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Book 12:
REQUIEM
M.M. Crumley
For all of us who need a requiem...
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Doc Holliday tipped his whiskey bottle straight up, but not a drop remained to slide down into his throat. Not that he really cared. It wasn't as if the whiskey actually helped dull the grief that was drowning him.
He'd been dreading this moment for more than a hundred years; and now that it was here, he had realized that it was ten times worse than he had expected it to be. Andrew was gone. Doc couldn't just accidentally run into him or accidentally be where he was ever again. Doc's part in their friendship was finished, but Andrew's part was just beginning.
Doc knew that didn't make sense, but nothing about Andrew and timelines had ever made sense.  
The couch sank
beside him, and Doc glanced sideways, slightly bewildered to see Jury sitting there. He hadn't noticed Jury come in. If he had knocked, Doc hadn't heard him. And if he had heard him, he would have told him to go away.   
"Did you leave any whiskey for me?" Jury asked.
"No," Doc said, dropping the empty bottle to the floor with the others.
"I wish you had," Jury sighed. "You left me alone with Tucker and Ursula. Not a happy combination," he added. "A little like throwing a wet cat into a paper bag just to see what will happen."
Doc nodded, but he was having trouble caring.
"So Andrew's gone then?" Jury asked softly.
"Yeah."
"It feels a bit strange," Jury said. "Like there's a hole or a silent spot just at the edge of your hearing."
"You can feel it too?" Doc asked in surprise.
Jury frowned, expression thoughtful. "It seems implausible, but yes," he finally said.
"I miss him," Doc said despondently. "I miss riding with him through cold rain and wind; I miss his stupid jokes; I miss watching him laugh; I miss... I just... It doesn't make sense," he muttered. "Why does it suddenly..." He trailed off, unable to go on.
"Here," Jury said, handing Doc a fresh bottle of whiskey. "It's the one from my place."
Doc took it gratefully, sipping instead of guzzling. It wouldn't make him drunk; he wasn't that lucky. But he could pretend.
"I'm sorry," Jury said earnestly.
"Please don't," Doc murmured. "I can't... Just don't." He stared at the innocent-looking cardboard box and wondered how such a thing could bring him so much distress.
"He left you a note," he said after a minute. "It's in the box."
"Me?" Jury asked with disbelief.
"You and Jervis."
"Why?"
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "I didn't read it, and Jervis didn't share what was in his note."
Jury didn't say anything, but now they were both staring at the box. Jury finally leaned forward, reached into it, and removed the folded piece of paper with his name written across the front. He didn't open it right away though, just glared at it as if he thought it might bite him.
Doc finished the whiskey and dropped the bottle to the floor. The sound was loud enough in the tomb-like silence of the room that Thaddeus snorted in his sleep.
"I don't want to read it," Jury said.
"Then don't," Doc replied.
"I'm... I'm sorry we never got along."
"You got along fine," Doc snorted. "Remember that time we all went to Montana?"
"Yeah," Jury said wistfully. "That was a good time."
"And what about that time we hunted down those drug runners?"
"I wouldn't say that was a good time," Jury muttered. "It wasn't bad, but it wasn't good."
"I enjoyed it," Doc replied with a shrug.
"That's because you and Andrew always played your strange little double-team game." Jury was silent for another moment, then he said, "I always thought that someone like him must have been the inspiration for the gods. The way he'd glow, the power he wielded... What was he doing hanging around with us?"
"I don't know," Doc said. "I really don't know."
Jury didn't say anything more, just unfolded the paper and read whatever it was Andrew had written inside.
"Huh," he said after a while.
"Huh, what?"
"Just huh."
Doc sighed and said, "What did he say?"
"He said that he was glad you had met me. He said you needed someone to keep you from mouldering away in your hotel."
"I don't believe you," Doc replied. "There's no way Andrew said mouldering."
"I adlibbed," Jury admitted. "He actually said hiding out."
"That sounds more like him."
"Hiding out and drinking whiskey while listening to melancholy music. Those were his exact words."
Doc rolled his eyes and said, "I don't do any of those things."
"Nope," Jury agreed. "You surely don't."
"Shut up."
"I didn't say anything," Jury stated. "I was too busy counting all the whiskey bottles. If you're curious, there are eleven."
"I wasn't," Doc ground out.
"I'm just saying. I think Andrew knows you pretty well."
There was humor in Jury's tone now, but Doc didn't want to see the humor in anything yet. He was too busy feeling depressed.
"Want to play cards?" Jury offered.
"No."
"So we're just going to sit here being sad?"
"Yes."
"I'm pretty sure Andrew would not approve."
"Who cares," Doc muttered. "He's dead."
"Don't you always say that death isn't real?"
"Why start listening to me now?"
"I'll just go see if I can round up some more whiskey," Jury murmured.
Doc shrugged. He was over whiskey. Apparently, he'd already drunk eleven bottles, and they'd done nothing to take the edge off his sorrow.
He didn't just miss Andrew; he missed all of them. They'd accepted him as one of their own, and they'd never once questioned that he belonged with them. But he knew he didn't. He'd always been on the outside, just on the edge. He'd stayed the same, always the same; and they had aged, grown old, and died. He couldn't resent them for it; they hadn't seemed to mind. But he had wanted them to stay with him forever.
He wondered if he had been the one to bind them to his throne room. Had he been so desperate to hold onto them that he'd forced them to stay? He didn't know. And he was selfish enough to realize that even if he had, he wasn't going to let them go.
But as much as he missed them, he did not miss the ranch. He missed the idea of the ranch, the idea of the ranch with all of them there, filling it with life. He did not miss the ranch as he'd left it. Empty, but still steeped in memories. Memories of them.
He remembered helping them build Bill's house, and he remembered how surprised he'd been that Andrew, a man who could barely carve anything recognizable into a piece of wood, knew how to build a house with apparent ease.
He remembered watching Janey and Andrew fight in the yard. They always fought to the death, and Andrew didn't always win. Which had confused Doc. Until the day Janey had asked him to fight her. After that he'd understood. As far as he was concerned, there was only one woman in the entire world that was any match for Andrew. And Janey was she.
Doc almost laughed as he remembered the shock he'd felt when Janey had seen her opening and driven her knife straight through his chest into his heart.
"What the hell?" he'd snarled as he'd ripped the knife free and grasped his chest.
"It's not as if you can't take it," she said, smirking slightly.
"Hardly the point," he growled.
The pain was already fading, and the wound was nearly healed, but he wasn't going to tell her that.
"Again?" she questioned.
From that point forward, with the exception of not actually trying to kill her, Doc hadn't held back when he and Janey fought. It was possible Janey would survive if he stabbed her through the heart or throat, but he would never risk it, and he certainly wasn't going to let her do it to him either. And he'd never let her. She may have done it, but he had made her work for it.
Doc refocused on his sitting room when Jury sat back down beside him.
"Jervis is ordering more whiskey," Jury said. "He only had four bottles left."
"That's so unlike him," Doc drawled.
"I think he was lying."
"He probably has an entire warehouse somewhere," Doc agreed.
"He also said that if you were done moping, the Bakers called."
Doc knew they'd called. He had ignored them. He wasn't fit company for anyone right now. He couldn't summon a smile, not even for them.
"I tried a plate of the new chef's food," Jury added.
Doc waited for him to go on.
"It's alright. It's not Pierre's though."
Doc nodded.
"Do you want me to leave?"
"No."
"Do you want me to shut up?"
"Not particularly."
"In that case, as soon as you left, Tucker started asking Ursula how she made the mirror work. He kept giving her things to try, and she put up with it for about five minutes before her patience snapped and she yelled at him and stormed out."
Doc roused himself enough to ask, "Why?"
"Everything he gave her showed a different person; it never showed him. So he was drilling her with questions, asking her why and different things; and it was pretty obvious she didn't know how to answer."
Jury prattled on for another moment about Ursula's temper, but Doc interrupted him by asking, "What do you mean it never showed him?"
"It just never did."
"What kind of items?"
"His phone."
"Who did that show?"
"A factory worker. He also gave her a dollar bill. That showed us a man buying a doll for his daughter. Then he gave her his shoe. That showed us the woman who'd sold Tucker the shoes in the first place."
"That makes no sense," Doc murmured. "Tucker's personality would override almost everyone I know."
"Yeah," Jury agreed.
"So why?"
"I don't know," Jury shrugged. "It must have something to do with him being a ghost."
"It's as if he doesn't really exist," Doc muttered, thinking about Gac in spite of himself.
"Gac's going to be a real pain in the ass to find, isn't he?" Jury asked.
Doc didn't answer. He was back in the memory, listening to himself ask the memory questions about Gac and Tucker.
"Goddamn it," he muttered.
"What?"
"I phrased it all wrong. No wonder the memory couldn't help me."
"The memory? Oh," Jury sighed. "This again?"
"You've got two options," Doc snapped. "Believe I'm insane or believe in the mother's memory."
"I'll believe it exists," Jury allowed. "But only if we call it the Akashic record. I refuse to call it the mother's memory."
"Why?" Doc asked with irritation.
"I don't know. The idea that... The mother concept..." Jury sighed, struggling to put his thoughts into words. "It just doesn't play out for me. Maybe it's because I don't like my own mother; I don't know."
Doc couldn't very well argue with that. "Would you rather it be a father?" he asked.
"Hell no!" Jury exclaimed.
They both laughed softly at the thought, then drifted into silence once more.
"I really am sorry," Jury said after a while. "And I do understand. It would be like... Well, it would be like if you... died."
The last word was so hushed Doc almost didn't hear it. He glanced at Jury, for the first time noting how strained his expression was.
"I've no intention of dying," Doc said.
"Not right now," Jury agreed.
Doc gazed at the box, feeling a sudden urge to hurl it off the balcony so he never had to see it again. But he couldn't. Andrew had touched that box; he'd written that label. It was the last thing he would ever receive from Andrew. It was Andrew's last gift.
He rubbed his suddenly aching forehead and murmured, "I'm not going to die. I promised you a world burning party."
Jury chuckled and said, "That's true. And you always honor your promises. Which is why you have to go," he added softly.
"You don't need to tell me," Doc growled. "I'm going."
"It's been sixty years," Jury pointed out. "It's bound to have changed a bit."
"I doubt it," Doc sighed. "The ranch is a sacred relic. Andrew found some kind of rare reptile there, paid a panel of scientists to confirm that airplanes disrupt the reptile's mating cycle, and got government protection for the entire ranch. Planes aren't allowed to fly over it; they have to go around."
"You're kidding?"
"I'm not."
"That's a little impressive," Jury admitted.
"He didn't run out electricity or running water. There are no phone lines, no pavement, no concrete, no electronics, or appliances."
"But it's been sixty years. They could have changed things."
Doc laughed softly. "The one thing I'm absolutely certain of is that none of Andrew's descendants changed a damn thing. They would have kept everything just the way he wanted it. For Pecos."
"You're probably right," Jury said with a shudder. "Sorry."
"I'm not sure it would be easier if it was changed," Doc replied.
This way the memories would remain crystal clear without any modernity to mar them. Andrew had hated modernity more than anything, and he had opposed it vehemently. As much as a man from the future could oppose something that might change the entire course of reality, including the part where he saved all of mankind from an evil god.
The room around Doc blurred as he slipped into a memory.
"It's stupid," Andrew muttered as they rode through a patch of sage brush. "Would I like to tell everyone that they'll be sorry? That all these things that seem to be making their lives easier are actually binding them to a system that they'll never break free of? That they're trading what little freedom they have left for an easy way to heat up their leftovers? Of course I would!"
Widow Maker leaped over a large bush, still as strong and mean as he had been the day Doc met him. Which didn't make sense. Doc had lost four or five horses in the years since he'd known Andrew. Andrew only had one horse, and it never seemed to tire, never seemed to grow older.
"But you know they wouldn't listen to me," Andrew went on, tone hard. "They don't listen to anyone. And what if they actually did listen to me? What then? I have to be the one to stop her. I'm pretty sure there's no one else."
Andrew started mumbling under his breath about the possibility of the Black Shaman turning out differently if modernity wasn't feeding her black thoughts, but he eventually said, "No. She is who she is. I have to be there. But this place..." He gestured around him at the expanse of the ranch and said, "It will never change; I'll make sure of it. It will be a haven to those who need it. A place to breathe, a place to unwind, a place to remember who we were meant to be as people."
"A requiem," Doc said softly.
"If that's Latin for what I just said, then yeah."
Andrew's face was grim, and it was hard to imagine him laughing at that moment, but that's exactly what he did. He looked over at Doc, and he laughed.
"Remember the other day," Andrew chuckled, "when I said 'can you imagine a world without microwaves', and you said 'what's a microwave?'"
Andrew laughed and laughed and laughed, and Doc laughed with him. Not because he understood why Andrew was laughing, but because Andrew's laugh was contagious, and he just couldn't help it.
The memory of Andrew faded, leaving Doc in his sitting room surrounded by empty bottles of whiskey, feeling sad.
"I owe you a club," he said.
"That's alright," Jury shrugged. "Another time."
"No," Doc countered. "Is it nighttime yet? Let's go now."
"We really don't have to," Jury said.
"We really do," Doc insisted. "We're not mourning Andrew's death. We're celebrating his life. From this moment forward he gets to live exactly how he wants to, and that deserves a celebration."
"Alright," Jury agreed with a small smile. "I know just the place. But you have to shower first. You smell like you fell into a vat of whiskey."
"Some women like that," Doc drawled.
"Those aren't your type of women," Jury pointed out.
"Shower," Doc agreed as he stood.
"And shave," Jury insisted.
"And shave."
"I'll be back in an hour," Jury said. "Be ready."
"I don't have to wear a t-shirt, do I?" Doc asked.
"Not tonight."
"Good," Doc muttered as he entered his bedroom.
He meant what he said, and he was going to do just that. He was going to be happy for Andrew. He was going to celebrate the passing of his very dear friend into the past, which was exactly where he wanted to be. And he'd go to the ranch, and he'd be happy about it. Because it was Andrew's. Andrew had labored over it endlessly, trying to preserve everything that was perfect about it. And he had succeeded. In a world spiraling through modernity like an out-of-control car on ice, Andrew had preserved one little section of it. One small piece of requiem.




Chapter 2
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"This is a very exclusive club," Jury said sometime later as they walked past the long queue.
"It has to be," Doc replied. "It's inside the Hidden."
"Not because of that," Jury retorted. "Because they don't just let anyone in."
"Let me guess. Witches only?"
"Would I be bringing you here if that was the case?" Jury demanded. "There's only one requirement, and if you meet it, you're in for life."
"And what's that?" Doc asked.
"They ask you a question, and you have to answer correctly."
"What kind of question?"
"A question about dance," Jury laughed. "They take dance very seriously here."
"Welcome back, Mr. Jury," a large troll said as he opened the door to let them in.
"Thank you, Roger," Jury said cheerfully.
Once they were inside, Doc said, "You know a doorman's name?"
"Sure."
"Since when?"
"I like Roger."
"He's a troll," Doc felt the need to point out.
"So?"
"You're a Jury. Jurys don't—"
"Who cares what Jurys do," Jury shrugged.
"Who are you?" Doc asked, studying Jury's face intently.
"Stop being silly," Jury chastised. "We're here to celebrate."
At that moment, they stepped from the long hallway out into a spacious room filled with music, lights, and laughter.
"I'm going to take it easy on you tonight," Jury added. "So no ears."
"Thanks," Doc chuckled, still reeling slightly from Jury's change in attitude.
"Every hour the dance style changes," Jury explained. "Right now they're waacking."
Doc watched the people moving on the dance floor. The room vibrated with a heightened sense of energy. He could feel it. Just like he could feel the desperation at the Banshee.
A tingle of awareness ran down his spine, and his eyes swept the room, searching for the source of it. There were beautiful women everywhere, but none of them were the source of the odd sensation tiptoeing down Doc's spine.
"I'm going to join in," Jury said, interrupting Doc's study of the dancers.
"In that?" Doc asked, gesturing towards the quickly moving dancers. "You know how to do that?"
"Sure," Jury shrugged. "You just move with the music."
The dancing was so different than a waltz or a mazurka that it was almost startling. Instead of dozens of couples creating the same energy and following the same steps, this room was filled with a hundred people each expressing their own version of the music. It was nothing new. Doc was used to modern dancing, but it struck him oddly tonight. It was almost as if he'd never noticed the energy of it before. The vibration. It should have been chaotic, but it wasn't.
"You alright?" Jury suddenly asked.
Doc nodded as he watched a young serpent woman move fluidly across the floor.
"You look a little... green."
"I was just..."
Doc trailed off, suddenly overwhelmed by the sensation that someone was watching him. He glanced around the room once more, slightly disconcerted when he didn't see anyone's eyes on him.
"Do you want to go?" Jury asked.
"I'm fine," Doc said, forcing his eyes back to Jury. "I'm just enjoying the vibe."
"Are you sure?" Jury demanded.
"I'm sure."
"Alright," Jury said with a wide grin. "I'll see you tomorrow!"
Doc laughed as he watched Jury work his way onto the dance floor. Blue magic followed him, and every time he moved with the music, blue sparks showered off of him. Before long he was surrounded by other dancers flowing in his powerful current.
Doc had never seen Jury dance in the Hidden before; and until that moment, he'd never quite realized how stifling the norm world must be for witches. For any cryptids.
They weren't free in the norm world. Not to be themselves, not to be who they really were. They were always wearing a mask or a glamour to hide what they truly were, and not because they were evil or hideous, but because they were different. A spike of irritation ran through Doc at the pure injustice of it all, but he knew better than to let it get to him. Justice and fair were exactly the same. Made-up concepts that didn't actually exist. 
Doc moved towards the bar, eyes still scanning the crowd. Outside of the Banshee, he didn't spend much time inside the Hidden; and he'd never seen so many different types of cryptids gathered together and interacting before. It was a rather amazing thing, and he couldn't help but mourn for them that their space in the world was so limited, so small. They were caged and imprisoned, and they shouldn't be. They should be allowed to walk free. But he wasn't naive, and he knew the norm public would panic if cryptids ever walked freely on the streets.
When he reached the bar, a young sprite woman greeted him and said, "What's your poison?"
Doc grinned and said, "Whiskey."
"We've got troll whiskey, witch whiskey, god whiskey, devil whiskey, Lutin whiskey, imp whiskey, vampire whiskey—"
Doc held up a hand to stop her and said, "Just plain, no additives, regular, norm whiskey."
She laughed and said, "I'll have to see if we have that."
"No worries," Doc drawled, handing her several golden merlins.
"It's only three taliesins," she said as she held the money out to him.   
"Keep it," he told her.
"Thanks," she said happily.
After she'd turned away, Doc allowed his eyes to be drawn back out to the dance floor. Several witches were dancing with Jury now, and different colors of magic were streaking through the air, adding to the eerie feeling of the place.
The music didn't stop, but it suddenly shifted, and the dancers shifted with it, style of movement changing fluidly from waacking to whatever the new style was. Doc grinned slightly as he watched Jury spin a woman away from him, glad to see that Jury was having fun.
He hadn't thought a club like this would be popular inside the Hidden. It relied far too much on technology, but there was obviously still a lot he didn't know about the Hidden. For instance, what the hell was imp whiskey? He'd have to ask Nippy the next time he saw him.  
"Here's your plain, regular, norm whiskey," the barkeep said as she pushed a tall glass of whiskey Doc's way.
"Thank you," Doc said distractedly.
He picked up the glass and took a slow sip, ignoring the slight prickling sensation that was dancing down his spine. Someone was approaching him from the side, but he didn't take his eyes from the dance floor to acknowledge them.
"You are not dancing," a velvety voice whispered in his ear.
The prickling sensation shifted into a keen awareness as the velvety tone washed over him, and he turned and met a pair of shimmering silvery eyes.
"Neither are you," he said.
"I like to watch," the woman purred.
She was completely woman, but Doc wasn't sure she was completely human. She was certainly humanoid, but she didn't feel like a human. Her eyes weren't human. Her smile wasn't human. Her voice wasn't human.
She took the whiskey glass from his hand and took a long drink.
"Mmm," she murmured when she handed it back to him. "Plain whiskey. How intriguing. You are so very not plain."
"Neither are you," Doc replied cautiously.
She was available, and his fingers itched to touch her silky skin, but something held him back. Something he didn't quite understand.
"May I watch with you?" she asked.
"I'd like that," he said easily.
She leaned into him, and need rushed through him, but he didn't respond to it, didn't let it carry him away.
Her expression was one of amusement, and he knew that she could sense his unease and confusion. Which was interesting. Because he certainly hadn't telegraphed it in any perceivable way.
Her long fingers tilted his chin so he was looking up at the blackness of the ceiling. "I like to watch from up there," she whispered before turning and gliding through the dancers.
He followed her, considering his actions as he walked. He stopped once and turned back towards the bar, just to make sure he could. He wasn't being compulsed; he was still in control, but he'd never felt quite like this before. Everything was suddenly sharper and crisper. He could feel the need pulsing off the dance floor. He could feel the desire and abandon.
"Curious," he murmured as he continued after her. Not because he had to, but because he wanted to. Even if he didn't touch her, he wanted to be near her.
They walked up a hidden staircase, finally reaching a narrow platform that stretched along the full length of the wall. From here they could see the entire dance floor; and in spite of the distance, it was crystal clear. Doc could see the expression on every face; he could see the movement of every foot.    
"I am especially fond of her," the woman murmured. "She does not hold back. Some of them hold back, but not her."
He wasn't particularly surprised to see that she was pointing towards the serpent he'd been drawn towards earlier. 
"When she dances," the woman said as she wrapped her hand around Doc's arm. "There is nothing else. Just the music and the movement."
Doc studied the woman, noting the hunger in her eyes.
"What shall I call you?" he asked.
Her lips curved upward. "You are terribly clever for a norm," she replied, tracing her fingers over his cheekbones. "I could feel you the moment you walked in. It is rare to notice one above the rest. You are unique," she whispered. "I like unique. You may call me unique."
"Unique," Doc murmured.
She smiled at him, and Doc could feel it on his skin. Definitely not human. 
"And what shall I call you?" she asked.
"John," he replied, not entirely sure why he didn't say Doc.
"Mmmm," she purred. "You do not trust me. How terribly clever of you."
She didn't seem offended by the fact that he didn't trust her. If anything, she seemed pleased. 
"Your witch is putting on quite the show," she said, returning her gaze to the dance floor. "He is very powerful. Perhaps the most powerful I have ever felt, but so restrained. He is holding back; I wonder why."
While she watched the dancers, her fingers moved lightly over Doc's arm in the same rhythm as the music. With every touch, the need within him grew, but he still didn't give in to it.
"Can you feel it?" she whispered. "Can you feel the energy?"
"Yes."
"So few people can," she replied, moving slightly so the entire side of her body was pressed against Doc's. "I wonder why. It is so full, so much; it almost overwhelms me."
Her skin was practically glowing now, and her eyes were pools of shining silver light. He couldn't look away from her. She was beautiful, certainly, but that wasn't why he wanted her. He wanted her because she was the rhythm, she was the desire, she was the abandon.
"If you want," she purred, one finger tracing his lips, "why don't you take?"
His control finally snapped, and he wrapped his hands around her face and pulled her to him, kissing her with an urgency he rarely felt. Cold fire rushed through him, a fire of overwhelming desire, want, need, everything. He would give it to her; she would give it to him.
The room pulsed around them and through them, adding a rhythm to their movements.
"Yes," she purred when he moved to kiss the side of her neck.
Doc knew he was dancing with danger; he knew he was risking more than he could afford to wager; but at the moment, he just didn't care.   




Chapter 3
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By the time Doc fully regained his control, the club was empty and Unique's eyes were glazed with indulgent satisfaction.
There was a part of him that chastised himself for not even bothering to find a bed, but it was only a very small part. The rest of him knew that he'd given Unique exactly what she'd wanted. Wild abandon.
"I was wrong," she said, voice no more than a sigh. "You are not unique at all. You are singular." She was naked, and her entire body shimmered like liquid silver. "You and this place... Mmmm."
Doc's curiosity finally returned, and he asked, "Are you an entity or a spirit of some sort?"
She smiled and reached out a hand, laying it flat on his tattoo. He could feel her energy pulsing into him, filling him with need once more.
"What are you?" she asked. "Are you an entity, a spirit, a man, a non-man? You are certainly nothing I have ever seen before."
Curiosity was deadly when it was on the other foot.
He took her hand and moved it to his lips, lightly kissing her fingertips.
"You and I are what we are," she purred. "What we are neither matters nor changes anything. Can you feel the life they leave behind?"
Her eyes were even brighter than before, and he could barely think when he looked into them, could barely think from the need she seemed to feed in him.
He closed his eyes briefly to focus and realized she was right. The club was empty of people, but the emotion was still there, the energy of their movements and their desire.
"Every time they go, they leave just a little bit of themselves behind," she said.
She had moved so she was sitting on his hips, and she was gazing at his tattoo with such an expression of hunger that he almost pushed her away. But she began to trace the image, leaving behind a line of throbbing need so he didn't.
"Touch me again," she pleaded. "I can feel it all when you touch me."
He couldn't tell her no. He knew he should. He knew he should leave. He knew her hunger was far too much for him, but he just couldn't tell her no.
Only when her hand slipped over his wrist, only when her fingers deftly removed one of his bracelets, did he come to his senses. Without breaking their deepening kiss, he rolled her, grabbing her wrists as he did and pinning her to the floor.
"Tsk, tsk," she murmured, lips curving upward. "So untrusting. I like that in a man." She lifted her head and kissed him thoroughly before pulling away and saying, "I look forward to our next singular meeting."
Her body shifted beneath him, and just as he was trying to decide if he needed to kill her, she turned into silver vapor and disappeared, leaving him completely bewildered and all alone.
Doc stared at the place where Unique's face had just been, trying to harness the need that was still coursing through him. When she'd been touching him, all his senses had been amplified almost to the point of pain, and now everything felt dull. The need that had been driving him began to fade, leaving behind a sense of heavy weariness.
He sat against the short wall, wondering how many hours it had been. Too long probably since she'd been feeding off of him in some way. Not that he'd minded; the pleasure had certainly been mutual, but he was ready for a snack and a nap.
He stood and dressed, making sure to retrieve his bracelet, then he meandered slowly down the stairs, past the man sweeping the floor, and outside into the grey of early morning. For one forgetful moment, he considered texting Bennie and asking for a meal; but then he remembered that Bennie was dead.
Doc sighed heavily as he walked towards the Hidden exit. He refused to miss Bennie. Bennie had sold him to the highest bidder at least three different times that Doc knew of. But Bennie had had excellent tastes in meal plans, and Doc highly doubted he could call up Julian LaRoche and ask for a meal. Julian struck him as the type of person who wouldn't understand such a request. Killing people when he needed to was one thing; purposely seeking them out was another. Which was really too bad because it meant Julian and Doc's business relationship would always be somewhat limited.
Doc exited the Hidden and started walking back towards Dulcis. The night hadn't gone exactly as he'd planned. He'd planned on toasting Andrew's good fortune, but he'd completely forgotten about Andrew the moment he'd stepped inside the club.
He couldn't be certain, but he had a fairly good guess that Unique was the equivalent of a crossroads spirit. The people who came to dance were feeding her with their emotions and feelings, but it was a fair trade as far as Doc was concerned. Those people had sought out the club; they had given themselves over to the vibes; they'd let themselves go. They relished the sensation of freedom, of abandon; and Unique relished them.
What she'd wanted from him though, besides mutual pleasure, Doc didn't know. She had wanted something; he'd seen the hunger in her eyes, on her face.
Doc entered Dulcis's lobby and nodded at the yawning receptionist. The woman turned bright red when she recognized him and rushed out to greet him, stammering something about it being the end of her shift.
"I'm not Jervis," Doc chuckled. "I don't care if you yawn." She turned pale, and Doc added, "I won't tell him."
Her face blazed red again, and she started to sputter something else, but he just patted her on the arm and walked into the elevator.
A few moments later, Doc opened the door to his suite and just stood there, trying to decide if he was annoyed that Jury was sprawled out across the couch. It was hard to be annoyed at Jury when he was asleep though. He looked too boyish and innocent with his ruffled hair and quiet snores.
Doc found a blanket in the closet, tucked it carefully around Jury, and went to shower; but the weariness didn't wash away as he'd hoped. He was tired. Not just because of Unique, but because of Andrew.
He was happy for Andrew, and he knew that Andrew had to go back. He knew it. It was the only way. But that didn't mean he missed him any less. That he missed any of them any less.
Doc turned off the water and slowly dried himself, thinking as he did. It wouldn't be long before Andrew met Janey. And then, as unlikely as it might seem, they'd fight their way into marriage. They'd have Bill, and then Doc would meet them, and that would be that. The circle was complete. The ends had met and fused. It was done. Doc just had to go to the ranch one last time, and that would be the end of it.
He flopped down onto his bed and closed his eyes, trying not to think too hard about the ranch. He ran his hand over his chest, still feeling the tingle of Unique's fingers. For a moment, he let himself be drawn back into her arms, back into the pleasure of her kisses. And then he drifted off to sleep and into a memory dream.
"Doc," a voice whispered. "Doc. Wake up."
Doc opened his eyes, then frowned. Was he awake or dreaming? He wasn't sure yet.
"Come on," the voice said. "It's time."
Doc stood, still a little confused, and followed the voice. It only took him a moment to realize that he was in the ranch house, following little Bill down the hallway.  
"Time for what?" Doc asked with a yawn.
"Daddy's making pancakes, and we've got to get there before anyone else. Otherwise, we won't get any."
"Oh."
Bill grabbed Doc's hand, so easily affectionate that he took Doc off guard. They tiptoed together down the stairs and into the kitchen, and Bill laughed happily when he saw the kitchen was empty except for Andrew.
"Two orders, Daddy," Bill said as he settled himself at the large wooden table.
"Coming right up," Andrew replied.
Doc sat, trying to mesh the man standing at the counter wearing an apron and whistling while he flipped pancakes with the man he'd seen kill fifteen men in less than a second.
He'd only been at the ranch for a few days, and the entire time he'd been in a state of absolute confusion. At the ranch, Doyle grinned, quite often actually. At the ranch, Andrew cooked and washed laundry. Everything was different at the ranch. They were still the same men, but they weren't.
Andrew handed him a plate, and Doc stared at it.
"What is this?" he asked after a moment.
"Pancakes," Andrew replied.
"But... What is this?" Doc asked, gesturing at the top pancake.
"Daddy always puts faces on 'em," Bill explained. "It makes 'em taste better."
Doc poked at the pancake before taking a small bite. It tasted like a pancake. He glanced back up at Andrew. Andrew looked perfectly happy and at home in the kitchen. He looked natural.
Doc wondered briefly if he was crazy. Had he just imagined Andrew killing all those men? Had he just imagined the feral nature to Andrew's movements? Was this really the same man?
Doc blinked, and the dream shifted.
His heart was pounding, and a strange sensation, fear, was trying to choke him. He wasn't used to fear. He'd left fear behind him a long time ago. In fact, he couldn't remember the last time he'd felt it, but he was feeling it now.
Andrew had gone into the saloon, and he hadn't come back out. Andrew could surely take care of himself though, couldn't he? But Doc wasn't sure. He wasn't sure which Andrew was the real Andrew.
He finally allowed the fear to overtake him, and he ran to the doors, pushed them open, and rushed inside. He stopped just inside, confusion pushing the fear aside when he saw Andrew sitting cross legged on the bar talking to the barkeep. The saloon was full of dead men, and Doc had to step around several small puddles of blood to reach the counter.
"What the hell happened?" he asked.
"Huh?" Andrew said, looking over at him. "Oh, they weren't cooperative."
Doc stared at him, mind racing. He hadn't dreamed it after all. Andrew the pancake chef and Andrew the killer were exactly the same man. But how could he be both? How could he snuggle Bill one moment and rip out a man's throat the next?
The dream shifted again, but when Doc opened his eyes this time, he was in his empty throne room.
He sat down on the throne and gazed out at the barren landscape. Andrew had always been an enigma to him. So powerful, so brutal, yet so gentle and kind. It was Andrew who had taught Doc that you didn't have to choose. You didn't have to sacrifice kindness for brutality. You didn't have to choose strength over gentleness. You could be both. It wasn't always easy, knowing when to be hard and when to be flexible, but it was possible.
He suddenly recalled Tozi's words. "You have two sides. They feed each other, and one makes the other whole. One side is the protector, and the other side is the destroyer. You are first and foremost a protector. You destroy to protect."
That was Andrew. He had destroyed to protect. Never to harm. Never to hurt. Never for personal gain. Always for others, and always to protect.
"You're looking pensive," Andrew said.
Doc opened his eyes with a grin. "Andrew."
"Doc," Andrew laughed.
"I got your present."
"Ah," Andrew said as he sat on Doc's footstool. "So it's over then?"
"Yeah."
"And I won?"
"Yeah."
"That's good," Andrew said thoughtfully. "I always worried that I would change too much."
"You and me both," Doc said.
"Did you get the twenty?" Andrew asked, grinning crookedly.
"I did."
"Bet you didn't see that one coming."
"You can't bet on something that's already happened," Doc sighed. "How many times do I have to tell you that?"
Andrew chuckled and said, "Have you met Pecos yet?"
"I'm going," Doc said. "In fact, I'm leaving... the day after tomorrow."
"Huh," Andrew said. "Going the long way 'round?"
"No," Doc shot back. "I just have to go see the Bakers first. And I have to make arrangements for Tucker. You know how it is."
Andrew shrugged and said, "Procrastinate all you want; just so long as you go sometime this year."
"I'm going!" Doc snapped. "I promised I would, didn't I?"
"So who are the Bakers?" Andrew asked, ignoring Doc's protests.
"The Bakers," Doc mused. "Where to even start? I think to explain the Bakers, I'll have to start at the beginning."
"The beginning?" Andrew asked.
"The day you died," Doc replied, barely able to get the words out. "Actually," he murmured. "I have to go back even further than that. I have to tell you about the Hidden first."
"The Hidden?" Andrew said thoughtfully. "Sounds dangerous. And you know what I need for dangerous conversations, don't you?"
Doc laughed, held out his hand, plucked a goblet of coffee from the air, and handed it to Andrew.
"Perfect," Andrew said happily. "You may now continue."
"The Hidden is... Well, it's a hidden city," Doc tried to explain. "Lots of hidden cities actually, with cryptids living inside them."
"Cryptids?"
"What you norms would call monsters. Vampires, shapeshifters, ogres, cyclopes, tree spirits, sprites; the list goes on and on."
Doc had never seen Andrew's eyes so wide. "You're shitting me," he finally said.
"No. It exists," Doc insisted. "They exist. The government, President Jefferson, set up the Hidden and the witches make it possible."
"And you're just now telling me this?" Andrew demanded.
"I promised Jury I wouldn't tell you, but you're dead, so it doesn't count anymore."
Andrew made a hissing noise and said, "I'm beginning to regret my note."
"Why?"
"Didn't he say?"
"No."
"I said I liked him."
"Do you?" Doc inquired curiously.
"Sure," Andrew chuckled. "I always did, but he was such a cocky bastard I wasn't going to tell him. I didn't know he was hiding things from me."
"He can afford to be cocky now," Doc said. "The things he can do... It's a little frightening."
"Coming from you, that's saying something," Andrew stated.
"Having known you, it's really saying something," Doc drawled.
Andrew chuckled softly and said, "He'll be fine. He has you and Jervis. You couldn't ask for better friends."
"I know," Doc said, thinking of Jervis and Jury. "You really couldn't."
"I knew you'd be okay," Andrew said.
"Yeah," Doc agreed.
"So tell me more about the Hidden," Andrew said, leaning forward with interest in his eyes.
"Most of them are like you," Doc said. "They don't trust technology at all."
"I already like them," Andrew laughed.
Doc laughed with him, and then he started telling Andrew about the first time he'd been inside the Hidden.
The dreaming was strange, especially the dreaming inside Doc's throne room. It was impossible to know how long they actually talked, but they talked about everything from the Underworld, the Acolytes, and Cult Desolare to Bree and Aine, the Bakers, Jury, Jury's family, and anything else Doc could think of.
Andrew laughed, he snorted, he growled, and he commiserated. He seemed to really enjoy Doc's description of Tucker, especially Jervis's reaction to Tucker. He said he wished he could have met Bree. They talked about Eli Gac at length, trying to think of different ways to find him. And they discussed Jury.
"It's always a little hard to tell what's going on inside his head," Doc said with a sigh. "He actually knew the doorman's name tonight."
Andrew spit out the coffee he was drinking and exclaimed, "He what?!"
"I know. That's completely unlike him. He doesn't even remember Frankie's name."
"That's the babysitter, right?"
Doc nodded.
"Isn't it good that he knew the guy's name?" Andrew asked.
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "I just don't know."
"You've known him a hundred years now," Andrew shrugged. "He's bound to change some. Isn't he?"
"Yeah," Doc muttered. "I suppose so."
Jury had certainly changed a lot in the last couple of years; Doc just wasn't sure that all the changes were for the good.
"Wake up!" Jury suddenly demanded.
His voice ripped Doc from the throne room, and Doc sat up with a growl.
"And put on some goddamn clothes!" Jury added.
"You walked into my bedroom," Doc pointed out irritably.
"I wanted to make sure you were alright," Jury snapped. "But clearly you are, so I guess I needn't have wasted my time."
"You're starting to sound like Thaddeus," Doc chastised. "And why wouldn't I be alright?" he asked as he pulled on a pair of pants.
"I don't know!" Jury snapped. "I wasn't the one having sex with a carnivorous entity. On her own turf no less. Are you insane?!" he demanded, face hard with irritation.
"I didn't know," Doc shrugged.
"How could you not know?!"
"I knew something," Doc said. "I just didn't know that. How did you know?"
"Didn't you read the club's name?" Jury demanded.
"No?"
"Well, it's all right there in the name. 'Abandon, all ye who enter here'."
Doc stared at him and said, "Exactly how is that all in the name?"
"Abandon, that's the energy the entity feeds off of," Jury said irritably. "And 'all ye who enter here' is basically saying that if you enter the club you're giving the entity permission to feed off of you."
"How would anyone know that?" Doc demanded.
"Everyone knows that! Except you apparently."
"I bet you a thousand merlins no one except you knows that."
"That's ridiculous!" Jury spat. "It's common practice. The walls of the Colosseum, the entrances to Vatican City, the doorway to the Tower of London. Probably ninety-five percent of all churches."
"Are you serious?" Doc asked, mind reeling.
"No, I just made all this up on the fly to mess with you," Jury snorted.
"So you're saying they actually announce it?"
"By walking through the door, you're basically signing a contract," Jury said.
"But... How would anyone know? How did you know?"
Jury opened his mouth, paused, then said, "You know, now that you point it out, I'm not sure how I know. It must have been part of my education."
"So I won the bet?"
"No!" Jury snapped. "We'd have to take a poll to make it official."
"Hum," Doc murmured. "Anyway, it all worked out."
"Worked out," Jury mocked. "You're lucky it did. I tried to reach you, but you were inside some kind of... I don't know," Jury muttered, shaking his head. "I could see you, but I couldn't touch you. Almost as if you were outside of existence."
"Really?" Doc murmured, a little troubled by the thought that Jury couldn't reach him.
"I figured when she was done with you, she'd let you go," Jury said. "So... Anyway."
"Anyway," Doc agreed.
"I'm going home," Jury yawned. "I'm tired from all my worrying about you. Are you going to the ranch?"
"Yes."
"You want me to go with you?"
"Do you want to?"
"No," Jury replied. "I like the woods, but the ranch makes me feel like I'm lost."
"I'll be fine," Doc said. And then for some reason he said, "I think I'll take Tucker."
"You're going to..." Jury trailed off, and his lips began to twitch. "You're going to take Tucker?" he managed to say. "Tucker?" He burst out laughing. "Tucker!" he exclaimed. "Tucker!"
He laughed all the way out the door. Doc could even hear Jury laughing while he waited for the elevator, and he heaved a sigh of relief when the elevator doors finally silenced him.
Doc didn't know why he'd said he was taking Tucker. The thought had just popped into his head, but now that it was there, he couldn't get rid of it. It was done. He was taking Tucker. If for no other reason than to keep him far away from where Gac would think to look for him. But first, he had to go see the Bakers.
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"Doc!" Jules shrieked when Doc pulled into their driveway a while later. The second his door was open, she dived into the car, wrapped her arms around his neck, and held him tightly.
"Tucker told us what you did," she sobbed. "Why didn't you tell us? Why didn't you say something?"
"What would I have said?" Doc replied, returning her hug.
He had been willing to face never hugging them again when he'd exchanged himself for Tucker, but he was so glad that he was here now. He was so glad that he hadn't lost them, that they hadn't lost him.
Jules suddenly pulled away from him and demanded, "Are you okay? Tucker said Gac is a horrible man who wants your body. Did you kill him?"
"Let's not talk about that," Doc murmured.
"You didn't kill him?" Jules gasped. "Why not?"
"It's not that I didn't try," Doc sighed. "It just didn't take. I don't know how to kill a ghost, do you?"
"No, but I'll find out," she said with conviction.
He grinned at her, certain that if anyone could do it, it would be her.
"Anyway," he said. "I'm going to Texas tomorrow, so I came to see you."
"I'm glad you did," Jules said, beaming happily.
"I want to talk to Dublin," Doc said. "Then I'll come in."
"Okay," she said. "I'll round up the others."
He tugged her ponytail before walking off towards the forest in search of Dublin; and just as he'd suspected, he found Dublin lying in the sun beside the pond.
Dublin didn't open his eyes when Doc approached, just said lazily, "You had the children in a right tizzy. It didn't matter how many times I assured them you'd be alright, they just kept worrying about you."
"That seems to be going around lately," Doc said as he sat beside him. "I didn't kill him."
"I know. Jervis told me."
"Did you get his men?"
"I'm insulted you even thought to ask."
"Did they know anything?"
"Nothing worth mentioning," Dublin replied. "I passed everything they said onto Jervis."
"Thank you."
"It's my job," Dublin shrugged. He opened his eyes, grinned widely, and added, "And my pleasure."
"He'll be out for blood," Doc said worriedly.
"They're protected," Dublin said.
"I know," Doc sighed. "But until he's gone..."
"I know," Dublin said. "I've got this."
Doc cast a glance Dublin's way, hardly believing that this man was the boy he'd once saved in Ireland. There was scarcely any sign of the wildness that had once consumed him, but Doc could still see the savage glint in Dublin's eyes; and he was glad it was there, glad Dublin was here to protect them.
For just a moment, Doc saw the boy again, hair ruffled, mouth stained with blood; and he fought the urge to scratch Dublin's head. He wasn't a puppy anymore.
"You're looking morose again," Dublin sighed. "You've been doing that a lot lately."
"You have it all wrong," Doc said. "This is my thinking face."
"Sure it is," Dublin muttered. "Don't forget to tell Julia hi. The others sucked her into worrying too. Even though she should've known better."
Doc chuckled as he stood and said, "I'll see her right now."
He found Julia in the large garden clipping herbs; and when she saw him, she dropped her basket and ran to hug him.
"You must have been really worried," Doc drawled.
"Shut up, you!" Julia snapped, drawing back and punching his arm. "You made everyone worry! You should apologize."
"I'm sorry," Doc laughed.
"Not a Holliday apology," she snarled. "A real one!"
"A Holliday apology?" Doc replied. "Is that what it's called now?"
"I always call it that," she said with a shrug. "Dublin says he knew you'd be fine, but he stayed up the entire time pacing. You're a nuisance; I always said you were a nuisance."
"I'm sorry," Doc said honestly.
"You should be," she said. "I'm so glad you're okay," she added. "I look terrible in black."
"You should know me better than that," Doc said, grinning widely. "All the women are required to wear red to my funeral."
"As if I'd ever wear red for you," she huffed. "Pink, maybe, but not red."
"I suspect you look absolutely ravishing in pink," Doc drawled.
"Black," she said, struggling not to laugh. "I'm wearing black to your funeral."
An image flashed in front of his eyes, a memory of people standing along a graveside, looking like a bunch of stuffed crows. He didn't wear black to funerals. Not anymore. Not since his mother had died.
He pushed away the image and smiled at Julia. "I should see to the others. Join us for dinner?"
"Sure," she agreed.
"And wear something pink," Doc whispered as he passed her.
She snorted with laughter, and he grinned and continued on towards the house. The back door crashed open when he was still several yards away, and all four children tumbled out into the backyard.
Addison dashed across the grass to him and wrapped her arms so tightly around his legs he almost fell. Then they were all hugging him at once. Even Frankie. He couldn't even hug them back because they'd somehow managed to pin his arms.
"I missed you too," Doc said.
"I thought you were gonna die," Addison cried.
"I'm right here," Doc told her.
"But I thought you were gonna die!" she wailed.
"I had no intention of dying," Doc assured her. "And besides, Jervis and Jury found me so even if I hadn't gotten loose, they would have saved me."
"Don't die," Addison whispered.
"Never," Doc said, truly meaning it. They needed him. He couldn't leave them. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
They slowly dislodged and stood around him, studying him with embarrassed expressions. He was searching his mind for something to say, something that would make them laugh when Boudica licked his hand. He looked down at her, and an image flashed into his head of the children sitting inside the house, moping and crying. And then an image of them laughing and dancing at what Doc assumed was the news of his survival. And then an image of a man's expression of sheer terror just before Boudica tore out his throat.
"Thank you," Doc said as he knelt in front of her. "I knew you'd take care of them." Boudica rubbed her head against his, and Doc said softly, "I'm happy to see you too."
Doc patted Boudica's head gently, then stood, and studied the children's serious expressions. He wiped a shining tear from Addison's cheek and said cheerfully, "You know what we've never done?"
"What?" Johnny asked.
"We have never once played hide-and-seek."
"Hide-and-seek?" Frankie asked, tone incredulous. "You want to play hide-and-seek?"
"Why not?"
"I just... Well, you..."
He winked at her and said, "Here are the rules. We must hide outside. No hiding inside structures. But other than that, nothing is off limits and nothing is cheating. If you can find me with magic, you should do it. And if you can hide with magic, you should do that."
"We'll never find them if you allow that," Frankie muttered.
"Alright," Doc agreed, noticing the expression of delight on Johnny's and Jules's faces. "One parameter. You each must hide and seek alone. No working together."
Johnny's face fell, and he said, "But I can't make scutums on my own."
Doc knew he'd heard scutum used before, and he searched his mind for the reference. After a second, he said, "You mean the static glamours they put on buildings, right?"
Jules beamed at him and said, "Exactly."
"My advice," Doc said as he looked Johnny square in the eyes, "is to grow stronger." He grinned, tapped Johnny on the nose, and said, "You're it. Count to one hundred." And then, he ran.
Doc dashed across the backyard, laughing as he did, and ran as quickly as he could over to the troll bridge. Once he'd reached it, he knocked on the side and said, "You mind if I hide under here for a moment? I'm playing hide-and-seek."
A rumbling voice replied, "Just mind your feet. I'm growing watercress."
Doc carefully maneuvered under the bridge, momentarily shocked at how much space there was underneath. It was much larger than the visible bridge, and it was quite cozy looking. There was a fireplace, a book nook, and a long wooden couch.
He grinned at the two large trolls and the smallish troll and said, "I'm Doc."
The male troll nodded, said "my name is Birger", and went back to sharpening his axe.
"I am Ásleif," the female troll said softly.
"The pleasure is mine," Doc drawled.
She snorted, and it might have been a laugh; Doc wasn't sure.
"I'm Erland," the small troll said.
The troll was twice as wide as Doc already, but he was nearly a foot shorter, so Doc knew he was young. He just didn't know how young.
"Would you like to join the game?" Doc asked.
"Game?" Erland inquired.
"We hide, and one of us goes looking for the rest."
"Why?"
"I don't know," Doc laughed. "But Bill always enjoyed it."
"Who's Bill?"
"He was my friend," Doc said, trying not to think of Bill as a man. In his mind, Bill was only ever a boy. A laughing, happy boy.
"I'm too big to hide," Erland said softly.
"That's hardly true," Doc assured him. "You could hide behind the stables; you could hide alongside the house."
"Doc!" Johnny called out. "You broke your own rule!"
"I didn't!" Doc yelled. Then he slapped his head and said, "I fell for the oldest trick in the book."
"You're under the bridge!" Johnny retorted. "That's technically a structure."
Doc glanced around him. "He's right," he said. "Thank you for your hospitality," he added with a bow. "Erland, you're welcome to come."
"I'll stay," Erland replied. "But thank you."
Doc grinned and scrambled out from under the bridge.
"You got me," he told Johnny. "On both counts. Have you met Erland, the young troll?"
"No," Johnny replied. "I've only seen the big one."
"Birger," Doc said. "You ought to introduce yourselves."
"They're trolls," Johnny said dismissively, reminding Doc of a young arrogant Jury.
"Yes, and you're witches, but I still associate with you," Doc drawled.
Johnny stopped in his tracks and stared at Doc. "You don't like witches?" he asked.
"They are, by large, my least favorite cryptid type," Doc said.
"But why?" Johnny demanded.
"They tend to think they're more important than everyone else."
"But we built the Hidden," Johnny protested. "It wouldn't exist without us! Witches make it possible. The rest of the cryptids wouldn't even have a home if it wasn't for us!"
"Another way to look at it is like this," Doc said easily. "The witches built the Hidden and trapped the other species inside, because once they're in, it's not easy to leave, especially if you don't have a humanoid form. Perhaps the rest of the cryptids were perfectly fine in their natural habitats."
Johnny's nostrils flared as he tried to think through Doc's words.
"And another thing," Doc said. "That troll under the bridge, Birger, he's protecting you, he has protected you, and he will go on protecting you, because that is his nature. What have you done for him to balance the scales?"
Johnny blinked several times, then said stiffly, "I understand."
"Do you?" Doc asked.
"Yes," he nodded. "I can't just turn off a switch, you know. I've been... We've been taught to think we're superior. You're saying we're not. You're saying we all have different things, different skills, different areas. You're saying we are all needed. I get what you're saying. I even think you're probably right, but I need some time to let it soak in."
"You're very wise," Doc said. "I know men who wouldn't have been able to say what you just said."
Johnny grinned widely and said, "Are we playing or talking?"
"I'm out," Doc said cheerfully.
"You should at least keep me company while I find the others," Johnny said. Doc opened his mouth, but Johnny cut him off. "I know, no helping. I said keep me company; I didn't say help. I don't need your help," he added.
A purple ball suddenly materialized in his hand, and he said, "Go find Jules."
The ball sped across the forest towards the treehouse, and Doc and Johnny ran after it.
They played hide-and-seek until it was so dark they could barely see, then they raced to the house and barreled inside.
"Stop right there!" Babs yelled before they'd fully entered the kitchen. "You're filthy; all of you!" The housekeeper side of her glared at them in disapproval for a moment, then her face softened and she said, "Did you have fun?"
"Yes!" Jules and Johnny said together.
"Good. All of you go get clean. Hurry up now. Dinner is ready and waiting."
The children rushed from the room, leaving Doc and Babs alone.
"You're no exception," she said. "Whatever possessed you to play such a game in a three-piece suit?"
"What else would I play in?" Doc drawled. "I don't wear anything else."
"You'll be wearing something else tonight," she replied. "Because you are not sitting at my table covered in dirt. You can use my shower," she added. "I'll get some clothes from Dublin for you to wear."
She smiled at him, and the invitation was there, not overt, not obvious; Doc just knew that if he stepped towards her and cupped her cheek, she'd not pull away. But he couldn't. The second she'd taken the children she had crossed the line and become a forever woman. He was afraid that if he touched her, he'd fall; and he couldn't afford to fall.
Dinner was a huge affair, and somewhat reminiscent of a meal at the ranch. The table was crowded with both food and people, and everyone was laughing and talking at the same time. Doc sat at the head of the table, watching everything, slight grin on his face.
"You look so good in that sweater, Doc," Dublin called out, "that I'm going to let you keep it."
"You're too kind," Doc drawled.
He felt naked without his vest and coat. In fact, he'd rather be naked than wear Dublin's jeans and sweater. Not that there was anything wrong with them; they just felt wrong.
"It's the only time I've ever thought you looked handsome," Julia put in.
"That's not nice!" Frankie exclaimed, blushing as soon as the words left her mouth.
"It's the Irish she finds attractive!" Dublin boomed out.
Doc winked at Frankie before saying, "That explains why she married you. I always thought you were a little deficient in the looks department. Too much hair."
"I shave," Dublin protested.
Things went on like this for hours. Eventually Dublin and his family left; and Doc, Babs, and the children sat in the den, drinking cocoa and playing charades.
It was well past midnight when Doc carried Addison up to her room and tucked her into her bed. He kissed her forehead, heart aching for just a moment as he watched her sleep.
This moment was precious because he couldn't have it. Not every night. Not every day. He knew that. There was something inside him that drove him, that forced him to be constantly moving, constantly going from place to place. Denver was his home; he always came back to it. But he couldn't ever stay for long.
It eased the ache of occasional loneliness to know that the Bakers were part of his life now. No matter where he went, no matter how long he was gone, they would be here when he came back. And that made him happy. He was so glad he'd found them. They made him smile and laugh, just like Bill had. Just like Bree had. They made forever seem less long.
He rubbed Addison's little nose, turned off her lamp, and walked out into the hallway.
"You wore them all out," Babs chuckled.
"I have that affect," Doc drawled.
"That you do," Babs laughed.
"I'm going to change back into my filthy suit," Doc said. "Thank you for a lovely evening."
"Thank you," she replied.
When he drove away, the happy glow of the evening went with him, and he savored it. He was no different than Unique, not really, his preferred emotions were just happiness and family instead of abandon.
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"Are you awake, old boy?" Doc asked when he entered his suite sometime later.
"Only slightly," Thaddeus replied, tone dry. "Why do you ask?"
"I've been gone a lot lately, and I'm leaving in the morning again. I thought we could..."
"Talk?" Thaddeus snorted. "You want to talk with me?"
"Yes," Doc replied.
"Why?"
"I honestly couldn't say," Doc admitted. "But I find I miss some of our discussions."
"Just some of them? You lie to everyone you meet; what would be the harm in lying to me?" Thaddeus demanded.
"I don't want to encourage discourse on some of your drier topics," Doc chuckled.
"Humph."
"Shall I leave you alone?"
"That quite depends on what you want to talk about."
"There was something Jury said," Doc mused. "It got me thinking about spirits and what you'd said about the spirit who fed off humor, the one you met at the crossroads?"
"Indeed?" Thaddeus replied stiffly.
"Jury and I went to this club, and the name of the club was 'Abandon, All Ye Who Enter Here'."
"Abandon hope?" Thaddeus asked.
"No; just abandon. Apparently that's code for there is a spirit inside who feeds on abandon and by entering you're giving her permission to do so. Jury seemed to think such an agreement was common knowledge, and he cited the walls of the Colosseum, the entrances to Vatican City, the doorway to the Tower of London, and most churches."
"Yes, quite," Thaddeus murmured. "I hadn't thought to connect the two, but now that Mr. Jury points it out."
"Points what out exactly?" Doc asked.
"There is often a phrase over a doorway of public buildings; there's often a sigil or crest in place upon the walls, both inner and outer," Thaddeus mused. "Mr. Jury's theory actually makes perfect sense. You're agreeing to a contract that you never even realized was there. Not terribly surprising really," he went on. "Common practice among the elite and within the courts, et cetera. The thing that surprises me is that the builders or the elite must know or be in league with these spirits or entities. Otherwise there would be no agreement."
Doc hadn't thought about that. Who had built the club for Unique? Who had put the name over the door? Unique had no need for money; she was a spirit. Which meant that someone else had built the club for her. But what did they gain from such an arrangement? What was Unique's payment to them? It was too much to hope that there was no payment.
"I begin to regret all my time spent within laboratories," Thaddeus grumbled. "I was so blinded by research that I didn't see the things that were happening all around me..." He trailed off. Then he cleared his throat. Then he made a soft noise, the type of noise Doc imagined a dying rabbit might make.
"What?" Doc finally demanded.
"It's just... If I recall correctly... Which it's been a long time, and I couldn't say I was paying attention... But..."
"Get to the point," Doc ordered, knowing that Thaddeus never hem hawed around unless he was planning to say something Doc wasn't going to like.
"I would, if you'd cease interrupting me," Thaddeus snapped.
"Well?"
"Well, when you get right down to it..." He trailed off once more, and Doc swallowed a sigh and tried to wait patiently. "I think," Thaddeus finally went on, "that the Hidden has a crest or a motto of some sort. As I recall, which as I said, I might not correctly, you never know, but I think by law it's supposed to be inscribed above every Hidden entrance."
He said the last bit rather quickly, as if it would go easier on him if he just spit it out. Doc replayed the sentence in his head several times. And each time he did, his anger grew.
"Do you recall what it says?" he growled.
"No. Can't say I ever saw it."
"How come I've never seen one?"
"Well, it wouldn't have to be visible, would it?" Thaddeus replied, nearly choking on the words.
"Goddamn," Doc muttered. "Whose idea was it?"
"It's been so long," Thaddeus said plaintively.
"Thaddeus."
"Maybe, perhaps, I'm not saying for sure, I might be wrong, but I think it was Phillip Jury's idea," Thaddeus whispered.
"Why am I not surprised?" Doc sighed. "Will that man ever be truly dead or will he haunt the living with his actions forever?"
"It seemed rather sentimental at the time," Thaddeus murmured. "Like christening a ship."
"I'm sure it did," Doc drawled. "If christening a ship was full of evil intent."
"You don't know for certain it's a bad thing," Thaddeus protested.
"I know Phillip Jury, and I know that he never did anything that wasn't for some type of personal gain."
Thaddeus sighed and said, "That could be said of so many of us. I wonder how different I might have been if I'd been born into a lowly grocer family," he added dejectedly.
"You would most certainly be dead now," Doc pointed out. "But I imagine your name would live on. Whythe Grocery. One or three in every major city."
"Do you think?" Thaddeus asked.
"Certainly. I can't imagine you doing anything halfway. If you had been born a grocer, you would have been a magnificent grocer."
"I quite like the idea of that," Thaddeus murmured. "Whythe Grocery."
Faint light was drifting through the windows now, turning everything a strange shade of grey.
"I had better get changed," Doc said. "Thank you for the conversation."
"Anytime," Thaddeus said. "Anytime."
"Would you care for some brandy?"
"No. I think I might like to watch the sunrise if you wouldn't mind moving me."
"Certainly, old boy."
Doc carefully moved Thaddeus's pot to a table by the window before going into his bedroom. He quickly showered and dressed, and then he headed for the parking garage. He walked down the long line of cars, finally choosing the Bugatti Chiron because it was pink and he thought Tucker would like it.
His phone rang as soon as he left the parking garage, and when Doc answered it, Jervis said flatly, "You didn't say goodbye."
"I rarely do."
Jervis growled but didn't argue the point. "Will you be alright?" he asked.
"I'm taking Tucker."
"Hmm... Do you think that's wise?"
"At the very least he'll offer a distraction," Doc chuckled.
"That is true."
"When we get back, you should teach him to fight."
"There's no way you're serious," Jervis stated. "You don't pay me enough."
"Are you sure? How much do I pay you?"
"A king's ransom," Jervis said.
"And that's not enough?"
"It's enough to manage Dulcis and all your affairs and pertinent people. It is not enough to teach... him."
"Noted," Doc laughed. "I guess I'll do it."
"That would be for the best. I have to go; Winslow is trying to set up a window display."
"Are you sure there's hope for him?"
"No."
With that Jervis disconnected.
Doc knew that Jervis would have never made Winslow his assistant in the first place if there wasn't hope for him, but he suspected that Jervis enjoyed having something to complain about.
Dulcis ran like a well-oiled machine. It had for at least the last fifty years or so. It had never occurred to Doc that Jervis might get bored with it, but it wasn't as if Jervis actually had time to get bored. Doc's number of businesses was always expanding, he was always employing more and more people, and there were always plenty of other people's messes to clean up. And Jervis handled it all.
While Doc waited somewhat patiently for a red light to change, he called Jervis back and said, "You deserve a raise."
"I had one just this morning," Jervis replied. "This man from Germany was getting on my nerves; it was nice to have a taste of home."
Doc laughed and said, "If you ever need a change of pace or scenery, you will tell me, won't you?"
"Did you get hit on the head the other day?"
"No. Why?"
"I thought we'd covered this already," Jervis said evenly. "I quite enjoy my work, and if you try to send me on vacation again, I'll instruct Rosa to give Thaddeus coffee every time you're home."
Doc shuddered at the thought of Thaddeus being awake and alert most of the time.
"Just wanted to check," he said.
"You and I have been friends a long time," Jervis said. "I don't work with you because I have to or because I've nothing better to do or because I don't want to hurt your delicate feelings. I work with you because I like to. It was considerate of you to check, but don't bother in the future."
And with that, Jervis disconnected.
Doc grinned; and for a second, he was on the beach, staring out at the waves. The tide was so high, he was standing against the cliff face and the water was still splashing up onto his legs. He loved it when the tide was in.
He was suddenly possessed with the urge to go to the Banshee and win every game, but he pushed it away. He had a promise to fulfill, and he wasn't going to get distracted from it.
Much anyway, he thought as he turned down a street and headed in the opposite direction. He'd started depending too much on witches and the power they had to track people or watch them. Which was all well and good in the normal course of things, but Gac wasn't normal.
Doc parked on the street and jogged up the steps to the unassuming brownstone. He tugged the bell pull and waited, knowing it would be a long minute before Magnus roused himself enough to open the door.
The door finally cracked open, and a voice crackled, "It's barely dawn, you knave."
"I haven't been called a knave in a while," Doc drawled. "I think I like it."
"You would," Magnus grumbled.
"Is Virgil in?"
"He hasn't even eaten his breakfast yet."
"I won't take but a moment of his time," Doc promised.
"So you say, but I'll be the one to hear about it."
The door opened all the way, revealing Magnus's withered face. "You know where the breakfast room is," he muttered.
"It's been such a long time," Doc hedged, just to get a rise.
"I'll not be escorting you," Magnus snapped.
Doc chuckled and said, "Thank you, Magnus. Your good humor always warms my heart." He stepped around Magnus without waiting for a response, walked several steps down the hallway, turned, and soon entered the breakfast room.
Virgil Graves looked up from his newspaper when Doc entered, showing the smallest bit of surprise before he got his features under control, and said very carefully, "Doc?"
"Sorry to drop by unannounced," Doc said. "If Magnus didn't loathe me so much, he might have done a proper job of it."
"You've always been welcome here," Virgil said. "I just wasn't sure you would come again."
"You mean since you trailed me at Mitcham's request?"
"It's business, Doc," Virgil said, tone unapologetic.
"Yes, I know," Doc said. "I can't respect you for it, but I can forgive you."
"Very kind of you," Virgil snorted. "Sit. Would you like some breakfast?"
"Coffee," Doc said.
Virgil rang a small bell, and a maid entered the room.
"Bring in another cup and a fresh pot of coffee," Virgil instructed. "As well as a bottle of the good whiskey."
"Yes, sir," the maid replied, bobbing quickly before rushing off.
The Graves were elite enough to rub elbows with the Jury family. Not that they were allowed to; they weren't witches after all. But if it wasn't for that one small detail, they would have certainly been in the same class.
"I didn't know you had bad whiskey," Doc said.
"I save it for clients I don't like," Virgil replied offhandedly.
"It's nice to know you still like me," Doc chuckled.
"I never stopped liking you," Virgil said with a sigh.
At that moment, the maid returned with a tray of items which she carefully set in front of Doc before curtsying and leaving the room.
Doc poured himself half a cup of coffee, topped it off with whiskey, and took a sip. He didn't ever worry about people trying to poison him or spike his drinks. He'd had more than a few people try, but it was rare that he even noticed the effects before his body eradicated whatever it was.
"I have a job for you," Doc said.
"Naturally."
Doc grinned easily and said, "I recently had a run-in with a man named Eli Gac. Have you heard of him?"
Virgil spread a thin layer of jam on his biscuit and took a bite before saying, "I might have."
"And?"
"It wasn't anything special. I just heard his name mentioned at the Banshee a few times. He's a regular there. I hear he's fairly good."
"What do you know of General Custer?"
"Is he currently a general?" Virgil asked. "I don't typically keep up with military personnel unless it relates to the Hidden."
"He died in 1876."
"Oh," Virgil murmured. "That General Custer. I don't know anything about him outside of what everyone knows."
"Which is?"
"He and all his men died at the Battle of Little Bighorn."
"That's it?"
"Yes," Virgil replied.
Virgil finished his biscuit and drank his coffee before saying, "What's this all about?"
"This is a professional discussion," Doc said. "Not a personal one."
"I understand," Virgil said with a shrug.
Doc valued Virgil's work as an investigator, and if you employed the correct phrasing, Virgil had a rock-solid set of business ethics, but it had been a long time since Doc had joined the Graves at their summer house by the lake.
"Send the bill to Jervis," Doc instructed.
"I always do."
"Excellent. Gac and Custer are the same man."
"Come again?" Virgil said.
"I need to find him, but the body he was wearing is gone now. He's moved on to someone else, I suppose. Anything you can dig up on either man would be appreciated. You might also look into a man with the last name Smitty who served under Custer at the Battle of Little Bighorn."
"You're not putting me on?" Virgil asked.
"No."
"Interesting. I haven't had a case this curious in a long time," he added, weary eyes brightening.
"It is a conundrum," Doc agreed.
Virgil rubbed his hands together and said, "I'll get started right away."
"Thank you," Doc said as he stood. "I appreciate it."
"It's nice to see you," Virgil said.
"Likewise. Call me if you find anything."
"Will do."
Doc left Virgil's house and headed towards Tucker's once more. He refused to admit that he was procrastinating. He was going to the ranch. In fact, he was on his way there now. If he ran a few errands along the way, that was just efficient.
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Doc parked outside Tucker's house and texted Tucker that he was waiting in the car. If he went inside Tucker would want to show him a thousand things and play a game of foosball, and it would be hours before they left.
Apollo's front door swung open, and Tucker rushed out, normally pale face flushed with excitement.
"We're going on a road trip!" he yelled.
Doc stared at Tucker's excited face and bright blue hair and felt a hint of dismay. What had he been thinking? This was a terrible idea. Tucker was going to drive him insane.
"What a sweet car!" Tucker gasped. "Can you believe that I'm gonna be riding in that car, Apollo?!"
Whatever Apollo said made Tucker frown, and Tucker said, "No, man. You can't rearrange. We've been over this."
There was a moment of silence, and Tucker dropped his backpack, pointed at the doorway, and said sternly, "If I come back and you've unpacked all those boxes I lugged up to the attic, I'm gonna play bad rap until your ears bleed." Another pause, then Tucker spat, "Don't mess with me, dude!"
"Tucker!" Doc called out. "Are we going?"
"Yeah," Tucker muttered. "Apollo's mad at me for leaving him, and he's being a butt monkey about it."
"Apollo!" Doc yelled, feeling a little silly. "Tucker has legs; he should use them. And you shouldn't make him feel guilty about it. Imagine if you were him about to go on a road trip in this beautiful car and he was trying to ruin your trip."
Doc had no idea what happened after that, but Tucker suddenly brightened up, hugged the doorjamb, grabbed his bag, and ran to the car.
"I'm so excited," he blabbered as he wiggled into the passenger seat. "This car is hella dope! It's pink! Did you see it's pink? What do you call a car like this anyway?"
"It's a supercar; a Bugatti," Doc replied.
And that was the last word Doc said for a long time. Because Tucker talked non-stop for hours and hours, and even though he asked about two dozen questions, he never stopped talking long enough for Doc to actually answer him.
Then he suddenly fell asleep just as they were passing through some small town. The silence seemed loud after Tucker's constant rambling, and Doc swallowed a sigh of relief. He was almost scared to breathe for fear of waking him.
He watched the landscape pass, refusing to acknowledge the fact that they weren't actually driving in the direction of Texas; and after a few minutes of silence, he started reorganizing everything Tucker had said into correlated chunks. Tucker didn't talk in a straight line of thought; instead he jumped all over the place as one thought after another occurred to him. 
Tucker had talked about Sissy more than anything else, and Doc had quickly realized that even though Tucker and Sissy had been poor, destitute really, they had been quite happy together. According to Tucker, Sissy had always made a game of things. How many bananas can we buy before we run out of money? How long can we go without turning on the lights? Does duct tape really fix everything?
She had been an amazing young woman, and Doc grieved for her and Tucker. He wished that Tucker still had her steady influence guiding him, and he wished she was still alive so that she could share in Tucker's success. Because Tucker was apparently very successful.
Doc had gathered that when Tucker had said, "I had to reschedule like fifteen appointments to come with you. No one argued though. I mean, I'm pretty much the only guy doing what I'm doing, and it's mostly word of mouth. Did I use that phrase right? Amber says word of mouth is better than any other kind of advertising. She says people believe word of mouth. And why shouldn't they? If Mr. Rodenbaum says I got rid of his ghost, there's like not any reason not to believe him, you know what I mean?"
Doc did know, not that he'd been able to say so. Because Tucker had immediately started talking about Mr. Rodenbaum and the ghost of his great-great-great aunt.
"She was pissed 'cause she'd specifically said the silverware should go to her grandniece Alice Something, and they gave it to her grandniece April Something. For a hundred years she'd been moving all the kitchen junk around, trying to be heard. You should've seen the kitchen, D-Dog! It was huge! Sissy and I could've lived in just that kitchen and not gone hungry for three years!"   
Which led to another story about Sissy, then to a random story about a dog Tucker had seen last week, some shoes he'd purchased, and a parrot he'd like to buy. And so on and so forth.
Doc was surprised how exhausted he was from just trying to keep up with Tucker's train of thought. "Should've gotten a snack before we left town," he murmured. If Bennie had been around, he would have; but surely he didn't need Bennie. Surely he could find his own meals. He'd managed well enough before Bennie had come along, hadn't he? He was certain he had.
But things had been easier before he'd employed Bennie. Things were simpler back in the day, which was a silly thing to say because things really hadn't changed. But they had. Doc still knew the bad areas of Denver, but a bad area didn't necessarily mean bad people. Sometimes it did, and sometimes it didn't.
The truth was that he'd gotten lazy in his old age. It was far easier to get a name, an address, and a crime than it was to hunt around until he found someone worthy of death.
He drove through another two-block town but didn't bother to stop. He wasn't certain he'd be able to find anyone to eat in a town as small as that. Not that there wouldn't be anyone deserving death; he just didn't know how he'd find them.
His mind drifted unwillingly back to Pecos, and he wondered if Pecos was truly all Andrew seemed to think he was. Andrew had been seventeen the last time he'd seen Pecos. Maybe his recollection was shaded by time or by youth. Doc didn't really know. All he had to go on were the things Andrew and the others had told him; and if they were to be believed, Pecos was very nearly a god. Not quite as much as Andrew; no one topped Andrew, but apparently Pecos very nearly did.
Doc didn't have much opinion about Pecos one way or the other. He was Andrew's friend, so Doc would do everything in his power to help him. Just like he'd do for all of Andrew's friends. He'd take them under his wing, whether or not they really needed it; and he'd be there if they ever needed him.
That being said, he wouldn't deny that he wasn't overly excited to meet Pecos. Or to visit the ranch as Pecos's ranch. It was and always would be Andrew's ranch. It didn't need some Andrew wannabe running around changing things. It was perfect the way it was. 
"Where are we?" Tucker suddenly asked.
"Somewhere," Doc shrugged.
"You said we were going to Texas; this doesn't look like Texas. I looked it up. There are lots of those round thingies that roll around, um... Tumbleweeds! That's it!"
Doc laughed and said, "There's more than just tumbleweeds."
"Sure. I also saw a picture of a cow and a rattlesnake."
"There are all three of those at the ranch," Doc agreed. "But we're making a quick stop first."
"I don't like snakes," Tucker said with a shudder.
"Why not?"
"I dunno. I've never even seen one; I just think I don't like them. You know?"
"I do," Doc agreed.
"Do I talk too much? Apollo and Jervis, even J-Dog, they all say I talk too much. Do I?"
"It depends," Doc said.
"Depends on what?"
"On whether or not you can stop."
"What's that mean?"
"Can you read the room? Do you know when to stop talking? Do you know when to let other people talk? I didn't much mind that you didn't let me get a word in edgewise," Doc added with a chuckle. "But I think Frankie, Jules, or Johnny would mind. Certainly Thaddeus would mind."
"Oh," Tucker murmured.
"Furthermore, it's not a great idea to talk non-stop all the time because you won't hear what anyone else has to say, and hearing what other people have to say is important."
"Like when I talk to a ghost, I have to listen or else I won't know why they're upset or what they need?" Tucker asked.
"Exactly."
"I get it."
"People will always try to change you," Doc went on. "But only ever change if you want to change. Only change if you see the point or the need in changing."
"That makes sense," Tucker said. "You never tell me to change. I mean except that one time when you told me I needed to take more showers and stuff, but I mean, I did. Sissy always got after me for that too. Why aren't you always telling me to change?"
"I don't want you to change," Doc said. "I want you to mature, to grow, to develop skills, but I like you. I'm not interested in changing you."
"What about my hair?" Tucker demanded.
"I would not be sad if you stopped coloring your hair," Doc admitted. "But it wouldn't make me like you more."
"You sure?"
"Pretty sure," Doc laughed.
"Pretty sure or really sure?" Tucker asked, tone skeptical.
"Really sure."
"Okay," Tucker said easily. "How old are you?"
"What?" Doc replied, trying to adjust to Tucker's abrupt shift in conversation.
"How old are you? Jury said you're both old. Like really old."
"I'm only about a hundred and seventy years or so," Doc said.
"Frick! Are you serious?! That is so old! How come you don't look old? How old is J-Dog?!"
"A hundred and twenty-five."
"So you're older. I figured. You've got a real big bro vibe. So J-Dog's old 'cause he's a witch, but you're not a witch, right?"
"No."
"So why are you old? I mean, how come you don't look old. I mean, how are you so old but you don't look it?" Tucker said.
"It was a gift," Doc replied, swallowing a laugh. "From a shaman."
"A shaman," Tucker repeated, tone thoughtful. "Like the grandma lady who lived in Apollo?"
"Bluegrass," Doc said.
"Yeah, her. She was nice. Apollo liked her a lot. He misses her. I think he'd probably trade me for her," Tucker added dolefully.
"That's not how life works," Doc said. "I can't say that I'd rather have Bluegrass than you. I'd like to have you both. But I'm not comparing you. I'd never compare you, and I don't think Apollo is either."
"Maybe," Tucker muttered. "Where are we?"
"I really don't know," Doc replied.
"Then how do you know where we're going?"
"I just follow the signs."
"You don't use GPS and stuff?"
"No," Doc said. "Not unless I want to get lost."
"But don't you get lost without it?"
"No," Doc replied. "I'm too lucky to get lost."
"Really?"
"Really."
"I wish I was lucky," Tucker said sadly.
"Keep hanging out with me," Doc suggested, "and maybe some of my luck will rub off on you."
"I don't think that's how luck works," Tucker countered. "You rolled the die ten times and got a two every single time. I rolled it twenty times and only got a two twice. I don't got luck."
Tucker yawned and added, "I'm hungry. And tired. Are we gonna stop for the night?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"I don't need much sleep," Doc replied. "You sleep; I'll drive."
"You don't need much food either," Tucker grumbled. "But I do."
"I'll stop for food," Doc laughed. "In the next town."
And hopefully, he'd find something for both of them to eat.
"What's the next town?" Tucker asked.
"I don't know," Doc said, wondering how long Tucker would carry this on for.
"Shouldn't we be in Texas by now?"
"Yes."
"So why aren't we?"
"Because we aren't going to Texas."
"But you said—"
"We're going to Texas eventually," Doc broke in. "First we're going to check in on Andrew's people."
Tucker made a strangled noise and said, "We're going there, aren't we? Where the zombies were? Where we let that creepy lady go free?"
"Yes."
"I don't wanna go there," Tucker insisted. "I agreed to go to Texas. Take me home."
"We'll just stop in for half a day, make sure everyone is good, then drive to Texas."
"Who taught you how to drive?" Tucker demanded. "We'll have to go back through Denver on our way to Texas! Even I know that!"
"Most likely," Doc agreed.
"Do you not want to go to Texas?"
"No."
"Why not?"
Doc didn't really know how to answer that. It wasn't as if he actually had a reason, or much of a reason anyway. It was more of a feeling.
"I don't know," he said softly.
"Bad memories?" Tucker guessed.
"No. Amazing memories. Memories of my family."
"Oh," Tucker said. "I get it."
"Do you?"
"Yeah. Even though I don't have any bad memories of Sissy, every time I walk past the old building I feel sad, not happy."
"Yeah," Doc said. "That's it."
"I wanna feel happy. I wanna remember all the good things that happened there, but all I can think is that Sissy's gone. And if she's gone, there aren't any... good memories. Is that wrong?"
"That's pretty much how I feel," Doc admitted.
"Yeah," Tucker sighed.
They didn't speak for a long time, both lost to their own happy memories that made them feel sad.
Then Tucker suddenly said, "I still don't understand what happened to all the zombies. One day there were zombies; I saw them on the internet, and they were creepy as hell! They didn't look any different from normal people, at least most of them didn't, but they'd like sneak up on other people, and this black crap would come out of them and kill the other person and make them into zombies too. It was disgusting! And now everyone's like, 'oh, there's no such thing as zombies' and you can't find any of the videos anymore."
"Interesting," Doc said.
"Where did they go?"
"The videos or the zombies?"
"The zombies!"
"They died or unanimated when she died."
"The creepy lady?"
"Yes."
"She's dead now?" Tucker asked.
"Yes."
"That Andrew dude killed her?"
"Yes," Doc said.
"I'd like to meet him. He sounds hella cool!"
"He is," Doc agreed. "But you can't meet him."
"Why not?"
"He went back into the past to live."
"What?"
"It's hard to explain, but he went back to 1873 or somewhere in there."
"Why would he wanna do that?!" Tucker demanded. "There's like no stuff, right? I mean it's just like rocks and caves and crap?"
"Not exactly," Doc said, struggling not to laugh. "There's pretty much everything we have now, but without the technology."
"No video games?" Tucker asked in horror. "No smart phones? No foosball? No big screen TVs? No, no, no... cars?!"
"Exactly. And that's exactly why he went back. Because he didn't like any of those things. He liked the quiet. He liked being able to see the moon and the stars."
"I can see the moon," Tucker protested.
"Not like he could."
"Oh." Tucker was silent for just a moment, then he said, "Why?"
"Because of all the other lights," Doc explained. "They make it where you can't see the night sky the same."
"Oh. I didn't know that. So is it like that time we were in the dreaming?"
"Pretty much," Doc said.
"I guess that was pretty awesome," Tucker said. One second later, "There's a town in two miles. You think they'll have food?"
"I hope so."
He really did. It was taking all of his energy to keep up with Tucker's erratic conversation.
"I wanna burger with fries," Tucker said.
"You get what they have."
"Every town has burgers," Tucker argued. "It's a rule."
"Depends on the town," Doc shrugged.
"You're kidding!" Tucker snorted. "Even that town we stayed at in Bora-Bora had burgers."
He went on about burgers for a while and which toppings were superior, and that distracted him from noticing that the town they were driving through didn't have burgers or anything else.
"Don't leave me now luck," Doc muttered as he continued to drive.
"Hey," Tucker said, interrupting his own commentary on which types of sides were best with burgers. "Wasn't there supposed to be a town here?"
"We already went through it."
"WHAT?!! Why didn't you stop?!"
"There were no burgers."
"Tacos?"
"No."
"Hot dogs?"
"No."
"Popcorn?"
"No!" Doc snapped. "If there had been food I would have stopped."
"Sorry," Tucker muttered. "I'm just hungry."
"We should have brought a cooler," Doc said, trying to take the sting out of his outburst. "Semper paratus."
"What's that mean?"
"It's Latin for always prepared."
"Oh. That's a good idea. Next time we'll bring a cooler."
If there was a next time, Doc thought darkly.
Tucker began to talk about the meal he'd had at Mr. Rodenbaum's after the aunt had moved on, and that's when Doc stopped listening. He liked Tucker. He really did. But he wasn't sure he was going to make it for another ten or so hours. His head was already throbbing.
"Amber said it's okay to stay for meals as long as I don't talk much. I guess that's kinda what you said too. I have to know when to shut up and stuff."
Doc nodded vaguely and forced his eyes to focus on the road. He'd taken one of the back roads, and there was just a long black ribbon in front of them, but Doc could see something white alongside the road up ahead. And something moving.
"Hey, why're you slowing down?" Tucker asked. "There's nothing out here."   
"There's a car up ahead," Doc replied. "It looks like they need help."
"I dunno, dude. You're not supposed to stop for strangers, right? What if they try to kill us and take this sweet ride?"
Doc cast him a sideways glance.
"Well, I mean, it's not like they can actually kill you, but they might try. And that would be super irritating, wouldn't it?"
"Hush," Doc said as he parked behind the white car.
He stepped from his car and approached the smiling woman who had been waving frantically.
"Thank you so much for stopping!" she exclaimed. "I really appreciate it. This isn't a busy highway, and I don't have any cell signal."
"My pleasure," Doc drawled. "What's wrong?"
"I don't know," she shrugged. "Something went pop, bang, and then it just stopped. It'll start, but it won't go anywhere."
"Is it just you?" Doc asked.
"Yes," she said. "Well, me and my cat."
"Cat?"
"Yes." She grinned widely and said, "If you'd just call me a tow truck when you have signal I'd really appreciate it."
He wasn't going to do that. He wasn't going to leave her out in the middle of nowhere without anything. She'd have to come with them.
He glanced back at his car with a sigh. "Supercars," he muttered. "Gorgeous and absolutely useless." He could stare at it all day though, and it wouldn't suddenly have four seats, so he returned his attention to her and said, "I'm Doc, and that is Tucker," he added, pointing towards the car.
"Nice to meet you," she said earnestly. "My name's Sheila."
"Lovely name," he drawled, kissing the back of her hand instead of shaking it when she offered it.
She looked him up and down and said frankly, "I think you need something a little flashier, like your car."
He grinned widely and said, "You're absolutely stunning, and look how well you're holding up under the strain of breaking down in the middle of nowhere. In any case, I can't leave you out here. What if the tow truck didn't come? But I also can't ask you to sit on Tucker's lap. I don't think either of you would enjoy that. So I have to ask, can you drive a stick shift?"
Her eyes narrowed, and she said, "Are you suggesting that you will sit on Tucker's lap and let me drive your really expensive car?"
"No." Doc grinned slowly, then added, "I'm going to make Tucker sit on my lap."
Sheila burst out laughing, and in between breaths she said, "This I have to see. Let me grab Mr. Panther."
He had forgotten about the cat. But it didn't matter. He couldn't leave her out here. It wouldn't be gentlemanly.
"What are you doing?" Tucker hissed when Doc approached the passenger side. "You've just been chatting away like best buds. Did the old lady try to kill you?"
"No," Doc said evenly. "Get out. You're going to have to sit on my lap."
"WHAT?!!!" Tucker shrieked.
"I'm letting her drive."
"Why can't I drive?!"
"I've talked to James," Doc said simply.
Tucker's face turned bright red, and he said, "I'd rather ride in the trunk!"
"You're assuming there is a trunk."
"There's no way we can both fit in here!" Tucker complained. "There's hardly enough room for me!"
"We'll have to try," Doc shrugged. "You, me, and Mr. Panther."
"Mr. Panther?"
"Her cat."
"I hate this day," Tucker grumbled. "We're going to a creepy zombie city, and now I have to ride on your lap with a cat. I can't believe it. I should've stayed home with Apollo."
Tucker continued to grumble as he stood and waited for Doc to get in. Then somehow, Tucker managed to get back in and shut the door.
"This is ridiculous," he muttered. "And you should have sat on my lap because if we wreck, I'm gonna be dead for real."
"It's going to be fine," Doc said firmly.
"All set?" Sheila asked as she easily slid into the driver's seat, cat in hand. She turned to look at them and started laughing once more. "You should see your faces," she giggled. "I'm so sorry! Maybe I should just stay put."
"We're fine," Doc assured her. "But we wouldn't mind it if you'd get going."
"Sorry," she laughed. "By the way, Tucker, I'm Sheila; and this is my cat, Mr. Panther."
"Nice to meet you," Tucker muttered.
"I'm sorry about your seating arrangements," she added.
"Me too," Tucker grumbled.
"Hush," Doc said.
"No," Sheila laughed. "It's good. I don't blame him one bit."
She studied the car panel, then started the car, shifted into first, and took off down the highway.
"This is amazing!" she exclaimed. "I didn't think cars like this had manual transmissions anymore."
"They usually don't," Doc replied. "I pay a small fortune to have them customized."
"Because you like to be in control?" she guessed.
"Because I like to be an active participant," he countered.
"Hmm," she murmured.
After that, no one said anything; if you didn't count Tucker muttering under his breath "seven times three hundred eighty-nine is two thousand seven hundred twenty-three" and so on and so forth. Fortunately, Sheila took the opportunity to drive a super car seriously so it wasn't long before they arrived at the next town, which to Doc's relief was actually a decent sized city.
"Do you mind if I stop at a hotel?" Sheila asked.
"Go wherever," Doc replied.
She drove deftly through the streets, eventually pulling into a hotel parking lot. The second the car was parked, Tucker opened the door and jumped out. And then he was kissing the pavement.
"That's a little insulting," Sheila murmured. "I think I'm a pretty good driver."
"Tucker's scared of things," Doc replied. "I'm actually surprised he handled it as well as he did."
"Thanks for letting me drive," Sheila said, eyes sparkling.
"Anytime," Doc replied.
"Anytime?"
Doc glanced out at Tucker. He was hugging a lamppost.
"It would appear not," he said regretfully. "If you're ever in Denver though," he went on. "Please do me the honor of staying at my hotel," he said as he handed her his card.
"Dulcis Requiem," she read. "Is that Latin?"
"Yes."
"What's it mean?"
"The rest is sweet," Doc said.
"Ah. I quite like that. But I'm afraid I wouldn't be able to afford your rates."
"Friends of the owner stay for free."
"That's dangerous," she laughed. "Haven't you ever had a friend stay for months on end?"
"My manager would see to them," Doc chuckled.
"Thank you for the ride," she said again. "I really appreciate it."
He nodded and picked up Mr. Panther as he exited the car, then he followed her inside the hotel. He wanted to pay for everything for her, wanted to set her up with the nicest suite and just buy her a new car, but he instinctively knew she wouldn't appreciate such a gesture. He could tell she was a capable woman who had made her own way in life; she didn't need a man to swoop in and try to solve all her problems.
"Here you are," Doc said, handing her the cat. "Is there anything else I can do for you before we leave town?"
"You've done more than enough," she said with a smile. "Thank you."
He nodded, took the hand she offered him, kissed it gently, and turned to leave before he could change his mind. He didn't dare leave Tucker alone for long. There was no telling what he'd do if he was left unsupervised.




Chapter 7
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When Doc reached his car, he opened the driver's door and got in; but Tucker didn't immediately join him, so Doc rolled down the passenger window and said, "Let's go."
Tucker didn't respond. He was staring intently across the parking lot at a man loading a large suitcase into his car.
"What's wrong?" Doc asked.
"There's a ghost following that guy," Tucker replied uncertainly. "But I can't see much from over here. Do you think he knows?"
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "Do you want to ask him?"
"Can I do that? Is that allowed?" Tucker asked.
"There are no rules."
"But I'm not supposed to tell people things," Tucker protested.
"About the Hidden and cryptids," Doc replied. "You can tell people whatever you like about ghosts just as long as it doesn't land you in a mental institution," he said as he exited the car and moved to stand beside Tucker.
Tucker's eyes widened. "Could that happen?"
"Depends on what you say to whom."
"That's awful," Tucker whispered. "I don't think I would make it. I got to be free, D-Dog."
"It wouldn't be for long," Doc assured him. "I'd get you out."
"You would?"
"Of course."
"Oh." Tucker's face scrunched in concentration, and he said, "Really?"
"Yes," Doc laughed. "I would also break you out of prison."
"But what if I did something bad?"
"Unlikely," Doc replied. "Do you want to ask the man about the ghost or not?"
"Oh. Right. We could do that. How do we do that?"
"How would you normally approach a potential client?"
"I don't. They come to me."
"Alright. Just follow my lead," Doc said.
He strode across the parking lot, Tucker right on his heels, and stopped just a few feet from the man. He didn't see a ghost, but he was certain that Tucker could.
"Excuse me, sir," Doc said cheerfully.
The man startled and spun around, face irritable. "Whadda you want?" he demanded roughly.
Doc grinned. He'd just found his meal. He normally liked to vet people or catch them in the act, but from the look in this man's eyes, Doc knew without a doubt that the earth could do without him.
"Well?" the man snapped.
"Well, indeed," Doc drawled. "Are you aware that there is a ghost following you?"
"What the hell are you talking about?" the man growled.
"It's a child," Tucker spoke up. "A girl. She's about ten. She says you killed her. You were playing in the woods, and you killed her."
The man turned a vivid shade of red, and he growled, "You shouldn't have said that."
There was already a gun in the man's hand, but he hadn't quite figured out how to kill them both and get away with it, which gave Doc all the time he needed to step forward and grab the man's throat with one hand and the gun with the other. The man's eyes widened in surprise, but he didn't just give in. First he fought to free his gun hand, but when that didn't work, he clawed at Doc's hand, trying to remove it from his throat.
"There's no use struggling," Doc grinned. "You're already dead; you just don't know it yet."
The man's eyes bulged, and he punched at Doc's face, but instead of trying to block the man's hits, Doc just continued to apply steady pressure. He could have killed him much swifter, but he wanted him to suffer for just a second or two.
The man kicked Doc's shin, and Doc tsked lightly and squeezed a little harder. Pure panic filled the man's face, and he tried to pull away, but it was too late. Doc tightened his grip, sighing in satisfaction when the man went limp and heat poured sluggishly into Doc's tattoo, completely refreshing him.
"That's better," Doc murmured as he slowly lowered the man to the asphalt.
"You... You killed him," Tucker stuttered.
"Yes."
"In broad daylight... There's all these people, and you killed him. Can you do that?"
"I just did."
"But... But..."
"Is the ghost still here?"
"She left," Tucker replied before adding, "But what if... I mean won't they arrest you?"
"I doubt it," Doc shrugged. "Get in the car; I'll be right there."
Doc tucked the man's gun into his waistband and affected a look of panic before running into the hotel lobby and shouting, "A man just collapsed in the parking lot! Someone help, please!!"
The receptionist yelled for someone to get out there and then said, "I'll call an ambulance."
"Oh, thank you," Doc panted. "I didn't know what to do."
In the ensuing chaos, he walked back outside, slid into his car, and drove away.
He drove for several blocks before Tucker said, "Do you do this often?"
"What?"
"Just kill random people?"
"He wasn't random," Doc replied. "He was evil. Didn't you see it?"
"Well, I mean, yeah, I did; but do we just get to decide?"
"How old would you say he was?"
"I dunno. Forty?"
"So about thirty years ago he killed a girl in the woods, and he also had every intent to kill us, which probably means that he's killed a few people in the meantime. He had the look. No one's stopped him yet. So I stopped him."
"I guess that's true," Tucker murmured. "I dunno why I keep forgetting that you're the boogeyman."
Doc chuckled softly before saying, "There are people out there who would ask me who made me judge, jury, and executioner." He paused, grinned, and said, "And I would reply, a higher authority than you."
"Really?" Tucker demanded. "Who?"
"An ambassador for the mother," Doc replied.
"What?" Tucker asked. "Burgers!" he exclaimed before Doc could answer. "Stop! You have to stop! I need burgers!"
Doc laughed as he pulled into the restaurant's parking lot. It was only fair. He'd had his meal; now Tucker needed his.
After they had been seated, Tucker scanned the menu for about three seconds before telling the waitress he wanted a burger with all the works, fries and more fries on the side. Doc ordered a coffee and a steak just so Tucker wouldn't have to eat alone. He was feeling pretty satisfied at the moment, although he'd just realized that since his car didn't have a trunk, he didn't have any whiskey, and there was no way in hell he was going to the ranch without whiskey. 
"I'm so hungry," Tucker groaned as they waited for their orders. "I don't know how anyone can go so long without eating."
"Didn't you eat before we left?" Doc asked.
"I had three bowls of cereal for breakfast," Tucker replied. "But I usually have a second breakfast and maybe even a third depending on the day."
"You do realize you're not growing anymore, right?" Doc chuckled.
"I'm not totally stupid," Tucker said, rolling his eyes. "I've started working out because otherwise two of the packs on my six-pack go away, and that is not acceptable. This body is like total perfection, and it would be wrong not to keep it that way. The way I figure it is, the original Nevin Tucker made this body rock-hard and awesome, and I should honor his memory by keeping it that way."
"I see," Doc said.
"Look, I'm sorry about what I said before," Tucker went on. "It's not the worst day ever. I've had tons of worse days. I was just hangry. You know?"
"I know," Doc chuckled.
"Except for that bit where I had to ride on your lap, I'm having a great time."
"Good."
"But you'll tell me if I'm talking too much?" he asked worriedly.
"Yes."
"You sure?"
"Yes."
"I'm pretty sure I'm doing all the talking," Tucker went on. "So if you want to say something just tell me to shut up and say whatever it is, okay?"
"I will."
"Alright," Tucker said with a shrug. "I hope they hurry up. I can smell it, and I'm about to start drooling."
"Why do you think Gac's body aged so horribly?" Doc asked, partially to distract Tucker from his stomach but mostly because he was still rather curious to know why Gac couldn't inhabit a body the same way Tucker could.
"It was gross, right? I mean, I thought he was old, like the body was old, but then Jervis told me it was only thirty-five or so and I just about puked. Did you see his skin? It was all wrinkly and dry."
Tucker shuddered and said, "I was thinking maybe... You see when I went into Tucker's body, the real Tucker, the one before me, it seemed... This is gonna sound weird, but it seemed happy to have me. It knew Tucker was gone, but maybe like it didn't wanna be done yet. It still had living to do, and it could only do that living if I was part of it. It's not like that with Gac. You know what I mean?"
"I do," Doc said.
"Yeah, so I think maybe because of how he does it, it just... It would never work, not the way he wants it to. He's doomed to failure." Tucker grinned and said, "Apollo told me that the definition of insanity is doing the exact same thing over and over and over again, but expecting different results. That's kinda like Gac, right? He does the same thing over and over, but he keeps thinking it will go different the next time."
Tucker opened his mouth to say something else but closed it when the waitress approached their table.
"One hamburger with all the works and two sides of fries," she announced, smiling at Tucker and placing the plate in front of him before turning to Doc and saying, "And a steak for you, sir."
"Thank you, miss," Doc said. "We appreciate it."
"We really do," Tucker said around a gigantic bite of hamburger. "We really, really do."
"I can tell," she chuckled.
She winked at Tucker before she left, and Tucker turned bright red.
"She's cute, right?" he mumbled around another bite.
"Yes," Doc agreed. "And she seemed to like you."
"Yeah."
Tucker ate in silence for a long while, then said, "Is it okay if I'm not like you and Jury?"
"How do you mean?" Doc asked.
"I don't think I want lots of women hanging off of me and stuff. I think I just want one." He swallowed a mouthful and said softly, "One good woman. Like Sissy."
"A forever woman," Doc said softly.
"Yeah!" Tucker exclaimed. "A forever woman."
"That's an excellent plan," Doc said. "And you'll know her when you see her. Forever women are like that."
"Did you have a forever woman?" Tucker asked.
"Yes."
"What happened?"
"She died."
"Oh," Tucker mumbled. "That sucks. I'm sorry."
"Me too," Doc said. "You're lucky because you can have a forever woman."
"Can't you?"
"I don't know," Doc replied. "Certainly not a mortal forever woman."
"Shit. I never thought of that. You're like Highlander."
"Highlander?"
"It's this old movie about this dude who can't die, but he's always falling in love with these women, and then they die."
"Why would anyone watch that?" Doc asked.
"'Cause of the dope sword fighting!" Tucker exclaimed.
"Ah."
"So what about a witch or a vampire?" Tucker inquired. "Don't they live forever?"
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "Eat your food so we can head out."
"This is one of those times, huh?"
"One of what times?"
"When you change the subject because you don't wanna talk about something."
"Yes," Doc said.
"See?" Tucker said excitedly. "I'm learning!"
"Yes," Doc chuckled. "Yes, you are."
After they got back on the road, it only took Tucker another hour of non-stop talking before he fell asleep once more. Doc refused to heave a sigh of relief when Tucker started snoring softly. He knew what Tucker was like, and he'd asked him to come. He just hadn't calculated for not being able to walk away from him.
It was already late afternoon, and if Doc kept driving at the speed he'd been driving, they'd be there by ten. He'd introduce himself, ask how they were doing, and then he'd turn around and do what he was supposed to be doing. Going to the ranch.
He suddenly realized that he didn't actually know where in the city Andrew's people were. He only knew where Andrew's house was, and it was gone. Slight miscalculation, he thought, wondering if he could call Jervis without waking Tucker. He decided not to risk it though. Tucker would wake eventually, and then he'd call Jervis.
Doc reached out to turn on the radio, but stopped himself just in case Tucker was a light sleeper. Without Tucker to distract him, his mind wandered, thinking about different things Tucker had said; but then his thoughts drifted to Virgil Graves. Doc had spent quite a lot of time with Virgil's family back when Tessa was young. Virgil's wife was a sweet woman with a kind smile, and she had reminded Doc of his mother.
He'd liked spending time with a family again. It had been so many years since Bill had been a boy, and much to Doc's regret he hadn't spent much time with Bill's son. By the time Bill's son was born, Doc had realized they were all going to die, and he'd closed himself off to the younger generations. Raising Bree had reminded him of all the things he'd missed, and Doc had enjoyed watching the Graves family interact. It had made him happy.
But Virgil was a business man above all else, not completely unlike Bennie. The difference was that Bennie had never once invited Doc to dinner, and he had always been upfront about what kind of businessman he was.
Doc sighed and pushed thoughts of Virgil and Bennie away. He had more important things to deal with right now. Specifically taking care of Andrew's last request.  
He tried to imagine his life differently, without Andrew's influence, but he simply couldn't. Without Andrew, he would have been a mere shell of a man. Without Andrew, he wouldn't have understood anything about life. Not really.
He'd always been too selfish to take the time to understand people or society. He'd never cared. It hadn't really mattered to him if people were murdered in the streets or abused and mistreated. He had been dying, and that was all that mattered.
Apparently Janey had thought differently though. She had seen something in him that Doc would have vigorously denied, and Tozi had not only believed her but had also risked whatever she'd risked on Janey's assessment of him. He apparently wasn't the only one who was lucky. Lady Luck had surely been watching out for Tozi as well.
Maybe Tozi's luck had led Doc to Andrew because he would've certainly been very different otherwise, less of a protector perhaps and more of a destroyer. Or maybe he was wrong, and Janey was right. Maybe deep down, he'd always been a protector. He couldn't say. It was too easy to look at himself and say he was just a gambler with a meddlesome habit because if that was the case, he wasn't truly invested in anyone or anything.
He was lying to himself, and he knew it. Some people he could let go of and put out of his mind, but others he couldn't. He wasn't going to worry over all the little children he'd ever saved or bother himself with wondering how every random person he'd affected was getting on. But some people he would never let go. Like Bree and Dublin. Ana and Ina. The Bakers. He still held himself back. He still stood just on the outside, watching, but he loved them, and he always would.
He pushed his thoughts to the back of his mind as he pulled into a gas station and parked beside a pump. He stepped out to fill the car; and while he waited, he started a text to Jervis. "I need to know where Fred..." Doc stared at his phone, searching his memory. "Hell," he muttered. "Andrew never told me Fred's last name." He erased his message and started over. "I need to know where Clara Morgan lives. Her father's name is Reid."
"I'll text you when I have it," Jervis replied.
Doc finished fueling and went inside to buy Tucker some snacks. He didn't recognize anything as food, but there were some muffin-looking things in a case, so he bought two of them, a banana, and a bottle of water. And since he was still feeling lucky, he bought several scratch-off lotto tickets and handed them to the tired-looking young man standing in line behind him.
"What's this?" the man stuttered.
"Lotto tickets," Doc said blandly. "Good luck."
Doc winked at him before continuing outside. Once he was settled behind the steering wheel, he placed the food carefully on the floor by Tucker's feet. Tucker twitched, yawned, and mumbled, "Where are we?"
"Somewhere," Doc replied.
"Are we close?"
"Not yet."
"Wake me when we're close," Tucker said, and then he went back to sleep.
All Tucker's talking must have worn him out too. Or maybe he never slept. Whatever it was, Doc was grateful for the reprieve.
He continued to drive, thinking about Andrew and Janey as he did. The time passed quickly; and before long, he found himself on the outskirts of Andrew's city. He knew it was Andrew's city because there were military trucks everywhere and the city itself looked like it had been ground zero of a massive war.
There weren't any other cars headed into the city, and it was easy to see why. Doc had visited the city often over the years, but it was so altered now that he could barely even tell where he was.
Andrew had told him what would happen; he'd told him how bad things got, and Doc had thought he knew what to expect, but he hadn't. He had never imagined destruction quite like this.
He slowed down to navigate around a pile of debris, and Tucker snorted and said, "Are we there yet?"
"Just barely," Doc murmured, beginning to regret his decision to bring Tucker here.
Tucker suddenly gasped, and Doc looked over at him. Tucker's eyes were wide, and his face was a pale shade of green.
"This is it?" he stuttered.
"Yes."
"Stop," Tucker gasped.
Doc pulled quickly off the road, and Tucker lurched from the car, already retching. Doc killed the engine, rushed around the car to Tucker's side, and gently rubbed Tucker's shoulders while he vomited violently.
"Shit," Tucker wheezed. "I can't even..." He heaved again, then covered his eyes with his hand and leaned against Doc's car. "I'm sorry," he whispered.
"Don't be sorry," Doc said. "Are you alright?"
"I can't describe it. I can't..." Tucker removed his hand and looked around him, but quickly closed his eyes again and started breathing deeply. "Nine hundred three times sixteen is fourteen thousand four hundred forty-eight," he muttered softly. "But if you divide that by eight you'd get one thousand eight hundred six."
He opened his eyes once more. "Shit," he whispered. "There're so many."
"So many what?" Doc asked, not taking his eyes from Tucker's face.
"Ghosts. I've never seen anything like it. It's horrible. Absolutely horrible." Tucker shuddered and closed his eyes again. "Did she do this? Did we do this?"
Doc looked around, wishing he could see what Tucker saw. He couldn't see any ghosts; all he could see was the absolute wreckage of what had once been a thriving city. He could see the burned buildings and the black trees, and he could imagine the horrors that had taken place. But he didn't have to imagine; Andrew had told him.
"Yes," Doc murmured. "Yes, we did."
"Why?!" Tucker demanded. "Why?! Why did we do this? You can't tell me there was a good reason for this! And don't give me any shit about the ends justifying the means and all that shit!"
Tucker was livid now, and he was yelling at the top of his lungs, attracting the attention of a nearby military officer.
Doc waved at the man and said loudly, "You'll have to forgive my brother. He gets car sick easily."
Tucker snorted and cast Doc an irritated look before fumbling with the car's door handle. Once he got it open, he got inside and slammed the door.
"This is a restricted area," the soldier said sternly. "State your business."
"I'm here to pick up my niece," Doc replied easily. "She's... Her father..." He pretended to struggle for a moment, then said, "He passed in the conflict."
"I'm sorry for your loss," the man replied. "What's your niece's name?"
"Clara Morgan."
The man pulled out a tablet, typed on it for a moment, then said, "There is a Clara Morgan listed. Her house is within one of the lesser damaged areas so you'll be able to find her there. Let me see your ID, and I'll get you a pass."
"Thank you," Doc said solemnly as he took out his wallet and handed the officer his Eric Young identification. 
Doc could only hope his luck continued to hold and no one noticed that his car was just a two-seater. He was beginning to think he needed to invest in a wider range of vehicles.
"Here you are, Mr. Young," the officer finally said as he handed Doc a paper. "Just give this to the men at the check station, and they'll let you through."
"Thank you very much," Doc said. "I really appreciate all you've done."
"We haven't done anything, sir," the man replied. "Somebody else did all the work for us."
Doc grinned slightly, gave the man a nod, and returned to his car. Neither Doc nor Tucker said a word as Doc continued to drive slowly into the city. The entire city was covered in a sheen of black, but there were still people moving about along the shattered sidewalks, and Doc wondered why they were still here. There was nothing here now. The businesses were gone. The grocery stores were in shambles. Everything was in ruins, but it was possible that these people didn't have anywhere else to go. 
Doc stopped at the check point and handed the MPs his paper. After a few moments, the young soldier handed the papers back to him and said, "You're clear to go in, sir. The speed limit is ten miles an hour, and please keep an eye out for debris. Your car's a bit low," he added with an apologetic shrug.
"I'll be careful," Doc said. "Thank you."
As soon as they were past the check point, Tucker said bitterly, "We destroyed this city. We killed all these people."
"Yes... and no," Doc said.
"Yes! We did! We let her loose, and she did it! She wouldn't have done it if we hadn't let her loose!"
"She wouldn't have done it YET," Doc said.
"Oh, here we go," Tucker mocked. "Explain to me why it's okay. Why it's okay we did this."
Doc sighed and said, "Because it needed done."
"You said to trust you! You said we had to do it! You said... Shit! I don't remember what all you said! But it wasn't this! It wasn't this!" Tucker insisted, tears streaming down his cheeks. "You can't see them," he said. "They're in pain. They're in so much pain! You can't understand it! It's awful. It's rolling over me like... like waves of pain! And it hurts! They hurt! Damn it! You did this! You made me do this!"
"Stop it!" Doc snapped. "We released the Black Shaman, yes. And I knew she would do this, it's true. I knew exactly what would happen. You didn't. You don't bear any responsibility. Your only fault was trusting me."
Doc firmly believed that he'd done the right thing. He'd released the Black Shaman at the only time Andrew would be there to stop her. Otherwise... There was no otherwise. This was the only option. Ahanu said it was the only option; and for once, Doc believed him.
That didn't mean that Doc didn't mourn the outcome of his decision. Tucker shouldn't feel any guilt, but Doc had known what was coming. He'd known people would die, and he'd known the city would be ruined. He truly had done this. He and Ahanu had done this. But he refused to question himself. Just this once he'd compromised. He'd sacrificed many to save the majority. It was his burden to bear. Not Tucker's.  
But he knew that Tucker wasn't in the right place to listen. He knew Tucker wouldn't be able to see past the death and destruction that he believed he had caused. So he wouldn't waste his breath trying to convince him otherwise. Not yet.




Chapter 8
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It took over an hour to reach Clara's house, but when they finally did reach it, Doc was relieved to see that the lights inside were still on.
"Are you coming?" he asked after he'd parked the car.
"Whatever," Tucker mumbled.
He was so pale now that Doc was beginning to worry. He hadn't expected this, and he was wishing he'd left Tucker home where he was safe. At the time, he'd just wanted Tucker with him so he'd be outside of Gac's reach.
Doc exited the car and headed up the sidewalk, noting the black grass. All the plants and trees inside the city were black. Not necessarily burned but completely and utterly dead. Andrew had called it the Black Shaman's taint.
Doc heard a sharp gasp of pain and quickly turned back around and rushed to Tucker's side.
"Sorry," Tucker mumbled, hand clenching his forehead. "My head's all woozy. I think I'll sit back down."
He suddenly pitched forward, and Doc barely caught him before he hit the concrete.
"Tucker!" he exclaimed worriedly. "Are you alright?"
Tucker didn't respond, and in the dim haze of light, Doc could see that his face was white as chalk.
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed.
He picked up Tucker, carrying him like he would a child, and strode to the door. He banged on it with his shoe, and when a gruff-looking man opened it, gun in hand, Doc said, "It's nice to meet you, Mr. Morgan; I knew your uncle Doyle; I'm good friends with Andrew. May I come in? My friend is a little overwhelmed, and I need to see to him."
Reid Morgan's face went from irritated to angry to confused, but he didn't move out of the way, so Doc pushed past him and carried Tucker into the living room. The living room was full of children, a tired-looking woman, and two teenagers.
Doc grinned at them, said, "Lovely to finally meet you all, Evie, Iris, Lila, Clive, Max, Nellie, and Simon." He knew the children's names because Andrew had told him, but he didn't actually know which child belonged to which name.
He nodded at the teenagers sitting on the couch and said, "Clara, Fred, I've heard so much about you. Would you please move so I can put down Tucker? He's not getting any lighter."
Clara's mouth dropped open, but Fred just pulled her to her feet and said, "It's obviously Doc. Didn't you read Andrew's email?"
Doc cast Fred a grin before laying Tucker down on the vacated couch and studying him anxiously.
"Is he alright?" Fred asked.
"I don't know. I think he might just have gotten overwhelmed," Doc replied as he checked Tucker's pulse and breathing.
"By what?"
"All the ghosts."
Doc was too focused on Tucker to notice the lack of response.
Several seconds later, Clara exclaimed, "Ghosts?!"
"Apparently they're all over," Doc said.
"But... But what ghosts?!" Clara demanded.
"Ghosts of the people who died under Meli's reign," Doc replied absently as he stared down at Tucker's pale face.
He'd been trying to protect Tucker, and he'd inadvertently hurt him. Maybe Tucker should move to Bora-Bora. It obviously wasn't healthy for him to be anywhere near Doc. After all, Doc had taken him into Meli's dream, he'd dragged him to Britain to face the Jurys, he'd gotten him kidnapped by Gac, and now he was passed out from ghost overload.
It was possible this was one of those rare cases when someone would be better off without him in their lives. Like Lena.
"Here," Fred said, handing Doc a blanket.
"Thanks."
Doc covered Tucker with the blanket, tucking it carefully around his shoulders; and then, after deciding that there really wasn't anymore he could do for him, he turned to properly introduce himself.
"So you're Doc Holliday," Fred said before Doc actually had a chance to say anything.
"Yes," Doc replied, already liking Fred immensely.
"Andrew sent me an email," Fred explained. "Well, I suppose one of his descendants sent it, but he wrote it. He said you'd probably be stopping by on your way to Texas."
Doc snorted and said, "He thinks he knows everything. I might have gone straight there. In fact, I was going to go straight there; I just didn't."
Reid was watching Doc guardedly, and now he said, "How do you know Andrew?"
"I met him in 1888."
They all stared at him, and the woman Doc assumed was Evie, Fred's mother said, "That would make you..."
"Not even two hundred years old," Doc shrugged.
"And Andrew?" Clara prompted.
"Andrew is..." Doc paused, unsure how to phrase it. "He's alive, somewhere, sometime. And he's also dead, somewhere, sometime. He officially died in 1965."
"I'm confused," one of the children said.
"Aren't we all?" Doc chuckled.
"D-Dog," Tucker whispered.
Doc whirled around and knelt beside the couch. "Are you alright?" he asked. "I'm sorry I brought you; I should have asked. I'll take you home in the morning. Just hang in there."
Tucker stared at him, eyes full of tears, and said, "No. I'm sorry. You're not like that. You don't hurt people. You wouldn't have done it unless you thought you had to. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have..."
"Hush," Doc said. "You should rest."
"Can't," Tucker replied. "I'm too hungry. I threw up all those tasty fries, and now I'm starving."
He sat up, clutching his head as he did. "At least there aren't any ghosts in here," he mumbled. His eyes shifted to the left, and he grimaced. "Spoke too soon."
One of the children shrieked, "There's a ghost?! Where?!"
"Shhh," Tucker hissed. "My head."
"I'll get him something to eat," Evie volunteered. "Not like Andrew?" she added hesitantly.
"No," Doc replied. "Not like Andrew."
"What's that mean?" Tucker asked, trying not to move.
"Nothing," Doc said carelessly.
"It means something," Tucker mumbled. "Or you wouldn't have said it. You're not like me. You don't just talk and talk and talk."
"Andrew eats his meat raw," Reid said.
"Oh," Tucker breathed, turning green again. "No. Not like Andrew." He cracked open one eye and said, "Who are all these people? Go away," he hissed without waiting for Doc to answer.
He was looking at a spot just past Doc's head as he spoke, and Doc quickly realized he was speaking to a ghost.
"I can't deal with you right now," Tucker said wearily. "Come back later." He paused, shrugged, and said, "I don't know."
He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the back of the couch. "I don't like this," he whispered.
"I'm sorry."
"That's not it," Tucker said, voice small. "I don't know how to help them. There're too many. And I don't..."
"It's just like Drustan Jury's estate," Doc said. "You helped those ghosts."
"Nah. I just told them that Drustan and Phillip were dead, like dead, dead, dead, and if a Jury ever tried to hurt anyone ever again, you'd kill 'em the second they tried. Most of 'em left after I said that."
"What about the ones who stayed?"
"Three wanted to stay," Tucker shrugged. "The other five just wanted pointed in the direction of their homes. It was easy. It took all of ten minutes. It was a castle, D-Dog, not a freaking city."
"You could try singing them home," Doc suggested. "It's what Janey would have done."
"Janey?" Tucker asked.
"Andrew's wife."
"Andrew's wife?" Clara gasped. "It's only been ten days!"
Doc glanced at her and said, "It's been a lifetime."
Then Fred said, "Didn't you read the email at all?"
"I did," she protested. "At least I thought I did."
"He mentioned Janey and his son Bill. He even attached a picture," Fred stated, tone a little irritated.
"Right," Clara muttered, turning bright red. "So I didn't read it," she sighed. "It's easier not to think of him."
"But he's happy," Fred said, grinning widely. "He's free."
"Sorry," Tucker broke in, "but can we go back to the ghosts? What do you mean sing them home?"
"Brings the Rain, one of Janey's friends, always used to sing people home to their ancestors," Doc said. "I don't know exactly what he said, but I usually say something like 'go home to the mother; your ancestors are waiting; the earth is waiting; you are wanted'."
"Oh," Tucker said. "You think that'll work?"
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "I can't see ghosts."
"You can really see ghosts?" one of the middle-sized children asked.
"I am a ghost," Tucker said.
Several of the children shrieked and rushed to stand behind Reid.
Doc looked at their frightened faces and the reserved faces of the grownups, and he couldn't help it. He started laughing.
"What's so funny?" Tucker demanded.
Doc gestured to the room at large and managed to say "this isn't how I pictured this going" before he dissolved into laughter once more.
Fred was the first one to crack. He started to snicker, and then he was laughing too. The children started laughing because Fred was laughing; and within a few seconds, everyone was laughing except Clara, and a confused-looking Evie who had just returned with a plate of food for Tucker.
"What's going on?" she asked.
"I don't know," Clara grumbled. "I think it's a man thing."
"Oh," Evie murmured. "Men."
She handed Tucker the plate, and he abruptly stopped laughing, said "thanks, lady", and dove in with vigor.
"Can we start over?" Doc asked, still chuckling slightly.
"Please!" Clara exclaimed.
"My name is Doc Holliday. I met Andrew in 1888 after he was already married to Janey. I spent quite a lot of time with them all," he added, trying not to get drawn into thinking about them. "I was there..." He broke off, shook his head, and said, "Anyway. I'm headed to the ranch. Andrew asked me to go see Pecos."
"So Andrew did okay?" Reid asked.
"He certainly did."
"Good. He deserved some happiness after what he went through."
Doc nodded. He liked Reid; he hadn't been sure that he would. Andrew had spoken of Reid without any particular enthusiasm, and Doc could see why. Reid was stiff and reserved, but Doc could tell he cared for Andrew and that he'd be an asset in just about any fighting situation.
"I wanted to meet you as well," Doc said. "And make sure you're alright. If you need anything at all, I'm more than happy to help. Are you planning on staying in the city?"
Evie visibly cringed, and Reid reached out a hand and tugged her into his arms. "We'll go," he promised her.
"Andrew left me all his money," Fred said. "So I think we'll move into the country. The kids'll like it there."
He didn't sound too eager himself, and Doc could see a hint of sadness in his eyes.
"You're a computer genius, aren't you?" Doc asked.
Fred turned bright red and said, "Genius is probably overreaching."
"I could use a man like you," Doc said. "So if you change your mind about the country, come to Denver and see me."
"I thought you were going to the ranch," Clara said.
"I am."
"From Denver? Aren't you going the wrong way?"
"Don't bug him 'bout it," Tucker spoke up. "He'll get there when he gets there."
Doc grinned, recognizing Tucker's attempt to protect him.
"I apologize," Doc said. "I forgot to introduce Tucker. Tucker, these are Andrew's people." Doc pointed at each of them as he introduced them, but just sort of gestured at the children as he listed off their names.
Tucker nodded and said, "Hi."
It was the least Tucker had ever said in any situation.
"You all already know that Tucker is a ghost," Doc continued. "And he can see other ghosts."
By now several of the children were yawning, and Doc said, "It's late. Would you mind if Tucker slept on the couch?"
"What about you?" Evie asked.
"I'll be fine," Doc said.
"There's still one thing you haven't covered," Clara broke in. "Two actually."
"Yes?"
"One, if you met Andrew in 1888, how are you still alive? And two, are you actually Doc Holliday? Doctor John Henry Holliday?"
"One, I'm immortal. Two, yes."
"Oh," she murmured. "That's... Wow. You look... Well, good. I thought you were supposed to be all sickly."
"I was."
"You're not anymore."
Fred rolled his eyes and said, "Next she'll be asking you to take off your shirt."
"What?!" Clara spat. "How could you say that? I would never do that! I was just saying he looks good. For a sick, supposedly dead guy!"
"Yeah," Fred laughed. "That's exactly what you said."
"It is!" Clara insisted.
Doc chuckled and turned to ask Tucker if he'd be all right without him for the night, but Tucker was already asleep. Doc lowered him onto the couch, brushed his ridiculous hair out of his face, and tucked the blanket back around him.
"I'll keep an eye on him," Reid offered. "He looks like he needs it."
"I'd appreciate that," Doc said, glad to see that Tucker's face had returned to its normal shade of paleness. "He looks like a man, but he's just a boy."
"Ah. A ghost in someone else's body," Reid guessed.
"You're quick."
"I've learned to be more open-minded to strange possibilities," Reid shrugged. He sat in the recliner before adding, "The Raven's Nest was destroyed, but if you'd like I can tell you how to get there."
"I already know," Doc replied. "But thank you."
"Don't worry about the kid. I'll just sleep in the recliner right here."
"Thank you," Doc said again.
"No worries."
When Doc turned, he found, without surprise, that the room was empty except for Reid and Tucker. Everyone else had left while they were talking.
After one last glance at Tucker, Doc walked swiftly through the house and stepped outside. In many ways, they were exactly how he'd imagined them, but in others, they weren't. He liked them all though, especially Reid and Fred; they were an extension of Andrew's family after all.
He paused on the edge of the sidewalk, eyes drawn upward to a hulking black tree. There were no leaves even though there should have been, and the bark was curling away from the trunk in large pieces. But what made the tree interesting to Doc were the ravens roosting on it.
He studied them for a moment, then visualized Andrew and tried to send the image out to them. He received an image back, one of young Andrew.
"Yes, that's him," Doc said. "I knew him. Know him." He shrugged and added, "He's happy." He sent them another image of Andrew riding the ranch. The birds sent back an image of them flying alongside him. "Yes," Doc said. "You do. You always do. He would appreciate you watching over them, but he'd also want you to live. You're free. You can go. You don't have to stay here."
They didn't respond so Doc sent them an image of the campground Andrew used to go to when he was a boy. "You can go back home," he said.
An image of Andrew came back to him, and that was all.
"As you wish," Doc murmured.
The ravens had always astounded him. Their loyalty, their intelligence, their sacrifice. It wasn't hard to see why Andrew loved them.
Doc fought the strange urge to wave at them as he continued to walk. He'd never seen animals as people. Not the way Andrew did. Andrew had offered animals the same respect he offered people; and in some cases, like the ravens and Widow Maker, Andrew had respected animals even more. Andrew had even insisted that animals could talk, but Doc found it hard to believe such a thing was possible.
He grinned as a memory overtook him, and he heard Andrew's voice say, "I'm telling you, animals can talk!"
"I heard you," Doc laughed. "I just don't believe you."
"Well, maybe not all animals. Not anymore."
"Right," Doc murmured.
"I hate it when you say it like that!" Andrew snapped.
"Like what?"
"Like you're humoring a crazy person!"
"Are you crazy?"
"Not so's you'd notice," Andrew laughed.
"So all animals speak English," Doc said, trying to disguise his humor.
"No, dumbass. They speak the original language."
"And you speak this language as well?"
"Charlie says it's just known to us, deep down."
"Ah."
"You're doing it again!"
"What did I say? I once thought this dog was stalking me, maybe it really was."
"You know, I'm warming up to the idea of Janey killing you."
"She can try."
Andrew laughed heartily and said, "Trust me when I say she'd find a way."
Doc ducked beneath a low-hanging branch and asked, "Do you think they know we're coming?"
"I told them we were," Andrew shrugged.
"Then why aren't we sneaking in the back way?"
"It's more sporting this way."
"What if they have a sniper, like Doyle?" Doc argued.
"We'll have a killer headache for about five seconds," Andrew laughed.
"Just because you can take them head-on, doesn't mean you should," Doc sighed, knowing there was no point in arguing.
A shot rang out through the trees, and a bullet whizzed past Doc's head.
"See?" Andrew said. "They're bum shots."
Doc rolled his eyes, quickly dismounted, and sprinted through the woods towards the bootleggers' camp. He didn't have any issue with bootleggers; and in fact if the situation had been any different, he would have walked up to them and asked for a taste. But these particular bootleggers were using children to run their illegal goods, and just yesterday one of the children had been shot and killed by a buyer, and the bootleggers hadn't lifted a finger to correct the situation. Doc had already killed the buyer, but that wasn't enough for Andrew.
Doc had suggested they leave things the way they were. After all, the bootleggers weren't forcing the children to do anything, and they were paying them. He'd almost won the argument too, until Janey had walked in and said that the bootleggers had refused to pay the dead child's wages to his parents since he had failed to collect payment. There was no point in arguing after that.  
Andrew had sent anonymous donations to each of the children's families with a letter explaining his intentions. He obviously didn't fully understand the point of anonymous. Or secrecy. Doc certainly wouldn't have explained that he was compensating them for wages lost because he was going to destroy the still and everyone involved in its operation. But Andrew had. Hence the gunfire.   
Doc ducked behind a tree, waited until the bark had quit spraying off to the sides around him, then started running once more. Andrew could say they were bum shots, but Doc had already been hit twice. Even a bum shot could occasionally hit a target.
Once he was close enough, Doc drew his pistols and shot back with an accuracy the bootleggers did not possess, killing six of them easily. He ducked behind a wheelbarrow, fired off several more shots, and waited for a lull in the return gunfire.
A horrific scream suddenly tore through the forest before cutting off abruptly. The men in the cabin fired off a few more shots and then started whispering frantically back and forth.
Doc creeped around the wheelbarrow, then dashed towards the cabin. He crashed through the front door, rolled across the floor, fired off his last remaining shots, then dropped his guns and threw both of his knives.
Out of weapons, he rolled to his knees and scrambled behind the table, pulling it down on its side as he did because there were still five men shooting at him and their accuracy had improved quite a bit at short range.
A bullet tore through the table and into his shoulder, but Doc barely noticed it because heat was still pulsing through him from all of his kills. He enjoyed the sensation for another moment before trying to decide the best way to kill the remaining men.
He was out of knives, and he'd dropped his guns just inside the door, so he kicked off one of the table legs and hefted it in his hand. He took a deep breath, then leaped over the table and bashed the nearest man over the head with his makeshift club. Blood spewed across Doc's face, and more heat poured into him, but he didn't pause to enjoy it. Instead he moved quickly across the room, pummeling each of the remaining men as he did.
When they were all dead, Doc dropped the table leg and reached inside his pocket for a handkerchief, then he meticulously cleaned the blood from his face.
"Geez, Doc," Andrew snorted from the doorway. "Next time why don't you try to make a bigger mess?"
Doc flicked away a bit of lead that was slowly emerging from his chest, surveyed the room, and said, "I worked with what I had."
For some reason, Andrew looked fresh as a daisy, but he always looked fresh as a daisy. Which annoyed Doc because he was beginning to have a sneaking suspicion that Andrew used the power, as he called it, to create a shield around himself. Not to protect himself from injury, but to keep off the damn dirt and blood.
Doc retrieved his knives and picked up his guns. "I don't know why it matters how messy it is," he muttered as he walked past Andrew into the daylight. "You're just going to burn it down."
"True," Andrew laughed.
The sound of a whimper brought Doc abruptly back to the present. He was standing right in front of Andrew's house, code name the Raven's Nest. He couldn't say exactly how he knew. There wasn't a house there now, but he could feel the memory of it, the memory of Andrew walking out from it, the memory of handing Andrew the twenty dollar bill.
Doc turned slowly, searching for the source of the crying, stopping when his eyes settled on a middle-aged man slumped against a bent-over lamppost.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked, taking a step towards him.
The man looked up at Doc, and even in the odd darkness of the ruined city, Doc could see the despair in his eyes.
"Everything's gone," he whispered. "I've nothing. My home is gone. My wife is... gone. My son... What's the point?"
"I don't know," Doc replied as he sat beside him. "What was the point before?"
"To be with them!" the man exclaimed.
"Then I suppose there is no point."
The man began to weep again, and Doc didn't know what to say. How could he possibly comfort a man who had lost everything he cared about? Doc knew how he felt, and he knew there was nothing to say, no comfort to be given.
"Why couldn't I have died?" the man lamented.
"What's your name?" Doc asked.
"What?"
"What is your name?"
"Jason," he murmured.
"The way I see it, you have two choices, Jason. You can die or you can continue forward."
"What's forward?" Jason asked bitterly.
"I can't answer that question for you. All I can say is that there have been many times when I have asked myself the same question, and I always find a reason to live."
"I... I can't see a reason," Jason whispered.
"I'm happy to kill you if you're truly ready to die," Doc said.
"What?!" Jason exclaimed.
"I said I'm happy to kill you," Doc repeated, sincerely hoping Jason wouldn't take him up on his offer. He hated mercy killings, and just because everything seemed hopeless right this minute, didn't mean Jason didn't have anything to live for.
Furthermore, he couldn't actually kill Jason because if he killed him, Jason's soul wouldn't go where it needed to go. If he killed him, Jason would be separated from his family forever, and that was not acceptable.
"You would just kill me?" Jason demanded. "Right here, right now?"
"Sure," Doc lied.
"I..." Jason muttered. "I don't know..."
"Like I said, your two choices are to die or keep living. There's no point living like a dead man. I'm not saying you shouldn't be sad. I've spent plenty of days at the bottom of a whiskey bottle, but your wife and son are still with you. They'll always be with you, and they'll suffer if you're suffering."
"You don't really believe that," Jason whispered.
"I don't believe it, no," Doc said. "I know it to be true. Imagine how you would feel if you were on the other side watching, and it was your wife or son sitting here, despairing of the point of life."
"I don't know what to do," he replied.
"If you could do anything at all, within your ability," Doc qualified, "what would you do?"
"I don't know," Jason muttered. "I've never really thought about it. We were just happy with the way things were."
"I know that feeling," Doc said. "Everything is perfect, but the next moment everything is broken."
"Yes," Jason murmured, tears pouring down his cheeks. "How do you come back from that?"
"You don't. You move forward as a completely different person. One who has suffered the ultimate loss."
Jason sighed and said, "What would you do?"
Doc was quiet for a moment as he surveyed the broken landscape. "I would start by helping the others."
Jason looked up, eyes suddenly seeming to see the destruction. He was blinded by his grief, but for a second he realized he wasn't alone. There were others who had also lost everything, others who were also grieving.
"How?" he asked.
"I'll set up a fund, and you'll manage it. You'll help families reconnect, you'll help those who've lost family get what they need, and you'll help people relocate."
"That would take hundreds of thousands of dollars," Jason said. "There are so many people. The city is... ruined. Where will they all go?"
"I don't know, and we probably can't help them all. But I'll give you ten million dollars, and you use it how you see fit."
"Ten million?!" Jason gasped.
"I think that's a pretty good start," Doc said with a shrug.
"Are you insane?" Jason exclaimed. "You don't even know me! You just offered to kill me! And now you're saying that you'll give me ten million dollars to do whatever I want with? What if I just take the money and run?"
"You won't," Doc said. "You'd never have suggested it if you would. Furthermore, I want you to have a reason to live. You can help them. I'm not offering this chance to anyone else. Just you, Jason."
Jason laughed softly and said, "I think Maria would... would have," he whispered roughly. "She would have liked you."
"I like to think so," Doc agreed. "Does that mean you'll do it?"
"Maria would want me to," Jason replied. He lifted his head and gazed around him, eyes taking on a different glint. "She would want me to help them."
Doc stood and offered Jason his hand. "I know a place you can stay, and the people there will help you."
"What can I say?" Jason asked, tears in his eyes.
"Just say alright."
"Alright."
Doc grinned and started walking back towards Clara's. The Raven's Nest could wait just a minute. After all, it wasn't going anywhere.
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Reid didn't even blink when Doc introduced him to Jason and asked if he could stay with them for a while. And Jervis's tone didn't change a bit when Doc explained that he needed ten million dollars set aside in Jason's name.
"Will he be requiring any help, sir?" Jervis inquired.
"Do we have any free teams?"
"Three at the moment."
"Send them. They can help him as long as they're available. It's a restricted area, so make sure you obtain the proper paperwork," Doc advised.
"Always," Jervis murmured.
"Tucker's not doing well," Doc added.
"Because?"
"Apparently there are a lot of ghosts here, and he said they're in pain."
"What is he going to do about it?"
"I don't think he knows," Doc replied.
"I see. I'm afraid I don't know how to help him."
"Me neither."
"I will, however, make some inquiries if that will make you happy."
"Thank you, Jervis."
Business handled, Doc walked back towards the Raven's Nest. This time he stayed in the moment, in the present, taking in the destruction as he passed. The closer he got to the Raven's Nest, the fewer houses were still standing. This was it. The location of Andrew and the Black Shaman's last battle. 
Doc could feel the residual energy. He could feel Meli's anger. He could feel Andrew's sadness. He could feel their pain.
He knew there was a basement close by marked with Andrew's blood, and he knew that the ashes or dust of Meli was spread out over the earth here. He imagined it sticking to the trees and the earth, sticking to the bottom of his damn shoes, and he fervently hoped that her essence didn't forever taint everything it touched.
The whole city filled him with a sense of restlessness. He hated it here. He hated the black. He hated the despair. He hated the sadness. He hated that Andrew had suffered here, and he was so glad Andrew had been able to go home. He was so glad Andrew had been able to live.
"I still miss you," he whispered as he stared at the rubble that had once made up the Raven's Nest. He moved a few bits of house siding, grinning when he saw a patch of leather upholstery. "You and your leather chairs," he laughed.
In his mind, Doc could see Andrew here, sitting in his leather chair, carving with determined focus at a chunk of wood.
In the far east, the sun was struggling to rise, and Doc sat down on a small strip of exposed sidewalk and watched it. He could easily imagine Andrew standing in this exact spot in a different point of time, watching the sunrise too. He exhaled softly, pretending they were watching the sunrise together.
"It's beautiful in a different time," a voice beside him said.
Doc controlled the shudder that wanted to pulse through him and said, "In the past or the future?"
"Depends on your point of view, I suppose."
Doc turned, knowing exactly who was there, but still cringing slightly when he saw Ahanu sitting beside him, smoking his pipe.
"Why are you here?" Doc asked.
"I'm taking in the sights. Why are you here?"
"I'm on my way to the ranch."
"Taking the long way 'round, I see."
"Yes!" Doc snapped. "I'm taking the long way 'round. He didn't say I had to go straight there."
"Ah," Ahanu chuckled. "I can most certainly appreciate a loophole."
"It's not a loophole," Doc argued. He started to say something else, but then he sighed and said, "I think I'm probably protesting a bit too much."
"Maybe," Ahanu agreed, tone still amused.
"It's not his anymore," Doc sighed. "The ranch. It'll be Pecos's, and I don't know Pecos. I don't really want to know Pecos," he added softly. "He's not Andrew."
"No," Ahanu agreed. "He's certainly not."
"But he'll be walking around the ranch like he owns it."
"He does."
"I get that," Doc muttered.
"There are many ways in which they are alike," Ahanu mused. "But they are two very different men."
"Andrew said you called it an even trade," Doc pointed out.
"It is, but not in personality," Ahanu said. "Not in being. Just in the space they take up and the mark they can make on the world."
"I see," Doc murmured.
"It is dead here," Ahanu suddenly said. "But I do not think they will realize it. They never do. They will rebuild on top of it, just like they always do."
"What will happen?" Doc asked.
"The dark energy will attract more darkness."
"Can I stop it?"
"No."
"Why not?" Doc demanded.
Ahanu blew out a large smoke ring and said, "Because you cannot save them from themselves. Only a fool would choose to remain here, and you should not waste your time on fools. There are other places like this, all over the world. You cannot change people. You should know that by now."
"I'll never stop trying," Doc said.
"That is true. I suppose that is the difference between you and I. I know when to give up."
Doc glared at him but didn't say any of the harsh comments that came to mind. He didn't say them because for the first time he could see how tired Ahanu looked. How weary his eyes were. It was probably utterly exhausting to spend five hundred years trying to figure out a way to kill your own sister.
"Do you miss her?" Doc asked.
Ahanu frowned and said, "How could I miss such an evil being?"
"No," Doc countered. "I don't mean what she became. I mean what she was."
Ahanu smiled sadly and said, "I miss the days when we knew nothing, when we were but children rushing through the woods, wondering if we'd met fox or bear and what they would say to us if we did. I miss a girl who smiled fondly at me and used to give me the largest berries. I miss a girl who sat up all night watching the stars with me. But that girl died a long time ago, and so did I."
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"As am I. How much better it would have been if we had all died in the forest that day, if we had all returned to the earth, if we had never breathed again."
"I don't know," Doc argued. "You've affected so much, and I can't imagine the world would be nearly as good. At least not my corner of it," he added ruefully.
"That is a current that will remain forever unseen," Ahanu said.
And then Doc was alone once more.
"Cryptic bastard," Doc muttered to himself.
It worried him slightly that he was getting used to Ahanu. It also worried him that one day Ahanu would just stop showing up. It was a day he should be looking forward to, but it was actually a day he dreaded.
He shook off his thoughts and stood. It was time to collect Tucker and take him home.
"I'm not going," Tucker said when Doc told him it was time to go.
"What do you mean you're not going?"
"I'm staying, D-Dog. I've got to help them. No one else can."
Tucker's tone was stubborn, but his eyes were pleading, and Doc knew he'd already lost the fight.
"I'll watch out for him," Reid put in. "Make sure he doesn't come to harm."
Doc opened his mouth to argue, but what could he say? He was certain that Gac would never think to look for Tucker here. Why would he? And Doc wouldn't be here, so technically Tucker should be safer here than at home or with Doc. In theory anyway.
"I'll help too," Fred said. "And I'll help Jason. He told us what you're doing. I can help him manage the fund and sort people out."
"No one should stay here," Doc said. "The ground is tainted."
"That makes sense to me," Fred said. "But we can't force people to leave."
"No, you can't," Doc sighed.
He glanced around the room at Andrew's little tribe. They were alive, they were still willing to fight, and they would survive. They were strong.
"Tucker, walk with me," Doc said.
Tucker paled, but he nodded, stood, and followed Doc outside. Just outside the door, Tucker paused and closed his eyes.
"If you can't even walk outside," Doc said softly, "I'm not leaving you here."
"I can do it," Tucker insisted. "Just give me a minute."
He opened his eyes and stared out at the street. Tears welled in his eyes and ran down his cheeks, and he blinked furiously.
"I'm scared I won't be able to help them," he whispered.
"Have you ever not been able to help a ghost?"
"No."
"Then you've nothing to worry about."
"But these ones are different. They're in... They're in agony," Tucker said. "Why? Why are they like that?"
"The Black Shaman put up a barrier," Doc said. "And her presence was everywhere inside it. She infected the very air. Maybe she infected the souls even, and that's what kept them from returning to the mother."
"Is that where they go?"
"I don't really know," Doc admitted. "There are actually a few possibilities, I think; but no one will just straight up tell me."
Tucker scrubbed the tears from his face and said, "You keep talking about the mother. Whadda you mean?"
"The mother. She who birthed all things," Doc said. "She who dances first," he added softly.
"But like, how do you mean? 'Cause Momma had me."
"I mean in the beginning," Doc said. "She birthed everything, the people, the animals, the rocks."
"Is it like a whole God thing?" Tucker asked uncertainly.
"No," Doc said flatly.
"I'm not sure I get it."
"I'm not sure I get it either," Doc replied. "She is life; she is wisdom; she is earth." He exhaled slowly and said, "I'm not sure we can look at it straight on. It comes in pieces, and our understanding changes with each new one."
"Like a puzzle," Tucker said, nodding his head emphatically.
"Exactly," Doc agreed. "But returning to the issue at hand, how do you normally convince ghosts to leave?"
"It's not like that," Tucker protested. "I just want to make sure they're happy, and some ghosts are happy just the way they are. They like watching people, especially their loved ones and stuff, you know?"
Doc nodded, and Tucker went on. "Some ghosts are upset about something, and they want it fixed. Like my buddy Bill or Mr. Rodenbaum's aunt. Usually if you take care of whatever it is, they'll just kinda go away. I never really thought about where. I just figured they knew what they were doing, right?"
"Right," Doc agreed, although he wasn't certain. Did the dead have special knowledge? Once you were dead, did you just know? Did you just know what to do? Where to go?
"Are there ever violent or evil ghosts?" Doc asked.
"Besides Gac?" Tucker snorted.
"Yes."
He shrugged and said, "There's bound to be, right? I mean there's lots of evil people running around and dying just like not-evil people. But I mean, what're they gonna do? Move a plate here and there? Moan at night? I've never met one like that, but I suppose it's possible."
"If they didn't want to leave, could you make them leave?"
Tucker's nose screwed up, and he said, "I'm not like that, man. I don't force anyone to do anything."
"But what if it was Gac?" Doc asked. "And that was the only way we could kill him?"
"Oh. I dunno," Tucker mumbled. "I never thought about it. I mean... I dunno. I get what you're trying to say, but I wouldn't want to force these to move on. They're not happy. They aren't even individual," Tucker said, voice strained. "Not really. They just look... stuck. Stuck in a moment of terror. Or something. I wouldn't want them to be stuck like that forever. Would you?"
Tucker wandered away from Doc, eyes fixated on a space in front of him. "Hey!" he said. "What're you doing?" There was a pause, and he asked, "Do you want to stay here?" Another pause. "Then why don't you leave?"
He turned back to Doc, face frightened and very young looking. "She doesn't know what to do," Tucker whispered. "I don't even think she really understands she's dead."
He wandered down the street and started talking to another invisible specter; and Doc watched him, heart aching. He knew that Tucker felt some responsibility for this, these ghosts, these trapped spirits. And he could see that Tucker wasn't willing to leave them in distress. These were the people Tucker helped. The people no one else could see.
He pulled out his phone and called Jervis.
"Yes?" Jervis said.
"Are the teams on their way?"
"Yes."
"Did you happen to send James with them?"
"I did not happen to send James, no. I sent James because I thought Mr. Tucker might need a familiar face with him."
"How did you know Tucker was staying?"
"You told me last night."
"I didn't," Doc insisted.
"You said he didn't know how to help them. Which meant that he wanted to help them. So I knew he wouldn't rest until he had helped them. It's his only endearing trait."
"I don't know about only," Doc argued.
"Perhaps. It's so hard to tell when he rambles on incessantly. I also sent a book Jules found regarding ghosts. Having never seen a ghost, I couldn't possibly say if the information is accurate. Also, there is a supposed necromancer in Ecuador, and I've sent down an inquiry."
"Very good."
"There's no reason for you to stay with him," Jervis said, tone almost gentle. "He'll be quite fine without you. He likes James. And I've been careful to conceal my activities. It wouldn't be an easy matter for Gac to find him there."
"That thought had occurred to me," Doc said.
"I also sent Emily," Jervis said. "Mr. Tucker likes her as well, and he might need a softer presence at times."
"You always think of everything," Doc drawled.
"I've had years of practice. I used to be quite incompetent."
"Are you referring to that one time I asked you to send me—"
"Winslow's calling," Jervis interrupted. "I had better see what he wants."
Doc laughed as he put away his phone. He wanted to stay and watch over Tucker, but he already had itchy feet. He already had the urge to move, to keep going; and anytime he ignored the urge, the tide receded from the shore, leaving him feeling abandoned and unlucky. 
He'd done what he came here to do. He'd met Andrew's tribe; he'd offered them assistance; he'd said goodbye to young Andrew. It was time to go.
His phone beeped, and he read the text from Jervis. "They'll be there in two hours."
Good enough.
"How's it going?" Doc asked as he approached Tucker.
"I... I don't really understand it. I don't understand them," Tucker said. "But I will," he added stubbornly.
"I don't doubt it," Doc said. "James and Emily will be here in about two hours."
Tucker's face brightened, and he said, "To help Fred and the others?"
"No, to help you. Jervis sent them."
Tucker's face wrinkled in confusion. "Jervis sent them for me? Why would he do that?"
"Because he knew you were going to stay and that you would need them."
"He did? How?"
"Jervis knows things," Doc shrugged.
"Oh. That was... really nice. Tell him thank you."
"He's also sending a book Jules found, and he's making inquiries with another necromancer."
Tucker cringed and said, "That's not what I am. The... The... Gimme a second," Tucker muttered as he pressed his fingers against his temple. "I know the word. It's... It's... Connotation! The connotation's all wrong. I don't raise them or use them; I just try to help them."
"You're a ghost doctor," Doc said with a grin.
"That's dope!" Tucker laughed. "I'm a ghost doctor!"
"I can't stay," Doc said.
"That's okay."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah. I mean, I might have been a little freaked out before, but if James and Emily are coming, I... I think I'll be alright."
"You promise you'll call me if you need me?" Doc said.
"I promise."
"And if you can't reach me, call Jervis."
Tucker cringed and said, "Are you sure?"
"I'm sure. You're actually making a little headway with him," Doc assured him.
"You think?" Tucker asked, brightening considerably.
"I said a little," Doc replied, holding his fingers a coin's width apart.
"Oh," Tucker sighed.
"I'm sorry I brought you into all this," Doc said apologetically. "I'm starting to think you had it backwards the other day. I'm starting to think you'd be better off without me."
Tucker's eyes widened, and he exclaimed, "No!"
"I'm not so sure," Doc said regretfully. "I've brought you nothing but trouble."
"That's not true!" Tucker insisted. "You brought me Apollo and James, you took me out of my little hovel and gave me a home, you helped me start my business, you gave me... You're... You said! You can't take it back! You already said it!" he argued, face distressed.
"I would never take it back," Doc promised. "You'll always be my little brother. I'll always protect you. I'm just starting to think you'd be safer a little further away from me."
"No! No! No! No! I will not go away!" Tucker yelled, stamping his foot. "You can't make me! I'm on the team! We're Mortem Afferentes!"
Doc grinned and said, "Just so long as you never hate me for it. I know who I am, and I know that I pull people along in my wake, and maybe you don't want to be pulled along in my wake. I don't want you to think you don't have a choice. You don't have to stay with me. You don't have to do what I tell you to do. You're free. You're your own man."
Tucker glared at him and snapped, "This is because of what I said yesterday, and I said I was sorry. I was just overwhelmed and upset. I didn't mean it."
"It's not because of that," Doc said. "I've nearly gotten you killed four different times now."
"Nearly," Tucker retorted. "That's the point. NEARLY."
Doc laughed and said, "You're being stubborn."
"Sissy said I'm the most stubborn person she ever met."
"Can't argue with a lady," Doc allowed.
"Yeah," Tucker agreed. "Look, if hanging around with you means I might get killed, okay. I'd rather be killed hanging around you than be cozy and safe in a bubble somewhere. Or worse yet, not hang around with you, then trip on a loose brick, fall into traffic, get run over by a semi, and die!" He shrugged and said, "You can't control it. Why bother trying?"
"You're pretty smart for a brat," Doc said.
"Yeah," Tucker grinned.
"Stay inside until Emily and James get here?"
"Sure."
"These people don't know about the Hidden," Doc added. "Don't tell them."
"They don't know? How can they not know?" Tucker asked.
"It's not common knowledge," Doc shrugged.
"So they won't know that James is a vampire?"
"No."
"Is that okay? That's not like lying, is it?"
"Even if it is lying," Doc said, "it's a good lie."
Tucker stared at him, then said slowly, "There's no such thing." He frowned and added, "Is there?"
"Let's say someone walks up to you and asks if vampires are real, and let's say you say yes."
"Okay?"
"And suddenly the entire world realizes that vampires truly exist, that the Hidden exists, and they burn it to the ground."
Tucker paled and said, "Would they really do that?"
"Think about the people you know, the people you've met, would any of them be happy about the existence of vampires? Or have they been so programed by movies and novels and artwork to hate the mere idea of a vampire, the mere idea of anything truly different from themselves that they would immediately raise their torches?"
"Um... Well... I dunno," Tucker stuttered.
"You personally know a handful of cryptids, all of them nice people, and yet even you struggle with the idea that they aren't monsters."
Tucker blushed and said, "Well, I mean, have you seen an ogre?"
"Yes. And by fairytale rules, ogres are bad and sprites are good because ogres are ugly and sprites are beautiful. But I know the kindest ogre couple, and I have also personally killed seven sprites," Doc said flatly.
"So what're you saying?"
"I'm saying that there are lies that can save lives, and there are lies that can take lives. Just like any other action, a lie can be either good or bad; but it is not exclusively bad. And only people who don't want you to lie will tell you any different."
"But why would anyone not want me to lie?" Tucker demanded.
Doc grinned and said, "I think that's probably a conversation for another day. Just so long as you understand that there is nothing wrong with not telling someone that James is a vampire."
"But what if someone asked me directly if he's a vampire?" Tucker questioned.
"I don't know why anyone would do that," Doc laughed. "But if they do, you look them straight in the eyes and say no. Because otherwise you put James's life, and many other lives, in danger."
"Alright," Tucker agreed. "I think I get what you're laying down. It's out there, dude. But I think I get it."
"I knew you would," Doc chuckled.
"It's like when a chick asks you if her ass is fat."
"Exactly," Doc said, forcing his face to remain serious.
"You wanna tell her 'hell yeah, your ass is fat', but instead you smile and say 'it looks absolutely perfect'."
"That's exactly right," Doc agreed.
As they walked back inside together, Doc tried to put aside his worry. Tucker could handle it. He had to handle it. It was something he had to do, and he was really the only person who could do it.
Doc told everyone a quick goodbye, gave each of them his card so they could reach him if they needed to, took the fresh pass Fred had forged for him stating his business as a reclamation specialist, hugged Tucker, and left.
He couldn't stay. He didn't want to stay. His fingers were already twitching; the back of his neck was itching; he had to move on. He didn't know how to put it into words. All he could really say was that all the luck in Andrew's city had already been used up.     




Chapter 10
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Oddly enough, Doc soon found he missed the sound of Tucker's rambling. It had helped distract him from what was to come. It was ridiculous to fear returning to a location, but there were just some places he'd never gone back to. Glenwood Springs, Valdosta, and Pueblo to name just a few.
There was a part of him that was afraid he'd forget that Andrew wouldn't be there to greet him. Bill wouldn't run out of the barn and hug him. Charlie wouldn't nod across the corral. Doyle wouldn't snarl at him. Janey wouldn't try to kill him. And without them, the ranch was just an empty shell.
He drove for hours, trying not to think about it or them, trying not to think about anything. But that never worked for him; he'd never been able to drown out his thoughts. Lena had teased him for it often enough.
He allowed himself to drift into a memory of her, anything to escape thoughts of Andrew.
"You said you weren't going to think about it anymore," Lena chastised as she gently rubbed Doc's shoulders.
"I'm not thinking about it."
"Your shoulders are tense," she countered. "And if I came around, I'm sure I'd see your thinking face."
"I do not have a thinking face," Doc stated firmly.
"Not in public, you don't," she murmured. "But you're with me right now, and you don't have to hide yourself from me."
He smiled ruefully, wishing that were true.
"Why don't you come around and see my I-love-you face?" he drawled.
"No," she laughed. "Instead, why don't you tell me what you're thinking?"
"I'm thinking about you... naked."
"You're lying," she whispered, breath feathering over his ear.
"I'm really not."
"Walk me through it."
"I already did," Doc sighed.
"You really didn't. You just said you're having difficulties with the staff. That's not walking me through it. I've more imagination than you. Maybe I can help."
"Ha!" Doc said. "If you only knew all the places I've imagined us—"
"It's not the same," she interrupted. "Just tell me."
He couldn't tell her all of it, but he'd be as honest as he could.
"One of the employees is causing trouble, and we can't decide how to handle it."
"Already?" Lena asked.
"Already," Doc sighed.
The hotel had only been open for a few weeks. They were booked solid through next year, and guests were coming and going like mad. It was hopping with life, and Doc loved the energy of it. The problem was that Jervis had integrated some humanoid cryptids into the staff, and one of the women, a shapeshifter of some sort, was having trouble adjusting to life outside the Hidden. Jervis had offered to release her with a year's wages so she could return to the Hidden, but she refused; and neither he nor Doc was quite certain how to handle her.
"We've never had employees before," Doc said glumly.
That wasn't strictly true. Jervis had once employed an entire staff, but he'd been their lord. It wasn't quite the same, and he could hardly tell Lena that.
"We don't want to fire her, but she can't keep working here if she won't... stop."
"What's she doing?" Lena asked.
This was why he hadn't wanted to talk about it.
"Making faces at the guests," Doc said vaguely.
"That's not so bad," Lena murmured. "Maybe you could move her to the kitchen. Out of sight."
If only it were that simple. The entire kitchen staff was made up of norms, and she wasn't just making faces. She was shifting. Jervis had already spent a fortune on some kind of memory-erase charms to use on all the guests she had disturbed, but her continued presence at the hotel risked the entire Hidden. And since she refused to leave, that put Doc and Jervis in the distressing position of trying to decide whether or not they needed to kill her.
"Have you talked to her?" Lena asked.
"Yes."
"And what did you say?"
"I explained to her why she couldn't do such things and told her to stop."
"But did you ask her why she felt the need to do such things?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"What does it matter?" Doc replied. "It wouldn't change the fact that it's unacceptable."
"No," she murmured against his neck, sending shivers over his skin. "But it might help you understand what's going on inside her head. Maybe she wants to be fired for some reason. Maybe she wants to draw your attention. I don't know, but I think you should ask."
"Lena, Lena," Doc sighed. "You're much too wise for me."
"That's true. And I have more imagination."
"You do," Doc agreed.
"Why just this afternoon I was thinking why couldn't I dip my fingers in chocolate and let you clean them off. But then I thought to myself, 'Lena, you silly woman. Dip your fingers in whiskey.'"
Doc laughed and pulled her onto his lap. "You taste better than whiskey," he assured her.
"Of course I do," she said as she threaded her fingers through his hair. "I was just using my imagination."
"No need," Doc replied. He lifted her hand to his mouth and gently kissed each fingertip. "Whiskey would only detract from your loveliness," he whispered.
"Do go on," she murmured.
Her other hand was moving slowly down his chest, unbuttoning the buttons as she went.
"Even clothes detract from your loveliness," he drawled.
"Oh, do they?" she asked, eyes wide with pretend surprise. "What do you suggest we do about it?"
"Burn them," Doc said, kissing the nape of her neck as he began the tedious process of unbuttoning her dress.
"I love you," Lena whispered. "You make me feel alive."
A bump in the highway pulled Doc back to the present, and he stared out at the road, remembering the feel of Lena's hands and the heat of her kisses.
He'd taken her advice; he usually did. And she was usually right. Even in the case of the shapeshifter. The woman had been struggling to control her morphing, but she'd been scared to tell them because she hadn't wanted to return to the Hidden.
Jervis had moved her to the night shift, and he'd hired another shape shifter, an older one with more control, who helped the young woman learn to govern her abilities.
Lena had always been in tune with the heart of things. She never just looked at the surface; she always delved beneath the obvious. Doc had admired that about her. He had admired everything about her.
"I miss Tucker," he muttered.
He needed something or someone to distract him. He didn't want to think about Andrew or the ranch or Lena. Lena had left him. Twice, now. He loved her deeply, but he couldn't keep mourning her. He couldn't keep mourning Andrew. He needed to learn to celebrate the time they'd had instead of wishing it had been longer.
"Easier said than done," Doc sighed as he turned on the radio.
As luck would have it, the song playing was "The Sound of Silence", one of Andrew's favorite songs. The words washed over Doc, and his sense of melancholy deepened. He knew he was being ridiculous, but the second young Andrew had left, Doc had suddenly missed him more than ever.
It didn't help that he was driving through a portion of desert that resembled the landscape near the entrance to the Underworld.
He could still feel the angst he'd felt as he'd driven away from the ranch, tears streaming down his face, heart clenching with agony.
The road before Doc's eyes shifted into dirt, and the sky darkened until it was nighttime as he was drawn into the memory of that long-ago night.
He drove with wild abandon, part of him hoping he would drive off a cliff and it would be enough to kill him. He hadn't hurt this badly since his mother had died. Why had he wanted to feel? Why had he forgotten all of Francisco's lessons? He shouldn't have let them in. He should have kept them at arm's length. If he had, he wouldn't be feeling like this right now.
Andrew's death had cemented it. It was the end. They were all dead. Every single one of them. Doc had opened his heart, let them in, and they had died on him. He shouldn't have allowed himself to love them. He shouldn't have allowed himself to care. He should have enjoyed them from a distance, and then let them go. He didn't ever want to feel this way again. Not ever.
"Damn you!" he cried. "Damn you!"
But he didn't mean it. He couldn't mean it. He wanted them all to come back, but he knew they were gone. Forever.
He felt exactly as he'd felt as he'd stood at his mother's graveside, watching her casket being lowered into the ground. He had felt like he was being taken with her, and with each inch further beneath the surface he had found it harder and harder to breathe.
He didn't even remember Francisco picking him up and carrying him away from the grave. All he remembered was that when he woke, he felt like half the person he had been before. Like half of him was missing. And he felt that way again now.
He was suddenly furious at himself for wanting to feel, for wanting to embrace life the way Andrew had. The second he had heard Andrew's booming laugh, he should have ridden the other way. A man who laughed like that would live, love, and hurt just as much. And why would anyone want that? If to live you had to hurt, it was better not to live at all.
A great black shadow suddenly crossed the road in front of him, muting his car headlights until Doc could see nothing but darkness. He slammed on the brake and skidded to a halt, staring out after the shadow.
It must have been a sense of desperation that pulled him from his car into the night to chase after it. A sane man surely wouldn't have done it. But at that moment, he didn't feel sane at all. He felt lost and alone and betrayed, and somehow chasing a shadow in the dark made perfect sense.
He scrambled through the rough, rocky dirt, slipping and falling, in a mad effort to reach the shadow he could just barely see. He raced around a rock, halting suddenly when he saw the creature right in front of him.
"Why are you following me, child?" the tall gruesome shadow demanded. His figure 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 Doc didn't know anything about death.
"The state of being," he said.
"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 earthly 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, the wisdom she had knit into their bones, into their souls. Others sought different wisdom, twisted 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."
The spirit paused again, 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?"
The truth of the being's words resonated inside Doc, plucking at strings in his mind that he hadn't even known existed. He could see it now. He could see the truth of it.
Everything was a lie. Everything. Every proverb, every taken-for-granted truth, every old wives' tale, 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 death 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, in spite of all the things 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 mind. "There is no such thing as death. There is no such thing as death."
A car honked, bringing Doc back to the present, back to the road he was driving down, back to the realization that he was only going fifteen miles an hour. 
The car zoomed around him, and Doc chuckled softly as he pulled off onto the shoulder and parked. He stepped from his car and walked a few feet, then did something very Andrew like and stretched his arms towards the sky. After a few seconds, he bent over and touched his toes. Andrew had said stretching was good for the body, and who could argue with a man like Andrew?
Doc gazed out at the somewhat barren landscape, thinking about the spirit or under being's words. He hadn't fully understood the under being's words at the time, and he still didn't, but he knew truth when he heard it, and the under being had spoken truth.
There was no such thing as death. The body, the vessel that the soul occupied, might die; but the spirit, the soul was forever. He rubbed a hand absently over his chest, thinking about the Underworld and how his chest glowed a multitude of colors when he was there.
When Tozi had first changed him, he had simply thought that he took the life from people for his own. And maybe he did. Maybe he took their potential, their power, their significance, and it became his. But he also took their souls.
The second under being he had met implied it, and when Tozi had been inscribing her sigil on his chest, she had sung the words. She had said, "The mother is with me. When I kill for her, every soul I touch belongs to me. I own it." She hadn't been talking about herself; she'd been talking about Doc.
He owned their souls. They were his. He carried around with him the soul of every person he'd ever killed. He had a suspicion that he even took the souls of the cryptids he killed, just not their life potential. And he kept those people's taint from returning to the earth, to the mother. He kept their taint from poisoning the earth, like the Black Shaman had.
His chest felt warm under his hand, and he closed his eyes and allowed himself to really feel it. There were thousands of souls in there.
It baffled him that Tozi had entrusted him with such power. Him. A drunken cardsharp with an itchy trigger finger and a penchant for irritating people. How could she have possibly known that he would use her gift in the way she had intended? She had taken a gamble. But what would she have done if her gamble hadn't paid off? He chuckled, realizing that he didn't even need to ask the question; she would have simply killed him.
And if she had killed him, Doc would have moved on to a different part of existence. A different state of being. Because there was no such thing as death. 
"There is no such thing as death," Doc whispered, leaning his head back as a warm breeze brushed over him. The words resonated, just as they had when the under being had said them. "There is no such thing as death."
The heat on the horizon wafted, and for just a second Doc could see them. He could see them all. Part of the earth, part of him, still living, just living in a different way. He grinned slightly as a strange feeling of awe drifted over him.
"There is no such thing as death," he whispered one last time. Then he laughed loudly at the thought of it, stepped back into his car, and continued on towards the ranch, feeling more cheerful than he'd felt in days.
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The remaining time passed quickly, and before Doc knew it he was staring at the two-track road that entered Andrew's ranch with just the slightest sense of dismay.
"How could I have not remembered?" he muttered.
He reversed with a sigh and drove the twenty or more miles back to the last town he'd passed through, hoping they'd have something he could rent.
He drove through the town once, but there weren't any car rentals or car lots as far as he could tell so he turned around and parked outside of a grocery store and just sat there, tapping his finger idly on the steering wheel as he considered his options. 
He could call Jervis and have him arrange for something to be brought out, or he could head for the largest urban area and get something there. But now that he was here, he was ready to get on with it. He was ready to meet Pecos and see if Andrew had exaggerated. He was ready to relive the past.
His eyes were drawn to a care-worn woman exiting the grocery store, a single bag in each hand. When she reached her old pickup truck, she put the bags in the back and leaned against the truck for a moment, a sense of hopelessness etched into her features.
"Excuse me, miss," Doc said as he stepped out of his car. "Is that your only vehicle?"
She glanced around as if she was unsure he was talking to her. "Me?" she said.
"Yes, you."
"Why?"
"I was just wondering if you needed a truck to get where you're going."
"Not really," she said, confusion clear on her face.
"So if I offered to trade you my Bugatti for your truck, that wouldn't inconvenience you?"
She blinked several times before saying, "I don't know what your game is, but I'm not in the mood."
"No game," Doc insisted, closing the gap between them. "I've got to get out to Sure Thing Ranch, and I completely forgot that the road is only a two-track."
"You're going out to Sure Thing Ranch?" she asked, tone rife with disbelief.
"Yes."
"You a friend of the owner?"
"Yes," Doc said blithely.
He was a friend to all of Andrew's descendants even if he didn't actually know which descendant was running the ranch now. He knew without a doubt that Andrew had provided for his family, and they knew how to contact Doc if they needed him. They never had though, and he had put them out of his mind.
"This car is worth about three million dollars," Doc said offhandedly.
Her eyes widened, but then her common sense took over and she snorted, "So you're going to give me a three million dollar car in exchange for a trashy thousand dollar truck just 'cause you don't wanna drive an hour to rent a car?"
She was exhausted. He didn't know why, but he knew he could help her. If only she'd let him.
He smiled gently and said, "I think you need it more than I do."
She swallowed visibly and whispered, "What do you mean?"
"I don't need a three million dollar car. I need a truck that can handle a two-track road. I can even give you the number for a man in San Antonio who will buy the car from you."
"Are you for real?"
"Last I checked."
"How do I know you won't just give me the car and then call the cops?" she demanded.
"You don't, I suppose," Doc shrugged. "You've only my word, and to someone who doesn't know me that's not very valuable."
"Who are you?" she asked.
"I'm sorry," Doc replied. "That was terribly rude of me. My name is James Logan. I'm from Denver; I own a hotel there. Here is my card."
He handed her his card and waited patiently for her to read it.
"So you have more money than brains?" she asked acidly.
"Perhaps," he said.
"And you just picked me because... What?"
"You look like a woman who could use some meddling in her life."
"What that's supposed to mean?" she snapped.
"At a guess, I'd say you have two children and a dog. You take care of one of your parents; I'm not sure which one. Your husband left you and doesn't help with any of the bills. I imagine you work two jobs but are still having trouble making ends meet. You probably needed about four more bags of food, but you bought all you could afford."
Her face was white, and she hissed, "How do you know all that?"
"Just an educated guess. Do we have a deal?"
"Are you insane?!"
"I'll call Clay right now and see if he'll wire you the money for the car today."
"Why don't you have Clay wire YOU the money, and you can just buy someone's truck for its actual price?!" she yelled.
"Me having money for my own car doesn't put food in your children's bellies, does it?"
"Why do you care?!"
"Because I care."
"You don't know me!" she insisted angrily. "You don't know them!"
"No, I don't. But I had a mother once, and I would have hated to see the look on your face on hers. I'm offering you a chance to change your life; to change your children's lives. If you're wise, you can completely change the course for them."
She glared at him, angry expression at complete odds with the tears coursing down her cheeks.
"Shall I call Clay?" Doc asked.
She nodded stiffly.
"Thank you," he said with a wink. He handed her a pen and said, "Write down your bank account number." Then he pulled out his phone and dialed Clay's number.
"Who's this?" Clay said when he answered.
"Clay, this is James Logan. We met a few months ago when you stayed at Dulcis. You had your eye on my Bugatti Chiron. Are you still interested?"
"Are you serious?" Clay exclaimed. "You know I am!"
"It's over in..." Doc paused, looked at the woman and said, "Where are we?"
"Odessa," she hissed, expression saying she thought he wasn't quite right in the head.
"And what's your name?"
"Alice. Alice Hern."
"The car's in Odessa, Texas," Doc said. "I'm leaving it in the care of Alice Hern. Send the money to her account, and you can pick it up from her."
"This is a fantastic day!" Clay laughed. "Three million seven hundred thousand still a good price for you?"
"Let's make it three million two hundred. I put a few miles on her this week. And she needs a good bath."
"Deal and deal!" Clay said. "Give me the account, and I'll send the money right over. It'll take my boys about five hours to get over there. Tell Ms. Hern to keep it safe for me."
"Will do." Doc gave him the account number, then said, "I'll have Jervis overnight all the paperwork. Thank you, Clay."
"No! Thank you! I can't wait to drive it!"
Doc disconnected and texted Jervis. "Send Clay Coventry the paperwork for the Bugatti, please."
"You forgot that the road is a two-track, didn't you?" Jervis replied.
"No," Doc replied. "I've just driven it as much as I want." He waited a moment before sending another text. "Yes, yes, I did."
"Would I be wrong to assume that the money for the Bugatti will not show up in your bank account?" Jervis asked.
"No."
"Very good."
Doc looked up from his phone with a smile and said, "There. All taken care of. Did you get the money?"
She mutely handed him her phone. The image on the screen showed a bank account with exactly three million two hundred thousand and fifty-two dollars. And six cents.
"Excellent," Doc said cheerfully.
"I still don't understand," she stuttered.
"What's to understand?" Doc shrugged. "Consider me your lucky rabbit's foot."
"So what now?" she asked.
"I'll follow you home," Doc said. "You'll give me your truck and watch over the Bugatti until Clay's men get here. And then you... Do whatever you want."
"I..." She pinched herself, then stared at him fiercely. "Why?"
"Because I can," Doc said. "Shall we? Your children are probably wondering what's happened to you."
She looked at her watch, gasped, then jumped into her truck, started it, and gunned out of the parking lot without a word.
With a soft laugh, Doc climbed into his car and followed her. They drove just to the edge of town where a small farmhouse stood back from the road. Alice drove up the long driveway and parked, and Doc parked alongside her and studied the house and yard.
The house paint was old and flaking, but the yard and lot were spic and span and welcoming. There was an old swing on the porch painted a cheerful yellow, and there were peonies all around the house, with beautiful broad pink faces. The place had seen a lot of wear and tear, but it was clear that it had also seen a lot of love.
The front door suddenly flew open, and a young girl with pigtails and patched overalls dashed from the house, yelling, "Mom! You're home!"
When Alice stepped from the truck, she looked like a completely different woman. Her shoulders were straight, her hair was tucked behind her ears, her eyes were bright, and by some magic even her little wrinkles of worry had completely disappeared.
"Susan," she laughed, grabbing the girl and hugging her. "I was only gone a minute."
"I still missed you. Who's that?" Susan asked, pointing at Doc.
"This is Mr. Logan. He's leaving his car here for a man to pick up. And he'll be taking the truck."
"But, Mom, how will you get to work tomorrow?"
"I'm not going to work tomorrow," Alice said fiercely.
"But... Why?"
"Because we're moving."
"What?!" Susan gasped. "Where?"
"Wherever we want," Alice said, looking up at her house with a brief expression of displeasure.
"Cool!" Susan said happily. "Can I tell Peter and Grandma?"
"Go ahead," Alice laughed.
Susan ran off towards the house, and the second she was gone, Alice's shoulders slumped once more.
"You really think I can change things for them?" she asked.
"Absolutely."
"I don't know anything but this," she muttered, gesturing at the expanse of farm land around them.
"You'll learn. If you need any help managing or getting your feet under you, just give me a call." He grinned widely and added, "You can call me anytime in fact."
She laughed and said, "I'm a poor farm girl from Texas. You're a rich city boy. We've nothing in common."
"You don't need anything in common to enjoy yourself," Doc drawled. He winked at her, then said, "I'd like to get on the road. Let me write down Clay's number for you. You can call him and give him your address. I'll give you my manager's number as well, in case you need anything."
"You don't seem like the type to want to go out to Sure Thing Ranch," she said suddenly. "They say there's not even cell signal out there."
"There's not," Doc agreed. "It's quiet. It's probably one of the only quiet places left."
"I suppose that'd be alright," Alice murmured. "For a day or two."
Doc laughed and said, "That's exactly how I feel. Thank you, Alice. Remember to call me if you ever need anything."
She handed him the truck keys without another word, and he climbed into her truck, started it, and headed back down the driveway.
"Wait!!!" she yelled when he'd reached the mailbox.
He stopped, rolled down the window, and waited for her to reach him.
"Do you want the title?" she gasped breathlessly.
"To this?" Doc snorted. "Absolutely not."
"But what will you do with it?"
"Return it to you in about five days."
She stared at him, a myriad of emotions crossing her face.
"You're a very strange and generous man," she finally whispered.
Doc winked at her and started out towards the ranch once more.
When Doc finally pulled into the ranch yard, he knew two things instantly. One, Pecos was the man standing in the corral with the big black horse. And two, Andrew had not exaggerated.
Even from here, Doc could see the raw energy pulsing off Pecos. He was very different than Andrew. Andrew's power was contained; there, but held in a firm hand. Pecos's power was animalistic; he just was.
Doc stepped from the truck and approached the corral slowly. Memories pulled at him. Bill's wedding on the porch. The time Janey set the barn on fire. Andrew and Widow Maker's race. Doc let them flow, embraced them, but he kept his focus on Pecos.  
He could see now that Ahanu was right. Pecos and Andrew were not anything alike, even though they were completely alike. Pecos was not an Andrew wannabe; he was just Pecos. It was hard to say how Doc knew that; he just knew.   
Doc leaned on the top rail of the fence and watched as Pecos smooth talked the horse, something he'd often watched Andrew do, but only when Widow Maker wasn't around. The horse finally let Pecos rub his hand over its nose, then it nickered, and ran away.
"She's from Widow Maker's line," Pecos said softly. "I could see it right off."
"Looks it," Doc agreed.
"She's beautiful. And you can tell she'll carry well."
"Sure."
Doc could admit the horse was beautiful, but beyond that, she was just a horse. Andrew had despaired of him. He'd once said, "How come you can read people so well, but you can't tell jack about horses?" It was a question Doc couldn't answer though. Animals were a mystery to him.
"Doyle insists he saw Widow Maker one day up in the northeast section of the ranch," Pecos said, eyes still on the mare trotting around the corral. "But he must've been seein' things; it's been more than a hundred years."
He said it in such a way that Doc knew he was feeling a little lost. Andrew had never seemed lost. When he and Pecos had switched places in time, Andrew had traded the craziness of modernity for the simplicity of the past; but Pecos was trying to adjust to more than a hundred years of changes in just a few days. Doc couldn't imagine the struggle, the confusion, the outright terror.
Things had changed gradually for Doc. Like a frog tossed into a pot, the changes had slowly boiled up around him in a way that he'd hardly even noticed them. But to Pecos, everything would be startling. The ranch was the only safe place, the only untouched place. The only true requiem.  
"Well," Doc finally murmured. "I always thought Widow Maker was too mean to die." Pecos finally turned, bright blue eyes meeting Doc's; and Doc grinned and added, "And the last time I was here, he was here too. He went to the tree with us..." Doc trailed off.
That moment was still too painful to relive. He would relive it eventually. He'd relive it for Pecos because he could see that Andrew was right. Pecos needed someone who understood.
Doc shrugged and said, "My point is that maybe Doyle did see him." He frowned and demanded, "Who's Doyle anyway?"
"The boy's great-great-great-great grandson," Pecos said. "I think," he added.
"That's not confusing at all," Doc drawled. "Do his glares cut through glass?"
"Not that I can tell," Pecos chuckled. "You're Doc Holliday. You're in the photograph."
"You're Pecos Bill," Doc said with a smile. "Andrew never shut up about you."
"You should read the boy's journals," Pecos grinned. "He never shuts up about you. He did alright then?" he asked, eyes stark with grief. "They all did alright?"
Pain lanced through Doc at the look in Pecos's eyes. It had been nearly sixty years for Doc since Andrew had died, and the pain had lessened, at least a little. Pecos had lost not just Andrew but all of them only two weeks ago.
"They did great," Doc said cheerfully. "If you can find some whiskey, I'll tell you all about it."
Pecos snorted and said, "There's two whole cases in the cellar. The boy said he hoped it would be enough to last you through your visit."
"You never know; it might make it," Doc chuckled. "The den?"
"Nah. Too nice out. The porch."
Doc nodded. They had so much in common, and they knew so much about each other without actually knowing each other that it was a little awkward. Despite what Andrew had said though, Doc was going to win this bet because he already liked Pecos. Which surprised him. He hadn't expected to, but once he liked someone, he liked them. That was the end of it.
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Doc sipped his whiskey in silence for a while, just staring out at the ranch yard. It looked almost exactly the same as it had the last time he'd seen it. It was almost as if the ranch was outside of time. Everything else moved on around it, but it stayed still, stuck in a perfect moment.
He cast a glance up at Andrew's house, trying not to get drawn into memories, trying to stay in the moment with Pecos. He could still see Andrew's face that first time they'd rode into the yard and Bill had run out to greet him. Janey had watched from a distance; but when Bill and Andrew were done hugging and laughing, she'd sauntered over and given Andrew a gentle kiss before punching him in the arm and yelling at him for being gone so long. Their laughter still echoed through Doc's mind.
He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to chase the memories away, but when he opened them, all he could see was Andrew's face. Every time they rode into the ranch yard, Andrew would cast a glance over his shoulder at Pecos's house, almost as if he expected to see Pecos waiting for him, but he never was. Not once. Except for now. Now that Andrew was gone, Pecos was finally here. And Pecos was sitting here, looking up at Andrew's house as though Andrew might step out the doorway and wave at him. But he wouldn't. Not ever. Andrew was gone, and neither Doc nor Pecos would ever see him again.
Doc shook his head, trying to clear it. Andrew was happy. And Doc was trying to be happy that he was happy. 
"Aylen said the entire ranch was gone," Pecos said, breaking into Doc's spiraling thoughts. "She said it was all broken up into little tiny lots and ugly houses. But it's not. The boy saved it."
"He worked hard to keep it just so," Doc agreed. "You wouldn't believe the things he went through to keep planes and cell towers away."
"There's a lot..." Pecos trailed off.
"There is," Doc said. "But at least you don't have to deal with microwaves," he added with a chuckle.
"Microwaves?"
"They heat up food really fast, but it doesn't matter," Doc shrugged. "It's just a joke Andrew once made. Anyway, you've read Andrew's journals, so you know they were all alright. They missed you, but they lived. They lived like few people ever do," Doc said.
Neither of them spoke for another few minutes, then Doc said softly, "I can't imagine what it's like for you. I grew into it, and I kind of knew what to expect because Andrew spouted doom and gloom for all the years I knew him. To go from then to now? Andrew always said that Aylen must be really special."
"I've loved her since the first time I saw her," Pecos replied. "I know that don't make sense, but I just..."
"Knew," Doc supplied.
"Exactly. I gave up everything to be with her," he added. "Everything."
"You aren't regretting it, are you?" Doc asked.
"No," Pecos said firmly. "I just wanted you to understand how much she means to me."
"They were my family," Doc said. "I know exactly how much you gave up."
Pecos nodded.
Another long moment passed. It wasn't awkward, but neither of them really knew how to go on.
"So why did he ask you to come?" Pecos inquired.
"To help you, if you needed it."
Pecos nodded and said, "When we were drivin' out here, I kept thinkin' I can't live in this mess, but then we got here, and it was just like it was a month ago when I left it, give or take a few structures, and the fact that they ain't here..." He trailed off, then said softly, "I can't believe it's just been a month."
Pecos stared off across the ranch yard, face desolate. He shook his head and said, "I can't just sit here and hide all my life. That just ain't who I am. But I know I can't ride out into the world either. So what the hell do I do?"
"You sit here when you want to," Doc said. "And when you're ready for a change of scenery, give me a call and we'll go out together. I'm sure we can find some trouble to get up to."
"Like what?" Pecos snorted.
"The other day I killed quite a few members of a kidnapping ring."
"Sounds like a good time," Pecos admitted.
"It really was," Doc drawled.
"The boy didn't mention how come you're still alive."
"I'm immortal."
"Is that so?"
"It is. A shaman gave me immortality right before I met Andrew."
Pecos shuddered and said, "Shamans and gifts don't go together; they always want somethin'."
"They do, don't they?" Doc sighed.
"So what did they want?"
"I'm not sure yet."
"That's frightenin'," Pecos said frankly.
"It is."
"You got a hotel in Denver?"
"Yes."
"Last time I was in Denver it was nothin' much."
"It's grown," Doc chuckled.
"Everything's grown. How can there be so many damn people?"
"I honestly don't know."
"Just like cattle, I 'spect. Leave 'em alone long enough, and suddenly you got fifty head more than you did before."
"It is like that," Doc laughed.
"Pecos?" a female voice called out.
Pecos's entire face changed, and it was instantly obvious how much he truly loved Aylen.
"On the porch," Pecos called back. "Doc Holliday just showed up."
"He is a few days early according to Andrew, isn't he?" she asked as she stepped out onto the porch.
She took one look at Doc and halted.
"You," Doc said.
"You."
"That makes so much more sense now," Doc said, suddenly laughing.
"I guess it does," she replied, smiling widely.
"You two know each other?" Pecos asked, looking between them.
"Not at all," Doc said. "I just happened to see her places that I would go to see Andrew when he was younger."
"Likewise," Aylen said.
"If only he knew," Doc chuckled. "It's very nice to finally meet you," he added.
"It is," she said with a smile.
"I'm on... I suppose you could say friendly terms with your brother."
"That mean you've got two shamans in your life?" Pecos asked. "If so, I'm sorry."
Doc laughed and said, "I think Ahanu and I are even now." He studied them carefully, then said, "I woke up Meli at his request."
Aylen stared at him, pale face suddenly paler. "He asked you to wake her up?" she whispered.
"He insisted that it was truly the only time Andrew would be able to defeat her," Doc said. "And for once, I didn't think he was lying." He wasn't sure why he'd told them, just that he wanted them to know his part in things before they got too far in.
"I think I might like some of that whiskey," Pecos said. "I just wish..."
He trailed off, but Doc knew what he was thinking. He wished he had some of Doyle's coffee to drink with it.
"I think between the two of us we could manage to burn coffee just as much as Doyle did," Doc offered.
Pecos cast him a tight grin and said, "I bet you're right."
Doc hoped they could eventually move past the awkwardness, past the strangeness, but he wasn't sure if either of them would be able to put the past behind them and move forward. Not here at the ranch, and not with them each knowing Andrew at opposite ends of his life. There was too much history between them; but at the same time, no history at all.
Doc stood, but instead of heading towards the door, he said, "I don't suppose you'd mind going out for a ride? We can always burn the coffee later."
"Sure thing," Pecos agreed.
Pecos wrapped his arm around Aylen's waist and kissed her rather thoroughly, and Doc turned away. He could feel the bond between them, the love. It was a precious and rare thing what they had, and he wasn't going to stare at them like some green boy who didn't know better.
When Pecos was finished, he stepped off the porch and strode towards the barn. He wasn't hurrying, but his stride was so long that Doc nearly had to run to keep up with him. It was just one of the ways that Pecos was more. Doc couldn't really put his finger on the other ways; it was just an aura that surrounded Pecos, an aura of more. 
"Pick a horse," Pecos said, gesturing towards the corral inside the barn.
"Point me towards your kindest one," Doc replied. "I don't ride much anymore."
"You should saddle up Biscuit over there. She's the one with the sandy coat and the white legs."
"Are you Doc?" someone asked in a hushed tone.
Doc looked up, eyes meeting a pair of curious brown eyes; and for a second, his heart stopped. It was like he was looking up into Bill's eyes and Bill's face.
"Are you Doc?" the boy asked again.
Doc nodded mutely.
"I'm Doyle," the boy replied proudly. "And I'm named after Doyle. They say he was the meanest of them, and I'm mean too."
Spell finally broken, Doc raised an eyebrow and grinned slightly. "If you want to be Doyle, you have to learn to smile at things as if you mean to eat them."
"He could do that?"
"Yep."
"Wow," Doyle breathed. "I'd better go practice."
He swung down from the loft, yelled 'nice to meet yah', and dashed away.
"You alright?" Pecos asked as he handed Doc a pair of reins.
"I haven't been back since..." Doc shrugged and said, "There're a lot of memories. Doyle surprised me. He's about the same age as Bill was when I met him."
"Andrew's son?"
"Yes."
"What was he like?"
"Silly," Doc said with a chuckle. "He loved to play games. And he laughed all the time, but he was clever too. He learned every lesson Joe ever tried to teach him; he could fight like Janey; he could ride like Andrew. He was pretty all right."
Pecos nodded, and they didn't say anything more until they'd ridden out of the ranch yard and over a few hills.
"It looks just the same," Pecos eventually said. "Only nothing's quite right. Everything's a little bit to the left. Andrew's people are the only ones still here. Joe's descendants are over in Fort Worth, and Carmina's descendants are up in Oregon. They're all spread out. Jack said, that's Doyle's pa in case you don't know," Pecos added. "Anyway, he said they sold out their portions of the ranch years ago. It's just Jack's parents, Jack, and us now."
Pecos made a frustrated gesture and said, "I haven't met all the ranch families yet, and there're still some Indians around, but... It ain't the same. It just seems empty."
"Without them," Doc said softly.
"Exactly. And what's the point of it all now?" Pecos asked sharply. "We used to drive cattle up to Abilene. We used to go out and just sniff around. Can't do that now. There's no reason to leave. It's... It's... Like I just came here to die," he muttered.
Doc knew from Andrew's description of Pecos that he wasn't normally pessimistic at all. But leaving behind everything you knew and loved and entering a world that was completely different was bound to take a toll on a man.
"You just need to change your point of view," Doc suggested. "You were a rancher, and you can still be a rancher, but maybe there's something else you can take an interest in now. There's a whole world out there. You don't have to figure out everything today though. Today you should just enjoy this place, the place Andrew saved for you; and as time passes, you'll figure things out."
"You're right," Pecos said firmly. "I'll ride today, but I don't think you can keep up."
With that he took off, leaving a trail of dust in his wake. Doc watched him go with a sigh.
"He's just like Andrew," he muttered. "Never happy unless he's going fast."
The ranch had an easy rhythm, and Doc slid into it perfectly, just like he always had before. He met all of Andrew's remaining descendants at dinner that night, and although it was a smaller ranch dinner than he was used to, it was just as full of life and laughter.
The next morning, Pecos and Doc rode out to check pastures. It was much like a ride with Andrew, only quieter. Pecos didn't talk much, and he certainly wasn't interested in telling jokes.
Doc had been a little afraid that Andrew and Pecos would be so much alike that he would blur the lines, but his fear was completely unfounded. He liked Pecos, but he wasn't Andrew. He never would be Andrew.
The afternoon of the second day, Doc rode out alone to the tree. He'd point Pecos this way, but he wanted to revisit it alone. He stood at the base of the tree for a while, surprised to see that it was still alive and had grown considerably. There wasn't much else out here, no water to speak of; but this tree was thriving, and way up in its high branches there was still a platform wedged between the limbs.
"You watching out for him?" Doc asked the lone raven sitting near the platform.
The raven tilted its head sideways, and Doc sent out an image of Andrew. He had no idea how long raven's memories were or if they passed down stories between them. Maybe this raven sitting here was just coincidence.
An image suddenly burst inside his mind of hundreds of ravens surrounding the tree when it had been much shorter. Andrew was sitting on the platform, eyes still full of life, and Doc was sitting in the tree beside him.
"That's him," Doc agreed, feeling a little pulse of grief at seeing that moment so clearly once more.
The raven made a deep noise before flying off into the afternoon sky.
Doc watched it go, then climbed up the tree and sat beside the platform. For a long time he didn't look, and when he did, there was nothing there. No bones, no scraps of clothing, nothing except the words "Andrew Rufus" carved into one of the planks.
Doc traced the words with his finger, then leaned back against the tree and closed his eyes, letting himself drift off to sleep.
When he opened his eyes, he was sitting on his throne, in his throne room. The bones gleamed unusually bright, and the onyx floor seemed to twinkle.
"Did I win?" Andrew asked cheerfully as he stepped into view and sat on the footstool.
"No," Doc said loftily.
"Huh, I really thought I would," Andrew murmured. "You know what? I bet he hasn't given you the look yet."
"What look?"
"The do-it-or-I'll-kick-your-ass look," Andrew laughed. "How's he doing?" he added.
"He's figuring things out."
"Does he like the ranch?"
"He loves it."
"Has he found Widow Maker yet?" Andrew asked, skin around his eyes crinkling with humor.
"I suggested Widow Maker might still be around, but I don't think he believed me," Doc shrugged.
Andrew snickered and said, "I wish I could see that reunion."
They were both quiet for a moment, but then Andrew asked, "Do you think he'll be okay?"
"I don't know yet," Doc replied truthfully. "He can't be who he was, and he's not sure yet who he wants to be. He's going to have to be willing to make some changes if he wants to..." Doc paused, searching for the right word and finally said, "feel useful again."
"Useful. That's a good word for it," Andrew mused. "I didn't know how to help him with that. I was just trying to give him a place. You know?"
"Yeah."
"It's like you and your hotel. You can't stay there. You don't just sit in your suite all the time. That's what the ranch is. It's a... a..."
"Place of rest," Doc said.
"Yeah. That's it. How's Fred?"
"How did you know I'd go there first?" Doc demanded.
"Just did," Andrew smirked.
"Humph," Doc snorted before adding, "Fred's fine. They're all fine. It's only been two weeks for them, you know."
"Yeah. That's weird, isn't it?"
"Yeah.
"What're they going to do?"
"I think everyone but Fred wants to move out into the country and live quietly."
"And Fred?"
"I gave him my card. It would be a shame to let a mind like his go dormant."
"So true," Andrew murmured.
They continued to talk idly about the ranch while they both sipped coffee from golden goblets.
"This coffee tastes eerily like Doyle's," Andrew commented at some point. 
"It does, doesn't it?"
"Where do you think it comes from?"
"I don't know," Doc replied.
"Has to come from somewhere, doesn't it? I mean, I can feel it sliding down my throat. But that's another question, isn't it? Do I even have a throat? Do spirits have throats? Can we even drink coffee or do we just think we're drinking coffee and our minds fill in the experience?"
"I couldn't say," Doc said, forcing his face to remain completely serious. "You should ask Janey."
"Are you trying to get me killed?" Andrew snorted.
A strange thought suddenly occurred to Doc, and he sat forward and studied Andrew intently. "Do you still have the power?" he asked.
"Come on, Doc," Andrew laughed. "What have I said about spoilers?"
A disgruntled neigh woke Doc, and he gazed down out of the tree at Biscuit's irritated face.
"Sorry," Doc said. "I didn't mean to be here all day."
Biscuits snorted.
"I'm coming."
Andrew would be so happy. It had taken a hundred years, but Doc was finally having mind conversations with ravens and talking to horses. He wasn't sure when it had happened, but he was going to blame Boudica if anyone ever asked.
He started to climb down, but paused, took out his knife, and scratched "Doc Holliday" into the wood next to Andrew's name. "See you around," he muttered, so glad that he really would, and then he finished climbing down and mounted his horse.
"Home, Biscuit," he said. "Take us on home."
There was a picnic the next day, and Doc met all the ranch hands who worked at the ranch. The ranch only employed families now, and there were houses tucked back behind the hills, sheltering a multitude of families who also enjoyed the quiet and seclusion of the ranch. And tucked even further back were still a few remnants of the Native American tribes Pecos had offered sanctuary to all those years ago.
Everything was different now though. There were no longer any barriers between the workers and the tribes. The people on this ranch, all of them, were the last of their kind and they knew it. So they made sure to enjoy themselves to the fullest extent. They worked hard, and they played hard.
And because they played hard, nearly everyone who lived on the ranch came to the picnic. And it was every bit as loud and joyous as previous picnics had been. Everyone laughed and teased and ate, and after the picnic, the games began. They had horse races, three-legged races, sack races, knife throwing, target practice, lacrosse, and various other games. Pecos won the sack race every time, but Doc won the knife throwing contest, and a little girl named Rosie won all the target practice rounds.
Doc took a whiskey break during the lacrosse game, and he and Pecos both watched from the sidelines.
"Was it like this when you were here?" Pecos asked.
"Not exactly," Doc chuckled. "Andrew was a big believer in fun though. We used to have baseball games."
"It's gonna take me some time to get used to it," Pecos murmured.
"Sure," Doc agreed, "but you got a good family here. And you're clever."
For the first time Doc heard Pecos really laugh. And just like everything else, when Pecos laughed, he laughed hard. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at him, and before long, everyone was laughing, without even knowing why.
Joy filled Doc as he watched Pecos grab a laughing Aylen and spin her around. Pecos wasn't so lost that he couldn't still laugh. And if he could laugh in the midst of the turmoil he'd been thrown into, then Doc was pretty sure he was going to be just fine. 
It was well after midnight by the time Doc headed up to his room. As far as days went, Doc could admit that this had been a pretty good one. There was something special about the ranch, and Doc had always liked it here. At least for a time. When you were here, it didn't seem as if anything bad could reach you. When you were here, you were protected. You were safe. You were home.
For some reason that had never been enough for him, but he was long past the point of wondering why he was the way he was. He just was.
He fell onto his bed and closed his eyes, immediately falling asleep.
He opened his eyes to his throne room; and as usual, it was empty. He didn't mind though. He'd been overrun with memories for days now; he could do with some quiet.
He opened his hand and wrapped it around the goblet of whiskey that appeared there. He stared into the amber liquid before raising it to his lips and sipping slowly.
He grinned, remembering the look on Pecos's face when he'd started laughing. Andrew hadn't been wrong; Pecos was certainly something. He seemed bigger than life. He laughed bigger; he ran bigger; he was just bigger.
And Doc finally understood why Andrew had pushed so hard. Why he'd fought so hard. Why he'd never given up. Because he didn't want to let Pecos down. And he didn't want to fail when Pecos would have succeeded. But Doc could see Andrew's influence on Pecos too. The Pecos Andrew had first met wouldn't have even considered admitting his fear to a near stranger. It was one of the rules.
They'd both made each other stronger, better men. And then Andrew had made Doc a better, stronger man. And hopefully, Doc had helped make Jury a better, stronger man. That was Andrew's legacy.  
A skitter of unease suddenly tore down Doc's spine, but he didn't react in any way. The only other time he'd ever felt uneasy in his throne room was when Meli had been there. He took a careful sip, casting his eyes around as he did.
There was no one there, but there was. He knew someone was there; he could feel them. He closed his eyes, trying to place their position. They weren't in the throne room. They were just outside it. Interesting.
Doc pinpointed the exact spot, and then he opened his eyes and visualized himself there. He was suddenly standing on the edge of the throne room, staring out at the barren landscape and the disfigured figure just a few feet away.
"I've been watching you," Gac croaked.
Doc didn't immediately respond; he couldn't respond. He'd somehow expected Gac to be whole again, but he wasn't. He looked exactly the same as he had when Doc had left him, except that the ruins of his eyes were glowing a strange shade of grey.
Revulsion filled Doc. He wouldn't have tortured Gac if he'd known this would happen to him. No one deserved this. But he didn't know how to kill him yet. He didn't know how to release Gac from the misery he'd imposed upon him.
"I'm sorry," Doc said earnestly. "I didn't know."
What was left of Gac's face smiled, and he said, "You released me from a prison. I'm a god now. You made me a god."
"I see," Doc replied.
"I've been following you," Gac said. "I see what you see."
Doc's mind started screaming, but he controlled his expression and said blandly, "And what have you seen?"
"Everything," Gac laughed. "Everything you don't see. I do have to thank you, Mr. Holliday. Not only have you made me a god, but you've also given me an army."
Gac stepped backwards, and in spite of his horrid body, he moved with a lithe swiftness Doc didn't care for.
"You can't catch me," Gac said, eyes flaming in the dark. "You can't catch me."
Gac scuttled further backwards before turning and running away from Doc. In seconds, he was out of sight but the sound of his laughter echoed around the dreaming, tainting it with his insanity.
"Shit," Doc hissed as he sat up in bed.
It was time to go. Gac was up to something, and Doc knew from experience that Gac didn't reveal his hand unless he was certain of his play.
Doc grabbed his shirt and stepped from his room. There was a soft light coming from the den, so Doc headed towards it, hoping Pecos was still awake. 
"I have to go," Doc said when he saw Pecos sitting in one of the huge leather chairs. "You want to come?"
"No," Pecos replied. "I'm still workin' out my place in things."
"You're always welcome," Doc said. "You come by, you call, you stay at the hotel anytime you want. I have a suite just for you called the White Coyote."
Pecos laughed sharply and said, "I'm sure I'll be seein' you. Thanks for comin'."
"Anytime," Doc said, shaking the hand Pecos offered him. "Anytime."
And he meant it. The fear he'd felt about coming out to the ranch was gone. It was both the same and very different as it had been the last time Doc had been there. But it was the ranch; it would always be the ranch.




Chapter 13
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The second Doc's borrowed truck bounced off the ranch road onto the county road, his phone started to beep.
"Goddamn it all to hell," Doc muttered as he pulled it out and tried to read the messages while he drove as fast as the truck would go.
The only message that made him happy was Jervis's message saying that he'd sent Jury to fetch him. That was a stroke of good luck. And if his luck held, Jury would be driving into Odessa right about now.
He dialed Jury's number, and Jury answered with a harsh, "Is that you?"
"Who else would it be?" Doc retorted.
"How the hell would I know? You think you're real smart, don't you? Going off to a place with no goddamn cell signal."
"Is Tucker alright?" Doc asked.
"Last I checked."
"When did you last check?" Doc demanded.
"Twenty-minutes ago."
"You could have started with that," Doc snapped.
"I was trying to punish you."
"Is it bad?"
"I suppose that depends on your definition of bad."
"So it's very, very bad," Doc said.
"Well, according to Jervis," Jury replied slowly, "an insane ghost general somehow rallied all the tortured souls that happened to be stuck in Andrew's city and now they've taken over the actual army that was stationed there."
"Oh," Doc said. He'd hoped that he was wrong. He'd hoped that Gac hadn't noticed the souls, that he'd meant something else when he'd said that Doc had given him an army. Doc had really hoped he'd made it bigger in his mind than it actually was, but he hadn't.
"Things could always be worse," Jury said.
"How exactly?" Doc drawled, trying to ignore the horror and anger that was pulsing through him.
"It could be Denver," Jury said carelessly. "At least Andrew's city is already destroyed."
"When you get to Odessa, go to Main Street," Doc snapped, refusing to acknowledge Jury's last statement.
"I'm already there."
"Stay there."
"Where would I go, Doc?"
Doc disconnected and slammed his hand onto the steering wheel. They'd never get there fast enough. And even when they did get there, what the hell were they going to do? Gac was a goddamn spirit. The people in Andrew's city were spirits. Except now they were spirits inside innocent bodies so Doc couldn't just go around killing them. For one, the people the spirits were in didn't deserve to be killed. For two, if he killed them, the spirits would just go into someone else.
Which meant their only hope was Tucker.
The shadowless light of dawn was just creeping over everything when Doc pulled into Odessa. There was a classic black Dodge Charger sitting on Main Street, idling lazily; and Doc knew Jury was behind its dark windows.
Doc made a follow-me gesture and headed quickly towards Alice's. He pulled the truck halfway up her driveway, turned it off, left the keys in the ignition, and ran back to the Charger.
The second Doc was in the passenger seat, Jury punched the gas and snapped, "This is why we don't leave them alive."
"Yes," Doc growled. "I understand the theory."
"Clearly you don't."
"Goddamn it!" Doc snapped. "He's a spirit!"
"Excuses, excuses."
Doc swallowed a snarl and said, "How do you plan on killing him?"
"I'm going to let you clean up your own goddamn mess," Jury replied.
"So you don't know either."
"He's a spirit," Jury said with a snort. "How would I know how to kill a spirit?"
"You irritate me," Doc muttered.
"It's payback. I was enjoying the company of not just one but two shifters when Jervis called me and told me to come get you. Told me. Didn't ask. Didn't say would you please. Told me."
Doc shrugged and said, "It's Jervis."
"I'm not one of his employees."
"Stop throwing a fit; you know it's not like that."
"If you try to tell me that Jervis actually likes me, I'll laugh. He puts up with me for yours and Bree's sake."
"You're as stupid as you are pretty," Doc drawled.
"I don't know how to feel about that statement," Jury muttered. "On one hand you're finally admitting how exceptionally pretty I am; but on the other, you're suggesting that my mental acuity is in equal, but backwards, proportion."
"You saw right through me," Doc chuckled.
"Realistically, in this day and age," Jury went on, "all I need is my looks. Which I have. In spades. But it's nice to know I can fall back on my smarts if I someday face plant a boulder."
"Are you done yet?"
"Shh, I'm working this out."
"You've gotten completely off-track," Doc chastised. "And you know it. The idea that Jervis cares for you shouldn't be that shocking. He's been taking care of you since the beginning."
"Because you asked him to," Jury countered.
"Actually, I didn't," Doc said.
"What do you mean you didn't?"
"I didn't. You were grown, and I thought it would be rather silly to ask another grown man to look out for you. So I didn't, but that didn't keep Jervis from tucking you into your bed when you'd pass out drunk on the way home from a club."
"He'd do that for any guest," Jury argued.
"Hardly," Doc said. "Dulcis is for the elite. If guests start wandering in drunk and making messes all over the place, they'll find themselves quietly and quickly moved to another hotel more to their liking, but you were never a guest."
"Well..." Jury cleared his throat and said, "Do you want to hear how I met the shifters?"
"No."
"Oh, come on."
"A gentleman never tells."
"I wasn't going to tell you what we did, just how I met them," Jury insisted.
"Fine."
"It all started at the Banshee," Jury said as he launched into his story.
Five minutes later, Jury was parking beside Doc's plane and saying, "And that's how I met the shifters."
"Have you ever considered seeking treatment?" Doc drawled.
"For what?" Jury laughed.
"Your insane predilection for dangerous women."
"Me?! You love dangerous women!"
"Yes, but I never court more than one at a time."
"The triplets?" Jury countered.
"Hardly dangerous."
"They could be if they wanted to!"
"Most women could. But you went to bed with not just one, but two, assassins."
"So? They weren't after me."
"How the hell do you know?" Doc demanded as he entered the plane.
Jury didn't immediately reply. Instead he walked across the plane, knocked on the flight deck's door, and said "we're ready to go" before looking back at Doc and shrugging. "I just do," he said with a wide grin.
"You can't use that."
"Why the hell not?"
"You don't have just-do powers."
"Oh, it's a power now; my mistake; I thought it was a club," Jury said irritably.
"No, it's a power that some people just happen to possess, and you don't. Just like you don't possess the ability to read people."
"Can you read this?" Jury snarled. "If you don't shut up, I'm going to kill you."
They glared at each other for about two seconds before they started laughing. They laughed all the way through take-off, then they both sat back with deep sighs.
"That was good," Jury chuckled.
"It was," Doc agreed.
"Shall we go save Tucker now?"
"Maybe," Doc shrugged. "It's possible that since neither of us can even see spirits that Tucker's going to be the one saving us."
Jury shuddered and said, "That may be the single most horrifying thing you've ever said to me."
"I think it's the single most horrifying thing I've ever said," Doc agreed.
Doc's phone rang, and he glanced at it, sighing when he saw it was Simon.
"Yes, Tetrarch Redgrove?"
"Is this another one of those things you don't tell me about so that I'm left in the dark trying to field demands from the US government while you run around doing whatever?" Simon hissed.
"What exactly are you referring to?" Doc asked carefully.
"I don't know!" Simon exclaimed. "Because you won't tell me!"
"Am I really your only informant?" Doc asked.
"Since I evacuated the entire Hidden there, yes!"
"Oh."
He hadn't been certain Simon was talking about Gac yet, and he hadn't wanted to volunteer any information.
"Technically I didn't tell you because it doesn't have anything to do with the Hidden," Doc said.
"So it's just coincidence that it's happening in the city you asked me to evacuate that was later attacked by a powerful..."
"Shaman," Doc supplied. "Yes." He waited a beat before adding, "And no."
"Which is it?" Simon demanded.
"It is coincidence, but it's also because of the shaman."
"Goddamn it, Doc! Just give me a straight answer! The government is not happy right now. We're teetering on full exposure here! They want to lock us down!"
"Interesting," Doc drawled. "And who exactly wants to lock down the Hidden?"
"Doc!"
"Fine, fine," Doc murmured. "What exactly is the government asking you about?"
He'd give Simon the information he needed, but there was no point telling Simon more than he needed to know.
"They're being quite vague, but there's a large military presence there, and apparently it's gone dark."
"The military?"
"Yes, Doc! Who else?"
"I see."
"Doc!"
"How does this relate to the Hidden?"
"I don't know!" Simon snapped. "That's what they're asking me, and that's what I'm asking you! Why is it because of the shaman?"
"I'm not sure that having full knowledge of the situation will do you any favors here," Doc said.
"I'm losing my patience."
"I didn't know you had any."
"That's because you use up all of it," Simon spat.
"Maybe you should stop calling me for a while," Doc suggested.
Simon didn't respond, and Doc knew he'd pushed him just about as far as he could.
"The Black Shaman killed a lot of people who became ghosts," Doc said.
"So?"
"Well, another ghost, an evil ghost, a norm ghost if we're being totally above board, rallied them." He didn't go into details because he wasn't sure Simon could handle the details. "It is not cryptid business," Doc insisted. "And it has nothing to do with the Hidden. Ghosts do not fall under the cryptid or Hidden umbrella. And technically all these ghosts are norms, so the government can shove off."
"And how do you expect me to explain that to them?" Simon asked, tone dreadfully weary.
"I don't," Doc said. "I expect you to tell them very firmly that in spite of their efforts to blame this incident, whatever this incident is, on the Hidden and cryptidkind that it has nothing to do with you and yours and that if they want to continue to blame you, they'd better offer up some proof."
"You know that's not how life works, don't you?" Simon asked.
"Sure," Doc said. "But I also know that the Hidden wouldn't exist if the government didn't want something from it. So exploit it, Simon. Exploit whatever it is, say whatever you need to, lie however much you have to, but protect your people."
"No pressure there," Simon sighed.
"None at all," Doc said easily. "It should also be noted that there is a preponderance of evidence that the norm government is aware of the existence of cryptids and has colluded with cryptids all this time to keep their existence hidden from the norm populace, thereby betraying the faith and trust that the norms have put in their leaders."
"You don't go out of your way to make friends, do you?"
"This is just another game, Simon. You have to play to win; otherwise there's no point."
"Thanks for the pep talk," Simon muttered. "Remind me to fire you."
"You don't pay me; you can't."
"Remind me to pay you so I can fire you."
Doc laughed softly and said, "You are an excellent poker player and a successful businessman. The norm government is putty in your skilled hands."
"Ha!" Simon snorted. "We'll see. I assume you have everything under control?"
"I would not assume that, no," Doc replied. "I do not actually know how to... Well, it's tricky because—"
"Never mind," Simon interrupted. "I don't want to know."
"It's better that way," Doc agreed.
"Just... Just... Goodbye."
Doc shrugged and put his phone into his pocket. It was really unfortunate that the situation in Andrew's city was riling up the norm government against the Hidden. Doc would have to keep an eye on them to make sure they didn't cause too much trouble. The Hidden was under enough pressure and restrictions without the norm government placing any more.
"Simon?" Jury asked sleepily.
"Yep."
"Mad?"
"Yep."
"He needs a vacation."
"Yep."
"How was the ranch?" Jury asked.
"Not as bad as I thought," Doc admitted.
"And Pecos?"
"I like him."
"That surprises me."
"Why?"
"I don't know," Jury shrugged. "I kind of thought that with how much Andrew talked about Pecos, you would resent him."
"I did, for a minute. But only because I thought he'd be pretending to be Andrew. If that makes sense."
"Not really," Jury said.
"Everything that was Andrew's is Pecos's now," Doc tried to explain. "And I didn't want it to be."
"I see," Jury said.
"But it turned out to be alright," Doc said.
"But are you alright?" Jury asked softly.
Doc didn't respond right away, and when he did, he was sure of his answer. "I think I am."
"Good. I hate it when you're depressed. It's even worse than when I'm depressed. I'm going to sleep now; wake me when we get there."
"I always do," Doc drawled.
"Bullshit," Jury muttered. "I always wake you."
"Ten bucks says I wake you," Doc said.
"Make it twenty," Jury countered.
"Deal."
Jury nodded, yawned, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.
Doc tapped his fingers on the table in front of him while he looked out the window. It would take them a couple of hours to get there, and that gave him plenty of time to come up with a plan.
He pulled out his cards, shuffled, and dealt out a game of beleaguered castle. He played for several minutes, then stared down at his completed foundations. Luck hadn't left him, not yet. But still. He played the game again and again, and won every time. Which was, of course, statistically impossible. Lady Luck was sitting on his shoulder. Just like always.
But he wasn't entirely sure if Lady Luck could help him this time. He didn't know how to kill Gac. He didn't know what Gac's plan was. He didn't know how to release Gac's undead army. He didn't know much.
After several minutes of circular thought, he called Babs, and when she answered, he asked to speak with Jules.
"Doc?" Jules said worriedly.
"Jules."
"Are you okay?"
"I'm calling you, am I not?"
"Well, yeah," Jules admitted. "So what's up?"
"Did you figure out how to kill a spirit yet?"
"Not exactly," she murmured.
"No or not exactly?"
"I've found several different suggestions on how to kill ghosts, but they don't line up with each other, and as far as I can tell they were never put into practice. I'm cross referencing now."
"I see."
Jules had once told him how to kill a Zeniu, so he trusted that if she felt the need to cross reference, there was a reason.
"What about just releasing a spirit?" he asked.
"What do you mean?"
"From a body they don't belong in," he clarified.
"Like Tucker?" Jules whispered.
"Yes and no," Doc said. "Not Tucker, but like Tucker."
"I don't know," she said. "I'll keep looking."
"See if you can find anything from the Sioux," Doc suggested. "They knew how to bring a spirit back; maybe they also knew how to send it away."
"Alright," Jules said, tone already distracted. "I'll go... I wonder... I'll call you," she said abruptly, and then she hung up.
"I guess that's that," Doc muttered, frustration filling him. This was a battle he simply was not well equipped to win. He couldn't fight what he couldn't see, and even if he could see them, he clearly didn't know how to defeat a ghost. If he did, they wouldn't be in this situation because Gac would be dead.
Doc pulled up Andrew's city on his phone and scrolled through the newsfeed. There was nothing unusual. Which either meant that the government was hiding it or that Gac simply hadn't done anything yet.
What could Gac possibly want with an army? It just didn't make sense. Or did it? He'd been a general, and he'd died in a moment of colossal defeat. Maybe he wanted a chance to rewrite the history, rewrite how his last battle ended. Realistically, Gac didn't have the power to change the Battle of Little Bighorn, but he now had the power to make a new history, a new final battle. And unless they could figure out a way to stop him, it was very clear to Doc that this time there was no chance of defeat. If another bigger army came in to suppress Gac's army and they killed Gac's soldiers, the souls would just jump; and then the new army would belong to Gac.
"Hell," Doc hissed, overwhelmed by the sheer horror of it.
They were going to have to play their hand very carefully; otherwise they were going to lose.
Thinking about it wasn't giving him any solutions or a semblance of a plan though, so he leaned back his chair, closed his eyes, and tumbled into a dream-filled sleep.
"Why do I know when someone's going to die?" Bree asked plaintively. "It doesn't matter. I don't care. Why should I have to know?"
"I don't know," Doc murmured, running his hand soothingly down her silver hair.
"The lady two floors down is going to die tonight," Bree whimpered. "Couldn't she have picked a better place to die?"
"I doubt she knows," Doc said.
"Why would the mother have made me?" Bree demanded. "I don't make sense! What good am I?"
"Maybe in a different world, a different world than modernity, you had a place."
"What kind of place?"
"Maybe you sat beside them and soothed them as they crossed over," Doc suggested. "Maybe your presence eased their death. Maybe you reminded them where to go."
"But I don't know where to go," Bree insisted.
"Maybe you do."
"That doesn't make sense," she snorted.
Doc was glad she was angry. She could be angry at him all she wanted. When she was angry, she didn't cry.
"Look at it this way," Doc said. "You're a banshee, and you're being raised by a vampire and a norm immortal. And a witch; although Jury's more of a plaything, a fun uncle, so he probably doesn't count."
"I don't understand what you're saying," Bree said.
She could be very stubborn when she wanted to be, and when she was feeling the last edges of life in someone, she could be very stubborn indeed.
"What I'm saying is maybe there's a special banshee ritual or rulebook or something."
"You've taken me to see other banshees," she pointed out. "And they didn't say anything."
She gasped before he could reply and said, "I can feel it. She's close to it now."
Doc wanted to ask her what it felt like, what death felt like; but he didn't dare interrupt the moment. Bree's eyes were already glazed over, like they always did when someone nearby was dying.
"I can see her," she whispered. "She's grasping her chest. She's in pain."
Tears slipped down Bree's cheeks, making her pale face glow.
"She's fighting it; she doesn't know it's time." Bree stood and reached out a hand; and he knew she was reaching towards the woman, beckoning her to let go. "Oh, there she goes," Bree whispered. "The pain's gone now, but she's confused. She doesn't know what to do."
Bree's hand closed around something Doc couldn't see, but he knew it was a hand.
"It's okay," she whispered. "You know what to do." Bree stood there for a moment, saying nothing, hand clenched, and then she opened her hand and smiled. "That's right," she urged. "Go on."
Suddenly her eyes cleared, and she slumped backwards. Doc caught her and sat, saying, "See? You helped her. You helped her go home."
The dream faded, flickered, and resolved again, but now Doc was standing on the very edge of a cliff face, the wind buffeting his body. He was clutching something in his hand. When Bree had given it to him, he had thought it was a gigantic pearl, but it wasn't. It wasn't a pearl at all.
"You don't have to do this!" Bree screamed over the roar of the ocean beneath them.
"You said it has to go back," he replied.
"But I don't know why I said that!" she yelled, face terrified.
"Because you know."
"Don't do it!" she cried, tears whipping away with the wind.
"It'll be alright," Doc said. "Lady Luck loves me."
And he pushed off from the cliff face and dove for the teeming waters below.
Normally he would have laughed off Bree's words and simply chucked the pearl-like thing back into the sea. But when she'd given it to him, he'd felt it shudder in his hands, he'd felt it looking at him.
Bree's shaky voice had said, "This shouldn't be here. It belongs in the ocean. At the bottom of the ocean. It's an eye. The eye of the sea. There's a place it belong; it needs to be there. It's... It's... It's a pit or a cavern."
Her eyes had been glazed, just like they were when someone died, so Doc knew she wasn't just saying things. She was speaking the truth.   
He suddenly hit the freezing cold water, and his body sliced through it, diving deeper and deeper. He couldn't swim properly with the eye clutched in his hand, so he paused his efforts for a moment and shoved the eye down into his tucked shirt, surprised at how warm it was against his skin.
He stroked with his arms, pushing through the water down towards the ocean floor. Bree had said the pit was at the bottom of the ocean. The ocean wasn't very deep here, but still too deep for Doc to go swimming around for very long. Already his lungs were aching.
"Go deeper."
It wasn't a voice. It wasn't even words. It was a vibration. And he felt it in his skull, and he knew what it said. He started swimming towards the ocean floor once more. The water wasn't fighting him or pulling him back. It was moving with him, pushing him forward, ever forward; and he knew that he'd soon pass the point of no return.
The pearl in his shirt pulsed, and he remembered the rest of Bree's words.
"It's scared," she whispered. "It shouldn't be here, and it's scared. It wants to go back. It needs to go back."
The desire to breathe was urgent now, but Doc kept going. He could actually see a rift in the ocean floor up ahead of him; he only had to reach it. He swam as hard as he could, making long strokes and pulling himself forward with all of his might.
His fingers grasped the edge of the black stone just as his vision began to spin.
"Further."
He pulled himself into the rift, nearly gasping in surprise when he started to fall. It only took him a second to realize there was no water here, and he gasped for air even as he tumbled downward.
He couldn't see to expect the bottom, so he landed with a heavy thud on his side, breaking nearly all his ribs. He rolled to his back with a groan, and lay there staring up at the narrow and jagged slit above him. He really hoped there was a different way out.
"Come."
The voice was vibrating through his head again, just repeating "come closer" over and over and over.
"Come closer where?" Doc muttered as he stood. He was surrounded by black stone, but the stone was emitting a dirty grey light because he could see the rock formations on all sides, but he could see nothing else.
He turned in a slow circle, trying to determine which way to go, but the voice was inside his head, and there was no direction to it. It seemed to be coming from everywhere, all at once.
The eye inside his shirt was shifting around, and Doc pulled it out. It was glowing now. Not a dirty grey like the rocks, but a calming pink. Doc held it loose in his hand, hopeful that it would just float into the air and lead the way, but it didn't.
He turned in a circle again, stopping when the pearl pulsed brightly.
"That way?" Doc asked.
It pulsed again.
"Good enough," he muttered.
He started walking, climbing over jagged rocks when they blocked his way, but always keeping the eye in his hand. After a while, it began to vibrate with what Doc swore was nervous excitement, and Doc knew he was getting close.
"Return to me," the voice demanded.
The pearl started jumping up and down in Doc's hand, and he almost dropped it in surprise when it exclaimed "Mama!" It hadn't actually said the word "Mama". It was a feeling. An emotion. The vibration that had come from it had pulled up memories of Doc's own mother. Memories of her gentle hugs, memories of her hand on his head, memories of her loving smile.  
He stared in confusion at the round stone in his hand. Bree had said it was a pearl, an eye. Not a child. But he knew it was a child. He had felt its excitement to be coming home, to be coming home to its mother.
He patted it awkwardly and walked on, gasping when he turned a corner and saw the wall across from him. It was pearlescent; it was rainbow; it was every single color in the world; and it was glowing with such intensity that he could barely see.
"Mama!" the little pearl shrieked, zipping from Doc's hand into its obvious place in the wall, beside three other pearls.
Doc leaned against the rock face, too confused to do anything else.
It was a long time before the voice spoke again. "Thank you, human, for returning my child. I offer you a boon. Anything you ask, and it is yours."
"Bree said it was an eye," Doc said.
"It is an eye. I have four eyes, four children, one for each corner of the ocean."
"Are you the mother of the ocean?"
"No. I am the keeper of the ocean. What do you ask in return for your service to me?"
"Nothing," Doc said. "Just tell me the way back."
"Nothing?"
"Nothing."
"Why not?"
"I am not in need," Doc said. "I didn't return the eye for a boon or a favor or a reward. I returned it because Bree said it was scared."
"You ask nothing," the voice murmured, "but take this. If you ever need me, you have but to ask. Call out to me, and I will help you however I can."
"Thank you," Doc said. "I am honored."
"It is I who am honored. The sea will take you to shore."
The chamber was suddenly full of sea water, and it tore at Doc, pulling him from the beautiful wall, pulling him from the voice.
And then he opened his eyes to see Jury's and Bree's worried faces staring down at him.
"I'm fine," Doc sputtered as he struggled to sit upright. "The eye is returned."
Bree threw her arms around him, and they fell back to the sand. "I'm glad you're okay," she whispered. "You scared me."
"Stupid," Jury muttered. "We could've probably sent it home with a spell, you idiot."
"Maybe," Doc replied with a grin. "Maybe we could have."
Something hard slammed into Doc's shoulder, and he opened his eyes to the inside of the airplane and Jury's triumphant face.
"You owe me twenty bucks," Jury said happily. "I never even went to sleep."
Doc laughed and said, "All's fair."
"In love and war," Jury finished.
"I've figured it out," Doc said.
"Figured what out?"
"Gac's army."
"Oh?"
"We need Bree. She can always see where people belong, and she'll know how to help them."
He felt foolish for not thinking of her before now. They'd talked on the phone just the other day, but he hadn't told her about Gac because he didn't like to worry her.
"You stay with Tucker," Doc said. "And I'll go get her."
"I don't suppose Aine would do?" Jury asked.
Doc considered that for a moment before he said, "No, I don't think she would."
"I see," Jury replied. His jaw worked from side to side, and his face tightened. His eyes were flat, and Doc knew he still hadn't forgiven himself for hurting Bree under Phillip Jury's compulsion.
"You stay with Tucker," Jury finally said. "I'll go get her."
Doc stopped himself from asking if Jury was sure and just nodded. "I'll call and let her know you're on the way."
The wobbly grey hole suddenly appeared in front of Jury, and he reached inside and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. "For you," he said, handing it to Doc. "For me," he said as he grabbed another. An expression of dread drifted over his face, but he hid it behind a smile and pulled a box of cigarettes and a lighter from the hole as well.
"Where were those?" Doc asked curiously.
"Under my kitchen sink," Jury replied as he lit one and took a long inhale.
"It's going to be fine," Doc assured him.
"Easy for you to say. You didn't inflict physical and emotional pain on one of the only people you love in this world. For fuck's sake, Doc; you weren't there. You don't know what I did to her." Jury's face was a mask of agony as he spat out, "And then I buried you alive. You! You would think I could have said 'thanks for asking, Father, but no, thanks'."
"Are you wearing the ring?" Doc asked.
"Yeah."
It wasn't on Jury's hand, and before Doc could ask, Jury said, "It's inside my chest. It's easy to lose a finger, you know. I haven't figured out how to make another one yet," he added. "Sorry."
"It's all good," Doc said. "If a witch manages to compulse me, I expect you to come save me."
"Deal," Jury said vehemently.  
"This is fun, right?" Doc said cheerfully. "Non-dead, sorta-dead army, and our only hope is Tucker and Bree. We've never been the sideshow act before. We might like it."
"You're always the sideshow act," Jury replied flippantly. "Ladies line up for miles to get a chance to see your tattoo."
"That ridiculous," Doc retorted. "But ladies do line up for miles to see your glorious hair."
"That's true," Jury chuckled. "I guess we're both sideshows. I'll take good care of her," he promised.
"I never doubted it," Doc replied.
He winked at Jury and exited the plane. He trusted Jury implicitly. Jury wouldn't die to protect Bree; that would be worthless. He would simply protect Bree, no matter what.
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A black SUV was waiting for Doc outside the airplane, and as soon as the driver saw Doc, he exited the vehicle to greet him.
"Claude," Doc said cheerfully, recognizing him as the head of the team who had mopped up after the kidnapping ring Doc had just closed down.
"Mr. Holliday."
"Doc is good," Doc replied. "How are things?"
"I don't know. No one seems to know."
"That's fantastic," Doc muttered as he got into the passenger seat. "Nothing better than waiting for a villain to make his move."
"If you say so," Claude chuckled.
"I need to call Jervis," Doc said as he pulled out his phone. He quickly dialed Jervis's number; and when Jervis answered, Doc said in Latin, "I'm in the city. Also, I sent Jury to pick up Bree."
"You know I hate it when you speak Latin," Jervis complained. "Why did you send Jury after Bree? Oh..." he said before Doc could respond. "I see. I don't suppose any banshee would be able to help?"
"Maybe," Doc admitted. "But I've a feeling it needs to be Bree."
"I'd rather you didn't."
"Did you get a hold of the necromancer?"
"Yes."
"And?"
"Fraud."
"Figures," Doc sighed. "Surely there are others?"
"Surely. I just don't know if I'll be able to find them in time."
"Anything else?"
"Nothing of use," Jervis stated.
"Would you call Bree and let her know Jury is coming?"
"Certainly. Let me know if you need me," Jervis said.
"I will," Doc promised.
But he hoped he wouldn't. He never called on Jervis unless things were very bad indeed.
Tucker was sitting on Reid's blackened front yard when Claude parked the SUV. Tucker's face was pensive and horrified at the same time, and he was gazing in the direction of the military's temporary base. His gaze didn't waver, not even when Doc stepped out onto the sidewalk.
Doc sat beside him, and Tucker whispered, "I screwed up, D-Dog. I screwed up bigtime."
"How?"
"I was trying to pull them together, trying to talk to them, but then... Gac came, but like I'd already pulled them all together and had their attention. I didn't have a speech planned or anything, you know; but he did. Boy, did he ever."
Tucker swallowed a gag and said, "And what did you do to him, anyway? He looks like a piece of ground meat. I almost threw up. But he used that too. He said that we, people, alive people, hate spirits and we'll do anything to hurt them, to torture them, to turn them all into wreckages of spirit, just like him. And I tried to argue; I tried to say that wasn't true, but his voice was louder than mine, D-Dog. They didn't hear me; they couldn't hear me."
"That's not your fault," Doc said.
"It is!" Tucker insisted. "Gac wouldn't have been able to pull them altogether like that. And how did he get them to go into the soldiers? That's not even possible, is it?"
"That's actually my fault," Doc said regretfully.
"How?"
"I briefly vacated my body so Gac would go into it, and then I went back in, pulled him into the dreaming and tortured him; but I couldn't figure out how to kill him, so I caged him and left him there. But then he jumped out of me into this other man just as I was killing him, and then he was free. So that was my bad."
"Wait," Tucker said. "You vacated your body?"
"Yes."
"That's so flipping cool! How did you do it?"
"I just sort of let go."
"But how did you get back in?" Tucker demanded.
"I told myself to return."
"That's major! I'm pretty sure people can't just do that."
Doc shrugged and said, "But see, I taught Gac how to do that. I didn't mean to, but I did. And he shared it with... How many ghosts would you say there are?"
"Maybe a couple hundred thousand," Tucker said. "I got distracted and didn't finish my estimate."
"Oh," Doc breathed. "That's a pretty hefty number."
"They say nearly half a million people died when... SHE was doing her thing, you know. So a couple hundred thousand probably isn't bad. Maybe a few made it through," Tucker said. "I like to think they did anyway."
Doc was suddenly overwhelmed by the realization that all the people Andrew had tried and failed to save were still stuck here, suffering. And just when they had the chance to be free, just when Tucker had seen them and realized they needed his help, Gac had swooped in and manipulated them into doing his filthy bidding.
If Doc had ever believed in fair, this would have broken that belief. Fortunately, he'd never been that gullible.
"Are there that many soldiers?" Doc asked.
"Huh?"
"Were there enough soldiers for all the spirits?"
"Oh. No," Tucker said, shaking his head. "The rest of the ghosts are just kinda hanging there above the military camp. Like they're waiting for something."
Like another army, Doc thought worriedly. If the government was already bothering Simon, they knew something was wrong and it wouldn't be long before they sent in another army to deal with it. Then Gac would have two armies.
But he didn't say that. Instead he asked, "What's our plan?"
"I don't know," Tucker said miserably. "Most of 'em are inside the army dudes now, and they have guns and all that shit. What the hell can we do?"
"Have they done anything yet?"
"Besides, you know, go back to their creepy ghost-military headquarters and sit there, creepily? No."
"So right now they're still contained," Doc mused. "We need to keep them that way."
"How?"
"By removing their ability to leave."
"But they have like Jeeps and convoys and helicopters and stuff like that," Tucker argued.
"We can take those out easily," Claude suddenly said.
"How?" Tucker demanded. "And where the hell did you come from?"
"I have a couple boxes of caltrops just for such an occasion," Claude replied, ignoring the second part of Tucker's question.
"Caltrops?" Doc chuckled. "I like it. How about some explosives for the helicopters?"
"I'm actually fresh out of explosives," Claude said sheepishly. "I went a little overboard on... Anyway, I don't have any left."
"That's alright," Doc said. "I have an even better idea. Is Emily still here?" he asked Tucker.
"Yeah, she's inside with James."
"Perfect," Doc said. "I'll be right back. Claude, get the caltrops."
"Yes, sir!" Claude said happily.
Claude ran to his SUV, and Doc stood and walked to the front door and knocked. Just because he'd been here once and they were in the middle of an emergency didn't mean he was just going to walk in without permission. That was the kind of rude behavior his mother had abhorred.
Fred opened the door, said "hey, you don't have to knock", and waved him inside. Doc quickly located Emily in the kitchen. She and James were sitting at the table, studying a tattered map with worried expressions.
"Emily," Doc said softly, trying not to remember the last time he'd seen her. Trying not to remember how hard it had been to turn her away.
She looked up with a grin and said, "Doc."
And just like that, they were good. It was never difficult with Emily; she just wasn't a difficult kind of woman. That was part of why Doc liked her so much. 
"James and I are trying to figure out... Well, anything really," she said with a half laugh.
"Are there any mice left in the city?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," Emily replied. "Let me see." Her eyes grew distant, and a moment later she said, "Yeah, quite a few actually."
"In that case I have a plan for getting Gac's army to stay put. At least for a while"
"Good," James muttered. "'Cause we got nothing."
"We're going to play ninjas," Doc said with a wide grin. "Andrew would love it."
"Did you say ninjas?" Fred asked from the other room. "Can I come?"
"Sure, but no driving."
"Is Andrew still complaining about that?" Fred snapped. "I got us there!"
"Everyone but Foxy," Doc said sadly.
"Oh, that's low," Fred said. "It's just a car; it doesn't count."
"See that's why I'm not going to let you drive," Doc shrugged. "Cars are so much more than just cars."
Fred glared at him and said, "You're messing with me, aren't you?"
"Maybe a little," Doc admitted.
"I've got my eye on you," Fred growled as he pointed at his eye then back at Doc.
Doc laughed softly.
"I'll come as well," Reid offered. "To keep Fred out of trouble."
"I don't know why I keep getting the short end of the stick," Fred complained.
"Let's go," Doc said, breaking off any further argument.
Reid and Fred were already wearing their guns, not that Doc planned on using guns. He didn't plan on killing anyone. Which was going to make everything ten times as challenging.
"Here's the plan," Doc said when they were all settled inside Claude's SUV. He paused, suddenly realizing that this was where things got difficult.
The Hidden was a secret that needed kept, but Reid and Fred were more familiar with the city and the situation, so they could prove to be assets. But the fact that Emily was a Myhanava was an essential part of Doc's plan. And Claude was a shade. Doc hadn't realized it until he'd seen him climb out of the SUV at the airport, but now that he knew, Claude was also an essential part of the plan. Which meant that Doc couldn't go forward with his plan unless Reid and Fred were in on the secret.
"Simon's going to kill me," he muttered as he tried to make up his mind.
"Sir?" Claude asked.
"Sorry," Doc said in French. "I'm just thinking."
"What?" Tucker and Fred said as one.
"Perhaps Reid can tell you," Doc replied.
"I don't speak French," Reid said. "All I got from that was 'sorry' and 'I'."
"Very good," Doc said before saying in French, "Emily, I have a question."
"Yes?" she responded in French.
"You've been with the Morgans for a few days now, what do you think of Fred and Reid? Can they be trusted?"
"With whose secrets?"
"Yours."
"And the Hidden's?" Emily replied.
"Yes."
When she didn't respond, he said, "I take it by your silence that's a no?"
"No!" she exclaimed. "I mean, geez, Doc; that's a lot of pressure. I've no problem saying yes for myself, but you want me to decide for the Hidden?"
"Saying yes for yourself is good enough," Doc said. "Thank you. What about you, James?"
"Sorry," James said in French. "I was pretending not to speak French. I would also say yes for myself."
"And you, Claude? You don't know them; would you rather remain a secret?"
"It always surprises me that people don't notice," Claude chuckled. "When did you notice?"
"At the airport."
"Ah. It's hard to stay unnoticed when someone is actually looking at you. And you always seem to see people when you look at them," Claude said.
"What are they doing?" Fred demanded.
"They're having a conversation," Tucker shrugged. "They do it all the time. Sometimes J-Dog and D-Dog don't even speak. They just mouth at each other. It's super annoying, but you get used to it."
"What's the conversation about?" Fred asked.
"Probably you, otherwise they'd be talking in English, right?"
"That's rude," Fred snorted.
"Like I said, you get used to it."
Doc winked at Tucker, then turned back to Claude and said, "What do you think?"
"It's fine," Claude said. "I trust Emily's instincts."
Emily blushed slightly and murmured, "Thanks."
"Very well then," Doc said. "Simon's going to have another reason to yell at me. We'll get as close to the base as we can without getting noticed," Doc said in English. "Once we're there, Emily will round up the mice and send them into the helicopters to cut as many wires as needed to keep the helicopters from flying, then we'll go after the land vehicles."
"Wait," Fred broke in. "Did you say 'round up the mice and send them in'?"
"Yes."
"That's a little strange."
"If you're going to go to war with us," Doc said solemnly, "you'll have to carry our secrets. Are you willing to do that?"
"Um... Secrets?"
"Yes," Doc replied. "Lives, more than just ours, depend on your ability to keep our secrets."
"You have my word," Reid promised.
"What he said," Fred said. "Whatever it is, I'll never tell anyone."
"Not even Clara?" Doc asked.
"Not even Clara," Fred replied.
"Very good. Emily is a Myhanava. She belongs to a species who can enter animals' minds and see what they see. James is a vampire."
"What?!" Fred shrieked as he scrambled across the seat until he was practically sitting on Reid's lap. "What do you mean he's a vampire?"
"Just what I said."
"But it's freaking daytime!"
"It's not like that," Doc said, swallowing a sigh. "He's not a monster; he's a species. He's not cursed or undead or any of that rot. He's just different. Faster than you, a born hunter, and quite handy to have on your side when going on a stealth mission."
James smiled widely, revealing his long white fangs.
"Shit," Fred hissed. "He really is a vampire."
"That's what I said," Doc stated. "These species, called cryptids, exist, live among us and beside us, but most people will never know of their existence, and we need to keep it that way."
"How many species are there?" Fred asked in a wavery voice.
"There are thirty-one recognized species," Doc said. "Unrecognized; who knows?"
"Thirty-one?" Fred gasped. "That's so many! What are they all?"
"That's another conversation," Doc said.
"Is Frankenstein real?" Fred demanded.
"That was a man made out of dead parts," Doc sighed. "What do you think?"
"So no, but what about witches?"
Tucker cleared his throat and said, "Yeah, but it's not what you expect. It's not naked hot chicks running around in the moonlight. I mean, there might be some hot chick witches, but I haven't met any. I've mostly met dudes. And some of those dudes are super evil and cruel and nasty, and they can do all these things you never even dreamed of, not just some cauldron bubbling shit, but I mean some shit. This one time—"
"Tucker," Doc broke in.
"Yeah?"
"I think that's enough."
"Right. Sorry."
"What about werewolves?" Fred demanded.
"Not exactly," Doc shrugged.
"Not exactly?!" Fred snapped.
"There are shifters, and they can take the shape of a human or another creature."
"Holy shit balls," Fred breathed. "My mind is... I dunno... Blown! Does Andrew know all this?"
"No," Doc replied, referring to the corporeal Andrew and not the one in his throne room.
"Wow, just wow."
"Are you good?" Doc asked, noting with relief that Fred had moved back into his seat. "Because if you're not, I can have the memory of this conversation erased."
Reid's eyes turned hard, and he said, "Erased?"
"Yes."
"How?" Reid demanded.
"Magic," Tucker put in. "It's freaky. This witch dude with a golden pendulum spouts off all these rhymes, and your eyes glaze over and you answer all his questions and forget things if he tells you to forget them."
Reid growled, and Tucker hastened to say, "D-Dog is super cool though. He doesn't believe in hypnotizing unless it's absolutely necessary. In fact, he'd rather torture people than hypnotize them because at least then it's their choice of when to talk."
Fred's face paled, and Reid raised an eyebrow.
"Maybe that wasn't the right thing to say," Tucker muttered. "Apollo says I should think before I open my mouth, but I don't always remember to."
Doc grinned widely and said, "Are we good to go?"
"Yes," Reid said. "We're good."
"Excellent. Claude, get us as close as you can to the base."
"Will do," Claude replied.
Doc wasn't worried that Fred or Reid would betray them. They might have a hard time with the idea of cryptids, just like Tucker did, but they weren't going to tell anyone. Andrew had picked good people, but Doc had never doubted it.
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"We had better stop here," Claude said sometime later. "There's a check station up ahead, and I can't tell from here if it's still manned."
"Why do you think Gac's just sitting here?" Tucker asked worriedly.
"Hard to say," Doc replied. "It might be taking him a minute to figure out what he has available to him. The last time he was a general, they used horses and cannons."
"What?" Fred sputtered.
"Don't worry about it," Doc replied. "We should capture one of them to see how it works. Is the actual spirit still functional? Do they have access to the actual spirit's knowledge? If they don't, that will really slow Gac down, but if they do..."
"We're screwed," Tucker muttered.
"Maybe," Doc agreed. "Emily, get to work on your part. James, watch her back. Claude, you, Fred, and Reid can work on the roads. Tucker, you and I are going to nab a spirit soldier."
Tucker shuddered and said, "I don't like that. Not one little bit. Are you sure I can't go with Claude?"
"I can't see spirits," Doc said.
"Right. That's my thing," Tucker grumbled. "Lucky, lucky me."
Doc laughed lightly and said, "Let's go."
"Are you sure we have to do this?" Tucker hissed as he and Doc crept slowly through the ruined buildings toward the military tents in the distance.
"No." Doc waited a few seconds before adding, "But I like having information to work with. Don't you?"
"How should I know?" Tucker asked. "I don't do stuff like this."
"If we were with Andrew, he'd just pop some camouflage over us, and we'd walk right up," Doc reflected.
"Couldn't J-Dog do that? And where is J-Dog anyway?"
"Jury can make us look like someone else or he can put up a static shield, but he can't make a shifting camouflage that would make us look like the things we're passing," Doc explained. "He did learn how to do it from watching Andrew," Doc went on. "He just can't do it as well as Andrew could, but don't tell him I said that. If you tell him I said that, we'll never hear the end of it."
"So was Andrew a witch?" Tucker asked.
"No."
"What was he?"
"I don't know," Doc replied pensively. "He said that we all have access to this power that's inside of us. It's this unlimited pool of power or ability; and according to him, we all use it in different ways," Doc said slowly. "But I don't think anyone except Andrew could have used it the way he did."
"How do you use it?" Tucker asked.
"Andrew always said I'm really good at killing people."
"Yeah, but that's not all you do," Tucker insisted. "You help people. That's your real thing, isn't it?"
"Maybe."
"And you're hella lucky. I've never seen anyone roll as many twos in a row as you can. And you're the boogeyman; so that's three. Four if you count the killing. Whadda you think my thing is?"
"Off the top of my head," Doc said, "numbers."
"Numbers?" Tucker snorted. "That's a kinda crappy power, isn't it?"
"I guess it depends on how you use it."
"I don't see any good way to use it. Sissy always thought I could do something with it, but really, what can I possibly do with seven times seven is forty-nine?"
"It's more than that, and you know it," Doc chastised.
"Yeah, I guess. But still. I'd rather ghosts be my thing. 'Cause that's more exciting and fun, right?"
"It is," Doc agreed.
"I mean, look at this! We're sneaking through this ruined city, looking for army dudes and ghosts. How cool is that?"
Tucker didn't sound convinced, but Doc didn't point that out.
"It's a pretty dope life we're living," Tucker said. "Amber would say I shouldn't bother with something like this 'cause I won't get paid and there's no one to spread word of mouth."
Doc made a mental note to fire Amber.
"But this whole thing got me thinking that maybe I don't wanna charge people for helping them anymore," Tucker said uncertainly. "You don't charge people for helping them. You never charged me; you actually paid me, but you did a lot more to help me than I did to help you. And you just gave Bill's family money. You didn't have to do that; you didn't even know them. It didn't gain you anything to do it. Not a damn thing."
Tucker made a frustrated gesture and said, "It just feels wrong to charge someone money for like helping a spirit move on or be happy. I mean, I don't think Sissy would've charged people. She was always helping people if she could, and she didn't ask for anything 'cause of it. Could I... Do you think I could help people for free? Like you do?"
"Sure," Doc said. "What you do is you use your head for numbers to invest the money you already have, and your money works for you while you do what you need to do to help people."
"Is that a thing?"
"It's what I do."
"I like that," Tucker said thoughtfully. "That's smart. But I don't know where to start. I mean, wow, that's big. Can you help me get started?"
"I don't handle any of it," Doc admitted. "Jervis does."
"Oh," Tucker said dejectedly.
"Jervis will help you if you ask him," Doc said.
"No!" Tucker exclaimed. "He hates me!"
"He's warming up to you," Doc countered.
"This much," Tucker reminded him, holding his fingers just slightly apart.
"He'll help you," Doc insisted. "Just ask."
"Okay," Tucker said reluctantly. "But if he yells at me, I'm blaming you. I always feel kinda dirty when I take money from people for just talking to a spirit," he added softly. "Like I did something wrong."
"There are no rules," Doc said. "Just rules you impose on yourself. We should probably be quiet now," he added as he ducked behind a crumbling piece of concrete.
"Sorry," Tucker whispered.
"Don't be sorry," Doc stated. "Just be quiet."
From their position in the rubble, Doc could see two soldiers up ahead, but he didn't want two soldiers. He wanted one. One solitary soldier who had wandered off on his own.
"Are those two soldiers... possessed?" Doc asked.
"Yeah," Tucker whispered.
Doc could actually hear Tucker's heart pounding.
"It's going to be alright," Doc assured him.
"Is it?" Tucker asked. "I mean, it's kind of a perfect setup, isn't it? If you kill them, they can just take over someone else. So there's not any way to stop them, is there? I mean, not really. Gac could just keep going and going. He could take over the freaking world!"
Tucker was breathing heavily, and Doc tugged him deeper into the ruin away from the soldiers.
"It's alright," Doc said once more. "It seems impossible right now, but I've learned that nothing is impossible and everything can be killed. We just have to figure it out."
"I'm scared," Tucker whispered.
"It's alright to be scared," Doc said. "Just don't let it paralyze you."
"But it's all on me," Tucker hissed. "And I don't know what to do."
"Nah," Doc said, grinning. "We're all here; we all carry the weight."
"But... But... I'm the only one who can see them!"
"So?" Doc shrugged. "Do you know how to knock one of them out without killing him?"
"What?" Tucker asked, confusion briefly overwhelming his fear. "No?"
"So you need me," Doc said.
"What?"
Doc raised an eyebrow, and Tucker's face suddenly cleared, and he said, "Oh. I get it."
"Now let's stop wasting time and get it over with," Doc suggested.
"Okay," Tucker said, voice only trembling slightly. "We got this, right?"
"Right. We're going to use the 'hey, look over here' technique."
"What's that?"
"Watch and learn," Doc whispered.
He picked up a small stone and tossed it as far as he could to the right.
The two soldiers turned toward the noise.
"What should we do?" one asked.
"I dunno," the other replied.
"General Custer said we're to hold the perimeter."
"I don't know what that means," the second one sighed.
"Me either. I just wanna go home."
"General Custer said we'd be tortured and caged if we went home."
"So we should go check out the noise?" the first one said.
"One of us should hold the perimeter," the other replied.
"Fine," the first one grumbled. "I'll go."
When the first soldier was a couple yards away from the other one, Doc threw another stone as far as he could to the left.
The soldier holding the perimeter looked that way, looked back towards the other soldier, sighed, and headed out to investigate.
As soon as the second soldier's back was turned, Doc walked silently through a half-standing building towards the first soldier. The soldier was sweeping between the ruined houses rather unenthusiastically, and Doc waited patiently for him to pass by.
"This is stupid," the soldier muttered as he came closer. "I'm not a goddamn soldier. I own a car wash. Or I did. I don't know what I'm doing. I should just leave. But I can't; the general said I can't," he whimpered.
As the soldier passed, Doc stepped out behind him, quickly wrapped his arm around the man's neck, and applied pressure for just long enough to knock him out. Once the man slumped, Doc slung him over his shoulder and headed off in the opposite direction of the other soldier.
"That was cray-cray," Tucker stuttered. "You're so good at this."
"I've been in the business for a while," Doc chuckled.
He didn't take the soldier back to the SUV. Instead he headed for an empty but mostly whole convenience store on a nearby corner.
"If this doesn't go well, we'll go get the other one," Doc said cheerfully as he stripped the weapons from the still insensible man and tied him to the end of a metal shelf.
"What exactly are we doing?" Tucker asked worriedly.
"Reconnaissance," Doc explained.
A few minutes later, the man's eyes popped open. "The general was right," he whispered. "You hate us. You're trying to kill us."
"No," Doc said. "He's lying to you. Tucker wants to help you find peace, but you're not going to find peace by taking over other people and fighting a dead man's war."
"I don't want to fight!" the man cried out. "I just want to go home!"
"I don't think you can," Doc said gently.
"I hate this!" the man screamed. "Why is this happening?"
"I don't know," Doc said.
Tears were streaming down the man's cheeks, and he looked utterly hopeless and lost. "I want to go home," he whispered.
Doc couldn't help but pity the man, so he sat on the floor beside him and cut loose the man's hands.
"I'm Doc," he said. "What's your name?"
"Why do you care?" the man grumbled. "You hate me."
"I don't hate you," Doc insisted. "Why would I hate you?"
"General Custer said you hate us because we're different."
"You're not different," Doc said. "You're just a ghost. What I don't like is that you've taken this body, and it doesn't belong to you."
"I don't even want this body," the man whimpered. "I want to go home."
"I'd like to ask you a few questions," Doc said. "And then we'll help you anyway we can."
"What kind of questions?"
"First of all, what's your name?"
"Tony," he muttered.
"Tony. This is Tucker," Doc said, gesturing towards Tucker. "He's also a ghost."
"I don't like that word," Tony said. "I don't want to be dead."
Tucker hadn't said anything yet. His face was pale, and he was just standing there staring at Tony with a worried expression.
"Can you tell me, did Custer take over a body?" Doc asked.
"Yeah, he took the leader guy. The lieutenant, I think," Tony said.
"And do you know what this body knows?" Doc asked.
"I don't know what you mean," Tony mumbled.
"If I gave you back the gun, would you actually know how to use it?"
"I don't know."
"Can you tell me what rank you are?"
"No."
"Can you, like, feel the other spirit inside you?" Tucker suddenly asked.
Tony frowned and said, "I dunno. It's all weird. I don't feel right. I feel like I'm stuffed inside a too small box or something. And I hear a voice that isn't mine, but I don't really know what it's saying. I don't like this. I just... Why? Why is this happening? First... HER. And now this? Why?!"
"When you died, why didn't you leave?" Tucker asked.
"I don't know. I didn't see a light or anything," Tony muttered. "I just... My body was still walking around, and I couldn't seem to leave it. And my body kept hurting other people. I wasn't doing it, but it was, and I could feel it doing it, but I couldn't stop it. Then my body just dropped one day, but I was still here. I don't want to be here."
"Where do you want to be?" Tucker asked.
"Home."
Doc started to say something, but Tucker cut him off by asking, "Where's home?"
"I don't know," Tony sighed. "I just... It's quiet there, I think. The pain is gone."
"So not like the house you lived in, right?"
"No," Tony said almost dreamily. "I mean something else."
"You can't go there until you let go," Tucker said. "You have to let go. This body isn't yours to keep. It belongs to someone else, and he didn't say you could have it."
"I don't want it!" Tony cried out.
"Then let go," Tucker said. Tucker had crouched down in front of Tony and was staring at him intently. "Just let go," he repeated.
"I don't know how!" Tony wailed.
Doc would have liked to ask Tony more questions, but he didn't interfere. This was important to Tucker. They could snatch soldiers all day if that's what it took to get the answers Doc needed.
"Stop holding on," Tucker instructed him. "The earth is waiting for you; your ancestors are waiting; you don't need to stay here."
"What's there?" Tony whispered. "I'm scared."
"You don't need to be scared," Tucker said. "The earth would never hurt you. It's a safe haven. It's home."
Tony stared at Tucker for a long minute. At least that's what Doc saw. He had no idea what Tucker was seeing because a moment later, Tony just slumped to the floor with a sigh.
"He left," Tucker said in amazement. "I actually did it. I mean, he's really gone. He didn't just leave the body and stick around. He's gone."
"What about him?" Doc asked, pointing at the soldier.
"He's still in there," Tucker said distractedly. "Did you hear what I said to him? I didn't even know what I was saying really, just that it needed said."
"You did good," Doc replied.
"I did do good, didn't I? I mean, it was really good! He was hurting, and he didn't know what to do, and I helped him!"
"You certainly did," Doc agreed.
"So what do we do with this guy?" Tucker asked as he poked the unconscious man in the shoulder.
"Get him away from here, I suppose," Doc said.
With a high-pitched wail, the man suddenly sat up. He looked around wildly, grabbed his head, and screamed, "What's going on?!"
"Be quiet," Doc advised.
"Who are you?" he yelled, trying to scramble away from Doc and accidentally slamming into the shelf behind him.
Doc covered the man's mouth with his hand and said sternly, "I need you to be quiet. Do you remember what happened? You weren't yourself. Do you remember that?"
The man shook his head violently.
"You don't remember someone else taking over your body and moving it around?" Doc asked.
The soldier's face paled, and he shook his head once more.
"Interesting," Doc murmured. "In that case, it's going to be very hard to explain things to you. If I remove my hand, will you remain quiet?"
The soldier's eyes narrowed, and Doc knew they were going to have trouble. The man suddenly shoved Doc away and leaped forward. He snatched his gun from the floor and turned towards them, rifle grasped in his shaking hands.
"Tell me what the hell is going on!" he demanded.
"You'd never believe me," Doc said pleasantly.
"Don't shoot us, man!" Tucker gasped. "We're just trying to help you!"
Doc didn't wait to hear what the soldier thought of Tucker's words. Instead he quickly tossed a knife towards the soldier's head before grabbing Tucker's arm and pulling him backwards. The knife handle hit the soldier's head, and he jerked just as Doc twisted his body so he was shielding Tucker from the gunfire that suddenly exploded through the room.
A bullet tore through Doc's shoulder, but he barely even felt it; and a moment later, the store was silent except for the ragged sound of Tucker's breathing.
"Is it over?" he whispered. "Is he dead?"
"I didn't kill him," Doc replied, releasing Tucker and standing.
"Why not? He was gonna kill us!"
"You would have probably done the same thing if you'd found yourself in his position," Doc shrugged.
"Killed two random strangers?! I don't think so!" Tucker snorted. "He wasn't even gonna listen to us."
"I see your point," Doc chuckled as he bent to pick up the man.
"What're you doing?" Tucker demanded.
"We can't leave him here," Doc said as he hoisted the man up onto his shoulder.
"Why the hell not?"
"He'll go back to the military base, and Gac will kill him or put another spirit inside him."
"Right," Tucker said as he pointed towards his forehead. "And then Gac would know we've been here."
"No," Doc said irritably. "This man would be dead."
"Right, right, that too," Tucker agreed. "You got blood all over your shirt. Where'd that come from?"
"I got shot," Doc replied. 
"You got shot?!" Tucker gasped. "Are you okay?"
"I'm fine," Doc said. "We have to go. Try to be quiet."
"Right, right," Tucker muttered. "Quiet."
Tucker assumed a sneaking pose and stepped forward, then tripped and stumbled into a shelf. A second later, the shelf collapsed, and the sound of it rang through the air.
"Um... sorry," Tucker whispered.
"Move it," Doc hissed as he checked for soldiers and dashed outside. He moved as quickly as he could through the rubble and debris, hiding behind an overturned semi-truck when a group of soldiers swept down the street looking for the source of the noise.
"Sorry," Tucker said when they were on the move once more.
"Hush," Doc ordered.
"What're we gonna do with him?" Tucker hissed.
"Shut up," Doc snapped.
"Sorry."
Tucker was quiet for about five more steps, then he said, "But we can't take him with us."
"Tucker," Doc said, tone carefully controlled.
"Yeah, D-Dog?"
"If you don't shut up, I'm going to duct tape your mouth shut."
"This is me. Shutting up."
Doc didn't believe it. He didn't believe Tucker was capable of shutting up, but he just needed him to be quiet long enough to get back to the SUV; that was all.
"Maybe you should duct tape his mouth," Tucker suddenly whispered. "In case he wakes up."
"At this point," Doc snarled, "he's the least of my worries."
"What's... Oh. Right. Sorry."
By the time they got back to the SUV, Doc was seething with irritation. Partially because Tucker wouldn't shut the hell up, but mostly because Tucker was right. Doc had no idea what to do with the soldier now that he had him.
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Doc finally agreed to Reid's suggestion that they lock up the soldier in what was left of the city jail, but he only agreed because he wasn't convinced there was any other way to keep the man safe.
Once the soldier was safely locked up, Doc called Jervis and asked him to send over a small team to keep an eye on him. Then he sat down at the slightly charred desk and considered his next move.
He now had a fairly good idea of why Gac wasn't doing anything. He had an army, but in spite of the guns and the uniforms, it was made up of civilians, and unless Gac could figure out a way to access the memories of the soldiers, all he really had was an untrained militia.
Doc tapped his fingers on the desk, vaguely aware that the others were watching him, waiting for him to decide on a plan. But he didn't have a plan.
"Did you cover all the roads?" he finally asked.
"Caltrops planted," Claude said happily.
"The helicopters?"
"Disabled," Emily said. "As well as most of the vehicles."
"Good," Doc said.
He dragged a finger through the ash, absently drawing a spade, then a club. It would be a while yet before Jury returned with Bree, and he was pretty sure they couldn't do anything productive until Bree was here. So in the meantime he'd try to find more answers, but he'd do it on his own. He had a suspicion that Tucker would try to release every spirit they talked to which would just create more problems like the one in the cell currently yelling his name and rank.
"Would someone please go tell him to be quiet?" Doc sighed. "He's not a prisoner of war. He's just..."
"A prisoner of war?" Fred offered.
"Whatever," Doc sighed.
The whole situation was ridiculous. If he went out and found another ghost soldier to interview, he'd have to bring him back to the jail anyway because he wouldn't be able to let the soldier return to Gac. But if he did take Tucker, he'd still have to cart back a confused soldier. So either way, he was hauling soldiers to and fro.
Doc allowed himself to exhale heavily.
"Problem?" Reid asked.
"A myriad of them," Doc muttered before asking, "You're ex-military, right?"
"Yes."
"You any good at incapacitating people without hurting them?"
"I'm very good at incapacitating people," Reid replied.
"I see."
"I could probably... adapt," Reid offered.
"Here's what I'm thinking," Doc said. "Tucker, you, Emily, and Fred will stay here with the... prisoner," he allowed, rolling his eyes. "The rest of us will go round up some spirits to interview and bring them back here."
Doc tapped his fingers, still working it out. "Claude, you and James will take the east side of the base; Reid and I will take the west side."
"Do I need to have another vehicle sent over?" Claude asked.
"No," Doc said. "I'm going to hotwire that truck over there. It doesn't look like anyone's using it."
There were still some neighborhoods with people in them, but this was not one of them. This area was too close to the city courthouse, where the Black Shaman had made her temple.
"You have zip ties?" Doc asked Claude.
"And duct tape," Claude replied happily. "I never go anywhere without them."
"Jervis has trained you so well," Doc drawled.
"You never do know when you'll need to hit somebody over the head and tie them up real quick like," Claude grinned.
"Really?" Fred demanded. "Surely it doesn't happen that often."
Doc and Claude exchanged glances, then Doc smiled blandly and said, "More often than you'd think."
"You guys are a little freaky," Fred muttered. "Andrew was just... You know. But you're actually planning to knock people out, and you already have the stuff to do it."
"Victory is in the preparation," Doc said.
"Semper paratus," Tucker piped up.
"Semper paratus," Doc agreed. "Stay out of sight, and if any soldiers come this way, hide and call me."
"I don't know about the hiding bit," Tucker said with a frown.
"Hide and call me," Doc repeated.
"But—"
"Hide and call me."
"Fine," Tucker grumbled.
"Good," Doc said.
He turned and approached the old pickup truck, pushing aside his worry. Even if they were inside a war zone, Tucker and the others would be fine. Doc had to believe they'd be fine.
Doc discovered fairly quickly that Reid was fully capable of handling himself, so for the next hour or so, they sneaked around the edge of the military camp, isolated soldiers, knocked them out, and carried them back to the truck. Only when the pickup bed was full of squirming soldiers, did Doc decide it was time to head back.
When they reached the jail, Claude and James were already there with their own haul of soldiers, and Tucker and James were arguing.
"What's wrong?" Doc asked as he stepped from the truck.
"James won't let me talk to any of them," Tucker complained.
"That's because James knows that I want to talk to them first."
"But I could've—"
"It doesn't matter," Doc interrupted. "I'm here now. I'll talk to them one at a time; and then and only then, will you talk to them."
"But D-Dog—"
"No," Doc said firmly. "We're doing this my way."
"But D-Dog—"
"Be quiet, or I'll let James bite you," Doc threatened.
"No need to yell," Tucker muttered.
"I didn't yell," Doc sighed. "You'd know if I was yelling."
Doc lifted one of the soldiers out of the truck bed and carried her into an empty half-ruined cell. He set the woman on a chair someone had set up, zip tied her hands to the frame, and removed the tape from her mouth.
"You'll regret this," she growled. "The general's going to destroy you!"
"How?" Doc asked curiously as he sat in the other chair.
"He's going to destroy everyone!" she yelled.
Her eyes were completely crazed, and Doc knew he wouldn't get much from her, but he tried anyway.
"Why does he want to destroy everyone?" he asked.
"He must finish what she started," the woman insisted. "She made us, and he'll use us to complete her work."
"The Black Shaman's work?"
She growled and jerked forward, teeth gnashing angrily. "You're not worthy to speak her name," she snarled. "You are not worthy; you are not chosen."
"Does Custer speak her name?"
"You are not worthy," she muttered. "You are not worthy."
She was rocking back and forth now, as much as her bonds would let her, repeating the phrase over and over.
"Tucker!" Doc called out. "Come see if you can... help her."
He wished he could kill her, because he was certain she was one of the Black Shaman's worshipers, and as far as he was concerned the earth was better off without her. But he couldn't kill her without killing the body she was in. So there was really no way he could stop her from moving on.
"It's okay," Tucker said from behind Doc. "You're free now. You can go."
"Why would I want to go?" the woman demanded.
"Because it's time?" Tucker offered uncertainly.
"This is my body now," she laughed. "Mine! You can't make me go." She laughed softly and maniacally as she repeated those words over and over. "You can't make me go; you can't make me go."
"Um, D-Dog?"
"Yes?"
"She's right," Tucker whispered. "I don't know how to... make her go."
"In that case, we'll put her in a different cell," Doc said.
For over an hour, Doc interviewed spirit soldier after spirit soldier, getting varied results with each one.
Some were angry and violent, more than happy to be part of Gac's scheme, whatever that may be. They had no interest in vacating their stolen bodies, and Tucker had no idea how to make them.
Others tried to answer Doc's questions and were more than happy to leave when Tucker stepped in to guide them. The soldiers they left behind were bewildered and confused, but there was no way to explain the situation, so they joined the first soldier in his cell.
By the time Doc had interviewed them all, he had come to several realizations. One, there were far more spirits who were willing to work with Gac and carry out his plans, than spirits who wanted to leave. Two, it didn't matter if they weren't soldiers in truth, if they had guns and were pointed at a target, they would happily shoot. And three, he still had no idea what Gac's plan was.
"Well," Doc said after he had locked up the last uncooperative spirit solider. "That was a complete waste of time."
"Not a complete waste," Tucker spoke up. "We helped five spirits leave."
"Yes. And another twenty refused to budge," Doc pointed out."
"You always say not to forget the one," Tucker said.
"Right you are," Doc sighed as he sat at the desk once more. "Good job." He closed his eyes and muttered, "What this moment needs is whiskey."
He heard James and Emily whispering to one another, but he didn't bother to listen to what they were saying. Gac had the cards, the table, all the chairs, the betting chips, the lights over the table; he even owned the room and the stained carpet on the floor. And Doc didn't know how to stop him from burning it all down.
"Pssst," a voice hissed from under the desk. "I heard a rumor you needed some whiskey."
A bottle of whiskey rose into the air beside Doc, extended by a small green hand.
"Nippy?" Doc asked.
"Shhhh, I'm not here. Don't even look at me. Just take the bottle."
"Thank you," Doc said as he took the whiskey and tried not to laugh.
"For you, I got a whole truckload of whiskey. Taking orders now through imp mail. The fastest mail service in the Hidden. My cousin... Oops, I gotta go."
There was a small pop, and Nippy was gone. At least Doc assumed Nippy was gone. He couldn't actually see under the desk.
He stared at the bottle for a second, then met Emily's eyes across the room. She winked at him, and he raised the bottle in salute and mouthed "thank you".
"My pleasure," she mouthed back.
He drained the bottle while he tried to organize everything he knew. It wasn't much, and it really didn't help him know how to defeat an army of spirit soldiers without killing the soldiers they were in. And he imagined he was running out of time.
"This is a mess," he muttered.
"How can I help?"
Doc looked up and grinned widely. "Bree."
"Doc," she replied, eyes twinkling.
He stood and strode to her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her tightly.
"You look good," he whispered.
And she did. He could almost forget how old she was. Ireland must be good for her. She smelled like the sea. Like the sea and cookies. He missed her. He missed her so much it hurt.
"You look worried," she said.
"Hardly," he lied, finally stepping away from her.
She raised an eyebrow.
"Maybe a little," he admitted before grinning and saying, "Thank you for coming."
"Always. Jury explained what happened; I'll do my best to help."
"Thank you," Doc said once more. "You remember Tucker?"
"Of course," Bree said with an amused grin.
"You're the pale chick from England," Tucker said. "You're still pale. Are you sick?"
James elbowed Tucker in the side and hissed, "She's a banshee."
"What's that mean?" Tucker asked.
"It means she's pale," Doc interjected. "You know James," Doc went on. "And you've meet Emily?"
"Yes," Bree said calmly.
Doc quickly introduced Bree to everyone else in the room. He never introduced her as his daughter. That would lead to too many questions; questions he didn't want to hear or answer.
Once she'd met everyone, Doc took Bree's arm and led her to the cell with the spirit soldiers. She gasped the second the soldiers came into view.
"How?" she whispered. "That's not possible. It shouldn't be possible!"
"What do you see?" he asked.
"It's different for each of them. In that one," she said, pointing towards one of the most aggressive soldiers, "his original soul is... asleep, overpowered, compliant?" she offered, searching for the right word. "The secondary soul is dominant. He's filling the body, taking it over, pushing the original soul further and further away. If it goes on long enough, the original soul will lose hold."
"At least then I could kill him," Doc muttered.
"You can see all that?" Tucker stuttered. "How? All I can see is the aura of two different souls. When they're inside the body, I can't actually see the individual spirits. Not like I can when they're not in a body."
"So how exactly did you know Gac was a ghost?" Doc asked.
"I could just tell," Tucker shrugged. "Can you see the actual souls?" he asked Bree curiously.
"I normally can't see souls unless someone is dying," she said. "When someone is dying the bond between body and soul loosens, and that's when I see them. But I can see all of these. Both parts. Maybe because they're in confusion? In that body, the two souls are waging war," she said, gesturing towards a woman near the wall.
The woman was standing still, face placid; and Doc didn't see any signs of battle, but he trusted Bree. If she said they were warring, they were.
"They're fairly evenly matched, so I'm not sure why the original soul hasn't won," Bree went on. "There's no reason why two souls should be able to occupy a body like this. The original soul should be filling the body, like water in a pitcher. There shouldn't be room for anyone else."
"Jury told you about Gac?" Doc asked.
"Yes. He's a spirit seeking a new body."
"It's possible, I... Well..."
"What did you do?" Bree asked sternly.
Doc sighed and said, "I may have shown him it was possible for two souls to inhabit a body at once."
"You did what?" she asked with exasperation. "How?"
"It wasn't intentional," Doc hedged. "I just let him go into my body, then went back into it. You know?"
"No, I do not," she said, eyebrows slanted. "Why would such a thing even occur to you?"
"I didn't know if Jervis could find me; I'd already tried to break the chair; that was the only thing left to do."
"Jervis must be giving me abridged versions again," she sighed. "What chair?"
Doc tried to look innocent as he murmured, "Chair? Who said anything about a chair?"
"Doc..."
He grinned widely.
"Doc..."
"It was just a chair that I may have been shackled to. That's all. No reason to even mention it."
"I expect you to lie to me," Bree said frankly. "But I'll be having a word with Jervis when we're done here."
"As long as I'm not in trouble," Doc said cheerfully.
"Tell me exactly what happened," Bree ordered.
"I'm going to need more whiskey," Doc sighed.
Sometime later, Bree sat back with a frown and said, "So given what you've told me, we have two problems. One, we need to figure out how to get the souls out of the bodies; and two, we have to figure out a way to force the malevolent souls to move on as opposed to taking over new bodies."
"Those are indeed two of the problems," Doc said.
"What are the other problems?" Bree asked.
"Stopping the new military unit that's moving this way from the outside," Reid said. "Without killing anyone."
"And keeping the two armies from coming to blows," Fred added. "Without killing anyone."
"We need to keep them as far apart as possible," Doc broke in, "because Gac has a whole bunch of spirits who still need a home."
"Geez," Tucker muttered. "That's a lot of problems, and there's only like eight of us."
"We're pretty much out of time to workshop this," Doc said. "Do you have any ideas?"
"Maybe," Bree said worriedly. "Give me a minute to test a theory. Tucker, come with me, please."
Her tone didn't leave room for argument, and Tucker trailed after her without as much as a peep.
"Update?" Doc asked Emily.
Her eyes were distant; they had been for a while now because she'd borrowed a couple of ravens and was keeping an eye on things from above.
"The new military unit has just reached the outer edge of the city," she said.
"I spread caltrops out on all those roads," Claude offered.
"But that won't slow them down for long," Doc said.
"Gac is also mobilizing," Emily said. "When he realized that he didn't have any vehicles, he arranged them into ranks, and they're starting to march. Both armies are using the interstate," she added. "It won't be long before they come into contact."
"Do I have time to intercept them?" Doc asked.
"And do what?" Reid demanded before Emily could reply.
"I don't know yet," Doc admitted. "I don't know how Gac's controlling the souls or getting them to do what he wants, but I am certain that if we let the two armies go head to head, Gac will just gain more men."
Bree suddenly reappeared and said, "I need Jury."
"Where is he?" Doc asked. She made an "around" gesture, and Doc stood with a laugh and said, "I'll go find him."
He walked through the freestanding doorframe out onto the sidewalk and glanced up and down the street. Jury was standing just a few buildings away, staring up at a blackened tree.
"This place is dead," he said when Doc approached him. "I've never felt anything like it. It's not just your typical city, where you have to work a little harder to touch the elements. There aren't any elements. It's dead. There's nothing here. I'm going to need a week in the woods after this."
"Did you bring food?" Doc inquired.
"No, why?"
"Bree needs you."
"I don't suppose it's for something other than my capacity as a witch?" Jury asked hopefully.
"I don't suppose," Doc said, trying to ignore the worry that tried to rise up. The edges of Jury's eyes were already tight with strain, and Doc could see that this place was hurting him.
Doc wished he could contrive a reason to send them both away. All three of them away. But there was no getting around the fact that he couldn't do it without them.
"Let's go see what she needs then," Jury said with false cheerfulness.
When they walked back into the jail, Doc heard Fred whisper, "Who the hell's that guy?"
"That's J-Dog," Tucker replied proudly. "He's the most powerful witch ever!"
"Shit," Fred muttered. "If Clara sees him she'll fall flat on her face. He's like Joe on crack cocaine."
"Who's Joe?" Tucker asked.
"Aren't you supposed to be helping Bree?" Doc interrupted.
"I'm waiting for J-Dog," Tucker replied.
"Well?" Doc prompted.
"Right."
Tucker sprang to his feet and ran back towards the cell, Jury right behind him.
Doc turned to Claude and said, "I need a box of food. A couple boxes of food. And make it quick."
"It's hard to get food here," Reid said. "The military has been rationing it out, but we've got some at the house."
"We need it," Doc said. "As much as we can get. Hurry though. It's about time."
Claude and Reid rushed outside, and Doc sat once more, fingers tapping quite without his permission. This whole situation was making him antsy. He didn't like anything about it. He was used to dealing with problems that could be easily solved by killing them, but this problem wasn't like that.
Blue light burst down the hallway.
"Goddamn it," he muttered.
"It doesn't look good, does it?" Emily asked softly.
"Not really," Doc admitted. "How did you get a hold of Nippy?"
"The imp?"
"Yes."
"I sent a text to my dad, and he ran out to the imp mail station."
"Can you ask for a couple boxes of food?"
"Sure," Emily replied. "But for all their advertising, they're not usually as fast as that. My dad ordered roses from Ecuador for my mom last year, and it took the imps three weeks to deliver them. They'd promised an hour."
"Maybe if you mention it's for Doc Holliday," Doc said.
He was worried that whatever Bree was asking Jury to do was going to be more than Jury could handle right now. He hadn't even done any magic, and he had already looked drained. This entire city needed leveling, but that was a problem for another day.
Jury couldn't protect Bree if he was barely standing, and Doc couldn't protect Bree because he needed to find a way to keep the two armies from clashing, but he had to protect Bree. He should have never assumed he could protect Bree on his own; he should have brought Jervis.
"I'll protect her," James suddenly said.
Doc looked up in surprise and said, "What?"
"Bree. I'll protect her. My life is hers, and I swear no one will touch her, not unless Death has taken me and my spirit is ripped from her side. And not for you," James added with a grin. "For her. I've never known anyone kinder than her. When I was a boy she used to take me out with her, and she'd pretend to need to go to all these places that a boy might like to go."
He smiled wistfully, and Doc knew he didn't need to worry. James loved Bree, and he would protect her without fail.
"Thank you," Doc said.
At that moment, Bree, Jury, and Tucker reappeared. Jury was already sweating, and Bree looked paler than normal.
"I think we've figured it out," Bree said. "But we'll need to go to them."
"You released them?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"And the souls?"
"Gone," Bree said.
She was lying. She was very, very good at lying, but he still knew.
"Gone where?" he asked.
Tucker started twitching, and Doc switched his gaze to him.
"Don't look at me, man!" Tucker sputtered. "I just did what she told me to. I don't even really know what happened. I just..."
Doc looked at Jury instead. Jury hated being lied to, and as a result, he rarely lied himself. And when he did, it was obvious.
"Where are the souls?" Doc asked.
"Inside this rock," Jury said, holding out his hand and revealing a glowing white stone.
"Jury!" Bree hissed.
"What? He asked."
"We talked about this!"
"You talked about this," Jury growled. "I still say it's a shit plan."
"The souls are in that rock," Doc said, trying to convince himself that he'd misheard.
"Yes."
"So, not gone then."
"No."
"And what's keeping them from getting out?"
"Me," Jury said flatly.
"Is this one of those spells you can tie off?" Doc asked hopefully.
"I'm not sure yet," Jury replied. "I just now made it up."
"Fantastic," Doc muttered.
"It will work," Bree insisted. "We get the souls now, and we figure out how to release them later. It's a good plan, Doc."
"It's a terrible plan," Doc argued. "But it's more than I have, so let's get it done."
As far as plans went, it was the worst one he'd ever heard. Jervis was going to kill him. Assuming there was anything left to kill; and Doc wasn't so sure there would be, because as far as he could see, he was going to be the only thing standing between the two armies.
"Emily," Doc said. "Stay here with the prisoners and keep an eye on things. If something changes, send one of the ravens to warn me."
"Alright," she agreed.
"Fred, you brought your laptop with you, right?"
"Yep," Fred said emphatically. "I hate to leave home without it."
"Good. You stay with Emily and keep an eye on the military communications. You might be able to interfere from here."
"You mean you want me to hack the United States military?" Fred asked. "Awesome!" he added before Doc could reply.
Doc laughed softly, then said, "Claude, you, James, and Reid will take Bree, Tucker, and Jury to wherever it is they need to be, and you will protect them. At this point, they are the only people standing between Gac and... Well, the world at large."
"Understood," Claude said, and Doc knew that he truly did.
"Wait," Tucker said. "What're you gonna be doing?"
"I'm going to get between them," Doc said.
"Between what? The armies? By yourself?!"
"I can't ask anyone else to go with me," Doc said.
"Why the hell not?"
Doc smiled slightly and replied, "Because I'm the only one who might survive."
Jury frowned and said, "But you can't kill anyone. How will you..."
Doc shrugged and replied, "You can't reach the elements. How will you?"
"So we're both screwed," Jury stated.
"Yep."
"You promised," Jury said firmly. "And I'm holding you to it. S'mores."
"I'll see you there," Doc said.
"You should have brought Jervis," Bree said worriedly.
"Why?" Tucker asked. "He's awful skinny. I don't think he'd be that much help."
Doc raised an eyebrow, but before he could say anything, Jervis stepped through the doorway and said, "It's lucky for you I decided to come anyway."
"Jervis," Doc said happily.
"Hans," Jervis snarled.
"I was going to call you."
"When exactly?"
"Earlier, but I lost track of time, and I didn't figure you'd be able to get here."
"Fortunately, James gave me an accurate report of the situation earlier."
"Fortunately," Doc said, grinning widely.
"I don't get it," Tucker mumbled. "It's just Jervis."
Jervis swiveled to face Tucker, grinning sharply and with just enough menace to show his long, thin fangs.
"Oh shit!" Tucker exclaimed, stumbling backwards. "You're a freaking vampire!"
"Indeed," Jervis stated.
"I'm sorry," Tucker stuttered. "I didn't mean to piss you off all those times I pissed you off. I don't mean to talk so much. I'm sorry I called vamps blood-sucking bastards. No offense, James; that was before I got to know you. I'm really sorry—"
"Tucker," Doc interrupted.
"Yeah?"
"Shut the hell up, and let's go."
"Good idea," Tucker muttered, giving Jervis a wide berth as he rushed outside.
The others started to file out after him, but Bree stayed behind and hugged first Jervis then Doc.
"I love you," she whispered in Doc's ear. "Don't you dare get yourself killed." She kissed his cheek, then rushed out the doorway after Claude.
"She'll be alright," Doc said, trying to convince himself. "James promised to protect her."
"James would sooner be drawn and quartered than let any harm come to Bree," Jervis replied.
"Wouldn't we all?" Doc murmured as he led the way out to the pickup truck he'd used earlier.
"Indeed," Jervis agreed, tossing several bags into the rusty truck bed.
Doc grinned widely as they climbed into the cab and said, "Did you bring the swords?"
"Of course," Jervis snorted. "I never go into battle without swords."
"We can't kill them, you know."
Jervis shrugged and said, "But they can surely survive without a hand or a foot."
"Maybe," Doc laughed. "I'm glad you came. I... I need you for this one."
"You always need me," Jervis stated.
That was true. Without Jervis, Doc was nothing. Earlier today, he'd felt completely adrift on the ocean, just waiting for the tides to take him where they would. But now, with Jervis at his side, he felt as if they were riding high on the tides of luck. It was a very dangerous feeling indeed.  




Chapter 17
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"Do you have any thoughts on how we should handle this?" Doc asked Jervis as they neared the interstate.
"We can block the road," Jervis suggested. "They have tanks, so they'll get right through, but it might slow them down."
"Did you bring any explosives?"
"How long has it been since we've done anything together?" Jervis asked irritably.
"Years."
"I haven't changed."
"So you did bring explosives."
"Yes."
"I love going to war with you," Doc chuckled. "You're always so prepared. Let's block the road, then try to disable the tanks. Once we've done that, we can see what we can do to keep Gac's army in place. Hopefully, it won't take Bree and Jury long to do whatever it is they're doing."
"You won't like this," Jervis said, "but I brought the gear."
"You know I hate the gear," Doc muttered.
"You won't be able to heal, Hans. Neither of us will."
"We'll be able to heal for a while," Doc countered.
"Two armies with guns, Hans."
"Fine. We'll wear the gear."
"And the hoods."
"I'm not wearing the hood."
"That would really disappoint Jury."
"Oh, shut up."
"It will keep your head from getting blown off."
"I don't need the goddamn hood."
"You wouldn't need a hood," Jervis said, "if we were killing them. That would be an easy task. Twenty minutes tops."
"For both armies or just one?"
"Both," Jervis shrugged. "But we're not killing them, so you have to wear the hood."
"Fine," Doc sighed. "We'll wear the hoods. But you know how I feel about them. We'll look like silver peni... Well, you know what we'll look like."
Doc pulled the truck off onto the shoulder and parked it. He could see a dark mass in the distance, and he knew the replacement army was moving steadily towards them. Not soldiers on foot, like the olden days, but soldiers in tanks and in Jeeps, soldiers in the backs of trucks. And at the rate they were moving, they'd be here in minutes.
The interstate was not how he would have chosen to come into the city, too many pinch points, but he wasn't a general, and he wasn't under the mistaken impression that he was indestructible. 
"What if we blow up the overpass?" Doc asked.
"Good," Jervis agreed. "And after that we'll zip in and disable their vehicles."
"You make it sound so easy," Doc chuckled.
"Gear first," Jervis said, ignoring Doc's comment.
Doc grumbled as he shimmied into the special gear Jury had crafted for just such occasions. It was bulletproof, knife proof, and even small explosion proof. But it was a little bulky, and Doc didn't like the extra weight of it. Furthermore, it clashed with his sense of style. Not that anyone cared. And if it would help keep him alive, that was just as well. He owed Jury a s'more party at the end of the world, and that was that.
"We had better hurry," Jervis said, tossing Doc a small bag. "You take the north end; I'll take the south end."
"This is kind of like that time in Uzbekistan," Doc said with a happy sigh.
"I thought we agreed not to talk about that."
"We did."
"So why are you bringing it up?"
"I didn't really. I was just saying that there are some similarities. Explosives, a bridge, military interference—"
"Get your ass to work," Jervis snapped.
"I'm going," Doc chuckled as he started running towards the overpass. When he reached the first support, he ripped open the bag and pulled out a pack of explosives. Jervis was nothing if not prepared. Everything was already in place; all Doc had to do was set the timer and push the button.
"Which side do we want to be on when it blows?" he yelled.
"The side with the soldiers!" Jervis yelled back.
"Got it!"
Doc slapped the explosive onto the support beam, set the timer for forty seconds, pushed the button, and ran to the next beam. Thirty seconds. The next beam. Twenty seconds. The final beam. Ten seconds.
Once the last explosive was in place, Doc checked to make sure Jervis was done, and then he ran forward as fast as he could.
The explosion rocked the road with such force that Doc lost his footing and tumbled across the ground. He rolled to a halt next to Jervis, flinching as a piece of concrete bounced off his head.
"Now you're grateful for the gear, aren't you?" Jervis said flatly.
"It doesn't help with blunt force trauma," Doc grumbled.
"It might."
"Doesn't. Now what?"
"Who does your thinking when I'm not with you?" Jervis demanded.
"Your voice," Doc drawled. "I carry it around with me at all times."
"How nice for you."
"Eeh," Doc shrugged as he stood.
"Eeh?"
"Eeh," Doc repeated.
He struggled to think of a plan that would actually work.  They needed to work quickly if they were going to disable the tanks before they could blast through the ruins of the overpass because the army was quite close now. Close enough that Doc could hear the crunch of the tanks' tracks on the road.
"I don't suppose you have any small explosives?" Doc asked.
"What do you think?" Jervis replied.
"I know, I know," Doc sighed. "Why bother making them small when you can make them big?"
He studied the slowly approaching tanks. There were only four of them. He and Jervis could certainly disable four tanks. That was the easy part. The hard part was disabling all the trucks behind them.
He glanced back at what was left of the overpass. There were long pieces of rebar sticking out here and there among the wreckage.
"Can you rip free some of that rebar?" Doc asked, a crazy plan forming in his mind.
Jervis didn't respond, just dashed over to the piles of concrete and wrenched free piece after piece of twisted rebar.
"That's enough!" Doc shouted.
Jervis hurled six long rods of metal to Doc and picked up the other pieces.
"You go right!" Doc yelled. "I'll go left."
Jervis nodded, and they both shouldered their rebar and ran right towards the tanks. Several soldiers were on foot now, surrounding the tanks; and they immediately starting shooting, but Doc was moving so quickly that the bullets weren't anywhere near him. In seconds, he'd reached the first tank, and he leaped off the ground, past the long gun barrel, and landed on the platform beside it.
The gun barrel began to swivel, but Doc had already scrambled over the top to the other side. He dropped all but one piece of rebar, then he hefted it high into the air and thrust it into the metal body where he knew the engine compartment was located. 
Someone was yelling at him to halt, but the firing had ceased. Only a complete idiot fired at an enemy that was among their own men.
When the tank didn't come to an immediate halt, Doc lifted another piece of rebar and speared it into a different portion, using all of his strength to drive it down through the metal casing. The tank stuttered to a halt, and just to ensure that the tank couldn't just blast through the road block anyway, Doc yanked the rebar free and thrust it through the side of the gun barrel.
He dropped off the first tank onto the ground and dashed towards the second tank. Once he was close, he vaulted up onto it and shoved a piece of rebar through the gun barrel.
At that point, whoever was in charge decided to be an idiot and ordered the soldiers to fire once more. Bullets bounced off the metal all around Doc, but not a single one hit him until he stopped and raised the rebar over the engine compartment. Once he was standing still, a hail of bullets slammed into his chest and arms. The body armor kept the bullets from piercing his flesh but not from breaking his bones as they crashed into him.
"Wear the gear," he muttered as he drove the rebar through the engine. "I'd rather bleed," he growled. He wrenched the rebar free and thrust it through once more. Beneath him the tank jerked several times, and Doc jumped from it onto the ground.
He had three pieces of rebar left, and he hurled one like a spear towards the front of one of the trucks. The rebar disappeared inside the engine compartment, and steam started to boil out from under the hood.
Doc swung the other two pieces in a wide arc, pushing back the soldiers who were trying to contain him, before dashing past another truck and throwing the rebar as he did.
"Hans!" Jervis yelled over the screams and shouts of the confused military personnel. "Fángen!" 
Doc turned, catching the short broad sword Jervis had tossed, then he dashed alongside the next truck, slashing through tires as he went.
When he reached the end of the line, Doc climbed quickly up the back of a personnel truck and lay down flat on the top. A few seconds later, Jervis joined him.
"What do you think?" Doc whispered.
"I think they'll have to keep moving on foot."
"So we've bought ourselves a little time," Doc said.
"Perhaps."
Doc took a deep breath and said, "Gac's army now?"
"You don't want to stay here?" Jervis replied, tone flat.
A smoke grenade landed on the roof between them.
"I guess not," Doc said as he grabbed it and tossed it down to the ground. "I'll race you."
"To make it fair, I'll carry your sword and give you a thirty second head start," Jervis said.
"I'm not that slow," Doc sputtered. "You used to only give me fifteen."
A soldier scrambled up onto the roof and pointed his gun down at them. "Stand up and put your hands on your heads!" he ordered.
"They never say anything imaginative," Doc said as he pushed himself to his knees. Just as he was straightening, Doc tossed a knife at the solider. The knife hit handle first right between the soldier's eyes, and he stumbled off the back of the truck. Doc leaped forward and grabbed the man's wrist, then he carefully lowered him to the ground.
Once the soldier was safely settled, Doc winked at Jervis and started running. When he reached the front of the truck, he took a flying leap from the cab roof to the back of the next truck in line.
As soon as his feet hit, Doc started running once more. This time bullets tore through the canvas under his feet as he dashed across the top of the truck, and he pushed himself even faster. He'd nearly reached the cab when a bullet slammed into his shoulder and thrust him sideways. His foot twisted on the canvas, and he struggled to regain his balance; but before he could another bullet crashed into his chest and he started to fall. He didn't fight it, but he was relieved when Jervis suddenly grabbed his wrist, holding him steady.
"You'll have to do better than that," Jervis said in German, eyes bright. "And I don't know why you're running over the top. Do you want them to shoot you?"
"I thought it would be easier than running through them," Doc replied.
Bullets were ripping through the air around them, and one collided with the side of Jervis's face. Jervis's cheekbone collapsed inside the hood, but it quickly took its shape once more. 
"You may want to run faster," Jervis suggested flatly before releasing Doc and zipping across the truck roof.
"Hell," Doc muttered. "I guess I did need thirty seconds."
He glanced behind him, swallowing a sigh when he saw two soldiers running clumsily across the truck towards him. He tossed them a wave and started running once more. The line of trucks wasn't overly long, and in seconds he'd crossed it and jumped down onto the ground.
Soldiers swarmed him as soon as he landed, but he quickly shouldered through them and ran after Jervis. Bullets ricocheted off his back as he bolted past the disabled tanks, but they only served to push him forward.
He reached the ruined overpass in a matter of seconds, and he scrambled up the side and over the top. Once he was on the other side, he leaned against a chunk of broken concrete and took a deep breath.
"That was fun," Doc drawled, sighing in relief when his broken ribs snapped back into place.
"I prefer swords," Jervis said.
"Normally I would agree," Doc said. "But if they had swords and I still couldn't kill them... I don't think I would enjoy that one bit."
A deep caw reverberated into the ground around them, and Doc glanced upward, searching for the raven he knew would be there. As soon as he saw it, an image burst into his mind of Bree, Jury, and Tucker. James, Claude, and Reid were fighting fiercely to keep the others safe, but it was clear that Gac's soldiers would soon overwhelm them. 
"Thank you!" Doc yelled up at the raven. And then he started running once more.
"What's wrong?" Jervis demanded as they pounded quickly down the road towards Gac's army.
"Gac is attacking Bree," Doc replied. "You go on ahead. I'll catch up."
Jervis zipped off without reply, and Doc pushed as fast as he could after him. He'd never envied Jervis's speed and agility, but he did now. Doc had brought Bree and Tucker into this mess, and he should be the one protecting them, but instead he was running around playing disable the army.
A wave of fear tried to overtake him. If Bree was hurt... He couldn't even finish the thought. From the brief image the raven had showed him, there weren't that many soldiers attacking them, just more than James and the others could handle since they weren't able to kill them. Jervis wouldn't have any trouble though, and Doc knew that Jervis would get there in time. He always did.
Regardless of his faith in Jervis's ability, Doc pushed more strength into his legs and forced himself to run even faster. He passed several exits, but he knew that Bree and the others were behind Gac's army, so until he reached the army, there was no point in leaving the interstate.
He could hear the army already, the steady sound of several thousand boots marching down a concrete road; and with every second he ran, the sound grew louder until he rounded a curve and Gac's army finally came into view. Gac was at the head of it, prancing down the road on the back of a palomino horse. At least Doc assumed it was Gac. 
"Where did he even find it?" Doc muttered to himself as he searched for a way around them.
"Mr. Holliday!" Gac shouted. "At least I assume that's you underneath that ridiculous getup. Fancy meeting you here. I find it so amusing how much you continue to try and thwart me. I've already won. Can't you see that?"
Doc didn't bother to respond. He'd deal with Gac once he was certain that Bree was safe. Just before Gac reached him, Doc turned and started to run up one of the exits.
"Mr. Holliday!" Gac shouted. "I'm speaking to you!"
Doc ignored the brief urge to tackle Gac off his horse and pummel him to death and dashed all the way up the exit. When he reached the top, he glanced down the opposite ramp, cringing when he saw how far back Gac's army went.
The raven cawed overhead, and Doc looked up. He could almost hear the raven say "this way" so Doc turned and ran down the road, following it. The city wasn't as abandoned here, and people had lined up along the roads to watch the military pass by. They didn't realize that it had been overtaken by spirits. They didn't realize that it was every bit as malevolent as the Black Shaman.
Doc pushed past a man with a camera, jumped over a half-burned car, and followed the raven down another road. The raven suddenly turned back towards the interstate and flew over a tall building. There were structures on every side so Doc ran into the building, slamming through doors until he reached the back side. Without hesitation, he crashed through one of the windows. He hit the ground with a roll, then leaped to his feet and tore out after the raven once more.
In a few seconds, Doc was standing along a railing, looking down at the edge of the military camp. And there was Bree. In the middle of a tight cluster of blue magic.
Relief flowed through him at the sight of her. Jervis had reached them, just as Doc had known he would. The ground around them was littered with incapacitated soldiers, and Jervis was standing just beside Bree, face a mask of fierceness.
Doc leaped over the railing and landed on the ground, then he walked slowly towards them, watching them carefully.  
Bree's eyes were glowing as Jury's blue magic swirled around her and into the soldiers on the ground. She was grasping Jury's hand tightly, and once the magic had reached all the soldiers, a silver thread of magic weaved its way into the blue wash, nipping neatly through each form before coming back to Jury. Tucker was on the other side of Jury, hand on Jury's shoulder, face wrinkled in concentration as he mumbled something over and over and over again.
For a second, nothing happened, but then the silver thread tightened and began to pull on something other than the physical bodies of the soldiers, something inside them. Without warning the silver thread yanked free and zipped into the glowing rock that Jury was holding tightly, but then the magic suddenly collapsed, and Jury stumbled forward. Doc moved to catch him, but once again Jervis got there first.
"I'm fine," Jury mumbled.
Bree put her hand on his shoulder and said, "Maybe we should try a different way. That was only a handful of them."
"I'm fine," Jury insisted as he struggled to push away from Jervis.
"Easy," Jervis chastised.
Claude handed Jury a sandwich, which he quickly ate, but it did little to restore the color to his cheeks.
"We have to get closer," Bree said while Jervis and Tucker fussed over Jury. "We can't do it from so far away."
"Is Jury alright?" Doc asked softly.
"I don't know," she replied just as quietly. "The area alone is making him sick, but to do such a massive amount of magic on top of that..."
She trailed off and looked at Jury worriedly.
"I can do it," Jury said, voice stronger this time. "I'll be fine."
He was lying.
"We'll find a different way," Doc said.
"There is no different way!" Jury snapped. "Not right now; and if we don't handle it now, things get exponentially worse."
Doc caught Jervis's eyes, and Jervis shook his head sharply, telling Doc everything he needed to know.
Jury was right; they were running out of time. If they waited too long, the armies would clash, and there was simply no way to stop the new army from being possessed by Gac's remaining spirits. Which would double the problem. And if Gac managed to get his spirit army out of the city...
They had to contain it, and they had to contain it now. That was the only option. But not at the cost of Jury. Not at the cost of any of them.
He studied Jury for a moment, trying to think of a solution. He could give him all his bracelets, but Jury had his own bracelets and Doc knew his pockets were full of rocks. A few rocks wasn't going to give Jury what he needed right now. He needed contact with a live place, a place with unfettered elements.
"So if you weren't surrounded by dead things, you'd be fine?" Doc asked carefully.
"Yes."
"You'd have more than enough power?"
"Yes," Jury growled.
"What's your favorite spot on the Jury estate?"
"What?" Jury asked, brows wrinkling in confusion.
"Your favorite spot on the Jury estate," Doc said again.
"The lake," Jury finally said.
"Can you still visualize it?"
"Yes?"
"Can you reach it?"
Jury's eyes widened as he realized what Doc was suggesting. "Holy hell, Doc," he muttered. "Do you have any idea...  It's a thousand miles away, and I haven't been there in years!"
"Your point?"
"I'm already running on empty!"
"So?"
"So you're suggesting that I open a hole in the grey space, put my hand in it, and keep it there so I can have access to the elements while I bind the souls?!"
"Pretty much," Doc admitted.
"That's... Actually, that's goddamn brilliant," Jury muttered. "If I... I mean... I think... If I can actually get there, that might actually work."
Jury's face creased with concentration, which just went to show how exhausted he was. Opening windows in the grey space was second nature to him, and he never seemed to work at it.
Blue magic fluttered into the air in front of him, and then a small wobbly grey hole opened. Sweat trickled down Jury's brow, and the edges of the hole wavered, moving in and out sporadically.
"I don't know if I can hold it," Jury muttered as he reached one shaking hand towards it. Doc quickly moved to his side and laid his hand on top of Jury's.
"Now you have a reason to keep it open," Doc said.
"Like I care more about your hand than mine," Jury snorted, but Doc noticed the edges of the hole pulled back slightly.
They reached through together, and Doc exhaled with relief when his fingers brushed the surface of cool water.
"Goddamn," Jury sighed. "I missed you."
"I missed you too," Doc drawled.
"I was talking to the goddamn elements," Jury snapped.
Doc glanced up at Jury's face, grinning when he saw that Jury was already looking vibrant and healthy again.
"There is a problem through," Jury said.
"What's that?"
"I've never moved around with it before, and for this to work, my hand has to stay in the lake."
"Well," Doc shrugged. "You aren't the world's most powerful witch for nothing."
"That's great," Jury grumbled. "You create the problem, and you expect me to fix it."
Doc winked at him before saying, "Jervis and I will get in front of Gac's army and keep it from moving forward, and that should allow you to get behind it and do your thing."
"You do realize you're going to get pinched between the two armies?" Reid asked.
"Yes," Doc said cheerfully. "I am somewhat aware of that fact."
"Just so you know," Reid muttered.
"I've fixed one of the Jeeps," Claude suddenly said. "We'll use that to creep up behind them."
"Excellent, but give us a few minutes to get in front before you do anything," Doc ordered.
He hugged Bree tightly, patted Tucker on the shoulder, and said "figure that out" to Jury, before he turned and nodded to Jervis.
They ran swiftly out of the military camp back onto the interstate, and it wasn't long before they caught up with the tail end of Gac's army; but instead of engaging, Doc and Jervis ran up the closest exit ramp.
"I'm getting a little sick of running," Doc panted. "I much prefer killing."
"How do you think I feel?" Jervis retorted. "I left Dulcis for this."
Doc swallowed a laugh and pushed more strength into his legs. He hadn't sustained much damage, but all the broken bones and running were starting to wear on him, and he was not particularly looking forward to inciting two different military forces into shooting at him.
"This is a bad idea," he said as he surveyed the interstate below.
"No one ever said we were smart."
"That's true," Doc laughed.
He cast a glance down the interstate towards the edge of city. The incoming military was on foot now as well, and they were much closer than Doc would have liked.
"There're three overpasses between them," Doc said.
"You want me to blow them?" Jervis asked.
"Do you have time?"
"Do I have time?" Jervis snorted as he grabbed Doc's bag of explosives and took off down the onramp. 
"Which just leaves me Gac," Doc sighed.
Someone tugged on Doc's sleeve, and Doc turned with a surprised jerk and looked down into the wide curious eyes of a little boy.
"Why're the army men marchin' towards each other like that?" the boy asked.
"You shouldn't be here," Doc said. "Where're your parents?"
"A mean lady said they're dead," the boy said, shrugging helplessly. "And I can't find 'em, so maybe they are. I haven't seen 'em for a while now."
Doc quickly scanned the area, but he wouldn't have trusted a bottle of whiskey to the few adults he could see.
"You really can't be here," Doc said as he knelt beside the boy.
"I like your clothes," the boy said, ignoring Doc's words. "Are you from the future? Do people still go potty in the future?"
"I'm sure they do," Doc said with a chuckle.
He glanced around once more, unhappy with his options, but he felt a bit of hope when he spied a raven flying high above him. He waved wildly to get its attention, and a moment later the raven was settling on the concrete wall beside him.
"I need you to take this boy to Emily," Doc said, sending out an image of Emily and the jail. "Can you do that?"
The raven nodded.
"Safely?"
The raven nodded again.
Doc hated this. He had never ever abandoned a child before. It wasn't that he didn't trust the raven, but it was just a raven. It wasn't as if it could actually protect the boy.
"Better yet," Doc amended. "Get him to a safe place behind the army and have Emily come to him." He sent out an image of Emily finding the boy.
The raven nodded once more.
Doc turned back to the boy, heart aching with worry. "What's your name?" he asked.
Just then the first overpass exploded, and the boy screamed in terror.
"There's going to be more of that," Doc said, hugging the boy tightly and trying to soothe him. "Don't worry about it. This raven is going to take you to a safe place. He'll protect you; you have my word. My name is Doc. I'll come for you as soon as I'm finished. What's your name?"
"Hunter," the boy whispered.
"Oh, that's a very good name," Doc said. "Will you go with the raven?"
"Why can't I stay with you?"
"The army men are going to shoot at me."
"Why? Are you bad?"
"I'll be in their way, so as far as they're concerned, yes."
"Will you shoot back?"
"I can't," Doc replied. "This isn't one of those situations where I can just say 'alright, everyone on this side is bad, and I can kill them'," he went on, not sure why he was bothering to explain.
Doc pushed Hunter back so he could look at him and said, "I need to go now. Please stay with the raven. If he goes, you go. If he stops, you stop. A woman named Emily will come get you."
Hunter nodded, and Doc ruffled the boy's already messy hair before turning to run down the onramp that would drop him out in front of Gac. He dashed forward, barely noticing it when the second overpass exploded. He'd dillydallied long enough that if he wasn't fast, Gac would get ahead of him.
According to Fred, the military had moved the abandoned vehicles off the interstate when they'd first arrived, but they hadn't cleared away all the debris, so as Doc ran, he scooped a burnt car door up off the pavement.
He leaped over a crushed traffic cone and skidded out onto the interstate right in front of Gac's horse. The horse reared, and Doc brought up the car door between them, thrusting back when the horse's hooves slammed down. The horse neighed and stumbled backwards while Gac screamed orders at it; but Doc didn't give the horse a chance to regain its footing, instead he pressed forward until the horse stumbled over backwards and fell to the road.
Doc flung the car door towards the approaching soldiers, trying to turn it so it would hit on the broadside and hopefully not kill anyone, and then he rushed forwards and ripped Gac out from under the horse.
"Who are you?!" the man screamed. "What's going on?"
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed, tossing the man to the side and turning to face the army that was still marching towards him.
"Charge!" a man yelled. "Kill the silver monster!"
The soldiers hesitated for a second, not sure what to do, and Doc took advantage of their hesitation by speeding towards them. He didn't pull his knives because he didn't want to kill them or hurt them more than he had to. He crashed into their line, striking out with the heels of his hands and knocking soldier after soldier down to the ground.
"Grab him!" the new Gac yelled. "Kill him!"
Doc ducked a pair of arms that reached for him and hit the soldier in the chest as he did, knocking him backwards. Another soldier leaped towards him, and Doc grabbed the man's arm and swung him into several other soldiers. Doc released the man and stepped to the side, ducking a gunstock headed for his head, then slammed his elbow into a soldier's chest as he twisted sideways to escape a pair of grasping hands.
His plan was working perfectly. Gac's entire army had halted its progress, and all the soldiers were completely focused on him. That had been the entirety of his plan. He just hoped the tides of luck were with him because he hadn't planned anything past this point.
The third and final overpass exploded, shaking the interstate beneath Doc's feet, and he knew that Jervis would soon be there. Which was just as well because there were so many hands tearing at Doc that he was struggling to keep his feet.
Doc spun in a tight circle, ripping away from the hands trying to drag him down, and barreled his way out onto the open interstate. Several soldiers broke from the pack and rushed at him. They crashed into Doc all at once, and the sheer weight of them forced him to the asphalt.
He immediately reached for his knives, but then he remembered he couldn't kill them, and so he punched one of them in the face, trying to force them back. Heat poured into his tattoo, and Doc grimaced. He hadn't meant to punch so hard.
He covered his head with one hand and struck out with his other hand, trying not to hit with so much force. He kicked with his feet at the same time, but he couldn't push them back far enough to break free.
The weight was suddenly gone, and Doc rolled quickly to his feet.
"I don't know what you'd do without me," Jervis stated.
"Me either," Doc said as he gazed down at the soldier he'd accidentally killed. He reached down and yanked off the soldier's name tape, then stared at his face for a moment. He'd just finished committing the man's face to memory when Gac yelled, "Fire!"
Doc yanked Jervis to the ground, and they rolled backwards across the road. Fortunately, Gac's spirit soldiers weren't sharpshooters. Unfortunately, when a hundred people were all shooting at once, one or two bullets were bound to meet their mark.
"I hate this gear," Doc snapped when they came to a halt behind a hunk of concrete that had rolled away from the rest of the ruined overpass. "It hurts so much worse."
"I suppose for people like us, one must factor the odds," Jervis replied. "Blood loss verses bone breakage."
"Are you saying I can take it off?" Doc asked hopefully.
"No, I'm suggesting we run some experiments."
"This could be the experiment," Doc insisted. "You wear it; I won't, and we'll see who comes out better off in the end."
"Mr. Holliday!" Gac shouted. "Are you hiding from me? I didn't think you were scared of me!"
"I'm not!" Doc shouted back, momentarily ignoring everything Francisco had taught him. "I'm scared of your goons! They're the ones shooting at me!"
"My army is merely an extension of myself!" Gac yelled.
"You're certifiably insane!"
"Your manners are slipping!" Gac shouted.
"You never had any!"
"Hans!" Jervis hissed. "What are you doing?"
"I just hate him so much," Doc hissed, struggling to ignore Gac's continued insults.
"I can't imagine how this is helping," Jervis said sternly. "Do you have a plan besides just rushing out there and getting shot a hundred times?"
"No!" Doc snapped. "It's so goddamn hard to come up with plans that don't involve killing people! I just punched one of them, and poof, he's dead! Didn't mean to, and what if the mother wanted his spirit? But here I just swooped in and stole it. This whole situation is just... It's ticking me off!" Doc snarled.
"That doesn't help Bree," Jervis stated.
"I know," Doc sighed. "Let's just run out there, and get inside the mass of them. At least then they might not shoot us."
"This is why I don't leave Dulcis. A child with a box of crayons could come up with a better plan."
"I don't see one of those around, do you?" Doc snarled.
"I suppose not. After you," Jervis said.
"Thanks so much," Doc grumbled.
He inhaled deeply, readied his feet, and ran. Since they were terrible shots anyway, Doc decided to run in a straight line, figuring there was actually less chance of getting hit that way. Bullets whizzed past him; some tore through the road near his feet; and a few slammed into his armor, breaking bones wherever they hit.
There were all kinds of tricks he could have pulled if he wanted them to kill each other, but since he didn't, he ran straight at them, swallowing his gasps of pain as their aim grew better and better the closer he got.
He finally tore into them, but he didn't stop, and he didn't bother trying to knock anyone over. He just ran through them, turning sideways when he saw the sheen of blue magic rising in the distance behind them.
He ran first one way, then another, forcing the soldiers to follow his movements. But apparently Gac's title of general wasn't completely meaningless because as Doc spun on his heels to turn once more, he realized that he was surrounded. Not just in the general sense. The soldiers had actually shifted inward, and Doc was now in the middle of an angry circle of spirit soldiers.
"He told us not to shoot," a big man said menacingly as he turned over his rifle. "But bludgeoning's okay. So we'll do that instead."
The soldiers rushed forward from all sides, but Doc didn't wait for them to reach him. He leaped forward and tore a gun from someone's hands, then he twisted back and forth and from side to side, slamming the gun into head after head as he did, being careful not to hit too hard. But every time he knocked one soldier down, another took his place.
They were weak in comparison, but there were so many of them that Doc knew it wouldn't be long until he was pushed to the ground, and then they would crush him. He scanned their eyes, looking for signs of cruelty, looking for ones he could excuse killing, but all their faces were twisted. The ghost souls were in command now, and he couldn't see anything of the original spirits.
A rifle stock slammed against his head, knocking him sideways. Another rammed into his back, knocking him forwards. Doc struck several soldiers in the face and tried to push through them, but he couldn't. Not without hurting them.
Several gun stocks slammed into Doc all at once, knocking him to his knees. He quickly kicked out, pushing them back just far enough to regain his feet, but the blows kept coming.
He finally pulled a knife because Jervis was right. They could live without their hands. He twisted sideways, planning to slice off the hand of the soldier pounding on his head, but stopped himself. It wouldn't matter. It was no different than knocking them out. Another one of Gac's soldiers would just take their place.
So even though he knew it was futile, he flipped the knife over and hit the woman on the side of her skull with the handle. She dropped forward, and another soldier climbed over her form and started bashing on Doc's chest with his rifle.
Doc growled in frustration. The pain of their blows was constantly reverberating through him; and every now and then, a blow landed just right and broke one of his bones. Everything healed, but the pain was constant, and he could tell that his healing had slowed considerably. His body couldn't take much more. He needed to kill just one of them. Just one.
He lunged forward, knife tip forward, but managed to turn the knife at the last second and deliver a blow instead of a stab. Irritated at himself for losing control, he dropped his knife and struck from side to side with his hands, barely keeping them at bay. He'd keep fighting, and he'd win. He had to. He refused to die, refused to let Gac win. But he'd win without compromising. He wouldn't kill them.
He snatched another gun from a soldier's grip and held it with both hands, using it like a shield to hold them back. He just needed a little space so he could break out of their tight ranks; and then he'd do it all over again.
He pushed forward one step at a time, but his forward motion was useless because with each step they shifted to follow him, and the blows kept coming, kept raining down on his head.
Doc felt a gun barrel press against his back, and he tried to shift away, but he was pinned on all sides, and when the soldier pulled the trigger the bullet slammed into Doc's spine with enough force to shatter it.
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed. He tried to grab someone to keep from falling, but his arms wouldn't move, and he slowly slithered to the ground.
Cheers filled the air as the soldiers converged on him and slammed their boots and guns into his body. Now that he was on the ground, their hits had force, and there was nothing he could do to protect himself. He couldn't even raise his hands to cover his head.
This cannot be it, he thought desperately as a gun barrel collided with his eye socket. Pain tore through his body as blow after blow rained down on him. His spine was trying to heal; he could feel it trying to heal, but with every blow and every broken bone, the healing slowed.
Doc struggled to move his arm, to move anything, but he couldn't. He was helpless, and he was already starting to lose his grip on reality; he was starting to drift towards the darkness, but he couldn't do that. He wouldn't. He'd promised Jury.
"Heal, goddamn you!" he hissed.
Through a haze of blood and pain, he stared up at their vicious faces, regretting his decision not to kill them. If he could just move one hand, one finger, he would reach out, snap a neck, and get back to his feet. 
"HANS!"
"Jervis!" Doc managed to yell. He tried to turn towards the sound of Jervis's voice, but he couldn't. His body simply wouldn't cooperate.
As he watched the enraged faces of the soldiers beating down on him, he managed to grin. He needed them to stay put, and that's exactly what they were doing. That sneaky blue light that was creeping over them would eventually envelop them, and then they'd be caught, ripped free, and taken away. So whether or not he was alive to see it, he was going to win.
Doc blinked blearily, trying to focus. He'd thought the light was blue. It looked white right now. So white and brilliant that he was having trouble keeping his eyes open.
Fear suddenly coursed through him. Was there really a light? There had never been a light before. Was this finally the end?
The light grew so bright that it burned Doc's eyes, but he couldn't look away, didn't dare look away. Then suddenly the light exploded outwards, and a man stepped through it.
He glanced down at Doc, blue eyes sharp and brilliant, and said, "This is a right mess you got yourself into. And what the hell are you wearin'?"




Chapter 18
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"Pecos?" Doc gasped, not quite able to believe his eyes as he squinted up at the fading light.
A hand suddenly grabbed Doc's leg, but instead of hurting him, heat poured through him, healing him and filling him to the brim with power and light.
"Aylen," Pecos said as he grabbed Doc's hand and pulled him to his feet. "She said you might need me."
"But..." Doc stuttered, not sure what to say, amazed that he was standing, that he could move, amazed that the pain was completely gone.
"These nasty fellows?" Pecos asked, gesturing towards the shocked-looking soldiers.
"Yes, but we can't kill them," Doc said quickly, not sure what Pecos was going to do. "They're being controlled."
"Got it," Pecos said as he leaped forward and grabbed one of the soldiers by his arms.
Doc watched in confused awe as Pecos swung the man effortlessly in a circle, then tossed him into the others, bowling them over like grasses in a meadow. And before anyone had a chance to react, Pecos had a different man in the air, and then a different one, until he'd not only broken the circle but also pushed them back.
Once there was a little distance between Pecos and the army, Pecos raised his arm and dropped to one knee, slamming his fist into the ground as he did. Concrete spewed into the air and showered down on the army, pushing them back even further.
"I take it that's Pecos," Jervis said from beside Doc.
"Yep."
"Interesting. In this one instance I'd be willing to admit that Andrew did not exaggerate."
"I'm not sure he exaggerated enough," Doc replied, still not entirely clear on what had just happened.
"Are we planning on helping him?"
"As if he needs it," Doc snorted. "Look at him! He's like a goddamn bulldozer!"
Pecos was moving like lightning, busting up one portion of the road after another, pushing the army further and further back.
"Still, it's the polite thing to do," Jervis said after a moment.
Doc glanced behind them and sighed. The other army had finally surmounted the last overpass's rubble heap, and it wouldn't be long until they were close enough to open fire. Pecos had Gac's army in a state of total panic, but once the two armies were face to face, Doc knew that Gac's reserve spirits would swoop down and take over the second army. And then they'd have two spirit armies to deal with. Or just one really big spirit army.  
He looked out past Gac's army at the slowly growing field of magic. Hopefully, it wouldn't take them much longer to remove the ghosts; but until then, he needed to keep the armies as far apart as possible. Pecos had created a small barrier of rubble, and Gac's army was behind it, but it wouldn't take the soldiers long to break through it.  
"Let's see if we can't slow down the other side," Doc said with a sigh. 
"Do we have a different plan besides running up to them and slapping them around?" Jervis asked irritably.
"I'm open to suggestions," Doc snapped.
Behind them, Gac screamed, "FIRE!"
The sound of gunfire filled the air once more, echoing off the walls of the road, and bullets tore through the air past Doc and Jervis. A bullet crashed into the back of Doc's head, cracking the bones of his skull.
"Return fire!" someone shouted from the other side.
"It appears that we let them get too close," Doc said as more bullets whistled through the air all around them.
"It appears so," Jervis muttered.
"You fall back and protect Bree," Doc said decisively. "Pecos and I will handle this."
Jervis nodded sharply and ran quickly towards the onramp Doc had used just a little while ago. Doc watched him go, knowing the only reason Jervis had agreed to leave was because of Bree.
Doc took a deep breath to ready himself, then rushed out into the hail of bullets. Pecos was already hunkered behind a shattered chunk of concrete, and Doc skidded to a halt beside it and dropped to the ground next to him.
"I take it we can't kill those ones neither?" Pecos asked.
"Nope."
There was a trail of blood on Pecos's face, and a few patches of blood on his chest, but he seemed fine because he suddenly said, "It's gonna be hard not to kill 'em, but I 'spect we could use the ol' rope trick."
Doc knew exactly what Pecos meant, and it depressed him to know they didn't have any better options.
Pecos pulled the coiled rope off his shoulder and handed Doc one end of it. Doc wrapped it around his hand, even though he knew he was risking losing his whole arm by doing so. He didn't bother to question Pecos's logic because he knew from experience that Pecos's rope would be more than long enough and despite all odds the rope trick would actually work.
"Let's go," Doc said once he was certain the rope was secure. "Just remember, I can't run as fast as you can."
"No one can," Pecos said with a wide grin. His grin faded, and he added, "At least not no more."
For a moment they stood there while bullets zipped all around them, both mourning Andrew. Then they tightened their grips and ran straight at the incoming army.
Bullet after bullet slammed into Doc's chest, and he glanced sideways, worried about Pecos. Even at a distance, Doc could see that just as many bullets were hitting Pecos, but the wounds weren't slowing him down because Aylen's slim white hand was extending from a shining orb of light and her hand never once left Pecos's shoulder.
Andrew hadn't exaggerated on either count. Pecos was incredible, and Aylen was just as amazing. It had only taken her a second to heal Doc's shattered spine and body, and she was currently keeping Pecos on his feet.
A bullet hit Doc square in the forehead, breaking the bone and bringing his focus back to the task at hand. Carrying out the stupidest plan ever. Running into an army with nothing but a rope was an Andrew plan if ever he heard one.
The bullets were hitting harder and faster now, and Doc heard someone yell, "Cease your approach, or you will be killed!"
"Not dead yet," Doc muttered.
He felt a warm hand brush over his back, and the pain of his increasing injuries abruptly faded, replaced with a burning sense of confidence.
Doc dashed the last few yards, gripping the rope with all the strength he could muster. He ran past the front of the army, nearly jerking to a halt when the rope crashed into the soldiers. The weight tore at his shoulder, but he didn't stop. He kept plowing forward, pulling as hard as he could and heaving a sigh of relief when he felt the rope give and the army shudder backwards.
No one was shooting at him now. He was right next to them, and the concrete wall of the interstate was behind him. But a handful of soldiers were approaching him cautiously, knives in their hands. Doc briefly considered dropping the rope and knocking them out; but before he could make up his mind, Pecos shouted "again!", and Doc felt the rope go taut once more. He rushed forward again, past the approaching soldiers, pulling with all his might on the entire army.
"Fall back and regroup!" someone shouted.
The rope went slack as hundreds of soldiers suddenly backtracked, knocking back the soldiers who had been about to attack Doc. Doc knew it wouldn't take the army long to regroup, but they had slowed it down for a moment or two.
He ran back around to the front, hoping Pecos had another terrible plan to offer up. Anything was better than nothing. Shots began to ring out again as Doc and Pecos met, but Pecos didn't keep running. Instead he turned to face the army and slammed his fist into the ground. Concrete moved around his fist like water, springing up into the air and raining down towards the army.
"How long do we need to hold 'em back?" Pecos yelled.
"Until Gac's army is disabled," Doc replied.
"And 'bout how long do you think that'll take?"
Doc gazed back at Gac's army, but he couldn't tell if the blue magic had fully enveloped it yet. The only thing he could see clearly was that some of Gac's men were making passageways through the barrier Pecos had built up and were regrouping on the other side. And if Gac's soldiers moved too far away from Bree, this was all for nothing.
"We have to stop them from moving," Doc said worriedly.
"The other ones?" Pecos asked.
"Yes."
"And these ones?"
"Yes."
"I think I got an idea."
"That's more than I have," Doc admitted.
Pecos yanked on his rope, and it zipped through the air towards them. Pecos caught it in his hand and said, "I'll lift up that big chunk of rock over there, and you'll tie the rope 'round it. You do know how to make a good knot, don't you?"
"That big chunk of rock?" Doc asked, pointing towards a gigantic hunk of concrete.
"That's the one."
Doc raised an eyebrow and started to argue, but the look on Pecos's face didn't encourage argument so Doc grabbed the rope with a growl and followed Pecos towards the broken concrete.
"I'm more than a hundred years older than him," Doc muttered under his breath. "That look shouldn't even work on me. And I'm betting myself ten dollars he can't even budge it," Doc said, feeling oddly cheerful at the prospect.
Bullets tore through them both as Pecos clamped his hands onto the sides of the concrete and, without seeming to struggle, hefted it into the air.
"Well, hell," Doc muttered. "I did not see that coming."
He threw the rope underneath, and when Pecos had lowered the concrete back to the ground, Doc quickly scaled up the side and tied the rope together at the top.
A bullet collided with the front of Doc's head just as he was sliding down the side, and he slipped and fell to the ground. He quickly stood, but blood was pouring down into his eyes, blinding him. He tore off his hood with a muffled curse and ran his hand over his forehead, cringing when he felt the spongy mush of bone and flesh.
Another bullet slammed into his chest, pressing him up against the concrete. And another. Doc was struggling to move when a rough hand suddenly grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back behind the wall of concrete.
"Aylen!" Pecos snapped.
Aylen's soft hand touched Doc's face, and Doc felt Aylen's healing warmth push through him once more.
"Thanks," Doc sighed. "I hate this gear," he added.
"It's a bit sissy lookin'" Pecos agreed. "Now stick close."
Pecos tightened his grip on the rope, and with one deft movement, the concrete was suddenly up in the air.
"I don't believe it," Doc muttered as he watched the concrete fly sideways.
The army scattered back frantically as the airborne concrete tore through the road, blasting them with a hail of debris. It passed by the army and shattered through the side of the interstate wall, then it followed a wide arc before crashing down in front of Gac's army. Shouts of terror filled the air as Gac's soldiers climbed over each other, trying to get back behind the barrier.
Without slowing down, the concrete slammed into the other wall, tearing through it with steady force, then crashed in front of the regrouping army once more, pushing them even further back.
If it wasn't for the bead of sweat on Pecos's forehead, Doc wouldn't have thought he was expending any effort at all; and that made almost no sense. Even Andrew wouldn't have been able to swing such a huge piece of concrete like it was nothing.
"If you had somethin' planned, now's the time," Pecos grunted.
Doc glanced around. Both armies were staying firmly put because there wasn't anything they could do to defeat a big chunk of rock. Every time they managed to regroup, the chunk of concrete careened in front of them, forcing them to retreat. But there was one soldier from Gac's army who was sneaking sideways towards the onramp, and somehow Doc was certain he was Gac.
Doc waited until the concrete tore past Gac's army once more, and then he bolted forward. He leaped over one hunk of debris after another, constantly glancing behind him to make sure he was still ahead of the whirling concrete. So much dust was swirling inside the circle that it impeded Doc's vision, but he still realized that he wasn't going to make it to Gac in time. He threw himself forward onto the ground, flattening himself just before the concrete tore through the air above him.
Once it was past, Doc leaped to his feet and dashed forward, launching himself onto Gac's retreating back. They tumbled to the ground together, and Gac hissed, "Goddamn you!" As they rolled to a halt, Doc reached to snatch a zip tie from his pocket, but paused when he felt a cold piece of steel against his head.
"Morality is your problem, Mr. Holliday," Gac sneered. "I saw how hard you struggled to stop me without killing a single soldier. You won't hurt me. You can't. This man is still inside me, begging for freedom. He's beginning to annoy me because he keeps going on and on about his wife and child as if I care, but you do," Gac spat, eyes black with fury and hatred. "Get up," he ordered.
Doc grinned as he slapped Gac's gun away from his head and onto the ground, barely flinching as a bullet tore through the side of his scalp. He quickly zip tied Gac's hands together, then sat back on his heels and studied him.
"You have to stay this time," Doc drawled. "There aren't any other bodies in a close range."
"You've no idea the extent of my power," Gac snarled.
"You've no idea the extent of mine," Doc said as he eyed the mist of blue magic that was slowly creeping towards them.
"You're just a man," Gac laughed.
"That's true," Doc agreed as he rolled them both to the side and thrust Gac inside the blue haze. A silver thread suddenly zipped through Gac's body, and his eyes widened.
"What have you done?" he hissed.
"I haven't done anything," Doc drawled.
The magic swelled, fully enveloping Doc, and for a moment the world was mute. The sound of the concrete whirlwind faded into nothing. Gac's lips moved, but no sound came out. It was an absence of sound so loud that it nearly hurt Doc's ears to hear it.
And then the silver thread tightened. And yanked. A scream of pure fury filled the air, and Gac surged forward, bound hands outstretched towards Doc's throat. But then his angry eyes went blank and the body Doc was holding slumped.
Doc's ears popped as all the sounds of the city and the armies suddenly returned in force, and he smiled grimly. It was done. They had held everyone in place, and now the spirits were contained. Which only left the problem of the two armies.
The soldier Gac had possessed sat up abruptly and looked around with wide-eyed fear. "What's going on?" he whispered. "I was lost. But... Where am I?"
"In the city," Doc replied, quickly snipping the zip tie in half.
"Who are you?"
"No one," Doc said cheerfully.
"There was someone else... In my mind..."
"I would keep that to yourself," Doc suggested. "It was probably the water."
"The water?"
"You've been drinking the city water, right?" Doc said. "It's contaminated."
"Really?"
"Yes. It affected your entire unit."
"It did?"
"Yes," Doc replied calmly. "They're about to go to war with your relief unit, but the effects of the toxin are finally wearing off."
"That's horrible," the man said as he struggled to his feet. "We have to stop them."
"I will," Doc said.
He winked at the young soldier before turning to check on Pecos. Pecos was still swinging the concrete, and the dust filling the roadway was so thick, Doc could barely see him. "Just one more minute," Doc murmured, not that Pecos could hear him.
Doc patted the soldier on the shoulder before bolting down into the shambles of Gac's army.
"Lay down your guns!" he commanded soldier after soldier. "Lay down your guns and call out 'we yield'!"
There were murmurs of confusion at his words, but they did as they were told; they were too baffled at their predicament to do anything else.
"What's going on?" someone mumbled as Doc passed.
"The water is toxic," Doc said, over and over. "You were infected. You had no control over your actions."
"The water?" voices mumbled back.
"The water," Doc insisted. "Lay down your weapons, and call out 'we yield'."
Several voices were already yelling "we yield", and as Doc passed through them, more and more guns dropped to the ground and more and more voices shouted "we yield".
Satisfied that they wouldn't all be slaughtered now, Doc timed his exit, and after the concrete made its pass, he rushed forward, skidding to a stop next to Pecos.
"We're done here," Doc said.
"That's great," Pecos replied, voice strained.
"So you can stop now."
"That's the thing," Pecos murmured. "Mite hard to stop something like this once you got it going."
Doc stared at him, then out at the huge piece of concrete, then at the slowly fraying rope.
"What would you normally do?" Doc demanded.
"Don't usually fight in cities," Pecos responded.
"I see," Doc replied.
He glanced at the armies, frustration filling him. They hadn't worked this hard just to lose it all at the end. And they weren't going to let something as stupid as a fraying rope stop them from saving all these people.
His eyes caught on the white disc hoovering above Pecos's shoulder, and he said, "What about Aylen?"
"What 'bout her?"
"Can she open one of her zappy hole thingies and send the concrete someplace else?"
"Zappy hole thingies?" Pecos snorted. "The boy never came up with a better word for it?"
"No."
The rope was nearly frayed through, and Doc cringed as the concrete whirled past once more.
"It's worth a try," Pecos finally said. "Aylen?"
The white circle of light above Pecos's shoulder widened, revealing Aylen's face. "Yes?" she said.
"Can you zap this here rock someplace else?" Pecos asked. "Someplace with no people?"
"I... I do not know," Aylen said softly, face suddenly frightened.
"It's no different than a person; just a bit bigger," Doc said soothingly, knowing that in spite of Aylen's massive power, she was only just learning to use it in the aid of others. "And it will save a lot of lives."
"I will... I will try," she murmured.
With that, she disappeared.
"Rope's 'bout gone," Pecos said worriedly.
"I can see that," Doc said, eyes following the concrete as it spun around them once more.
He wasn't used to feeling so useless, but he had no choice but to just stand here and watch the concrete spin, hoping Aylen would swoop in and save them. There weren't any other options.
The rope unraveled a little more, and Doc held his breath, waiting for it to completely break free. And then it did. The rope snapped, Pecos fell backwards, and the concrete went careening through the air straight towards the surrendering army.
Doc watched it in horror, but just as it was about to crash down, a huge white hole opened in the air right above the army, catching the concrete and completely removing it from sight before snapping closed.
"She did it," Pecos said with a sharp exhale.
For a moment, everything was still, then shouts of "we surrender" echoed down the interstate.
"I think that's our cue to leave," Doc said softly, pointing towards the onramp.
"After you," Pecos replied.
Doc cast him a grin before breaking into a run once more.
"I've ran all I want to for the next ten years," Doc declared as they raced out onto one of the city streets.
"I don't mind the runnin'," Pecos replied.
Doc snorted softly.
"Not too happy 'bout my rope though," Pecos added. "Given what the boy's said, it'll be impossible to replace."
For some reason, Doc started laughing, and it wasn't long before Pecos joined in. Doc laughed so hard that he had to stop running and lean against a signpost. After a few minutes, he wound down to a chuckle and managed to say, "I can't believe we pulled that off. Thank you for coming."
"I'm always up for a good fight," Pecos shrugged.
Doc grinned at him, happy to see that Pecos was looking much more vibrant and alive than he had when they first met. Pecos certainly wasn't a man used to sitting around doing nothing. He was a man who needed a good fight to keep him going.
"You mind tellin' me what was going on?" Pecos said.
"It's confusing, but I'll give you the rundown. Custer, the general—"
"The one they sent out after the Indians?" Pecos asked.
"That's the one," Doc said. "He died, became a ghost, learned how to take over other bodies through some sort of ritual, decided he wanted my body, but that didn't go well. After that I unintentionally led him here, where he rallied all the lost souls left behind by the Black Shaman, and used them to take over the army."
Pecos was silent for a long moment. Then he said, "So how did we win exactly?"
"Right," Doc murmured. "I did leave that bit out, didn't I? The other half of my team was working on extracting the souls, which they did. All we were doing was holding everyone in place so they could do their job."
"Ah. Can't say that's the strangest thing I've ever had to deal with," Pecos murmured. "It's pretty high up the list though."
"There are some things you don't know about the world," Doc said softly. "When you're ready, I'll fill you in; but right now, I suggest we get the hell out of here."




Chapter 19
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They hadn't agreed on a meeting place, but when Doc and Pecos finally reached the Morgan's house Tucker was laying on the lawn, fast asleep, face a wash of white, and Jury was sitting beside him, folded legs surrounded by a wobbly grey hole and long green grasses.
"You flipped it on its side," Doc said admiringly. "Clever."
"I'll take it," Jury said. "Even if it was technically your idea."
"Is everyone alright?" Doc asked.
"Yep. Jervis is stitching up Claude and Reid, but other than that, we're all good. Is that Pecos?"
"Yep."
"I see."
Pecos raised an eyebrow, and Doc said, "This is Jury."
Pecos grinned slowly and said, "You're Jury?"
"Yes?" Jury growled. "Why?"
"No reason," Pecos shrugged.
"What did Andrew say?" Jury snapped. "'Cause I know he said something."
"Well, since you asked, he said that someday you'd probably be a good guy to have around. But he underlined someday 'bout three times."
"You don't see any souls hanging around, do you?" Jury snorted. "So I guess someday is here!"
"Snarky fellow, ain't he?" Pecos chuckled.
"Just sensitive when it comes to Andrew," Doc replied.
"I am not sensitive!" Jury snapped. "And why are you harassing me? You should be thanking me! Here are your goddamn souls!"
Doc caught the glowing rock Jury tossed him and looked at it worriedly. "How do we get them back out?"
"Why would we even want to?" Jury retorted.
Doc didn't respond, just slipped the rock into his pocket, and asked, "Is Emily here?"
"She's inside," Jury said as he lay back on the dead lawn. "Wake me when you're ready to leave. I don't want to stay in this place for another minute."
"Aylen'll come for me," Pecos said. "You want her to take you home?"
"There're a lot of us," Doc said. "We'll take the plane."
Pecos reached out a hand and said, "I'll fight with you anytime, Doc Holliday."
Doc shook Pecos's offered hand, covering up his grimace at Pecos's very firm grip, and said, "Right back at you, Pecos Bill."
Pecos grinned widely. "I can see why the boy likes..." He stumbled for a second and finally said "liked you."
"And I can see why he likes you," Doc replied firmly. "They're always with us."
Pecos nodded, blue eyes shiny with emotion, then he gestured towards the house and said, "You best check on your people."
Doc turned away from him, wishing he could do something more to help Pecos ease into the present day. When he reached the door, he paused and turned around, saying, "Now that I know Aylen can zap you around, you have no excuse not to visit. You're welcome anytime. In fact, you should come soon; I need some people to test out my new chef."
"Sure thing," Pecos replied with a grin. "I'll let her know."
"Be sure that you do," Doc said before turning to go inside.
Clara was sitting by the window looking out at the lawn, or more precisely, where Jury was stretched out on the lawn.
"He's so handsome," she breathed. "What's the deal with the weird hole?"
"He's like Aylen," Doc lied easily.
"Neat," she said. "He really should be more careful though. What if someone sees him?"
"Take him out something to toss over it," Doc said. "But don't drool over him. He hates it when people drool over him."
That wasn't precisely true, but Clara wasn't quite old enough for Jury to appreciate her drool.
"I'll take it right now," Clara said happily.
As soon as she was gone, Doc called out, "Emily?"
"I'm in the kitchen," Emily replied.
Doc strode into it, heaving a sigh of relief when he saw Hunter sitting at the table with the other children.
"I was afraid I lost you," he told Hunter.
"Emily came and got me," Hunter grinned. "Just like you said she would."
Doc ruffled the boy's hair and said, "Good. I'm glad to see you."
"Did you finish with the army guys?"
"Yes."
"Did you get shot?"
"Yes."
"How many times?"
"Probably a hundred," Doc said with a laugh. "Where are the others?" he asked Emily. "It's time to go home."
"Where's home?" Hunter asked worriedly.
"Denver."
"Where's that?"
"Colorado."
"Is that a long way away?"
"A bit," Doc admitted. "I'm going to find a family for you," he said gently. "Would you like me to find one near here?"
"I dunno," Hunter said. "I've never been anywhere else."
"Reid and I will take him," Evie suddenly said.
Doc studied her face. He knew she'd already taken in one lost child, and it didn't surprise him one bit that she was opening her heart to another one.
"What do you think, Hunter? Would you like to stay with Reid and Evie?"
"You're the ones with all the kids?" Hunter asked worriedly.
"Yes," Evie said.
"You sure you want another one? I don't eat much, but still."
Evie took Hunter's hand in hers and said gently, "In my house, you eat as much as you want."
"Really?"
"Absolutely. Do you have a favorite food? I'll make it for you as soon as I can."
"Mac 'n cheese?" Hunter said hopefully.
"Done," Evie promised him.
Hunter grinned widely, and Evie hugged him tightly.
"So that's settled?" Doc asked. "You're staying here?"
"Is that okay?" Hunter asked, still tucked against Evie's side.
"Absolutely," Doc said. "It was nice to meet you, Hunter. Evie, tell Reid and Fred thank you. Emily, round up the others. It's time to go."
"Will do," Emily said with a grin.
Doc nodded, then went back outside. Pecos was already gone, and Tucker was still asleep, so he sat next to Jury's stretched out form.
"Nasty of you to send out that girl," Jury said sleepily. "She wouldn't stop sighing."
"You were being rather careless," Doc said.
"Like anybody's going to believe a word anyone in this city says," Jury snorted. "Wolves made of fire, zombies, gods, floating grey circles." He shook his head and added, "I think we're good."
"Maybe," Doc agreed.
"Are we leaving?"
"As soon as Emily gets everyone rounded up."
"Good. I hate it here."
"Me too," Doc said. "It feels... desperate, but not like a gaming hall. The desperation there is tinged with hope; this is just desperation with no hope in sight."
"I hope they burn it to the ground," Jury said.
"You know better."
"I do," Jury sighed. "And that really ticks me off. When a place like this is so dead, why do they stay? They should be running away."
"They can't feel it," Doc murmured. "I don't know why though."
"Norms can't feel anything," Jury snorted. "It's the rubber soles, you know."
"Not this again," Doc sighed.
"Seriously. You can't feel anything when you're walking around with a layer of rubber on your feet," Jury insisted. "It blocks the elements." 
"I know," Doc said. "You've told me a dozen times." He lifted his foot off the ground and tapped the bottom of his shoe with his knuckles. "Leather. See? I listen."
"You better," Jury said. "I see you wore the gear."
"Jervis didn't give me much choice," Doc grumbled as he worked to shimmy out of it.
"Good choice on not wearing the hood," Jury chuckled. "It makes you look like a—"
"I know what it makes me look like," Doc snapped. "And I did wear it. Right up until the point a bullet made soup of the front of my head."
"There's got to be a way to reduce the impact," Jury said thoughtfully. "But I can't think of it right now. I can't think of anything right now. This place is making me dumb. I want to camp on Mount Shavano," he added.
Doc knew better than to argue. And besides, Jury wasn't asking all that much. As long as there was whiskey, Doc could handle a few nights out in the cold away from his luxurious bed.
"Sure," he said.
"What? No argument; no the road is terrible and there aren't any women?" Jury asked suspiciously.
"Nope."
"Are you feeling alright?"
"You like camping," Doc said solemnly. "And I..." He stopped talking and pointed at his eye.
"Don't do it," Jury warned.
Doc widened his eyes dramatically and made a heart with his hands.
"I hate you," Jury growled.
Doc gestured several times with the heart before pointing at Jury and blinking several times.
"I changed my mind," Jury said. "I want to go alone."
"You could always take Tucker," Doc said with a grin.
Jury shuddered and said, "No."
"We could at least take him with us."
"Absolutely not."
"Why not?"
"Tucker in the woods? Are you kidding me? We wouldn't get any sleep."
"True," Doc laughed.
He wasn't even that against camping this time. After being here, he wouldn't mind being surrounded by living trees and sparkling water for a while. If he was lucky it would help wash away some of the city's taint.
The Black Shaman was dead. He knew she was dead. But her death couldn't erase the filthy mark she'd made on the world. 
When Doc walked into his suite several hours later he cringed at the sound of Thaddeus's long sigh.
"Yes?" Doc asked, suddenly wishing that his suite had a back door.
"Nothing," Thaddeus murmured. "Nothing at all."
"We'll talk in the morning then," Doc said, trying to head Thaddeus off at the pass.
"It is morning," Thaddeus replied grumpily.
"Is it?" Doc asked. He glanced out the window and said, "So it is."
"I imagine you have just returned from pleasing a woman until she couldn't even think," Thaddeus grumbled.
"I wish," Doc said as he headed to the kitchen instead of his bedroom. It was obvious he wasn't going to be able to avoid this, not without paying dearly later. It was best just to get it over with.
"What's wrong?" he asked as he sat on the couch beside Thaddeus's pot.
"What isn't wrong?" Thaddeus moaned.
"You may as well start at the beginning," Doc suggested before popping the cork on his bottle and taking a long drink.
"I realized last night that my power testing machine was flawed."
"The one you built when you were human?" Doc asked.
"I'll thank you to remember that I'm still human!" Thaddeus snapped. "I'm just a human in plant form."
"Apologies," Doc drawled. "The one you built when you were in human form?"
"Humph."
"I'm truly sorry," Doc lied. "I'm very callous when it comes to your feelings. Please go on."
"Very well," Thaddeus said. "As I was saying, the power testing machine that I built when I was still in my human form was flawed. The gauge I was using at the time was actually built to measure..."
Doc was too exhausted to listen to a lecture about gauges, so in spite of the fact that he'd be punished for his rudeness, he fell fast asleep.
As he so often did when he slept, he walked slowly down the lane of his memories, watching as they played out beside him. The day Andrew had taught him how to play baseball. The day Doc had taught Bree how to play baseball. The day Aine was born. The day Bill died. Doc walked on and on, reliving moment after moment.
He paused, watching one intently and allowing himself to be completely drawn into it.
"We need to go," Jury said as he nudged Doc in the shoulder.
"We just got here," Doc replied, watching a woman jitterbug with her partner. It was a somewhat chaotic dance style, and he hadn't quite decided what he thought of it. After all, it didn't offer the same opportunities for sweet enticement as the older dance styles.
Jury glanced worriedly over his shoulder and said, "I was dancing with this woman, and she wants to go to dinner."
"What's wrong with that?"
"You should see her legs," Jury groaned. "Gorgeous. I'd take her to dinner anytime, except..."
"Except what?" Doc asked, finally turning so that Jury had his full attention.
"She frowns," Jury said.
"So? I'm frowning right now. At you."
"No, no, no," Jury said vehemently. "You're doing what everyone considers to be a frown, which is just looking at me rather sternly. She frowns."
Jury tried to force down his lips but it only turned his face into a strange grimace.
Doc laughed and said, "I don't believe you."
"You should! It's not natural to frown, not like she does," Jury insisted. "You know how hard she must have worked to train her face to do that? Look, I'll show you."
Jury cast a quick glance around them before turning back to Doc. And suddenly his face was different, female and gorgeous, but his perfect lips were turned down into a perfectly horrid frown.
Doc jerked back in surprise and hissed, "What did you do to your face?"
"It's just a glamour," Jury's voice replied from the horribly frowning face. "This is what she looks like."    
"That's wretched!" Doc exclaimed. "I've never seen anyone do that."
The frowning or the glamour. Although come to think of it, Andrew had once done something like that when they'd sneaked into a congressman's house.
"Not even I could work with that," Doc added.
"That's what I've been trying to say. Oh hell, she's coming this way; let's go!" Jury said frantically.
"Is there any reason you can't just change your face again?" Doc asked calmly.
"What?"
"Just be someone else."
"What?" Jury's own face was staring incredulously at Doc. Then he said, "You mean, just walk around wearing someone else's face?"
"Why not?" Doc shrugged. "Then we could casually stroll out instead of running like a couple of scared children."
Jury blinked once or twice, then his face shifted into the face of his father.
"Not that face," Doc shuddered.
"It's the only one I could think of," Jury retorted. "Let's go."
Doc shrugged and stood, and they strolled causally past the frowning woman and out the door. Only then did Jury let the glamour fade away.
"That was pretty clever," Jury said. "I can't believe I never thought to do that."
"Can all witches glamour?" Doc asked.
"Not hardly," Jury snorted. "It takes a lot of power. Mother taught me how to do it. She and Father can both produce a glamour."
"For what purpose?" Doc inquired, trying not to reveal his concern at the idea.
"How should I know?" Jury shrugged. "It always just seemed like a useless parlor trick to me. Besides the one time I pretended to be Edward and stole all the buns, I've never used it. It's useless against Jurys because all they have to do is look, and they know you're you. Father let Edward beat me for my prank," he added stiffly. "And I didn't use it after that."
"There's a pool hall around the corner," Doc said, changing the subject before Jury could slide into one of his depressions. "In the mood for a hustle?"
"I'm always in the mood for a hustle," Jury laughed, gloomy tone already gone.
In Doc's mind, the buildings faded away and tall pine trees replaced them.
"I miss the Jury estate," Jury sighed as he gazed up at the dark sky.
"Edward really is quite endearing," Doc chuckled.
"Not the people," Jury said irritably. "I miss the woods."
"We're in the woods now," Doc countered.
"These woods are different," Jury said. "They're nice, but it's not the same."
Doc almost expected Andrew to chime in, but Andrew wasn't actually with them. He hadn't left the ranch since Bill had died. It was almost as if their spirits were holding Andrew in place. Or pulling at him. Just like the Jury estate kept pulling at Jury.
"I used to climb out my window at night and sleep in the woods," Jury went on.
"Did Margaret go with you?"
"No. Girls do not sleep outside," Jury said, voice eerily similar to Abigail Jury's. "Or if you prefer, les filles ne dorment pas dehors."
"I do not prefer," Doc shuddered. "If I never saw your mother again, I'd be perfectly happy."
"So would she," Jury shrugged. "They sent me a letter the other day demanding to know when I'd be returning home."
"And you said?"
"As soon as Doc learns to speak fluent German."
"So never?"
Jury didn't respond, just tossed another stick onto the fire.
"How do you think Andrew makes a fire so fast?" he asked after a moment.
"It only takes you a fraction of a second to make a fire," Doc retorted.
"But I use magic. How does he do it without magic?"
"What if the power is magic?" Doc mused thoughtfully.
A hand slapped Doc over the head, and he rolled to his side, knife drawn, only to stare in bewilderment at the wobbly grey circle hanging over where his head had just been. Jury's hand waved at him, and then withdrew, and the circle of greyness disappeared.
"What the hell was that?!" Doc demanded.
"Just something stupid Stewart taught me to do."
"But what is it?" Doc snapped.
"It's just a little tear in reality," Jury shrugged.
"But your hand was over here," Doc said flatly.
"It's as if..." Jury trailed off. "I don't really know how to explain it," he finally said. "I imagine where I want my hand to be, open the hole, and my hand comes out the other side. But I can't just reach into Fort Knox and pull out a brick of gold. I have to be familiar with the place."
"Familiar," Doc said thoughtfully. "Like my kitchen counter?"
"I suppose," Jury said.
"So you could open a hole, reach through it, and bring me back the whiskey bottle that's sitting there?"
"That's a waste of magic," Jury snorted.
"Slapping me over the head was a waste of magic," Doc said sternly. "This is an experiment for magic's sake."
"I've never gone that far," Jury mused. "Stewart said I'd lose my hand if I didn't do it just right. The furthest he ever went was from the house to the garden."
"If you don't think you can do it," Doc drawled as he stretched out his legs and leaned back against a log. "I don't suppose I really thought you could."
"I know what you're doing," Jury growled.
"But is it working?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! Do you know how stupid I would have to be to try? You're actually suggesting that I try to send my hand fifty miles away! And for what?! A bottle of whiskey!"
Doc just grinned. In all the time he'd known Jury, Jury had never failed to succeed at any magical task he had attempted. So if he actually tried it, Doc had complete faith that Jury would be fine.
"Don't you dare grin at me like that!" Jury snapped. "I'm not doing it!"
"I'm not asking you to," Doc laughed.
"But you're giving me that look!"
"What look?"
"The I-knew-you-couldn't-do-it look."
"Not hardly. I don't want you to walk around for the rest of your life with one hand just because I wanted some whiskey. If you don't think you can do it, don't do it."
"I hate you," Jury grumbled as he concentrated on the space in front of him. Blue magic wound off Jury's hand and made a circle. From where Doc was sitting he couldn't see the grey hole, but he did see Jury's hand and wrist simply disappear, then reappear a moment later with a whiskey bottle.
"Ha!" Jury crowed, tossing the bottle towards Doc. "I did it! Here's your goddamn whiskey!"
With a grin, Doc snatched the bottle from the air.
The woods faded away, and Doc was standing on the Morgan's front lawn, congratulating Jury on turning the hole sideways. He could see the long strands of grass wafting around Jury's legs. He could see the color of the dirt.
"Goddamn," Doc said, jolting upright. "Jury can zap!"
"What does that have to do with my power machine?" Thaddeus asked with a huff.
"Absolutely nothing, old boy. I'm very sorry your power machine was doomed to failure, but I'm sure we can both agree that it's better that way. Just so no one else could use your brilliant invention for evil," Doc said smoothly. "I've got to take a shower. A bit of whiskey to send you off?"
"Absolutely not!" Thaddeus snorted.
"Very well," Doc chuckled. "I'll see you in a while."
"That's what you always say," Thaddeus grumbled as Doc headed towards his bedroom. "But a while usually turns out to be three days or a week or eight months."
"Sorry, old boy," Doc said. "We'll have dinner together soon."
He didn't hear Thaddeus's reply. He was too busy thinking. It didn't really change anything, but the idea that Jury could zap was a little startling. Jury obviously hadn't realized it yet, but if he could stand in a spot on the Jury estate, why couldn't he just step through?
Doc couldn't just tell him though; Jury would take offense. He had to lead him to the realization in such a way that Jury thought it was his idea. Otherwise, Jury would pout for days. Maybe longer depending on what kind of mood he was in.
Doc pushed away his thoughts of Jury and zapping and tried to decide which problem he wanted to pursue first. He quickly decided to start with the easiest. Since Tucker had been able to summon Edgar Achaean from Doc's tattoo, Doc would ask Tucker to summon the soldier he'd accidentally killed so he could interview the soldier and see if he should be released. If the soldier wasn't bad, maybe Tucker would be able to free him; but even if Tucker couldn't, Doc would find a way to free the soldier if he needed to be free. The idea that he was holding a soul inside of him that shouldn't be there was simply unacceptable.
He didn't understand why he held souls inside him, and he didn't know what would happen to them someday if he finally died. All he knew was that Tozi had set him on this course. She had given him this burden, and he was going to carry it. If the mother didn't want those souls, he was willing to carry them forever. If only to make her suffering less.
He yawned as he dried himself off and added a nap and a snack to the top of his list. The souls inside Jury's stone weren't going anywhere, and he didn't have anything else to do that couldn't wait.
Doc hung up his wet towel and padded softly over to his bed. He threw back the heavy comforter but didn't bother with the sheets. Instead, he stretched out in the sunbeam that was shining in on his bed, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.
He opened his eyes to his throne room, shrugged, and reached for his goblet of whiskey. He was past the point of thinking that sleep actually meant falling into darkness and senselessness. Maybe other people slept that way, but not him.
He drank the whiskey slowly, savoring it as he allowed his mind to wander through the past several days. He was relieved it was over. Gac was a psychopath, and Doc had hated the idea of him wandering around freely. Now all he had to do was ensure that Gac never wandered around freely again; but to do that, he needed to know how to kill a soul. Once he knew that, he would figure out how to open up the stone without letting all the spirits inside go free.
A strange scuttling noise broke his train of thought, and he tilted his head, trying to hear it better. It was beyond his throne room, but there was nothing out there. There was never anything out there. Except...
It can't be, he thought, worry building. But it was. He knew that it was. His eyes finally found a crooked shape, hiding in the shadow of a rock, and he focused on that point until he was standing there, staring down at Gac in absolute horror.
Gac couldn't be here. He couldn't. Doc had seen the silver thread take hold of him, he'd seen it yank, he'd heard Gac's scream, and he'd been there when the young soldier regained his body. How had Gac broken free? 
"You disappoint me, Holliday," Gac snarled. "At every turn you defy me. Don't you know that in the end I always win?"
"That can't be true," Doc drawled, forcing his features into a blank mask. "Otherwise you would still be alive. And looking better than you do now, I should think."
"You've given me the key," Gac cackled. "You won't win next time."
"We're playing two out of three, aren't we?" Doc mocked. "In which case, I've already won."
"We're playing all-in," Gac said, strange grey eyes glowing horribly. "And this time, you're going to lose, Holliday. Check and checkmate."
Gac grinned widely, revealing what was left of his teeth, and then he laughed and dashed out into the wasteland that surrounded Doc's throne room.
Once Gac was out of sight, Doc allowed himself to feel the fury and helplessness he'd hidden away. After everything they'd done, they hadn't actually won. They hadn't defeated or captured Gac. All they'd done was capture his army. Gac was still free, and he was still confident. He was always confident, and Doc still won, but this time Doc could feel the tide pulling out. He could feel the sand crumbling beneath his feet.
"I did try to warn you," Yiska said softly.
"Goddamn it!" Doc snapped. "You're not welcome here! Neither of you!"
"I cannot enter your space," Yiska said, shrugging his shoulder and pointing down at his bare feet which were just beyond the onyx floor. "I am outside of it. As was he."
Doc rubbed his forehead in frustration and said, "You realize that warning me of how dangerous he is doesn't actually help me. If you told me how to kill a spirit, that would be helpful."
"That is not my answer to give," Yiska said, voice solemn.
"Then who?" Doc demanded.
"Also not my answer to give."
"Do you have any answers that are yours to give?"
"Yes."
"Well?"
"You have not yet asked the question."
"My patience is thinning," Doc snarled.
"In that case, you only need to look to your left," Yiska said. And then he was gone.
Doc swiveled to the left. There was nothing there.
"What the hell does that mean?" Doc exclaimed. "I don't understand. Yiska! Yiska!"
Yiska did not answer, not that Doc had expected him to, so Doc trudged back to his throne and slumped heavily onto the gleaming bones. For once he regretted how empty the throne room was. For once he wished they would all gather around him and assure him that he was on the right track, that he'd win, that he had nothing to worry about. But they didn't.
It was just him and the bones and the onyx floor. And he felt just as empty and lonely as the room felt. Just as lost.
A harsh ringing woke him, and he jerked upright and grabbed his phone off the side table before falling back onto the bed and answering with a curt "yes?"
"Doc!" Jules said excitedly. "I've got it!"
"You've got what?"
"I know how to kill a ghost!"
"Seriously?" Doc asked.
"Yes!"
"Good work," Doc said. "Come over for breakfast tomorrow and tell me," he added. "Thaddeus could use the company."
"Okay!" she agreed. "We'll see you then!"
Doc disconnected and stared up at his face in the mirror above his bed. If Jules was right, if she really had found a way to kill a spirit, then Doc finally had a way to end Gac. He wasn't just standing on the sidelines anymore, watching as Gac hacked out a path of destruction. All Doc had to do now was figure out a way to track him down.
In his mind, the tide suddenly washed back in, and Doc grinned slowly. The game was on.
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Fans of psychological thrillers and edgy murder mysteries look no further!
If you're into morally ambiguous (but likable) characters who are willing to kill when pushed too far, then these are the books for you! Never bland and always the perfect blend of murder, mystery and dark humor that you crave!
 
CLICK HERE TO READ TODAY AT AMAZON.COM




[image: Author photo]
M.M. Crumley grew up in the woods of Colorado. She spent most of her time outside weaving stories in her mind while she explored.
About her writing, she has this to say:
"My characters are real to me, and on the page they become three dimensional. They are not stagnant. They change; they screw up; they conquer their fears. Sometimes they're unlikable. Sometimes they're broken. Sometimes they're on top of it all. Sometimes trouble finds them, sometimes they go looking for it, and sometimes that trouble defies explanation."
She also writes psychological thrillers under the name M.M. Boulder.
Sign up for M.M. Crumley's VIP newsletter at https://www.loneghostpublishing.com/ to receive notifications of new releases and other fun stuff!
Connect on Facebook
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Fellow literary critics, I'm sure you are asking yourself why you
should bother leaving a 5 star review for the Doc books. I ask myself
that same question, but if you don’t... who will? I certainly can’t. I
don’t have hands anymore, not that anyone ever remembers. I point
this out because people who don’t like something ALWAYS make
time to leave a critical review, which confounds me, but I digress.

Your 5 star review helps my dear friend M.M. Crumley keep
selling books so she can do mundane things like buy groceries and
keep the lights on. And more importantly, it means

you’ll get to see more of me. After all, lam
the hero of the series.

Thave it on good authority that
leaving a review only takes a second,
and it encourages other readers to give
these wonderful books the chance they
deserve. You wouldn’t want to deprive
them of my company, would you?

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

Thank you so much. I look forward to
seeing you in the next Doc adventure.
He’s quite the reprobate, but when you're
just a plant... you take what you can get.
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Seven book series out now!
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Don't Forget Your FREE Gift

Newsletter Signup + Exclusive
Desktop & Phone Art FREE

Sign up and receive info about new
releases and special offers

-NO SPAM EVER-
PLUS get access to our exclusive set of
desktop and phone background art as

our FREE GIFT to you
for being so awesome!
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www.LoneGhostPublishing.com





