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Chapter 1
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Doc Holliday tipped his whiskey bottle upright and watched as the last of the amber liquid slid down towards his lips, wondering vaguely if he stared hard enough if it would somehow reveal the answer he needed.
"Getting drunk isn't going to help, you know."
"If only," Doc sighed as he tossed the empty bottle towards Jury's trashcan. The can moved at the last second, catching the bottle before it hit the floor. "Nothing but net," Doc chuckled.
"My point. Your aim was way off," Jury snorted.
"Get me another bottle."
"No."
"Come on."
"No. You've already drank seven bottles, and it's getting us nowhere. It's time to get off your ass and get back to it."
"Get back to what?" Doc muttered. "Sofia's gone. Bosch is gone. Sure, given enough time I could probably find them, but to what end?" He shrugged. "I failed, Jury. Failed. Do you have any idea what that feels like?" Doc shook his head in disgust. "What am I saying? Of course you do."
"I'll pretend that's the whiskey talking," Jury said irritably. "Furthermore, it's only been one goddamn week! You searched the Black Forest for that wood sprite for three months!"
"She was gorgeous... and so flexible."
"I know. I saw her," Jury replied, staring off into space for a moment with a lopsided grin. He suddenly shook his head and said, "That's not the point; the point is we'll find Sofia, just like you found the wood sprite. But only if we actually leave the building."
"You don't know," Doc muttered. "She could be hiding in the closet. Did you check?"
"Yes, I checked."
"You didn't!"
"I really did."
Doc leaned his head against the couch and closed his eyes. Jury was right, and he knew it, but he was tired, and he wasn't sure Sofia was worth it. Señora Teodora, Tozi, was worth it. But Sofia? He'd already saved her once, and if she hadn't been such a pantywaist, he might have been able to keep her safe. But she was worthless.
Worthless was perhaps a bit harsh; but it irritated the hell out of him that she'd been born with her power and she didn't even know how to use it or, at the very least, understand it. It had only taken him a couple years to figure out his limitations.
That wasn't all of it though. She was whiney. And self-centered. She dressed oddly. She didn't like Jury. She didn't have any acceptance of other creatures. And she was just all-around annoying.  
Not to mention that she probably didn't even want Doc to rescue her because she didn't like the way he did things. She thought he was unnecessarily violent. He laughed harshly. That was half the reason Tozi had picked him.
He could accept his failure in the general scheme of things and move on. He could even accept the loss of Sofia. He'd technically fulfilled his promise, and if Tozi visited him again, that's just what he'd tell her. His problem was Bosch's plan. If Bosch actually had a way to turn himself into some sort of super creature that would put the Hidden and everyone in it at risk.
So it would seem that his path was obvious. Stop Bosch. But, and this is why he was trying so hard to get drunk, no matter how he figured it, if he started a war with Bosch the people in the Hidden were going to get hurt. If only he knew which way they'd get hurt less. He was beginning to think he was going to have to flip a damn coin and let luck decide.
"Heads up," Jury suddenly hissed. "Someone's coming."
"You going to let them in?"
"May as well. It'd be easier than trying to explain a bloody foyer to the manager."
"You're ridiculous."
"Am not!"
"Are too. Don't you own the damn building?"
"Yes, but the manager doesn't know that, does she? And she's a stickler for the rules."
"They're your rules!" Doc exclaimed.
"She doesn't know that! Now shut up! They're at the door."
"I need another bottle," Doc whispered.
"You do not!"
"It'll help me fight."
"You're a goddamn drunk."
"I haven't been drunk in over a hundred years! Give or take."
"So you're an alcoholic."
"Now that I can't argue with," Doc chuckled.
Someone was fiddling with the door now, and if Doc could hear them, they weren't very good. Or they were very, very good.
"How many?" he asked.
"Thirty."
"How do you communicate with the gargoyles anyway?"
"It's hard to explain," Jury said.
"And they can count?"
"No. They just showed me how many there are. Is this really the time for a gargoyle lesson?"
"I don't know when else we'll have it. What's taking them so damn long with the door anyway?"
"I didn't want it to be too easy for them."
"Oh." Doc glanced around Jury's perfectly clean and arranged loft space and started laughing.
"What the hell're you laughing for?"
"Say goodbye to your apartment."
"I hate you."
"You always say that, yet here we are. What is this, like our five hundredth date?"
"I hope you get shot."
"I hope they don't have some kind of plastic Gatling guns."
"Why do you say shit like that?"
"It just popped into my head."
"Well pop it the hell out!"
The door finally cracked open, and Doc and Jury ducked behind the couch. "You should've gotten the red couch," Doc mouthed.
"I should've moved to Alaska," Jury mouthed back.
After a moment, the door clicked closed, and Doc winked at Jury before leaping upright and tossing a knife towards one of the intruders. These men didn't have witches to guard them, so when Doc's knife slammed into the leader's forehead, it tore right through it, leaving a gaping bloody hole.
Doc didn't pause to enjoy the energy pulsing through his tattoo because the room was suddenly filled with the sounds of gunfire. A bullet tore through his arm, but Doc didn't move, just released four more knives before pulling the couch over the top of them as he dropped back down onto the floor.
"Next time," he snapped, "get an apartment with rooms."
"I like open spaces," Jury replied, wiping a smear of blood from his smoking gun.
Doc took a deep breath. "Ready?"
"Ready," Jury replied.
Doc stood again, this time tossing the couch with full force towards the bulk of the men. Plaster rained from the ceiling as stray bullets streaked all over the room. The momentum of the couch carried the intruders across the room and into the wall, and Doc and Jury used the distraction to eliminate the seven men who had circled around to the sides.
Ever since the witch incident, Doc had been a little wary of his self-replicating knife. But it turned out that it really did make killing people even easier because as soon as one knife left his fingers, another knife was ready to pull.
"Don't forget to keep one alive!" Doc ordered as he jumped onto the couch and started slashing the throats of the men pinned between the couch and the wall.
"You don't forget to keep one alive!" Jury yelled back.
"I'm the one who said it!"
Doc grabbed one man by his throat and slammed him into the wall, squeezing so hard that his fingers punctured the man's flesh. A bullet tore across Doc's cheek, and another ripped through his chest, and he turned with a growl.
"This is my favorite vest," he snarled, ripping the gun from the shooter's hand and bludgeoning him to death with it. 
There were a few men caught between the couch and the floor, so Doc threw the couch off of them, tossing knives as he did. One of the men kicked at Doc's leg and hurled a knife at his face, but Doc caught it easily, tossed it over his shoulder, then leaned down and pulled the man's head up by his hair.
"STOP!" Jury yelled just as Doc moved to bash the man's head into the floor.
Doc froze. "What?!"
"He's the last one!"
"Really?" Doc glanced around the room. The walls were splattered with blood, anything that could be broken was, and there were dead bodies everywhere. "That was quick," Doc muttered. "Did you count yet?"
"You're so immature; I'm not counting."
"So you lost?"
"Let's just get on with this!" Jury snapped.
Something sliced at Doc's throat, and he popped the man's head lightly onto the floor, knocking him out. "You're going to regret that," Doc muttered as he wiped the blood from his neck; he could already feel the wound closing beneath his fingertips. He loved being him.
He broke the plastic knife the man had used in two, just because he could and because he was getting really sick of plastic, then he hauled the man to his feet and shoved him into one of Jury's dining room chairs.
He removed a belt from one of the corpses and used it to cinch the unconscious man in place. Then he slapped him, but he didn't wake up.
"Shouldn't have hit him so hard," Jury commented.
"I didn't. He's just a weakling," Doc said, slapping the man again.
The man's eyelids crinkled as he struggled to wake, but just as he was opening his mouth to say something, someone knocked on Jury's door. Doc slapped his hand over the man's mouth and sat on his legs to keep him from moving.
"You're covered in blood," he mouthed to Jury.
"Just a minute," Jury called out. He tore off his shirt and used it to wipe his face clean, but he'd been shot at least three times, and blood was slowly oozing down his arm and chest.
"That didn't help," Doc hissed.
"I'll just use a glamour," Jury said. Suddenly he was wearing clothes again, clean clothes, and there wasn't a speck of blood on him. At least that's how it appeared.
Jury cracked the door open. "Sami," he said easily. "What's up?"
"Mr. Jury, it sounds like a warzone up here," a feminine voice replied pointedly. "Is everything okay?"
"It's fine."
"Are you sure? Because I definitely heard something. You know you can't have parties without prior approval from the owner."
"I'm aware of that regulation."
"Well?"
"I'm sorry, Sami. I didn't hear anything. You must have the wrong floor."
Doc heard Sami, who he assumed was Jury's bulldog manager, hiss in irritation. "I already checked the other floors, Mr. Jury."
"Then it must be outside."
"Can I take a quick peek inside?" she asked determinedly.
"Um..." Jury glanced back towards Doc.
Doc tightened his grip on his struggling prisoner and shook his head vehemently.
"Mr. Jury, please; just to put my mind at ease."
"Knock him out again," Jury mouthed.
"Seriously?" Doc mouthed back.
"Yes!"
Doc shifted his hands, applying a full choke to the man's neck. He held it just until he felt the man go slack, then let go and stood.
Jury closed his eyes, struggle making his face tight for a moment, and then the entire apartment looked normal again. So long as no one moved and tripped over one of the invisible bodies on the floor.
Jury swung the door wide open and gestured inside. "See? Right as rain."
Sami stepped into the doorway and glanced around the room, cheeks turning bright red when her eyes landed on Doc. "Mr. Holliday, I didn't know you were here."
Doc frowned. He had an excellent memory for names and faces, and he was sure he'd never met her before. He would have definitely remembered meeting those hips.
"I'm sorry," he said slowly. "Have we met?"
"Oh... No, I mean, I'm sorry; I just know who you are." Her hands fluttered nervously. "I... I... I better go. Thank you, Mr. Jury." She turned on her heels and rushed across the small foyer to the elevator.
Jury closed the door with a sigh of relief, letting the glamour fade. "I need a drink. And a sandwich."
Doc studied him with a frown. He could tell the glamour had drained Jury, and worry filled Doc for a moment; he'd never noticed Jury tire so easily before. There'd been this one time in China when they'd used glamour for three days straight. He pushed that thought away; he had other things to deal with right now.
Doc slapped the unconscious man again, grinning when the man's eyes popped open immediately. "Let's get this done with, shall we?" Doc pulled his knife from its sheath and ran it slowly down the man's cheek, drawing a thin line of blood. "You're going to die. How you die, is up to you. Tell me about Bosch."
"I'm not gonna tell you a thing, you corrupted piece of shit flesh," the man snarled.
"That was a splendid, if slightly confusing, insult," Doc chuckled. "Felt a bit forced though, not something someone would normally say. Why corrupted?"
The man spit at Doc just barely missing his cheek, and Doc's eyes narrowed. "Why corrupted?" he repeated, slicing his knife gently across the tops of the man's fingers.
He flinched, but didn't speak.
"I know all about the human body, you know," Doc drawled. "I can drag this on for hours. I'm going to start with your manhood though, just to see if we can hurry things up."
The man's eyes widened with horror.
"You'll be dead," Doc said carelessly. "So it's not like you'll be needing it."
"All cryptids are corrupted," the man spat. "Mutated forms of humanity. Abominations."
"That's not the way I've heard it," Doc said conversationally. "My favorite version of the story is that the mother birthed all the races. Cryptids and humans alike."
"What mother?" the man sputtered. "God created man. Man! Everything else is demon spawn!"
"That old song and dance?" Doc sighed. "I thought we'd moved past that."
The man's eyes grew bright with passion. "Bosch will remove all the filth from our streets, all the abominations, all the half-breeds. When he's done, we will be clean once more."
"Huh. That's definitely not the way I heard it," Doc murmured, remembering the look on Bosch's face when he'd talked about becoming super human.
Doc drove his knife through the man's wrist, severing the joint. The man howled in pain, and Doc clamped his hand over his mouth to muffle the sound.
"There's more where that came from," Doc said when the man settled down to a whimper. "Tell me more about Bosch."
"You'll burn in hell," he sniveled.
"Perhaps," Doc agreed. "Tell me." He moved his knife deliberately towards the man's crotch.
"You'll be punished," he wavered, face tightening in fear.
"It's funny, isn't it?" Doc chuckled. "You broke into my house—"
"Excuse me?!" Jury snapped.
"Sorry, Jury's house, you endeavor to kill us, quite vigorously, thirty to two no less, and I'll pay? I'm the injured party here." He moved the knife closer. He really wasn't keen to start chopping into the man's giblets, but he didn't have all day either, and he was proving to be stubborn.
"Your existence alone demands punishment!" the man insisted.
"So in your mind, I should be punished just because I'm alive?"
"You and the witch will both burn. You deserve to burn!"
Doc had had enough. He flicked the knife down, slicing through the man's pants and whatever else happened to be there, allowing the man to scream and howl in pain.
"Tell me about Bosch," Doc growled.
"I'll be rewarded for my loyalty," the man sobbed.
"No one's here to reward you," Doc scoffed. "When you die, I'll eat your soul and that will be that. No pearly gates, no crown, no angels feeding you grapes. Dead. Done."
True fear entered the man's eyes. "No," he whispered.
"Yes." Doc smiled, then added, "But if you're a very good boy, I'll let Jury kill you."
"I don't know anything," the man stuttered, tears trailing down his cheeks. "We just got a message telling us where to go and who to kill."
"Not good enough," Doc said. "Was the message from Bosch; is he your leader?"
"Yes."
The fingers on the man's functional hand twitched, and Doc knew he was hiding something. "But?"
"But what?"
"Bosch sent the message, but..." The man's lips tightened. "Who's your leader?" Doc demanded, shoving his knife into the man's severed wrist and twisting it.
"I don't know!" the man screamed.
"So not Bosch?"
He shook his head and glared at Doc with such a fierce hate that it reminded Doc of someone else he'd once met. Someone possessed with such religious fervor that it had quite gotten him killed.
"Oh hell," Doc whispered. "You're an Acolyte, aren't you?"
Disbelief crossed the man's face, and he began screaming, "Forgive me, Appointed One, forgive me!"
Doc snapped the man's neck with one motion, feeling no joy when his life powered Doc's tattoo. He stared at the Acolyte's dead body, feeling a horrible sense of foreboding. Sometimes luck was a bitch.




Chapter 2
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"So what's an acolyte?" Jury asked around a mouthful of sandwich.
Doc didn't answer. He didn't want to answer.
"He seemed rather committed to his cause," Jury added.
Acolytes always were.
When Doc still didn't answer, Jury said, "What the hell are we going to do about my goddamn apartment? The shit that's not broken is covered in blood."
"I know a guy," Doc muttered.
"What're you gonna do when Jervis gets sick of your messy habits and leaves you?"
"I need a minute," Doc said, opening the door and leaving, completely ignoring Jury's aggravated protests.
Doc entered the elevator in a daze. Sometimes it seemed like no matter how old he was, his past was always coming back to bite him in the ass.
The elevator opened on the ground floor, and he headed for the outer doors. He wasn't entirely sure what his plan was or what he was doing; he just needed a minute to think.
"Mr. Holliday!" Sami called out. "Mr. Jury's downstairs neighbor reported screaming. Did you hear anything?" She smiled invitingly at him and reached out to touch his sleeve. "Oh my goodness," she suddenly gasped, recoiling away from him. "You're covered in blood!"
"Am I?" Doc asked, glancing down. He certainly was. Luck was cruel too. It'd knock you down and keep piling on the hits.
He smiled slowly, trying to pack all his Southern charm into one grin. "How silly of me," he drawled, stepping closer and feathering his fingertips over her arm. "Jury and I were experimenting with this... uh... new gel. See, this isn't blood, it's... gel."
He tilted his head like he might kiss her if she invited it, and her eyelids fluttered. "The gel sort of... exploded," he continued, "and Jury yelped a bit. Between you and me, he screams like a girl," Doc chuckled.
She twittered, and he feathered his fingertips over the inside of her palm. "Please don't worry your gorgeous head for another second. Everything's perfectly fine," he promised.
She looked like she might swoon, but she still managed to ask, "Are you certain, Mr. Holliday?"
"Please, call me John." When he said John, he injected it with all the promise of a night in his arms. Sami's entire face flamed red, and she blinked rapidly. "I'd love to take you out to dinner," he said easily. "Sometime next week?"
I'd... I'd... I'd love that, Mr. Holli..." She giggled and said, "I mean, John."
"Wonderful. Here's my card; call Jervis, and he'll schedule it. Now if you'll excuse me."
"Of course." She twittered and waved as he left the building, and he grinned. If that was all it took to get out of trouble with Sami, he didn't mind a bit.
He walked a half block, ignoring the looks he was given, climbed into his green McLaren F1, and drove back to Dulcis Requiem. Jervis was waiting for him in the lobby.
"Sir."
"Yes, I'm covered in blood; and yes, Jury needs your excellent assistance."
"Mr. Jury already called; a team is on the way, sir."
"Thank you, Jervis. If you feel the need, give yourself a raise."
"I feel the need, sir."
"By all means then."
Doc entered the elevator and pressed the hidden button for the top floor.
"Back so soon?" Thaddeus nattered as soon as Doc closed the suite door behind him. "You've only been gone, what four days now? Every now and then a hole opens, and I see Jury's arm come through and grab a bottle, but does he bother to say 'hello, how are you, Thaddeus'? No! No, he does not."
Doc grabbed a bottle of whiskey and dumped half of it into Thaddeus's pot. "Sorry, old boy," he said. "The bottle slipped."
"Goddamn it, Doc! One of these days you're going to kill me with that swill!"
"If only I was so lucky," Doc muttered as he walked into his bedroom and started stripping his clothes.
"I heard that!" Thaddeus yelled.
"If I wanted you dead," Doc snapped, "I'd just leave you out in the snow one day."
"You did; seven years ago!"
"You're still here, so I must have changed my mind!" Doc slammed the bedroom door and stood looking out the window for a moment.
He'd been alive a long time. He'd seen the first automobiles roll into town. He'd watched television take over the world. And in spite of Andrew's insistence, he'd bet against the notion that someday people would be able to carry a telephone inside their pocket. He'd seen countless people die. He'd killed countless more. He'd made love thousands of times. For the most part, he took everything in stride. Except when he didn't.
Memories stirred, and for a moment, he let one overtake him.
"Desolare! Desolare!" the crowd chanted.
Doc raised his hands and gestured for silence. "My dear brethren. Today, I say, we raise the dead!"
"Desolare! Desolare!"
He motioned again and yelled, "But first, just to get us off on the right foot, let the orgy commence!"
He watched the members of Cult Desolare gyrate and hump and felt... nothing. He wanted to feel aroused; he wanted to feel awe; he wanted to feel anything except this heavy emptiness inside.       
"Can we please you, Lord Desolare?" a naked woman asked, looping her arms around his waist.
"If you must," he murmured, allowing her to pull him to the floor with several other women. His body was certainly pleased, but his mind felt nothing.
Later, when the dead body was laid before him, he still felt nothing. No power, no drive, no excitement. If the body did arise, what did he care? He didn't know patient number seven, and he didn't care whether or not number seven ever walked again. The only reason he wanted to bring number seven back to life was because he wanted to know what number seven had seen when he'd died.
Well, and to prove that he could. Although he wasn't the one doing the actual work, he had been the one to broker the deal with an Underworld being.
He hadn't even known there was an Underworld until he'd accidentally gone looking for it. It wasn't hell. There was no such thing as hell. It was just a different space, like a hidden pocket, that was inhabited by creatures of mysterious origins. And apparently, some of them occasionally intercepted a spirit returning to the earth, and for the right amount of raw energy, especially sexual energy, they would give it back.
The spirit he had bargained for was most certainly not number seven's spirit, but who would know? It's not as if his followers had killed one of their own to give to him. He hoped. Raising the wrong spirit would rather put a black mark on his ability to lead a death cult.
He stepped closer to the body, gently pushing the naked women away from him, then looked around. He was standing in the middle of a large, open gazebo, and his followers surrounded him, their excitement and anticipation nearly drowning him. Over their bobbing heads, he could just see the sun beginning to dawn, and there was a rush of cold air whispering over his skin. Doc didn't mind. He couldn't feel the cold any more than he could feel the pleasure.
The adoration on his followers' faces was clear, even in the dim half-light. They adored him. They believed in him. They would follow him into hell if he asked. Not that he would. Not that there was a hell. They were holding their breath, waiting for him to give life back to the dead. And he would. And they would love him even more.   
He was too tired and too apathetic to string together complete Latin sentences, so he began jumbling random Latin words together, knowing they wouldn't know the difference. They hadn't even noticed his use of a Latin verb for his name.
The ones closest to Doc started humming and moving to some unheard music. Doc spoke louder and louder, pretending to call the spirit home from whichever realm it may have wandered.
The corpse's hand suddenly moved, and Doc's followers gasped. "Arise!" Doc shouted. The corpse sat upright, and its eyes popped open. A man beside Doc fainted.
"Speak!" Doc commanded.
"I... I... Where am I? Who are you?"
"Desolare! Desolare! Desolare! Desolare!"
Doc shuddered, pushing the memory away, and looked at himself in the mirror. He looked rather rough around the edges. As much as he hated to admit it, Jury was right. Getting drunk wouldn't help, and neither would wandering around looking like a tramp. He pulled out his straight razor with a sigh and went to work.
Several hours later, he parked his car in front of a shabby assisted living facility in Westminster. It had taken him a little while to locate Lyle. Well, it had taken Bennie a while. Apparently, Lyle was no longer Lyle, but now Father McRoy. It was almost as if he didn't want Doc to visit. How terribly rude of him. And after all Doc had done for him.
Doc charmed the receptionist into letting him go on back, then walked determinedly down the hallway until he found Lyle's room. He didn't bother to knock, just walked right in.
Lyle was sitting in a worn armchair, grey head bent over a large, leather-bound book.
"Lyle," Doc said evenly.
Rheumy blue eyes looked up, widening when they landed on Doc. "John Holliday," he said softly, voice wavering slightly. "Still carrying around the devil's curse, I see. It's not too late. I can still perform an exorcism and free you."
"Free me from living, Lyle? I think not."
"You may come to regret that."
"It's been over sixty years, and I haven't regretted it yet."
"If you didn't come for salvation," Lyle questioned, "what did you come for?"
"I thought we might have a nice drink and chat about the weather," Doc said.
"Don't get smart with me, boy. What do you want?"
Doc grinned slightly. There was still a part of him that wanted to finish Lyle right now, but aging slowly to death was a far better punishment than a swift exit.
"I was attacked today," Doc said. "By an Acolyte."
"What?!" Lyle exclaimed, face turning white. "That's impossible!" His shock was real. Very, very real. Which told Doc all he needed to know.
"Probably made a mistake," Doc said, turning to go.
"No, wait!" Lyle said. "Sit."
Doc sighed heavily, but sat. He didn't like Lyle. He never had. But he didn't typically care for men of the cloth as they were usually very anti-life everlasting. At least the way Doc had attained it.
Lyle was no exception. When Doc had first met him, he'd been a wide-eyed follower of a cult five times the size of Cult Desolare. Lyle's cult was called the Acolytes, and no one but Doc actually called it a cult because it was sanctioned by the church.
Cult Desolare had been built around recreational sex and the rather vague idea that they could bring the dead back to life. The Acolytes' mission, on the other hand, had been to hunt down and purge the earth of impurities. Impurities being immortals, witches, vampires, cryptids of any type, Underworld beings, shapeshifters, pretty much anyone who wasn't straight up human. They had particularly hated Doc because he'd actually chosen to become immortal, impure, tainted, etcetera, etcetera.
"Are you sure?" Lyle asked, warped fingers worrying the side of his chair.
"About what?"
"Was he truly an Acolyte?"
"Yes. He died screaming 'forgive me, Appointed One'." 
Lyle flinched. "Must you mock me?"
"I haven't gotten to mocking yet."
"You make a mockery of my faith," Lyle insisted.
Doc laughed sharply. "For your faith to function, I can't exist. So in order to fix that one tiny problem, the Acolytes took it upon themselves to wipe out all cryptids in existence. That's not mockery; it's the truth."
Lyle sighed deeply. "I'm an old man, John."
"Young by my standards."
"True enough," Lyle acknowledged. "I am ready to die, and it would be nice to know that my faith has not been in vain."
"Don't look to me for reassurance. Who would bring the Acolytes back to life?"
Lyle stared out the window for a moment before saying, "I don't know. As far as I know the Acolytes are dead. You killed them all."
"Not quite."
"It wasn't me," he insisted. "I destroyed everything you asked me to, even if it was contrary to my faith."
"Everything?" Doc demanded.
"Yes! Everything."
"Someone or something must have been left behind."
Lyle was quiet for a long time. "We were wrong," he said softly. "Our faith makes no allowances for cryptid kind, but they exist. To us, because of our teaching, that made them wrong, corrupt, demon-spawn." He stood and walked slowly to the window. "I've studied our texts and teachings for years, trying to understand, and I begin to think that the truth has been lost to years and years of human mistranslation and error."
Doc swallowed a snort. That was their excuse for everything.
"But you, John Holliday, are an abomination," Lyle insisted, turning to face him, blue eyes bright with zeal. "You are a human who steals the life of others in order to keep living. You have lived much more than your set amount of life, but you can still be saved."
"Now I'll make a mockery of your religion," Doc said as he stood. "You've lived your life in pious faith, adhering to every rule, every structure, and yet here you are, all alone, dying slowly in this pit of a home. Meanwhile, I have followed no rules, heeded no religion, and sought to please no one except myself." Doc grinned widely and added, "And, of course, my many lovers. Enjoy your afterlife," he chuckled, walking from the room and closing the door behind him.
He shouldn't have let Lyle live. He should have killed him; Lyle certainly deserved it. But he hadn't killed him, and now Doc was paying for it.
"Do you have any idea the shit storm you've caused?" Jury snarled when he opened the door for Doc.
"Did you know you curse more when you're agitated?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! I don't give a damn what I do! We're wanted for murder! Apparently, the Hidden sent out a peaceful redaction party for us after we so blatantly broke the 'don't expose the Hidden to the norms' law, but instead of accepting our redaction gracefully, we murdered them all! And now we're wanted by both the BCA and the Magistratus. Dead or alive, just so you know."
"Wouldn't be the first time," Doc shrugged.
"This is fucking serious!"
"See? You hardly ever say fuck in normal conversation."
Jury closed his eyes and struggled to bring his temper under control. Doc watched him with a half-smile, silently betting himself on how many curse words Jury would use when he spoke again.
"Did you not fucking hear me? I said we're wanted for murder! Goddamn murder. Dead or alive! Fucking dead or alive! Are you listening to me?!"
Doc chuckled softly. "Damn, I owe myself a merlin."
"What?!"
"Never mind."
"And to top it off," Jury hissed, face white with fury. "You left me with a fucking plastic bullet inside my chest! And you didn't come back for hours!"
"Oh hell," Doc said, truly horrified. "I didn't know. Sit. I'll get it out."
"Jervis already did it," Jury ground out.
"Oh." Doc glanced around the room. It was pristine, if missing a few bits of furniture here or there. If he hadn't known better, he wouldn't have guessed that a massacre had just occurred.
"Where do the knives go?" Doc asked suddenly.
"What knives?"
"The ones from the sheath you gave me. I didn't pick them up."
"Oh." Jury waved a hand dismissively. "As soon as you're twenty feet away they just sort of dissipate."
"What?"
"What?" Jury replied.
"Dissipate?!" Doc exclaimed. "What the hell does that even mean?"
"They disappear, vaporize, vanish, depart—"
"I get it," Doc growled. "But how? I mean, they are actually there, right? I actually killed with them, right?"
"Yes." Jury had one eyebrow raised like he wasn't sure Doc was quite right in the head.
Doc sighed. It frustrated him that he just couldn't seem to wrap his mind around magic. Then something else occurred to him. "Didn't the Worms take the bodies?" he asked quietly.
"Of course."
"They're usually pretty tight lipped."
"So?"
"So how does anyone know we killed them all?"
"I don't fucking know!"
"It wasn't a redaction team anyway. They were Acolytes. They were here to kill us, so why—"
"I don't see how any of that matters. It doesn't change the fact that we're wanted for murder," Jury huffed.
"Look, I'm sorry you got pulled into this. I know you hate it when I drag the pristine Jury name through the muck, but... I could really use your help on this one."
"Desolare! Desolare! Desolare! Desolare!"
Number seven covered his ears, and Doc yelled, "Silence! Let him speak!"
"I died, didn't I?" number seven murmured. "Is this hell?"
Doc glanced around at all the exposed flesh. "Really?" he laughed. "This is your version of hell?"
Number seven carefully touched the naked woman running her hands over his chest and grinned. "It's definitely not heaven," he said.
"Exactly," Doc replied. "You're alive. Desolare has raised you from the dead!"
"Desolare! Desolare! Desolare! Desolare!"
Over the impassioned yells, Doc only barely heard someone scream in fear. He struggled to look over the heads of his followers, but even though he was on the platform, he couldn't see a thing.
"Silence!" he shouted, and that's when the shooting began.
His followers screamed in terror and fought to run away from the gunfire. Number seven died again, head shattering into tiny fragments.
Doc pushed through the frantic, naked crowd, trying to reach the attackers. Blood splattered his face as a woman's chest burst open in front of him. He caught her falling body, feeling impotent and helpless.
"I'm sorry," he whispered, even though he knew it wasn't his fault. He kissed her head softly and jumped to his feet, pushing through his remaining followers to face off against a small group of men dressed in monk cowls.
"Kill the immortal!" one of them commanded, and all the guns turned towards Doc.
Anger filled him, making him faster and more efficient than ever. He tore into them, bashing heads together, breaking bones, and snapping necks with ease. He was shot once or twice in the process, but he killed them all, even the ones who tried to run away. All of them but one, anyway.
Doc tortured the remaining attacker for hours. Hours and hours, and he didn't tell Doc a thing. He just stared at Doc with zealous eyes, spat in his face, called him filth, and died without imparting a single useful piece of information.




Chapter 3
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"Here," Jury said, pressing a bottle of whiskey into Doc's hand. "What's going on?"
Doc pulled the cork, took a swig, offered it to Jury, then sat down at Jury's table.
"You remember in 1965 or so when you went off with that mermaid for a while?"
A dreamy look crossed Jury's face. "Eleson," he whispered. "She was... wow. When she had legs..."
"Yeah," Doc chuckled. "Anyway, while you were gone, I may, or may not, have accidently started a death cult."
"A what?!"
"Well, it wasn't a death cult, per se, so much as a sex and raising people from the dead cult."
"What?!" Jury gasped again, spewing whiskey all over the table.
"Don't waste it," Doc chided. "Anyway, we were in the middle of raising someone from the dead when these men attacked us. They murdered twenty-one of my followers, but they were specifically after me because I'm immortal."
"I don't get it," Jury said. "Why would anyone care if you're immortal?"
"In their eyes, immortality, short of dying and living on forever in heavenly glory, is equal to blasphemy. They believed they'd been chosen by god to clean the earth of blasphemy. They were called the Acolytes, and they were church sanctioned and all that jazz. Apparently, they'd been in operation several years before they caught my scent."
"They shouldn't have fucked with you," Jury stated.
"They thought god was on their side."
"I'm sure you corrected their mistake."
"Naturally," Doc replied with a feral grin. "It took me a year or so to hunt them all down and kill them, but I did it." He sighed heavily. "But it appears they're back."
"So you're telling me there was an entire church cult dedicated to killing you?"
"No, they'll kill any cryptid or humanoid being that's not actually human or mortal, anyone who doesn't fit into their religion. Witches for instance."
Jury's eyebrows twitched. "So the guys we killed weren't working for Bosch?"
"That's where it gets strange. Because they were. Plastic bullets, remember? But there's someone else, someone in charge of the Acolytes, who's also working for Bosch. Which is a little strange because Bosch wants to be a god, and that's a little contradictory to the Acolyte belief system."
"So what do we do now?" Jury asked.
"Since we're wanted for murder, again," Doc said with a wink. "I suggest we move into one of my safe houses, then see if we can't track these monsters down."
"That's such a derogatory term," Jury snapped.
"I meant it about Bosch and the Acolytes," Doc countered.
"I know how you meant it, but did you even think about how it makes us feel? How would you like to be compared to Bosch?"
"I wasn't comparing you," Doc argued.
"Basically."
"Damn it, Jury! Give me your dictionary!"
"Here!" Jury snapped. The dictionary flew off a shelf right towards Doc's face; he caught it just before it hit and flipped to the right page.
"See," Doc said. "'A person of unnatural or indescribable wickedness or cruelty'. That's how I meant it."
Jury snatched the dictionary from his hands. "Did you read the other definitions?"
"No, because I didn't mean it that way!"
"'An animal of unnatural or terrifying shape, an animal of abnormal form or structure, or a person who deviates from normal or acceptable behavior or character'," Jury read out. He slammed the dictionary down and demanded, "How do you think Ana would feel about you just throwing that word around?"
"I refuse to fight with you about this right now," Doc said evenly. "Monster is a perfectly acceptable word, and I will use it if I see fit. Now let's go."
"What makes you think you always get to have the last word?" Jury complained. "Furthermore, it was my idea to leave. I already packed my bag and everything."
"Good for you," Doc said, rolling his eyes.
"See! You did it again! The last word." Jury grabbed his bag off the floor and followed Doc out the door.
"I'm older," Doc explained patiently.
"Always with the older."
"Jury?"
"Yeah?"
"Shut the hell up."
They didn't talk during the drive, mostly because Doc was thinking, and he wasn't really sure what he thought. He couldn't really come to terms with the Acolytes being back or the Acolytes working for Bosch. Neither made sense, like trying to ride a horse backwards or trying to make love to a woman in an elevator.
"Kudos on the location," Jury chuckled as Doc pulled up in front of his suburban safe house. "No one would ever think to look for you here. It just screams 'family man'."
Doc shuddered, but as he was pulling into the two-car garage a strange thought occurred to him. "Do you ever want to... you know?"
"What? Marry, have kids, little white picket fence action? Maybe a dog or two?"
A strange sense of horror swept through Doc at Jury's words. He'd never imagined Jury as a father, settling down, doting on his children, not free to go haring off with a gorgeous mermaid.
"Nah," Jury said dismissively, walking into the house and setting down his bag. "You'd probably sleep with my wife, my kids would think you were cooler than me, and my dogs would follow you home."
"I'd never sleep with your wife!" Doc protested.
"Yeah, but I'd have to work hard to find a woman you haven't slept with in the first place," Jury chuckled. "Besides," he added dismissively, "I'm a little old to go wife shopping now. It's not easy to find a witch who isn't already spoken for, and there's no sense in marrying a norm. And besides that besides, I have seven older brothers. It's not like I have a duty to carry on the name or anything."
Doc didn't bother to analyze the relief that filled him at Jury's words. To be honest, he'd grown accustomed to having Jury around and he'd hate to lose him. Even though he eventually would.
The room blurred, and he was sitting on a horse at the edge of a precipice overlooking Andrew's ranch.
"They're all here," Andrew said.
Doc didn't need to ask who Andrew meant. He meant Doyle and Charlie; he meant Jane and Brings the Rain; he meant a dozen or more other souls who had died before him. He meant all of them.
Doc didn't bother to respond. He couldn't. He knew why he was here, and he didn't like it. He'd rather be anywhere else. He should have gone with Jury. He just hadn't been in the mood for water play.
"Do you see The Raven?" Andrew asked, pointing towards the setting sun. In the distance, glowing in the light of the sunset, stood an enormous raven. "That's where we're going."
"I... This is... What about your grandson? Why isn't he here?"
"I'd rather take this ride with you."
"You've got at least another twenty years left in you," Doc protested. He couldn't handle this. The idea of Andrew... not being... anymore.
"I think I've lived long enough. Just promise me you'll stay away from my mom," Andrew laughed.
"Goddamn it, Andrew!"
"Lighten up, Doc. Hey, I gotta joke you'll think is funny."
"I doubt that," Doc muttered.
"Come on. You don't have to play it cool for Doyle anymore. You know you love my jokes."
"I don't love anything about you."
"I think that does it," Jury said, snapping Doc back to the present.
"Does what?"
"The wards. Where were you?"
Doc closed his eyes for a second. He could still feel the reins in his hands and the warm, dry breeze brush across his face. He could still feel his grief.
He was going to hunt down the Acolytes and kill each and every one of them. And if he managed to find Bosch along the way, well, that would just be an extra bit of luck.
"So tell me more about this sex cult you started," Jury said as he sat down across from Doc. "Were there lots of women?"
"Lots of women?"
"In your cult?"
Doc grinned. "Quite a few."
"Hot women?"
"Definitely."
"Damn it," Jury huffed.
"You didn't miss out on anything," Doc said. "You had Eleson."
"And her sister."
"Really?"
"Yeah, but that's not the point. Sex cult? Really? It's so unlike you."
"It just seemed the thing to do at the time," Doc said. "Everyone was into free love, drugs, and rock and roll. There were cults and communes popping up everywhere. Cult Desolare was a niche cult though. Because of the raising from the dead bit."
"Desolare?" Jury said with a light chuckle.
"Latin makes everything sound more prestigious," Doc said, shrugging.
"Still. People hanging on your every word, following you around, asking you for advice and guidance... I would think you would hate that."
Doc shrugged. "I just wanted to give it a go." Jury studied him, and Doc knew Jury could see more than he wanted him to. "Anyway, the cult doesn't matter," Doc said, hoping to distract him. "What does matter is that the Acolytes never discovered the existence of the Hidden, but if they're working for Bosch..."
"Oh. That's not good."
Doc sprawled on the couch and tried to think. "We're wanted for murder, and I'm sure that both Bosch and the Magistratus have teams out looking for us."
"We can use glamour."
"How long can you keep something like that in place?" Doc asked, remembering Jury's pale face after Sami's visit.
"It depends."
"On what?"
"How many sandwiches we take with us."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Using magic makes me hungry," Jury explained. "The more I use it, the hungrier I get. Long term use, several hours straight without fuel, could result in a black out."
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
"I swear you never tell me the important things. What about that time you used glamour on that seedy truck we drove into Canada?"
"I ate an entire moose afterwards."
Doc laughed. "I don't believe you."
"I have the antlers to prove it!" Jury shot back.
"Alright, so back to the point; glamour for temporary use only, and we need an ice chest full of food."
"Semper paratus!" they said together.
"Drink!" Jury said.
"We're too old for drinking games," Doc muttered.
"Pure blasphemy! Besides, you want a drink."
"Good point." Doc sat upright, took the glass Jury handed him, and tossed it back with one gulp. "Semper paratus!"
Doc tapped his fingers on his glass, trying to view the situation like a chess game and evaluating the pieces in play. As far as he knew, Bosch was the king and the hand moving the pieces. Sofia was just a pawn, but Bosch was trying to turn her into a queen. The Acolytes were all the other pieces, willing to sacrifice themselves for the sake of their Appointed One.
Doc had killed the previous Appointed One, slowly and with intent, so who was the new Appointed One? It definitely wasn't Bosch. And was the Appointed One on the chess board, or was he really the hand moving the pieces? Doc frowned. His analogy needed some work. But still, if he could block Bosch's play and keep Sofia from turning into a queen that would at least be something. And he had no doubt he'd run into some Acolytes on the way.
"If I get you something of Sofia's can you find her?" Doc asked.
"Probably."
"What if she's encased in plastic?"
"Like a plastic cell?"
"Yeah."
Jury thought for a moment, then said, "I might still be able to if I have a physical link to her. You have a plan?"
"I have a plan."
"Weird. Why do I not feel better?"
"Because you never like my plans, but on the bright side, we already trashed your apartment, so it can't get any worse."
"I swear if you don't stop jinxing us," Jury snapped, "I'm going to glamour a third eye on your forehead!"
"Some ladies are into that," Doc drawled.
"Fine, I'll glamour you a pug nose and a scraggly chin beard."
"Why do I hang out with you?"
"Because I'm the only person who'll put up with you."
Doc grinned widely. "Guess I'll keep you around then. Use a glamour and round up whatever you need. I'll meet you back here."
"Don't tell me what to do!" Jury snapped. "I'll go get what I need, and I'll meet YOU back here!"
Doc drove to Darius's the long way round. He was glad he kept an ugly car at each of his safe houses; there was no such thing as incognito when you were driving a bright green McLaren.
He knocked on Darius's door, sighing in relief when Darius opened it.
"Doc!" Darius said in surprise.
"Sorry to drop by unannounced," Doc apologized.
"You're always welcome," Darius said, motioning for Doc to come in. Doc smiled when he saw Kaasni, the serpent shapeshifter, sitting at Darius's table on one side of a chessboard.
"Kaasni," Doc drawled, bowing over her hand. "How truly lovely to see you."
"Mr. Holliday."
"Please, call me Doc. Are you winning again?"
"That has yet to be seen," she replied modestly.
"Have you found Sofia?" Darius asked.
"No, but that's why I'm here. Did she happen to leave anything here? Anything at all, even a strand of hair?" He was annoyed he hadn't thought to check earlier. He was annoyed Jury hadn't thought to check earlier. But if he was being honest, he hadn't been trying that hard to find her.
"Actually," Darius said, "she did leave a pile of stuff. From her pockets, I think."
Of course she had. Knowing her, it was a slew of useless things like paperclips and rubber bands and chewed gum. But no matter how useless, it would be like gold in Jury's hands.
"I'll get it for you," Darius said.
When Darius was out of earshot, Kaasni said softly, "The Magistratus has issued a warrant for your arrest."
Doc frowned. Bosch was moving quickly if the news had already spread to the lower Hidden.
"Did you really murder your redaction team?" she asked, concern wrinkling her brow.
"Absolutely," Doc said cheerfully. "But they weren't a redaction team; they were an anti-cryptid extremist group, and I'm afraid they've already infiltrated the Hidden."
She paled. "Are you certain?"
"Yes."
"Does the tetrarch know?"
"I don't know," Doc said. And he really didn't care. He had no time and no patience for politicians.
"Some of our missing came back to us," Kaasni said.
"I know."
"The whispered story is that two men saved them and destroyed the prison where they were held."
"Sounds about right."
"But that is not the Bureau's version of events," she added.
He really needed to subscribe to the Hidden Gazette so he was in the know. Not the real know, but the "official" know.
"Mr. Bosch claims that you and Mr. Jury destroyed the Bureau headquarters in an attempt to reveal the existence of the Hidden to the norms. He said that you want to destroy the Hidden and the cryptids within."
Interesting. He was sensing a pattern to Bosch's play. He was also sensing that he and Jury were the fall guys for Bosch's plan, whatever it was.
"I'm going to do everything I can to keep the Hidden hidden," Doc said sincerely. "In the meantime, be careful, tell everyone you know to be careful, and don't believe a word that comes out of Bosch's mouth."
"Most of us are too clever to believe his words. He's a monster," she said vehemently.
Doc closed his eyes in frustration. "Damn, I wish Jury was here."
"Is everything alright?"
"Yes, I mean, next time you see Jury could you please say that exact thing?"
"What thing?"
"That Bosch is a monster."
Her eyebrow lifted in confusion. "Why?"
"It's hard to explain, but could you?"
"I will try to remember," she said. "Is it important?"
"Not really," Doc grinned. "It would just help solve an argument we were having."
"Here you go," Darius interrupted, handing Doc a plastic bag full of hair bands, coins, paperclips, and other strange items.
"Thank you, Darius. And thank you, Kaasni."
"For what?"
"Not stoning me on sight."
"You are much too charming to stone."
"If either of you need me, here's a number where I can be reached." Doc handed Darius a card with a number penned on the back. "Just to be safe though, make sure you call me from a neutral location."
"What's going on?" Darius asked with concern.
"Kaasni will explain it to you. I have to go. I'll play the winner next week."
He jogged down the steps and got back into his ugly, brown sedan. He and Jury were going to have to pick up their pace if they wanted to get anywhere before Bosch turned the entire Hidden against them.




Chapter 4

 
[image: ] 

Doc drove towards the sentient house next. He wasn't sure if Bluegrass Goodhunt had been among the prisoners they had set free, and for some reason he was compelled to check on her.
He parked in the church's parking lot and walked slowly towards the door of her house. The door opened before he even raised his hand to knock. He wasn't particularly keen to step inside, but he did anyway.
"Ms. Goodhunt? Are you here?"
"Is that you, Mr. Holliday?" a voice called out from one of the many side rooms. "Apollo said you were coming."
"Apollo?" Doc asked, cringing as the door closed softly behind him.
A squat, well-rounded woman stepped into the hallway. Her hair was gathered together in a wild bun, and her green eyes shone vibrantly from a cheerful face. "The house," she explained.
"Ah, well since Apollo and I are already acquainted, may I say how pleased I am to see you well, Ms. Goodhunt?"
"No need to try to charm me, Mr. Holliday. I'm aware of your well-earned reputation."
"I couldn't keep myself from charming you if I wanted to," Doc said pleasantly as he kissed her hand.
She smiled at him, but withdrew her hand and said, "Apollo gave you the Stone of Alarius."
"Yes. I don't have it with me, but I'll be happy to return it later on."
"No need. Simply tell your friend, Mr. Jury, that he best tread lightly with it. It's temperamental at best, and the price for using it is sometimes higher than the gain."
That sounded rather ominous. He made a mental note to take it back when Jury wasn't looking.
"Were you being held by Bosch?" Doc asked, looking her over for signs of abuse.
She nodded. "I should have sent you a note of thanks as soon as Apollo informed me of your help. That was quite remiss of me. I'm sorry." She smiled brightly. "So even though it's somewhat belated, thank you. It was an unpleasant experience, one I would not want to repeat. What is being done to stop Bosch?"
"Nothing," Doc said. "As far as I know he operates with the authority of the tetrarch."
"So what are you doing?" she asked astutely.
Doc grinned slightly. "It's not really my area, you know. I'm more of a gambling man."
"Really? Given recent events, I find that hard to believe." She was twirling a loose strand of hair around her finger, and Doc found himself unable to look away for a moment.
"Rumor has it you're quite powerful," he said finally, meeting her sparkling eyes.
She shrugged. "I don't know many others like me, so I cannot say."
"I'm surprised Bosch was able to capture you."
She blushed deeply. "To be honest, I'm a bit put out at being caught off guard so easily. I was in the middle of a rather spectacular dream, and I'm afraid I didn't hear Apollo's warning." Her rosy cheeks grew even redder, and she shrugged a shoulder carelessly.
Doc thought about that glorious bed with its silk sheets and luscious comforter, and he smiled gently. "It's rather difficult being as old as we are, isn't it?"
"Whatever do you mean?" she asked, head tilted in confusion.
"I can do better than any dream, incubus or not."
She stared at him for a moment, eyes wide and mouth open in shock. "I don't know... What on earth are you suggesting?"
She wasn't around people enough to be a good liar, but he didn't have time to play cat and mouse all day, so he shrugged and said, "Perhaps I misread the situation. Now that I know you're alright, I'll be on my way."
"Wait," she said, placing her hand on his sleeve. "Surely I'm not even your type."
"My dear, Ms. Goodhunt, I can assure you that I do not have a type. You are both lovely and clever, and your house saved my life, Jury's life, and all of your lives. I would be honored, and secretly thrilled, to show up your incubus boyfriend."
"But I never said..." she stuttered.
"You didn't have to. I have some experience with... succubi myself."
"You do?" she whispered.
"I do."
"You must be very talented."
"I don't usually flatter myself, but yes," he replied with a grin.
"It's been a very long time since I've... since I've... with a human," she stammered.
"I'm fairly certain the mechanics are the same," he whispered, gently removing the hair pin from her sloppy bun and releasing her wild hair. "I don't think you belong in the city," he murmured. "You remind me of a wood sprite."
He ran his fingers through her hair, wondering what it would feel like on his naked skin. "Your hair is absolutely fascinating," he murmured. He was holding himself back, waiting for her to commit, but every second was costing him.
"You destroyed my bed," she whispered, body trembling beneath his feathery caress.
"I apologize," he breathed, placing a gentle kiss on her earlobe. "Allow me to make it up to you."
She giggled softly and pulled him into the sitting room, closing the door firmly behind her.
Several hours later, after he'd finally exhausted the inexhaustible Ms. Goodhunt, Doc slipped out her front door and walked unsteadily across the church parking lot.
Having made love to a wide range and variety of women over the years, he could definitely and absolutely say that shamans were the best lovers, but damn if he didn't need a snack.
He still had one name left on the list Bennie had given him. A police detective who was using his position to blackmail people. Bennie did have a tendency to double dip, so there was an off-chance that he was leading Doc astray on this one. Furthermore, Doc preferred to avoid police officers unless he didn't have a choice. There was no sense bringing down the heat, especially when he was already wanted by one police force.
Surely he could scrounge up someone else. Like a band of Acolytes or a mugger or a rapist. A manipulating, thieving preacher. A cruel, belittling school teacher. Truly, anyone would do.
As luck would have it, it was already quite late at night and someone was actually trying to break into Doc's junky, ugly sedan. If luck had a face, he'd kiss it.
"Pardon me," Doc said cheerfully. "That's my car."
The teenager trying to slim jim Doc's car door turned with a snarl, brandishing the slim jim like a club. "It's my car now, dude! Walk away!"
"Luck isn't on your side today," Doc said, stepping towards him.
The kid swung the tool awkwardly, but Doc easily dodged it. He'd be willing to bet a fairly large sum that the kid had never stolen a car in his life.
"Is there a compelling reason why you're trying to steal my car?" Doc asked conversationally.
"It's none ya business!"
"Let me put this bluntly. Give me a compelling reason or I'll kill you and eat your soul."
The boy stumbled. "What?"
"I'm a bit hungry, and you just happen to be here, but normally theft isn't high on my list of killable offenses. I've been a thief myself, and it's just a car; it's not the same as a horse. But still, I'm pressed for time, and I don't have all night."
The boy bit his trembling lip. "Look, man, I need your car."
"I need a snack and a car," Doc replied.
"What are you, a freakin' vampire or something?"
"Something. Now why do you want my car?" Doc demanded closing the distance by another step.
"The rent's due, but my mom... She went on a bender last week, and I don't have the money."
"Leave your mom to rot and find your own path," Doc advised.
"I would, but my sister... I need the damn car!" Sweat was pouring down the kid's face, and he took a more solid stance.
Doc considered the matter. The norm world was very ruley when it came to things like children, but if you had enough money anything could get done.
Decision made, Doc ripped the slim jim from the boy's hand and caught him by his wrist before he could run away. "What's your name?" he demanded.
"Brad," the boy whispered, fear making him shake.
"How old are you?"
"Four... fourteen."
"Here's my proposition, Brad. You take me home with you. I'll take care of your mom, your landlord, and anyone else in your life that has it coming. In exchange, I'll give you and your sister to a nice couple who, for some ridiculous reason, want children. If, however, you ever give them trouble, I'll come back and finish you off. Sound like a plan?"
Brad's eyes were so wide Doc began to wonder if he'd frightened him to death. Finally, however, he gave a short nod.
"Perfect. Get in."
Doc climbed into his car, waiting patiently for Brad to do the same. "Tell me the way," he said once Brad was buckled.
"I... I... Are you serious?" Brad whispered.
"Absolutely."
"And social services won't come after us?"
"No."
"You promise?"
"I hesitate to make promises," Doc said. "But I'm pretty sure no one will ever bother you again."
"These people are nice? They'll be nice to my sister?"
"Yes."
They were very nice. They were also ogres. As in rather large creatures who couldn't function outside of the Hidden. They weren't ugly or mean; they were just different. And they desperately wanted children, so he would give them some.
He followed Brad's whispered directions, and before long, they were sitting in front of a skuzzy apartment building underneath a train bridge.
"You pay to live here?" Doc asked skeptically.
"Yeah. Usually it's only four hundred a month 'cause my mom... pitches in. But this month it's eight hundred."
Doc stared at the building in disgust. He'd rather sleep in the woods than inside that hole, and that was saying a lot. 
"Would you rather stay?" Doc asked. "I can just kill the landlord if that's what you want."
"The landlord's not here," Brad said. "Just the manager. But no... I want... You said... Please," he whispered, voice nearly breaking.
"Lead the way."
Brad climbed from the car and walked up rotting stairs until he reached the third floor. "She's in there," he whispered, pointing towards a broken door with the number three twenty-one painted on it with crusty white paint.
"Go get your sister," Doc ordered. "And wait for me in the car."
Brad didn't respond; he just stared at Doc for a moment, shaking all over with fear. Doc knew Brad wanted to believe him, but that it seemed too good to be true.
"You can trust me," Doc said.
"I need to see it," the boy croaked.
"That's a terrible idea."
"But if I don't, I'll always be looking over my shoulder, wondering if she'll pop up all the sudden and pull me back in."
"What about your sister?"
"We'll watch."
"I don't think—"
Brad interrupted him by pulling up his grungy t-shirt and exposing a chest full of scars. "She did this when I was eight. She was mad 'cause I dropped her bong. It didn't even break." He let the shirt drop and stared at the door, hate and fear etched into his face. "If I can't pay the rent... She's gonna sell my sister. And even if I do pay the rent... it's... it's... I wanna watch."
Doc could live with that. He pushed open the door and walked inside, choking on the stench of cigarettes and filth. He wondered briefly if eating someone so trashed was even worthwhile, but he was already here, and it's not like he could kill her without eating her as well.
The woman was half on the couch, half on a table covered in drug paraphilia. "Who're you?" she murmured, trying to lift her head.
He was glad she was awake. "I'm a doctor," he said. "I've come for your kids. You're not fit to take care of them."
"You can't take my fuckin' kids!" she screeched, managing to sit. "They're mine!"
"Not anymore," Doc said easily. He wrapped his fingers around the woman's throat and squeezed lightly. Her eyes bulged, and she pummeled his arm uselessly. He glanced back, met Brad's eyes, saw the commitment in them, and tightened his fingers. Something snapped, the woman went limp, and then Doc's chest began to glow.
He allowed himself to savor the feeling, allowed himself to feel the rush of power along his limbs and into his being. When the heat had fully dissipated, he said, "Where's the manager?"
"Downstairs," Brad stuttered. "The first apartment."
"Get your stuff and meet me at the car."
Doc walked quickly down the stairs, found the manager's apartment, and broke in the door with an light kick. "Anybody home?" he called out. The apartment smelled like rotten meat and mold. He did not enjoy slumming it. He'd rather kill a crooked doctor any day, at least they were clean. He was going to need a shower after this.
"Who the fuck're you?" a bald man slurred, stumbling to his feet.
"I've come to free you from your misery."
"What?!"
"Were you the one who was going to buy the girl?"
"What girl?"
"The one upstairs, room three twenty-one."
"Not me," he denied. "Now get out!"
"I'm not through. Who was?"
"I dunno." The manager lunged towards his table, beady eyes fixed on his gun, but Doc was faster. He leaped forward and drove his knife into the man's hand, pinning it to the table. The man howled in pain, and Doc smiled grimly as he wiggled the knife back and forth.
"Stop! God, just stop!" the manager begged, pressing his free hand over the other in a useless attempt to stop the pain.
"God's not here right now, but I am," Doc said. "Who was buying the girl?"
"I'll tell you everything," he whimpered. "Please just stop."
Doc relaxed his hold on the knife. "Tell me."
"The landlord wanted her; that's all I know."
"Alright then." Doc ripped the knife from the table and shoved it through the man's ear. The screaming abruptly ceased, and the manager fell to the floor, hitting his head on the table as he did. Doc waited just until he felt the energy began to flow, then ripped his knife free.
He wiped the bloody blade on the manager's filthy shirt then started to return it to its sheath, but there was already another knife there. "This is awkward," he muttered.
He looked between them for a moment, unsure. He'd been retrieving his knives for nearly two hundred years now. The idea that he could just leave them behind was... He just didn't know how he felt about it.
"It just dissipates," he murmured, dropping the knife on the table and walking out into the hallway towards the door. Halfway there, he turned on his heel and went back into the manager's room. Sure enough, the knife was gone.
"I hate magic," Doc shuddered.
He left the room again and walked out to his car where Brad and his sister were huddled in the backseat, eyes wide with fright.
Doc parked behind Dulcis Requiem and walked through the alley, terrified children trailing behind him. He used the concealed entrance, then rode the service elevator to the top floor.
He unlocked his door and glanced around inside to make sure no one was waiting to attack him before ushering them inside.
"There you are!" Thaddeus snapped. "Eating ragamuffins now, are you?"
"No," Doc said, gripping Brad's arm before he could try to run away. "I'm not eating them. I'm giving them to Eloise."
"Oh. Well... That's rather nice of you, I suppose."
The girl hadn't spoken yet, but she suddenly asked, "Who's talkin'?"
"The annoying plant," Doc said, pointing towards Thaddeus's pot.
"I'm not annoying, and I'm not a plant."
"You're a plant right this minute, old boy. At this point you've been a plant longer than you were a man."
The girl reached out a grimy finger and touched one of Thaddeus's leaves. "It's a plant."
"That's what I said," Doc said cheerfully.
"Plants can't talk," she said sternly.
"What do you know?" Thaddeus snapped.
Brad growled, and Doc nearly laughed, but instead he said, "I'll round up some clean clothes for you. How old are you?" he asked the girl.
"Seven."
"What's your name?"
"Tami."
"Alright, Tami, there's a shower through the bedroom. Go get cleaned; both of you. I'll leave the clothes on the bed for you. Come out when you're done, but hurry. I have someplace I need to be."
He could tell that Brad was beginning to question his decision to trust Doc. His eyes were worried, and he was searching the room for additional exits. When he didn't see any, he looked back at Doc.
"You can trust me," Doc said.
"Who are you?"
"Doctor John Holliday."
"Are you named after the gunslinger?" Brad asked.
"No," Doc said simply. "Now get cleaned. I'll be right back."
He returned to the service elevator and used the elevator's phone to call Jervis. "I have a package that needs delivered ASAP, but it needs boxed up first," he said when Jervis answered. "I need a size fourteen box of a masculine nature and a size seven box of a feminine nature."
Jervis was quiet for a moment, then he said, "Certainly, sir."
"Let me know right away if any pigeons roost too close to the building."
"Yes, sir."
Doc returned to his suite, poured himself a full glass of whiskey, and paced, wondering how the night had gotten so out of hand. Jury was going to be annoyed at him.
"What have you done now, you hopeless pleasure seeker?"
"I'm not in the mood for this, Thaddy."
"Of course not. I apologize. I just sit here in my pot, day after day, worrying about you, but I'm certain you'll tell me if I need to know what's going on. It's not as if it affects me anyway. I mean, if you were to die, it wouldn't change my life any, would it?"
"I've willed you to Jervis; and furthermore, it would take me an hour to explain what's going on," Doc replied with a sigh. "All you need to know is I'm wanted for murder."
"Again?"
"Yes, again." Doc rolled his eyes. Leave it to Thaddy to keep track of every little infraction. "I'll get it cleared up."
"You always do."
"I'm sorry, Thaddy. I know it's lonely; do you want me to ask Jervis to take you home?"
"God no! That man has the personality of a brick!"
"Shall I give myself a raise for the insult, sir?" Jervis asked from the doorway.
"Why not?" Doc laughed, wondering how much he paid Jervis now. It was probably over a million a year, but whatever it was, he was worth it.
"Here are your boxes, sir."
"Excellent. Wait here." Doc took the clothes and dropped them on the bed, yelling "hurry up" as he closed the door behind him.
"I want you to take the packages to Eloise and Henry. Make everything above board, will you?"
"Of course, sir," Jervis said emotionlessly.
Doc wrote down the apartment building's address on a piece of paper. "I also need to know who owns this building. When you find out, send me the information right away. I'm using burner phone..." He fished it out of his pocket and looked at the back. "Number three."
"Very good, sir."
Doc considered briefly buying the building and fixing it up; but, sadly, he knew there was no point. Brad's mom had ended up there because she was a druggie. Unlike Brad's mom though, there were always people who fell on hard times and ended up in bad places, but he couldn't save them all.
"Send someone to the building to see if anyone there wants a better living situation, and if there is, take care of it."
"Certainly."
"And, Jervis?" Doc said, turning to fully face him.
"Yes?"
"I know I don't say this enough, but I'm lost without you. You are without a doubt the most important person in my life. If that means I have to give you a raise every other day or even three times a day just to keep you on, I'll do it."
"I believe you once advised me not to reveal my hand," Jervis said softly.
Doc grinned. "Sometimes you just have to play the game by instinct."
"We're ready," Brad said stiffly from behind them.
Doc turned and examined them. They were pale and frightened, but they didn't look half bad now that the grime was gone.
"Excellent. Jervis, this is Brad and Tami. Jervis is my right hand man. You can trust him."
Doc studied their serious little faces for a moment. He knew they were frightened, but he also knew there was a flame of hope in their hearts. Unfortunately, flames were incredibly easy to extinguish, and he wasn't sure what to say to reassure them. He'd never been in their shoes. He had been loved. 
"I'm sending you to Eloise and Henry," he said gently. "They are two of the nicest people I have ever met, and I have met a lot of people. They won't look exactly like you expect, and if you judge them by their appearance, you will lose out on the best thing that ever happened to you. Do you understand me?"
They didn't, but they nodded anyway. Doc smiled and said, "If you allow them to, they will love you more than you could have imagined possible. I need you to remember that." He couldn't possibly explain the Hidden and ogres and cryptids to them. They would have to see it with their own eyes.
"Go with Jervis now, and if you ever need me, call me." He handed Brad his card. Brad took it, hands shaking. "Be brave," Doc said. "The worst is already over."
Brad took Tami's hand, and they silently followed Jervis out.
"You might have at least told them that Eloise and Henry are ogres," Thaddeus chided.
"Have you ever tried to explain an ogre to someone who doesn't know about the Hidden?"
"No."
"It's not an easy task."
Doc checked the time. It was nearly three in the morning. Jury was going to kill him, but he still had one last errand to run.
He took a quick shower, packed a bag with some extra clothes and whiskey, poured half a bottle of brandy into Thaddeus's pot, then walked out the door.
He exited the building the same way he'd entered, keeping an eye out for anyone who looked out of place. Then he drove to the House of Banshee.
The problem with typical Hidden buildings was that there was only one entrance. There could be a hundred exits, but there was only one visible entrance, and he couldn't possibly just walk in through the front door because by now everyone knew he was wanted; and, believe it or not, there were a few people in the Hidden who didn't particularly like him.
He searched his mind for Aine's number and texted her, "Delivery at the docks." Then he walked into the alley and waited.
A portion of the wall suddenly opened, and Aine stepped into the dark of the alley. "Hello?" she called out.
"It's me," Doc said, stepping from the shadows.
"Doc!" Aine exclaimed, running to greet him. "Are you okay?" She hugged him tightly before running her hands over his arms. "You seem okay."
"I'm fine," he laughed. "Are you fine? I haven't seen you since..." He didn't want to say it.
"I'm fine," she said dismissively. "Although I'm annoyed at you for telling Reggie to keep me locked up for so long."
"I'm surprised he managed to do it."
"He's terrified of you!" she chastised. "He kept telling me that if he didn't do what you asked, you'd come back and eat him alive."
"He knows that's not true," he lied, suppressing a grin.
"Hum," Aine said, eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Are you sure you're okay? They're saying you killed your redaction team."
"It wasn't a redaction team," he sighed. He had a feeling by the time this was over, he was going to get sick of explaining himself. He gave her the quick details, being careful to leave out a few things.
"I told you not to go after Bosch," she said.
"I know."
"Is this still about that girl?"
"It's a bit bigger than that," Doc hedged. She was better off not knowing about the Acolytes or what Bosch was doing. "I need to see Simon Redgrove. Is he in tonight?"
"No."
"Can you set up a meeting?"
"Sure."
"Alright, tell him to meet me at..." He'd been about to say Union Station, but then he remembered that Simon was a Takaheni, and, in spite of his fancy suits, it would be rather difficult for him to blend in at a norm location. "Can we use one of the rooms you keep for... um... VIPs?"
"Sure."
"Would ten tonight be about right?"
She thought for a second. "Better make it eleven thirty. I'll meet you out here at eleven twenty-five, okay?"
"Thank you, Aine. I owe you one."
She grinned and said, "One of these days I'm going to call in all your favors."
He touched her cheek gently and murmured, "Just don't ask me for something I can't give."
Sadness crossed her face, but only for a second. "You better go," she said. "I'll see you tonight."
"Be careful," he cautioned.
"Always."
Doc watched as she went back inside and closed the door behind her. He hoped he hadn't just painted another target on her back, but there were only so many people he trusted implicitly. Jury, Jervis, and Aine. It's not that other people couldn't be trusted; he was sure plenty of people could. But he was usually careful not to get to know people well enough to know whether or not they were trustworthy.
He walked back to his car, running through everything he knew, or at least thought he knew. It was like playing chess through the mail. He'd make a move, then wait to see Bosch's countermove, and so on and so forth. He just hoped he wasn't playing right into Bosch's hand.




Chapter 5
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"Where the hell have you been?!" Jury demanded when Doc finally got back to the safe house.
"Running errands," Doc replied easily.
"Until five in the morning?!"
"There were quite a few."
"Goddamn it, Doc! How can you not take this seriously? Do you have any idea the shit we're in?"
"It's not that much worse than that one time when—"
"Mother's looking for me," Jury interrupted.
"Oh hell!" Doc exclaimed. "How long do we have?"
"I don't know. I managed to block her for now, but I can't keep her off for long."
"Here," Doc said, shoving the plastic bag into Jury's hand. "Sofia's pocket lint."
"I'll get to work."
"Wake me when you're done," Doc said, sitting down on the couch and leaning his head against the back.
He honestly could not believe the Acolytes were back. And not just back, but back in his life. He'd never hated anyone as much as he did them. Not just because of who they were, what they believed, and what they had ultimately wanted to accomplish either, but for what they had taken from him. 
He had never forgotten the look on number seven's face when he'd realized he was alive. It was a look of pure joy. Followed by horror right before his face exploded into a thousand pieces.
Doc knew that he really shouldn't have done it; he shouldn't have tampered with the natural order of things. Not in that way anyway. He considered eating criminals and bad guys and severely irritating people his right. In a way, he was part of the natural order. Just like Death was. 
"You think Death'll come?" Andrew asked as he settled himself on the plank he'd built into the crook of a tree.
"Why wouldn't he?" Doc asked.
"I dunno. I wasn't sure if he came for everyone."
"He's already come for you twice. I don't see why he wouldn't show up again."
"Brings the Rain said that when you die, your ancestors come to take you home."
"Señora Teodora said you go back to the mother," Doc countered.
"I prefer that idea," Andrew chuckled. "I'd hate for my dad to show up. Of course, I don't suppose he's dead yet. Or alive."
"I don't think it's like that, anyway," Doc mused. "Wouldn't your ancestors just be your people? The ones who recognize you?"
"So Doyle then? And Jane?" Andrew asked with mild curiosity.
"Maybe." Doc stared at the horizon, feeling an unpleasant surge of helplessness. "Why?" he demanded. "You know you don't have to."
"It's time," Andrew replied softly. "Somehow I can just feel it."
How could Doc argue with that? Hadn't he once felt death creep up on him? Hadn't he barely escaped its cold fingers? The difference was that Andrew didn't want to escape.
The moon began to rise, and Andrew sighed happily. "It's so beautiful. Whenever you want to see the moon rise, the real moon rise, you're always welcome here."
"It won't be the same."
"You promised me."
"I know. And I will, but don't expect me to be happy about it."
Doc's hands were twitchy, so he pulled his cards from his pocket and started shuffling them. "I don't want you to die," he whispered, but he knew it was too late, because the ravens had already taken flight.
He stayed there until morning, refusing to look beside him, refusing to truly know. He'd been around death enough to know what it felt like. He didn't need to look as well.
The sunrise broke over the valley, washing everything in golden light, and finally Doc glanced to the side. Andrew's eyes were closed, and his face, a face that should have looked old but didn't, was relaxed.
He'd chosen to die, and Doc couldn't understand that. Why would anyone choose to die? Shouldn't everyone want to live? What could death possibly offer that life didn't?
Suddenly he was possessed with a burning need to know where Andrew's spirit had gone. Had he joined his ancestors? Had he returned to the earth? Had he flown into the sky?
He jumped from the tree and rode back to the ranch house as hard as the horse would run. He left without a word to anyone; they surely knew by now that Andrew was gone.
He drove for a day and a night, wandering aimlessly. Towards morning, he turned down an empty desert road, and that's when he'd seen it. A vision of death. Or life. He wasn't sure. He couldn't be sure. So he left his car behind and followed it on foot.
"Found her!" Jury exclaimed, waking Doc from his dream.
"Who?" Doc yawned.
"Sofia!"
"Seriously?"
"Seriously. See there are at least ten different location spells, and they thought to block most of them, but—"
"Jury," Doc interrupted.
"Yeah?"
"Where is she?"
"Oh right. In the mountains up by Frisco."
Doc absorbed that for a moment. He couldn't think of a single reason why Bosch would have taken her out of the city. It seemed like a strange move on his part, but what did Doc know? He didn't have any idea what Bosch's plan was.
"Well," Doc sighed. "I did tell you we'd go camping, but we can't go yet. I have a meeting tonight."
"With who?"
"Simon Redgrove."
"Ah. It's that bad, huh?"
"Just thought it wouldn't be a terrible idea to win some people over to our side. Are we good here for another twelve hours or do we need to move?"
"I'm trying to keep track of her, but to be honest, it's difficult to hide from your mother when she's a witch."
"Can we throw off the scent somehow?"
"Not without losing body parts."
"How about a pinky?"
"How about your dick?" Jury snarled.
"I don't see how that would throw her off unless you're saying she's interested. I never really got the impression she liked me though," Doc chuckled.
"Doc..."
"Yes?"
"Don't make me kill you."
"Don't make you try to kill me, you mean." Jury closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Are you counting to ten?" Doc asked.
"No. With you I have to count to one hundred."
"How about some hair?"
"What?! No!"
"Oh come on; it's just hair."
"No, it's my hair! My glorious, magnificent hair. The ladies go wild for it."
"I understand," Doc said lazily as he stretched out on the couch. "Being dragged back home in shackles is definitely the better choice."
"Hair it is," Jury muttered. "I don't know why I never get to take naps."
"Because you're the witch, and there's no sleep for the wicked."
"Do you hear this?" Jury asked. "I'm dumping your whiskey down the kitchen sink."
"It's alright. I have more."
"I hate you."
"You don't."
"Do."
"Prove it."
The front door slammed shut, and Doc chuckled lightly before drifting off to sleep again.
The floor was made of playing cards, and all the jacks were on top. Doc was standing on a one-eyed jack and surrounded by the others. A good hand, all things considered. The cards began to fall away, leaving him alone with a chessboard, Bosch sitting across from him, dead grin fixed in place.
Doc had the black side of the board, and several pieces were already in play. One of the pawns had Sofia's face, but Doc ignored her and focused on Bosch's bishops, wondering if the Appointed One was in play.
"Your move," Bosch said.
In just one move Doc would be set to take Sofia out of the game, but it would leave his queen vulnerable to the bishops. He didn't need his queen to win, but did Bosch really need Sofia to win?
"What are you doing?" Señora Teodora asked, placing her hand gently on his shoulder.
"Playing chess."
"Are you winning?"
"I don't know yet."
The board vanished, and Doc turned, pulling Tozi into his embrace. "I lost her," he whispered, running a line of kisses along her tender neck.
"It was never about her," Tozi murmured.
"But you said..." Doc replied in confusion.
"I say a lot of things."
She kissed him passionately, and he ran his hands up her back, looking for the end of her braid so he could unravel it, but she was already gone, and he was fondling the air.
"Burn the immortal!" someone screamed.
"Burn them all!"
Doc rolled his drowsy, naked companions to the side and jumped to his feet. He strode to the window, throwing the curtains back and looking outside. The main building of Cult Desolare was surrounded by men in monk cowls carrying torches and machine guns.
"Get everyone out!" Doc ordered Sweet Clover.
"But what about you?" she asked, pulling a sheet over her gleaming breasts.
"I'm fine. Just get them out."
A torch spun through the air and landed on the deck, sparking the dry wood into flames. "Goddamn it," Doc hissed, stepping out onto the other side of the deck, naked as the day he was born.
"You'll pay," he said softly, studying the men below for just a second before leaping from the deck to the ground.
He smashed the side of his fist into one man's face, breaking his jaw and his teeth, and as the man fell forward, Doc wrapped his arm around the man's neck and yanked up, snapping the vertebras.
Doc dropped the body, snatching the gun from the man's dead hands, and fired into the mad, zealous mob, mowing them down. Bullets flew through the air around him, some of them tearing through his flesh, but he didn't stop moving, didn't stop killing.
The fire blazed behind him, heat fighting off the cold night air; crackling blaze muffling the horrified screams of the attackers.
When he ran out of bullets, Doc slammed the butt of his gun into a man's face, utterly destroying it, then he snatched that man's gun and kept shooting them. His tattoo glowed even brighter than the fire behind him.
The ones who ran, he shot in the back. The ones who held their ground, he shot in the face. And when he ran out of bullets again, he killed with his bare hands. He worked his way steadily around the house, killing each and every one of them, until there was just one man left breathing.
He'd been too soft with the last man he'd interrogated, and he wouldn't make that same mistake again. He'd start with the eyes and work his way down to more sensitive regions.
"Why?" Doc snarled as he pulled the man to his feet.
"You're abominations... all of you!"
"I may be an abomination," Doc spat, "but these are just people! Just regular people, and they haven't done anything, haven't hurt anyone!"
"Those who side with the devil must pay the devil's price," the man said.
Doc slapped him across his sanctimonious face. "I've never met the devil," Doc snarled, "but I can guarantee you if he does exist, he'd be kinder to you than I'm about to be."
It took Doc over fifteen hours, but he finally got what he needed. A name, the Acolytes, and the place they were hiding. When he looked up from the maimed Acolyte's corpse, the lodge was nothing but a heap of ash, the Worms had cleared the bodies away, Cult Desolare was gone, and Doc was all alone, naked, covered from head to toe in blood, and very, very pissed.
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Doc woke to the vibration of his phone in his pocket. He stretched leisurely before looking to see that it was a text from Jervis with the name and address of Brad's landlord. "I've scheduled you an appointment with Mr. Singer at four," Jervis added.
"Perfect. By the way, I'll be camping in Frisco for a few days."
"Camping, sir?"
"If there happened to be a villa or something of that nature available, I certainly wouldn't mind."
"I'll take care of it, sir."
"Did the packages make it alright?"
"Everything went smoothly."
Doc found that very hard to believe, but he'd learned a long time ago not to question Jervis.
He slipped his phone back into his pocket and wandered into the kitchen, hoping Jury was lying about the whiskey. He hadn't been, but there was still a sip. He tilted it up and swallowed it, wishing he wasn't so damn immune to getting drunk, not that he had the time.
Jury had filled the refrigerator with sandwich fixings and some kind of smoothie drinks, but Doc wasn't hungry. Instead, he brewed a pot of coffee and slowly drank a cup as he stared at the chessboard in his mind.
Logically, if Sofia really was important to Bosch, he would be wherever she was. So he'd take care of Bosch first and the Acolytes second. He had an uneasy hunch that Bosch wasn't the one moving the pieces even if he thought that he was. But he'd been wrong before.
It was nearly three o'clock, so he grabbed his car keys and headed towards Mr. Singer's residence. Being a slumlord was obviously profitable because he lived in a swanky house in Uptown. The differences between Singer's home and the hovel Doc had pulled Brad and Tami from were startling.
Doc wasn't a hypocrite. He was filthy rich, and that's exactly the way he liked it. There had been times when he'd lived from card game to card game, and it wasn't a lifestyle he wanted to return to. But he treated his employees well, and he had never crushed anyone under his heel to get where he was. Not unless they deserved it.
He didn't like people like Singer. People who played on the desperation and hopelessness of others, people who kept dragging those desperate people back down into the filthy ditch until they were so covered in muck they would never be able to succeed.
Doc grinned as he strolled up the sidewalk; he was looking forward to killing Singer; it was just what his day needed. A little societal boost.
He whistled lightly and rang the doorbell. A housemaid with a pale face and luminous eyes opened the door, and Doc smiled gently at her. "I've a meeting with Mr. Singer. Doctor John Holliday."
"Dr. Holliday," she stuttered softly. "Right this way." She led him to a study and said, "Mr. Singer will be right with you, sir."
"Thank you, miss."
She shut the door behind him, and Doc wandered the room for a second staring at the artwork. This was probably how Thaddeus thought Doc should decorate, to reflect his wanton personality. The walls were covered with life-size paintings of naked women in lascivious poses. Doc didn't mind the naked women in the least; it was the look in their eyes that bothered him. Even in painted form, he could tell they didn't want to be here.
"Enjoying my gallery, Dr. Holliday?" Singer asked jovially when he opened the door.
"It's quite a collection," Doc replied, mesmerized by one particular woman. Something about her troubled him. Greatly. He just didn't know why.
"Who painted them?" Doc asked. He didn't have much of an eye for art, but all the pieces seemed to have been done by the same artist.
"A friend of mine," Singer said dismissively. "You interested in a piece?"
"Not particularly."
"Your man didn't say what this meeting is in reference to? Are you interested in one of my properties?" Singer asked as he took a cigar from a box, lit it, then offered the box to Doc.
"Actually, I heard that I could purchase a different commodity from you," Doc said casually, accepting the offered cigar and slipping it into his pocket. His lungs were much too precious to him to fill them up with smoke.
"I dabble in a few other areas," Singer replied.
"Excellent. I've a friend who enjoys young flesh."
"How young?"
"As young as you can get."
The words tasted sour in Doc's mouth, but he wanted confirmation before he did what he was about to do. And while he was plying his trade, maybe he could put together a menu list for later.
"Hum," Singer said, sitting behind his desk. "I might have a seven year old available, but she isn't cheap."
"Is she a rental or a buy?"
"Depends on your friend. Fifty thousand to buy."
"Seems a bit steep," Doc said, wondering if he could possibly torture Singer enough. "Is she pre-owned?"
"No. If you want something pre-owned, I can come down in price."
He hated that he only had six hours to kill him.
"So here's how this is going to happen," Doc drawled. "I'm going to kill you, as slowly as I possibly can; and while I'm doing it you're going to buy my favor by providing me with the names of your associates."
"Who the hell do you think you are?" Singer laughed.
"I'm Doc fucking Holliday," Doc growled as he leapt over the desk and used one of his hands to pin Singer to his chair. With his free hand, he pulled out the paracord he'd stuffed into his pocket for this exact moment and quickly lashed Singer's arms to his desk chair.
"You can't do this," Singer sputtered. "Abby!" he shrieked. "Call the cops!"
Doc heard the door open behind him, and he turned to smile at Singer's maid. "Abby, I presume?" She nodded, eyes wide.
"This man's a maniac! Call the cops!" Singer demanded.
"Abby, love, why don't you take the rest of the day off?" Doc suggested. "In fact, I wouldn't bother coming back. Singer won't be available to sign your paychecks. If you're interested though, I'm sure Dulcis Requiem could use another set of hands; just tell Jervis I sent you."
"Remember who you're dealing with!" Singer yelled. "I'll ruin you!"
Doc wasn't sure if he was telling Abby or him, but he didn't care. "Go on," he urged her.
Her eyes darted to the wall behind him, and Doc turned to follow her glance. One of the painted women bore a strong resemblance to Abby. He glanced back at her. Her eyes were still fixed on the painting, tears coursing down her pale cheeks.
"I'll burn her!" Singer screamed. "I'll burn her, Abby!"
Doc studied the paintings once more, finally realizing why they bothered him so much. It was their eyes. Their horrified, weeping eyes. Their living, watching eyes. 
"Abby," Doc said solemnly. "I swear to you that Singer will not ever leave this chair again. Go now."
"But..." she whispered.
"I'll take care of her. Go."
She turned and ran away, ignoring Singer's shrieks and threats.
Doc glanced at his watch. He was going to have to make this quicker than he'd wanted.
"I think I'll start with your face," he said casually as he drew his knife. "Everyone's so hung up on looks nowadays. And since I'm pressed for time, I'll skip the rest of you and head straight for your genitals. I make it a rule to always chop off rapists' genitals. In an effort to balance things, you understand."
Singer didn't. He was screaming unintelligibly now, so Doc pressed his hand over Singer's mouth and held it tightly, muffling the sound.
"Wouldn't want to alert the neighbors, would we?"
He placed his knife against Singer's cheek and slowly pushed it through the flesh, until the blade touched his teeth. Singer bucked in the chair, so Doc tightened his grip, forcing Singer's head against the back of the chair and holding it there. Doc removed the knife and pushed it through again, slowly and carefully until Singer's cheek looked like a bloody jack-o-lantern's mouth.
"That's a rather nice look for you," Doc murmured. "Now tell me, who is your painter friend? No screaming or I'll pull out your teeth. Dental surgery is my specialty after all."
He removed his hand, and Singer began to howl like a wounded dog. "I warned you," Doc said, reaching into his back pocket for the pair of pliers he'd brought along. He clamped them onto one of Singer's front teeth and yanked, wrenching the tooth from his gums. Singer shrieked in pain, but no one heard him through Doc's hand.
"Let's try this again. The painter's name?"
Singer was sobbing now, tears rolling down his cheeks. "I'll pay you," he pleaded. "I'll pay you a million dollars, two million. I'll give you anything you want."
"I'm afraid you can't do that," Doc whispered. "I want the innocence you stole; I want the trust you betrayed; I want the no you denied them. The name!"
"I can't... I have women. You can have them all!"
"Where are they?"
Singer blubbered an address, and Doc committed it to memory, then demanded, "The name!"
"I can't..."
Doc tore out another tooth and another. He was just clamping the pliers down on a fourth tooth when Singer finally broke. "Adrian Gionta," he whimpered.
"See, that wasn't so hard," Doc encouraged. "How about some more names? It'll help speed things along."
Singer began to blubber, and Doc picked up a pen and started writing. Name after name fell out of Singer's mouth.
Even under torture, Doc could usually tell if someone was lying, and Singer wasn't lying. A part of him believed if he told Doc everything he knew, Doc would let him go or at least make it quick. But he didn't know Doc.
"That's all I know," he finally whispered. "Please. Please just let me go. I'll never... I'll never do anything bad again. I swear."
"That's what they all say," Doc said. He glanced back up at the silently weeping women. "This one's for you, ladies." He shoved a notepad into Singer's mouth, then turned the knife towards his genitals. "This might take a minute," he told Singer cheerfully, and then he started cutting.
When he was satisfied that Singer had suffered enough, he ended it by stabbing him through the heart.
He glanced up at the paintings as Singer's life drained into Doc, filling him with energy. The eyes watched him, and, if he were willing to flatter himself, he'd say they almost looked happy.
After a moment of long indulgence enjoying the taste of Singer's death, Doc picked up Singer's desk phone and dialed Jervis. "I need a favor. Actually, a few favors."
"Whatever you require, sir."
"First, I need you to call Virgil. Have him send some men to this address." Doc rattled off the address, then added, "There are some women there who need rescued. I'll pay for it obviously." He liked Virgil, but Virgil didn't usually do things just from the goodness of his heart.
"Second," Doc said, "I need you to contact a shaman named Bluegrass Goodhunt. I have a situation I hope she can help with. Have her come to Singer's house right away. Also, I could use a Worm or two."
"Just one body, sir?"
"Yes."
"I'll take care of it, sir."
Doc stared at the list of names for a moment. He wanted to hunt them all down on his own, wanted to kill them with his bare hands, but he didn't have the time right now, and he was afraid if he waited, it would be too late.
"Also, I have a job for Ana and her sister."
"A paying job?"
"Yes. Write these names down." Doc read off the names, all twenty-nine of them. "Tell her I want it done quickly."
"Will do, sir."
"And Jervis?"
"Yes?"
"I'm in a bit of a hurry, so the quicker Ms. Goodhunt gets here the better."
"I understand."
Doc hung up and paced the room for a moment, then began removing the paintings from the walls. If Ms. Goodhunt couldn't bring the women out, he'd have to transport them to a safe place until he could find someone who could.
The Worms showed up before Ms. Goodhunt. They were relatives of Bennie's; Doc could tell just by looking at them, although they weren't nearly as wheedling.
"We'll just clean this up for you, Mr. Holliday," one of them said. "You're certainly keeping us well-fed lately."
"I try to do my part," Doc said with a grin.
"I hear the BCA is hunting you," the shorter one said as he carefully mopped the blood off the floor.
"Seems that way."
"We'd be better off without 'em," the taller one grunted, rolling Singer up in a plastic sheet. "Grandpa always said the BCA was the beginning of the end. The Worms didn't vote for them. Most of the Hidden didn't."
That was news to Doc. He really needed to start paying more attention to politics.
"If the Hidden didn't vote for them, what happened?"
"Tetrarch Mitcham overruled the vote and appointed the BCA anyway."
Interesting. This was old news though, and Doc wasn't sure it mattered much now; but it might, so he filed it away.
Ms. Goodhunt arrived just as the Worms were leaving. "Ms. Goodhunt," the short one said respectfully, stepping out of her way.
"Nice to see you, Robert," she said cheerfully before turning to Doc. Her cheeks flushed slightly, but she smiled and said, "Mr. Holliday, you have need of me?" The red in her cheeks deepened, and Doc chuckled softly.
"I feel like I might always have need of you," he murmured, feeling his body respond to her mere presence.
"Mr. Holliday."
"Right." Doc winked at her and gestured towards the paintings. "I've a feeling these women are trapped in the paintings. Is that possible?"
Ms. Goodhunt studied them for a moment before answering. "I'm afraid you're right."
"Can you free them?"
"Perhaps. Given time. Do you know who trapped them?"
"He said the artist's name is Adrian Gionta."
"Oh," Ms. Goodhunt said softly.
"Oh?"
"I'll need to proceed rather carefully then. Adrian has a tendency to set guards on his spells; not to mention the fact that his magic isn't precisely... typical."
"You know him?"
"I once did. In one of his middle lives."
"Middle lives?" Doc queried.
"In his first life he was known as Andrea Sala."
She said it like it should mean something to him, but it didn't. "And?" Doc said, hoping to prod her along.
"He's quite old. He was one of da Vinci's apprentices."
"Oh." Doc said, a little dumbfounded. He'd met some old people, but he'd never met anyone that old. "So he's a witch? An immortal witch?"
"It's a bit more complicated than that," Ms. Goodhunt said.
Doc glanced at his watch. He didn't have time for complicated. "I've already searched the house," he said. "These are the only ones. I'll have Jervis send a team over to transport them to your house. Will you stay with them?"
"Yes."
"Thank you," he said, kissing her lightly. "I owe you one."
She blushed. "I think this makes us even."
"I'd rather it didn't." He ran his fingers lightly over the inside of her palm, feeling pleased when she trembled beneath his touch.
"I'll consider it," she breathed.
"Ladies," he said, sketching a bow towards the paintings. "When I see you again, I hope to kiss each of your lovely hands. In the meantime, Ms. Goodhunt will take good care of you."
He winked at her, then headed for the door. If he didn't get moving he'd be late for his meeting. If he was late for his meeting, Jury's mother might have enough time to track Jury down. And if that happened... Well, it was just better not to be late.




Chapter 7
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Doc arrived in the alley only seconds before Aine opened the door.
"Doc," she whispered. "You okay?"
"You keep asking that. I'm right here. Don't I look okay?"
"Yes," she said, holding his face between her hands. "I just... The Bureau... They're not going to stop."
"I never dreamed they would. Is Simon here?"
"Yes."
Doc nudged her towards the door. Aine was a bit of a worrier. He'd been in much worse situations, but he always came out better, or at least not worse, off.
She walked quickly down the hallway, opened a door, and peeked inside, then motioned for Doc to go in. "You know the way out," she whispered, kissing her fingertips and placing them on his cheek.
"Thank you, Aine."
"Just don't die."
"I never do."
Doc closed the door behind him and turned to study Simon. He'd only met Simon once, but Doc was incredibly good at reading people, and he liked him.
"Evening," Doc said cheerfully.
"Meeting in subterfuge isn't generally my style, Mr. Holliday," Simon said gravely.
Doc fought back a grimace, hoping he hadn't misjudged.
"Call me Doc, and given the circumstances, I wasn't sure you'd want to be seen in public with me."
"You are a wanted man."
"I don't suppose you turned me in?"
"I did not."
"Thanks." Doc sat across from Simon and searched his serious furry face. "You're an excellent poker player," Doc stated.
"I know, but what does that have to do with this?"
"I honestly can't tell if you're lying to me."
"I'm not."
"That's a relief. Jury'll kill me if I'm late."
"You have a rather high opinion of your abilities. What chance could you possibly stand against the Magistratus' task force?"
"How many men are on it?"
"One hundred and three."
"That's good odds," Doc replied carelessly.
Simon laughed, then said solemnly, "Why am I here?"
"We have a problem."
"No, you have a problem."
"No, the Hidden has a problem. A huge problem. I can walk away any time. The Hidden can't."
"I'm listening."
"There's a group of men called the Acolytes," Doc began.
"That's an urban legend," Simon interrupted coolly. "Told to keep children inside the Hidden."
"Really?" Doc asked, surprised.
"Really. My father told me the tale, and I can assure you I never even had the urge to leave the Hidden."
The Hidden was spread all over town, but there were doorways from one portion to the next if you knew where to go so that cryptids who couldn't blend in, like Simon, never had to step outside the Hidden's walls. It was the perfect system, but all it would take were a few well-placed attacks and everything would fall apart, breaking the wall between the Hidden world and normal world forever.
Unfortunately, Doc could easily say that the norms weren't ready. They weren't ready to face legends and storybook creatures. In an age of science and indisputable facts, they wouldn't be able to handle the improbable existence of creatures like Simon, creatures like Ana and Aine, creatures like him.
"It's not a myth," Doc said. "They were a huge organization in the sixties."
"So what happened to them?"
"I killed them."
"All of them?" Simon laughed.
"All of them," Doc replied flatly.
"Alright, supposing I believe you, why are they back now?"
"I don't know, but they're either working with Bosch or for Bosch or... something." He could see Simon's quick mind putting the pieces in place.
"That's not good," Simon said after a moment.
"No, it's really not. The Acolytes never knew about the existence of the Hidden before."
"Their sole purpose is the removal of all blasphemy," Simon said, worry making his forehead crease.
"I'm aware of that."
"So... All of us," Simon said slowly.
"Exactly. I'm headed out after Bosch, but I'm not sure who's calling the shots or what the Acolytes might do. It would be ideal if the Hidden was prepared for an attack. From the Bureau, from the Acolytes, maybe both."
"You're basically suggesting a revolution."
"Am I?" Doc replied.
"Yes! The Bureau operates with the full authority of Tetrarch Mitcham."
"Isn't he the one who organized the Bureau in the first place?"
"Yes." Simon's fingers were tapping nervously on the table.
"Fancy a game?" Doc asked.
"At a time like this?"
"It might calm your nerves."
"I don't..." Simon started to protest, then he said, "Poker. Five-card stud."
"Alright."
Doc shuffled and began to deal. He watched Simon glance at his card, but he could tell Simon's mind was spinning. They didn't bet; they were just playing to occupy their hands. Doc laid another card out.
He won a hand. Simon won a hand. Meanwhile, they each followed the pathways in their minds.
"If I build a militia," Simon finally said, "and Tetrarch Mitcham finds out, I'm as good as dead."
"Possibly."
"There is nowhere in the Hidden I could hide, not anymore."
"Even overseas?" Doc asked casually.
"When was the last time you read a paper?"
"Probably 1901 or so. There was an article about... Sorry, not the point."
"Each country has its own version of the Hidden, with its own governmental system," Simon explained. "But all of the Hiddens are under Tetrarch Mitcham's leadership."
"I did not know that," Doc said as he dealt another hand.
"And the Bureau exists in seventeen other countries."
"Or that."
Doc won the hand, and Simon went on. "If Bosch is following Tetrarch Mitcham's orders and we oppose him..." He didn't need to finish the thought. "But, however, if Bosch has gone off the rails without the tetrarch's knowledge, then we might stand a chance."
"What species is the tetrarch?" Doc asked idly, winning another hand.
"A Zeniu."
Now that was very interesting indeed. Zenius were known for their persuasive natures. In times past, they often lured travelers into swamps or bogs to feast on them, but they had long since become quite civil. Some of the most influential families in the Hidden were Zeniu, but the species seemed like an unlikely candidate for tetrarch since Zeniu were barely corporeal, and traditionally the tetrarch conducted quite a lot of business with the top echelon of the norm government. 
Another thing bothering Doc was that tetrarchs served one term of ten years after which the clans voted for a new leader. Each clan, or species, was allotted a single vote, and it was very unusual for a tetrarch to serve more than one term. And yet, Mitcham had served at least four. He would have had to if he had created the Bureau in the first place.
"What do you think of his rule?" Doc asked, dealing again.
"I can say nothing against him," Simon said carefully.
That told Doc everything he needed to know. "Have you spent much time with Bosch?" he asked.
"Some."
"I was under the impression he was a norm, but someone told me he isn't and that 'not even I could kill him'. Which is saying a lot," Doc said with a laugh.
"All my sources have confirmed that Bosch is a norm," Simon said, phrasing his words cautiously. "However, I'm not entirely convinced. He... There's something odd about him."
"I was told he has no aura."
"That would be strange indeed. All living creatures have auras."
"Could he be undead?"
"I do not know," Simon said with a barely noticeable shrug.
Doc was beginning to wonder. There wasn't really any reason why Bosch couldn't be dead. Or undead. Doc had it on good authority that the undead were not only impossible to kill, but that in some cases, they could also retain their memories and control of their functions.
Besides being impossible to kill though, Doc wasn't sure what the advantage of being undead would be. Furthermore, what sustained them? The souls of the dead kept Doc upright and kicking, but what kept those witches in one piece? If they weren't drinking blood or souls, something else would have to sustain them. Magic, he supposed. He wondered how much magic it would take to keep a corpse upright. 
Doc glanced at his watch. He really needed to go. "I've told you what you need to know," he said. "I suppose you'll have to decide what to do with it." He dealt the final card, waited until Simon revealed his hand, then chuckled, "I win again."
"Do you ever lose?" Simon asked irritably.
"Sometimes," Doc said easily. "But today, luck's on my side."
He hoped anyway. He was going to need it. There was almost too much going on to keep track of. Bosch first. Then the Acolytes. Then Mitcham, supposing Mitcham was up to no good. Doc snorted. Mitcham was a politician; they were always up to no good.
As soon as Doc pulled into the driveway, Jury ran out of the house, lugging the ice chest and their bags behind him. "We need to hurry!" he snapped as he opened the back door and shoved the cooler inside. He threw the bags on top and jumped into the passenger seat. "Go!"
Doc backed out of the driveway and drove slowly down the street.
"What the hell're you doing?!" Jury demanded.
"Going the speed limit," Doc said evenly. "What the hell happened to your hair?"
"I used it to set up a fake trail. I believe a thank you is in order, and why are you going the speed limit?!"
"So we don't get pulled over."
"You never get pulled over!"
"That's because I'm not usually wanted for murder," Doc replied patiently.
"Go faster," Jury urged.
"No. Couldn't you have had a barber cut it?"
"I just took off an inch or so."
"It was a very crucial inch," Doc chuckled.
Jury flipped down the visor. "Oh no!" he gasped. "I've ruined it!"
"That you have."
"How could you have let this happen?"
"I didn't tell you to cut it yourself."
"But you didn't stop me!"
"I thought you knew better."
"It'll take forever to grow back out," Jury moaned.
"Maybe not."
"Shut up! Why were you so late?" Jury asked.
"I had to wrap up a few things."
"Are they wrapped up now?"
"Yes."
"I hate it when you smile like that," Jury sighed.
"Like what?"
"Like you just met a whiskey empire mogul, and she's hot for you." Doc grinned widely. "I'm taking a nap," Jury grunted. "Since I did all the work today."
"I wouldn't say all the work."
"Shut up and let me sleep."
"Alright. Sleep tight; don't let the rot mites bite."
"Goddamn it, Doc! You know I hate rot mites!"
Doc chuckled softly, thinking of a prank that involved rot mites and plastic. Jury would absolutely freak. Rot mites weren't real. At least Doc didn't think they were real. They were mythical creatures that fed off naughty witches' magic, and witch parents often used tales of them to keep their children in line. Jury's mother had been particularly avid in her story telling, and so Jury had developed an unhealthy fear. At least Doc assumed he had.
He'd better wait on his prank until Jury was in a more pleasant mood. Last time Doc had disappeared without a word it had taken Jury nearly six months to get completely over it. He just hoped they were still alive in six months.
Jury was already asleep, so Doc turned on the radio to cover his snoring. He pulled onto the interstate, only using a small portion of his mind to focus on the driving at hand. He'd spent so many years of his life in Colorado that he never thought about where he was driving anymore, he just drove.
And while he drove, he tried to order the swirling chess pieces in his mind, but he couldn't. There were just too many questions he didn't have answers too. At this point, he was playing blind.
A song about flowers and girls began to play, and in his mind Doc didn't see the road anymore, but a meadow filled with dancing women and laughing men, the members of Cult Desolare.
Cult Desolare may have been dedicated to death, but it had celebrated life in every aspect. His followers had laughed and danced, drank, made love, conceived children. They'd lived more in those two short years than many people ever did.
Doc hadn't been seeking death or worshiping death or courting death. He had just been wondering what death was. And what awaited people on the other side?
He had wanted, more than anything, to speak to someone who had died, to ask them what they'd seen, to know which version of death, if any, was true. He wasn't looking for a story about glowing lights or singing angels; he was looking for the truth.
The meadow faded, and he was back in that desert, running through the dark, chasing after a sprite or a spirit or a mirage. He lost sight of it for a moment, and he sprinted around a rock, skidding to a stop on the other side.
"Why are you following me, child?" a tall, gruesome figure of a man demanded. His figure wasn't entirely solid. It shifted in and out, growing brighter and darker, like the in and out pattern of a breath.
"I don't know," Doc gasped. "I was just looking... and there you were."
"Yes. Here I am." The figure's eyes were brilliant for a second, blinding Doc with their intensity. "Since you have caught me," the figure said blandly, "you may ask one question."
"I didn't catch you; you stopped," Doc countered.
"I suppose if you do not want to ask a question..."
"No! I do! What is death?"
"Death or death?"
"What is the difference?" Doc asked.
"One is a being. One is a state of being."
Doc took a moment to process that. Andrew had told him about Death the being. But he didn't know anything about death. "The state of being," he said.
"Ah. Interesting choice. How long do you have?"
"I have forever."
"Very interesting indeed." The being crossed his knobby legs, but instead of sitting on the ground, he floated above it, tall figure towering over Doc.
"Long, long ago, the mother birthed life," the spirit said slowly. "Everything from the rocks, plants, and insects to the creatures on two legs and four. And not just humanity, but all earthy creatures, humankind, vampire kind, troll kind, Lutin kind, Takaheni kind, so on and so forth."
The spirit paused, face pensive. "Creatures of spirit," he murmured, "already were. I have been since... forever. But I digress. That is not the way in which the answer to your question lies. The mother was silent, yet still some paid heed to her wisdom, the wisdom she had imbued into everything. Others sought different wisdom and created gods with their words. The more man multiplied, the more his story changed. So the history," the spirit said, "changed. Many gods, one god, no god. Death is a beginning, death is an end, death is a cycle."
For a long moment the spirit did not speak, and Doc waited for him to go on because he didn't know what to say or how to respond.
"Do you see?" the spirit finally asked.
"See? See what?"
"His... story. History. His... story. History. Do you see now?"
Doc was beginning to. He was beginning to see that it was all just a lie. Everything was a lie. Everything. Every proverb, every truth, every celebrated moment in history was a lie. Just like religion. They were all just stories made up to calm restless children and frighten free souls. 
For a moment the entire desert seemed to glow, and Doc began to wonder if this was the end. He briefly considered it, but he wasn't ready. Not yet. He tightened his grip on his knife, knowing he'd fight it tooth and nail, but it wasn't the end. The spirit had just paused, and he seemed to be deep in contemplation. 
"The truth is," the spirit finally said, voice deep and strange, "in spite of all the stories, all the histories, you have been told, there is no such thing as death."
The world went black, and Doc was all alone. All alone in the desert with a ringing voice singing in his head. "There is no such thing as death. There is no such thing as death."
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Doc stood there for hours, staring at the spot where the strange being had been. His words played through Doc's head, over and over and over, but he didn't understand them. How could there be no such thing as death? He'd seen it. He'd seen his mother die. He'd seen a thousand men die, more perhaps, their essence soaking into his bones. He'd seen Andrew die. He'd felt his presence leave. There was death. He was sure of it. Wasn't he?
Andrew had once said that in some time, in some place, everyone was still alive. But what did that mean? What did any of it mean?
"What are you doing?"
Doc startled and turned with a hiss. He'd been so caught up staring at nothing that he hadn't even noticed someone coming up behind him. At least Andrew wasn't here to mock him. He grimaced, realizing that Andrew would never mock him again.
For a moment he said nothing, just stared at the old man and wrestled with his grief. The old man waited patiently.
"I'm... sitting," Doc finally said.
"But you aren't."
Doc glanced down. He wasn't sitting. He was standing. He was totally off-balance, and he didn't know how to fix it. "There was something here... I spoke to him." Doc said. "But I don't understand what he said."
"No one understands the under beings," the man agreed solemnly.
"The under beings?"
"They tend to roam through here, so if you do not know what you saw, it was probably one of them."
This was the first Doc had ever heard of under beings. "Is it like another Hidden?" he asked.
"I do not know what a hidden is. Come with me," he motioned. "I will feed you breakfast, and we will talk."
Doc followed the man through the cold light of dusk. Part of him wondered if he had somehow died and this was his afterlife. Wandering the desert forever and ever, searching for answers. But that seemed like a punishment; and there were no gods, no divine beings just sitting on their better-than-thou thrones, watching him and waiting to rain down eternal damnation. So perhaps he was dreaming. Or perhaps he was wide awake.
A horn blared, and Doc blinked. He was still driving the speed limit, and some people didn't appreciate that. He tossed a wave out the back window at the maniac hugging his bumper and continued to drive at the same pace. At the first opportunity, the driver behind him zipped around Doc's car, giving Doc the finger as he passed.
"Consider yourself lucky I'm on a tight schedule," Doc muttered, taking note of the make, model, and license plate of the car. "And hope we don't cross paths again."
He changed radio stations and kept driving, focusing on the cars in front of him so he wouldn't wander off into his memories again. After a while he noticed an off-ramp into a hole-in-the-wall town just ahead, and he glanced at his gas gauge. Still half a tank, more than enough to make it all the way to Frisco without stopping.
Just before the off-ramp, his sharp eyes noticed a certain car of a certain make stopped in front of the local coffee shop. Doc flipped on his blinker. There was always time for coffee and a snack. As he parked beside the car he read the license plate and grinned cheerfully. Luck was just so... lucky.
He entered the coffee shop, whistling softly. There was only one other customer, and he was currently yelling at the young woman behind the counter. "I ordered whipped cream! What the fuck do you call this, you fuckin' idiot?!"
He shoved the cup into her face, and she backed away, stuttering, "It is whipped cream, sir; the hot coffee just melts it."
"I know whipped cream, bitch!" he yelled. "And this isn't it! Your manager's gonna hear from me! And you can kiss your good review goodbye! Do you fuckin' hear me? I'm gonna get your ass fired!"
"Excuse me, sir," Doc interrupted cheerfully. "Is that your car right outside? I believe you have a flat."
"Doesn't that just fuckin' figure? I have to pick up my stupid-ass kids from my lazy bitch ex-wife, the interstate is full of shitty drivers, I can't get a decent cup of fuckin' coffee, and now I have a goddamn flat!" he grumbled as he stormed out of the coffee shop.
"Excuse me for just one moment," Doc told the barista with a wink.
As soon as Doc stepped outside, the man ripped into him. "Are you some kind of fuckin' idiot?! I don't have a flat!"
"Oh, my mistake then."
Doc waited until the man opened his car door and sat down inside, then he stepped between the door and the car so the man couldn't close his door.
"What the hell're you doing, fuckhead?"
"You really should be more polite," Doc muttered as he reached out and wrapped his hand around the man's neck, pressing his thumb into the jugular notch, slowly and deliberately crushing the man's trachea.
The man didn't even fight back. He just sat there, staring at Doc with such a dumbfounded look that Doc almost laughed. And then his eyes began to glaze, and Doc's tattoo began to glow.
"You really shouldn't have stopped for coffee," Doc said softly, stepping sideways and closing the car door.
He smiled at the security camera as he walked back inside. He couldn't go anywhere nowadays without getting caught on camera, but he never worried about it. Apparently, Jervis employed a few computer technicians who spent their days and nights searching police and federal databases for any mention or footage of Doc, and certain other people, and erasing it. Anyone who'd ever said riches couldn't buy you everything was dead wrong.
"I must have been mistaken," Doc drawled. "Can I get two black coffees, no cream, whipped or otherwise?"
She giggled softly and turned to fill his order. When she handed them to him, he took a slow sip. "Absolutely perfect," he said. It wasn't bad. For modern coffee. He handed her two hundred dollar bills. "Keep the change, love." He winked at her, then walked back out to his car.
"Why did you stop?" Jury grumbled when Doc handed him one of the cups.
"To get some coffee."
"As if I'd believe that. That man beside us is dead. Did you kill him?"
"Why would I do that?"
"I have no idea. Did he cut you off on the interstate?"
"No. Well, yes," Doc admitted. "But it was the flipping me off that really annoyed me."
Jury burst out laughing. "I'm sure glad I've never annoyed you."
"I wouldn't go that far."
"Is there some kind of meter?" Jury chuckled. "You must annoy Doc Holliday this much to be eaten by him."
"I don't eat everyone who annoys me," Doc protested.
"Sure you don't."
"I haven't eaten Sofia yet, and your mother is firmly on my 'do not eat' list."
"I wish she wasn't," Jury sighed.
"No, you don't."
"She's old. She's gotta go sometime, right?"
"I don't know," Doc said softly.
"You've been a bit... gloomy the last couple days," Jury said as he sipped his coffee. "You alright?"
Doc stopped himself from nodding and simply said, "Dealing with the Acolytes again has brought back a lot of memories."
"I'm sorry I wasn't there."
"I don't need you to hold my hand."
"Never said you did," Jury stated. "But it might've been nice to run a cult together. Why did you start it anyway?"
"What do you know about the Underworld?"
"Not much," Jury said as he fished out a sandwich from the cooler. "What do you know?"
Doc laughed. "Probably less than I think I do."
"Isn't that always the way?"
"I met this being in the desert once, and afterwards Yiska told me it was an under being, somewhat like a tree sprite or a water nymph. Or maybe not like that at all. I don't know exactly."
"Yiska?" Jury asked around a bite of sandwich.
"He was this old man I met in the desert after I met the under being. He showed me how to go into the Underworld."
"You went there?!" Jury gasped, crumbs spewing all over the dashboard.
"It may not be the McLaren," Doc chided, "but I still don't want your spit on it."
"Who cares about the damn car! You went into the Underworld?!"
"Once or twice."
"Once or twice?! And this is the first I'm hearing about it?"
Doc didn't respond. He didn't know how to explain what had been going through his mind at the time.
"You sure you want to do this?" Yiska asked.
"Absolutely. Just one question. Why can't I wear my clothes again?"
Yiska chuckled. "Your body will be wearing your clothes, just not your spirit. Passing through the gateway separates your spirit and body. You will move forward in your true, untethered form."
Doc didn't particularly like the sound of that.
"Do not worry," Yiska added. "I will guard your body, and I can pull you back if needed."
"How will you know if it's needed?"
"I will know," Yiska said with a slight smile.
This whole thing was strange. Really, really strange, and if he wasn't so desperate to know more, he would walk away and find himself a willing woman and a bottle of fine whiskey.
"So just walk into the cave?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
Doc glanced out at the setting sun. If this was his last sunset, he wanted to savor it. He felt the heat of it on his face and breathed deeply, then backed slowly into the cave. He blinked, and the cave was gone.
He squinted, trying to adjust to the light. He'd expected something a little more dark and cave-like. Not... Not this. The cave was gone, which made him wonder how exactly he was supposed to return, and in its place was everything. It was green without end. It was life without death. It was everything. He'd stepped into a different world. He turned, gazing around him with unbelieving eyes.
Maybe the old man had slipped him one of those new psychedelics, because this was not real. It couldn't be real.
He stepped forward, gasping when he saw his foot. It was still a foot, but it wasn't. It was glowing, glowing and shifting and changing, so many colors he could neither count them nor keep track of them. He held his hands out so he could see them; they too were full of color and light.
"What a strange being you are," a musical voice chirped. "You must be a man."
He looked up, and only years of playing for keeps kept him from jumping backwards in surprise.
"How did you get here?" She, for somehow Doc felt it was a she, tilted one of her five heads to study him. He glanced between them, not sure which one to look at.
"What are you?" he breathed.
"I am me. You are you. Together we are we."
He didn't know how to respond to that. Her heads were animal-like, but Doc didn't recognize them as any animal he'd ever seen. There were scales on her cheeks, but her eyes were not reptilian. Instead of hair, she had feathers, but the feathers flowed around her heads like algae in a pond. She had a lithe body, panther like, but instead of fur, she was coated in some type of skin that resembled aspen bark.
"Why did you come?" all the heads asked at once.
"To find answers."
"What answers?"
"Is death real?"
"Have you ever been dead?" a single head replied.
"No."
"Then how can it be real?"
He frowned at that logic. "Because I've seen people die. I've felt them die."
"Yes, you hold many inside you."
He glanced down at his chest. His tattoo was still there, glowing the brightest red he'd ever seen.
"They're inside me?"
"Part of them."
"Isn't that death?"
"They have not ceased to be, and what is death?"
"The end?"
"Exactly."
He was so confused.
"Here, take one." She held something out to him, an airy strip of purple light.
"What is this?"
"Life," she breathed.
He didn't understand, but he reached out his radiant hand and took the strip of light from her. It twined its way up his arm and sunk into his skin, giving him a strange rush of power.
"Did you... Was that..."
"Life. It never ends. How could it? Man with all their silly rules and ideas. They must always have a beginning and an end. This is everything. You are everything. I am everything. We are everything."
That had been his first experience in the Underworld. A moment later, Yiska had called him back.
"What did you learn?" Yiska asked as they walked back towards his small hut.
"Nothing." Or perhaps everything.
"What's it like?" Jury asked, interrupting Doc's memory.
"It has layers."
"Layers? Like Dante's hell?"
"No," Doc said firmly. "It's nothing like that. Maybe regions would be a better word. There is a place of light. There is a place of dark. There is wet. There is dry. They overlap in such a strange way. A place can be both wet and dry, dark and light. Everything is everything and everywhere. It is... strange."
Jury was staring at him. "It sounds like a Salvador Dali painting," he finally said.
"Much prettier," Doc chuckled. "It's really quite amazing. There are creatures there, both dark and light. Fundamentally, everything is part of everything, literally. It's a little difficult to wrap your mind around.
"One of them told me, one of the under beings that is, that they have always existed. They simply are. They are old; they are young; they are here; they are there; they know no time, yet they are part of time. The Underworld itself is like a spirit realm. Kind of like the Dreaming, but with more structure. It's... It's not a place of easy answers."
"You don't say," Jury chuckled. "What questions did you ask?"
Doc ignored that question. "Some of the creatures there," he said, trying to explain Cult Desolare, "intercept spirits and keep them."
"Why do you say it like a question?"
"Everything there is a puzzle to me. Up is down. Down is sideways. Green is blue. So I can't say for sure exactly what goes on."
"This was in the sixties," Jury said thoughtfully. "Are you sure you didn't just have a bad trip?"
"Don't think I didn't consider that. Anyway, some of the creatures enjoy, or eat..." He shrugged. It was so hard to explain. "They eat energy."
"Like you?"
"No. Different. Some feed off of fear. Some feed off of happiness. Some feed off of excitement. The ones I made a deal with feed off of sexual energy."
"I feel like I should've seen that coming."
"They aren't stealing it," Doc tried to explain. "It doesn't lessen the thrill or the excitement. You understand?"
"Not even a little."
"Anyway, I promised them sexual energy, and, in exchange, they promised me spirits of the dead."
"Ah," Jury said as if that somehow explained everything. "Were you looking for anyone specific?"
"No. I just... I just wanted to know."
"Know what?"
"What death is."
"Why do you care? You're not going to die."
"Shouldn't you be napping?" Doc evaded.
"You woke me when you went on your killing spree."
"I killed one person. That doesn't even remotely qualify as a spree."
"Whatever helps you sleep at night," Jury said as he laid his head back and closed his eyes. "Wake me when we get there."
Doc turned up the radio, trying to drown out his thoughts, and for a moment he forgot about the Underworld as he exited towards the mountain town of Frisco. When he'd first seen Frisco, it had been full of wooden boardwalks and horses. There had been a saloon named the Rusty Nail, and he'd played for twenty-six hours straight and walked away considerably heavier in the pockets. He'd made a few enemies that day, but enemies never bothered him. He either killed them or outlived them.




Chapter 9
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"We're here," Doc said, nudging Jury with his elbow.
Jury sat up with a yawn and looked out the window. "You said we were camping."
"This is camping. Look, there's a fire pit right over there," Doc pointed out. "How could there be a fire pit if we're not camping?"
"This is a mansion."
"Is it?" Doc shrugged carelessly. "I hadn't noticed."
"I refuse to accept this," Jury ground out.
"Why would you want to go camping anyway? It's cold and wet and stinky."
"It's only any of those things if you don't know what you're doing."
"I'm going inside," Doc said. "Jervis had the fridge fully stocked. You can stay out here and hunt like a man if you want to; I don't mind."
"One night," Jury snapped. "Then we're camping."
"Won't it be more difficult to keep your mother off our trail if we're out in the open?"
"No."
"But it'll definitely be more difficult to find Sofia."
"No."
"Fine," Doc sighed. "But it's under protest."
"Everything you do is under protest."
"That's not true. There's one thing I do that is never under protest."
"You're disgusting."
"You're the one who said you wanted to run a sex cult with me."
"Maybe I'll just give Mother a call."
"I dare you to."
"I hate you," Jury muttered. "I'll be in in a minute."
Doc chuckled as he went inside to find the whiskey. It would take Jury a little while to do whatever it was that he did to hide things from others, but when he was done, they'd be as snug as bugs in a rug. Maybe.
"So where's Sofia?" Doc asked when Jury finally came inside.
Jury pulled a map of Summit County out of his bag and laid it on the bar top. He glanced at his phone, then pointed to a spot on the map. "We're here. He moved his finger north into the mountains. "She's here."
"If we rode in on horses, we'd really surprise them," Doc suggested.
"I already rented a Jeep."
"The last time we went four-wheeling you nearly killed us."
"We weren't even close to the edge."
"I was on the edge side," Doc argued. "We were close."
"How will we get Sofia out if we use horses?"
"Throw her over the back, just like old times. Or, and this is a crazy idea, take a third horse with us."
"As tempting as that sounds, let's just stick with the Jeep."
"Fine," Doc grunted. "You want to leave now or first thing in the morning?"
"I'm not sure," Jury said. "I'm not familiar with the terrain, so I'd rather wait until morning, but on the other hand, if we wait, Mother might catch up with us."
"Just be glad she can't zap around."
"Zap?"
"I knew a shaman once who was just there, and then he wasn't. It was... rather alarming."
Jury shuddered. "If she could do that... I can't even think about it. I need a drink now."
Doc handed him a bottle. "When we met, you had no tolerance for whiskey."
"I didn't need a tolerance for whiskey until I met you."
"That's not true at all. Remember your mother?"
Jury laughed heartily as he took a long swig. "She really is a witch."
"Tsk, tsk," Doc chuckled. "Now who's being derogatory? How do you think that makes all the nice witches feel?"
"They wouldn't mind if they knew my mother. Let's head out now."
"I suppose this means we're going to have to camp out after all?"
Jury grinned widely. "I suppose it does."
Within two hours they were driving up a bumpy, dirt road into trees and more trees. Doc hated forests. They were always so much harder to navigate. Cities were easy to navigate because the landmarks were different from each other. For instance, the Republic Plaza looked nothing like the Wells Fargo Center. Whereas all trees looked pretty much the same. And mountains. They were all just rocky triangles. One after the other after the other.
The Jeep bounced wildly, and Doc sighed. He loved his cars, but when it came to roughing it, he'd rather ride a horse any day. At least a horse absorbed some of the impact.
Jury drove through a rushing stream, and the Jeep bounced up and over rock after rock. Doc tried to close his eyes and rest, but the back of the Jeep was filled with camping gear and food, and something was poking into the back of Doc's chair, making an already bumpy ride worse.
He let go of the idea of resting and let his mind wander. A part of him suspected that Sofia wasn't even out here, that Jury had just said she was to torture him. He wouldn't put it past him; it would be a great prank. But he knew Jury, and he knew that when the chips were down, he wasn't going to send Doc off on a wild goose chase.
But just because he didn't think Jury was pulling one over on him, didn't mean that Bosch wasn't setting them up. Bosch wasn't stupid. He'd managed to kidnap cryptids for years without getting caught. And he'd managed to drain their powers, maybe; Doc wasn't actually sure about that one yet.
But even if he hadn't drained their powers, he'd definitely formed a team of dead witches and implemented the use of plastic to both protect from and attack other witches. So he was clever, really, really clever; and there was absolutely no way he was going to accidentally leave a backdoor open for Jury to track him.
So this was a trap. But what choice did Doc have but to walk into it? There was an outside chance Sofia was actually there. There was an outside chance Bosch was there. There was an outside chance Bosch was moving Doc's chess pieces when Doc wasn't looking. He was beginning not to enjoy this game. There was too much at stake.
"You know this is a trap, right?" he asked as Jury veered around a boulder.
"Definitely." They bounced over a rock or two, then Jury added, "The way I see it is we're like snakes."
"Snakes?"
"Yeah. We do some of our best work when we're cornered."
"I'm not going to dignify that with a response."
"You just did," Jury laughed. "So how many women were in your cult?"
"You're not going to let this go, are you?"
"No."
"At its high point, there were seventy women and fifty men."
"Not very big," Jury said with a hint of disappointment.
"I had to work to keep it that small."
"Why not go big?"
Doc shrugged. "Too much work. Besides, unlike most cults, instead of them funding me, I was funding them. I bought an old boarding school in the middle of Arizona to house everyone. That's where we... you know."
"Had sex?"
"Pretty much."
"Did you have sex with all of them?"
"All the women."
Jury laughed softly, then asked, "Did you actually bring anyone back to life?"
"Back to life is such a specific term. I returned two spirits to two bodies. It's highly doubtful that they were the same spirits that left the bodies in the first place."
"What did they say?"
"Sadly, they weren't alive long enough to say much. The second one was blown apart in an Acolyte raid."
"And the first one?" Jury asked.
"I'm afraid he had a heart attack as soon as he saw all the naked women."
Jury was silent for a moment, then he burst out laughing. "Heart attack!" he gasped, banging his fist on the wheel. "That's absolutely hysterical!"
"If you say so," Doc said, smiling slightly. At the time it had been frustrating. His first success torn from his hands by nudity. Luck had a sick sense of humor.
"Why didn't you try again?" Jury asked.
"The Acolytes attacked again. The first time, the time they killed number seven, I killed them all."
"Really? All of them?"
"Well, eventually. The one I tortured refused to give up any information, so I hoped it was over, but several months later they attacked again with a much larger group."
"All of whom you killed, obviously."
"Obviously, but I was much more thorough that time, and I got some useful information. Enough to hunt down the rest of them and annihilate them, but my cult was gone. Nobody wanted to get killed. They just wanted to have sex and live forever."
"So they wanted to be you?"
"Exactly," Doc chuckled.
"Still, I kinda wish I'd been there."
"Don't. I wasn't in a good mood.
"Really? For four years?"
"Didn't we already pass that tree?"
"No," Jury laughed. "We can't be going in circles; there haven't been any turns."
"If you say so," Doc grunted. "I swear we passed that tree."
"What kind of tree was it?"
"How the hell should I know?"
"Just saying," Jury grinned.
"Just saying what?"
Jury didn't reply, and Doc realized that Jury's body was tense and his hands were gripping the wheel so tightly his knuckles were white. The Jeep rolled to a stop and shuddered, the engine died, and the Jeep began to roll slowly backwards.
"Jury?" Doc hissed, glancing behind them. They weren't in the best position to be rolling backwards. "Jury!" Jury didn't respond. His eyebrows were furrowed, and his eyes were distant, like he was looking at something far away. Doc slapped his cheek gently, but Jury still didn't respond.
The Jeep lurched drunkenly, and Doc shot a quick look over the backseat. "Oh hell!" he hissed. 
The front tires were on a very small portion of flat road, and the back tires were on a very steep, very rocky incline. There wasn't much road to begin with, one side was edged by rocks and the other side was edged by nothing, and if they rolled backwards at this angle, they'd cruise straight into nothing.
There wasn't time to pull Jury out of the driver's seat, so Doc crawled swiftly over the console, tore Jury's hands off the steering wheel, slammed one foot into the clutch and the other onto the brake pedal.
The Jeep shuddered to a halt, and Doc took a deep breath, refusing to look over his shoulder to see how close they were to the edge. Crashing down a mountain side wasn't high on his list of things to do. This is why they should have ridden horses.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Jury snapped.
"Saving our lives," Doc growled. "You zoned out on me!"
"Okay, yeah, but why're you on my lap?"
"How else did you expect me to stop it?"
"You could've at least tried the parking brake first."
"Leave it to you to throw a fit about how I save you! Um..." Doc trailed off awkwardly. Jury was quite a bit taller than him, and Doc was struggling to keep his feet on the pedals from the top of Jury's lap, but he wasn't keen to start wiggling down to get more traction. "What do I do now?" he asked, hoping Jury would take over.
"Drive up the hill."
"Seriously?"
"I'm not any happier about it than you are. Just do it!"
"Fine," Doc muttered, starting the Jeep, shifting into first gear, and carefully letting out the clutch. The Jeep lurched forward, and Doc grimaced as he bounced from side to side.
"Four-wheeling isn't really my thing," Doc muttered, turning sharply to avoid a huge rock.
"It's not really that different than... Hell, I can't think of an analogy," Jury said. "Just don't think about it."
The Jeep began to struggle, tires slipping on the rock beneath them, and Doc slammed on the brake.
"Alright, how about this?" Jury said slowly. "It's like making love."
"What?!" Doc couldn't think of a single way that driving up a mountainside was like making love.
"You can't just stop," Jury explained. "Or you'll lose ground."
"Oh."
"And once you get started up the hill, increase the speed slowly until you hit a good pace."
"Well, hell. Why didn't you just say so in the first place?"
Doc eased off the clutch again, trying not to worry about the slight roll backwards as he applied the gas. Slowly but surely, he got the Jeep moving forward again. This time he didn't stop. He imagined the hill was a woman and the top was her climax, and he just kept working his way upwards.
When he finally reached a flat spot large enough to park on, he parked, killed the engine, and scrambled out of the vehicle.
"That was... Actually, if I hadn't been sitting on your lap, it might have been enjoyable." Jury laughed as he joined Doc on solid ground. "Now what the hell happened?" Doc demanded.
"It's hard to explain. Some spells I can just tie off, like a rope and leave them be. Others I have to keep in place. The magic is anchored to me instead of the object I put it on, like your knife."
"Okay?"
"Someone attacked them. Or broke them. Severed them."
"What do you mean 'them'?"
"The spells I had in place to keep Mother off our trail."
"So she did it?"
"I'm not sure. I haven't exactly... I don't know."
That was comforting.
"You alright driving?" Doc asked.
"Better than I will be if you're driving."
"I think I did pretty good, considering."
Jury raised a brow, but didn't respond. Instead he took out a sandwich and one of his smoothie drinks and began to eat. "I can't believe I sacrificed my hair for nothing."
Doc rolled his eyes. "Surely there's some kind of spell for that."
"If there was a spell, don't you think... Holy shit! That might actually work! Why didn't I think of that sooner?"
Doc turned to face the road so Jury wouldn't see him laughing. When he turned back around, Jury's hair was back to normal and he was preening in front of the side view mirror.
"I missed you, my magnificent mane," Jury purred.
"Do you guys need a minute?"
"Shut up! You've never had magnificent hair; you wouldn't understand."
"Right. Note to self, shave Jury's head later."
"You can try," Jury said happily. "But I would just grow it back."
"How much further?" Doc asked as they started back up the road.
"Shouldn't be more than a mile. I'm thinking we should park somewhere and hike in."
"I hate it when you say things like that."
"What 'hike'? I still don't understand how you and Andrew were ever friends. I've never met anyone who liked being under the stars as much as he did."
Doc frowned, remembering that last night, that last moment. Was Andrew still there on that branch, basking under the stars? Was the ranch even there right now? Because in one reality it wasn't. At what point did the realities overlap? Or did they overlap right away, one completely rewriting the other? He hated time travel even more than he hated magic. 
"Do you believe in death?" Doc suddenly asked.
"What do you mean? Death isn't like god. You can't exactly 'believe' in it. It either is or it isn't, right?"
"I don't know. What if death didn't exist?"
"That would be like saying 'what if the ground didn't exist'."
"So what about a plant?"
"Hold the presses, Doc Holliday's going to use a plant metaphor?"
"Just shut up and listen. So a plant begins." Doc stopped. Did it begin? It irritated the hell out of him that after all these years he still couldn't wrap his mind around it. "Anyway, the plant is, it seeds, its children grow, its physical form weakens, then it folds into the ground to feed its children."
"You're sounding dangerously close to religious right now."
"Not like that," Doc said dismissively. "I mean, it never leaves; it never goes anywhere; it just always is. It's a part of everything, always."
"So the earth and everything in it is the culmination of everything that is and ever will be?" Jury questioned.
"Something like that."
They drove in silence until Jury pulled off the two-track road to park behind a grove of trees. Jury didn't get out right away, just sat there staring out the dusty windshield.
"I don't know," Jury finally said. "I honestly don't see how we could know, but I like the idea. Instead of death being an end, it's just life changing forms."
Doc let that idea soak into his mind for a moment. "I like that," he finally said. "I like that a lot."
"Great, use it to help you hike a quarter of a mile without bitching the whole way."
"I do not bitch!"
"Alright, complain, gripe, whine, grumble, bellyache, snivel—"
"What are you? A walking thesaurus?"
"If you recall, Mother locked me in the library for a month when I was young and said if I didn't study the rot mites would eat me alive."
"So you're saying I can eat her?"
"No! I mean... Let's just play it by ear, okay?"
They both laughed, then Doc said, "Let's go rescue Sofia. Again. Maybe."




Chapter 10
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By the time they reached the spot Sofia supposedly was, the sun was beginning to set, which cast a rather eerie feel to the small clearing that the wooden shack was located in. There were no electrical lines, no phone lines, no vehicles, nothing. Just the bumpy road leading up to a disheveled and abandoned looking cabin.  
They crouched behind a bush and studied it from a distance. "Doesn't look like Bosch's style," Doc whispered.
"No, it really doesn't."
"I can't see him letting her out of his sight if she's really as important as he says she is."
"But," Jury said, "if they used a spell to lure us here, I might be able to trace it back to its source."
"Like your mother's doing?"
"Just like that," Jury sighed.
"Can't you witches ever think up new tricks?"
"Hey! I think up new tricks all the time. Self-replicating knife! That was ingenious."
"Maybe," Doc shrugged. He still hadn't decided.
"Let's take bets," Jury said. "I bet Sofia's not here, the place is lined with traps, and Mother's already waiting for us back at your safe house."
"I bet part of Sofia is there, the place is full of guards, and your mother's waiting at our cabin in Frisco."
"First, that was not a cabin; it was a fucking mansion. Second, if that's your guess, we'll just leave your car behind and go straight home. Third, what do you mean 'a part'?"
"I guess we'll just have to see. Partial payment for partial guesses?"
"Sure. Two thousand merlins?"
"Make it three."
They shook, then stood and started walking towards the front door.
"I don't see anything yet," Jury muttered, "but I have to say if the traps were laid by a shaman, I'm not sure I'd be able to see them."
"I'm not sure shaman magic works like that," Doc said offhandedly.
Just as they were a stone's throw from the cabin door, Doc paused and studied the ground beneath his feet.
"Was it green before?" he asked.
"What?" Jury glanced down, then grabbed Doc's shoulder and pulled him backwards just as a gargoyle materialized where Doc had been standing.
"Close shave," Doc muttered, stepping backwards again. A flash of green light filled the clearing, and when it faded, there was a solid line of gargoyles surrounding the cabin.
Doc stared at the gargoyles in shock for a moment, then started laughing.
"Why is this funny?" Jury demanded.
"Because neither of us wins," Doc laughed as he took another careful step backwards.
"But this means..."
"Yes, I'm aware of what this means. Any ideas on how to fight gargoyles?"
"Nothing just pops to mind."
"Alright then," Doc said cheerfully. "We'll try the old fashioned way first."
"That never works," Jury muttered.
The line of gargoyles surrounding the cabin was so tight a mouse wouldn't have been able to squeak through, and they were definitely Sofia's. They had the same green eyes, and floppy-looking, dog-like ears. The only difference was their size. They were much, much larger than the ones that had been with her inside the church's cellar.
The gargoyles weren't moving forward, they just stood there, creating a solid wall of rock around the cabin, impassive eyes slowly following Doc's and Jury's every movement.
"Maybe we should just walk away," Jury suggested.
"Fold? I don't think so. Besides, given the gargoyles, Sofia is almost definitely inside."
"But she's clearly fighting against us."
"Maybe."
Doc stepped forward. "Excuse me, Mr. Gargoyle," he said to the one blocking the pathway to the door. "I'm a friend of Sofia's. Any chance I could pass?"
The gargoyle lifted it arms up, then swung them down swiftly, breaking the ground in front of it and spraying rocks and dirt all over Doc.
"I'll take that as a no," Doc said.
Doc clenched his fist and released it. There was only one way to find out. He took a deep breath. This was going to hurt. He tightened his fist and jumped forward, smashing the side of his fist into the gargoyle's chest. Pain shot up his arm, but the gargoyle didn't budge. Not until it lifted its arm and punched Doc in the chest, hurling him backwards more than fifty feet.
"Hurt a bit more than I expected," Doc gasped as he rolled to his hands and knees.
"At least they're not chasing us through the forest," Jury commented.
"I wish they would. Then we could circle around behind them. It's going to be hell getting through them."
He didn't move for a moment, just to give his ribs a chance to move back into place. He hadn't expected stone monsters. He'd expected men. Men he could kill and use their essence to keep himself in one piece. This was going to be tricky.
"I have an idea," Jury said. "I've never tried to do this, but what if I use a variation of the replication spell to make a replicate of you?"
"Okay?"
"Then I'll glamour you to look like air or whatever. I stand here with your replicate, and you sneak in."
"I think my replicate should sneak in," Doc countered.
"Can't. He'll be more like a poster or a hologram, you know?"
"No."  
"He won't be able to move."
"Ah."
"Wish we'd brought more food," Jury muttered.
"As soon as I'm inside you don't need to hold my glamour in place."
"True. Let's do this." Jury stared intensely at Doc. "What are you doing?" Doc asked.
"Trying to concentrate!" Jury exclaimed. "So shut up!"
"Right." Doc stood still as Jury studied him. A tingle ran down his spine, and he shuddered slightly. He did not enjoy being the focus of magic.
"I need to do it simultaneously," Jury muttered. "Because we don't know how smart the gargoyles are." Doc didn't respond.
It took another ten minutes for Jury to say, "Okay, step forward now."
Doc took one large step towards the cabin.
"It actually worked," Jury breathed. "Quick, go!"
Doc didn't bother looking back. He trusted Jury. Instead he ran forward quickly, trying to time his leap just right. There was a large rock near one of the gargoyles, and if he used it, he might be able to jump over them. He leaped onto the rock and pushed off with all his might. He flew into the air, twisting his legs just in time to miss a gargoyle's head, and landed with a hard thud on the other side of them. He held his breath for a moment, suppressing the need to grunt in pain.
As soon as he could breathe functionally, he stood and dashed to the door. He paused for a moment, wishing Jury was with him. One of the things he hated about magic was that he couldn't usually see it. It was like an invisible knight on a chessboard.
He'd just have to risk it. He broke the doorknob and pushed the door in, feeling a strange wave of energy pulse up his hand, but stop at the edge of his bracelets.
The entryway was empty, but he couldn't see the rest of the cabin, so he stepped inside and walked slowly down the hallway.
The hallway opened into the living room, and Sofia was sitting in the middle of the floor, zip tied and chained to a chair. Her eyes were open, but they weren't her eyes. They were bright green orbs, just like her gargoyles' eyes.
"Sofia?" he said softly.
She didn't move. As far as he could tell she wasn't even there. And maybe she wasn't.
He suddenly felt very young, like he'd just sat down to play his first hand of cards against someone besides his brother and he didn't know what he was doing. So far Bosch had won every match. Doc and Jury hadn't exactly lost, but they certainly hadn't won. They'd lost Sofia; they were wanted for murder; they were being hunted by Jury's mother. Nothing was going their way. Nothing.
Doc grinned. So they had nothing left to lose, did they? They'd already lost. That made going forward easy.
"Sofia," he said, slapping her gently. "Wake up."
She moaned, but her expression didn't change. Maybe she was under some sort of spell. He broke the chains apart with his hands, then cut her free of the zip ties. She slid bonelessly to the floor.
"Sofia!" he tried again. Nothing. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to get her out past the gargoyles if she wouldn't wake up. He slapped her again. She didn't respond.
"What would Jury do?" he mumbled. "Maybe look for some sort of object that could be affecting her." He checked her neck for necklaces, took off her bracelets, removed her ring, and took everything out of her pockets, but she still didn't wake. He stripped her clothing; she didn't so much as blink. He had to think of something.
He glanced out the window. It was almost fully dark, but the gargoyles' eyes illuminated the area in front of the cabin with an unnerving green glow. He could see Jury standing there, beside the Doc replicate. It was strange. Like he'd entered a dream.
Sofia had said her mom had died in a dream. Maybe she was caught in a dream right now, and that's why she wouldn't wake up. He didn't know how to pull someone out of the dreaming, but he did know how to pull someone out of the Underworld.
He cut his palm and sprinkled blood on her face. "Spirit, remember your body and return," he chanted. "Spirit, remember your body and return." Nothing.
"Goddamn it," he hissed, frustration filling him as he stared at her naked and senseless form.
A thought suddenly occurred to him. He never, ever removed the protection bracelet Jury had given him. It had saved his life several times that he knew of and probably dozens of times that he didn't.
He carefully worked the bracelet free and slipped it onto Sofia's wrist. For a moment nothing changed, but then her eyes suddenly blinked. When they opened again, they were chocolate brown, not green, and he heaved a sigh of relief.
"Doc?" she whispered. "What happened?"
"I don't know. You were all glowy eyed, and the gargoyles wouldn't let us come in."
"Gargoyles?"
"A whole row of them around the cabin."
"I don't understand..." she said softly, trying to sit up.
"Doc," Jury suddenly growled from behind him. "Why is Sofia naked?"
"It's like this," Doc said slowly as he moved away from Sofia. "I was looking for charms or curses or whatever you witches call things that... you know."
"Really?" Jury growled.
"Really. And furthermore, I thought you were over her."
"I am. That's not the point."
"What is the point?" Doc asked, tossing Sofia a blanket from the couch. Her eyes were wide with shock, and she was glancing between them, confusion wrinkling her creamy brow.
"The point is, I had no idea what was happening in here, and you were what, exactly?"
"Just what I said. Looking for amulets."
"I thought it was charms."
"Looking for anything of a magical persuasion," Doc said with a sigh.
"Did you find anything?"
"No."
"So what happened?"
"I put the bracelet on her. You know..." Doc winked at him. "Our friendship bracelet."
"And it worked?"
"Yes?"
"That's strange."
"Why is that strange?"
Jury turned his face slightly so Sofia couldn't see him. "Are you sure she didn't play you?" he mouthed.
"Seriously! I took off her clothes!" Doc mouthed back.
"I can't think of a single spell that would be broken if it was already active."
That was the last thing Doc saw Jury say before the world went black.
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Doc sighed happily as he ran his hand down a voluptuous thigh. The skin was smooth under his fingertips. So smooth. Everywhere he turned there was skin. So much lovely skin. He raised a hand to his lips and pressed a tender kiss on an open palm.
The dream shifted. The lovely, supple flesh was gone. A scarred wooden table sat between him and another man. The other man stank of body odor and desperation.
Doc was already dying; he never stank of desperation. He could lose time after time; and it wouldn't matter. Not that he did. His heart sped up with excitement; he was about to win. When he won, the man would draw his gun, and if Doc was lucky, the smelly gambler wouldn't miss.
But Doc was never that lucky. When the smoke cleared, the desperate man was dead and Doc was still standing, cigarette hanging loosely from his lips, lungs aching with every breath.
The scene changed again, and Doc watched Andrew toss a small boy into the air and catch him. The boy giggled and giggled, and Andrew laughed with him. Doc grinned slightly, watching them. Their happiness was contagious.
The sky turned black, and everything around him glowed grey in the unnatural sunlight. Doc walked toward his throne, skulls and bones crunching under his boot heels. They were wrong. Death was real. Very, very real, and he was its king.
The scene faded, but the black remained, and Doc knew he was awake because his head ached like he'd been hit by a stone. Perhaps a stone gargoyle. Most definitely a stone gargoyle. Sofia.
A rush of pure rage flowed through him when he realized his hands were bound behind his back. He cracked open an eye and saw Jury on the floor across from him, bound in a hundred plastic zip ties and encased inside a long plastic box. Doc's rage began to burn. Someone, whoever was in charge, had severely underestimated him.
"Daddy's gonna be so proud," Sofia crowed from her perch on top of Jury's plastic coffin. "He didn't think you'd really come, but I knew you would. You gave Lita your word."
"You aren't worthy to say her name," Doc snarled. "Were you working with him this entire time?"
"He found me after Mom died," she explained, eyes bright with excitement. "He's going to unite the entire world, Hidden and norms alike, but he needed my power to make everything work. Without me, he can't draw the power out." She frowned, tapping her fingers agitatedly on Jury's coffin lid. "But he needs something else too, something to bind the powers, and if I give it to him, he'll share his power with me."
She smiled, and Doc stared at her, shock overcoming his anger for just a moment. It had always been easy for him to read people, but Sofia had played him for a fool. It had never once occurred to him that she was not who he thought she was, and if he couldn't read her, what else couldn't he read? What if everything and everyone he thought he knew was a lie?
He'd deal with that realization later. Right now he needed to kill Sofia.
"What exactly does Bosch need?" Doc asked, both to buy time and to see if she would reveal their plans.
"I'm not gonna tell you. It'll be a surprise; of course, you won't be there to see it because Daddy said I could kill you. He doesn't need you." She stood and walked toward him, eyes focused just outside of his head.
"I've wanted to kill you since the moment I met you. Your aura is... I've never seen... anything like it." She touched something he couldn't see, eyes wide with greed. "It's so full of colors. It almost hurts to look at it." She jerked her hand away and smiled at him. "Anyway, I just wanted you to wake up first, so I could see your eyes."
"Sadly," Doc drawled, "That's where you made your mistake." He'd already broken the ropes around his wrists, and although he wasn't completely free, if he timed everything just right, she'd be dead before she could summon a single gargoyle.
She laughed. "You're a hopeless fool, John Holliday. You've already lost."
Like hell he had. He summoned his strength and spun to the side, using his legs to knock her over, then rolled on top of her and used his free hand to choke the life out of her lying little throat. She fought him, and for a brief second her eyes glowed, but not long enough to fashion a single servant of stone.
Her eyes widened with disbelief, and then she was dead. He knew she was dead because his chest was on fire. Her power rushed into him like an ocean wave, covering his flesh with pure heat.
"Goddamn," he whispered as he flexed his shoulders, breaking the remaining ropes into frayed tatters. Shamans not only made the best lovers, they also made the best meals.
He sat on the floor, leaning against Jury's coffin, and just savored the feeling of absolute strength. He could kill a hundred men and not feel this powerful. He'd been pissed before, but now he was glad Sofia was bad. Because this... was resplendent.
"Are you just going to sit there?!" Jury snapped. "Or are you going to get me out of here?!"
Doc held up his finger. He wasn't done savoring.
"Goddamn it, Doc! What the fuck are you doing?"
Doc ignored him. This was a once in a lifetime moment. Like... like... He couldn't even think of a comparison.
"DOC!!!"
The heat was beginning to ebb, so he stood and ripped the lid from Jury's coffin.
"What the hell were you doing?" Jury demanded as Doc broke through the zip ties.
"Eating Sofia," Doc replied with a grin.
"You killed her?"
"I didn't see any other way to handle her," Doc shrugged. "Besides, she made me mad."
Jury started to argue, then shook his head. "You're right. I can't believe she tricked you."
"Tricked us," Doc corrected.
"Mostly you."
"You wanted to make sweet love to her."
"Only for a minute."
Doc chuckled softly as he removed his bracelet from Sofia's wrist. "This is all your fault anyway," Doc said.
"How do you figure?"
"If you had just stayed outside..."
"Really?"
"Really. But at least I didn't have to play the prince and wake you with a kiss."
"I'd rather die."
"So you say," Doc drawled. "We should probably make like a tree now."
"What?"
"You know, and leaf?"
"Is that one of Andrew's?"
"Maybe."
"That's not the way I heard it," Jury said.
"Really?"
"No. It's let's make like a tree and get the fuck outta here."
"That makes no sense," Doc laughed.
"Neither does trying to drive back down that road at night."
"Fantastic." Doc glanced around the room. Sofia's glassy-eyed corpse was lying next to the plastic coffin. The whole room gave off a sinister fairytale vibe, and honestly, he wasn't interested in sticking around to see if she could be woken up.
"So camping's fun," Doc said as he stepped over Sofia's corpse.
Even with Jury's little fireballs to light the way, it took them over an hour to hike back down to the Jeep. Once they were there, Jury said, "I'll make a fire; you set up the shelter."
"Isn't there a tent somewhere in all this junk?"
"Sure, but that was just in case of rain. Wouldn't you rather see the stars?"
Doc glanced up at the sky. The stars really were splendid, but when he was asleep, his eyes were closed. There was no arguing with Jury though, not once he'd made up his mind.
"Build it in front of the Jeep," Jury ordered. "That way if someone comes up the road they can't see our fire."
"No," Doc muttered under his breath. "They'll just see our Jeep."
In mere seconds, Jury had a crackling fire, and Doc hadn't even begun the shelter. He really didn't have a clue where to start. Back in the day, before cars, he had painstakingly made sure that he could make it from town to town without sleeping out in the wild. He liked beds. That was just a fact. The only times he'd stayed outside on purpose were the times he'd traveled with Andrew; the company had made up for the discomfort.
"Don't you have a tarp we can use?" Doc asked, dropping the sticks he'd been trying to fit together. Jury was already sitting by the fire chowing down on a supersized sandwich.
"Sure, if you want to do it the easy way," Jury replied.
"I do."
"It's in the back."
Doc shook his head in disgust and went to search for the tarp. By the time he had the tarp hung between the Jeep and the fire, Jury was fast asleep and snoring like a freight train.
"Kind of defeats the purpose of the tarp," Doc whispered as he threw a blanket over Jury's shoulders. "They'd be able to hear you a mile away."
He grabbed a bottle of whiskey and sat across from Jury, partially underneath his not-really-a-shelter tarp. He tried to study the chessboard in his mind, but it had been hacked into tiny bits and all the figures were strewn about the floor. At this point he had no idea if they were even playing chess, and if they were, which pieces were in play.
Nearly a hundred and fifty years ago, Señora Teodora had granted him immortality in exchange for saving Sofia from whatever fate awaited her in the future, but Señora Teodora had lied. She'd said it was never about Sofia. So what was it really about?
Sofia had been in on the game with Bosch from the very beginning. So why had she been hiding in the cellar? She couldn't have possibly known he was looking for her, could she have? Except for the fact that six years ago, one year after Bosch took charge of the Bureau, Doc had hired Virgil Graves to look for Sofia. He'd also sought information from Bennie. So yes, Bosch could have known he was looking for Sofia.
Sofia had been planning to kill him, but keep Jury. Which meant, it wasn't about Doc at all. It was about Jury. When all of Doc's normal avenues of searching had failed, he'd finally turned to Jury, who had been laying low until Doc had inadvertently pulled him right into the thick of it.
Doc closed his eyes and tried to remember each encounter they'd had with Bosch's men. He hadn't paid much attention at the time, but now that he reviewed them, slowing the camera down so to speak, the attacks had always been focused on him.
Bosch didn't want to kill Jury. Interesting. Very interesting indeed. But Bosch didn't know Jury, and he certainly didn't know Doc, and so he kept underestimating them. At least Doc thought he was underestimating them.
He frowned, remembering the four goons Merrick had sent to kill him. What if they hadn't really been sent to kill him? Obviously they'd thought they were supposed to kill Doc, but maybe Merrick had known all along they wouldn't succeed. Or maybe Doc was overthinking it.
He took a long swig of whiskey and leaned back against a tree trunk. The smartest thing to do would be to leave. Take Jury by the arm and drag him down to Atlantis or trick him into entering a Fae mound. By the time they came back out, they'd be well-satisfied and Bosch would probably be dead.
But so could most of the Hidden. Life as they knew it could be completely destroyed. Jervis, Ana, Aine, the list went on and on and on. Faces and names he didn't even want to know or remember scrolled through his mind, eyes pleading with him. And then Señora Teodora was there, iron eyes piercing his very soul. "It was never about her."
Doc hated this game. Really, really hated it. He wished he'd been able to keep Sofia alive long enough to torture the entire truth out of her.
Sofia. Lying, two-faced Sofia. He couldn't believe how she'd played him. He'd been so annoyed by her immaturity that he honestly hadn't even bothered to pay attention to her most of the time.
If he'd misread her, what about Simon? What about Darius? What about Bosch? He shook his head. Now he was just being ridiculous. Bosch was a vile piece of work, and he needed to die. Slowly if possible.
But still. How could he have been so wrong? That's what he did. He played people. Not the other way around. The signs had been there. Her intense dislike of the cryptids, her irritation with their tactics, her fascination with Doc's tattoo, the invisible wall that only affected her. He felt like a fool.
Something suddenly occurred to him, and he fought the urge to walk back up the mountainside and kick her lying, scheming corpse. She had ruined his car. His beautiful, wonderful, irreplaceable, red McLaren. She'd killed it. Without feeling the slightest bit of guilt. He hated her. He was glad he'd eaten her It was only fair since she'd technically been planning to eat him.
Did Señora Teodora know who Sofia really was? He felt like she must, but if she did, why hadn't she told him?
He drank more whiskey, wishing it would muddle his mind so he couldn't think, but it didn't.
He made a new chessboard and picked up the pieces, putting them in lines across the board. Unfortunately, nearly all of Bosch's pieces were in play, and Doc's line was rather thin. Jury was now the king. Doc was the queen, which was confusing because he was also the hand moving the pieces, but he suddenly felt like he needed to protect Jury more than he needed to do anything else.
Among his pawns he had Jervis and Simon. And maybe Ms. Goodhunt if he was persuasive. Holy hell. If he wasn't very, very careful he was going to lose.
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By the time they got back down the mountainside the next morning, Doc actually felt old, and he wanted to soak his entire body in Epsom salts. Or whiskey. Whiskey would be better because then he could drink it.
"I hate four-wheeling," he muttered as they drove up the paved road towards their rental cabin.
"See, wouldn't you consider that a bitch? Or would that be 'to bitch'?"
"I'm not in the mood for this, Jury."
"Didn't you sleep good? I slept fantastic! Best sleep I've had in years."
"Bully for you." Doc hadn't slept at all. He'd spent the entire night trying to figure out what Bosch's next move might be, but he didn't have a clue. It would help if he knew anything about the motives of power-mad, crazy men.
"Oh shit," Jury hissed as he parked the Jeep beside Doc's car.
"What?" Doc glanced up and started laughing. "That's one thousand merlins to me, thank you."
"I hate it when you're right," Jury grumbled.
"Who's bitching now?"
"We can still run," Jury said hopefully.
"Better to just get it over with."
"Fine."
Jury stepped out of the Jeep and started dragging his feet towards the front door. Without warning, the door swung open and a gorgeous woman with flowing dark hair and a lithe, energetic figure rushed down the steps and threw her arms around him.
"Thomas!" she exclaimed. "There you are! I was so worried about you. Are you okay?"
"I'm fine, Mother."
"You look a little peaked."
"I'm fine."
She stepped back, looking him over critically. "Your hair says a different story. I think you had better come inside and eat. I made you roast and potatoes. Your favorite!" She smiled widely and pinched his cheek, nearly having to stand on her tiptoes to do it. Jury sighed deeply, but held out his arm for her to take.
Her eyes moved past Jury for a moment and landed on Doc. "John," she said icily.
"Mrs. Jury. How very lovely to see you." He bowed slightly even though he knew she wouldn't appreciate the gesture. "You look even lovelier than the last time I saw you."
She snorted delicately. "I doubt that, since I've spent the last few days worrying about my son. If he'd just return my calls I might not have had to drive over half the country to find him."
"You should've used your broom," Jury mumbled.
"Thomas! That's so intolerant! I expect better from you. I certainly didn't raise you to talk like that to your elders, that's for sure."
"Sorry, Mother."
"It's probably John's influence," she said forgivingly, casting Doc a dark glare.
Doc swallowed a laugh and followed them up into the house.
A tall, broad man was sitting stiffly at the bar, face lined with seriousness and irritation.
"Father," Jury greeted him.
"Thomas," Mr. Jury said flatly. "Still hanging out with that reprobate, I see."
The sentence hung in the air, full of disapproval, but it didn't bother Doc. He'd been called worse. By his houseplant no less.
Doc grabbed his bottle of whiskey off the counter and sat at the far end of the bar. If he was feeling cruel, which he wasn't, he would have stayed outside.
"I don't know why you're here," Jury said stiffly. "I'm fine."
"You're wanted for murder," Mr. Jury replied just as stiffly. "That is not fine."
"We'll get it cleared up," Jury insisted.
"That's what you always say."
"And we always do!"
"You wouldn't be in this situation in the first place if you would stop throwing your little fit and come home."
"I'm not throwing a fit," Jury ground out.
"A hundred and twenty years old and you think you know everything."
"Goddamn! Most people are dead by now!" Jury insisted.
"You're not most people, dear," Mrs. Jury said patiently. "You're a witch. A hundred and twenty is barely old enough to vote."
"That's absurd!" Jury exclaimed. "Furthermore, I'm perfectly capable of taking care of myself; I've been doing it for a hundred years."
"If that were true," Mr. Jury said scornfully, "you wouldn't be wanted for murder."
"Go home! Doc and I have got this well in hand."
"Thomas dear, this isn't like being wanted for murder by the norm police. This is serious."
"Stop treating me like a fucking child!"
"You'll watch your mouth, young man!" Mr. Jury ordered.
"Maybe I'll just step outside," Doc said, starting to stand.
"Yes, why don't you?" Mr. Jury commanded.
"No!" Jury snapped. "Sit back down." Doc sat.
"I don't know why you're raising your voice," Mrs. Jury said sadly. "We're just here to help."
"Nonsense," Mr. Jury said firmly. "We're here to take you home."
"I am home!"
"You've had your wild phase, Thomas dear," Mrs. Jury said softly. "It really is time."
Doc drank half the bottle in one drink. They should have left the car. It was ugly anyway.
"I'm not leaving," Jury ground out.
"You don't have a choice," Mr. Jury replied. "The whole family is here. We'll drag you home if we have to."
"Wait," Doc interrupted. "What do you mean?"
"Drunk already? I mean the whole family is here!"
The entire prestigious Jury clan? The most powerful witch family in North America? One of the most powerful witch families in the world?
"How many are there?" Doc asked, feeling a sudden and terrible sense of foreboding.
"Including our little black sheep here," Mrs. Jury said cheerfully, "thirteen."
"Shit," Doc breathed.
"Watch your mouth!" Mr. Jury demanded.
"It's a trap," Doc hissed, jumping to his feet. There wasn't time. He could only save one of them. He grabbed Jury, tossing him over his shoulder, and ran full bore towards the deck door. He crashed into the glass door, shattering it into a thousand pieces. His foot cleared the threshold, but then something wrapped around Jury, holding him in place. Doc forced his whole body forward, pulling Jury with him, struggling to break free.
Everyone was shouting, but Doc didn't pay any attention to them. For a group of deadly and powerful witches, they weren't very smart. They'd walked willingly and foolishly right into a witch trap.
"For fuck's sake!" Doc yelled, summoning every last bit of strength and ripping them both through the barrier and out onto the deck. As soon as they were free, he hurled Jury over the deck onto the ground below and jumped down after him.
"What the fuck is going on?!" Jury demanded.
"It's a trap," Doc gasped.
The house suddenly began to waver and shimmer. "What the hell?" Jury whispered.
"At a guess I'd say it's some kind of pocket portal, space shifting, hole thingy."
"Hole thingy?" Jury ground out. "My entire family is inside there!" His face was stark white.
"I know."
Jury's eyes were focused, and Doc knew he was trying everything he could think of to keep his family from disappearing into nothing. But he didn't succeed because the house suddenly pulsed and was gone.
"Jervis is not going to like this," Doc sighed.
"Who the fuck cares?" Jury snapped. "They're... They're gone!"
"Look at it this way," Doc said cheerfully as he pulled his knife. "This is the best thing that could have possibly happened."
"How do you figure?" Jury snarled, turning so his back was against Doc's.
"Now we know what Bosch is after," Doc explained, flicking a knife into an oncoming Acolyte's skull.
"And that is?" Jury asked.
The Acolytes had guns, but they weren't using them. He and Jury were too close together for them to fire at Doc. Jury, however, was shooting like mad, so Doc picked up the pace. He didn't mind losing, but he didn't want to lose by much.
"He wants a coven," Doc explained.
"That's ridiculous. That's just a norm folktale."
"But Bosch apparently doesn't know that, so unless one of your conceited and overly superior family members takes it upon themselves to correct him, we are finally one step ahead."
"That's ridiculous," Jury snapped. "Let's just get this over with."
They were completely surrounded by Acolytes, and Doc knew that as soon as he left Jury's side, the Acolytes would tear into him like dogs, but that was preferable to getting squished in an Acolyte sandwich.
"Remember when we had that really dull year in Mexico?" Doc laughed as he rushed forward, knives singing from his hands in perfect rhythm.
"I was bored out of my mind," Jury replied, gun firing just as quickly as he could pull the trigger.
Doc was far enough away from Jury now that the Acolytes could aim at him. Plastic bullets tore through the air, and Doc lunged forward, slicing open several throats, then running between them to get behind.
A few men fell from the crossfire, which annoyed him, because he wanted the kill. "Stop killing each other!" he hissed, shoving a knife deep into a man's chest. Doc's tattoo hadn't ceased burning since the first man he'd killed, but even so, it was a fraction of the power he'd gained from Sofia.
He kicked out a man's knee, stabbed another one in the neck, threw a knife into the spine of a man trying to sneak up on Jury, and snapped the busted knee man's neck.
Still there were more of them. A bullet grazed Doc's forehead, and he threw seven knives as quickly as they could reappear in his sheath, killing seven men. He spared a glance for Jury, tossed a knife that direction to kill a man with a plastic net, and then broke another man's neck with his hands.
"Do you want to leave one alive?" Jury shouted.
"Not particularly." Acolytes were far more committed than men like Singer, and it took far too long to get them to talk. Jury's family didn't have that long. Besides, as this point they didn't need to find Bosch. As long as Jury was with him, Bosch would come to them.
Doc snatched a gun from an Acolyte's dying hands and started shooting. Something tore through his chest, but in his heightened state, he wasn't worried. A bullet could probably rip through his heart, and he wouldn't die. Not with this much power inside him.
He ran out of bullets and switched back to knives. Then he grabbed a thick branch and started bludgeoning. He swung the branch in a semi-arc bashing it into heads and busting them open like melons. When one Acolyte fell, Doc stepped over his corpse and killed another and another and another. Finally, there were no more Acolytes standing.
"Are they all dead?" Doc gasped, dropping his bloody club to the ground.
"We'll just have to check."
"Goddamn, Jury! That'll take forever!"
"You wanna let one get away?"
"Fine, you check; I'll kill."
"You check and kill. I'll call the Worms."
"I don't know why I have to do all the work," Doc muttered, clutching his chest as pain shot through him. He opened his blood-soaked shirt; the skin was unblemished, but something inside him hurt like hell. "Damn plastic bullets," he hissed. "Better make it quick," Doc said as he picked up a gun and started shooting through Acolyte skulls.
"Something wrong?"
"I think I have a plastic bullet stuck inside me."
"Great. That's just what this day needed."
Doc chuckled. "Just remember how boring Mexico was."
"We didn't get into a single fight," Jury moaned. "All day, every day, just sunlight and beaches and half-naked women."
Doc dropped the spent gun and picked up another. So far two of the men hadn't been completely dead. By the time he was finished, he'd killed twelve more Acolytes; but in spite of their life force flowing into him, his chest felt like there was a fist buried inside of it.
He tore off his shirt and leaned against the Jeep. "It's right here," he said, gesturing towards the left of his tattoo.
"So is your heart!" Jury snapped.
"I don't care. Get it out."
"But... But I'll have to use a knife."
"I've had a bullet removed before," Doc drawled. "I know how it works."
"But..." Jury was pale. "I've never... not with a knife..."
A spasm tore through Doc, and he gasped in pain. He shoved his knife into Jury's hand and said, "Do it!"
Jury's hand shook as he raised the knife to Doc's skin. He held the point against Doc's chest, struggle crossing his face. "I'm not... I don't know how to do this," Jury said.
"It's easy," Doc replied, wrapping his hand around Jury's and pushing the knife into his own chest. "There, cut made," he said evenly. "Hurry, though. The skin will try to heal."
Sweat poured down Jury's brow as he pushed the knife even deeper into Doc's chest. "I don't like this one bit," Jury muttered.
"I'm not really enjoying it either," Doc said, trying not to watch.
"I think the bullet went between the ribs."
"I assumed it had."
"You seriously..." Jury paused for a second to wipe the sweat from his forehead. "I'm sorry about this," he said as he pushed the thin knife between Doc's ribs.
"I can't see," he said after a moment. "I mean the ribs are all tight, and goddamn it, Doc! I don't know what to do!"
"I don't care how you do it," Doc ground out. "Just do it!"
"This is a terrible idea," Jury muttered.
"What is?" The pain was worsening by the second, and Doc was struggling to remain conscious.
Jury shoved one of his fingers between Doc's ribs and muttered something like, "Go where I want; seek what I seek."
At least that's what Doc thought he said. He couldn't be sure because he was fading in and out now, but he felt something worm its way into his chest. The something, whatever it was, wiggled up and down and sideways, until suddenly it touched the bullet and pain shot through Doc's body and mind, and then the pain was gone.
He watched himself walk into the Underworld and leave his body behind. He wanted to go too, but he couldn't. He was only dreaming.
Hands pulled at him, dragging him to the floor. He allowed them to press their bodies against him and run their hands over his limbs, but he felt nothing. He was past caring. Surely there was a point at which there was no longer a point.
He grinned, then chuckled, then outright laughed. There had never been a point. He just wanted to live.
Someone slapped him, which was strange because he'd never been into S&M. He could think of much more pleasant ways to please his partners. Another slap. What the hell?
"Wake up!" Jury demanded.
Doc grinned. He'd forgotten he was dreaming. He cracked a single eye open. "Did you get it out?" he croaked.
"Yes!" Jury said, collapsing to the ground beside him. "No thanks to you."
"I made the first cut, didn't I? What more did you expect me to do?"
"Not get shot in the first place."
"There were over seventy of them!" Doc exclaimed.
"You're supposed to be fast!"
Doc laughed softly. "I'd miss you too."
"I never said I'd miss you. I'd be better off without you!"
"Yeah, all of your days would be just as boring as Mexico."
"You know, now that I think about it, what's so bad about hot, sandy beaches and beautiful women?"
Doc stared up at the blue sky. There was absolutely nothing wrong with beaches and women, but he'd be lying if he said he didn't enjoy the fight and the kill. He could do without plastic bullets, but other than that, life was good.
"We should probably go, right?" Jury asked.
"Probably. Bosch wants you, but we need time to plan how we're going to serve you up."
"Really? Serve me up?"
"Yeah."
"So you're planning to use me as bait?"
"Obviously."
"I'm beginning to wish I hadn't saved you," Jury sighed.
"That's a lie, and we both know it. How did you save me anyway?"
"It's complicated, but basically I turned my finger into a magic worm that slithered inside you, found the bullet, ate it, and dragged it back out."
Doc shuddered. "I wish I hadn't asked."
"You said you didn't care how I did it."
"Apparently I lied."
Doc crawled to his feet, then surveyed the bodies surrounding them. "How do you think Bosch made those undead witches?"
"I have no idea."
"Do you think he could make these men rise from the dead too? Like Merrick? Do you think Sofia's still dead?"
Jury snorted. "Still no idea."
"Do you think he wants to turn your family into undead?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! What part of no idea do you not understand?"
"I wonder if he used the under beings," Doc pondered. "No, that doesn't make sense. Number seven wasn't all grotesque and weird. It's something else, something... bad. I still don't understand why he didn't just deadify everyone? Why just deadify the witches but not the prisoners?"
"Do you just want me to make up some shit?" Jury asked irritably.
"No," Doc laughed. "I'm just thinking out loud."
"Well quit it! It's annoying."
"I'm sorry I screwed up," Doc said seriously.
"Screwed up? What're you talking about?"
"We wouldn't be in this mess if I hadn't misread Sofia."
Jury stared at him for a moment, then said, "You know there are almost like eight billion people in the world?"
"What does that have to do with anything?" 
"I'm just saying. You'd be a god if you could read all of them as well as you do most of them."
"But... I was wrong," Doc said softly.
"Did you even try?"
"What?"
"To read her?"
"Of course I..." Doc trailed off. He really hadn't. Señora Teodora had told him to save her, and that's all he'd focused on, all he'd thought about. He'd barely noticed Sofia, except to realize she was annoying.
"Exactly," Jury said. "And furthermore, I spent more time with her than you did, and I didn't have a clue. So we both screwed up. Now can we go?"
"Alright. You drive," Doc said with a yawn. "I need a nap."
"You just had a nap!"
"But it wasn't a good nap. Someone kept slapping me."
"Forgive me for trying to make sure you were still alive."
"You're forgiven." Doc dodged a rock that suddenly flew at his head. "Fine, you're not forgiven."
"Get in the car," Jury ground out.
"Certainly," Doc chuckled. He sat in the passenger seat, laid the seat down, and promptly fell asleep.
He didn't sleep long, just enough. When he woke, though, he didn't open his eyes. He just lay there, thinking. There was only one logical reason, in his mind, why the witches Bosch had used were undead. And that reason was because they would have never helped him otherwise. Which brought several questions to mind.
Where did a witch's magic come from? Was it tethered to their body? Is that why they couldn't traverse the dreaming the same way some shamans could? If a witch died, and the body itself was reanimated, was it the body, not the spirit that held the magic?
He'd only killed one witch, and he honestly couldn't remember if he'd felt more power after the kill than normal. Which brought him back to square one. Had the undead witches just been animated bodies or was there a spirit inside them? And either way, how had Bosch controlled them?
Quite frankly, this was one of the reasons Doc didn't like magic. When he sat down to play a card game, there were only so many possible outcomes. But with magic, probability went out the window.
Man with a knife verses man with a knife, only so many possible outcomes. Man with a knife verses a witch; why even bother trying to figure it out?
He was just a man with a knife. Bosch was a man with an army, an agenda, and something else, something to do with powers and the undead. The odds were not in Doc's favor, but they so rarely were.
A thought suddenly occurred to him. "Did you happen to talk to any of the cryptids we freed?" he asked Jury. He should have been more thorough when he had talked to Ms. Goodhunt; he'd just been distracted by her lovely hair.
"No," Jury said. "Since you're awake, get me a sandwich."
"Get your mind out of the cupboard."
"It's not in the cupboard. It's in the ice chest."
Doc opened the chest and fished out a sandwich. "Forget home," he said. "You remember the marketplace we took Sofia?"
"Don't even mention that name to me!"
"But do you?"
"Yes."
"We need to go there."
"Why?"
"To find out exactly why Bosch wanted the cryptids."




Chapter 13
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"How many sandwiches are you going to eat?" Doc complained, tapping his fingers on the window ledge. He wanted to get on with it, but Jury was taking his sweet time eating half the contents of the ice chest.
"I don't know how long we're going to be in there," Jury said around a mouthful. "You don't want me to black out, do you?"
"I suppose not."
"Suppose? Really?"
"Fine; no."
"Do you think they're okay?" Jury asked, face tight with worry, as he drained the last of his smoothie.
"Nothing like a psychopath abducting your entire family to make you appreciate them, huh?"
"Honestly, they drive me insane, but if anything..."
"We're going to find them, Jury. I swear."
"I'm ready," Jury said. "You want middle-aged, teenager, or woman?"
"Woman, really?"
"Why not?" Jury shrugged.
"As lovely as that sounds, I'm curious to see how the rest of mankind feels. Make me a plain, chubby, balding man. With a weak chin."
"It's like my birthday," Jury chuckled. He was silent for a moment, eyes concentrated, then he said, "Done. You look... There aren't words."
Doc pulled down the visor. "I honestly think I could work with this."
"Well, it's not like it changed your personality. I don't think you're all that good-looking myself."
Doc chuckled softly, then glanced at Jury and burst out laughing.
"What?" Jury demanded.
"You look like a runway model."
"So?"
"You don't think that will attract attention?"
"Fine," Jury grumbled. The glamour shifted, and Jury was suddenly a rather average-looking woman.
"Better; although I have to say with those legs, I'd still hit on you."
"Don't you even think about it."
"Don't start flashing your legs."
"It's a fucking glamour, you asshat."
"Relax, Jury," Doc chuckled. "You're safe with me."
"This is why you don't have more friends," Jury muttered as he exited the car.
Doc smiled sadly as he followed Jury towards the Hidden entrance. That wasn't true at all. He didn't have more friends because he didn't like watching people die.
They walked into the Hidden and glanced around the market. It was just as busy as it had been last time, but he could tell that the tension and fear had increased.
"There he is," Doc said softly. "You keep a watch out; I'll go talk to him."
Doc shuffled through the crowd, trying to walk like a meek, middle-aged man might walk, and when he reached the bench, he sat down with a huff.
"Gotta take a load off," he wheezed.
"If you say so, Holliday," Jervis Jr. replied without looking up from his notebook.
Doc looked down at his fat tummy and back over at Jervis Jr. "But... I'm... glamoured."
"Maybe, but I'm immune to magic."
"What?! That's a thing?!" Doc wasn't often jealous, but he was now. "So to you, I just look like me?"
"You tryin' to be someone else."
"Can you see the glamour at all?"
"Nope."
"Incredible," Doc breathed. "Do spells work on you?"
"That really what you came for, Holliday?"
"No."
"Well?"
"I need to talk to one of the cryptids Bosch imprisoned."
"What if they don't wanna talk?"
"Unfortunately, the fate of the Hidden somewhat depends on me understanding what the hell is going on."
"The entire fate," Jervis Jr. snorted. "On your skinny-ass shoulders?"
Doc felt a flash of young anger, and he tried to ignore it. His shoulders might be lean, but they were strong. He wasn't weak from consumption anymore; he was strong, from consumption. He grinned at the comparison, before returning his attention to Jervis Jr.
"Unless you plan to stop Bosch, then, yes, I would say the entire fate rests on my skinny shoulders. And just a reminder, you may be impervious to magic, but I highly doubt you're impervious to a knife in your heart."
Jervis Jr. finally looked up and met Doc's eyes. "Point taken," he said with a nod. "I'll see what I can do. How can I reach you?"
Doc handed him a card with the burner number and stood to leave.
"Did you kill Merrick?" Jervis Jr. asked suddenly.
"Twice," Doc replied.
"Twice?"
"Bosch can somehow... Well, I'm still not completely clear on this. He either brings them back to life, undead style, or he simply reanimates their bodies. I don't know which."
Jervis Jr. stared at him, emotionless face pale. "He raises the dead?"
"Something like that."
"But that'd take... and he's not... and then..."
"I'm not following," Doc said cheerfully. "Care to elaborate?"
"I don't... I have... Come with me." Jervis Jr. suddenly stood and strode across the market place. Doc followed after him, and Jury joined him.
"What's up?" Jury asked.
"I don't think I could ever get used to that," Doc laughed. "Can't you do something about your voice?"
"Look I'm working my ass off to keep our glamours in place, and you want me to bother changing my voice?"
"It's disconcerting. It almost cancels out your long legs."
"Good!" Jury exclaimed.
"You're such a spoilsport."
"Where're we going?"
"I don't know. I mentioned raising dead people to Jervis Jr. here, and he turned rather pale and started stuttering and what not."
"Weird."
"That's what I thought."
After taking a few turns onto different streets, Jervis Jr. finally entered a store front with a sign above the door that read "Amulets and Charms".
As soon as they were inside, Jervis Jr. locked the door and flipped the closed sign. "Pops," he said to the old man behind the counter.
Doc glanced around the dusty shop curiously. It was filled with what he would consider trinkets and junk, but some people liked stuff like that.
The old man behind the counter was wizened and wrinkled, but his eyes were sharp, and he studied Doc and Jury for a moment, then spat, "Where'd you learn to glamour, witch? I've seen better glamours on a box of dog treats."
Jury started sputtering, and Doc patted him on the back. "I wouldn't take it personally," Doc advised. "I don't think they care much for magic."
"But... but... but they're selling charms!"
"Worthless junk, all of it!" the man snapped. "The real money is in artifacts."
Of course it was. Doc hated everything about this Bosch business. Witches, plastic bullets, animated corpses, Acolytes. The only thing it needed to round it off was a deadly artifact. He needed more whiskey. Hell, first thing tomorrow he was buying a whiskey distillery. He didn't know why he hadn't done it before.
Jury had let the glamours drop, and he was glaring irritably at the old man. The old man was glaring right back. "You could throw a dozen spells at me, sonny; won't affect me a bit."
Jury snarled, and at the same time a basket of love charms streaked across the room and dumped onto the old man's head.
The man didn't say a word for a moment, just stood there with a stunned look on his face. Then his lips turned up, and he laughed. "I think you might be the first witch I've ever liked." He held out his hand. "Sidney LaRoche."
Jury shook the offered hand, face still looking a tad disgruntled. "Thomas Jury."
"Of the Jurys?"
"Unfortunately."
"In that case, I'm shocked you'd even think to do something as simple as dropping a basket on my head," Sidney chortled.
"They do tend to overcomplicate things," Jury agreed.
"Why'd you bring 'em here, Julian?" Sidney asked Jervis Jr.
"Hum," Doc said. "I prefer Jervis Jr., but I suppose I can call you Julian from now on."
"Don't strain yourself," Julian grunted.
"I never do."
"Holliday said Bosch is raisin' the dead," Julian explained.
"That's strange," Sidney said. "He's not a death shaman."
Doc raised his hand and interjected, "No, but until recently he did have a death shaman at his disposal."
"Still," Sydney said thoughtfully. "A powerful shaman could raise two or three people perhaps. It would take a considerable amount of power, and they'd need some time to recharge."
That could explain the witches, but it didn't explain Merrick and his men, who had risen shortly after death. "What about twenty or so in one go?" Doc asked.
"No," Sidney said, shaking his head vehemently. "There's not a shaman alive who could do such a thing. Even if shamans could link their power, there still wouldn't be."
There was one shaman who could, but Doc had it on good authority that she wouldn't wake up for another year or so.
"So how could he do it?" Jury demanded.
Sidney looked side to side, then muttered, "There are ways, but it'll cost you."
"That's goddamn ridiculous!" Jury spewed. "We're working our asses off to save the Hidden, and you're going to charge us for fucking information!"
"Relax," Doc said as he pulled out one of his cards. "How much?"
"Two thousand merlins."
"Fine." It was a ridiculous amount of money, especially when they didn't have any idea if the information would be useful, but Doc wrote an IOU on the back of his card and handed it to Julian. "You know what to do."
Julian paused for just a moment before taking the card and shoving it into his pocket.
Sydney glanced around again, then whispered, "Let's go downstairs."
He put such an emphasis on "downstairs" that Doc honestly didn't know what to expect, but he followed Sydney behind the counter and down into a cavernous, well-lit basement. The walls were lined with shelves full of various items, some recognizable, others not so much; and, unlike the upstairs, everything was immaculate and sparklingly clean.
"This," Sydney said with a wide gesture, "is the artifact room."
Jury looked like he'd just stumbled into the greatest place on earth. "That's an acrium!" he said excitedly, pointing towards a twisted piece of metal.
"Correction," Sydney said. "That's a crisonope. It's similar to an acrium, but it originates in Japanese culture, not Russian."
"Oh," Jury breathed. "What's that?" he asked, pointing towards a small statue of a cat.
"It's a statue of a cat," Sydney said mysteriously. "Cecil the Magnificent's cat."
"No!" Jury gasped. "His actual cat or just a statue of his cat?"
Sydney stepped a little closer and whispered, "His actual cat."
Jury's eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Doc cut him off, "I don't give a rat's ass about acriums or crisonopiums or cats! Tell me about Bosch."
"Crisonope," Sydney said.
"Don't care," Doc growled.
"Here's the thing 'bout artifacts," Sydney said. "Some're just neat little relics left over from previous generations and cultures. In fact, most of the items in this room are plain ol' relics, just something used by somebody way back when. They ain't got no intrinsic magical power, and, as a whole, they're worthless. Their value's in their collectability. That's it."
He picked up a random doodad and said, "Say you're really into Casio the Great; I can sell you Casio's dropper here, and you can add it to your collection of Casio memorabilia."
"Is that really Casio's dropper?" Jury asked breathlessly.
"Definitely. I've got the papers to prove it."
"How many—"
"Get to the point," Doc interrupted.
"We'll talk price later," Sydney said to Jury before turning back to Doc and saying, "Occasionally, however, an item will surface that's been imbued with magical power. Super rare and worth millions."
"Still waiting for the point," Doc prodded.
"A couple years ago, rumor on the artifact market alleged that a true magical artifact had surfaced. One that could raise the dead."
Now Doc was listening. "Did it reanimate corpses or bring the spirit back into its body?" he demanded.
"No one knew. It was supposed to go up for auction, very hush, hush, of course, because the BCA would be totally against something like that. But it was stolen, and that was the last anyone saw of it."
"How does that help us?" Doc sighed.
"Well, it don't much, 'cept for two things."
"And those two things are?"
"One, I can tell you what it looks like; and two, I can tell you how to destroy it."
"Start talking then."
Sydney grinned. "Just give me a minute, and I'll draw you a picture."
Julian hadn't said a word since they'd entered the basement, and Doc cast him a look.
"What?" Julian snapped.
"If you don't have anything to add, perhaps you could go find me an escaped cryptid."
"Fine."
"Pleasant fellow," Jury said once Julian was gone. "I can see why you named him Jervis Jr."
"Don't say that too loud," Doc cautioned, "or I'll have to give Jervis another raise."
"How much does he make now?" Jury laughed.
"I'm afraid to ask."
Sydney was sketching away at a scrap of paper, and Doc glanced casually over his shoulder. It appeared to be a medallion of some kind. "Can anyone use an artifact?" he asked.
"Gads no!" Sydney said, turning his drawing to study it. "No good." He crumpled it up, tossed it over his shoulder, and started again.
"So a witch?" Doc asked.
"Depends entirely on the artifact. I once sold a ring that only vampires could use."
"What did it do?"
"Best if you don't know."
"But Bosch is technically a norm," Doc said thoughtfully. Even if he was undead, he was still a norm. "Can a norm control an artifact?"
"As I said, it depends. There, I think I've got it," he said, handing the paper to Doc.
Doc stared at it for a moment, feeling a vague sense of recognition. "I've seen this before," he murmured.
"Where?" Jury asked, looking over his shoulder.
"With Bosch."
"So Bosch has it?"
"No."
"No?" Jury asked.
"There was a man with Bosch, when we went into the Bureau's headquarters. Do you remember?"
"Vaguely. Small man, kinda sick looking?"
"Yes. He was wearing it."
"He's probably the one using it then," Sydney interrupted. "The problem with artifacts is that you can't much account for what they'll take from you. Just like that stone you've got in your pocket."
Jury startled. "How did you know?"
"We're a strange bunch of people, descended from Romani. Magic don't work on us, but we can sense it. Kinda like a pig and a truffle," he chuckled.
"So how do we destroy it?" Doc asked.
"All magical artifacts have a weakness," Sydney said. "The spell that holds it in place."
"Of course," Jury murmured.
"Of course what?"
"All we have to do is find the spell and untie it."
"Exactly!" Sydney exclaimed.
"Find the spell how?" Doc asked.
"It'll be inside the object," Jury explained.
"This is why I hate magic," Doc sighed.
"It's no different than your replicating knife. You just go inside it and untie the spell."
"Can you even hear yourself right now?" Doc demanded, drawing his knife and holding it in front of Jury's face. "You just go into it? Really?"
"You're not a witch," Jury said consolingly. "You wouldn't understand."
"Damn right I don't understand! You're not making sense. Cards, I get. Women, I get. Magic... bah!" It's not that he didn't understand. He did, but he didn't. It was one of those things you understood without really understanding it, like why melting ice was colder than just plain ice or why life always tasted sweetest when you were just about to die.
"Is there an artifact that could hold powers?" Doc asked.
"Another question, another price," Sydney said slyly.
"Do you have an answer that's worth paying for?"
"Perhaps."
Doc chuckled softly. "I suppose I'll wait then. Come on, Jury. Let's go find some whiskey."
"What about Julian?"
"He'll call. Glamour on?"
"Give me a minute."
They walked back up into the store front, and Jury focused for a moment. When Doc looked down again, his stomach hung over his pants and he couldn't see his shoes. The belly didn't bother him; it was what was covering the belly.
"What is this?" Doc demanded, pointing to the shirt Jury had glamoured onto him.
"It's a shirt."
"It's repulsive."
"It's Hawaiian."
"It has birds on it," Doc seethed.
"Yeah, Hawaiian birds."
"Change it."
"Nope. Still think you can work with it?"
"I will kill you. Slowly."
"Over a shirt? That's kinda, I don't know, silly; don't you think?"
"I've killed for so much less."
Jury burst out laughing. "Fine. I'll change the shirt."
Suddenly Doc was wearing a suit jacket and a white shirt. He shuddered. "That was... I never want to see that shirt again."
His pocket vibrated, and he pulled out his phone. Jervis Jr., or Julian, had texted. "Found someone. We'll meet you at Union Station."
It was saying a lot that cryptids, people who were used to living in the Hidden because it was hidden, would rather meet in the norm world. Something was definitely going on. Doc just hoped Bosch was the sum of it.
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Doc drove so Jury could eat. "I'm gonna need more sandwiches if we keep this up," Jury mumbled.
"I can see that. I don't remember you ever having so much trouble."
"It's been a while since we've been on a crime spree, and a lot has changed."
"Such as?" Doc asked.
"Such as there's so much plastic shit nowadays it's harder to keep charged. My feet are never on the ground anymore. Not when we're in the city. When we were out in Frisco, it was like a power boost."
"I'm not moving to the country with you," Doc said flatly.
"I like the city," Jury said. "But it takes a toll. Furthermore, the last time we were wanted for murder, there weren't any goddamn security cameras!"
"Oh, I have guys for that."
"Seriously?"
"Yeah."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"I thought you knew."
"How could I know if you didn't tell me?"
Doc opened his mouth to argue, but he didn't really have a legitimate comeback. "Sorry?" he finally said.
"Really? Sorry? It takes talent to make apologizing into a question."
"I have talent," Doc chuckled. "Oodles of it."
"You have oodles of something," Jury muttered.
"If someone is undead, can you tell?"
"What do you mean?"
"You can sense death; on the way to Frisco, you knew that man in the car beside us was dead; and in a room full of dead people, you can tell if one's alive, so if someone was undead, would you know?"
"Like the witches?" Jury questioned.
"They were obviously dead. What if someone wasn't obviously dead? What if they looked just the same as normal?"
"Stop beating around the damn bush and just tell me what you're asking," Jury said peevishly.
Doc chuckled and said, "Sofia said Bosch didn't have an aura, and Bennie said Bosch couldn't be killed, but everyone I've spoken with says Bosch is a norm. So I was wondering if he was undead. But then I got to thinking, Sofia was a lying..."
"Bitch?" Jury supplied. "Asshat? Dick?"
"Yeah, one of those. So if she lied about Bosch, I wouldn't know."
"I think I would notice if someone was walking around dead, even if they looked alive," Jury said thoughtfully. "Although I can't promise you that. I wasn't really paying any attention to Bosch."
"I know. You were fuming because Bosch had his grimy hands on Sofia."
"I wasn't fuming."
"You were. You still wanted to do the no pants dance with her."
"No pants dance? Who the hell have you been hanging out with?"
"I must have picked it up from Thaddeus."
"That sanctimonious prig? I doubt it. And, no, I didn't."
"Did too."
"Did not!" Jury insisted.
"Prove it."
"Goddamn, Doc! How the hell could I prove it?!"
"Exactly!"
"Every time I see you," Jury sighed, "I ask myself why I put up with you."
"Because I keep things from getting boring," Doc laughed.
Doc parked, and Jury said, "I'll stay with the car."
"What about my glamour?"
"I can hold it from here."
"Alright."
Doc climbed out of the car and meandered across the courtyard, sitting down beside Julian and a man in a hoodie with the hood pulled up.
"You're late," Julian said.
"You didn't set a time," Doc replied easily.
"This is Fisk. He was there."
Doc couldn't see Fisk's face so he couldn't read him as well as he would have liked, but from his body language he could tell Fisk was tense and on edge.
"Why did Bosch want you?" Doc asked.
Fisk's shoulders moved up and down for a moment before he said quietly, "He was trying to drain our essence."
"Essence?"
"What makes us each different. For instance, I'm a vampire. If you remove my teeth, venom, and speed, what am I?"
"A human with a very screwed up digestive system?"
"Precisely. If you remove a Worm's worm side, what is he left with?"
"The human side?"
"If you take away a witch's ability to manipulate elements, what are they?"
"Just a regular person?"
"You noticing a pattern?"
"But a vampire isn't really a human," Doc argued. "You were born a vampire just like a Takaheni is born a Takaheni and a selki is born a selki and a wood sprite is born a wood sprite, or just is a wood sprite. You are not human. You are... vampire."
"Very astute," Fisk agreed, nodding slightly.
"In fact, out of the Hidden," Doc continued. "I'm one of the only ones who's really human. I was born human, and I was changed into... well, whatever it is I am."
Fisk nodded again, and Doc asked, "So was he trying to strip you of your essence or was he trying to steal your essence for his own use?"
"I cannot say."
Doc thought about the tubes and the box. Why have tubes if you weren't trying to capture something? Why have a box if you weren't trying to hold something?
"Do you notice that your... essence is diminished?"
"Those of us who were captured are still what we were. I am a vampire. But I fear my venom is slower to act and it doesn't last as long. My speed is reduced. And I feel... older."
"What about the others? Do you know?"
"I only know two others. One is a shapeshifter, and she cannot shift as quickly as she should be able to, and she cannot hold her human form indefinitely. She used to work in the norm world, but now she cannot. The other is a witch. She was not terribly strong to begin with, and she has almost no magical strength now. She is an aerial, and she can barely move a current of wind."
Doc frowned. What if he was wrong? What if Bosch didn't really want a coven? What if he was draining Jury's family of their magical essence right this second? Could he even do it without Sofia? He wished he could have tortured her for answers.
"I saw a man with Bosch," Doc said. "A small, short man with a hard, wrinkled face. Did you ever see him?"
Fisk froze and for a moment, Doc was afraid he wouldn't answer. "His name is Edgar Achaean," Fisk whispered eventually.
"I take it you don't care for Edgar?"
Fisk shuddered. "I'd rather be staked then come face to face with Edgar Achaean again," he said.
That was saying a lot. One of the traditional ways of killing a vampire was by racking their body and then driving a stake through their heart and leaving it there. Eventually, without fresh blood, they couldn't heal themselves any longer and they died an excruciating death. It was a rather cruel way to kill anyone, especially when chopping off their head would do the job quicker and just as well.
"Why?" Doc asked. "What did he do?"
"I can't tell you," Fisk whispered. "I don't know. I just know that thinking of him turns my blood cold, and I want to flee far away."
Interesting. "Anything else you can tell me? How did they take you?"
"The witches caught me. They took me by surprise. It's not like I expected to get attacked on Market Street in the middle of the day."
Doc always expected to get attacked. But then he did have a lot of enemies.
"I was working my stall," Fisk said. "And suddenly they had surrounded me. I'd only barely registered their presence, but by then I was already bound and gagged, and they were hauling me out using some sort of glamour."
It wasn't easy to sneak up on a vampire. They had senses that humans did not. They could smell better, hear better, see better; they could even sense heat. That was one of the reasons why Ana and her sister, Ina, were such spectacular assassins. 
"Were the witches dead?" Doc asked carefully.
"What? No! I don't think... That would have been noticed..." Fisk trailed off. "I mean, I guess I don't know. That might explain why I didn't notice them sooner, but if they were, they were using a glamour to cover it up. I can't tell you anything more. I... I need to go." Fisk suddenly stood and rushed away, quickly fading into a crowd.
Doc watched him go with a feeling of regret. "I was too late to save them, wasn't I?" he said softly. When would he ever learn that sometimes it was better not to save people?
"At least you tried," Julian said, voice bitter. "Why? You're not part of the Hidden. You weren't born into it; you can survive without it. Why do you care?"
"Don't make me out to be more than I am," Doc chuckled. "I've just never been able to walk away from a game."
"But this ain't a game! People's lives are at stake."
"Exactly. You didn't say how much I owe you for finding Fisk?"
"Consider it a freebie."
"Mighty generous of you. Why do you hate Merrick?"
"It's none of your goddamn business," Julian growled.
"Fair enough. See you around."
Doc walked quickly back to the car and got inside.
"What did we learn?" Jury asked.
"Hard to say."
"I hate it when you say that."
"Me too. Have you tried to track your family?"
"Yes."
"And?"
"And I can tell you where Bosch wants us to go."
"Hum." Doc stared at nothing for a moment, wondering what to do. "It's your family," he finally said. "What do you think we should do?"
"I don't goddamn know," Jury said hopelessly.
Bosch would expect them to try to rescue the Jurys, so he would expect them to go wherever Jury knew they probably weren't.
Their other option was to go out partying, like they didn't have a care in the world, and wait for Bosch to come to them. Only Bosch wouldn't come. His men would. And then he and Jury would kill them all, and they'd be right back where they started.
A third option was to allow Bosch's men to capture Jury and follow him to wherever the others were held. But if he lost him...
"Can you glamour height?" Doc asked.
"What?"
"You made me look fat; can you make me look taller?"
Jury shrugged. "Glamours work best and are easier to maintain if they have a framework to sit on. Your stomach is there."
So that idea was out. If only Jury wasn't so damn tall Doc would switch places with him, and let Jury follow him. He trusted Jury not to lose him.
"What about a swip swap spell?"
"A what?"
"Swap our consciousnesses around. You know? I'd be you. You'd be me."
Jury sighed. "I don't know. It might be possible, but I can't say if I'd still be a witch if I was in your body. I'm not sure how it works."
The plan rather hinged on Jury being able to find him, so that was no good either. What he needed right now was a little luck.
His phone vibrated. He glanced at it, sighing when he read the cryptic text. "I've left a message for you with our mutual friend. SR."
As unlikely as it was, he probably knew at least a dozen people with the initials "SR", but he'd only talked to one lately, and that was Simon Redgrove, which meant the mutual friend was Aine. He glanced at the time. It was a little early to visit Aine. Not that he didn't know where she lived, he just tried to avoid visiting her at her home.
Aine was... everything a normal man who wanted to settle down and just enjoy life with the company of his partner would want. But Doc wasn't that man. He never, ever made love to women who wanted more; even if they didn't think they wanted more, he could tell. Women who wanted more were firmly on the unavailable shelf. He'd rather roll around naked in a poisonous ivy patch; he'd certainly come out better off.
He needed Simon's message, but he didn't want to go to Aine's house, and he didn't want to wait until the Banshee opened. He smiled at Jury.
"What?" Jury pulled down the visor. "Do I have food on my face?"
"Simon left a message for you with Aine," Doc said.
"Simon? I don't know... Oh, Simon Redgrove? Why would he leave a message for me..." Jury frowned at him. "You're seriously scared of her?"
"I'm not scared, just cautious."
"It's not hard. Just keep your pants on!" Jury snapped.
"You know how difficult it is for me when a woman throws herself at me."
"That's ridiculous! You just say 'no, thanks'!"
"Do you have any idea what that does to a woman's self-esteem?!" Doc exclaimed. "To be the one woman Doc Holliday rejected?! And I can say 'it's not you, it's me' all damn day, but they know it's them!"
"That's fucking ridiculous. Are you seriously trying to say that you're somehow honor bound to have sex with any woman who throws herself at you?"
"More or less."
"How do you make time for anything else?" Jury sneered.
"It's all about time management."
"We're wasting time!" Jury said. "Let's just go."
"So you'll go in?"
"Yes! I hope it's worth it though, because every second we waste... For all we know they're already hooked up to those damn power draining machines."
Doc really, really hoped not. And he also hoped Jury forgave him for not sharing what Fisk had said about diminished powers. His gut told him that wasn't Bosch's plan, and right now, Doc was certain that keeping Jury free was like having an ace up his sleeve. Assuming they were playing a game where aces were the high card.
Doc drove through town to a fancy section of norm condos. The only visual difference between Aine and a norm woman was her extraordinarily pale skin and matching hair. Nothing she couldn't pass off as a very rare, medical condition.
"Number thirty-six," Doc said after he parked. "Don't forget to glamour."
"Don't forget to glamour," Jury mocked. "What am I, twelve?"
"You're acting like it."
"Shut up. What if she won't give it to me?"
"She will."
"But what if she won't?"
"Just tell her we're in a rush, and I had a different errand to run."
"So you want me to lie?"
"You lie all the time!" Doc snapped. "How is this any different?"
"Because I'd be lying for you."
"Do you think your mother will like me more when we rescue her?" Doc asked, hoping to hurry Jury up.
"I'm going," Jury growled. "But you owe me!"
"For what? Talking to a beautiful woman?"
"Never mind," Jury muttered as his face changed. He stuck out his tongue at Doc, exited the car, and headed up the sidewalk.
Doc leaned his head against his seat with a sigh. Normally when he and Jury ran around getting into trouble the stakes weren't very high. Doc made it a rule never to play for more than he could lose. This time though... He was the one with sweat on his palms and desperation in his blood.
He couldn't be sure that Jury wouldn't blame him if his family was hurt or killed or changed. He thought about it for a second. Even he would blame himself. It was his fault. He'd dragged Jury out into the open, just like he always did. When this was over maybe he should move. He liked the British, and he could always add whiskey to his tea.
"What are you doing?!" Jury snapped.
"Huh?" Doc glanced over. Jury was climbing into the passenger seat, face tight with irritation. "That was fast," Doc drawled.
"She wasn't there."
"Who wasn't there?"
"The banshee."
"Hum," Doc murmured, carefully sliding his hand up the back of his jacket.
"Where to now?" Jury asked.
"Oh, I don't know," Doc said casually. "How 'bout we go pick up some more sandwich stuff?"
"Waste of time. What's our next move?"
Doc hated magic. Absolutely hated it.
He leaned forward, then ripped his hand out of his jacket and stabbed his knife deeply into Jury's throat, hoping very much that his gut was right.
Jury gurgled, then his eyes went blank, and Doc's chest began to glow. Doc held his breath, then heaved a sigh of relief when Jury's face faded away, leaving behind a man Doc didn't know.
"That could've gone worse," he mumbled softly. He jumped out of the car and dashed up the sidewalk, crashing through the entrance. He sprinted down the hallway, heart pounding. Aine's door was hanging open, but he couldn't see inside.
A rush of panic tried to overwhelm him, but he pushed it aside. If Jury was gone, he would simply tear the Hidden apart until he found him.
He crossed the threshold, glancing around at the mess. There were at least ten dead men littering Aine's floor, but Jury wasn't anywhere to be seen. Doc rushed for the back door.
"Doc!" Aine exclaimed.
Doc spun on his heels, feeling a rush of relief when he saw Aine and Jury pressed against the side of the building.
"Did you see what they did to my house?" Aine cried.
"I know. I'm terribly sorry. At least you're okay."
"How did you know?" Jury asked.
"Fake Jury," Doc stated.
"Fake Jury?"
"Some guy tried to act like you."
"And you knew how?"
"Accent was off."
"Hope you didn't just kill him right off."
"Of course not," Doc lied. "I asked him a clever question that I knew only you would be able to answer."
"Good. I'd hate to think you just shoved a knife through my throat." Doc grinned cheerfully, and Jury groaned. "That's exactly what you did, isn't it?"
"Don't you think we should be going? I can't honestly believe they only sent fifteen men to try to subdue you."
"Good point."
"We need to ditch the car," Doc said as he pulled fake Jury out onto the sidewalk and ushered Aine into the passenger seat. "We can't be sure they didn't put a tracker on it."
He started driving towards downtown, glancing behind him as he did to make sure they weren't being followed.
"Aine, what was Simon's message?"
"He said he thinks he knows where Bosch is, and he asked you to meet him tonight."
"He told you this in person?"
"Yes."
"Are you certain it was Simon?"
"Yes, I can see through glamours."
"Really?"
"Yes."
"I cannot believe that's a thing," Doc complained. "Can I get some sort of charm or something that would let me see through glamours?"
"I have no idea," she said. "It's because I'm a banshee. All banshees can see through them."
A thought suddenly occurred to him. "How far away could you hold a glamour?" he asked Jury.
"What do you mean?"
"Can you tie it off, like my knife?"
"Maybe. I've never tried. What're you thinking?"
"I was just wondering how close the witch was who glamoured fake Jury."
"Stop calling him that!"
"What do you want me to call him?"
"The dead guy."
"Then you'll be like 'which one?'"
"Fine," Jury mumbled. "Let me see." He was silent for a moment, then Aine started laughing.
"What?" Doc asked.
"You look ridiculous," Aine giggled.
Doc glanced into the rearview mirror. His face was gone, replaced with the zitty face of a teenage boy. "I thought you couldn't see them," he muttered.
"I said I can see through them. I can still see them."
"Think you can work with that?" Jury chuckled.
"You'd be surprised," Doc said cheerfully. "The worst part of this glamour is that I can't drink in public."
Aine laughed merrily, and Jury grunted in disgust.
"Did you tie it off?" Doc asked.
"I'm trying."
Doc drove down an alley and parked the car, waiting for Jury to finish so they could continue on foot. He watched his strange face in the mirror, noticing how it faded in and out, until Jury finally said, "I can't quite get it. I'm not saying someone else couldn't, especially if they had more practice than I do, but every time I try, part of it slips."
Doc nodded thoughtfully. Either Bosch had a very powerful witch working for him or he had a normal powered witch following his men around. If he was Bosch, and he had a very powerful witch, he would keep the witch by his side as much as possible. Which raised the question, why did he need the Jurys? 
"Anything left in the ice chest?" Doc asked as he opened his car door.
"No."
"Alright. Let's go then." Doc grabbed the bag with his extra clothes and final bottle of whiskey and headed for Sixteenth Street. Jury and Aine followed him, and soon they were hailing a taxi and riding down Colfax.
"What now?" Jury asked.
"Not yet," Doc said.
They exited the taxi, walked for a while, Jury changed their glamours, and they rode in another taxi to a different one of Doc's safe houses. He had fifteen in the outer Denver area because he tended to burn through them rather quickly when he needed them.
As soon as they were inside, he pulled the cork on his whiskey and drank half the bottle.
"I'm sorry you got dragged into this again," he told Aine.
"I'm sorry too," she said. "But Simon said it could affect the entire Hidden. It's my home," she said simply.
Doc grinned at her. "I'll have Jervis take care of your condo."
"See that you do. Tell him I'd like the rug replaced with a wool rug." She paused to think. "Something in... teal and grey."
"I'll let him know," Doc chuckled. "So where and when are we supposed to meet Simon?"  
"It's an address up north," she said. "He said to meet him there at midnight."
"That's so cliché," Jury muttered as he ate a granola bar.
"You're just grumpy because you're hungry. Take the car and get some food."
"Don't tell me what to do!"
"Alright. If you want to, there's a car in the garage. Feel free to do whatever you like, just make sure you're not followed. Take Aine with you. Safety in numbers." That was rather selfish of him. He just didn't want to be left alone with her. "And if you happen to pass a liquor store, I could use some more whiskey."
"And what're you going to do?" Jury demanded.
"Think."
"Whatever. I am hungry, so I guess I'll go; but don't blame me if your car gets a scratch on it."
Doc tried to remember which car was sitting in the garage, then smiled. "Go ahead. I don't care." He hated minivans. Loathed really. They were an insult to cars. Trucks he could allow. SUV's were iffy, but minivans were utterly appalling. If Jury brought it back with a scratch or two it could only improve its looks.
As soon as they left, Doc finished off the whiskey and pulled out his cards. He dealt two hands and played the round out, trying to guess what the dummy hand had. He was off by one, but he won anyway, and wasn't that really the point?
Even if he occasionally misjudged a hand or an opponent or an outcome, he always won. He sometimes lost a hand or two, and he'd even lost a game of chess here and there, but he'd never really lost, not really. When you lost, there was more at stake than you could afford. And if he couldn't afford to lose, Doc made it a rule to win.
This was no exception. He may not understand exactly what Bosch was doing, he may not know all the pieces in play, but there was too much at stake to lose. He had to win. There was no other option. 
But even though he knew he was going to win, he still could not make heads or tails of how a group like the Acolytes could have ended up working with Bosch. It didn't make sense. They were at total cross purposes. Or at least they would have been, back then.
Shrieks of pure terror echoed through the night, and Doc dashed across the field, trying to reach the farmhouse in time to save whoever was shrieking.
He'd had to torture an Acolyte for nearly two days to get the headquarters' location, which held the last remaining Acolytes. So this was it. The last of the Acolytes. He should have tortured him an hour or two longer, since he'd conveniently forgotten to mention the booby traps.
Doc's car had four flat tires and a smashed roof. He'd lost his shoes to some sort of disguised tar pit. And he'd already killed twenty Acolytes. They knew he was coming, but if he was quick, he'd get there before they could escape. He didn't want to have to hunt them down again.
The shrieks grew louder, more intense. They were horrible to hear, such keening cries they made Doc want to sob with despair, but instead he ignored both the shrieks and the pain in his bare feet and kept running.
There were men in the yard, armed with machine guns and swords, but Doc was too pissed to care. He was ending this. He was ending it tonight.
He sneaked up behind a guard, snapping his neck with one clean motion, grabbed his gun, and started firing. Some of them tried to fire back, but Doc was too quick, and soon the yard was full of corpses.
He grabbed another gun and took a sword, shoving the scabbard through his belt, and then he ran up the porch steps and broke in the door.
It was pitch black inside the house, but Doc could still see the silhouettes of several men right inside the door. He dodged to the side just as bullets tore through the door frame, shredding it to pieces.
Doc waited until the gunfire ceased for a second before crashing through the window and firing into them, killing them where they stood. As Doc stepped over them towards the hallway, one of the men gurgled, "You can't defeat us. God is on our side, you sick abomination."
"Where is your god?" Doc hissed. "I didn't see him outside, and I certainly don't see him in here. Keep praying though, maybe he didn't hear you." Doc slammed his heel into the man's neck and crushed down until the man died with a violent shudder.
"I guess you didn't pray loud enough," Doc murmured as he allowed his eyes to fully adjust.
He walked swiftly through the house towards the ear-splitting shrieks. Suddenly the shrieks lessened by one voice, but the remaining voice started crying even louder. So loudly the walls of the hallway shook.
Doc killed the two men guarding the first floor hallway, shot three men on the stairs, then worked his way up the stairs and down the upper hallway towards a locked and guarded door.
A bullet caught his shoulder before he killed all five guards, and then it was just him and the door. He rammed it open with the butt of his gun, gasping in horror at what he saw inside.
The gloomy light made the entire room seem to glow red, illuminating the pile of broken bodies on the floor and a small girl strapped to a bloody altar. She was fighting against her bonds and screaming her head off, screaming so loudly, Doc almost couldn't think. A man stood over her, grisly knife raised high, and another man watched from a throne of sorts, an impassive guard on each side of him.
Doc felt a thrill of excitement. This was it. He'd found the Appointed One. He hurled his empty gun at the man with the knife, knocking him onto the floor, then he drew his sword and advanced towards the Appointed One, smiling grimly.
The guards rushed him, their own swords drawn, but Doc stepped to the side, slicing the throat of the first one, then thrust his sword through the other guard's belly. He held the sword there for a moment, watching the man's eyes dim, then ripped his sword up and out. Blood splattered all over the floor, adding to the filthy gore of the room.
Doc turned to face the throne.
"I am the Appointed One," the man on the throne proclaimed. "You cannot touch me."
Doc smiled fiercely. "I'm about to."
"You are nothing but filth, demon spawn, whore bride of Satan," the Appointed One spewed. "I have been appointed in order to cleanse the earth, to remove the impurities, to wash it clean."
"Appointed by whom?" Doc snarled.
"God, you fool!"
"What god? I don't see god here. Do you?"
The Appointed One's eyes darted around the room, and Doc could smell the fear on him. "You're the monster," Doc snarled. "You're the abomination. You're the scum, and I've come to free the earth of your taint."
He stepped forward and pressed the point of his sword to the base of the man's throat. Doc didn't want it to be over too soon. He wanted him to taste fear before he died. He wanted him to realize that if his god was real, he neither knew nor cared about his existence.
"But I'm the Appointed One," he stuttered, eyes wide with terror.
"Yes," Doc agreed. "Appointed to die." He leaned in and whispered, "I'm an abomination, you know. So wherever you think your soul is headed, you're wrong. I'm going to eat it, and you will be part of me forever."
"No!" he stuttered. "You can't... You... I'm the Appointed One," he whimpered.
Doc ignored him and pushed the sword slowly, ever so slowly through the man's throat. So slow it almost hurt to watch. The Appointed One didn't fight, didn't even move, just sat there, staring at the sword in disbelief as it pierced his skin, punctured his throat, and severed his spine.
Doc thrust the sword into the back of the chair and left it there, pinning the Appointed One to his makeshift throne.
He breathed deeply as his tattoo sucked the life from the Appointed One's corpse. At last, Doc thought, satisfaction filling him. It was almost done. Just one more Acolyte to kill. Although he'd have to torture him first, just to make sure he'd gotten them all.
Doc turned to face the final Acolyte. He was on his feet again, bloody knife still in hand, horrified face and eyes locked on the dead Appointed One.
Doc ignored him for a moment as he freed the screaming girl from the altar. "Hush, darling," he soothed. If she didn't stop screaming his eardrums were likely to burst. "I've got you."
"But Mama," she howled. "And Papa. And brwuthers!" Her howling increased.
He held her tightly, running his hand gently down her tangled hair. "I can't help them," he whispered. "But I can help you. Hush now. You're hurting my ears."
She immediately stopped crying, turning wet green eyes to look at him. "I'm sorry," she whimpered.
"It's alright. I need to finish this, and then we can go."
"But Mama," she whispered, lips trembling.
"I'm sorry."
She buried her small head into his shoulder and whimpered softly.
Doc stepped between the final Acolyte and his dead leader. "I guess god didn't hear him," Doc said. "Do you think he'll hear you?"
"He's dead," the man stuttered. "The Appointed One is dead." He looked slowly around the room, taking it all in. The sun was just rising, bright rays streaming through the window and illuminating the blood, making it almost glow.
"I did this," he breathed, tears running down his cheeks. "This is the work of my hands. I killed... He told me to... He said..."
"I'm sure he said a lot of things," Doc said wearily. "Now before I kill you, I need some answers."
"She's an abomination," the man muttered, gesturing towards the girl in Doc's arms.
"She's a child," Doc snarled. "A child."
"But they're not... They aren't human..."
"Doesn't make them monsters," Doc said evenly. "Just makes them different. You're a monster. The Appointed One was a monster. The Acolytes, monsters! This is a girl, whose family you tore from her in your zealous, misguided bigotry!"
The man dropped the knife and stared at his bloody hands. "I did this," he whispered, suddenly looking very young. "I did this."
"Yes."
"I'll tell you whatever you want to know," he sobbed. "Then you must kill me."
Interesting. "Why?"
"I have... This isn't God's will. I was misguided. I... The blood on my hands." He fell to the floor and began to weep.
Doc rolled his eyes and grabbed the man by his robe. "Come on," he ordered. "The girl needs rest." He dragged the weeping man down the stairs and outside. He bound his hands with a piece of twine from the barn, shoved him into the back of a van he'd found parked in the driveway, then drove back towards the city with the small, weeping banshee tucked against his chest.
"YOU'RE FIGHTING THE ACOLYTES???!!!!" Aine shrieked, jolting Doc back into the present. "AND YOU DIDN'T TELL ME??!!"




Chapter 15
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"You told her?" Doc mouthed, covering his ears.
"You didn't tell me not to!" Jury mouthed back.
"I didn't tell you to tell her either!"
"Not my fucking fault!"
Aine was still shrieking. Finally Doc raised his finger and motioned for her to hush. "Enough," he said as she breathed in for another go.
"Enough?" she hissed. "How could you not tell me?"
"I might have not told you because I didn't want you doing something stupid. These are not the same Acolytes who killed your mother's family."
"How can you be so certain?" she demanded.
"Because I killed them all," he replied patiently.
"Are you certain?"
"Quite certain."
The last weeping member of the Acolytes had told Doc everything; he'd held nothing back. Confession is good for the soul, after all. He'd confessed everything and begged for death. Doc had decided to let him live. He wanted it too much, and his religion would prevent him from killing himself. Living with what he'd done was a far, far greater punishment than releasing him from his guilt.
He'd tasked Lyle with destroying every piece of doctrine and every bit of evidence that the Acolytes had ever existed. He'd even commanded him to infiltrate the church's main offices and destroy any and all files he could find. It had taken Lyle over five years to destroy everything, assuming he actually had.
Doc had had the farmhouse bulldozed, and he'd had a nature park built there. Something to give the spirits pleasure if they were there. Which he wasn't sure about, since he hadn't proved if death was real or not, and he was done trying.
"I don't believe you," Aine said.
"You should. I killed them all. This is a new incarnation. Granted, they seem to be following the same general theme, but they're working with Bosch, which doesn't make sense."
"Bosch captures and locks up cryptids," Jury argued. "How does it not make sense?"
"He also utilizes their powers in some undetermined way, and he has witches. Not things the Acolytes would've accepted."
"A means to an end?" Jury asked.
"I don't know," Doc shrugged.
"I want to go with you," Aine said firmly.
"Absolutely not."
"It's not as if you can stop me. I haven't given you the address yet."
Doc made the only argument he could. "Your mother lost her entire family to them. Do you want her to lose you as well?"
"That's low," she said, glaring at him.
"I care about you both very much," he said sincerely.
"I know you do!" she snapped. "Stop trying to manipulate me!"
"I'm not. I'm just pointing out that you run a casino. You don't run around killing people."
"Not like you," she said flatly.
"Not like me," he replied.
"Damn it, Doc. I want to kill them!"
"I will kill them for you."
"I want to do it."
"We can't always have what we want."
"I know," she sulked. "Are you sure I can't go?"
"I'd be so worried about you," he said, cupping her cheek gently, "that I wouldn't be able to focus, and you know what happens when a player can't focus."
"He loses," she said softly.
"I want you to take a taxi to your mother's and stay there until this is over. Just don't..."
He sighed, remembering all the nights he'd rocked Bree back to sleep, all the times he'd dried her tears and made up stories of her brothers playing in the Underworld. It had taken her over two years to leave his side for even five minutes. The last thing she needed was Aine telling her that the Acolytes were back.
"Just don't tell her," he said.
"How can I not tell her?"
"You just don't tell her."
"I can't do that."
"You can, or I will tie you to a chair, gag you, and leave you in the closet until I'm done, however long it takes."
Aine glared at him, green eyes flashing angrily.
"You weren't there, Aine. You don't know," he said softly. "Her entire family was slaughtered in front of her. They killed them by age. Her father, then her mother, then all four of her brothers until it was just her, strapped to an altar, knife above her heart. In some ways, it would have been kinder to let her die."
Aine opened her mouth to argue, but then she shook her head and said, "I'm sorry. And thank you. I won't tell her. I promise."
"Thank you."
"What should I tell her though? Why I need to stay with her?"
"Just tell her I dragged you into trouble again," Doc suggested. "She'll believe that."
Aine laughed cheerfully and gave him a quick hug. "I'm sorry I yelled at you," she whispered.
"My ears still hurt."
"Well then, I owe you one. How about I tell you that when Jury glamours you, he always gives you a fat ass."
"How fat?" Doc demanded.
"Like really fat," she giggled.
"Is that why you two were laughing when we walked through the park?"
"You weren't supposed to tell him," Jury grouched.
"So you admit to it?" Doc demanded.
"It's this big," Aine said, gesturing widely.
"Seriously?!! I thought you needed framework?!"
"You have an ass, don't you? Still think you can work with that?" Jury laughed.
Doc shrugged. "Some women are into large posteriors."
Aine burst out laughing, and Jury snorted, "Prove it."
"A thousand merlins?" Doc suggested.
"Make it two."
"You're on, but we should probably wait until after we wrap up this debacle."
"Deal."
A few hours later, Doc and Jury sat in the minivan and watched the address Simon had given them from a distance. "Is this the same place you divined?" Doc asked.
"No."
"Can you tell if they're in there?"
"No." Jury's face was tight with worry.
"We're going to get them," Doc said.
"I know."
"I'm sorry."
"For what?" Jury asked.
"This is my fault. If I had just left you alone—"
"If you'd left me alone much longer I might have done something even stupider than hanging out with you. Do you have any idea how boring the last five years were?"
"But—"
"If you hadn't surfaced when you did, I may have broken into your suite and dragged you out into the sunlight."
"Doesn't seem your style."
"I was watching Charlie's Angels reruns."
Doc shuddered. "I don't believe it!"
"Believe it! I went camping eighteen times, skiing twelve times, hiked seven fourteeners, met a bear in the woods, traveled the Eastern seaboard, visited my aunt in England, and studied Krav Maga for a year in Israel. And nothing, I repeat nothing, even remotely interesting happened!" Jury sighed heavily. "Not that I didn't enjoy myself. I just... It's not the same."
"So you missed me?"
"No. I missed the trouble you cause."
"At least that's something. So you won't... You're not going to..."
"It's not your fault," Jury said softly. "You would like to think they would be too smart to walk into a trap like that. Between the twelve of them, they should've sensed something, don't you think? The lack of witch hunts these days has really made them sloppy."
Doc chuckled softly, and they were quiet for a moment.
"I always wondered how you ended up with Bree," Jury said suddenly.
"You could have just asked."
"It's not like we live up each other's ass. I don't know everything you've done, and you don't know everything I've done. I figured if you wanted to tell me, you'd tell me."
Doc shrugged. "It's not that I wouldn't have... I just... It was a strange time."
"What was it like?"
"What?"
"Being a dad?"
"Terrible. If I was mortal, it would have taken twenty years off my life."
Jury laughed softly.
"It's still terrible," Doc said softly. "Every time I see her she's older, and to me she's still that skinny, scared little girl."
"Would you still... I mean..."
"Would I still pick immortality? Absolutely." Doc glanced at his watch. "It's almost midnight."
"You think it's a trap?"
"No. It just may not be what Simon thinks it is."
They left the minivan behind and circled around the large estate on foot, heading for a spot in the back where Jury had sensed a larger living presence.
For a moment, Doc didn't see anything out of the ordinary. There was a lake behind the house, and the entire area was overrun with cattails. The cattails suddenly shifted, and Simon stepped into the shadowy moonlight.
"Doc," he greeted softly.
"Simon."
Doc startled when several other forms became visible behind Simon. "Nature is our natural home," Simon said with a light chuckle. "We've long been able to blend into our surroundings."
"You don't say," Doc drawled, quickly counting the other Takaheni. There were twenty-two of them, which was quite a lot, perhaps Simon's entire tribe. More innocent lives to burden his conscience; if, of course, he let it.
"Do you really think Bosch is inside?" Jury asked.
"One of my men followed him here," Simon said. "He's been scarce within the Hidden lately, but he met with the tetrarch twice this week."
Doc had heard better news. "Jury's family was taken; have you seen any sign of them or heard anything?"
"No."
"What's your plan then?" Doc asked, curious to see.
"I suggest we sneak in, take a full sweep, kill Bosch and anyone else we find."
"All based on my suspicions?" Doc asked skeptically.
"To be honest, we have had our differences with Bosch in the past. We have also confirmed your allegations that he's working with a group called the Acolytes. We were able to listen in on a few of them, and it seems as if they are chomping at the bit to destroy the Hidden, and are merely waiting for the go-ahead."
"So we don't have much time," Doc commented.
"I don't believe so."
Doc had been watching Simon carefully, and he hadn't detected any signs of lying. "Jury, what's your take?"
"If my family's not in there, we need to make sure to keep one alive," Jury said.
"Johnny," Simon said. A smaller Takaheni stepped forward. "As soon as we're inside, capture one of them, and keep him alive in case we need him."
"Yes, chief."
"We'll go in the front," Simon said. "You take the back."
"Are you certain?"
"We are prepared." Simon stepped into a beam of light, and Doc saw he was wearing some sort of layered chest plate and carrying a Takaheni short sword.
"That you are," Doc said cheerfully. "That you are."
Doc didn't trust easily, but there was just something he liked about Simon, and when it came to people, his gut was almost never wrong. For instance, he'd disliked Sofia within half an hour, but he'd assumed it was a personality thing and hadn't looked any closer. Some people just rubbed him wrong. It didn't usually mean they were evil. Not like Bosch. He'd wanted to kill Bosch on sight, and, in retrospect, he wished he had. It would have saved him a lot of trouble.
"Not bored now, are you?" he asked Jury as they headed towards the back gate.
"Nope."
"Want to go camping after this?"
"Nah, I just went."
Doc chuckled softly as he glanced through the slats of the gate. "I don't see anything. You?"
"Just a couple dogs."
"Why do they always have dogs?"
"Funnier that way?" Jury suggested.
Doc broke the lock and swung the gate open, whistling softly. Before long, two savage dogs rushed snarling towards the entrance. Doc palmed his knife and waited. As soon as the first dog rushed through the gateway, he sliced its throat, ripping his knife free just in time to kill the other one. Then he and Jury stealthily entered the enormous yard.
They jogged silently through the ornate garden to the deck. There was one guard outside the deck door, but Doc easily and quietly choked him to death, easing his body to the boards. They had just stepped inside when shouting erupted at the front of the house.
"Stay here," Doc ordered Jury. "Keep your back to the wall, and don't let anyone out." Jury nodded, and Doc headed for the hallway. He killed several men on his way to the stairs, figuring Simon's men could handle the first floor.
Knives flew from his hands as he ran up the stairs, and man after man fell, most of them dead before they hit the floor. When he reached the upper landing, three men were still standing. They were out of ammunition, so they stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the hallway and faced off against Doc with fists and plastic knives.
It was too easy. Doc threw three knives with precise aim, killing them in mere seconds, then started down the hallway. There was a third floor, but if Bosch was in the house, he'd be on the second floor. Among the upper class, the top floor was for children and servants. Or at least, it had used to be.
Doc killed seven more men as he swept the rooms, using more care than normal because he wasn't interested in having another plastic bullet lodged in his chest. The lead ones always seemed to work their way out so he'd never worried overly much about getting shot.
He swept the entire second floor, finally reaching the master chamber which was guarded by two gigantic serpent men. "Is Bosch in there?" he asked cheerfully.
They didn't answer. He hadn't expected them to. He dispatched two knives, because he always liked to check, but he wasn't overly surprised when they bounced off the serpent men's scales.
Serpents were tricky because they had a tail instead of legs, but they still had arms. They were incredibly fast, and most of them had venom. He kind of wished he had a Takaheni sword right now, but since he didn't, he'd do it the hard way.  
He carefully palmed a knife in each hand, then rushed forward, ducking under the arms of the first serpent man and burying one of his knives right between the scales on his neck. The serpent whipped his body from side to side, knocking Doc into the wall before collapsing to the floor with a moan.
Doc scrambled to his feet and dodged a strike from the second serpent, back tracking down the hallway a few steps before stopping and waiting for the serpent to attack again. The serpent slithered forward quickly, and Doc waited until the last minute before side stepping and shoving his knife into the serpent's ear hole. The serpent man howled with anger, but Doc hammered the handle of his knife, shoving it deep into the serpent's brain.
The serpent reared to his full height, jaws open wide, then crumpled to the floor. Doc let out a sigh of relief, feeling mildly disappointed that he couldn't absorb their power.  
He walked to the master chamber and pushed open the door, blinking in surprise to see that Bosch was there and that he was alone.
"Mr. Holliday," Bosch said, flicking the ash from his cigar onto the floor. "You've turned out to be much more trouble than I anticipated."
Doc wasn't going to make the same mistake twice. He flung a knife straight at Bosch's chest, but it never made it. It jerked to a halt two inches away and clattered to the floor.
"That's not any way to greet someone, is it?" Bosch reprimanded. His voice was papery and dry, and it sent a line of shudders down Doc's spine.
Doc quickly tossed several more knives, aiming for Bosch's neck, his thighs, his stomach, his groin, his eyes. All of the knives fell uselessly to the floor.
"I guess I should've expected you wouldn't give up easily," Bosch muttered.
Doc didn't bother to respond. Instead he rushed across the room to tackle Bosch to the floor, but he didn't because right when he was about to grab Bosch, he slammed into an invisible wall.
"Nice, isn't it?" Bosch said, running his hand down the inside of the invisible box. "There's no end to what you can do when you have some of the most powerful people in the world working for you."
It was time to switch tactics. "Who's working for you?" Doc asked, circling around Bosch so he could see the doorway.
"Everyone who's smart," Bosch sneered.
"What did you do with the cryptids' powers?"
"Sold them to the highest bidder."
Doc could honestly say he had not seen that coming. Why would Bosch work so hard just to sell them? It didn't make sense.
"It's a terrible shame you're not a cryptid," Bosch added. "I could sell you for billions."
"Why are you working with the Acolytes?" Doc demanded.
"Zealous little group, aren't they?" Bosch said, puffing smoke into the air. "They really don't like you; can't imagine why."
Doc frowned. Bosch was playing for time. But why? Doc may not be able to kill him, but he could certainly keep him from leaving. Couldn't he?
Some shamans could move from one place to another with a mere thought. If Bosch had gained that power... But that didn't make sense either. If he could jump around, he would have already done it. Time for a new plan.
Doc yanked the bedspread from the bed and hurled it over Bosch. Then he picked him up, strange box and all, and carried him down the stairs.
He dropped Bosch on the floor in front of Jury and said, "Can you remove the barrier thingy so I can kill him?"
"Barrier thingy?"
"I don't know. It's just... there," Doc shrugged.
Bosch just stood there, smiling in that strange way he had, but didn't say a word.
"What have you done with my family?" Jury demanded.
"They're safe. For now."
Jury growled and tried to grab Bosch's throat, but the invisible shield stopped him.
"Told you," Doc said.
"Shut up!" Jury snapped, focused expression on his face.
"The house is clear," Simon said from behind them.
"You checked the third floor?" Doc asked.
"Yes. We swept the house from attic to cellar. Everyone's dead except the one we saved for you."
"Mr. Redgrove," Bosch chastised. "The tetrarch will be very disappointed to hear of your defection."
Simon ignored him, speaking instead to Doc, "Why is he still alive?"
"Force field thingy," Doc explained.
"Force field?"
"I can't touch him."
"Ah. That is unfortunate."
"Very."
"Did you want to speak with the other one?" Simon asked.
"Yes. Where is he?"
"Front of the house."
"Alright. Stay with Jury. I'll be back."
Doc stalked through the house, feeling both strangely disappointed and very ill at ease. Not only was Jury's family not here, not that he'd honestly expected them to be, but Bosch also didn't seem concerned. Which either meant they'd done exactly what he wanted them to do or that he simply wasn't scared of them.
Doc didn't usually mind playing blindly. In fact, he enjoyed a challenge, but for once there was a hell of a lot more at stake than a talking plant.
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As Doc stepped into the entryway, he quickly counted the Takahenis, feeling a bit relieved when none were missing. He was about to tell them that Simon was in the back, when he did a double take.
"Who are you?" he asked the slender Takaheni nearest to him.
"Sagena."
He glanced over the Takaheni's form, noting the lovely curvature. "Sagena?"
"Sagena Redgrove; I'm Simon's sister." She smiled widely, flashing beautiful, white teeth.
"Doc Holliday," he said, offering his hand. "It's an absolute delight to make your acquaintance. I've never had the pleasure of a female Takaheni before. The pleasure of meeting one, that is."
She chuckled lightly. "Of course. I'm glad to be the one to provide you that pleasure, Mr. Holliday."
His lips twitched, and he said cheerfully, "Please, call me Doc."
"I will call you," she replied.
"I'll hold you to it," he said, pulling one of his cards from his pocket and handing it to her. "I know very little about the Takaheni culture, and I would love to learn more."
"I'm sure you're a very apt student," she said, eyes trailing over his form.
"Oh very," he agreed.
"Then I shall look forward to it," she grinned.
Someone cleared their throat loudly, and Doc laughed. "I'm sorry. I got quite distracted. I'll take charge of the prisoner. Simon's in the back."
Sagena grinned and walked past, brushing her thigh against his as she did. He watched her go with a happy sigh, then turned to study the man they had tied to a chair.
"And by take charge of," Doc said, "I mean torture for information." The man's eyes widened. "See, I'm not a good guy," Doc said casually. "I don't worry about weary things like morality or social conscience. I'm willing to do whatever it takes. And if that means cutting strips of flesh off your thighs and making you eat them, that's exactly what I'll do."
"I'll talk!" the man exclaimed. "I'll talk!"
"But how will I know you're telling the truth?"
"I swear!"
"What if I asked you about Edgar Achaean?"
The man went stark white, and his whole body began to shake. "Don't ask me about him. Please! I'll tell you anything else you want to know, but I can't talk about him."
Very, very interesting. "And if I remove your eyeballs one tiny slice at a time?"
The man began to sob. "I can't tell you; I can't."
Who the hell was Edgar Achaean? And why was everyone so terrified of him?
"Alright, so we won't talk about Edgar," Doc said. "Tell me what Bosch is doing."
"I'm just a bodyguard," the man whimpered.
"But you go places with him..."
"Yes."
"Where do you go?"
"We used to go to the headquarters. Sometimes we go to the tetrarch's. Yesterday, we went to that restaurant on Fourteenth."
"That was very, very vague, and not at all useful," Doc said, pulling out his knife and testing the blade on his fingernail. A very thin shaving came off. "Not as sharp as I'd like," Doc murmured. "It will probably hurt a bit."
"What will?" he whispered.
"When I start cutting off your fingers." Doc smiled widely. "It will take quite a while for you to bleed out, so a couple fingers, a little skin, an eyeball, your nutsack, maybe your nose; I haven't decided yet."
The man stared at Doc's knife in absolute horror. Sweat beaded on his forehead, smelling of fear. He definitely was not an Acolyte. They were so zealous, they almost seemed to like being tortured, as if they were misguided enough to believe their reward would be greater.
"Tell me more about the tetrarch," Doc said.
"I'm never in the room," the man stuttered. "I have no idea what they talk about. You have to believe me!"
Doc did. So he asked a different question. "Where are the witches?"
"The witches?" his prisoner stammered.
"The witches Bosch captured. The Jurys."
"I don't know."
He was lying, and so he would pay. Doc speared his knife into the man's inner thigh, being careful not to nick the artery. He didn't want the man to bleed out after all. The man screamed in pain, and Doc twisted his knife before ripping it back out.
"Let's try this again. Where are the Jurys?"
"I don't know," he cried.
"You do, but if you insist." Doc sliced open the man's pant leg and slowly, slowly cut a long strip of skin into a rectangular shape, then slipped his knife between the flesh and the skin to cut the rectangle out.
The man was shrieking in pain, but listening to the terrified wails of a screaming banshee for several years had greatly increased Doc's tolerance for screaming.
He dangled the strip of skin in front of the man's face. "Now either you tell me where the Jurys are or you can nibble on this yummy bit of skin."
The man gagged and tears ran down his cheeks. Doc was beginning to wish he hadn't brought up Edgar. In the future he'd wait until the end.
"Just tell me where they are," he said softly.
"I can't..."
"Seriously? What's the worst that happens? If I kill you, what can Bosch do to you?"
All the color drained from the man's face, and he stopped struggling. Doc sighed. He really needed to work on his technique.
"Tell me where they are, and I'll make it quick." The man shook his head, so Doc tried a different tactic. "Tell me where they are, and I'll make it quick AND deliver you to the Worms myself."
"The Worms?" he whimpered. Doc nodded. "Honestly?" Doc nodded again. "You swear?"
"You have my word."
"I don't believe you," he stuttered.
"You should. I'm Doc Holliday," Doc said.
The man's body was shaking with fear and pain, but his eyes were clear with determination. "They're... they're downtown," he whispered. "There's a Hidden building on the corner of Fifteenth and Larimer," he stuttered softly. "But it's different. Not like a normal Hidden building. Not just anyone can see it. They're being held there."
"You're certain?"
"Yes."
"What kind of guards?"
The man hissed slightly as a wave of pain washed through him. "Bosch's normal crew. Mostly norms."
"What about the Acolytes?"
"They aren't part of that operation."
"What are they part of?"
"Bosch is staging a coup," he croaked.
"I see," Doc muttered. And he was afraid he actually did. "What else can you tell me?"
"I... I don't know anything else. I swear!"
Doc leaned in close enough to smell the man's fear. "I'll have the Worms put you on ice, and if I find out you're lying—"
"I'm not!" the man blubbered. "I'm not! I swear! That's all I know! All! Please don't leave me! You swore!"
"Just one last question," Doc said. "Is Bosch a norm?"
"Yes," the man whispered.
"You're certain?"
"Yes."
He wasn't lying, or at least he didn't think he was lying so Doc shoved his knife through the man's heart and watched the life and fear fade from his eyes.
"Death may not be real," Doc murmured as his chest grew hot. "But undead is, and you were certainly terrified of it." Or terrified of someone. Specifically Edgar. What power could Edgar possibly wield to inspire such fear?
Doc didn't have the time to work it out right now though. They needed to get to Jury's family before Bosch's men moved them. Doc cut through the dead man's bonds, tossed him over his shoulder and carried him to the back of the house where Bosch was still smirking and Jury was frowning furiously.
"What did you find out?" Jury demanded.
"Some things."
"Seriously?" Jury snapped.
Doc gestured towards Bosch, then turned and said, "Simon, we could still use you."
"Our weapons are yours."
"Meet us here," Doc said, writing the address on a scrap of paper and handing it to Simon. He didn't want to say it out loud because he didn't want Bosch to know he knew. "I have an errand to run, but don't do anything until we get there."
"You need to hurry," Simon said. "We can't be out among the norms in the daylight."
Doc glanced at his watch. He was cutting it close. "I'll be fast. Jury, roll Bosch back up, and let's go."
"We're taking him with us?" Jury said.
"I don't see that we have a choice."
"What's with the dead guy?"
"I need to drop him off at the Worms."
Jury raised an eyebrow, but didn't say a word.
Jury carried Bosch, and Doc carried the dead man out to the minivan. "Take us to the Mortuary," Doc said as he settled into the passenger seat. The Mortuary was the Worms' place of business. It was located in the norm world because they were happy to take possession of any body; norm, animal, cryptid, they'd take them all. What their clients didn't know couldn't possibly hurt them.
While Jury drove, Doc texted Aine. "Can banshees see the Hidden buildings without the Sight?"
"Yes. Why?" she replied.
He was afraid of that. He hoped he didn't regret this. "I suppose I need you after all."
"Really?"
"Yes. I'm running short on time. Can you meet us?" He texted the address, hoping no one was watching her phone. He had no idea how far Bosch's reach went. He didn't know if the Magistratus was in league with him. He didn't know how many witches were on his payroll. He didn't know anything. Hell, he didn't even know why Bosch was in a box in the back of the van. What if he released the shield and stabbed them both in the back of the head?
He turned around warily. Bosch was still wrapped up tightly. "Are you enjoying yourself, Mr. Bosch?" Doc asked.
"Immensely."
This whole business was starting to get under Doc's skin. Too much magic for one. Too many elements at play. Too many questions. A sudden thought occurred to him. What if Bosch wasn't even Bosch? His head was beginning to hurt. Which annoyed him. His head never hurt.
"I wouldn't mind visiting your aunt right now," Doc said sullenly.
"You'd hate her," Jury said. "She's a total elitist."
"So just like the rest of your family."
"Exactly, only she talks with a British accent."
"I could work with that."
"She has a wart on her nose."
"You're just saying that. She's probably beautiful."
Jury sighed. "She is, but don't even think about it."
"What if she comes onto me?"
"That's a tough one," Jury scoffed. "After all, I'd hate for you to destroy her self-esteem."
"Excellent," Doc said cheerfully. "Your parameters are accepted."
"Parameters? What parameters?"
"You just said I could make love to your aunt if she came onto me first."
"I did not say that."
"You basically did."
"I basically didn't do anything. You may not make love to my aunt!"
"Even if she comes onto me first?"
"Even then," Jury growled. "Fuck her self-esteem."
Doc laughed softly and glanced behind them once more. He wished he could talk freely to Jury, but he didn't think that was a good idea with Bosch in the backseat.
A while later, Jury parked behind the Mortuary, and Doc knocked on the back door. Robert, the Worm from Singer's house, opened the door, face tight with suspicion.
"I've a special delivery," Doc said. "Would you make sure he gets processed right away? I promised him he would."
Robert shrugged. "Whatever you say, Mr. Holliday." He pulled the corpse from the back of the van and said, "I'll send Jervis the normal payment."
"No need," Doc said. "This one's on the house."
He climbed back into the van and wrote the address the dead man had given him down on a card and showed it to Jury. Jury nodded and began to drive.
He parked on the street, and Doc was relieved to see that Simon and his men were already there. Now they just needed Aine. He waited impatiently; he was afraid if they waited too long, Jury's family would be gone, and this time they'd never find them.
"I'm here," Aine texted him.
He glanced around and saw her walking up the sidewalk towards them, and he exited the van to greet her.
"Thank you," he said. "I don't want you to stay. I just need you to find the building."
"Tough," she said. "I'm here. I'll help."
"I don't want you to."
"Not your choice to make," she said firmly, meeting his glare with a stern glare of her own.
He finally caved. "Please be careful," he said. He hadn't forgotten that Bosch's men had nearly killed her once already.
"I will."
"Before we go," he said, opening the minivan door and tossing the blanket back. "Is this Bosch?"
"No," she said.
Hell. "Are you certain?"
"Yes. I've met Bosch at the Banshee. He... creeps me out. This isn't him. The glamour looks like him, but it isn't."
"Who is it?"
"I don't know."
"No sense in keeping him alive then," Doc muttered, breathing deeply and focusing all his strength into his hand. Then he thrust his fist forward, slamming it through the shield and into not-Bosch's head. His head split like a melon, and then both the force field and the glamour dissipated, and there was just an unidentified corpse with a mushed-up head.
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Doc closed the van door and turned to Aine. "Where's the building?"
"There." She pointed towards one of the buildings, but Doc didn't see it. All he saw were two normal buildings side by side. If he were honest, he wouldn't mind living in a world without magic.
"What are we looking at?" Simon asked softly.
"There's a Hidden building there."
"Really? Why can't we see it?"
"I don't know," Doc replied with a shrug. "There must not be an official doorway. Do you think there are buildings like this all over Denver?"
"There shouldn't be," Simon growled. "All new buildings are run through the council and voted on, and all Hidden buildings or sections are required to have at least one visible entrance."
Doc smiled slightly, remembering what Thaddeus had said about Doc's naivety.
"A problem for another day, good man. Aine, is there a door?"
"Yes."
"Let's go," Doc said, motioning for everyone to follow Aine. "Shield her," he whispered to Jury. "And keep an eye out for traps."
"Will do."
She walked up to the seam between the two buildings where red brick met white stone and said, "The door's right here." She reached out, but Doc stopped her.
"No," he said. "Let me do it." He felt the wall until he found the doorknob and forced it to turn. The door didn't budge, so he slammed his shoulder into it, knocking it ajar.
He walked slowly into the entryway, expecting something or anything, but nothing happened. No alarm sounded. No guards rushed down the halls. He was certain the man hadn't lied, but that didn't mean Bosch hadn't already moved them.
Doc glanced around cautiously. It wasn't unlike the Bureau headquarters, but it had an air of disuse, and there wasn't a soul around. There was an empty desk in the entryway, and behind it, the room narrowed into a hallway, and, presumably, offices branched off the hallway. But for what purpose? 
"They're here," Jury suddenly whispered.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, I can feel them. This way." He headed down the hallway, and Doc followed closely behind him. The offices were empty, and there were absolutely no signs of life. Doc didn't like it one bit.
"In there," Jury said, gesturing towards a large doorway. It looked as if it might open into a boardroom or a conference room. If the Jurys were on the other side of the doors, where were the guards?
"I don't like this," Doc whispered.
"I know they're in there."
"Could it just be their hair or something, like when you tried to mislead them?"
"No. You don't understand. It's them."
Jury walked forward boldly and pushed the doors open.
"Thomas!" Mrs. Jury exclaimed, jumping up from a table and rushing up to him. "I'm so glad you finally came. Hieronymus said you were too busy to help."
"Hieronymus?" Jury asked dumbly. "Help?"
Doc stared around the room, trying to figure out exactly what he was seeing. The Jurys weren't tied up. They weren't hooked to a sinister power-draining machine. They weren't in plastic coffins. They didn't even appear to be prisoners.
The room was full of plush couches, and there was a long table laid out with snack foods. In the center of the room there was a round table covered with small, stone fetishes, and each fetish had a different shape. Some were shaped like humans, other like wolves, others like serpents, still others had vampire teeth.
He was beginning to have a very bad feeling. A very bad feeling indeed.
"What exactly are you doing?" Jury demanded, glaring at Mrs. Jury.
"Well, after John so rudely tore you from the house, Hieronymus brought us here to bind these fetishes," she explained, like that somehow made sense.
"What?! Why? Why are you helping him?"
"Don't be ridiculous, Thomas. Not only is he the head of the Bureau, but he's also working to protect the Hidden from an unseen threat."
"He IS the unseen threat!" Jury broke in.
She was far too well-mannered to roll her eyes, but Doc could tell she wanted to. "I don't know what John's been telling you, dear. This is why we didn't want you spending time with him. He's a terrible influence."
"Tell me that's not really Mother," Jury asked Aine hopefully.
"I've never met your mother," she replied. "But she's not glamoured."
"I cannot believe this," Jury moaned. "So you're telling me that Bosch brought you here, and, instead of imprisoning you, he managed to convince you to help him?!"
"Of course we've been helping him," she replied, tone of voice making it clear what she thought of Jury's mental faculties. "He originally thought there needed to be thirteen of us, which is why he was so disappointed you didn't come, but we soon fixed him of that ridiculous idea. I can't believe the fairytales some people still believe. This is the scientific age, after all. Significance in numbers is so ridiculous."
"Is that what I think it is?" Simon growled from beside Doc.
"What?" Doc asked, still trying to piece everything together.
"That!" Simon pointed at the table where one of Jury's brothers was holding a Takaheni shaped fetish. 
Jury's brother set the Takaheni fetish to the side and picked up a small stone rectangle and a small glass cube. Blue light streaked from the cube into the stone until the stone began to glow brightly. After a moment, the stone took shape, and the glass cube faded away. Jury's brother examined the ogre fetish, then added it to the pile.
"What the hell are they doing?" Simon demanded.
"I think, although at this point I'm not sure about anything, I'd hazard a guess they're putting the powers Bosch drained off the cryptids into the fetishes."
"We must stop them!" Simon exclaimed. "This is an... an..."
"Abomination?" Doc suggested.
"Well it is!"
"I agree," Doc said softly, mind spinning. He needed to figure this out, and he needed to figure it out now. The fake Bosch had said he'd sold the powers to the highest bidder, but that had clearly been a lie. Simon had overheard the Acolytes say they were readying to attack. The man Doc had delivered to the Worms had said Bosch was trying to stage a coup. The only way that made sense is if he was trying to replace the tetrarch.
If Doc were Bosch, he'd play it like this, he'd have the Acolytes attack the Hidden, with the trail somehow returning to the tetrarch. Meanwhile, he'd have his own men standing at the ready to defend the Hidden, after several people had died in the attack. Bosch's men would kill all the Acolytes, then Bosch could lay the blame at the tetrarch's feet and seize control of the Hidden.
But how did the powers come into play? And why did Bosch need the fetishes?  
He hurled the chessboard in his mind out the window. There were too many pieces in play, and he had no idea what any of them were.
Simon suddenly started forward, but Doc stopped him. "Wait," Doc advised. "Is this all the fetishes?" he asked Mrs. Jury.
She glowered at him. "I refuse to speak to you unless you apologize for your earlier behavior."
"Could you be more specific?" he sighed.
"Grabbing Thomas and running away like that! What could you have been thinking?"
"I apologize, Mrs. Jury. I was a bit deep in my cups already," he lied.
"I thought as much," she said, turning her head to the side with a sniff.
"Wait just a damn minute—" Aine began. Doc held up his hand to stop her. "But you can't—" He shook his head. "You saved—" Doc put his finger to his lips, and Aine finally closed her mouth, but her eyes were mutinous.
"I was a dreadful bore, which of course you expected," Doc continued. "I feel horrible for the distress I must have caused you."
"Goddamn it!" Jury suddenly burst out. "How can you all be so fucking stupid?! It was a goddamn trap, and Doc saved my ass. Bosch is using you, and you're just going right the fuck along with it!"
Mrs. Jury stared at Jury, mouth open in distress.
"Language," Doc muttered. "I almost had her."
"I don't care. This is fucking ridiculous. You shouldn't have to fucking apologize or act like you're a hopeless drunk. You're smarter than everyone in this fucking room combined. Now I want some goddamn answers! What the fuck are the fetishes for?!"
"Thomas Cromwell Jury! You will not speak to your mother like that!" Mr. Jury exclaimed as he finally stood and joined them.
"Don't you dare 'Thomas Cromwell Jury' me!" Jury snarled. "I am not the idiot here!"
"Here we go," Doc sighed.
"Is Jury okay?" Aine whispered.
"Yes, he just tends to cuss when he gets angry."
"I've never seen him... act like this."
"His family rather brings out the worst in him."
Jury's hands began to glow. "You listen to me," he snarled, "and you listen good. I am sick and tired of your pretentious, old-world elitism. Tell me what the fetishes are for or I will level this room," he ground out, face white with fury.
"Can he really do that?" Aine asked.
"Probably, but I seriously doubt if he will."
He knew the Jurys well enough to know they could argue forever. He also knew they didn't have forever.
"Here's what I think we should do," Doc said to Simon in an undertone. "I think we should let things play out."
"Are you certain?" Simon said doubtfully.
"If we don't, we won't know what Bosch is truly planning. The man we captured wasn't Bosch. He was wearing a glamour."
"I see."
"Destroying the fetishes now won't stop Bosch, but if we let it carry out, the fetishes might lead us to Bosch and reveal his plan."
"People are going to get hurt," Simon argued.
"They always do," Doc said. "But if we don't stop Bosch for real, even more people will get hurt."
"One moment," Simon said. He and Sagena put their furry heads together and whispered in Takaheni for a moment, then Simon turned back to Doc and said, "We agree. What is our next move?"
"Why don't you head back," Doc suggested. "And I'll let you know as soon as I have any information worth having."
Simon studied Doc for a moment, and Doc waited patiently. He was more or less asking Simon to hinge his entire future on Doc's gut. It was a lot to ask. 
"Do not go to war without us," Simon finally said.
"I wouldn't dream of it." They shook hands, and Doc winked at Sagena. She raised her sleek eyebrows and winked back slowly, seductive promise in her eyes. Doc grinned widely as he watched the Takahenis leave before turning to study the room once more.
There was nothing here but the Jurys and the fetishes. Jury and his father were arguing furiously, which was just wasting time, and Doc's gut told him they were running out of time.
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"Let's sweep the building," Doc said to Aine. "Maybe we can find something useful."
"Like what?"
"Like a journal outlining Bosch's exact plans," he joked.
Aine laughed. "That would be lucky."
"Wouldn't it though?"
"Is Jury's family always like that?" she asked as they searched an office.
"Yes."
"I can't believe that. He's so... nice and normal and not an ass."
"That's mostly my influence; he was very much an ass when I met him."
"Oh," she said.
"Oh what?"
"That explains why they hate you so much."
"They once tried to ship me to Madagascar."
Aine laughed. "And how did that go?"
"For them? Not well. They were lucky I recognized Edward, Jury's brother, so I just escaped instead of... Well, you know."
"Killing them all?"
"Precisely."
They searched the entire building, room after room, looking for clues, but all they found were stale snacks and dust.
"I think this is the equivalent of a safe house," Doc commented as they walked back to the boardroom where they'd left Jury. "Once Bosch realized the Jurys weren't going to fight him, he just left them alone to do what he needed. I just don't understand why he needs it."
"What do you mean?" Aine asked.
"He has cryptids on his team. If you already employ a vampire, why do you need to steal a vampire's power? If you have one of the most powerful witch families in your pocket," he said, gesturing towards the arguing Jurys, "why steal a witch's power? It makes almost no sense."
"I don't know," Aine said with a shrug. "I balance books and serve drinks for a living."
"Ah, sweet Aine, you serve hope, and that's a very rare thing indeed."
He glanced at his watch. It was nearly six in the morning. They needed to get moving.
He tapped Jury on the shoulder. "May I speak with you in private for a moment?"
"This doesn't concern you!" Mr. Jury snarled.
"It never does. I'll just be a moment." Doc pulled Jury to the side and mouthed, "Have you figured out anything?"
"That my entire family is comprised of morons!"
"I already knew that. About Bosch?"
"No," Jury mouthed irritably. "I can't get anything out of them."
Those fetishes were really bothering Doc. Bosch wanted them desperately, desperately enough to kidnap a clan of witches. But why?
"Could you... um, you know, disable them?"
"My family or the fetishes?" Jury mouthed.
"Your family."
"Not all of them, no."
"Do you think they'll be inclined to tell Bosch we stopped by?"
"Ha! Confess that their black sheep of a son deigned to show up but refused to help with the cause?! Not fucking likely."
"What about the fetishes?" Doc asked.
"What about them?"
"Can you disable them?"
"Sure, if I had enough time. It's just like a relic, but we don't have that kind of time. For all we know, Bosch is on his way here right now."
"If I distract them, could you at least put a tracker on one of the fetishes?"
"That's brilliant!" Jury mouthed excitedly. "If you give me more than a minute I might be able to do it to the entire batch."
"Promise you won't take offense at my tactic?"
"Will I need to take offense at your tactic?" Doc shrugged, and Jury cringed. "Just don't kiss her, alright? That's too big of a distraction."
"You have my word," Doc grinned.
He put on his best woman-melting, Southern smile and walked back into the fray. Mr. and Mrs. Jury and all of Jury's various siblings were arguing amongst themselves now, which was all well and good; but as soon as they saw Jury they'd start back in on him, and Doc needed to make sure that didn't happen.
"Mrs. Jury," he breathed, taking her hand in his and ignoring the collective intake of shocked breath around him. "After all these years, I find I'm compelled to confess that when I am near you, I cannot even think for the joy of it."
Her mouth dropped open in pure shock, and Doc saw Mr. Jury's face turn bright red. This was a terrible plan. He should have hit on one of Jury's sisters instead, but he'd chosen Mrs. Jury because she absolutely despised him.
"Mrs. Jury, may I... May I have your permission to call you Abigail? I so love the way your name feels on my tongue, like sweet honey." Doc purred the word "honey", and Mrs. Jury's face turned pink.
"Now see here," Mr. Jury sputtered.
"Mr. Jury," Aine suddenly said. "Are you the Jury who wrote the Witches' Law of 1898? That was nothing short of brilliant!"
Mr. Jury looked between his flabbergasted wife and wide-eyed Aine for a moment before drawing back his shoulders and saying, "I did indeed. It was time for a change, you know."
The rest of the Jurys looked back and forth between their parents like they were watching a tennis match, and Doc turned his attention back to Mrs. Jury.
"When I first saw you," he murmured, "I was struck by your ethereal beauty and majesty." He'd been struck by something all right. At the time it had actually been a cudgel wielded by one of her minions, but none the less. "I could swim forever in the beauty of your eyes."
She still hadn't spoken, which was strange. He'd honestly expected her to take a strip off his hide by now. "I know this is neither the time nor the place to confess my admiration of you, but I just can't hold it back any longer." He raised his hand to her cheek. "It's like a cancer in my soul."
She bit her lip, and a rush of panic ran through him. He'd definitely misread his opponent and overplayed his hand. It was too late to back down now though.
He stepped closer and murmured, "My greatest desire is that you'll someday see me not as your equal, never that, but at least worthy of your notice. It would be my honor, Abigail, to please you."
That got Mr. Jury's attention again. "Now see here, you pond scum. Keep your filthy hands off my wife! If anyone is going to please her, it's going to be me!" The siblings gasped.
Doc grinned and tugged Mrs. Jury closer to him. Mr. Jury glared at him, faint blue sparks flicking from his eyes, and suddenly a gust of air that felt like a sandbag slammed into Doc's chest, hurling him backwards.
"Oh Phillip," Mrs. Jury gasped. "I didn't know you still cared!"
"Of course I care! The idea of vermin like that laying his hands on my wife! The indignity!"
"Phillip Jury!" Mrs. Jury snapped. "How could you?!" She turned her back on her husband and walked to Doc, cupping his elbow with one hand and using her other hand to dust imaginary dirt from his jacket front. "Are you all right, John?"
She had never said his name like that before. Ever. Instead of laced with scorn, it was laced with... flirtation.
"Oh hell," Doc hissed. He was definitely going to regret this.
"Remove your hands from him right this instance!" Mr. Jury commanded.
"Or what?" Mrs. Jury snapped, tightening her hold on Doc's arm.
"Time to go," Jury said softly from behind him.
"I would love to," Doc hissed, gesturing at Mrs. Jury's tightly wrapped hands on his arm.
"For crying out loud," Jury muttered, yanking Doc from her grasp and pulling him away from her. Then the three of them slipped out the door unnoticed while Mr. and Mrs. Jury screamed at each other.
"Jury?" Doc said.
"Yeah."
"There's a very real chance I'll have to make love to your mother in the near future."
"Don't you fucking dare," Jury growled.
"I don't know that I have a choice."
"There's always a choice."
"Not really. For one, I think I vastly overestimated her dislike of me. For two, I confessed that I'd be honored to please her. For three, your father's such an ass he practically threw her at me. If he'd played his cards right, they could be having sex right now."
Aine burst out laughing which did nothing to cool Jury's temper.
"I said no kissing! What on earth makes you think sex is on the table?!"
"It's not about you, Jury," Doc argued. "It's about her. She's a vulnerable, ignored woman, and I'd hate to see what would happen if I turned her away."
"Ignored?"
"Didn't you see the way your father responded? He wasn't jealous! The only reason he was upset was because he didn't want ME touching her."
"Well of course he didn't! You're a known womanizer!"
"That's not the point," Doc sighed. "You just don't understand women."
"Excuse me?!" Jury snapped.
"You're excused."
"Goddamn it, Doc!"
Doc stopped and faced Jury. "I think we have more important problems than you telling me how much you hate me right now."
"Are you sure?" Jury growled. "Because it's right at the top of my list. Get in the van!"
By now Aine was laughing so hard that Doc had to help her into the van.
"I cannot believe we are having this discussion," Jury snapped. "I do not care what you do, but if I ever find out, I'll beat the shit out of you so thoroughly you'll forget your own name."
"Fair enough," Doc said as he sat down.
"I can't believe I was worried about them," Jury snorted.
"I'm not so sure you shouldn't be," Doc said softly.
"What do you mean?"
"I'm not really sure. I just... I think they're being a little too trusting, and Bosch isn't a man one should trust."
"Goddamn it! It's like every time you turn around you're jinxing us."
"That wasn't a jinx," Doc argued.
"It was too!"
"Prove it!"
"That doesn't even make sense!" Jury snarled.
"Then I guess you can't prove it; now shut up, I'm trying to think."
"Don't tell me to shut up," Jury muttered. "You shut up."
"How about we both shut up?" Doc suggested.
"Deal."
Doc ignored Aine's giggles and stared at the space where he knew the building was. He had a suspicion he wanted to follow up so he didn't want to sit here all day watching the building; but he also didn't fully trust magic, and he wasn't one hundred percent sure Jury's trackers would work.
"If only we had someone we trusted to keep an eye on the place. Hedge our bets, you know."
"I could stay and watch," Aine offered from the backseat.
"No, they already know you're involved. We need someone else. Someone they would never suspect."
"Like Darius!" he and Jury said together.
It didn't take long to contact Darius and get him to come out to the corner of Fifteenth and Larimer. "That's the building, right there," Doc said, pointing at the two buildings. "I can't see it any more than you can, but if someone should go in or out, you should be able to tell."
"And what do I do if someone comes out?" Darius asks.
"Just text me."
"Shouldn't I follow them?"
This was getting tricky; having Darius watch didn't do a lot of good if he couldn't follow anyone. If only they had a bunch of Dariuses.
Doc sorted through his memory for a list of people he trusted. It wasn't long. Jury and Jervis were at the top, but he couldn't spare either of them. It's not as if he needed people he trusted implicitly though, just people he trusted a little.
He pulled out one of his cards and started writing phone numbers on the back. "If someone leaves, try to follow them, but call one of the people on this list to replace you. Tell them Doc's asking, and give them the same instructions I gave you. But whatever you do, don't follow anyone into any buildings; just watch from a distance, okay? If you even think they suspect you're following them, turn off and go get coffee or something before you go home."
He hated asking people to do things for him. "You don't have to do this, Darius."
"Never thought I did," he said with a grin. "I've had more fun and excitement in the last week or so than I've had in years."
Quality of life, Doc thought. Even if Darius somehow died today, he'd die on his feet having a good time, which was so much better than dying alone in a bed too weak to even lift your head.
"Just be careful," Doc cautioned. "Jury, you take Aine home and get rid of fake Bosch here. I'll meet you at... Union Station."
"Sounds good."
Doc walked a block, then hailed a taxi. He hadn't forgotten that he was a wanted man, but at this point he almost hoped the Magistratus tried to take him in. Maybe then he could figure out what was going on. But one way or another, he was getting some answers today.
He paid the taxi driver and walked into the home, trying not to breathe too deeply. The dying had a scent that he just didn't care for. He'd been there. He'd smelled it on himself, and it was not an experience he cared to repeat.
He didn't knock, just opened Lyle's door. Once again, Lyle's grey head was bowed over the leather-bound book.
"John," Lyle said softly without looking up. "I didn't expect to see you again. Did you change your mind?"
Doc laughed. "Just today I tortured a man, killed several others, made a tentative date with a gorgeous woman, and hit on a witch older than I am. Why would I change my mind?"
"To save your immortal soul."
"Ah. And that's why I'm here." Doc sat across from him and studied Lyle's wrinkled face. Lyle was every bit as zealous as he had been sixty years ago. He hadn't changed a bit except he no longer slaughtered people. Now he just threatened them with eternal damnation.
"You told me that you didn't tell anyone about the Acolytes, and I believed you because you believed yourself. But you lied to me, didn't you?"
Lyle's wrinkly forehead wrinkled even more. "I don't lie," he insisted. "I've no need to lie."
"Of course not," Doc chuckled. "But see, I thought about it, and I realized you have a problem, a compulsion. You confessed your crimes to me, but I couldn't give you the absolution you so desire. I couldn't wipe your slate clean. In fact, even if I could, I wouldn't. Nothing will absolve you of your sins. If hell exists, which, sadly, I'm fairly certain it doesn't, you'll go there when you die."
Lyle's face was pale, but he still protested, "It's been over sixty years, John. Do you have any idea how much good I've done in that time? Surely that has balanced the scales," he said desperately.
"No," Doc said firmly. "Because it won't bring Bree's family back; and, even after all this time, she misses them. But I digress. Who did you confess to?"
Lyle's face became shuttered. "I don't know what you mean."
"I thought you didn't lie. You confessed your sins to someone, someone who could promise you absolution. Who was it?"
"That was years ago," Lyle said defensively.
"Ah, just as I thought. You did make a confession. Did it make you feel cleaner? Do you feel absolved?"
"I fulfilled my penance," Lyle said, voice stubborn. "My conscience is clear."
"Interesting," Doc said softly. "Then why are you so frightened to die?"
"What do you mean?"
"You used to beg me to kill you. You knelt at my feet and begged. Begged! But not now."
"That is because I no longer feel guilt."
"Oh. So is that why you're taking..." Doc did a quick count. "Fifteen prescription medications? Because you feel no guilt? Is not your time in god's hands? Why are you trying so hard to stay alive? Don't you trust his infinite wisdom and timing?"
Lyle shook his head and muttered, "You're nothing but a demon sent to torment me."
"Probably. Tell me who you confessed to."
"I will not."
"Alright. I'll take a stab at it. My guess is you confessed to one Edgar Achaean." Lyle's eyes grew wide, and Doc knew he was right.
"How... How... But how do you know that?" Lyle stuttered.
"Because," Doc said slowly, dragging it out. "Edgar is the new Appointed One."
"No... He can't... He..." Lyle began to sob helplessly. "No, it was over. He said I'd sinned; he said God forgave me; he said my soul was clean."
"He lied," Doc said flatly.
He watched Lyle weep for a moment, feeling absolutely no sympathy. Doc had killed hundreds of people, men and women alike. He didn't keep track, and he felt no guilt. It was true that he used his own measuring system, a system few others would think accurate, but he didn't care. He'd lived long enough to know the people society could do without, whether or not they would admit it. His conscience was clear.
Lyle, on the other hand, had personally executed over two hundred men, women, and children for the crime of not being human. For the crime of not being sanctioned by god. He deserved every single moment of pain he suffered.
"Tell me where Edgar is," Doc demanded.
"I told you," Lyle whispered tearfully. "That was years ago."
"How many years?"
"Fifteen. I'd had a heart attack, and I was..."
"Afraid you were dying?" Doc supplied.
"Yes. Why didn't you kill me? How could you have been so cruel?" he whimpered.
"Where was Edgar when you confessed?"
"I was in Philadelphia; Edgar was the archbishop, but I don't think he'd still... be there."
"He isn't," Doc said. "He's here, running the Acolytes, but I don't understand what his plan is. He has a relic that raises the dead, and he's working with a man who wants to rule the cryptids. That seems... out of place."
Lyle stopped blubbering and stared at Doc in horror. "A relic that raises the dead?"
"Yes."
"That's an abomination!"
"That's what I thought you'd say," Doc said with a shrug.
"I don't understand... Why would he revive the Acolytes but work with cryptids? It's not in line with our doctrine at all. I mean... the doctrine of the Acolytes."
"That's what I'm asking you," Doc said. "Why would he?"
"I don't know. The only time I met him was during my confession. Although I admit I've heard some rumors about him since then."
"Such as?"
Internal struggle crossed Lyle's face, but he eventually said, "A few years ago I heard he had died in some sort of arcane ritual. But even before that, it was rumored that he was so power mad he had been excommunicated. They are just rumors though, nothing of substance."
Maybe, maybe not, Doc thought.
"Whatever he's done..." Lyle started to say; he paused, then whispered, "You must not hesitate to kill him."
"I never do."
"I know," Lyle said wearily. "That's what I don't understand."
"I gave you the punishment that fit your crime," Doc said as he stood. "Living with your guilt, your naivety, your bigotry, your wickedness. And furthermore, when you die, it will be with the knowledge that I, the ultimate abomination, still live, healthy and happy and well." Doc chuckled softly. "Isn't life rich? Enjoy your last few years, old man."
He left without looking back. Lyle had confirmed what Doc already suspected, but he still didn't know why Edgar was involved with Bosch and who was using whom.




Chapter 19
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"So what now?" Jury asked when Doc sat across from him outside Union Station.
"Are we glamoured?"
"Yes."
"Do I have a fat ass?" Jury chuckled but neither confirmed nor denied. Doc rolled his eyes. "Then we wait."
"For what?"
"For the fetishes to move or for Darius to text or for someone to tell us where Bosch is."
"I hate waiting," Jury complained.
"You and me both."
Doc pulled out his worn cards, shuffled, and dealt a hand.
"Gin?" Jury asked, taking a bite of apple.
"Yep. I wish you'd brought some whiskey."
"Pretty sure drinking in public is illegal."
"Yeah, but you could glamour the bottle. Make it look like a soda."
"That would be like asking you to play poker with a three year old."
"I played poker with a three year old once," Doc replied. "She was truly quite gifted."
"I don't believe you."
"She could count cards better than anyone I know," Doc said lazily. "Gin," he added, laying down his cards.
"Already? I can't stand playing against you."
Doc chuckled as he shuffled and dealt again.
"My only consolation is that you can't possibly cheat with these cards," Jury said as he picked up his hand.
Doc smiled inwardly. He wasn't cheating; he didn't need to, but Jury had never really understood sleight of hand. He certainly couldn't hold spare cards up his sleeves, but Doc could make any deck of cards deal just the way he wanted it to. Where was the fun in that though? Where was the excitement, the unknown? He liked knowing that he could lose if he didn't play his hand just right.
"That's it!" he exclaimed.
"What's it?" Jury asked.
"Gin."
"What? That's it?!"
"No, not that. Gin, but that's not it."
"Then what the hell is it?" Jury demanded.
"Bosch is making a play for power."
"He is?" Jury interrupted.
"Sorry; forgot to tell you. We had fake Bosch in the van and... Anyway, the man I talked to at the house—"
"You mean tortured?" Jury clarified.
"Precisely. Anyway, he said Bosch is planning a coup. The only play I can figure is that he wants control of the Hidden so he's going to try to remove the tetrarch."
"I thought he was in league with the tetrarch."
"Maybe he is. He's hedging his bets, just like we are."
"Can you try to make more sense?"
"Probably not," Doc said. "I keep trying to figure out what Bosch is doing, but there are so many elements in play I can't line them out. Which is precisely the point."
"What?"
"He's not just doing one thing. He wants to win, so he's doing several things at once so that all the plays line out perfectly."
Doc dealt another hand. "A year ago, Bosch moved the Bureau headquarters to Denver. Why? There aren't more cryptids to study here, there aren't any powers specific to this region, there aren't any... what do you call those places that have energy?"
"Vortexes?" Jury suggested.
"Yeah, but other kinds too. Like Stonehenge."
"Ah. I follow you now."
"So why did he move here?"
"I don't know."
"Because this is where Tetrarch Mitcham lives! In the middle. Easy access to both coasts, no bias to either side. You cannot seize power from a leader if you're half a continent away, right?"
"I suppose. I've never tried to seize power."
"Use your imagination," Doc chided. "Anyway, the Bureau has been experimenting on cryptids since its inception, trying to harness their powers, but Bosch actually figured out how. He used Sofia to somehow syphon off their powers, and he's using your family to bind said powers to the fetishes. Why, you ask?"
"Yes," Jury said.
"Because, although he already has cryptids on his payroll, most cryptids don't trust him, and his main force is made up of norms, who pale in comparison on the power scale. So he's found a way to give them the power of the cryptids." Doc paused, imagining it for a moment.
"If you think about it, if you wanted to take over part of the world, having an army of norms with cryptid powers would be pretty amazing."
"How's it any different than having a regular cryptid army?" Jury argued.
"Well, I'm thinking if you had the power of a Takaheni, but you were a norm, wouldn't you still look like a norm? You'd be incognito."
"Maybe," Jury said doubtfully.
"That's not the point anyway," Doc said. "The point is the Hidden is already on edge because so many residents have been abducted, drained of power, and killed, which Tetrarch Mitcham has done nothing to stop. It's ripe for a revolution. Even Simon Redgrove, famous Hidden entrepreneur and philanthropist, started a militia!"
"Because you told him to," Jury pointed out.
"Alright, so that was my bad. Anyway, the tetrarch is already losing his power."
"But everyone knows Bosch is in charge of the BCA, and they hate the BCA. Why would they accept his rule? Furthermore," Jury pointed out, "Bosch is a norm. By law, norms can't hold the position of tetrarch."
"Fair point," Doc conceded. "But Bosch can blame all his experiments on Mitcham since the Bureau operates with full tetrarch backing. 'He made me do it, but I can't live with it anymore. I had to stop him.'"
"That was an eerily good impression," Jury said.
"Frightened me too. Gin."
"Goddamn it! I refuse to play you right now," Jury huffed, pushing his cards across the table. "How does Bosch get around the legality issue?"
"Well, since Mitcham has a stranglehold on the position, it's not like Bosch could ever become tetrarch legally anyway. So he plans to take it by deceit and force. I mean, really, who's going to stand in his way?"
"You, me, and Simon," Jury snorted.
"You can see why Bosch might not be too worried," Doc laughed.
Jury shrugged. "I guess he doesn't know us very well."
Doc chuckled softly and went on, "So Bosch is in place, he has his fake cryptid army, the Hidden is set to a boil, and in walk the Acolytes. They rush around willy-nilly killing a bunch of defenseless cryptids, but for some reason the Magistratus doesn't rush in and save them. Why not? Good question," Doc mused thoughtfully.
"You realize you're practically having a conversation with yourself, right?"
"Hush. The Magistratus doesn't save them... Why not? I've got it! The Magistratus is either busy or dead."
"Dead? All of them? How?"
"Because we killed them obviously," Doc said matter-of-factly.
"What?!"
"And so, Tetrarch Mitcham is impotent to help his people, and in sweeps Bosch to save the day. He destroys the Acolytes and replaces the tetrarch, which essentially gives him partial control over the entire world."
"Can you go back to the part where we kill them all?" Jury demanded.
"Don't you see?"
"No."
"We've been playing his game all along. We destroyed the Bureau's headquarters, killing all the men there. We killed the redaction team, we killed all the innocent guards at Bosch's house. Maybe it wasn't even Bosch's house. Maybe it was someone else's house. Hell, for all we know, it was the tetrarch's house. In any case, I bet the entire Magistratus is sweeping the city for us as we speak because we are now public enemy number one. Well played," Doc said with a chuckle.
"Are you seriously excited right now? Do you realize what a shit storm this is?"
"It's actually pretty brilliant," Doc grinned.
"I can't even talk to you when you're like this," Jury said irritably. After a second he added, "So what're we going to do?"
"Save the Hidden," Doc said cheerfully. "And try not to get killed doing it."
"Okay, but how do we go about doing that?"
"The saving the Hidden part or the not getting killed part?"
"Both obviously."
"I'm not sure," Doc said, shuffling his cards absently. "We don't know where Bosch is. We don't know where the Acolytes are. The only thing we have an eye on is the fetishes, which, hypothetically, should lead us to Bosch, but won't tell us where the Acolytes are going to attack."
"Should we warn the tetrarch?"
"That might tip off Bosch, and he would change his plans which would hang us out to dry."
"I hate being hung out to dry," Jury muttered.
"You and me both. You got rid of fake Bosch, right?"
"Yeah," Jury replied.
"Before or after Aine."
"Before."
"Good. Did you search the van for trackers?"
"No. Should I have?"
"Always." Doc glanced across the street, did a quick count, then pulled out his phone and texted Aine. "How many ice cubes do I like in my whiskey?"
She texted back immediately. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"Just answer the question."
"If I put ice in your whiskey, you'd probably kill me."
"True. You need to move. Take Bree and go someplace safe. Someplace not even I know."
"Is everything okay?"
"For now."
"What's going on?"
"Just go. Make sure you're not followed."
"Alright. Be careful."
"Always."
Doc put away his phone with a yawn. "I really wish we'd had time for a nap. And a snack."
"What the fuck is going on?" Jury demanded.
"We're going to run."
"Run?" Jury glanced around them. "Goddamn. I can't believe I didn't notice."
"Lack of sandwiches," Doc consoled.
"You really want to run?"
"It's the Magistratus. They're technically just trying to subdue two murdering and marauding cryptids. For the safety of everyone."
"Right. I forget how terrible we look on paper."
"It's no wonder your parents hate me."
"They should know better than to believe the paper," Jury snorted. "Which way?"
"South."
"You lead the way."
Doc waited another minute, until the Magistratus unit was nearly on top of them from all sides, then he jumped to his feet, bowled through several of them, and ran. He didn't look back, because he knew Jury was right behind him; he could hear the squeak of his shoes.
He ran as fast as he could, jumping over a barrier the Magistratus had set up, and dashed down an alley. He couldn't make out the shouting behind him. All he knew was that if they could put enough distance between them, they could lose them.
His phone vibrated, but he ignored it. He needed to avoid killing the entire Hidden police force before he could deal with anything else.
"How do you think they saw through the glamour?" Jury panted.
"Who knows? Maybe one of them was wearing a banshee fetish."
The words tasted sour in Doc's mouth. The idea that a cryptid's power could be stripped from them, leaving them dead or with nothing, and that someone else could use their power, made him feel sick. Taking someone's essence and using it for your own gain was the worst kind of rape. Never mind that was exactly what he did every time he killed someone. He did it so much more kindly, and they almost always had it coming.
They ducked into a building and ran out the back door into the alley, then jogged slowly to the street intersection and checked the street. The Magistratus were everywhere.
"You weren't kidding, were you?" Jury asked
"About what?"
"Us killing them all."
"It's either that or figure out a way to escape."
Doc checked his phone. Darius had texted, "Someone's on the move with a case. I'm trying to follow them." It seemed like all of Bosch's plays were coming together at once.
"Can you tell if the fetishes are moving?" Doc asked Jury.
Jury focused for a moment, then replied, "Yes."
Doc texted Simon. "The fetishes are on the move. Here's how it's going to play out. The Acolytes are going to attack the Hidden somewhere, and the Magistratus is busy trying to subdue Jury and me, so after a while, Bosch's guards will sweep in and kill the Acolytes, and then Bosch will replace the tetrarch."
"Are you certain?" Simon replied.
"Pretty certain, but don't bet the house on it."
"That is bad news because the tetrarch is having a fund raiser at eight o'clock at the House of Banshee."
Doc stared at his phone for a moment, feeling an acute sense of irritation. When this was over, he was going to have a serious talk with Aine about lying to him. Not that she'd lied. She'd never said she'd leave town. But she also hadn't said, "No thanks. I need to host a fundraiser tonight and possibly get killed in the process."
He glanced at his watch. It was already seven forty-five. Hell, hell, hell. It was the perfect setting for a massacre and a coup.
"Get your men down there to protect the tetrarch," Doc texted back. "We'll be there as quickly as we can."
The fact that they were over six blocks away wasn't the problem. It was the fact that nearly every member of the Magistratus was combing the streets for them this very second.
"We have to get to the House of Banshee," Doc mouthed to Jury, flattening himself against the wall and trusting Jury to shield them as a team swept the alleyway.
"What about the fetishes?"
"They'll show up sooner or later."
"How long do we have?"
Doc shrugged. "Maybe only fifteen minutes. Maybe longer."
Jury motioned towards the vampire unit walking their way. "The glamour won't fool them. They'll smell us. Can you do it without killing them?"
"Maybe," Doc mouthed. "Can you?"
"It'll be up to you. I'm going to try to muffle the noise."
Doc nodded, then turned to study the vampires. There were five of them. Which wouldn't have been a big deal if he was just going to kill them, but five was a lot to take out without permanently injuring them. Furthermore, if one of them managed to get their fangs on him, he'd be down for the count. And of course, they were slightly faster than he was. Not insurmountable odds, but his skill was in dispatching enemies quickly, not in disabling them.
He turned back to Jury. "I need a distraction on my word," he mouthed. Jury nodded, and Doc began to slowly move along the wall closer to the unit. As soon as the lead vampire turned his head to sniff in Doc's direction, Doc mouthed, "Now!"
Suddenly Jury was visible. And naked. And female. And smoking hot. Who knew a glamour could be so detailed? Doc swallowed a laugh as he leaped forward and struck the base of the nearest vampire's skull. The vampire dropped to the ground, and before the others realized what was happening, Doc had knocked out all of them but one.
The final vampire's fangs dropped, and he circled Doc, movements lithe and catlike. "Don't make this hard," the vampire advised.
"I'm not. You're the one making it hard. I'm trying not to kill you here, and you're fighting me."
"Go for it," the vampire laughed.
"Look, if you'd just listen to me. Bosch is planning to attack the tetrarch tonight."
"Even if that were true, the tetrarch has a personal, elite guard. He'll be fine," the vampire said. "Not so much you."
He darted forward, fangs gleaming. Doc held still, waiting until the last second to slam his hand forward into the vampire's neck, bringing him to a complete halt. Then Doc stepped quickly to the side and clouted the back of the vampire's skull. The vampire wavered from side to side for a moment, then dropped to the pavement.
"Let's go," Doc said, running back to Jury. "Forget the glamours," he ordered when he saw how pale Jury was.
"I can't. I'm getting us out." Jury made a movement with his hand, and suddenly he looked exactly like one of the vampires. "Let's go," he said wearily.
They exited the alley. "The alley's clear," Doc said as they passed another unit.
"Keep looking," the unit leader commanded. "They can't have gotten far."
"Yes, sir."
Doc and Jury headed for another street, then another, greeting teams as they passed them, moving away from Union Station and closer and closer to the House of Banshee.
Once they were free of the Magistratus' net, Jury dropped the glamour; and they started running.
"We're going to be late," Jury panted.
"Not necessarily. It would be extremely tacky to attack right away."
"I need a snack," Jury mumbled, stumbling slightly.
"No snacks," Doc said as he slowed down, resisting the urge to check his watch. "There'll be food at the Banshee."
"Sometimes I hate cities."
"If we weren't wanted for murder being in a city wouldn't matter."
"Don't make me laugh right now. I don't have the energy."
Doc's phone vibrated, and he pulled it out as he walked. "Simon's there, but Bosch is also there, and he's monopolizing the tetrarch so Simon can't get close enough to speak to him."
It vibrated again. "Well, that's not good," Doc muttered.
"What?"
"Darius just told me where the man and the case went, and it's right across the street from the Banshee." Not that he'd really expected any other outcome.
"So are we going after the fetishes or Bosch?"
"I'm not sure. If we don't let it play out a little, we can't expose Bosch. Then you and I, and maybe even Simon, will be on the hook for murder. Not my idea of a good time."
"But if we let it play out, people could get hurt," Jury stated.
"But if we don't expose Bosch, he'll just make a play for power another way. Hey, remember when we played Go?"
Jury shuddered. "Worst game ever."
"This feels kind of like that."
"Why would you even say that?"
"I don't know. It just popped into my head." Doc hailed a taxi, and they rode silently towards the Banshee.
"So what're we going to do?" Jury asked as they stepped onto the sidewalk.
"The only thing we can do. Try to get Bosch to reveal his hand."
"I think you spent too much time with Andrew."
Doc chuckled softly. "I'm pretty sure his plans were always worse than mine. At least we thought out all the variables first."
"Maybe."
"Now who's jinxing us?"
"Not me. You brought it up in the first place."
"I'm pretty sure I didn't."
"Glamour or no glamour?" Jury asked.
Doc glanced at him. His color was better, but he still looked tired around the eyes. "Let's just go in as we are. We have nothing to hide, right? We're the good guys."
Jury laughed. "Like that's ever mattered."
"It'll cause a scene anyway, and I think I just figured out how to play it."
"Really?"
"Really. Just follow my lead."
"I hate it when you say that."
Doc laughed cheerfully and pushed open the door to enter the House of Banshee. As they stepped fully into the hallway, Doc grinned at the guards blocking their way. They weren't Aine's regular people, so they were either Bosch's men or Mitcham's men or Acolytes.
"You're not on the list," one of the men grunted.
"I'm stunned," Doc drawled. "I don't think I've ever not been on the list."
"Well you're not this time, buddy; so beat it."
"Do you work for the tetrarch?"
"We do right now."
So no. Doc turned his back to them and mouthed, "Kill or knock out?"
"Toss a coin," Jury replied.
He could do that. Doc spun back around and stepped a foot closer. "Can I ask you a question?"
"You're blocking the doorway," the guard growled.
"Sure. Let me ask you a question, and then I'll leave. Do you know Edgar Achaean?"
One guard's eyes widened, but the other one's narrowed and he snapped, "Get the hell out."
That was all the confirmation Doc needed. He flicked a knife towards one guard's neck while stepping forward and shoving a knife into the other one's chest. They both stared at him in shock, but it was too late; they were already dead. Doc's tattoo burned, but he didn't pause to enjoy it.
"Can you block the door somehow?" he asked Jury.
"Magically or physically?"
"I don't care! Just do it!"
"Goddamn! You don't have to yell at me!"
"I'm not yelling!" Doc yelled.
"You're definitely yelling."
"Just shut up and do it."
"No need to get fussy," Jury muttered as he focused on the door.
Doc dragged the two bodies into a room off the hallway, then went back to check on Jury.
"It won't stop Bosch's men or the Acolytes, but it will keep out non-combatants," Jury said.
"Perfect. Let's go."
They walked quickly down the hallway and out into the open casino. Doc surveyed the room. Tetrarch Mitcham was on the far side of the room, up on a raised dais, surrounded by his men. Bosch was on one side of the tetrarch and another man Doc didn't recognize was on the other side.
Below them, half the Hidden, the upper-crust half anyway, were playing games and chatting happily. Simon and his men were intermingled among the other guests, but their demeanor told Doc they were watching and waiting for all hell to break loose. He didn't see Edgar anywhere, but that didn't mean he wasn't hiding somewhere, like a deranged cockroach.
Aine and Bree were both on the floor, dressed in identical flowing black dresses, and flitting from guest to guest like honeybees. He'd yell at Aine later. Right now he had to derail a train. That was a terrible analogy, because if he derailed it, he would be causing a train wreck. But he had to cause a train wreck because otherwise the train would reach its destination. Maybe he had spent too much time with Andrew.
"I'm going to go cause a scene now," he whispered to Jury.
"What should I do?"
"I'm not sure. I suppose you'll know as soon as I do."
Jury grabbed a tray from a passing waitress and started shoving fancy little sandwiches into his mouth. "Alright," he said around a mouthful. "Get on with it then."
"Thanks," Doc said dryly. "I appreciate your vote of confidence."
He weaved his way through the crowd, greeting people he knew and blatantly ignoring their looks of shock and horror. If they didn't know by now that he was a killer that was their bad.
When Doc reached the dais, he walked cheerfully up the stairs, waved at Bosch, ignored the security detail moving to intercept him, and grabbed the microphone from its stand.
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!"
A hush fell over the crowd as everyone turned to look at him. Doc grinned widely and waved at Aine. She stared at him in shock and gestured for him to get off the dais. He winked at her. He didn't need to look behind him to know that the tetrarch's security wasn't coming any closer. Doc had the room's attention now, and they didn't want to cause a scene.
"I'm here tonight to perform a magic act," Doc announced. "Now some of you are saying 'Doc Holliday perform magic?' It's true. I can make a whiskey bottle disappear faster than anyone."
Chuckles ran through the room as they quickly forgot he was wanted for murder.
"I've not ever had the pleasure of meeting Tetrarch Mitcham," Doc said, turning around and walking past the guard to shake the tetrarch's nearly transparent hand. "We don't run in the same circles, you know. He's engaged with politicians, and I'm engaged with politician's wives."
Another round of laughter.
The tetrarch was studying him curiously, and Doc winked at him. "Don't worry," he said softly with his hand over the microphone. "I'll get to the point."
Bosch's face was totally impassive, and Doc grinned at him. "You're going to love this next bit," Doc promised.
He turned back to the room. "I spent some time in a hut with a seer once, and I picked up a few tricks. One, I can read people better than anyone alive. And two, I can tell the future."
The room erupted with laughter.
"I know!" Doc exclaimed. "It's a bold claim. Too bold some might say, but if you know anything about me, you know I never do things halfway."
"That's true!" someone shouted.
"I'll start by cold reading someone in the audience," Doc said. He moved his hand in a dramatic circle and allowed it to land on a bejeweled older woman he'd never met before.
"Madam, have I ever made your acquaintance?"
"No," she responded with a slight smile.
"I would certainly like to," Doc drawled.
The crowd laughed again, and the woman laughed with them, cheeks turning a slight pink.
"But before I learn your intimate secrets," Doc said, "I'll tell you what I know about you right now, just from looking at you. You tell me if I'm right. One, you're a widow."
She nodded her head, and he grinned at her. "Two, you're a shapeshifter." She nodded again. "Three, you have a pet; not something ordinary, an exotic creature perhaps?" She nodded again. "And finally, you lost the last hand of cards you played on purpose because you wanted to get rid of that hideous brooch your husband gave you!"
Her eyes grew wide with astonishment, and she nodded once more. The crowd applauded enthusiastically, and Doc grinned. It wasn't magic; just an educated guess. He'd walked past her on his way up to the dais, and he'd gotten a look at both her cards and the brooch.
"Now that I've proven myself, I'll read someone else, someone on the dais, perhaps I'll read the tetrarch." Doc pretended to consider him. "No," he said. "He's too transparent." The guests roared with laughter again.
"How about Mr. Hieronymus Bosch?" Doc said cheerfully. "I would consider him mysterious, wouldn't you?"
The crowd didn't respond. They'd suddenly grown quiet and still, as if they'd just realized Doc wasn't playing a game.
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"Now when I first met Mr. Bosch," Doc said, surveying the room, "my instinct was to kill him." The faces in the audience shifted from nervous to frightened. "I'm sure Mr. Bosch felt the same," Doc added, "and honestly, I'm sure we both wish we'd done it. It would have saved one of us quite a lot of trouble."
Tetrarch Mitcham finally intervened. "Mr. Holliday, this is a fund raiser for Hidden schools, and I'm not sure what you're trying to accomplish here, but I do know you are wanted by the Magistratus for murder."
"I think I've been wanted more often than not," Doc said with a light chuckle. "I swear to you that I have a point, if you'll just let me carry on for one moment longer."
"You've just confessed to wishing you'd murdered one of my closest friends," Mitcham said, face stern. "One of my men is going to escort you to the exit. Please don't put up a fuss."
Jury was mouthing something furiously from the back of the room, and Doc struggled to make it out. "Are you sure?" he mouthed back.
"Yes!" Jury exclaimed.
"One of your closest friends?" Doc said, moving slowly away from Mitcham's guard. "Is that right?"
"Yes, Mr. Holliday."
"Then you are aware he replaced your guards with his own men?"
"That's a ridiculous accusation," Mitcham said, irritation furrowing his perfect brow. "These are my men. They've been with me for years."
Doc hoped to hell Jury was right. "You may be willing to bet your life on that," Doc said cheerfully, "but I'm not." As Doc spoke a knife flew from his hand and buried itself deeply into a guard's throat.
"What the hell are you doing?" Mitcham yelled furiously.
Mitcham's remaining men glanced at Bosch, then moved to surround Mitcham. Doc held up his hands, pointing one finger towards the dying guard.
As the man died, his face slowly changed, shifting until he was altogether a different person.
"Hiero?" Mitcham gasped, suddenly realizing he was surrounded by enemies.
"This isn't how I wanted it to happen," Bosch admitted regretfully. "In fact, this is rather messy. I blame you for that," he said, glaring at Doc.
"Thank you."
From the corner of his eye, Doc could see Simon's men moving quickly through the crowd. In seconds they would be at the dais.
"If you'd have just let things play out," Bosch said, "it would have been a peaceful takeover."
"Except for all the people the Acolytes would kill, right?"
"Collateral damage," Bosch said dismissively.
"And what was your plan for the tetrarch?" Doc asked, wanting everyone to hear it.
"It's actually rather difficult to kill a Zeniu," Bosch confessed. "So I rather thought I'd drain off his power and wear him like a necklace." Everyone in the room gasped, and Bosch laughed. "Your display was rather amusing, Mr. Holliday, but it's already too late. I have Mitcham and an army, and you have what, exactly?"
"Jury, Simon, and luck," Doc said merrily. He wished he could drag it out a minute longer so some of the people could escape, but he was afraid Bosch was right. There was going to be some collateral damage. He'd just have to make Bosch pay for it."
"Now!" Doc shouted, hurling himself across the dais and tackling Bosch. Guns fired around him, terrified screaming filled the room, and Simon started shouting orders; but Doc ignored them all. All he cared about was Bosch. Killing Bosch.
He stabbed his knife towards Bosch's chest, but it never made it. Doc was flying backwards through the air before his knife touched flesh, and in seconds, Bosch was standing again, brushing the dust off his tuxedo jacket.
"Did you think I was kidding earlier?" Bosch said with a sneer. "I've done it. I've become the ultimate cryptic. I am everything there is." He unbuttoned his shirt collar, and Doc hissed in dismay. Bosch's chest was covered in fetishes, but they weren't stone fetishes, they were tattoos.
"I suppose I owe you a thanks," Bosch added. "After all, if it wasn't for you, I'd be wearing pathetic stone fetishes right now. Sofia told me about your little accessory, and after I explained the basic premise to the Jurys extraordinaire, they were only too happy to help. They're really rather trusting for witches."
Bosch's cruel face was full of delight. "You can't defeat me," he said. "No one can. Not with these powers. The Hidden is mine. You can spirit Mitcham away, you can save the people in this room, but the Hidden will still be mine."
Doc had heard enough. He flung a knife towards Bosch's chest, hissing disgustedly when Bosch zipped to the side and Doc's knife sailed right past his face. Bosch's eyes followed the knife, and he looked both surprised and pleased. Doc tried again, throwing knife after knife, but Bosch moved quicker than Doc could throw. Even when Doc tried to anticipate which way Bosch would move, he missed.
"Tired already?" Bosch jeered when Doc finally stopped trying. Doc didn't respond. He was too busy calculating his next move. 
"My mother was a witch," Bosch said. "But sadly I took after my father. A good-for-nothing norm. Do you have any idea how truly disappointing that was for my mother? And once a norm, always a norm, right? If only she could see me now."
Bosch shifted into a serpent man and slithered swiftly across the room, scaly arms outstretched and fangs dripping venom. Doc ducked his grasp and shoved a knife into Bosch's side, right where two scales met, but Bosch's skin deflected it.
"Did you know," Bosch laughed, "that Wood Devils have nearly impenetrable skin? I didn't either until I tried to connect one to my machine. I always find a way though, and so here I am."
Doc hated him. Absolutely hated him. He'd find a way to kill him. He would. He just needed a minute.
Bosch lifted his serpent's tail and flicked it into Doc, knocking him across the dais and into the wall behind it. Before Doc could recover, Bosch was there, pinning Doc's arms down and bending his head towards Doc's neck, serpent fangs shifting into vampire fangs. Doc rammed his head into Bosch's and tore one of his hands free, using it to grab Bosch's scaly neck and hold him back.
The shouts behind them grew louder and louder. The gunfire had ceased, but it suddenly started again, and Doc was afraid that the Acolytes had just made their entrance. He'd have to let the others handle it though, because Bosch had to die.
Bosch shifted again, and he was back in his human form. "I'm having a little trouble figuring out the witch power," he confessed, still holding one of Doc's arms against the wall. "You see, I have both an aerial and an inferno."
Doc's wrist began to burn beneath Bosch's hand. "Am I doing it right?" Bosch asked, watching Doc's face.
Doc was squeezing Bosch's throat so viciously that a lesser man's neck would have snapped by now, but Bosch didn't even seem bothered by it.
Doc ripped his other hand free, flinching as his flesh tore beneath Bosch's flaming hand, and used all his might to push Bosch back. They circled each other for a moment, and Doc studied Bosch warily.
Bosch hadn't had his powers very long, and he didn't know how to control them well yet, but the longer they fought, the better he'd get. Doc had to end this as quickly as possible or he was going to lose.
"Even now, the Hidden as you know it is crumbling into the dust," Bosch mocked as he stalked towards Doc. "In time, I will rule the entire world."
"Seems a bit overreaching," Doc laughed. "Couldn't you just be happy with the Hidden?"
A thought suddenly occurred to him, and he grimaced. If only there was a better way.
He backed up a step or two. "You know why you're going to fail," Doc said conversationally as he readied himself. "There are fighters, and there are politicians. You're a politician. You've granted yourself all the power to rule the world, but behind that impervious skin, you're still just a politician. And that's why you're going to lose."
Bosch snarled and rushed toward Doc, flames flickering in the palms of his hands. Doc waited until the last second before grabbing both of Bosch's hands and holding him back. The pain was horrendous, but Doc didn't allow it to show.
"See," Doc mocked. "Just a politician. A fighter would know how to end this."
Bosch's eyes flashed with anger, and his head shifted, turning back into the serpent head, although his hands stayed the same. "How about like this?" he hissed.
"Perfect," Doc said, dropping one of Bosch's hands and shoving his own hand into Bosch's open serpent mouth and down his throat.
Bosch's glittering eyes widened with surprise and fear, and he clawed at Doc with his fiery hand, but Doc ignored him, ignored the molten heat burning the skin of his face, ignored the searing pain. Instead he twisted his fingers around whatever was inside Bosch's throat and ripped it back out his mouth.
Bosch blinked slowly, staring in shock at the bloody mess of guts in Doc's hand. The flames in Bosch's hands flickered, and Bosch tried to speak, tried to say something, but he couldn't. His mouth was destroyed. The skin on his face tried to heal, tried to repair itself, pull back together, but he didn't have enough, he wasn't strong enough. He blinked one last time, his body shuddered violently, and then he died.
Doc dropped Bosch's body with a sigh of relief. He hadn't really expected that to work, and if Bosch had known what he was doing, it probably wouldn't have. The tattoos on Bosch's chest began to fade just as Doc's tattoo began to burn. Pure power rushed into Doc, healing his burns, healing his pains, and he sighed in relief.
Bosch was dead.
A bullet suddenly tore through Doc's leg, and he shook his head irritably. Bosch might be dead, but the train wreck had just begun.
He took a quick look around the room, trying to determine what exactly was happening. The Acolytes were obvious because they'd donned their ridiculous robes, but Doc wasn't sure if Bosch's men were fighting with them or against them.
In addition to that, there were quite a few innocent bystanders caught in between the warring groups. Some of those innocent bystanders might be vampires or witches themselves, but just like Bosch, they weren't warriors or fighters. They'd lived in their gilded houses for so long, they no longer knew how to defend themselves.
He leapt off the dais, shoving his knife into an Acolyte's back as he landed, and worked his way across the room to Jury, killing Acolytes as he went.
Jury's back was up against a wall, and he was firing carefully into the crowd, killing both Acolytes and other random people.
"How do you know you're killing Bosch's men?" Doc demanded.
"I'm killing anyone with a fetish," Jury explained. "Besides, most of them aren't wearing dress clothes." His shirt was soaked with blood and a line of red was running down his cheek.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked, tossing a knife into a rushing Acolyte.
"Fine. Although if you could wrap this up, I'd be better."
"All you had to do was ask," Doc said cheerfully, drawing a knife with each hand.
He walked out onto the floor, stabbing an Acolyte, then a man who was wearing a stone fetish of a vampire around his neck. Doc made sure to stab the fake vampire several times before moving on. Vampires were difficult to kill because their bodies healed unnaturally fast, and if they had access to fresh blood, they were nearly impossible to dispatch. Fortunately, just like Bosch, none of his men had had their new power long enough to know how to utilize it properly. 
He stabbed towards one of Bosch's men, but the man dodged, morphing into a wolf as he did. He wobbled on his paws for a moment before leaping at Doc. Doc allowed the wolf to tackle him and shoved his knife into its chest as they fell to the floor. He rolled the dead man off of him and jumped to his feet, tripping a running Acolyte and slicing his throat as he toppled to the floor.
The Acolytes were trying to flee, but Doc didn't want any of them to escape. And if he could keep one alive, he might be able to find out where Edgar was holed up.
A screaming wail tore through the sounds of struggle, and Doc searched the room for Aine. When he finally found her, he hissed in anger and dashed across the room towards her. She and Bree were pinned between one of the game tables and several Acolytes. Their banshee screams had caught the Acolytes off guard, but as soon as the men regained their senses, they'd just shoot them where they stood.
Doc shoved through a group of people, tossing a knife across the room into a man struggling with one of Aine's staff members, then jumped over the roulette table and landed right behind the insensible Acolytes.
Doc wrapped his arm around the first one's neck, snapping it with a single motion, stabbed the second one in his kidney, broke the third one's leg, slicing his neck as he fell, and stabbed both of the remaining men in the base of their necks just as they were recovering their senses enough to fire.
"Office, both of you!" Doc ordered. "And you," he growled, pointing at Aine, "are in trouble, but I'll deal with you later."
He waited long enough to make sure they were moving the right way, then turned and killed one of Bosch's men who was sucking the blood from a struggling woman. She fell to the floor with the dead man, and Doc helped her to her feet. She wobbled, but Doc held her upright and led her to the nearest game table.
"Hide underneath," he ordered.
She nodded shakily and crawled between the legs of the table and curled into a ball. Doc hoped she'd be safe there, but the only real way to protect her, any of them, was to finish this.
He took a quick look around the room. As far as he could tell, there were less than twenty Acolytes left, but he couldn't be sure how many of Bosch's men were still standing.
He pulled another set of knives and stalked forward, reaping death as he went. As he killed yet another Acolyte, claws tore through his back, and he ducked and turned, barely escaping a deadly slash by a man who had only half-transformed into a humongous owl.
"You're hideous," Doc said conversationally as he ducked another slash from the man's arm-talons. "Not powerful enough to get the whole transformation, huh? Pretty useless. You can't even hold a gun."
The man snarled angrily, and his body shifted once more turning him back into a man, but before he could attack again, Doc threw a knife with enough force that it tore through the front of the man's skull and out the other side.
Doc spun on his heel, hurled a knife at an Acolyte who was trying to sneak out through one of the hallways, jumped over a dead body, and slammed the side of his fist into one of Bosch's men. The man collapsed to the floor, and Doc flung a knife into his chest before looking around for his next target.
He didn't see any brown Acolyte robes, and everyone still standing was huddled together in small groups. The gunfire had ceased, but the room was filled with quiet whimpers and ragged breathing.
He searched the room for Jury, sighing in relief when he saw him leaning against the wall across the room. Jury caught his eye, and Doc mouthed, "Did we get them all?"
Jury shrugged.
Doc laughed, glancing around the room once more. The floor was covered in bodies, some of them still writhing just a bit. They may have lost a few people in the battle, but they'd won this particular war. Bosch and his men were dead.
Doc was more than a little annoyed that Edgar Achaean wasn't here. It looked like he was going to have to find Edgar the hard way. But first things first, he needed to finish cleaning up this mess.
"We need to check the bodies," he said as Jury hobbled up to him.
"Why?"
"Because I don't want anyone else to get their nasty hands on those fetishes."
"Oh," Jury murmured. "That's a good point, but we can do it the easy way."
"Really? How?"
"They still have my magic in them, so I should be able to just kind of yank them all over."
"Do it."
"Get me a sandwich first."
"We don't have time for that. When we're done I'll have Jervis send you the entire contents of the kitchen."
"Deal."
Jury closed his eyes. His face tightened, and after a long, silent minute, glowing fetishes rose into the air and zoomed across the room to Jury, dropping haphazardly at his feet.
"Excuse me, miss," Doc said kindly to a young woman standing near him. "I need to borrow your purse." Doc handed her a card and added, "Just call this number, and Jervis will send you payment. And," Doc smiled widely, "if you're interested, have him schedule us for dinner."
She blushed prettily and handed him her purse. "Thank you, my dear," he drawled, then stooped down and shoved the cursed fetishes into the bag, just managing to zip it shut before Tetrarch Mitcham cleared his throat behind them.
Doc stood, turning as he did and shoving the purse up the back of his jacket and hooking it to his knife harness. He nodded to Simon who was on one side of the tetrarch and bowed slightly to Mitcham. "Tetrarch. I apologize. My magic act took a very nasty turn."
Mitcham surveyed the room, face grim. "Indeed," he finally said. "It seems I owe you my life and my station."
Doc glanced at Jury, and Jury shook his head slightly. "To be honest," Doc said. "It was Simon who alerted us to the problem in the first place."
Simon's eyebrows shot up, and he opened his mouth to protest, but Doc talked over him. "Simon shared his concerns with us, and under his guidance we conducted an investigation, which led to Bosch and his plot to overthrow you." 
"I owe you a great debt of gratitude, Mr. Redgrove," Mitcham told Simon solemnly. "I would like to make you and your tribe my official honor guard, if you will accept the duty."
Simon stared at him for a moment before bowing his head. "We accept the honor, Tetrarch."
"As for you two," Mitcham said, turning back to Doc and Jury. "Clearly your previous actions were carried out with good intent. I absolve you of the charges laid against you; and, furthermore, because of your defense of the Hidden, I bestow upon you the honor of a title. Henceforth you will both be known as Knight Protectors of the Hidden."
"Thank you, sir," Doc said earnestly. "That is truly an honor."
Jury didn't say anything, so Doc elbowed him in the side. "Sorry," Jury said wearily. "Yes, thank you." Then he wavered slightly and collapsed to the floor.
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"Jury!" Doc exclaimed, kneeling beside him. "Wake up!" Jury didn't respond, and Doc ripped open his shirt, hissing when he saw all the ragged bullet holes.
"Aine!" he yelled, knowing she'd somehow hear him. "Bring me the kit!"
In seconds she was at his side, handing him a bottle of whiskey. Doc poured the whiskey over Jury's chest, cringing mentally at all the blood. If Bosch wasn't already dead, he would kill him again.
"Curved forceps," he said. Aine handed him the small set of forceps, and he carefully worked it into the first bullet hole, grasping the bullet when he found it and tugging it out.
"Yarrow it," he ordered, moving onto the next bullet. While he worked, Aine carefully packed the first hole with yarrow to stop the bleeding. Doc dropped another bullet onto the floor and moved onto the next wound. Five bullet holes later, and Jury's chest was plastic free. Doc checked his arms and legs, breathing a sigh of relief when he didn't see any more wounds.
"You're shot too," Aine said when he was finished.
"If we're lucky, it was a lead bullet, and we won't have to deal with it," Doc said, feeling his leg cautiously. No such luck; pain shot through his leg when he ran his hands over it. "Damn it. Remind me to burn all of Bosch's guns when this is over."
"Why?" Mitcham asked from behind him.
Doc had forgotten he was there. "For having the audacity to shoot me," he quipped, hoping Mitcham would forget about it. He glanced at Simon. "Don't you think you should get the tetrarch home in case we missed someone?" he asked pointedly.
"That's an excellent idea," Simon agreed. "Sir, if we can escort you?"
"Certainly. I'd like to meet with you both when Mr. Jury is well," Mitcham ordered.
"We look forward to it," Doc lied easily.
As soon as Mitcham was out of earshot, Doc turned to Aine. "I'll handle this. Call Jervis; have him send over a team. I want all the plastic guns collected and destroyed. Like ten minutes ago! And if any of the Acolytes are still alive, save them for me."
Aine nodded, and Doc turned back to his leg. He raised his pant leg, felt his unblemished skin for the painful spot, sliced open the flesh with a scalpel, and dug out the lump of plastic. He didn't bother to put yarrow on it because he knew it would heal in a matter of seconds.
He hated performing surgery, but he especially hated performing surgery on himself. He drank the rest of the whiskey, eyes scanning the room, wondering if it was really over, but he knew that it wasn't. They had taken out Bosch, but Edgar had gotten away, so the Hidden was still in danger. Wasn't that just like luck? She'd give you a win; and before you could even enjoy it, she would smack you right back into the gutter.
"You alright?" he asked, nudging Jury. Jury didn't respond. "Don't make me slap you," Doc threatened.
"If you slap me, I'll slap you right back," Jury muttered.
"What kind of thanks is that? I just performed surgery on you. Removed seven bullets."
"Ha, I win," Jury whispered.
"I've been shot way more than that."
"But, you've never been shot that many times with plastic bullets. I win."
"Fine," Doc sighed. "You alright?"
"I think I'll live. You still owe me a kitchen."
Doc laughed softly, relief filling him. He'd been worried there for a moment, worried that... He forced his thoughts in a different direction.
"I can't wait to see the look on your parents' faces when they find out Mitcham knighted us."
Jury still hadn't opened his eyes, but he laughed, although it quickly turned into a cough. "If we're lucky," he gasped, "they'll slink out of town once they realize they helped the bad guy."
"Ah, luck," Doc breathed. "My favorite girl."
"Did you kill Bosch?" Jury asked.
"Yep."
"Good."
Jury finally sat up, gasping in pain. "What's this shit on my chest?" he demanded.
"Yarrow."
Jury rolled his eyes. "You and your goddamn weeds."
"You aren't bleeding, are you?"
"You're a goddamn doctor; shouldn't you have more advanced methods?"
"Technically, my right to perform surgery was revoked in 1887."
"If you used yarrow, I don't blame them."
"You're incredibly closed minded for a witch."
"I didn't spend a week making love with a witch doctor," Jury snorted.
"See? How's that not derogatory? It was three weeks, and she wasn't a witch, unlike you. She was a healer."
"Right. She healed with 'plants'," Jury snorted.
"I can't talk to you when you're like this. I'll have Jervis send the food to your apartment."
"Fine. I need a break from your bitching."
"My bitching?!" Doc snapped. "You're the one who's bitching!" He jumped to his feet. "Hey, you!" he called out, pointing towards a man in a Dulcis Requiem uniform.
"Yes, Mr. Holliday, sir?"
"Take Mr. Jury here home, and have the hotel send him four courses of everything, including dessert."
"Yes, sir. Right away, sir."
"Good riddance," Jury muttered.
"Good riddance to you!" Doc snapped as he stalked away, surveying the damage as he did. His men were already collecting the weapons, and Robert and the other Worms were bagging the bodies and carting them out the door.
He'd definitely caused a train wreck, but he hadn't lost. He'd won. He'd played his shitty hand, and he'd managed to take the pot. There was only one thing left to do. Well, two things. Find the witch responsible for all the glamours Bosch had used and hunt down the Appointed One and torture him to death. That could wait though. Right now he just wanted to go home and take a nap.
And that's when luck slapped him in the face once more.
"Doc."
Doc pasted a smile on his face and turned to greet Bree. "Bree," he said. He meant to say more, but he was at a loss for words. He usually was when he talked to her anymore.
"These are Acolytes," she said flatly.
"Are they?" Doc replied.
"Don't play dumb with me. Why didn't you tell me?" Her face had that annoyed look on it, the one she used to give him when he'd bring home a woman for the night. Somehow, she had always managed to have nightmares on those nights.
"Bree, my love, I didn't tell you because you didn't need to know. These men have nothing to do with the... others."
He knew she knew he was lying. She was one of the only people alive who could tell when he was lying, and it irritated the hell out of him.
"Will you find the rest?" she asked.
"You know that I will," he promised.
"It's been a while since you've come by."
"I've been busy," he lied.
"Yes. Aine told me about your extended holiday."
Doc grinned. "You never let me take extended holidays."
"You didn't need them," she snorted. "Come by soon?"
"Of course. As soon as I get this business tied up."
She studied him, green eyes sad. "I'm not getting any younger, you know."
That was the problem. She wasn't. She was growing older and older, and even though, logically, he knew she looked very young by mortal standards, he could see the faint lines around her mouth and eyes, the subtle signs of aging. She was growing older, and he was the same. The same as he'd been the day he'd saved her, the same as he'd be the day she died.
He stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her and hugging her tightly. "I'll see you soon," he whispered as he released her. He winked at her, then strode off without a backward glance.
A mere fifteen minutes later, Doc walked into his suite, heaving a sigh of relief. Finally some peace and quiet.
"Decided to come home, did you?" Thaddeus ground out.
"Oh hell, old boy. I do not need this right now."
"I'm sorry. I forget that while I just sit here in this pot all day waiting and waiting, that you're out in the world doing things. Certainly you'd be much too tired to talk to me. I understand. Rosa will be here in the morning. At least she's kind enough to move my pot around so I can get a different view."
"Can we please do this in the morning?" Doc moaned.
"Go on. It's not as if I have any hold on you. Take your shower and lay down on your soft, fluffy bed. Don't mind me at all. I'll be here tomorrow if you want to talk, but otherwise, I can talk to this half-empty whiskey bottle."
Doc rubbed his head. Maybe Ms. Goodhunt would be interested in a talking plant. No, she was too nice to burden with someone like Thaddeus.
"When Rosa waters me, I try to pretend it's a bath, you know. Like I still have a body and limbs."
"Oh shut up," Doc said, popping the cork on the whiskey and dumping it into the pot.
"Goddamn you, Doc! All I wanted was a minute or two of civil conversation!"
"You don't know how to have a civil conversation," Doc muttered as he tossed his ruined clothes into the trash. He shoved the purse with the fetishes into his safe. He'd meant to give them to Jury so he could untie the spells, but he'd do it later, when Jury was sensible again.
He stepped into his shower, rinsing the blood and stink of the last several hours off his skin and allowing the heat to sink into his bones. He couldn't wait to fall into bed. He couldn't wait to just sit on his couch, drink whiskey, and do nothing for a while except read an engaging book. Perhaps he could convince Jervis to play a round of cards. Maybe Sagena would call.
Edgar could wait a day or two to die. It's not like Doc wouldn't find him eventually.
He toweled himself off, then flopped onto his bed, letting out a deep breath and allowing himself to sink into the mattress. The only thing that would make this moment better was a woman in his arms.
He was nearly asleep when he heard his door click open. He sat up, body tense and ready to fight. Then a woman's voice chimed, "Sir John? Are you here?"
"Oh holy hell," Doc whispered, leaping to his feet as pure horror coursed through him.
"Sir John?" she called again.
He ran to the deck and threw open the doors. There was nowhere to go. There was no way out. He was trapped. Trapped like a rat in a cage.
He grabbed his phone off his dresser and dashed inside his closet, flattening himself against the back wall behind his jackets.
"Jury," he hissed into the phone. "You have to help me! Your mother is here!"
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Worst summer ever, Andrew Rufus thought sullenly as he tossed his baseball towards the ceiling for the fifteen hundredth time. He was bored. So bored that he might actually consider reading one of the books his mom had brought back from the library.
He glanced at the stack of books and shuddered. He didn't give a crap about leprechauns or the secrets of Middle-earth. If only his mom would bend on the no television in his room rule. After all, it's not like he could help the fact that he had a broken leg.
He tossed the ball again, but he wasn't paying attention so it slipped from his glove and rolled onto the floor. "I guess that's that," he muttered.
He counted the neon stars on his ceiling, but he already knew there were a hundred and six of them. He'd known that since yesterday morning.
"You need anything, baby?" his mom hollered up the stairs.
"How 'bout a TV?" Andrew yelled back.
"Anything you can actually have?"
"No," he grumbled.
"Alright. My online meeting's about to start. I'll check on you when it's done."
"Whatever."
"I heard that!"
"Whatever," Andrew mouthed sulkily.
If he didn't do something soon he was going to scream, so he grabbed a book from the pile at random and read the title. American Folklore: Pecos Bill and Others. Gag me, Andrew thought, but it had to be better than a book about how to trap leprechauns. And if it wasn't, he'd hobble to the window and hurl himself to his death.
He flipped to the beginning of the story and started reading. He rolled his eyes after a line or two and stifled a yawn. Boring, he thought as he scanned the page. Exactly how long were these cowboy dudes going to keep riding into the sunset? A car chase would definitely be more exciting.
The sun blinded him for just a minute, and he closed his eyes, rubbing them with the back of his hand. He squinted at the page, trying to see the words clearly, but they kept blurring into a mess of brown. Maybe the pain pills were finally taking affect.
He read another line but abruptly coughed as dust swept down his throat, choking him. He reached blindly for his cup of water. His fingers grazed the smooth glass, then he heard it shatter on the floor. Another cough racked his frame, and he dropped the book and struggled to his feet.
The earth suddenly shifted beneath him, and he flung his arms out to the sides, trying to grab hold of his dresser, but there was nothing there, and he started to fall.
"No," he whispered fearfully. He didn't want to fall. What if he hurt his leg?
He flexed his legs in fear, gasping in relief when he didn't hit the floor. But then he lurched forward and backward and forward again. What the hell was going on? Was he having a seizure?
He blinked frantically, trying to clear the dust from his eyes so he could see again. He squinted and realized he actually could see, but all he could see was dust. It didn't make sense. Nothing was making sense.
He glanced down, wondering where the floor was. "Holy crap!" he gasped. There was no floor. There was no floor because he was sitting on a horse. A horse. Not just sitting. Riding. That's why he was lurching back and forth. He grabbed hold of the saddle thingy and held tightly, then stared at his hands in utter dismay. Those weren't his hands, but how could they not be his hands? He released the saddle with one hand and felt his face.
"Oh hell," he whispered. It wasn't his face. He knew it wasn't because it was rough and full of angles. It wasn't his nose or his hand or his body. Those weren't his legs. What the hell kind of medicine were they giving him anyway? This had to be a hallucination. It just had to be.
The horse suddenly leaped into the air, and Andrew jerked in terror, grasping the saddle tightly. The horse landed easily, but Andrew didn't. "Crap!" he hissed as he slid precariously to the side. He flung his arms around the horse's neck, hugging it for dear life and desperately hoping it would stop soon.
Then he heard it. An angry voice, gruff and gravely, yelling, yelling very loudly, INSIDE Andrew's head.
WHAT THE HELL'S GOIN' ON?!
Andrew couldn't help it. He screamed; he screamed at the top of his lungs. But the more he screamed, the more the voice inside his head yelled.
WHAT THE HELL YOU DOIN'?! STOP THAT SISSY CRYIN'! RIGHT NOW!!!
Andrew's mind raced, trying to figure out what was going on, but he simply couldn't think. The voice in his head was too loud. Why was there a voice in his head? Where was his body? Where was he? What was happening?
Who are you?! the voice snapped. You some kinda witch?
"Witch? What? No," Andrew stuttered, eyes widening when he heard his own voice. It didn't sound right at all. It was deep and menacing, like the voice inside his head. He stared at his hands again. They moved when he moved them, but they just weren't his hands. The wide, red gash from his fall wasn't there. These hands had thin, white scars across the knuckles; they were callused, sun-browned, and huge. 
He squeezed his eyes shut. He must have fallen asleep reading that stupid book, and now he was dreaming. That was it. He was dreaming. All he had to do was wake up. He pinched himself. It hurt, but he didn't wake. He slapped himself. Tears welled in his eyes it stung so badly, but he still didn't wake up.
What the hell you doin'?!
"Trying to wake up," Andrew mumbled, weirded out that he was having a conversation with someone he couldn't see. Like he was talking to himself, but he wasn't. It felt like madness.
Wake up?
"I'm asleep; that's the only explanation."
Asleep? I ain't asleep. GET THE HELL OUTTA MY BODY!! NOW!
"I don't know how."
Try! the voice snapped.
"How? I don't know how I got in here." Andrew was trying to remember if he'd ever had a conversation in a dream before, but the voice just wouldn't shut up.
GET OUT!!!
"I already told you, I can't!"
Do it anyway!
"How?"
Just do!
Andrew rolled his eyes and glanced around. This was surely the most vivid dream he'd ever had. It was so vivid he could feel the heat and taste the dirt. Maybe he should back off the painkillers.
"It's just a dream, you know," Andrew said. "I'm sure I'll wake up soon, and then you'll have your body back." What a dorky thing to say. When he woke up, the dream would be gone.
He relaxed his stranglehold on the horse and sat up straighter in the saddle. He wasn't so scared now that he realized he was in a dream. He was certain he could ride a horse in a dream, and if he fell, he'd just wake up. Besides, the horse wasn't actually moving anymore. Surely he could sit on a horse without falling.
When I get my hands on you, I'm gonna tie you in a knot.
"A knot?" Andrew laughed. "Is that really the best you've got?"
You laughin' at me?
"A little. Be pretty hard to tie someone into a knot. Beat me up, sure. Tie into a knot? I don't know."
Who the hell are you?!
This was bizarre, but his mom hated it when he was rude, so Andrew sighed and said, "Andrew Rufus; and you?"
Pecos Bill.
Andrew burst out laughing. Now he knew it was a dream. He felt stupid for not realizing it right away; everything had just felt so real. The sun was burning down on his back. He could feel sweat beading on his skin; he could feel the roughness of the horse's hair beneath his hands; he could feel the grainy dust in his eyes. He'd never had such an intense dream before. It was so real, so vibrant. It had to be the drugs.
What's so funny? Pecos snapped.
"Nothing, it's just… I really am dreaming."
What the hell you talkin' 'bout?! Ain't no dream! What'd you say your name was? Andrew, Andrew Rufus, Andrew thought, wondering if he needed to speak out loud for Pecos to hear him. Ain't never heard of you, Pecos growled back.
Course not. You're not real. I'm real. I'm dreaming, so I've heard of you 'cause you're in that dumb book I was reading before I fell asleep. What?!
Andrew sighed. Dreams weren't usually so complicated. When he woke up, he was tossing the pills in the trash. Listen, I'm not really here. You're not really here. This is all just a dream. Ain't no damn dream! Pecos sputtered. Get out of my body right this minute…
Pecos went on and on, but Andrew wasn't listening because he'd just noticed three other riders heading towards him. They were already fairly close, and Andrew could just make out their faces. He was suddenly very glad he was dreaming because he didn't know how to make the horse move again, and if this were real life, he'd be riding the other way. He'd never seen such scary-looking dudes.
They had serious expressions on their faces and guns on their hips. Lots and lots of guns. And knives. They were riding into the sun, so their faces were shining, and a shudder ran down Andrew's spine when his eyes locked onto one of the men.
"Somethin' wrong, Pecos?" the man demanded as they stopped their horses beside Andrew's.
Andrew gulped. "Um… I…" He didn't go on, just stared at the man in horror.
He had a stone-hard face, brilliant, blue eyes, and a scar running from his nose to his ear. His tight blond goatee was broken in the middle by another scar which made him look rather sinister. In addition to his frightening face, he had a ridiculous amount of guns strapped all over him, maybe six or eight, and Andrew was certain he wouldn't have any problem using them.
Andrew tore his eyes away and looked at one of the other men. He instantly regretted it. These dudes were so creepy Andrew wished he could wake up right now. He'd never be mean to his mom again. He'd tell her he loved her, because he did. He'd promise to never climb a tree, ever again. He'd keep both feet on the ground, and he'd swear off painkillers for the rest of his life.
The second man wasn't wearing a hat, and his skin was as dark as the surrounding dirt, maybe darker. His hair was loose, flowing down his back in a shimmery, black wave, and Andrew guessed he was Native American, but he wasn't sure. His dark eyes were unfathomable, unreadable, but the worst part was that, in addition to a bow and a few guns, he was wearing so many knives Andrew didn't even try to count them.
Andrew shuddered, wondering what Pecos must look like if these were the type of guys he hung out with, and glanced at the third man. He actually looked normal enough except he had the widest and curliest mustache Andrew had ever seen. His eyes were a laughing brown, and his lips were curved in a slight grin. He even seemed to be wearing a normal amount of weapons, but Andrew couldn't be sure.
He'd never been around anyone who carried a gun or a knife before, let alone eight of them. He wasn't sure how he'd imagined these guys because he was positive the book hadn't been all that descriptive.
"Pecos?" the blond man asked again, a thread of annoyance in his tone.
Listen you coward, you body thief, you slimy snake! Pecos yelled. Get the hell outta my body right this damn minute or I'm gonna truss you up and leave you for the coyotes! How's that better than a knot? I mean, how're you gonna do it?
Pecos growled, and Andrew glanced between the three men, feeling trapped, like the time Chuck had pulled a prank, but Andrew had been caught holding the spray can.
He opened his mouth to reply to the blond man, but Pecos started yelling again, so loud that Andrew flinched. Shut up so I can think! Andrew snapped. Shut up?! Shut up?! This is my body! You shut up, damn it! Right now it's my body! So you shut up! You ain't no man; you're just a coward!
I'm not a coward or a man, so there! Andrew thought angrily. His head was starting to ache. There was just too much going on. Could your head even ache in a dream? I'm only thirteen, Andrew added. And I didn't steal your stupid body; why would I even want to? I just kinda ended up here. And it doesn't matter, 'cause THIS IS A DREAM!!!
This was getting weirder and weirder by the second. He'd pay good money for his mom to wake him and tussle his hair. She could call him "baby" and sit by his bed all day asking him how he was, and he wouldn't even mind.
Pecos was still yelling, but Andrew tried to ignore him because the mustached man was talking.
"You alright, Pecos?"
"Um… yeah, just thinking," Andrew replied awkwardly. 
"Thinkin' 'bout what?" the blond man snapped.
Andrew cringed. The blond guy freaked him out. He looked like the kind of guy who shot first and didn't bother to ask questions, ever. "I don't know… Just thinking."
The knife man had been watching Andrew or Pecos, whoever he was, intently, but now he spoke. "You wantin' to change your plan?"
Andrew grabbed at that. "Plan? What plan exactly?"
The blond man frowned deeply, but the knife man smiled slightly and replied, "The one you just made."
Andrew sighed; that had really cleared things up. "Let me think about it," he stalled. Help me out here, Pecos? Ain't helpin' you, boy! You need to disappear. I really wish I could, but I can't. I've never tried to wake up in a dream before; I don't know how to do it. I done told you boy, ain't no dream, Pecos said in a weary tone.
Of course it is, but I still don't wanna get shot to death by your gun-happy friends. They'd like an answer, and I don't have any idea what they're talking about.
Ain't gonna shoot me. No, but they might shoot me, and see, I'm in your body in the middle of… of… Andrew looked around. There was nothing as far as he could see except dirt, rocks, little scrubby plants, and what he assumed were cactus clumps. He wasn't sure because he'd never seen actual cactuses before.
Why are we in a desert? Ain't a desert, boy. Just a bit of dry land is all. We ridin' to stop the snake. Andrew accidentally laughed. "Sorry," he said quickly. "Just thought of something funny. Still thinking," he added when the blond man opened his mouth to speak.
Four guys to stop one measly snake? You're kidding me right?! You're supposed to be a western legend! You fight things like tornados and rustlers and blue cows or something, right? Watch it, boy… Or what?
Andrew was beginning to enjoy himself. He hadn't had any fun in days; not since that stupid, wild, grey cat had knocked him out of the tree. Sure the cowboy dudes were scary looking; but it was a dream; and as such, nothing really bad could happen. And if it did, he'd just wake up. Like that one dream he'd had where he'd shown up to school naked. He'd woken just as the bell rang and right before everyone could file out into the hallway and laugh at him.
This ain't a dream or a pleasure trip or a damn party! If you don't get outta my body right now folks're gonna die! Andrew rolled his eyes. What did it matter if people died in a dream? It's not like they were real. THIS IS REAL!!! Can't you feel it?!
Andrew shook his head, annoyed that Pecos was so serious. It's too bad he hadn't had a baseball dream instead. One with Willie Mays and Derek Jeter and Babe Ruth. Andrew would pitch and see if they could get a hit. Now that would have been fun.
The only thing I can feel is the sun, Andrew complained. Is it always this hot? That's just it, boy. When's the last time you felt the sun in a dream? Andrew chose not to think about that. It was weird that he was so hot, that he was sweating, that he could feel the breeze cooling him down, but there was an explanation for that. His pain pills clearly had some terrible side effects. They were probably experimental. He shuddered, wondering what else they were doing to him.
I can't believe this, Pecos sighed. You've gotta be the densest boy on earth. Andrew frowned. I'm not dense! If I believed you, a figment of my imagination I might add, THEN I would be dense! Fine, just keep on ignorin' your senses, and while you do, people'll die. Thanks to you.
Whatever, let's get back to the plan. You're riding to stop a snake. Is that the whole plan? Yep. Andrew rolled his eyes. Great plan, super involved, covers all the fine points. Boy… "I'm good," Andrew said out loud. "Um, lead the way somebody." He figured it couldn't hurt to play along until he woke up. It was certainly better than counting the stars on his ceiling. Again.
The blond man glared at him, but knife man nodded, turning his horse and riding away. The other two followed him, and Andrew sat, watching them. Um, how do I make the horse go? Not THE horse; her name's Dewmint. Okay, how do I make Dewmint go? Pecos sighed. Pick up the reins, tap with your heels, nice like. Reins? The leather straps, Pecos ground out. Oh. Andrew picked up the reins and tapped with his heels.
Dewmint started walking, and Andrew gasped, clutching her mane with his hands. What you doin'? Trying not to fall off! Ain't you never ridden before? I've never even touched a horse before, let alone ridden one! Andrew was suddenly very aware how far away the ground was. Are all horses this tall? Dewmint ain't that tall, just sixteen hands. Hands? Pretty sure we measure in feet. Boy... Never mind; how do I go faster?
Andrew didn't actually want to go faster, but the others were already far ahead of him, and he figured he should probably catch up. Dream or no dream, he didn't want to get left behind in the desert or really dry landscape as Pecos called it. Heels. Oh. Andrew tapped his heels again, and Dewmint sped up.
Andrew closed his eyes in fear. But that was even worse, so he opened them again. This is stupid, he thought. Why am I scared? It's a dream! A super realistic dream, but a dream. Never seen such an idiot in all my days, and that's sayin' somethin'. Oh, shut up, Andrew snapped. You don't exist, and even if you did, which you don't, it's not possible to take over someone else's body. It's just not. That kinda crap doesn't even happen in movies. You know why? 'Cause no one would believe it!
Andrew tried to relax as Dewmint moved across the ground. He was still far behind the others, so he nudged her again. She sped up, and Andrew clutched the reins in terror. She was going so fast and everything was so bouncy, he felt like his back was breaking. He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from clanking together with every step the horse took. Downright embarrassin'. Of all the body thieves, I get a sissy, city slicker boy.
Excuse me! I'm not a sissy or a… well, I guess I am a city slicker and a boy, but I'm not a sissy! So you take that back! Ain't takin' nothin' back. What the hell you doin' here? I told you already! I'M DREAMING!!! So stop asking!
If Pecos would just shut up, this could be the most epic dream ever. He was riding a horse, something his mom would never let him do; he was outside, instead of stuck in his room with a busted leg and no TV, riding through a landscape he'd never seen before; and he had guns, and they were probably loaded. Don't you dare touch my guns, boy, Pecos growled menacingly.
Can't stop me, Andrew laughed.
He tried to look around, but it was hard because when he took his eyes off Dewmint's head, he felt like he was falling. But when he managed to look right for a second, he realized there were two more horses running behind him, reins attached to his saddle. He looked forward again and saw the others had extra horses too. Why do you have so many horses? Ridin' hard. So? If you weren't a city slicker you would know! Whatever.
Andrew glanced over Dewmint's head and saw waves of heat rolling off the dirt into the air. He'd never been able to see so far in all his life. He'd always been surrounded by buildings or trees. It felt so empty. He wondered if the desert really looked like this. He didn't think he'd seen many pictures of the desert, so he wasn't sure what his mind was basing this on. He heard Pecos sigh. Ain't a dream, boy. It's real; as real as the nose on your, I mean MY, face. Andrew shook his head. It's not real! It's a dream. But since you're clearly not gonna shut up, tell me more about your plan.
Dewmint was going really fast now, and Andrew was having a horrible time sitting upright. He kept sliding from side to side and having to wiggle back into the middle of the saddle. Relax your back, Pecos chided. Andrew tried, but every time Dewmint's hooves hit the ground, he jerked.
No wonder people don't ride horses anymore, he thought as he dragged himself upright. Whadda you mean people don't ride horses? Can you hear everything I think? Mostly. Well stop! It's annoying. Whadda you mean? Where I'm from, or when I'm from I guess, people drive cars and trucks and stuff. Cars? Like a… a wagon that doesn't need horses. Andrew shook his head with irritation. Why was he explaining this? It didn't matter if Pecos knew what a car was. He was going to disappear as soon as Andrew woke up. Andrew pinched himself just to check, but he stayed right where he was.
He frowned, looking around in confusion. Everything was super, super real. The details of the landscape, Dewmint's mane, the heat of the sun, the smell of dust, the thirst in his throat, the ache in his rear, the voice in his head. All of it FELT real. But that would mean… He shook his head emphatically. Why was he even considering it?
So what about this snake you mentioned? Pecos chuckled softly. You ain't gonna like the snake, boy.
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Tabitha Smith closed the cabin door carefully behind her. She would have slammed it, but she was near Mr. Keller's office and she didn't want him to know she wasn't finished yet.
Every year, it was the same. Year after year after year. She'd asked to leave. She'd begged, but her husband had just looked at her, eyes full of sadness and despair, and said, "Where would we go, Tabitha? Where? And with what money?"
He was right. They didn't have enough money to leave. Not really. And there wasn't anyone who could help them. Not anymore.
"Damn Mr. Keller and his damn camp to hell," she muttered as she headed towards the next cabin.
Snow crunched softly under her feet, and the light of the full moon bounced from one snow drift to another, lighting her way to cabin number one, the last cabin she needed to clean today.
All the guests had departed yesterday, and the snow was packed so hard, it was slick in spots. There were two employees whose job it was to shovel the walks, but Mr. Keller was too cheap to buy decent shovels or any type of ice remover, and so the walks were always snowy and icy, even if they had been "cleared".
Tabitha stepped carefully around the slick areas; after fifteen years of walking from cabin to cabin, she knew every path and icy spot by heart.
Cabin one's porch creaked when she stepped onto it. It always creaked. The only porch that didn't creak was cabin number six. It had always bothered her that number six's didn't creak. It didn't seem natural. Not when all the other ones did.
She opened the front door and frowned into the darkness. Guests never closed the curtains when they left, and the full moon was shining, so it should be fairly bright inside, but it wasn't.
Tabitha set down her cleaning tote and reached inside the door for the light switch. She heard a strange swish noise right before a terrible, hot pain shot up her arm. She jerked her hand back with a scream, stumbling backwards, away from the dark entrance.
The light of the full moon illuminated the porch; and through her pain and panic, Tabitha could clearly see that half of her fingers were gone. Something was inside the cabin. Something sharp and deadly.
She clutched her bloody fingers to her chest, trying to stop the bleeding, gasping when a black shadow moved into the doorway. A screech tore from her throat and terror spiraled through her chest as she turned to run. The porch creaked under her feet as she dashed back out onto the icy pathway. Snow crunched under the soles of her boots. Her breath came out in gasps of frosty cold.
She couldn't hear anything over her screams. She couldn't hear the steady pounding of the feet behind her. She couldn't hear the axe slicing through the frozen air.
She jerked to a halt as the axe buried itself deeply into her spine. One final gasp of terror passed through her lips, then she dropped to the frozen ground with a whimper, eyes blinking slowly as she watched the blood ooze sluggishly from her finger stumps.
Black shoes stopped in front of her, and she tried to look up, but she couldn't move. Numbness had taken over her. The searing pain was gone. The terror was gone. She didn't even feel it when the axe was jerked from her back and blood burst onto the sidewalk around her.
A strange sense of peace filled her as her lungs shuddered one final time and her heart gave one last feeble pump. Finally, was her last thought. I can finally leave.
The townies of Copper Cliff firmly believe that talking to yourself means you're crazy, loopy, not right in the head. But if that were truly the case, Abby Brooks would have been certifiably insane since she was ten years old. Because, as everyone knew, she talked to herself, a lot. What they didn't know, is that someone else talked back.
Remind me again why you're doing this? Because I have to. You should just leave. Abby snorted. And go where? Anywhere. Right. And what will I put down on my application? Thirty-four-year-old loser seeking job. Skills: cleaning toilets, measuring wood, and repainting old siding. What about running a cash register? Sure. I can also run a cash register from circa nineteen-sixty. You make it sound so bad. It is. It really is. 
In truth, Abby knew she wasn't a loser. She had some viable skills, viable to Copper Cliff anyway, and she liked who she was as a person; but every time she imagined leaving, she couldn't think of anything she could possibly offer the outside world. There were surely smarter and more skilled people out there already. There wouldn't be room for her. She couldn't help but recall something her dad had said once about a small fish in the ocean. I don't think that's right. You get the point though. I don't belong out there. I'm a Brooks. Brooks live and die in Copper Cliff. 
Well, at least it's work, the voice said reasonably.
Are you kidding me?! I'd rather walk through town naked than work at Antler Ridge Camp! I'm like the first townie in thirty years to work at the camp. I... Abby shook her head in disgust as she turned up the long road that led to the camp.
"I don't understand it," she whispered. She didn't want to work at Antler Ridge Camp. Townies never, EVER worked at the camp. It just wasn't done. The owner, Mr. Keller, had his own staff. They took care of repairs and maintenance. They didn't need Abby. Must not be a normal repair. I hope it's just a light bulb or something stupid so I can just get the hell out. Right, like your dad would send you all the way out here to change a lightbulb. You could've let me pretend. Sorry.
For some reason, Abby's father had insisted she handle this project from start to finish. Normally he talked to the clients first and got all of the details, then passed the job on to Abby, but not this time. "You'll be running the business someday," he'd said cheerfully. "You need to learn to deal with the clients and all that good jazz." In reality, it was a waste of her time. She didn't handle the contracts or the billing so she was going to have to run everything by her dad anyway. 
She just wished it wasn't the camp. Any other job would have been fine. She wouldn't even mind retrofitting all the forest services' onsite toilet facilities. Really? Really!
There were a ton of reasons why Abby didn't want to work at the camp, or set foot anywhere near the camp for that matter. One, it was common knowledge that the camp workers were weird and socially awkward. The camp in general was weird. Groups came from all over the country to attend it for a week or two at a time. Mr. Keller said it was a church camp, but no one really knew what went on up there. They could be holding séances or orgies or Kool-Aid sessions or virgin sacrifices or non-virgin sacrifices. Who knew? 
You're being ridiculous. It's a family camp. There're parks and slides, pools, an ice-skating rink, a tubing hill, and horseback riding. It's supposed to be fun. Like a vacation. No, it's not fun. It's a terrible place, Abby argued. Her inner voice was wrong this time. Antler Ridge Camp was not fun.
The snowy road blurred, and Abby tried to regain her focus. She didn't want to get sucked into memories, but her mind got away from her and wandered off, sifting through her memories until it found the one it was looking for. The one Abby tried unsuccessfully to keep locked tightly away.
Antler Ridge Camp. Summer. Abby had gone up with her cousin Jen and some other townie kids for a day of townie fun. Mr. Keller had planned it as a way to improve relations between the campees and the townies. It hadn't worked.
Laughter tinkled through her mind. "You're it!" a girl laughed, tagging Abby's shoulder. Everything was green, and flowers poked randomly through the grass, looking like scattered, broken ornaments.
"I'll get you!" Abby yelled, chasing after a blond-headed boy.
Abby shook her head, forcing the memory away, and focused on the road right in front of her. She didn't want to see it. She didn't need to remember. She remembered well enough.
The laughter and summer heat fought its way forward again, but she pushed it back into the darkness of her mind, trying to bury it beneath a thousand other memories. Happy ones.
The road curved, and Antler Ridge Mountain suddenly came into view. It towered above the other peaks, making them seem small in comparison.
Antler Ridge Mountain was the only mountain Abby refused to step foot on. She'd hiked all the other peaks surrounding the valley, glorying in the view from their summits, but she'd never gone near Antler Ridge. She just couldn't make herself.
Part of her wanted to conquer it, just like she'd conquered all the others, but to get to the hiking trail she would have had to drive right through the camp, and she didn't want to do that.
A red cabin roof suddenly poked through the trees, like a bloody cut marring the forest landscape, and she took a sharp, terrified breath. Disgust curled in her belly. She was pathetic, and she knew it. It was stupid to fear a place, but she couldn't help it. She hated it here.
Mr. Keller grinned charmingly as he opened his door to admit Abby into his office. His grey hair was slicked back tightly, and his mustache was oiled to the point of greasiness. 
"Mr. Keller," Abby greeted him, trying to use the cheerful Brooks' tone her family was known for. "How are you today?"
"I'm doing just wonderful, Ms. Brooks," he replied as he shook her hand vigorously. "I'm so happy your father could spare you for our little project."
Abby swallowed a snort. Spare; as if her dad wouldn't squeeze every cent he could out of Keller.
"What exactly is your project, Mr. Keller? Dad didn't give me any details."
"Sit down, Ms. Brooks, and I'll tell you all about it."
"Call me Abby." She sat carefully in the worn plastic folding chair that faced Keller's desk and waited for him to explain why she was there.
"Would you like a soda?" he asked, opening a mini-fridge to display a number of off-brand soda pops.
"No, thank you." She wished he'd just get on with it. She'd only dealt with him a few times at the store, but she knew he had a tendency to beat around the bush. Indefinitely. 
"Lovely weather today," he said as he sat across from her.
"Yep," she agreed.
"Do you enjoy winter sports, Ms. Brooks?"
"Abby, and no, I don't."
"You don't?" His eyebrow tweaked in surprise. "Copper Cliff is a strange town to live in if you don't like winter."
Abby's eyelid twitched. She wasn't good at this part of things: the back and forth, the small talk, the blah, blah, blah. She liked to get right to things. Grab the bull by his horns. Dive right in. She didn't want to dance around the mulberry bush all freaking day getting to the point. 
"I didn't say I don't like winter," she said as evenly as possible. "I just don't like winter sports. Now about the job?"
"Hum. What about ice skating?"
"Nope."
"Tubing?"
"No."
"Skiing?"
Abby ground her teeth, forced a smile, and said, "No. I like snowshoeing. Could you please tell me about the job?" 
"Yes, of course. Have you been up to Antler Ridge Camp before?"
She stared at him in disbelief. How could he not remember? It has been over twenty-four years. I still remember! Like it was yesterday! You were standing right there. He wasn't. He should remember. Everyone should remember.
"Once," she finally bit off.
"It creates a lasting impression, doesn't it?" he said proudly.
"Yep." A permanent, scarring, life-defining impression.
He stood and walked to one of the walls, gesturing towards a large, framed site map. "Antler Ridge Camp!" he exclaimed. "Built on land claimed by my great-great-grandfather in 1878."
Abby sighed and tried to get comfortable in her chair.
"His original cabin is right here," he said, pointing to a portion of the map. "He built it with nothing more than his own two hands!" Abby rolled her eyes. "It's the center of the camp," he went on. "Right smack in the middle of the Ranch."
Abby's ears began to buzz at his mention of the Ranch, but she forced the buzzing away and tried to listen to what he was saying, no matter how unimportant it was.
"It's a museum now," he said proudly. "Showcasing the history of the Keller family and the Antler Ridge Camp."
"Fascinating," Abby said, nearly vibrating with frustration. "But about the job?"
"Yes, of course. You can see that we have forty-three cabins and three lodges available for guests' use. In addition, there are twenty-five cabins for workers and their families. We also have five recreational buildings." He pointed to the map again. "This one is an open gym for basketball, indoor soccer, and volleyball. This one—"
"I'm familiar with the layout and scope of your camp, Mr. Keller," Abby interrupted. "About the job?"
"The last several years have been tough," Mr. Keller said, face drooping in sad dismay.
Abby bit her tongue. She wasn't good at sitting still, and she just knew she'd be here all day if he didn't get to the point soon. She wanted to force him to get on with it, but she knew better, so she smiled and tried to pretend interest.
"Of course, as a resident of Copper Cliff you've witnessed the slump. The camp suffers, so does the town; am I right?"
He was right, but she'd be damned if she'd admit it. "Does this have to do with the job, sir?"
"I'm getting there. Patience, Ms. Brooks." He grinned widely, flashing overly-white teeth, and she smiled back, trying desperately to channel her gregarious father, or at the very least, her even-tempered Uncle Dwayne.
"As I was saying, hard times. Church camps don't have the same draw they did twenty years ago. People used to want to spend time together, bond, create memories that would last a lifetime."
His voice and the room faded; and for a second, Abby was back on that summer slope chasing the blond-headed boy.
"People don't connect that way anymore though," Mr. Keller said, the bitter edge to his voice cutting through Abby's memory. "Now they send a text or play a video game together." He snorted. "What kind of lifetime memory is that? Do you remember the time we played something or other? Which time?"
He shook his head in disgust. "Do you know what my grandson sent me the other day?" He didn't wait for Abby to respond, but went on. "He calls it a GIF! A GIF. He doesn't call me, won't answer my letters, but he'll send me a GIF! Look at it!"
He fiddled with his phone for a second then held it out to her. She swallowed a giggle, thinking the silly, little yeti waving back and forth was actually pretty cute.
"That's it!" he said irritably. "Not even a text. Just a ridiculous cartoon!" He dropped his phone onto his desk and exclaimed, "Can you imagine if I'd sent something like that to my grandpa?!"
He looked at her expectantly, and she shrugged uncertainly. She wasn't sure what he wanted her to say. He sighed heavily and murmured, "No, things certainly aren't the way they used to be." She nodded, just to keep him moving along. 
"People have changed," he said. "And that means we need to change. I've found an investor who's willing to revitalize Antler Ridge Camp's image and help bring out more guests. But for that to happen, we need to get everything up to code."
Finally! Abby thought. "So that's the job?" she said out loud.
"Indeed. I need you to inspect the units, make a repair list, and head a crew to bring it all up to code."
"I'll get started right now," Abby said, beginning to stand.
"I'm sure glad my grandpa isn't here," he said, shaking his head sadly.
Abby grit her teeth and sat back down.
Two hours later, Abby left Keller's office with a set of keys, a map, and a list of the worker families and which cabin each one lived in. 
She grabbed a notebook and pen from her truck, glanced at the map, and headed towards cabin number one. It wasn't far from Keller's office, and in her mind it was the most logical place to start.
The camp was split into three portions: the Meadow, where Keller's office was; the Ranch, which she never wanted to see again; and the Foothills. Each portion had a lodge where some of the guests could stay and where all the guests ate their meals, and each portion had a recreational building or two and a handful of cabins.
By her rough math, it would take her nearly three weeks to make a comprehensive repair list, maybe longer depending on the level of disrepair. Keller had said he had a crew standing by, so she'd get through as many cabins as she could today and get the crew started on the updates tomorrow.
See, aren't you glad you came? No! I don't care how awesome this project is; I loathe this place. I'm just glad it's winter. If it was summer... She shuddered just thinking about it.
The walkway was coated in ice, which she thought was a little strange. A place like this should have a guy shoveling and salting the walks regularly so none of the guests slipped. It seemed like a massive oversight on Keller's part. Copper Cliff had a seasonal crew whose sole job was to keep the sidewalks cleared of snow and ice. 
She was pretty sure the camp had had guests just last week because she'd seen some strangers in town at the coffee house. They could've just been tourists. Abby snorted. Copper Cliff didn't have regular tourists. It had visitors from the camp.
It's not like Copper Cliff didn't have anything to recommend it. It had a mine tour and two museums, as well as, multiple trailheads and at least three state camping grounds nearby. But it had somehow never made it onto the "official" state tourist map.
Everyone knew that the camp kept the town alive. Her cousin Logan had once said that the camp and town had a symbiotic relationship. Camp fails; the town goes with it. So even though everyone in town hated the camp, the fact of the matter was, they needed it.
Abby's foot slipped, and she steadied herself, glancing down at the sidewalk. Her eyes locked onto a patch of snow, and she stopped walking, studying the snow carefully. That's weird, isn't it? What? Pink snow? Better than yellow, isn't it? Yeah, but why's it pink? Bubblegum flavor? Abby rolled her eyes. Sometimes her inner voice just wasn't helpful.
She leaned down and gingerly touched the pink snow. It was frozen, so she scraped at it, and pink chips of snow-ice broke apart. Somebody must've dropped something. Kool-Aid or... Bubblegum ice cream? You're such an idiot. I'm in YOUR head. "Fifteen, thirty, forty-five," Abby chanted, ignoring the snow and reading the "Cabin 1" sign ahead of her.
The porch steps creaked beneath her weight, and she made a note to check underneath and make sure everything was stable. She sorted through the keys, slipped the key for cabin one into the lock, turned it, and opened the door.
It was dark, so she stepped inside and searched the wall for a light switch, flipped it on and turned to face the room.
She froze. The blonde boy's laughter rang through her mind, followed by his screams. Blood. There was so much blood. The screams rushed through her mind like an avalanche, blocking everything else. The smell of fresh, wet blood mixing with the sunny dirt overwhelmed her, making her want to vomit. 
Abby closed her eyes, trying to force the memory away. Her inner voice started humming, and Abby focused on the sound, using it to block out the screams. This wasn't a memory. This blood was here, now. It wasn't in her mind. Was it?
She opened her eyes. There was a small pool of blood on the cabin floor, and in the center of it a dead woman. Abby knew the woman was dead because her eyes were wide open and her pupils were huge, almost as large as her irises. Her arms were crossed over her chest, like a mummy in a sarcophagus, and the hand on top was bloody, missing fingers.
Abby's mouth opened to scream, but her mind was searching for the fingers, trying to put the missing pieces back into place. Trying to make the woman whole again.
There. Lying on the end table like discarded candle sticks, just beneath the bloody writing on the wall. Two words: "I'm back".
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