himself a glass of whiskey and sitting on the couch across from her. "Nothing a nice, hot shower wouldn't fix. So what do you want?"
"I'm here to apologize," she said softly. She did look contrite, but in his experience that meant nothing.
"Did you miss a drawer the last time you searched?" he drawled.
"No," she blushed. "I mean, that's not why I came. You were right. I should've just asked. I certainly shouldn't have tried to steal it or force you to play me for it, and I really... I mean... I'm also... Well, I'm sorry I threw myself at you."
That was new. He'd never had anyone apologize for throwing themselves at him before.
She jumped to her feet and started pacing. "It's just you're Doc fucking Holliday, and I just... I was so excited to meet you and just be around you that I let it go to my head. I'm sorry."
She stopped pacing and stared at him, brow tight with concentration. "I just... You know, I grew up listening to stories about you and reading about you and just imagining what you'd be like, and you're not who I thought you'd be."
She blushed again and hurried to say, "Not that that's a bad thing! It isn't. I really think I like you, the real you, not the you I imagined in my head, and I want to extend an offer of friendship. Nothing else. I'm not trying to win it back or manipulate it from you. You're..."  She stopped and searched for the right words. Finally she said, "I'd just like to hang out with you. Platonically."
Doc watched her over the rim of his cup. He didn't need any more friends; he already had more than he wanted. At this rate he'd be going to funerals for years. And he didn't want to. So he wouldn't. He'd stay home and drink whiskey instead.
He shook off that ridiculous thought and studied Sami's expectant face. She wasn't lying. She honestly wanted to be friends with him.
"Look," she said worriedly, "I even brought a game I thought you might like. I mean, I didn't figure you'd want to play poker with me after... Well, after what I did." She twitched nervously, then sat across from him and pulled out an ornate wooden board with pits along the sides.
"My brothers and I used to play this," she said, placing it on the coffee table and filling the side pits with small shells. "The objective is to—"
"I know how to play mancala," he interrupted.
"Oh." She ran her finger over the board awkwardly. "Well, I guess... I mean... I'll just go then..." She stood and looked around awkwardly for a moment before heading towards the door.
He didn't want to be her friend. She annoyed him, and he wasn't entirely sure he trusted her. He wanted her to go. After they played a round or two of mancala, of course. He really couldn't resist a good game.
"It's in the kitchen," he said.
She looked at him in confusion. "What's in the kitchen?" she asked, then her eyes suddenly grew enormous. "IT'S in the kitchen?! Why would you leave it in the kitchen?"
"It's a corkscrew," Doc said dismissively. "Where else would I put it?"
"You don't... I mean... You don't... actually use it, do you?"
Doc sighed. "Yes. It's a corkscrew."
She paled. "But... but... It's priceless."
"I repeat, it is a corkscrew. You can say it's priceless, but at the end of the day, if it can't get the cork out, it's not worth a damn."
If she kept this up, he would kick her out and keep the mancala board. Maybe he could teach Thaddeus to play.
"Do you want it or not?" he demanded.
"Yes... I mean... But... I didn't win it," she whispered, eyes wide.
"It's a corkscrew," Doc said once more. "I can buy another."
Her eyes could not contain her shock, and he laughed softly. He had never understood why the Carusos cared so much about that damn thing. Yes, it was ancient. Yes, it was ornate and elaborate, and it had little naked nymphs on the sides, but it was still just a corkscrew. If it meant so much to them, Caruso should never have thrown it into the pot. He had to have known he was going to lose. But maybe he hadn't. Doc could always tell when he was about to lose. He could just feel it.
"Kitchen," he prodded.
She turned and rushed into the kitchen. He could hear drawers opening and closing frantically; and after a moment, she returned, carrying the corkscrew like a priceless relic. It really wasn't worth much. He'd had Jervis get it appraised once, and it would only fetch about fifteen thousand at auction.
"Thank you," she whispered as she sat down across from him. "It's even more beautiful than I imagined."
He shrugged. The nymphs had lopsided breasts; not that he couldn't appreciate lopsided breasts; he just didn't care for them in corkscrew form.
"Are we going to play now?" he asked.
"Really?" Her eyes brightened.
He frowned at her. "You said platonic."
"Completely," she agreed, nodding her head vehemently. "You're not even my type; I just got caught up... Anyway. I prefer the strong, silent type." Her face turned sly. "Which reminds me—"
"Wait!" Doc exclaimed.
"What?"
"Just wait," he said, holding up one finger. "I want to really savor this moment. And then I'm going to bet myself an extraordinary amount of money." He thought of a ridiculous figure, took a sip of whiskey, and said, "Alright. Go on."
"I was just going to ask you if Jervis is seeing anyone?"
"Called it!" Doc exclaimed cheerfully. "I love it when I'm right."
He picked up the shells in one of the pits and moved them.
"Well?" Sami asked, moving some of her own shells.
"You'll have to ask Jervis," Doc said. "Now, are we playing or talking?"
Sami was a decent mancala player. Decent enough that Doc yearned to play poker with her, but he'd make her wait. It wouldn't do at all to reward her for being a lying sneak.
After he won for the third time, his phone vibrated. Jury. "Get down here."
That didn't sound good. "I have to go," Doc said.
"Anything I can do?" Sami asked. "I can hold my own."
He actually suspected that she could. When she wasn't overcome with enthusiasm, she had the litheness and careful, calculated movements of someone who was paying careful attention to their surroundings and knew exactly what to do if things didn't go the way they wanted.
"Thank you," Doc said, "but it's a little early in our friendship to be putting any burden on you."
She laughed. "I see."
"What do you see?"
"You don't trust me."
"I don't."
"I deserve that. But I swear to you, I will not betray your trust again."
"We shall see," Doc said as he drew her towards the door. "Now out with you."
"About Jervis—" she began.
"You will have to ask him."
"But before I do... is he... um... normal?"
"I don't know what you mean by normal, but Jervis's secrets are Jervis's to share or not to share."
"I see," she said. "So, are you... um... Done with me?" she asked, voice unsure.
Doc sighed. When was he ever done with anyone? He sometimes wanted to be done, he often tried to be done, but it never worked. It was the only area in which he considered himself to be unlucky.
"We'll play again sometime," he said evenly.
Her eyes brightened, but she controlled herself. "That would be nice," she said calmly.
"Get out of here," he said. "Before I change my mind. I'm using the elevator; I suggest you use the stairs."
She grinned at him, still clutching the ridiculous corkscrew to her chest, and headed to the stairwell. She opened the door, waved, and was gone.
He rolled his eyes, but his lips twitched slightly. It would be so much easier if he didn't actually kind of like her. Her damn enthusiasm was...
His phone vibrated again, interrupting his thoughts.
"Where the fuck are you?" Jury texted.
Something was wrong. Doc ran to the stairwell and sprinted down the stairs, arriving at Jury's door in seconds. Jury yanked the door open before Doc had even knocked and pulled him inside.
"Look what they did to Brute!" Jury snarled. "Bunch of fucking monsters!"
The witch hound was lying on Jury's floor. In this light, Brute looked almost completely solid, and since he looked solid, Doc could easily see the gouges raked deeply across his side. Blood was oozing from his magic flesh onto the floor, and Doc sighed. Jervis hated replacing the carpeting.
"I'm sorry?" Doc said.
"Goddamn! Why the fuck do you put a goddamn question mark on every single fucking apology that comes out of your mouth?"
Jury was livid, and Doc stopped himself from snapping at him. It was a dog. A magic dog at that. One that hadn't existed yesterday. It was ridiculous that Jury cared about it so much, but apparently he did.
"I'm sorry," Doc said again. "What can I do?"
"You can give him some goddamn blood!"
"What?" Doc said slowly, hoping he'd misunderstood.
"He needs blood."
"And I have to provide this blood because?"
"'Cause you can just walk outside and find some sicko to eat."
Doc opened his mouth to argue but decided against it. Clearly this was very important to Jury, and so he would give the damn dog his blood. It wouldn't be the first time he'd given blood to save someone. Just the first time he'd done it for a dog.
In his mind he told Jury how utterly ridiculous he was being. But in reality, he slid his bracelets up his arm, pulled one of his knives, slit his wrist, and put it into the witch hound's mouth.
Jury watched anxiously, and Doc studied him.
"What's going on?" Doc asked.
"What do you mean?" Jury replied. "They attacked Brute; that's what's going on."
"No," Doc argued. "It's something else. It's been bothering you this whole time. I just thought you were cross with me because of the Ana thing, but it's something else."
"I don't know what you're talking about," Jury said. "Let's just focus on the problem in front of us."
Doc frowned and started to say something else, but Brute's tongue slid roughly over his wrist reminding him of what he was doing. Doc removed his wrist, sliced it open again, and laid it back inside the dog's mouth, choosing not to think about how a magic dog could even have a tongue.
He watched Jury warily. Jury was lying, and Jury didn't usually lie because he didn't like being lied to. He'd once said that he couldn't expect people to be straight with him if he wasn't straight as well. Which was fine, Doc supposed, if you couldn't read people. But he could, and he knew Jury was lying. What he didn't know was why.
"This counts as your favor," Doc said flatly as he cut open his wrist once more.
"Fine," Jury said. "Look, he's moving."
"How could they have hurt him?" Doc asked.
"The witch attacked him with magic," Jury said, face turning pale. "I... Which is... That shouldn't be possible."
Brute's sides were closing, and the blood had ceased its slow ooze. Doc cut himself one last time, and when his wrist healed, he stood and went to the bathroom to clean the blood and slobber from his skin.
He hadn't lost enough blood for it to affect him, not really, so he didn't bother texting Bennie to ask for a meal. He'd just wait until he killed the rest of the Acolytes. Because he was going to. Soon. He could feel it, and he knew without a doubt that he going to win.




Chapter 21

 
[image: ] 


Jury was sitting on the floor petting Brute when Doc returned to the living room. "Jervis is going to throw a fit about that carpet," Doc commented as he sat.
"Who cares?" Jury said. "You'll just give him a raise."
"What do you feed a witch hound anyway?" Doc asked, watching Brute lick Jury's face.
"I have no idea. I'm not sure anyone's ever kept one long enough to know."
"But you are."
"What?"
"Going to keep it."
Jury glared at him, and Doc sighed. Of course he was. Doc had known Jury was going to keep Brute the second he'd named him.
"Do you know where they are?" Doc asked.
"No."
"Fantastic," Doc said.
"Brute can find them again, but this time we'll go with him," Jury said.
"Sounds fun. Are you sure we shouldn't ask your parents to join us?"
"God no!" Jury shuddered violently. "I walked past her room earlier, and... Well, let's just say that I don't want to be anywhere near them right now."
There was a knock on Jury's door, and Doc glanced at it. "Expecting anyone?"
"No."
"It's me, sir," Jervis said from the other side.
"Come in," Doc called out.
Jervis entered the room, and Doc studied him for a second, just to make sure he really was Jervis. After a moment, he relaxed; there was absolutely no way anyone else could pull off the standoffish aloofness Jervis carried so well. Furthermore, a fake Jervis would not have bothered to frown at the blood staining the carpet. And they probably would have reacted with more than a raised eyebrow to the witch hound sitting on the couch.
"In regards to your earlier question, sir, as far as anyone knows Edgar Achaean is not a witch; however, there is something odd I should have mentioned earlier," Jervis said.
"Yes?"
"You recall that I said his parents were norms who worked for the tetrarch?"
"Yes."
"You may or may not know that originally the tetrarchs' base of operations was in Philadelphia, but the base was moved to Denver in the late 1950s for the sake of neutrality."
"Alright," Doc said. He hadn't known that, but he was beginning to think nothing about Edgar's life choices were random.
"Achaean's father worked closely with the tetrarch to build several Hidden schools in Denver, one of which is the witch academy."
"Go on," Doc said, wishing Jervis would just get to the damn point.
"Edgar actually attended the witch school even though he's not a witch."
Doc waited, but Jervis did not say anything further. "And then he went on to become a priest?" Doc asked.
"Apparently. His motivation for that seems a little unclear. And he was offered a much more prestigious archbishop position, but he specifically requested Philadelphia."
This was an absolutely tangled mess.
"Just to clarify," Doc said slowly, "in case one of you forgot to tell me something. If you're not a witch, you cannot become a witch, unless you somehow steal a witch's power like Bosch did, correct?"
Jervis shrugged slightly and looked at Jury.
"I don't know why you guys are looking at me," Jury muttered.
"Perhaps because you're the witch in the room," Jervis said.
"I've never heard of anyone becoming a witch. You're either born a witch or you're not," Jury said.
"So would I be correct in assuming that for Bosch to have become as powerful as the witch we're looking for, he would have needed to steal the power of, say, the entire Jury family?" Doc asked.
Jury shuddered. "I suppose that might do it."
"Jervis, to your knowledge, have any powerful witch families or several powerful individuals gone missing?"
"I do keep an eye on the international news, sir, and I feel confident saying that nothing of the like comes to mind."
"Then I think it's safe to say that Edgar is not our witch. Which is strange, because I didn't see anyone else there, besides the Acolytes obviously. It's also strange because no one seems to think it's possible for there to be a witch powerful enough to perform fifteen glamours at once, even if they had an artifact."
His head was definitely beginning to hurt. He rather missed the olden days of simplicity. Generally, no one was trying to take over the world or even just the Hidden. Motivations had been simple. Greed, hate, jealousy. It honestly hadn't been difficult to figure things out. This was all kinds of messy.
"Is it a school day?" Doc asked. He didn't keep track of the day of the week because it didn't matter. To be honest, he wasn't even certain of the month or the year. He just knew it wasn't fall or winter.
Hell, most of the time he didn't even know what time of day it was. Speaking of... He glanced out the window. It was already dark, so even if it was a school day, it was a little late to go charm the receptionist into letting him look at old records.
"School is out for the summer," Jervis said. "Although the witch academy still has session once a week."
"Do I need to get out my pliers?" Doc asked with a sigh.
Jervis's lips twitched, and he said, "No, sir. I believe school is in session tomorrow."
So he'd charm the receptionist tomorrow.
"Will that be all, sir?" Jervis asked.
"You tell me."
"It will." Jervis turned on his heels, but paused just as he reached the door. "Just one more thing," he said without turning around.
"Yes?"
"Touché, sir."
He left the room, and Doc started laughing.
"What's so funny?" Jury demanded.
"Sami's interested in Jervis."
"Really?"
"Really. Like really interested."
They laughed for just a moment at Jervis's expense, then Jury asked, "What's the plan?"
"We'll go sift through some records tomorrow morning, then we'll use the hound—"
"Brute," Jury corrected.
"Yes, Brute, to hunt down the witch. And then we'll kill him." Doc grinned and added, "We'll use finesse in phase one, and brute force in phase two."
Jury laughed. "Alright."
"Would you mind coming up with me?" Doc asked. "I owe Thaddeus an apology, and I think a witch hound would go a long way towards making him forgive me."
Several hours later, after answering every single one of Thaddeus's questions about the witch hound and taking a long shower to remove the filth and ash from his skin, Doc lay on his bed and thought. And what he thought wasn't comforting.
It seemed to him that Bosch had just been a distraction, but what he couldn't figure out was why. Why bother? If Bosch hadn't tried to pull his coup, Doc probably would have never even noticed Edgar. Unless, of course, without Bosch distracting him, Doc would have noticed Edgar much sooner.
"Are you asleep?" Doc asked.
"No," Thaddeus said.
"What do you know about scryers?" Doc had used them before for very specific tasks, but he wasn't sure how broad of a scope they could predict.
Thaddeus snorted. "Ridiculous group of people."
"But do you know anything about them?"
"They look into a shiny object and think they see the future in it. Absolutely no scientific basis for that. You can't predict what hasn't happened yet."
"Well, goodnight then," Doc said hopefully.
"But people go around believing their ridiculous fantasies, and then they cause whatever they fear or want to come true. It's a self-fulfilling prophecy if you ask me."
Doc couldn't complain. He had asked him. He supposed he should talk to a scryer instead. The one he normally used for small jobs wasn't very powerful. She could only see very localized things and only if she had an object to help focus the scrying, such as Jury's tooth.
"And don't even get me started on tea leaves," Thaddeus snorted.
"I won't," Doc said.
"As if looking into a cup of tea leaves will tell you anything."
"The way I hear it," Doc said softly, "is that your intuition guides the leaves into interpretable patterns."
"Interesting theory," Thaddeus said. "But who gets to decide what the patterns mean?"
"Who gets to decide what an atom is?" Doc replied.
"That's science!" Thaddeus exclaimed.
Doc sighed. He didn't want to argue with Thaddeus right now; he just wanted to know how much a scryer could predict.
Thaddeus was still talking, but Doc ignored him and texted Bennie. "Can you put me in contact with the most powerful scryer in the world?" Doc asked.
Doc drifted off to sleep for a moment, and then his phone beeped, waking him. Thaddeus was still talking.
"No. He's dead." Bennie said.
Why were people being so difficult today?
"So what about the next most powerful?" Doc replied.
"She's not nearly as powerful," Bennie texted back.
"But the most powerful one is dead, so I'll take what I can get."
Doc stared at his phone for a moment. A thought was forming, but he didn't like it.
"When did he die?" Doc texted.
"About seven years ago. Give or take. Next best lives in Germany, but I can get you her number."
Seven years. The coincidences were just piling up. Seven years ago Bosch had taken over the Bureau. Seven years ago Sofia's mother AND the most powerful scryer in the world had died. People died all the time, but the Hidden wasn't that big, not so big it didn't count as a coincidence.
"I'll take it," Doc replied.
Once he had her name and number, Doc said, "I've got to make a phone call, old boy. We'll talk more in the morning."
"Humph," Thaddeus said. "You say that, but come morning, you'll rush out the door without so much as a goodbye."
That was probably true.
"Sorry," Doc said.
"Maybe someday you can take me with you," Thaddeus said hopefully.
"Take you with me? As in outside?"
"Yes."
"Oh."
Doc imagined himself carrying Thaddeus to Union Station or to the club with the wet t-shirt contests and decided he could work with it. "Sure. Someday."
Doc padded into his sitting room, flipped on a lamp, poured a glass of whiskey, sat down, and dialed the number.
"Guten tag," a female voice answered.
"Guten tag," Doc replied. "Mein name ist Doc Holliday."
"Ah, yes, the famous American," the woman said in heavily-accented English. "I have a friend who remembers you... fondly," she added with a laugh.
Doc smiled, then said, "I'm trying to reach Heidi Dieterich?"
"That's me," she replied.
"I've been told you're a powerful scryer."
"Not as powerful as my father was," she said, voice tinged with sadness.
"I'm sorry. I understand your father died about seven years ago," Doc said, taking a stab in the dark.
"Yes. It was... sudden. I didn't see it coming, and isn't that a laugh?" she said bitterly.
Doc reorganized his thoughts, moving his question about Edgar to the end of his list, just in case. "I was wondering," he said, "was your father powerful enough to see a general future? For instance, if I wanted to build a house in the middle of Death Valley, would he have been able to tell me if I would be successful?"
"That's a very strange question, Mr. Holliday."
"Please humor me."
"He was very good," she said. "For something very general or broad, he might have needed some additional power from another witch, but for the most part, he could tell you the eye color of the man nearest your casket at your funeral, if you understand what I mean."
He did.
"Did he use his gift often?"
Officially it was illegal within the Hidden to use scrying for anything outside of personal well-being. To use it for business means was strictly forbidden, which Doc thought was ridiculous. If you had the means to see the future, why not use it?
"I'm not sure what you're getting at, Mr. Holliday," Ms. Dieterich said stiffly. 
"I'm sorry," Doc said, wishing he was there in person so he could use a bit of his charm. "I'm not trying to upset you; I'm just trying to work out a puzzle."
"Are you aware that every time a scryer looks into the future, it takes part of their life as payment?" she said.
He was not. "No."
"The further into the future or more general a future, the higher the payment. Witches live a very long time, Mr. Holliday, but all that scrying does tend to add up. Unless we have a very good incentive, we've better things to do with our time."
"I see." She was silent, and Doc decided to go for it. "Would Edgar Achaean be able to provide that incentive?" he asked.
"I'm afraid I have business to attend to, Mr. Holliday," she said softly, disconnecting without another word. At least he'd remembered to wait until the end to bring up Edgar this time. And whether she knew it or not, she'd told him exactly what he'd needed to know.
There were still some questions hanging around loosely within his mind. If a scryer lost a little life each time they scried, had Edgar forced Mr. Dieterich to scry himself to death? Or had he killed Dieterich to tie up loose ends? How much had Dieterich seen? And what had Edgar done with the information? It was like looking through a kaleidoscope and trying to force the changing patterns to make clear images.
He filled his whiskey glass again and sipped it, moving the shells absently around the mancala board.
Those were all good questions, but the question he most wanted an answer to was what was going on with Jury.
He and Jury didn't just spill their guts to each other. There were all sorts of things Jury didn't know about him, and probably all sorts of things Doc didn't know about Jury. Like that he was fifteenth in line for a dukedom. Or that his family was part of one of the most powerful witch families in the world.
But if something was troubling Doc, Jury would probably be the first person he'd tell. If he told anyone. Which he probably wouldn't. And maybe that was it. If Jury wanted to tell him, he would. So he would forget about it and focus on Edgar and the witch instead.
The witch he couldn't find. The witch who shouldn't exist. A witch so powerful that Jury paled when he spoke of him. Doc could understand that, but the fact of the matter was, witches died just as easily as a norm; if you shoved a knife through their heart that was the end of them. And apparently if you really wanted to be sure, you'd burn them. All of them, he thought with a chuckle.
He walked to his window and watched the sun work its way over the buildings along the horizon. Another night without sleep, not that he cared.
He glanced at his clock. It was only six o'clock. He had at least two hours before he could go sleuthing, so he called the kitchen and asked them to send up a full breakfast, hoping that Pierre didn't take it as a personal challenge. After all, he didn't have all day.
While he waited, he read the rest of Dr. Feyrer's book and made a mental note to snitch the Stone of Alarius from Jury whenever he had the chance. If Dr. Feyrer's supposition was correct, it wasn't worth the risk.
When his breakfast arrived, he ate it leisurely, savoring the flavors and allowing his mind to focus on the food and not the problem he was facing. He drank the last of his coffee, put his book away, and walked to his bedroom to get dressed. There was no doubt in his mind that today he was going to kill Edgar Achaean.
To the best of his knowledge, Edgar hadn't committed any real, definable crimes; but he had supported Bosch in his coup and he'd revived the Acolytes, and as far as Doc was concerned, that was more than enough to merit death. Same for the witch. Not to mention that Doc was just a little uncomfortable with a witch running around who had enough power to glamour everyone in sight. He'd refrain from telling Jury that, but it was what it was.
He glanced into the mirror. He looked good, but he always looked good. More importantly, he looked ready to kill.
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"What're you going to do when someone says 'Is that a witch hound'?" Doc asked casually as he and Jury walked towards the Hidden's prestigious witch academy.
"I'm going to say 'Are you out of your goddamn mind? How would I have gotten a witch hound?'"
"I'm not sure that's going to hold up."
"Then I'll glamour his ass."
"As what?" Doc laughed. "A Chihuahua?"
"Hell no! A great-fucking Dane. I still don't understand what we're doing here," Jury grumbled as they walked into the school.
"I want to know what Edgar's about," Doc replied, nodding briefly to the full-sized gargoyles guarding the school's entrance.
"Who cares what he's about? He's bad."
"I know, but once I kill him, I'll never know. The motivations of a crazy man will be lost, and you know how much that irritates me."
"Why don't you just ask him?"
"That hardly ever works," Doc complained. "This isn't a movie, you know. It's not like the villain needs to reveal all the details of their evil plot so the not-so-quick audience members know what's going on."
"Fine," Jury sighed. "Just make it quick. I don't like leaving Brute in the truck all alone."
Doc rolled his eyes, then smiled widely at the middle-aged woman sitting behind the desk just inside the school's entrance. "Good morning, miss," he drawled, allowing his old Southern charm to seep through. "How are you today?"
She blushed and said, "I'm fine. Thank you so much for asking."
"I'm so glad to hear that. I do hope you can help me out. My uncle attended this school when he was a wee one, and I'm putting together a memorial for him. Do you think I could have just a quick peek at his school record?"
Her brows furrowed. "That's quite irregular, Mr...?"
"I apologize," he said, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. "Holliday; John Holliday."
"Oh, Mr. Holliday," she gasped.
"Pretentious bullshit," Jury mouthed, back turned to the receptionist so she couldn't see his face. "I can't believe it works on them."
Doc winked at him, then focused on the receptionist. "My uncle and I were quite close," he said, allowing his eyes to show sadness. "And I'd just like to walk in his footsteps for a moment, if I could."
Before she could reply, a surprised voice exclaimed, "Doc? What're you doing here?"
Doc looked past the desk and grinned at Jules. "Why, Ms. Baker, what a pleasant surprise."
She frowned at him. "Why are you... Oh, Mr. Jury," she giggled, which was ridiculous because she was not a giggler. "How... how are you?" she asked, eyes bright with admiration.
The receptionist went white. "Mr. Jury?" she stuttered. "As in the Jurys?"
Of course. What an idiot he'd been not to take that tack right away. "Apologies," Doc said. "Allow me to introduce Sir Thomas Jury, of the Jurys."
"I hate you," Jury mouthed before turning around and smiling at the receptionist. "Delighted to meet you, Ms..."
"Greenrow. Bess Greenrow," she whispered.
"Bess Greenrow," Jury said with a smile. "What a lovely name."
Her eyes widened, and a silly grin crept over her mouth.
"About those records?" Doc asked.
"Oh, of course, right this way." She jumped from her desk and hurried down a hallway, Jules, Doc, and Jury following behind her.
"What are you doing?" Jules hissed.
"Looking for answers," Doc replied.
"You can't just look at school records; it's illegal," she said, tone chastising.
"But Sir Thomas Jury can."
"You're misusing your position," she sputtered.
"You have a lot to learn about life, little one," Doc said with a laugh.
"You have to follow the rules," she insisted.
"So you keep telling me. If you can tell me who made up the rules I'll think about it."
"No one!" she exclaimed.
"Someone had to. Now, I'm going to use Jury's position to take a look at some records," Doc said sternly. "If you have a problem with that, you should scurry back to your classroom."
"Well, but... I mean..." Jules blushed deeply and said, "I'd like to come with you."
Doc grinned. There was nothing more refreshing than watching societal morality crumble in the face of curiosity.
"Good. I might be able to use your clever little mind."
She blushed again. "I don't think... I mean..."
"You're very clever," Doc said. "Don't ever believe any differently."
She ducked her head and walked the rest of the way without saying another word. Meanwhile, Jury cast Doc a dark look.
"Sorry," Doc mouthed. "I know you hate the 'sir' thing."
"You'll pay. Next time you're ready to seal the deal, I'm going to glamour you a funky monkey."
Doc tried to process that. "You mean... downstairs?" he mouthed.
"Exactly."
Doc shrugged. "It doesn't really matter what it looks like," he mouthed. "It's how you use it. And believe me when I say I know—"
"Shut up!" Jury snapped. "I don't want to hear it!"
"Here's the records department," Ms. Greenrow said, opening a heavy door. "The record keeper is off for the summer, so you'll just have to sort through the files yourselves. I'm sorry, I'm certain you're not used to—"
"It's perfectly fine, Ms. Greenrow," Doc said cheerfully. "We're no strangers to a little work. Thank you so much for your time."
"No, thank you," she twittered. "I can't wait to tell the ladies that I met both Mr. Holliday AND Sir Thomas Jury."
"And were a tremendous help to us," Doc said as he kissed the back of her hand and turned her towards the doorway. As soon as she was gone, he faced the filing cabinets. There were hundreds of them.
Most of the Hidden didn't believe in keeping records on computers. Too vulnerable. Too easy to lose. Too much faith in technology. They simply didn't trust technology.
"I did not expect there to be so many files," Doc said absently as he tried to figure out where to start. "There can't be that many witches in Denver. They'd take over the world."
"There aren't," Jules said. "But there're only three witch academies in North America, so witches from all over the country come here and board."
"Oh," Doc said. "Well, since Edgar Achaean went here when the school first opened, if we can just find the old files, he should be there. Right?"
"Edgar Achaean?" Jules said.
"Yes." Doc waited for her to go on, but she didn't, so he said, "Do you know him?"
"Everyone knows of him. He was the only non-witch student to ever attend the school."
"And?"
"That's it."
"That was rather a letdown," Doc drawled.
"Sorry," she blushed.
"Get to looking," Doc ordered, striding towards the back of the room and opening the first drawer of the first cabinet. He glanced at the file tabs and sighed heavily. "Of course. They couldn't be organized in the normal way, could they?"
"They're totally random, actually," Jules said.
"Why didn't you say that earlier?"
"I meant to, but I got distracted by the mention of Mr. Achaean."
"How does the record keeper find anything?"
"He uses magic, of course."
"Jury?" Doc asked.
"Sorry," Jury replied. "I've never been good at hide and seek magic."
"Well hell," Doc said, glancing through the random names inside the drawer, pushing it closed, and opening the next drawer.
It was more than an hour before Jules finally exclaimed, "I've got it!"
Doc looked over her shoulder. A thick file marked "Achaean, E." was squeezed tightly between "Zhen, A." and "Brown, F.".
She pulled it out of the cabinet and handed it to him. He held it for a moment, not sure what it would tell him, then moved back to the table at the front of the room and sat down.
"Well?" Jury said irritably. "Aren't you going to open it?"
Doc flipped open the cover. There was a photograph of a boy who did not in any way resemble the prematurely aged man he'd come to associate with Edgar, but he could see the same hardness around the boy's eyes.
Doc flipped through the pages of the file, looking for anything interesting, handing the loose pages to Jury and Jules as he went.
A sense of disappointment filled him. He didn't know what he'd expected, but there wasn't anything here except grades, classes, and teacher evaluations. And they all had the same thing to say. "Edgar is a very bright and clever boy. It's an absolute shame he's not a witch."
"This is strange," Jules said just as Doc was examining the final page.
"What?"
"Well, for the last four years, each student is supposed to pick an area of study. In most cases, this would be something like earth spells or hypnotism or scrying or glamour. Whatever the witch is most interested in and most powerful at. I'm considering air illusions."
"Yes?" Doc said impatiently.
"Sorry. Anyway, Edgar wasn't a witch, so he couldn't do any of that. His area of study was academic."
"So?"
"It's just that he chose to study the Jury family."
Doc met Jury's eyes over the table. Jury shrugged and said, "It's not that strange really. There're lots of books written about us. We are the most powerful witch family—"
"In North America," Doc said. "Yes, I know."
"Well we are," Jury said sulkily.
"He didn't study your branch," Jules put in.
"He didn't? Which branch did he study?"
"The Dukes of Darkness. More specifically the Demon Duke, Cynric Jury."
"Oh," Jury said. "That is strange."
"Why?" Doc asked, wishing they would just get to the point.
"Cynric was disavowed," Jury said slowly.
"I don't think I follow."
"His name was removed from the family tree. His holdings were demolished. His children and wives were executed and burned. Every reminder or mention of Cynric was stricken completely from any records or writing, and all the books he wrote were burned," Jury explained.
"Then how does anyone know about him?" Doc asked.
"He was the most powerful witch in existence," Jules said. "It would be a shame if no one remembered him. So there are a few... well, underground copies of his story."
"How underground?" Doc asked.
"Not very, to be honest," Jules said. "There are some people in the witch world who find him rather fascinating, but to openly study and idolize him would make you something of an outsider. He may have been powerful, but he wasn't liked. He was cruel, and it wasn't just norms he slaughtered; he murdered a great number of cryptids as well."
"So it was a little naughty of Edgar to be so enthralled by him?"
"More than a little," Jules said. "It says here when he refused to change his field of study in his last year, he was expelled."
Interesting. And also much too coincidental to be coincidence.
Jules's eyes narrowed. "Something's wrong," she said.
"What do you mean?"
"Johnny's trying to tell me something. He's in the assembly hall, but something... Something is wrong."
She jumped to her feet and dashed out the door. Doc cast a quick look at Jury, then they both tore out after her. She was already at the end of the hallway, but they nearly caught up with her by the time she pushed open the large, double doors at the end.
"Johnny!" she screamed. A greyish-blue light had engulfed the entire room beyond the doors, and Doc could barely see into it. He could see the vague outline of a number of children, and up on the stage beyond them there was a shadow of a thin man holding a box in his hands. A box which seemed to be the source of the light.
Doc grabbed Jury's shoulder as he started to run forward. "No," Doc said. "I've seen something like this before when your family was stolen."
That's when he noticed that Jules was stepping forward, into the dirty grey light. "Stop!" he exclaimed, leaping towards her, but it was too late. She stepped fully into the magical haze just as the whole room shuddered then completely disappeared, leaving behind an empty space full of absolutely nothing.
"Shit," Doc hissed. "He took them. He took Johnny and Jules."
A sudden wave of terror rushed through him. That wasn't right; Johnny and Jules Baker were going to annoy him until the day they died, and that day was not today. He'd make sure of it.
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Doc and Jury rushed back through the school, ignoring the terrified shouts of Ms. Greenrow and the other staff members. They crashed out the doors, and Doc bolted down the Hidden streets until he reached the exit into the norm world.
He crossed over, Jury right behind him, and yanked open the passenger door on Jury's truck, snapping, "Out! Now!"
Brute lifted his black head and gazed at Doc with bright blue eyes. "Now!" Doc exclaimed.
"Come, Brute," Jury ordered.
Brute jumped out of the truck and rubbed his head on Jury's leg. "Find the witch," Jury commanded.
The witch hound's body tightened, shifting slightly until his muscles rippled like waves beneath the black skin. He turned his head, sniffed the air, and then he began to run.
Doc only hesitated for a moment before jumping into Jury's truck. Jury was already behind the wheel, and he flipped a ridiculously tight u-turn and peeled out, zooming down the street after Brute.
Horns blared as Jury rammed through the traffic, driving over sidewalks and crashing into other cars. Doc gripped the dash and tried to keep his eyes on Brute. "Don't lose him!" he snapped.
"What do you think I'm doing?" Jury snarled.
"He's getting away!"
"Relax. Even if I lose him, I'll still be able to follow him."
"What?"
"I made him; we're connected."
"Just hurry," Doc urged.
"I'm trying."
This is why he didn't like having friends. Once someone was your friend you began to care about whether or not they died a horrible death. If Jules and Johnny hadn't been there he'd have still tried to save the school children from Edgar, but he wouldn't feel this terrible pressure wrapped around his heart as he did it.
They bumped and crashed their way through traffic until Jury reached an onramp. Jury zoomed past several cars, cutting in front of them and tearing up the onramp and onto the interstate.
Doc breathed a sigh of relief. They'd hit that perfect time when you could drive as fast as you wanted and nothing could stand in your way. Jury slammed the gas pedal to the floor and weaved through the light traffic like a man possessed.
They drove for a few miles before Jury exited. "We're almost there," he said. "Brute stopped."
Doc suddenly realized he was holding his breath, and he forced himself to breathe. He was forgetting the number one rule of gambling. You couldn't be afraid to lose. As soon as you became afraid to lose, you lost.
He wasn't going to lose. He never did. But if he did lose... So what? It wasn't his job to stop every crazy maniac who showed up in Denver. And anyway, Johnny and Jules were smart. They'd be fine.
He closed his eyes and let his mind drift, steering it away from all the times he'd lost.
"I don't always win," Andrew's voice said. "But I never lose."
"That doesn't make sense," Doc argued.
"Sure it does. You always say not to bet more than you can afford, right?"
"Yes?"
"Well, in life, in a fight, as long as I keep fighting, even if I don't win, even if I don't save everyone I wanted to save, even if I die, I haven't lost, because I never stopped. To lose, you have to give up."
Even then he'd known Andrew was wrong. He hadn't given up on his mother. He hadn't given up on Francisco. But they had still died; he had not won. Hell, he hadn't even given up on himself, and he was inches from the end when Señora Teodora had saved him. Wasn't that the very definition of losing?
And furthermore, he never tossed in his cards when he was playing a game, but sometimes, just every now and then, he still lost.
"If you give up," Andrew said, brown eyes intent, "you lose part of yourself, and that's where the loss comes from. If you keep fighting, even if you lose everything else, you're still whole. You know?"
"Your conversations are even more convoluted than your plans," Doc laughed.
"Just think about it," Andrew replied with a chuckle. "You'll warm up to it."
A hundred years later and it still didn't make sense, Doc thought. Except it did. He could lose everything today, Johnny, Jules, Jury, the fight, his life; but he wouldn't give up. Not for a second. He may not win, but he sure as hell wouldn't lose either.
Goddamn it. He owed Andrew another dollar. He was getting sick of that.
The truck suddenly stopped moving, and Doc opened his eyes. He felt a moment's surprise to be sitting outside the same warehouse where they had summoned the witch hound. He supposed it made a strange sort of sense. He wouldn't have thought to backtrack, and so it was the perfect thing to do.
"You take out the witch," Doc said. "I'll take care of everyone else."
Jury didn't respond, and Doc glanced over. Jury's hands were still gripping the steering wheel, gripping it so tightly that his knuckles were stark white.
"What's wrong?" Doc asked.
"I've never killed a witch," Jury muttered. "How do you do it?"
"Same way you kill anyone else. Bullet to the heart, knife to the kidney, throat, or ear. Break their neck. Cut off their head. Really the options are limitless."
"You don't understand. He must be..." He trailed off.
"Alright," Doc said. "I'll kill the witch. You kill everyone else."
"This is a bad idea," Jury said.
"We don't have time to argue. Every second we sit out here is a second Johnny or Jules might die. So we're going to do what we always do. We're going to bust down the door and kill everyone who needs it."
"Yeah," Jury said softly. "We'll do that."
Doc grinned widely and said, "I bet you a hundred merlins that Edgar somehow raised Cynric from the dead, and they're sharing the same body."
"I'll take that bet," Jury laughed. "Mostly because it's absolutely ridiculous."
Doc wasn't so sure about that. Edgar was obsessed with Cynric, he had a relic that raised the dead, and they were dealing with one hell of a powerful witch, which everyone seemed to think Cynric was. He bet himself another hundred that by nighttime he was a hundred merlins richer.
He started to open his door, but Jury stopped him. "I just want to say..." Jury trailed off, looking kind of lost and sheepish. "Look, if this is the one that finally does us in, I just want to say, I wouldn't have it any other way."
There was a wealth of meaning in those words, and Doc knew exactly what Jury was saying.
"So you wouldn't go back in time and tell yourself not to go on a gambling binge?"
"Nah," Jury replied with a slight grin. "Best decision I ever made."
"Yeah. It worked out for me too," Doc said thoughtfully.
"Damn right it did."
They grinned at each other.
"I'm hungry," Doc said. "Let's go kill a witch."
"You think you can eat him?" Jury asked as they walked towards the entrance.
"Who knows? But I'm sure as hell going to try."
They were standing right in front of the doors now, and Doc could hear an eerie chanting from inside the building. He tried to imagine what they'd see inside, but he didn't like the images his mind conjured.
He'd become deeply convinced that Cynric Jury was in that room somehow. The same Cynric Jury who preferred blood sacrifices. The same Cynric Jury who had Jules and Johnny. He calmed his breathing and told himself he had an ace up his sleeve. It was a lie, but it made him feel better.
Jury took a deep breath and flicked his hand to the side. Blue light sparked, and the warehouse doors crashed open.
"Holy hell," Jury hissed. Doc didn't respond. He was too busy trying to figure out what the hell was going on.
The entire warehouse was filled with Acolytes. Only at this point Doc had to concede that they were not remotely the same as the branch he'd killed in the sixties. These Acolytes followed a completely different doctrine, although it was just as revolting and just as bloody.
Edgar Achaean was standing behind an ornate altar, the heavy artifact around his neck free-floating in front of him and glowing bright red. The altar was covered in jewels, plated gold, and fresh blood. So much blood that it was running over the sides of the altar and pooling on the floor. A pile of crumpled children lay on the floor to one side. Dead. Discarded like waste.
Fury shot through Doc, and he stepped forward.
Edgar's glittering mad eyes rose from his task of slicing open flesh so the blood could run freely. "You're too late!" he cackled. "It's already begun!"
And that's when Doc noticed the strange, mummy-like head hanging over the altar with grey light streaking from its open crusty mouth into the blood. And the blood was shifting, changing, taking shape.
"Holy shit," Jury breathed. "I think you're fucking right. It is Cynric. It's Cynric Jury's fucking head."
"Kill!" Doc ordered. "Kill them all."
"But, Doc—"
"I don't give a shit! Kill them all!" Fury was making him blind, and he tried to close it away, box it up, shut it out, but he couldn't seem to close the damn box.
Knives were already flying from his fingers as he ran forward.
"Goddamn it, Doc!" Jury yelled. "You have to kill Cynric! The blood! You'll only feed him!"
Some part of what Jury said filtered into Doc's mind, but he couldn't stop himself from killing them. He hated Acolytes; he hated power-mad, insane people; he hated people who hurt children. Hated them.
Bullets were zipping towards him, some rending through his flesh, but his tattoo was on fire, and the power was rushing through his body, repairing any damage in a second.
The Acolytes had formed a solid wall around Edgar, protecting him. They were willing to die for him, and they would.
Something tackled Doc from behind, forcing him to the floor. He flipped beneath it, ready to kill his attacker, but paused when he realized it was Brute. Jury was suddenly there, wrapped in blue light, and he grabbed Doc's arm and yanked him behind a pile of crates.
"You have to listen to me," Jury hissed. "You're just helping!"
"Helping what?" Doc snarled.
Bullets tore through the crates, tossing splinters of wood all over Jury's shield of protection.
"He's casting a blood spell," Jury explained hurriedly. "That's why they took the children. Witches' blood to raise a witch's body. If Cynric succeeds..." Jury looked absolutely terrified at the thought. "What I'm saying is that any blood, yours, mine, the Acolytes, it will all feed the spell. He needs the children, but the extra blood will only make him stronger and the spell work faster."
Doc took a deep breath. He needed to focus. He couldn't let his anger lead him; if he did, he really would lose. "So I should kill Edgar?" he asked, shifting his body to shield Jury more fully from the hail of bullets.
"I'm not sure," Jury confessed. "He's clearly using the artifact, but... God, I don't fucking know. This is bad, Doc. Really, really bad."
For a moment, Doc allowed himself to be in the garden with Francisco. "But what if they're bigger and stronger than me?" John asked.
"They'll always be bigger and stronger," Francisco replied. "But you're tougher. You're willing to go further. You're willing to do whatever it takes to win."
That was true. He was.
"Get the children out," he ordered Jury.
"But—"
"Just do it. And give me that damn stone."
"Which stone?"
"Don't play dumb. The Stone of Alarius; it's in your pocket."
Jury grumbled, but handed Doc the plain white stone. Doc caught Brute's strangely intelligent eyes and said, "You're a witch hound." Brute's head tilted as if to acknowledge the statement. "Jury's your witch. Protect him." Brute nodded.
Doc closed his eyes for just a moment, calming his mind. He was going to stop Cynric Jury from resurrecting himself. And he was going to do it without killing anyone.
This was going to hurt. A lot. Doc stood and started running. He bowled through the Acolytes, ignoring the burn of knife blades as they tore through his flesh and the grasping hands that tried to catch him.
He didn't stop, just kept running, leaped over the altar, grabbed Edgar, and crashed to the floor with him.
"You can't stop this!" Edgar laughed. "You can't win! I have seen the future, and you cannot win!"
"In the words of a friend of mine, you've seen A future," Doc hissed, knocking the knife from Edgar's hand and ripping the artifact from his neck.
Edgar howled in pain and clawed at Doc's face, while the Acolytes tore at Doc's back and clothes trying to dislodge him. Doc swung his legs to the side, knocking several of them over, then rolled to his feet and darted across the room away from them.
He searched the room for Jury and saw he was halfway to the door, a group of children streaking across the warehouse in front of him.
"Jury!" Doc yelled. "Catch!"
Jury turned, and Doc hurled the artifact across the room. Jury caught it in one hand, then turned and bolted out the open door right behind the children.
"It doesn't matter!" Edgar cried out, crawling to his feet. "The blood is enough! It is enough! You have failed. You will always fail!" Behind Edgar, Cynric's head continued to pump magic into the blood. Edgar gazed at it, face full of absolute awe and excitement.
Having recovered from Doc's earlier assault, the Acolytes advanced towards him. Gunfire filled the warehouse, and Doc dived behind a crate.
There was a good chance he'd only get one attempt at this, and he wished he knew whether or not it was actually going to work. He grinned slightly and bet himself a thousand merlins that by tonight he'd be sipping whiskey and arguing with Thaddeus. It was a bet he planned to win.
Doc waited until there was a slight lull in gunfire, then he jumped to his feet and ran towards the altar. The magic was still pouring from Cynric's mouth into the blood, but the blood had formed a body and long tendrils from the neck were reaching out towards Cynric's head.
Edgar was standing next to the altar again, face tight with awe, bloody knife clutched in his hand, an Acolyte dead at his feet.
Doc threw a knife at Edgar's hand, knocking the knife from his grasp and slicing through his fingers, then jumped over the altar and snatched Cynric's head away from the grasping, bloody tendrils.
"NOOOO!!!!" Edgar screamed. "Get him, you fools! Get him!"
Doc dashed towards the back of the warehouse, ducking falling crates and iron that suddenly decided to spear down from the ceiling.
"You want your body back," Doc snarled. "You can have it." He shoved the Stone of Alarius into Cynric's open mouth and clamped his hands over Cynric's jaws, forcing his mouth to close. For a second nothing happened, but then Cynric's dead eye sockets began to glow. A loud thrumming noise filled the room, and grey light speared out of Cynric's eyes, ears, and nose.
I hope to hell Dr. Feyrer is right, Doc thought as he smiled at the Acolytes who thought they'd cornered him. They were wrong, because now he could kill them. Holding Cynric's head against his side with his left hand, Doc began flinging knives with his right. The Acolytes couldn't shoot him; not since he was holding Cynric, so they'd have to get really close to kill him, and he wasn't going to let them.
Knife after knife tore through throat after throat, spewing blood all over the floor and the crates, and the more blood spilled, the brighter Cynric glowed.
Behind the Acolytes, Doc could see the headless blood body moving towards them. It was filled with so much magic, he could barely look at it; it was like staring straight at the noonday sun.
Doc snatched a bloody gun from the floor and began shooting the remaining Acolytes. His chest glowed hot, but not nearly as hot as Cynric's head.
For every man Doc killed, the magic flowing out of Cynric's head grew brighter and hotter. And as Acolyte after Acolyte fell dead, the magic between Cynric's head and his body flowed stronger and stronger, drawing them closer and closer together.
Before long there weren't any Acolytes left to kill, and Doc backed away from Cynric's new body, but it kept moving steadily towards him.
"Running out of room," Doc muttered, wishing he knew whether or not Jury had managed to destroy the artifact. Although he assumed he hadn't yet since Cynric was still alive.
The room was boiling hot; the air was stifling. He felt the cold steel of the wall behind his back. He felt Cynric's head twist in his hands. Cynric's body was right in front of him now, and Doc stared in horror as its hands reached out and plucked the glowing head from Doc's arms.
The grey magic concentrated into a single beam, pulling the head and neck together, and then Cynric was whole, and the magic began to shift again, turning the blood into skin, turning empty eye sockets into eyes and crusted flesh into lips.
"I am alive," Cynric whispered, voice hoarse and dry. "I am alive." He ran his hands over his face, feeling his lips, his nose, his eyes. "Alive," he said more strongly, breathing deeply and smiling a harsh and cold smile. 
Doc's mind scrambled. The stone was still inside Cynric; it wasn't too late, but there was no one left to kill. No blood left to offer. No way to push him over the edge. Or was there?
Doc grinned and ripped his knife from its sheath and shoved it into his own belly. Pain shot through him, and blood gushed past the knife, and onto his hands.
Cynric's black eyes turned gold with greed. "Yes," he whispered. "Feed me."
Magic fingers poured from Cynric's hands, lapping up Doc's blood like little tongues, and Cynric grew taller, more formed, more perfect.
The air turned acrid and molten, and the crates beside Cynric burst into flames.
"So much power," Cynric breathed. "So much power."
"Maybe a little too much," Doc gasped, leaning against the wall to keep himself from falling to the floor.
"There is no such thing as too much power," Cynric said, voice strong now and deep.
"Maybe," Doc coughed. His stomach had healed around the knife, but blood was still oozing past the handle.
Cynric's freshly formed hair began to burn, but he was too full of power and greed to notice.
Doc rocked the knife from side to side, and more blood burst forth.
Cynric's skin rippled and started to turn black.
"That's right," Doc said and tore the knife to one side, completely splitting open his stomach.
Grey light burst through tiny cracks in Cynric's skin. "No," Cynric gasped, grabbing his chest. "No! It is not possible!" He stepped forward, banding his burning hands around Doc's neck. "What have you done?" he demanded. "What have you done?!"
"Increased your power exponentially," Doc croaked as Cynric's hands burned into his flesh.
The cracks in Cynric's skin grew bigger, wider. Cynric howled in anger and pain, crushing Doc's throat with fingers of steel. Doc's lungs began to burn, and he pulled the knife from his stomach and shoved it into Cynric's heart.
Cynric's eyes were giant pools of brilliant grey light, growing larger and larger, and then all of the sudden the grey light burst from him, exploding out and setting the entire room ablaze.
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Doc floated weightlessly in the black. He wasn't dead. He knew he wasn't dead because the air was hot. Really hot. His scrambled mind tried to order his thoughts.
He wasn't dead, so he must be unconscious. Cynric had exploded. So he was unconscious inside a burning building, which is why everything was so goddamn hot.
He tried to force himself to wake. He didn't mind dying, but this isn't how he wanted to do it, not burning to death in a corner. That would be a rather ugly way to go, and he'd always imagined dying with a touch more class.
He felt something tug at him. In the real world, not the dark place he was caught in. Then he felt his body shift across the uneven floor. He tried not to fight it, whatever it was, because it was moving him away from the heat.
"Wake up!" a stern voice ordered, not from the real world, but from inside the darkness.
"Tozi," he breathed, trying to open his eyes, trying to feel her.
"Wake up," she whispered insistently.
He woke. The warehouse was engulfed in flames and falling down around him. Brute's sharp jaws were locked onto what was left of Doc's shirt, and he was slowly dragging Doc towards the entrance.
"It's alright," Doc coughed, rolling to his knees. "I've got this."
He stumbled to his feet and began to stagger through the fiery blaze. He couldn't actually see the exit, but Brute seemed to know which way to go so Doc followed him, breathing shallowly. Grey flames licked from side to side, crisping his skin, and blood leached lazily from his stomach.
He glanced behind him, half expecting to see Cynric, body blazing, but there was nothing but flames. He swayed drunkenly, but managed to keep his feet. Brute tugged on his hand, and Doc started forward again.
"How?" whispered a voice. "How? How could I fail? It's not possible."
Edgar was lying on the floor, legs caught beneath the altar, flames creeping closer and closer towards him. His frail face looked ancient, and his eyes were wide with madness.
"I saw the future," he gasped. "I saw the future."
"A future," Doc said. "You have to look more than once."
"I did," Edgar sobbed. "I did! You destroyed everything. Cynric is lost. Lost! A thousand curses upon you! May you die a horrid death!"
The building rumbled, and something exploded behind Doc tossing flames and debris everywhere. Brute tugged on Doc again, and Doc pressed his heel into Edgar's throat, crushing it while he was still hurling angry curses. Doc waited until his tattoo began to warm before limping after Brute towards the bit of sunlight on the other side of the smoke and flames.
As soon as Doc stumbled into the light, little arms wrapped around him, squeezing him so tightly he almost fell. He blinked, trying to clear his eyes.
"You're alright!" Jules sobbed.
Doc tried to smile, but his lips hurt too badly to move. "I'm alive," he coughed. "We'll see about alright."
"You'll be fine," Jury huffed. "Stop playing for sympathy. I assume you won?"
"I assume. I mean, I can't be sure. I didn't actually see Cynric explode. He got bright, and then it was like the entire world exploded."
"Good enough," Jury said. "We'll sweep the warehouse when it's done burning."
Doc glanced around warily. "Where are the norms?" Smoke like that should have drawn the city's entire fire department, but there wasn't a single fire engine in sight.
"Jules and Johnny put up a glamour," Jury said.
"I'm impressed," Doc wheezed, trying to remove Jules' arms from around his waist.
"You should be," Jury said. "You look like hell," he added.
"A witch exploded on me," Doc snarled. "I'm feeling quite lucky to be alive."
"I saved you a couple Acolytes who tried to escape," Jury said with a shrug.
"I've never liked you more."
"They're in the back of the truck."
"You have to let go now, Jules," Doc said.
She frowned at him, then regretfully loosened her grip. "I still like you," she said stoutly. "Even if... you... um..."
"It's alright," he said, trying to wink. "I'll be right as rain in a minute or two."
He stepped around her and didn't even fight him when Jury wrapped his arm around Doc's waist to help bear his weight. "Am I really here?" Doc asked, limping slowly. "It feels a little surreal."
"You're really here."
"How do I know you're really here?"
"You just do."
"You're being nicer than usual," Doc accused.
"I suffered a momentary shock when I thought you were dead."
"Ah."
"I'm not about to get mushy with you or anything, but damn was I glad to see your sorry ass limp out of that building."
Doc chuckled softly. "I was pretty happy about it myself."
They were silent for a moment, then Doc asked, "Did you get the spell undone?"
"On the artifact?"
"Yes."
"No," Jury said.
"Why not?"
"It's like a puzzle, and I can't quite find the end of it."
Jury leaned Doc against the side of his truck and dropped the tailgate, pulling a struggling bound Acolyte to the edge of the gate.
Doc sighed wearily. He was really too tired to kill anyone, but he supposed if he wanted to die in a fantastically ridiculous fashion, he'd better get to it. It wouldn't do to die from exhaustion.
He stepped forward, drew his knife, and stabbed it into the man's heart. His chest began to heat, and power flowed slowly down his limbs. The numbness receded, replaced with a pain so vibrant he could barely breathe.
Jury dropped the dead man onto the pavement and pulled another forward. Doc raised his arm and drove the knife into the man's throat, gasping as he did.
The pain lessened ever so slightly, and a chunk of blackened skin fell from Doc's hand, revealing a pink section underneath.
"I hate fire," he muttered.
"Just think how much norms must hate it," Jury chuckled, presenting Doc with a third Acolyte.
Doc sliced the man's throat and another man's throat, and that was the end of the Acolytes. He couldn't be sure there weren't more Acolytes out there somewhere, but without Edgar to lead them, they were done.
"Did you call the Worms?" he asked, checking his stomach to make sure it had fully healed.
"Yep. And Simon. I thought maybe he could clean up this mess kind of silent like. There's no sense in causing a panic. Unfortunately, we arrived a little too late to save all the children, so something will have to be made public."
Doc grunted. He didn't know how many children there had been, but they had saved at least thirty, Johnny and Jules included.
"So, since Cynric wasn't inside Edgar, I feel like I won that bet," Jury said casually.
"Like hell you did," Doc growled.
Several hours later, after dealing with Simon and the Magistratus, Doc and Jury sat across from each other in Doc's suite sipping the finest whiskey money could buy.
"It bothers me that we didn't find any of Cynric's remains," Doc said thoughtfully as he drained his glass and poured himself another.
"He's ash," Jury grunted. "I'm still not sure how you survived. That was a hell of an inferno."
"Brute saved me," Doc said. "So I guess we're even."
Brute turned his head towards Doc, and Doc stared at him, still disconcerted by Brute's construction, and a little bothered by its similarities to Cynric's body.
"You didn't pocket that damn stone, did you?" Doc demanded.
"What stone?"
"Jury."
"No," Jury laughed. "I didn't. No one found it. It's not like it was very distinct. It's probably underneath the debris somewhere."
Doc studied him through narrow eyes. "Couldn't you detect it with your magic?"
"Maybe," Jury said with a shrug.
"Did you try?"
"Maybe."
"And?"
"I didn't sense anything," Jury said as he drank straight from the whiskey bottle.
Doc watched him suspiciously. Not only did Jury normally use a glass, but he also didn't usually pound the whiskey quite so hard.
"I kind of regret not dragging Edgar outside so I could torture him to my heart's content," Doc said, taking the bottle away from Jury. "I would have liked to know exactly what his plan was."
"I don't know why you care. You killed him. Plan done."
"Still. Was he calling the shots you think or was Cynric somehow controlling him?"
"I don't know."
"Cynric's head looked pretty... rough. I don't think they were doing much talking, but maybe the artifact allowed them to communicate mentally."
"Who knows." Jury said, taking back the whiskey and finishing it off.
"Your complete lack of curiosity baffles me," Doc stated.
"Your incessant need to understand the motives of villains baffles me," Jury retorted.
"Fine," Doc muttered. "I suppose it's finished anyway. We saved Sofia, killed Sofia, killed Bosch, defeated the Acolytes, and sent Cynric back to the grave. Not a bad month's work," Doc chuckled. "You ready for a vacation?"
Jury shrugged. "Nothing too tame."
"Jules was kind enough to remind me that your birthday is in a few days. What are you, like a hundred and twenty-three?"
"Five," Jury stated flatly.
"How should we mark the occasion? Should we fly to Dubai and snatch up one of those crazy cars? Or we could go look for dragons in China. Or, I was thinking it could be fun to use that artifact to resurrect someone interesting like H. P. Lovecraft. I always regretted not finding the time to make his acquaintance."
"You pick," Jury said vaguely.
"That's enough!" Doc snapped. "What the hell is going on?"
"Nothing."
"Stop lying to me."
There was a noise in the hallway, and Doc turned his head towards the door just as it flew off its hinges and blue light swept through the room, tossing everything on its side. The force of the explosion slammed into Doc, hurling him into the far wall.
He jumped to his feet, knives drawn, but an invisible rush of solid air slammed into him, crushing him into the wall with the force of a speeding locomotive.
Through the blue haze he saw twelve figures enter his suite. "What the hell?" Doc snarled, struggling to break free from the magic holding him in place.
Brute growled and jumped at one of the figures, but a lash of blue light hurled him through a wall and into Doc's bedroom.
Jury wasn't doing anything. He was just sitting there.
"Do something, goddamn it!" Doc yelled. Jury didn't even seem to hear him, and Doc watched as two of the hazy figures grabbed Jury's arms and pulled him to his feet and out the door.
"Goddamn it!" Doc snarled, managing to move his hand just enough to hurl a knife towards one of the retreating figures.
The knife dropped in midair, and the figure turned. "It's nothing personal, John," she said, and then everything went black.
When Doc woke a few minutes later, his suite was a wreak, his head ached like he'd fallen off the top of a building, Jury was gone, and Brute was licking his hand and whimpering.
Doc pushed himself to his feet and surveyed the wreckage. Cold fury pulsed through him. Cold, focused, and brutal.
He didn't give a damn if they were the most powerful witch family in North America; the Jurys had just made a fatal mistake. Nobody, absolutely nobody, came into his home and stole his friend away from him. By the time he was done, they were going to wish they'd never even heard of Doc Holliday, because he was going to utterly destroy them.    
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Andrew jerked to his feet and spun around. There was an enormous owl sitting on the roof behind him, staring at him with huge yellow eyes.
"Um… Death?" He didn't think owls lived that long.
The owl shook his head. "I am the son of the son of Death. You are Not-Pecos."
"Really? We're still doing that?" Andrew felt a draft of air as owls settled all around him on the building, so many owls he stopped trying to count.
Crap. And damn. And some other things. He casually scanned the rooftop looking for anything he could use as a weapon. About twenty feet away lay an old piece of metal pipe. Thank you, Charlie, he thought, wondering if he would have noticed it without Charlie's lessons.
His stomach rumbled. "Not now," he hissed. "I'm busy." He grinned at Death's son's son and then dashed across the roof as fast as he could. He felt the air move above him, and he rolled the rest of the way, grabbing the pipe in his hands as he jumped to his feet.
They were right behind him, dozens of them. He slammed out with his pipe, smashing into the owl nearest him. Feathers exploded across the rooftop.
He raised his pipe again, but before he could swing, several owls landed on his back. He ripped them off with his free hand, slamming them into the ground as he swung his pipe to the side again. Warm blood oozed from his neck down his collar.
He swung his pipe around smashing three owls at once, but then he was thrust down from behind. They were swarming him, and their weight was too much for him. Andrew buried his face into the roof to protect his eyes and ripped an owl from his head, wrapping his hand around its neck and snapping it. He channeled the power into his whole body. Forget a dab, he thought. He just needed to get the job done.
He ripped another owl from his back, reducing the weight and rolled quickly to the side, popping to his feet again, pipe in hand.
How could there still be so many? He should have finished counting so he could have kept track like Doyle did. A wave of dizziness washed over him, blurring his vision. Not now! he thought worriedly.
He swung the pipe, but missed, and an owl sliced its talons across his face. His arm was tiring, so he channeled more power into it. Blood was seeping through his shirt; and his arms, neck, and legs were ripped and torn. He needed to heal himself if he wanted to keep fighting. He tried to push the power out, but he couldn't. Blackness edged his vision.
No, no, no! If he collapsed here, he was dead. He had to keep fighting. He was completely surrounded, and the owls were advancing warily. Triple crap!
Andrew's nose twitched. He could smell blood, and it wasn't his own. He glanced down. There was a dead owl lying at his feet. For a second he wasn't sure he could do it, but he wanted to survive, didn't he?
He grinned at Death's son's son, dropped his pipe and grabbed the owl. He ripped a handful of feathers out and rolled quickly to one side as the owls tried to pounce on him, slamming his back against a wall, and ripped into the dead owl with his teeth.
He lashed out at the attacking owls with one hand and held the dead owl with the other. He didn't bother chewing, just tore off some meat and swallowed. He felt the dizziness fade, and the exhaustion slipped away, replaced by raging energy.
He pushed the power out to heal himself, taking several more bites as he did, then tossed the bird away and stood. He blinked in surprise. He could see everything so clearly. He could see each individual feather on the owl swooping down on him and the tiny strands of each feather. It was incredible.
He jolted as several owls dropped on him from above. He ripped them apart with his bare hands as he ran across the rooftop, crouching to grab his pipe off the ground. He swung upright and started bashing owls left and right. Feathers and blood rained down on him.
He speared one owl with the rusty tip of the pipe, then swung the pipe around, bludgeoning another and another as he went. The remaining owls clawed him, pecked him, tore at his skin, but he didn't stop. He just kept ripping, smashing, spearing, and bashing until they were all dead. All but one.
Death's son's son glared at Andrew and the carnage spread across the roof. "I have failed this time, Not-Pecos," he snarled, "but I will not fail again." He spread his wings to fly and began to lift into the air.
"No way," Andrew muttered. "We're finishing this." He raced across the rooftop and leaped into the air, grabbing Death's son's son's talon. The owl struggled with Andrew's weight, but kept flying, moving slowly but steadily up and away from the roof as Andrew wrenched himself up its leg.
"You kill me, you kill yourself," the owl hissed angrily.
"Gotta finish the job. Lesson number two." Andrew wished he had just one knife. They were high above the buildings now, and he knew if he killed the owl in flight he'd fall to the ground.
What would Pecos do? he wondered. He'd ride it, that's for sure. Andrew grinned, watching the ground move below him. It really was amazing; almost as good as his dreams.
He used the owl's leg to swing back and forth and then flipped himself up onto the owl's back. It dropped several feet and rolled trying to tip Andrew off, but he held tight, wrapping his arm around Death's son's son's neck and squeezing.
They were falling now, but Andrew squeezed harder and harder until he felt the owl's neck snap. As they plummeted towards the ground, Andrew channeled so much power into his body he glowed. He watched the ground come closer and closer, then rolled just as they hit.
He slammed into the ground with a loud thud, his wrist snapping as he did because he'd forgotten to tuck it. He didn't stop, but rolled down the alley, bouncing over a rock and cracking several ribs. He careened to a stop against a filthy dumpster and stilled his body, laying there, staring at the grey sky, breathing as shallowly as possible. His whole body hurt.
Maybe that hadn't been his best plan, but he'd finished the job. Doyle would be proud. That probably wasn't true. Doyle would be pissed. Andrew grinned weakly, pushing the power carefully through his body, feeling it knit everything back together, grimacing from the pure heat.
When it was finished, he rolled to his stomach and pushed himself gingerly to his knees. He still hurt. He hadn't had quite enough juice to finish the job. There was plenty of power. There always was; he just couldn't hold it, couldn't push it, couldn't tell it where to go. It was too hot, and he was too tired, too weak, too spent.
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Blood. Bright red and running down the walls. It looked like ketchup or thick Kool-Aid, but somehow she knew it was blood. A crumpled form lay sprawled at the base of the stairs, head haloed by a perfect circle of red, face twisted in terror. He looked like the image of Satan, falling from heaven, falling to earth.
Someone was screaming. High, keening screams of terror.
A voice. "Damn it! I told you to stay in the car!"
"Morning, sweetie."
Amy Harrison startled, blinking wildly for a second, trying to remember where she was. She'd been standing by stairs; it had been night; the man was dead.
But she wasn't there. She was in her kitchen. Her sparkling, clean kitchen. There was no blood. There was no dead man.
She managed a smile for her fiancée and welcomed his morning kiss. He's beautiful, she thought absently, watching the sun play off his golden hair, watching his lips crinkle into the smile he only had for her. She still couldn't believe she'd found him. Mitchell Tate. Tate. Her perfect man.
"What's on the agenda for today?" he asked cheerfully.
She glanced back at the counter just to make sure there was no blood. There wasn't. She frowned, trying to decide what she'd seen, but it was already losing its sharpness, its clarity. All she could really remember was the annoyed voice. It had been laced with something else, but she didn't know what.
She shook her head, trying to forget the blood, and finished pouring orange juice into tiny glass cups. "First up, breakfast!"
This was her life. Her perfect life. She had a perfect family and a perfect fiancée and a perfect home. Her job was almost perfect; it would be totally perfect if her boss would stop leering at her over the copy machine.
She carefully placed a perfectly browned piece of toast on each of their plates and added a dollop of scrambled eggs.
"It's beautiful out," Tate said as he sat down in their cozy breakfast nook. "We should go for a picnic tonight."
"I'd love that," she replied, imagining a cozy blanket spread over soft, green grass in a very secluded glen. "But I have my appointment tonight."
His perfect forehead creased, and he looked at her with concern. "I wish you'd stop."
"I need to know!"
"I don't care."
"But I do!"
He sighed, pouring half a cup of cream into his coffee.
"You can't even taste the coffee when you do it that way," Amy laughed.
"That's the point," he replied with a grimace.
"I need to know," she repeated.
"It won't change anything."
"But still. We're getting married. We want a family. I need to know where I came from."
It was an argument they'd had several times in the last six months. He didn't know what it was like to be missing a third of his life. He knew who his parents were. He knew what his first word was. He remembered turning four and twelve and every age in-between. She didn't.
She didn't remember a single thing before the age of twelve and six months and ten days. That was the day she'd been adopted by Pamela and Roger Harrison.
It was love at first sight. At least that's what they said. Amy didn't remember meeting them. She just remembered the day she went home with them, to stay, forever. The day they walked her into her room and said, "Amy, honey, you're home now."
It had been painted green with brown accents and had white, lacy curtains. They'd hung photos of horses on the walls. White horses all of them. Horses Amy could imagine carrying a knight in shining armor, sword drawn, bearing down on a fierce dragon, shield in hand.
She knew her old name, because she'd asked when she was eighteen. It was strange having two names. Like she was two people. One person she didn't remember or know; who she surely wouldn't recognize on the street. And another she felt comfortable with, relaxed, like an old shoe.
"I have to know," she insisted.
"I know, sweetie," Tate said softly, holding her hand. "I just don't want you to get hurt. I don't care where you came from or who you were. I love you. I always will."
Tears rushed to her eyes. Damn her life was perfect! If only she could remember those handful of years. If only she wasn't worried something terrible had happened, something so terrible she'd forgotten everything. If only she could let it go.
"Anyway," she said quickly, trying to change the subject. "Your mom wants to get together this week. She insists I still have more decisions to make. Something about cake and flowers." She shrugged. She would love planning the wedding if she wasn't planning it with Mrs. Tate.
"Just don't let her railroad you, okay?" Tate said. "It's your wedding, not hers." She laughed, wondering how it was possible such a sweet, wonderful man had been born to such a managing, opinionated woman. They were like night and day.
When Amy had graduated, the principal had asked her what her future plans were. She'd simply said, "I want to help children find their perfect home." And that's what she did.
Of all her friends, she was the only one who actually did what she'd set out to do. One friend was a lawyer, but she'd wanted to be an interior designer; another ran a prestigious galley downtown, but she'd wanted to be a politician. But Amy helped kids. Every day.
It gave her life meaning. She couldn't imagine if Roger and Pamela hadn't loved her, hadn't wanted her. Who would she be? Where would she be? But they had. And Amy helped kids just like she had been find that perfect place too.
"Court?" Cindy asked as soon as Amy opened their shared office door.
"Yep," Amy replied with a huge grin. "Robbie's adoption goes through today. His family is so excited. Of course, they always are."
"You always know which couples and kids are gonna hit it off," Cindy said, tone a little exasperated. "I don't know how you do it."
Amy shrugged. Her success rate was ninety-nine point nine percent. It should be a hundred. It really should, but she wasn't going to dwell on it.
"What's your secret?"
Cindy probably asked her that once a month; Amy always replied the same.
"No secret. I just have a sixth sense about these things I guess."
Cindy snorted. "A sixth sense! I bet you have a magic eight ball hidden in your purse!"
Amy burst out laughing. "I haven't seen one of those in years!" she exclaimed.
Something tickled the back of her mind, but she couldn't quite grasp it. She was quite certain she'd never had a magic eight ball as a child, but she could clearly remember the hazy triangle telling her "Not Advisable".
"You want some coffee?" Cindy asked, breaking through Amy's thought.
"Huh?"
"Coffee... you know... Want some?"
"Oh, yeah, sorry. Thanks!"
Cindy left, and Amy sat at her desk trying to make sense of what she'd seen. But she couldn't. She knew she'd never had an eight ball, but she could feel it in her hands.
She finally shrugged, pushing all other thoughts aside; today was about Robbie, not her.
Eight hours later Amy walked to her car wrapped in a cocoon of happiness. There was nothing more satisfying than the day of adoption, the day a child was officially part of a family, officially wanted.
Robbie had hugged her when it was over. "Thank you, Miss Amy," he'd whispered through tears. "I love Beth and... I mean Mom and Dad."
"I know you do," she'd whispered back, like it was a secret and not everybody knew. "You're perfect for each other."
"Bye," he said and ran to grab his new parents' hands, small hands engulfed by large, gentle ones.
Amy wished she could remember her own adoption. She wished she could remember the tears and the smiles. The look on the judge's face when he slammed down the gavel. Or she slammed down the gavel. Amy didn't know. She just didn't know. Couldn't even remember a bit of it.
Her doctor's appointment wasn't until six, so she had an hour to kill. She drove slowly down street after street, meandering until she found the street she was looking for.
It was older area but clean. In the 1960's it had probably been the nicest neighborhood around. The lawns were still green and finely trimmed. The houses were well taken care of, trim painted, windows full of life.
Laughter of children playing hide-and-seek or keep-away rang over a tall picket fence. The fresh smell of laundry hung in the air.
Amy parked and stared across the street. An older couple lived in the one-story, blue house that supposedly used to be hers.
She didn't remember it, felt sure it wasn't really her house. She didn't feel any connection to it at all. She didn't remember playing in the lawn or opening the door. How could she have forgotten her home? Had this been where she had lost her memory? Had something bad happened here? Something she couldn't handle?
She'd asked to see her file as soon as she'd been hired at the Department of Human Services. She probably could have gotten it sooner, but she hadn't really wanted to. She'd been scared of what she'd find, but she hadn't found anything, just his name and an address.
The name of her biological father, last name matching her other name, the name she didn't like. At least she assumed he was her father. Could have been an uncle, a much older brother, a grandpa. She didn't really know, just felt it was her father. And this address. Nothing else. For some unknown reason, shoddy case work, misfiling, paper-eating rats, nothing else was there. Nothing except her adoption paperwork.
She didn't understand it. No one did. The only people with less paperwork than her were homeless.
Amy stared at the house and tried to force a memory, just one, one glimpse of her past, one toy, one day, one breakfast, anything.
The door opened, and the old lady who lived there shuffled down the sidewalk toward her car. She stopped to smell a rose, and her face lit up with joy. Her trembling hand opened her car door, and she drove off to somewhere. Bingo, shopping, water yoga. Amy didn't know. All she knew was that the lady loved her house. The house that used to be Amy's before she was Amy.
Amy drove to her appointment and greeted Dr. Winters with a smile.
"Sit, Amy," Dr. Winters said. "How's your week been?"
"I had a memory this morning," Amy said hesitantly. "I think. I don't know."
"That's wonderful!" Dr. Winters said as she leaned forward excitedly. "Tell me about it."
"I don't remember all of it. It kind of faded afterwards."
"That's alright. Tell me what you remember."
"Blood," Amy whispered. "Blood and a voice. Not an angry voice, not a mean voice. A man's voice, a little rough and annoyed saying 'Damn it, I told you to stay in the car'." There had been something else too, but Amy couldn't remember it, couldn't quite call it up.
"Whose blood?" Dr. Winters asked.
"I don't know."
"What else?"
"I can't remember."
"Are you sure?"
Amy tried. She stepped back into her kitchen, held the orange juice in her hand, and tried to remember what she'd seen. "I don't know. Blood. That's all."
"It's something," Dr. Winters said, disappointment clear in her voice. "Let's increase your dose. Why don't you take three pills a day? It's clear the medicine is taking effect. We'll just give it a boost."
Amy nodded. This was part of Tate's problem. The medicine was experimental. It had been used on a bunch of mice, and the researchers had had good results, but Amy was one of a handful of humans to take it. Dr. Winters had told her there weren't a lot of other options yet.
"The problem with hypnosis," Dr. Winters had explained when Amy brought it up, "is that you might have memories that aren't real, and you won't be able to tell the difference between them."
Amy shuddered at the thought. She felt like she was missing a section of herself, a piece of her mind, a bit of her soul. The idea that she would replace it with lies made her feel sick.
So she took the medicine. Even though it was experimental. Even though no one knew yet what the side effects might be. Even though she'd had to sign a waiver releasing Dr. Winters and the pharmaceutical company of all responsibility.
That's how much she wanted to know. That's how much she needed to know. She had to know. Who had she been? What had she done? What had been done to her? She needed to remember, and then she would know what to do.
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