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You're the only one who knows whether or not you're ready for a book (or a show or a movie).  Pretend you're reading a book that all your friends are saying is "amazing and awesome and the best book ever", but you don't like it. Maybe it scares you, maybe it makes you uncomfortable, maybe you just don't like the writing. PUT IT DOWN!!! Even if it's my book. It doesn't make you a wussy; it makes you brave and individual and wise. You'll know when you're ready.
Happy Reading!
M.M. Crumley




Read all the Adventures of

 
ANDREW RUFUS
BOOK 1: DARK AWAKENING
BOOK 2: BONE DEEP
BOOK 3: BLOOD STAINED
BOOK 4: BURIAL GROUND
BOOK 5: DEATH SONG
BOOK 6: FUNERAL MARCH
BOOK 7: WARPATH
Facebook
loneghostpublishing.com




Prologue
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Thick fog lay on the ground like a fluffy, white blanket, but dark shadows crept from tree to tree, ripping the fog to shreds. They stalked silently towards a large, open clearing; a clearing filled with light, cheerful fires, and wooden huts. A clearing filled with life, love, laughter, the song of birds.
A tall, beautiful girl with long black braids gathered purple flowers just beyond the village, humming softly to herself, unaware of her peril. She didn't see the knife as it drove between her ribs, but she screamed in horror and pain, her keening terror breaking the peaceful silence and warning her people. But too late. The massacre had already begun.
Gun powder exploded, shaking the stillness; and lead tore through the clearing, dropping innocents as they fled seeking shelter. A child screamed in terror, and his mother sheltered him with her arms, yet a single bullet killed them both.
The peace chief lifted his hands in surrender, shouting peace, but no one listened. No one cared. Bright, red blood exploded from his chest, coating the green grass with death and gore. The warriors tried to gather, tried to fight back, tried to protect their people, but only three released their arrows before death claimed them.
The dying girl watched it all, tears flowing down her cheeks, whimpers of pain slipping past her lips. Then it was finished, and all was quiet except for the sounds of the murderers stripping the village of anything useful. Their evil deed done, they slunk away, leaving the forest empty, void, lifeless. The blood of the slain pooled silently on the forest floor, soaking deep into the earth.




Prologue 2
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"Have you given up your games then, brother?"
"Have I?" Grey replied, walking softly along a trickling stream, wishing he could figure out how she always knew where he was.
"Pecos is still Pecos," White said, following after him.
"You seem to have taken quite an interest in young Pecos Bill. It has been many years since you have shown any concern for mortals."
"I merely tire of your ceaseless interference," she snapped.
"Perhaps," Grey said, raising an eyebrow as he looked his sister over. "I thought you had a rule about caring. Didn't you?"
"I do not care!" she scoffed. "He is nothing to me, but if anyone stands a chance of defeating her, it is he! And he can do it well enough without your meddling!"
"Can he?"
"Certainly! He is worth a thousand men!"
"Indeed. We shall see." Grey winked at her, but disappeared before she could reply.




Chapter 1
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His feet pounded on the forest floor as Andrew Rufus raced towards the village. If only he were Pecos, if only he could run faster, he might make it in time.
"Come on, power," he muttered, leaping over a fallen log. He pushed the burning heat into his legs and sprinted towards the faint bit of light up ahead.
He hadn't heard the gunshots yet. He hadn't heard her scream. Faster, he thought desperately, running so hard his lungs ached.
He dove into the clearing just as her scream rent the silence, and then everything exploded. Lead ripped through his shoulder as he scrambled towards a small girl standing all alone. He lunged for her, but a bullet tore through her neck just as he reached her.
"NO!" Andrew screamed. "No!" He turned, looking for someone else to save, anyone to save, but it was too late. Everyone was already dead. He stared at their faces, their dead faces trapped in terror, and tears streamed down his cheeks.
The murderers snuck past him, carelessly snatching jewelry and weapons from bodies, kicking dead warriors, and laughing at the ease of their victory.
Andrew sobbed helplessly. He'd failed. He'd failed again. He was too slow, every damn time. "How could you?" he whispered, but the butchers didn't hear him, just left the clearing, left it empty, left it dead.
He walked slowly past an empty hut, knowing what he'd see on the other side. He stepped over the chief's body, he stepped past a broken old woman, he walked around a small, dead boy, wishing he was Pecos, wishing he was more.
He knelt beside her and reached out his hand slowly, knowing she was already dead, but needing to check. He rolled her towards him, and her body fell lifelessly to the ground. Her face was a mask of pain, but her eyes were empty, dead; her life was gone.
Andrew gently slid her eyelids closed, feeling such grief he couldn't explain it. He hated that she was dead. A raven croaked, shattering the eerie quiet, and Andrew woke with a jerk.
He stared at his ceiling with its neon stars in relief for a moment before closing his eyes and burying his face in his hands.
He was so sick of dreaming about her. He didn't know who she was, who her people were, but he hated watching them die. Hated that he couldn't save them. Hated that he was too slow, too powerless.
He knew it was only a dream, but he felt the weight of their deaths just as much as every single person he'd ever failed to save. He felt the weight of her death like a stone on his heart. He wanted to save her. He needed to save her, but he couldn't.
He sighed and rolled over. It was too early to get up, but he didn't want to go back to sleep. He wanted to sneak out to the warehouse district, but he was exhausted. Maybe if he went back to sleep, he'd dream of Pecos.
He closed his eyes, trying to summon Pecos. He imagined Pecos's gruff voice, toothy grin, huge hat, and bright blue eyes; then he drifted off to sleep, the lilting sound of Joe's harmonica playing in his mind.
When he opened his eyes, everything was dark and there were no stars. Well crap biscuits; it's gonna be one of those nights, he thought, turning slowly, sure Septimis or Dewmint was lurking somewhere in the dark. Or if he was lucky a pack of cinder wolves would jump him.
Then he saw her, walking out of the darkness. Black hair braided, dark eyes shining, lips curved in a slight grin.
"You!" he gasped.
She smiled happily, no trace of sadness in her eyes. "Have you come to play?"
"What?" he asked in confusion.
"It is lonely. No one ever comes to play."
Andrew opened his mouth, but he didn't know what to say. Her eyes weren't filled with pain or anger, and she seemed happy, cheerful. She was taller than him, and Andrew guessed she was older, maybe fifteen or sixteen.
She frightened him, and he didn't know why. He mourned her, wanted to save her, wanted to see her eyes bright with life and laughter, and here she was. Standing before him, smiling. But he didn't like it at all. Was she dead? Had her village already been destroyed?
"What's your name?" he finally asked, returning her smile. "Mine's Andrew."
A confused look crossed her face, and she frowned. "Why do you want to know my name?"
"That's what I do when I met someone, introduce myself and ask their name."
She frowned, seeming to think for a long minute before finally saying, "My name…is…Meli."
For some reason hearing her name sent a shudder down Andrew's spine, but he grinned and said, "That's a cool name."
She frowned even deeper. "Cool? What do you mean?"
"I like it. It sounds pretty. Makes me think of water." Very, very cold water, but Andrew didn't add that.
She stared at him for a moment before smiling slyly. "Do you want to play a game?"
Andrew glanced around. Everything was still dark, and the only thing he could see was her. "Play what?
"Let us play… hide and seek. You hide; I'll seek."
Her eyes had taken on a hard glint, and she didn't seem so childlike anymore. Andrew pinched himself, hoping he'd wake, but he didn't. This was almost worse than watching her die. It felt like she was actually here, like he was actually talking to her, but she didn't exist, and even if she did she was most certainly dead, body long gone, part of the earth.
"I don't think there's any place to hide," he said.
"It does seem that way," she said, looking around them. "Tell me a story," she demanded. "A story about you."
She was starting to give him serious creeps, but since he couldn't wake up, he guessed he'd play along. "I threw a winning pitch today."
"What is a pitch?"
"It's part of a game. Baseball."
"A game?" she said, a look of annoyance crossing her face.
"I thought you liked games," Andrew replied.
"Oh I do," she said with a wide smile. "Walk with me," she added, taking his hand in her own. Her hand was ice cold, and Andrew shuddered as the cold seeped up his arm, creeping towards his heart. He wanted to pull his hand back, but she was holding him so tightly; maybe she was scared. If he lived in this darkness, he'd be scared too.
He wanted to warn her, to tell her she was going to die, but what if she was already dead? She was so cold; maybe she was a ghost. "Do you live here?" he asked carefully.
"Here? Sometimes." She was striding through the dark nothingness, pulling him with her.
"Where're we going?"
"Anywhere." She smiled at him, but her eyes held a sharpness that scared him.
He dug in his heels. "This place is as good as any."
"No." She tugged at him, her hand even colder than before.
Andrew popped his feet into base, used a wrist release, and stood facing her. He grinned widely, thinking his jiu jitsu coach would be proud. "I'm not going anywhere," he said firmly.
Her nostrils flared, but then she smiled. "All right. What do you want to do?"
"Tell me about your village," Andrew said, wanting to know if it was already too late.
"What about it?"
"Where is it? Do you still live there?"
"No; it is gone. I live nowhere and everywhere."
"What happened to it?"
"I think you know."
"Do I?" Andrew stared at her for a moment. "I dream of you, of your village. Why?"
"Because I want you to know."
"Know what?"
BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP!
Andrew sat up. His heart was racing, and his body was freezing cold. He rubbed his hands together trying to warm them. He hoped he never dreamed of Meli again. She was wicked creepy.
Logically he knew she couldn't possibly be real. But there was something about her, something about the dreams. She felt real, and with everything else that had happened, he wasn't going to say it wasn't possible. Anything was possible.
As much as he wanted to save her, he knew he couldn't. She was dead. She had been dead for several hundred years if he had to guess. He had no idea why he was dreaming of her. It wasn't like Pecos. He'd never met her before, never seen her in person.
He shook his head to clear it and quickly got ready for school, slipping Charlie's necklace over his head and Joe's watch and Doyle's carvings into his pockets. Then he ran downstairs, set the table, and started making breakfast.
Mrs. Rufus wandered in shortly after, sniffing the air. "Oh, Andrew, did you make coffee? Have I told you how much I love you?"
"Enough to let me have a cup?"
She grinned. "I love you even more. Enough to NOT let you have a cup."
"I'm not sure that even makes sense," Andrew grumbled. He was getting sick of convenience store coffee. It shouldn't even be called coffee, he thought glumly, as he watched her sip her coffee happily.
He ate his eggs and toast, left the house, and jumped on his bike. He rode quickly to school, but not too quickly. Not real Andrew fast, just normal people fast.
Every day he worked his butt off to be normal, to be what everyone wanted him to be, to be just like them. He laughed when everyone else did, complained when everyone else did, basically did what everyone else did.
Except when no one was looking. Then he allowed himself to be the real Andrew. He allowed himself to run faster, to remember Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, and Joe, to remember the feel of a gun in his hand and Widow Maker running beneath him. He allowed himself to be free.
He somehow managed to make it through all eight hours of school without screaming. He even grinned when passing students slapped him on the back and congratulated him.
"Great game, Andrew!"
"We're gonna win state this year for sure!"
It was hard to believe that just six months ago no one at school would even talk to him and he'd been the butt of most of Chuck's pranks. Today, instead of filled with shaving cream, his locker was decorated with the team colors. And instead of being shoved in the hallways, the other students gave him a respectful distance, almost like he was a king. It was ridiculous.
When the bell finally rang, Andrew walked with the rest of the baseball team to the field. He really didn't mind playing baseball, he even liked winning games with his pitches, but he hated spending time with Chuck and listening to Coach Todd go on and on about how important the championship was.
In the grand scheme of things, baseball was just baseball. A game with a ball. Whether or not they won, whether or not they played, it didn't change anyone's life. But he reminded himself what Pecos had said and just tried to imagine he was throwing a knife instead of pitching a ball.
When practice finished, Andrew grabbed his bag and pedaled across town to his Gracie jiu jitsu class. After his counselor, Dr. Hilderbrant, had suggested Andrew take a self-defense class to help him feel more in control of his life, Andrew had chosen a martial arts school at random and walked in vaguely expecting it to be something like one of Doyle's lessons, a hard punch to the face. It was not.
He'd watched in shock as the students rolled around on the floor maneuvering for control. This isn't fighting, he thought in disbelief. It's a complete violation of rule number one: we do not hug. And probably some other rules too. Andrew had started to walk out, but one of the coaches had stopped him.
"Hey, Andrew, isn't it?" he'd asked, holding out his hand. "I'm Coach Ethan."
"Nice to meet you," Andrew mumbled, shaking Coach Ethan's hand. "I think I'm gonna take off."
"Not what you were expecting?" the coach asked with a grin.
"Not really. I expected there to be more punching and what not," Andrew said, backing towards the door.
"Tell you what," Coach Ethan had said. "If you'll give it a chance, I'll give you eight private lessons for free. That way you can try it out without feeling like everyone is watching you."
"What's in it for you?" Andrew asked suspiciously.
Coach Ethan laughed. "I get to teach you jiu jitsu. And then of course, if you like it, you'll pay me." He winked. "It's all about the money."
Andrew looked the coach over carefully. He was younger than the other coaches, maybe twenty or something, but he had a black belt and some of the older coaches only had blue belts. Andrew didn't know much about martial arts, but he did know that a black belt was a big deal. He tried to read the coach's eyes, but he'd never read anyone's eyes before, so what did he know? He could only guess that Coach Ethan looked sincere.
"Sure," Andrew agreed. "When?"
"How about you stay and watch this class," Coach Ethan said, "and we'll have your lesson afterwards?"
"Alright." Andrew texted his mom to let her know what was up, and then he sat down to watch, shaking his head as the class went on. Pecos would be horrified. Doyle would be horrified. He wasn't sure, but Joe and Charlie would probably be horrified. It didn't even look like fighting. It looked like a cross between hugging and fighting for the remote control.
Finally the class ended, and Coach Ethan came and sat beside him. "Jiu jitsu is different than other fighting styles because it's all about getting in close," he'd said, gesturing towards the mat.
"I can see that," Andrew smirked.
Coach Ethan grinned, but went on, "Eventually, most fights end up on the ground. If you learn to fight jiu jitsu style, the ground is actually where you want to be. On the ground you can put your opponent into submission and end the fight."
"Yeah, but is it any good in the real world, in a real fight, not just a staged fight?" Andrew asked, thinking over his own fights and realizing he'd often ended up on the ground.
"That's just it; that's where it really works!" Coach Ethan exclaimed. "You'll learn basic techniques to get out of common wrist holds, neck holds, and most situations you might actually encounter in the real world."
Andrew thought it over for a moment before saying, "Alright; let's try it."
He and Coach Ethan had spent the next hour working on base and wrist releases. When they first started, Coach Ethan had pushed Andrew over with a simple shove, but by the time they were done, Andrew had learned to set his feet apart in base so he was always stable. It was nice to know he'd never get shoved into a locker again.
"Thanks for asking me to stay," Andrew had said when the lesson was finished, realizing jiu jitsu was just what he needed.
"You'll come again Thursday?"
"Same time?"
"Same time."
Every week since, Andrew met with Coach Ethan on Mondays for a private lesson, and he did a group lesson on Tuesdays and Thursdays so he could work with the other students. Coach Ethan had even given him a set of DVD's so he could work on the moves at home.
He'd learned very quickly that he had to focus not to grab the power, because if he did grab it, he was likely to hurt someone. It was easy to get sucked into the moment and accidently reach for it, so Andrew had made it a rule to never touch the power during a Gracie class. And in the months he'd been taking jiu jitsu, he'd never once broken his rule.              
Andrew parked his bike and walked into the building, comforted by the sounds of feet padding on the soft mat. "Coach!" he called as he stepped onto the mat. "You ready to roll?" Andrew chuckled at his own joke, but before he had a chance to get his feet in base, Coach Ethan tackled him. Andrew grunted, doing a trap and roll move so he was on top.
"Quick thinking," Coach Ethan said as he tapped out.
Andrew hopped up with a grin, and he and Coach Ethan spent the next hour working on a new move. As weird as it had seemed at first, Andrew loved the premise of Gracie jiu jitsu. Leverage was everything, and strength was just a bonus.
He'd always felt so weak in Pecos's body because he didn't know how to fully access Pecos's strength. But with jiu jitsu, Andrew could be awesome even without the strength. He chose to ignore the fact that the two big fights he'd won in Pecos's body, jiu jitsu wouldn't have helped with at all. There wasn't really a good way to put a gigantic snake into submission. Andrew chuckled to himself, imagining Pecos trying to choke Septimis out.
When they finished, Andrew shook hands with Coach Ethan and said, "See you tomorrow," before heading out the door and towards home. He always hated leaving; the gym was one of his favorite places because there, for three hours a week, he could almost be himself.
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When Andrew got home, he went through all the motions of old Andrew. He told his mom every little detail of his day. He listened as she told him about her day. Then he cleaned up the kitchen and escaped to his room.
Pretending to be normal all the time was wearing him out, especially since his sleep was always plagued by nightmares. He wished he didn't have to sleep at all, but he was exhausted. The only way he managed to keep going all day was if he pulled up the power every now and then, letting it charge his body.
He dropped onto his bed and closed his eyes, wishing, just once, he wouldn't dream. As soon as he fell asleep, he opened his eyes. It was dark, as usual, but the stars were shining so brightly it hurt his eyes. As soon as he saw the stars he knew, and when he looked around he saw Pecos waiting for him.
"Fresh air," Andrew said, smiling happily. "I love it! So what's up?"
Pecos chuckled. "Same thing as always, boy."
Andrew plopped down beside Pecos and stared at the night sky. "How's Widow Maker?"
"You done spoiled that horse. He's all cantankerous now."
"NOW he's cantankerous? Seriously?"
"Throws a damn fit if anyone even looks at him."
Andrew grimaced. "Sorry."
"Think he just misses you."
"Tsk, tsk, rule number two," Andrew muttered. If Widow Maker missed him as much as he missed Widow Maker, it was a lot. But Widow Maker had Pecos, why would he miss Andrew? It didn't make much sense.
Pecos shrugged. "What you doin'?"
"Same ol', same ol'. Did jiu jitsu tonight. Coach said I did good."
"I still don't get this jiu jitsu. You say it's like fightin' but not?"
"Yeah, I'll just have to show you," Andrew said with an awkward grin. "How long's it been?"
"Couple months."
"Really? It's only been a month on my end." Then he asked the question he always asked. "So how long total?"
"'Bout a year." Andrew grimaced. He hated that time seemed to go faster on Pecos's side. It made him feel like he was missing out on so much.
"How's the head doctor?" Pecos asked.
Andrew laughed. "Dr. Hilderbrant's a pompous ass. I told him I had a nightmare about a giant snake, and he told me I was scared of the unknown future. He said, 'Andrew, you need to accept that some things are out of your control, and you cannot always know what will happen next.'"
Pecos thought for a moment before nodding his head and saying, "True."
"Yeah, but what's that gotta do with a giant snake?"
Pecos chuckled. "Couldn't say."
Andrew laughed, but sobered quickly. "I'm trying really hard to be normal. But it's not easy. I feel like some kinda circus freak, parading in front of the crowd. I just…"
Pecos patted Andrew's shoulder awkwardly. "I know, boy."
"I wanna come back, but I don't wanna come back because every time I do I put you in danger, and I just…" Andrew sighed deeply. "I'm tired, Pecos. I just wanna be me."
They sat in silence watching the stars twinkle and fade to grey. As the last star blinked out, Andrew's alarm clock went off, and he woke. For a moment he kept his eyes closed and pretended he'd soon smell Doyle's coffee and awful burnt biscuits.
He'd never imagined he'd miss eating biscuits, burnt biscuits at that, but he did. He missed everything about life as Pecos. That wasn't entirely true. He didn't miss fighting for his life all the time or being terrified he'd lose and both Pecos and he would die. And to be truthful, he didn't actually mind eating warm, non-burned food.
But he missed being real and not having to cover up who he really was. He missed their silence and their strict adherence to rule number two: we do not talk about feelings. He missed the way they worked together and how they never looked at him like he was crazy. Maybe they did sometimes, but it was different.
Most of all he missed how they treated him like he mattered, like he wasn't a child or an idiot, how they expected him to succeed, to do better, to suck it up and act like a man instead of a whiny punk. He shook his head, pushing it back and reminding himself that right this second he was normal and Pecos didn't exist.
Today was just another normal day. He'd go to school, he'd do what normal kids did, and he'd try with everything he had to ignore the pulsing well of power inside him and his constant longing to be somewhere else.
And as usual, his day was exhaustingly normal. School was normal, jiu jitsu was normal, bike riding was normal. Would it be too much to ask for a talking squirrel or something? A raven croaked overhead, and he chuckled. At least he had the ravens. Ravens had been following him for months now, and he didn't know why. He didn't mind though because it reminded him he was different.
He suffered through an evening of homework, then pretended to go to bed. He waited breathlessly until his mom fell asleep, and then he slipped down the stairs and out the door. He needed to run. He was so sick of normal; he wanted to be Andrew, if only for a little while.
He rode his bike through sleepy neighborhoods until he reached the warehouse district, then he parked, coaxed the power out of its well, and ran as fast as he could, up and down, up and down, street after street after street. When he finally stopped he felt better than he had in days.
He climbed his special warehouse's ladder and sat looking out at the night. It was weird to him how it was never truly dark in the city. In a way, he supposed, it was nice. He'd seen true dark, and he didn't like it. But the greyish cast was so unnatural, so strange.
He wondered what the city had looked like a hundred and fifty years ago. Had it been so bright? Had it been a fraction of the size? Had this warehouse existed? Had Pecos ever been here? Maybe Joe. He imagined Joe walking downtown, entering the capital building, some sort of secretary following behind him. He chuckled softly, wishing he knew more about them.
Did they have great-grandchildren somewhere? Would Andrew ever meet them? Would he know who they were? Could they use the power like Pecos? Why hadn't they been picked? He remembered the statement Pecos had made one time when he'd said maybe Andrew needed Pecos instead of the other way around. But Andrew didn't think it was about him. It couldn't be. The darkness wanted Pecos, not Andrew.
Andrew's head always hurt when he thought too much about the others and tried to figure out what might be going on. Someone, somewhere, knew; but whoever it was, they weren't telling. Andrew sighed, wishing he'd stopped for coffee. The night seemed kind of lonely without it.
He stood and took one last look at the grey sky. How he longed to see the stars again. The real stars, not the dim, pathetic ones he could see from here, but real, brilliant, shining stars. Part of him realized they were the same stars, but they really weren't. There was a world of difference between them, or at least a hundred and fifty years, give or take.
He sighed. He may as well go home and get the nightmares over with. He hated sleep. If only he was more like Pecos he'd be able to stay up for days on end. He imagined Pecos calling him a sissy and grinned.
He climbed down the ladder, biked home, and crawled into bed. He fell asleep staring at his Widow Maker carving, hoping he'd have a different sort of dream, the kind where he got to ride Widow Maker, but he didn't.
Meli was waiting for him, smile wide, eyes bright with mischief. Andrew pushed back a grimace and smiled at her. "Shall we play?" she asked.
"Why do you wanna play?"
"What else is there to do?" she said with a shrug.
"Were you married?"
"No warrior was good enough for me!" she insisted, suddenly haughty. "I am… I was… the most beautiful among my people, and no one was more loved than I." She said this awkwardly, almost as if she was telling herself. "I helped Grandmother," she added softly. "She was a healer. She needed plants, and I gathered them."
"What about your parents?" Andrew asked.
"My parents?" she sneered. "My foolish, weak mother died in childbirth. I had no father. I am born of no man!"
Andrew raised an eyebrow, but who was he to argue with a dead girl? Let her think what she wanted. He wished he'd stayed up. He could have practiced jiu jitsu all night and just powered up in the morning.
"You said you wanted me to know something. What is it?" Andrew asked.
Her eyes turned huge and sad, and tears welled, spilling onto her pale cheeks. "I want you to know what they did. How wretched and evil they are. White man is a liar," she sneered. "He cannot be trusted. We were at peace! We gave them land; we showed them where to hunt. We gave them food and healing plants, but it was not enough. It was never enough!"
"But why do you want me to know?"
"So you understand." She'd come closer without Andrew realizing it. She was just a hand's width away from him, and cold emanated off her filling Andrew with dread.
"Understand what?"
"Why I MUST do what I do!"
"But what is that?"
"Oh, Andrew," she sighed. "I cannot tell you. Not yet. You are not ready." She reached out a hand to touch his face. Andrew held himself still, trying very hard not to flinch, not to turn and run, not to show fear, but when his alarm clock beeped, waking him just before she reached him, he nearly cried in relief.
He wished he never had to sleep again. But he knew he would. And when he did, somehow, somehow, he knew she would be there.
He lay in bed for a moment, trying to steel himself for another day of normalcy. For another day of empty meaninglessness. He helped his mom with breakfast; he listened to his teachers; he sat with the baseball team for lunch.
After school, Chuck and Ed met Andrew outside. "Let's go play some ball," Chuck said.
"Can't," Andrew replied. "I gotta check in with Ms. Whyte to see if she has any chores for me."
"You're a regular goody-two-shoes," Chuck sneered jokingly. "You earning your Caring badge to go with your Good Neighbor one?"
"You sure know a lot about the Girl Scouts for a boy," Andrew replied carelessly.
Ed burst out laughing which earned him a hard punch in the arm from Chuck. "I'm just guessing," Chuck snapped. "I don't know the actual badges."
"Sure you don't. Anyway; see you guys tomorrow," Andrew said, mounting his bike and pedaling towards Ms. Whyte's house.
When he'd returned that stupid pamphlet to the library, he'd told Ms. Whyte he would stop in to say "hi" but he was done looking for books. He'd never had to go back to the library though because a couple weeks later he'd seen her at her new house on his way to school
It wasn't long before she asked him to help her with her yard. She was always planting things or trimming things or moving things; her yard was like the botanic garden, but more. Much, much more.
When he'd realized how hard it was to maintain a house and yard, he started going home and doing the same chores for his mom.
He parked his bike outside her fence and wiggled through her elderberry bushes, thinking they looked considerably bigger than they had last week, and rang the doorbell.
Ms. Whyte opened the door with a smile. "Andrew, come in; I have tea."
He grinned. She always had tea. Every time he showed up, no matter what time, she'd just finished brewing tea, and there were always two cups sitting neatly on their saucers just as if she'd known he was coming.
He followed her to her tiny kitchen table where they sat and sipped their tea. Well, she sipped; Andrew sort of gulped. He had no idea how she held such delicate cups and sipped so neatly. He was always terrified he'd drop one.
She'd made some sort of cookie to go with the tea, but Andrew ignored them. He'd figured out pretty quickly that her baking wasn't any better than Doyle's biscuits.
As they drank their tea he told her about his week and she told him about some books they'd gotten into the library and a new program they had started to help struggling readers.
"Hey, do you know any Native American words?" Andrew asked suddenly.
"Why do you ask?"
"Oh, it's nothing; just a word I heard the other day. I wondered if it had any meaning. I guess I could Google it."
"What is the word?"
"Meli."
Ms. Whyte's eyes widened then went sharp as glass. She set her cup down carefully before asking, "Where did you hear it?"
Andrew wished he hadn't said anything. Ms. Whyte didn't know anything about his time with Pecos in the past, and he wasn't planning to tell her. He wasn't planning on telling anyone. No one would believe him, and he'd end up in a padded cell. He didn't think he could survive in a cell. He needed to see the sun and feel the air.
She was staring at him, waiting. "Um…" He didn't suppose it would matter if he told her he'd heard it in a dream. He didn't want to lie. Lying never worked for him. "Well…it was… I heard it in a dream."
Her face paled for a second, but her color quickly returned and the horrified look in her eyes disappeared as she said, "It is very important that you do not…" She struggled with her words then seemed to change her mind about something, but finally said, "Meli means 'bitter'."
"Hum, that fits," Andrew replied, wondering why she'd looked so frightened. "Do you believe in magic?" He didn't know why he asked. He just wanted to know. She seemed different than anyone else he'd ever met, and he thought maybe, just maybe, if anyone believed in magic it would be her.
"Magic?" she asked in confusion.
"Yeah, not like pulling rabbits out of hats and stuff like that, but real magic. Like, oh I don't know, just popping up somewhere. You know?"
She frowned, and Andrew was sure he was about to receive the typical adult lecture about magic not existing and that being a silly question to ask. Not that he'd ever asked anyone else, but he'd heard the lecture plenty of times.
"Yes," she finally said.
"Yes? Yes what?"
"Magic is real."
"Oh. I didn't... I mean... for a second there I thought you were gonna say no."
"I would never lie to you, Andrew." Ms. Whyte smiled, but for some reason it didn't reach her eyes. They looked sad and worried, but she added cheerfully, "I have some flowers for you to plant. I'll show you where." Andrew followed her outside and listened as she told him where to put them. "I put a few aside for you to take home to your mother."
Andrew smiled. "Thanks, Ms. Whyte; Mom'll like that."
"Andrew," she paused. "I was thinking… I would like it very much if you would call me by my name, Aylen."
He grinned even wider. "I will, Ms… I mean, Aylen."
"Thank you, Andrew," she said softly before stepping back inside.
Andrew looked after her wondering why she'd been so upset to hear Meli's name, then he shrugged and got to work planting the flowers.
After an hour or so he was done, and he put away the tools, grabbed the flowers for his mom, and headed home. He quickly planted the flowers along the sidewalk and watered them.
He had an appointment with Dr. Hilderbrant tomorrow, so he tried to think of something to talk about. He could talk about his mom's conversation with his dad the other day. She'd been trying to get him to come home for Andrew's last game, but Andrew knew he wouldn't.
He wondered if he could milk that for the whole hour, but decided he probably couldn't. What else could he talk about? It was too dangerous to talk about real things, like his dreams.
I know just the thing, he thought with a grin. He'd say how much pressure he was under to keep up his perfect performance as the team's pitcher. That should give the doctor something to ramble on about which was exactly what Andrew wanted.
That night he dreamed of Meli again, but everything was hazy, not clear. She looked around frustrated. "Why are you foggy?" she snapped.
Andrew shrugged. "How would I know?"
She pinned him with her black gaze. "Did you tell someone about me?"
"No; why would I?"
"YOU LIE!"
Andrew sighed. "I'm not lying."
Meli hissed, and for just a second her face was a mask of anger, but she smoothed it out and smiled. "Walk with me."
"No."
"Fine; sit with me and talk."
"You talk." Andrew had no intention of telling her anything. He wanted to like her; he felt pulled to like her. He wanted to comfort her and give her whatever it was she needed. He'd watched her die over and over and over; he'd felt her tears and her hot blood on his hands, but he couldn't, he wouldn't trust her. She was wrong. He just didn't know how.
Part of him reasoned she was a figment of his imagination, pretend, just a dream. But she wasn't. She was real. Very, very real. He didn't know how or why, but he knew.
"Shall I tell you about my village?" He nodded. "We were happy, but then they came." She stared into the dark as if seeing something there.
"Who?" Andrew asked, even though he knew the answer.
"The white man." She spat it like an insult, a curse, a disease, and Andrew flinched. He wondered if she'd noticed he fell under the "white man" heading. He kind of hoped not.
"They ruined everything they touched. They stole what was not theirs. They burned and destroyed anything that stood in their way." She was quiet for a very long time. "The elders spoke of the time before the white man…" Her eyes changed, anger fading, replaced by such intense longing Andrew could feel it.
"What happened to your village?" he asked.
"Our land was fertile, beautiful. Animals filled it. They wanted it, and so they slaughtered EVERYONE!" Her face filled with rage, and her eyes were black with hate.
Sadness filled Andrew. He knew she spoke the truth, and he wished he could have warned her, could have saved her, but what difference would it have made? They would have kept coming and coming and coming until they finally had what they wanted.
"Did you die?" he asked softly, because he wasn't sure anymore.
She smiled a hard, tight smile. "Part of me died that day, but part of me lived. I survived; I grew stronger and stronger." Her eyes glinted madly.
Andrew couldn't imagine how she had survived. In his dream, she lay slumped across a body, holding it tightly, and when he rolled her away, her eyes were like glass. But what did he know? Maybe she had.
"What year was it?" he asked.
"What?" she snapped, jolted to the present.
"The year you were killed… I mean not killed, do you know the year?"
She snarled, "White men called the year 1588."
Andrew gasped. "Really?"
Her eyes sharpened, all hint of madness replaced by the sharp instinct of a predator. "Why? What year are you?"
Suddenly Andrew knew without a shadow of a doubt that he must not answer her question. That he shouldn't even be here, talking to her, listening to her words. He backed away, for once wishing the darkness was darker.
"Where do you think you are going?" she said with a smile. "You cannot run from me. I will not hurt you. Please stay. It is very lonely." She seemed more childlike than she had before, more friendly, but she was lying. He knew she was lying. She was full of lies.
He wanted to run, but he knew he couldn't, not here. It was stifling and dark. It was cold and damp. There were no stars. He hated it. He reached for the power inside him. It was hiding deep inside its well, but he grabbed it, pulling it out, and concentrated on it, thinking of light, so much light, brilliant, bright light.
He imagined it erupting, and suddenly it did, filling the darkness with burning hot light. He heard Meli scream, he felt his body expand, and then he was gone. Alone, on his bed, in his room. He heaved a sigh of relief, shivering as the cold of his dream burned away. The power had saved him again. It could heal him, it could make him stronger and faster, and it could light the dark.
He wrapped his hand around Joe's watch, feeling the smoothness, the warmth of the metal after the cold of his dream. It wasn't morning yet, but he wasn't going back to sleep. Not tonight. He rolled over and started doing pushups, hoping the rest of the night passed quickly.
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Andrew hated that faking normal was his life now. He listened to his teachers drone on and on about math and history and social studies. He walked down the halls, grinning and greeting the students he knew. He even played catch after lunch.
He may have accidentally thrown the ball too hard to Chuck once, but it's not like he broke any of Chuck's fingers or anything. And he only laughed a little when Chuck bounced up and down, screaming his head off.
"Come on, Chuck!" Ed yelled. "You in the game or not?"
"What'd you do to that ball?!" Chuck snarled.
Andrew shrugged. "Just threw it's all." Chuck glared at him for a moment, and then they went back to playing.
When the bell finally rang, Andrew pedaled home as fast as he could without using the power and slammed through the front door. "Mom, I'm home!"
"Let me grab my purse, and I'll drive you to Dr. Hilderbrant's. There's some mail for you on the table."
Andrew picked up the slim, grey envelope, eyeing it curiously. He never got mail. It didn't have a return address, but it was definitely addressed to him. He shrugged and opened it, pulling out a large postcard. It read "Mr. Andrew Rufus, You are cordially invited to the unveiling of a new masterpiece, Pecos Bill Rides Again by G. A. Oldman."
Andrew's breath caught. G. A. Oldman? As in THE G. A. Oldman? The author of the two books that had sent him to the past?! What was he playing at now? At the bottom of the card, it said, "Do remember your invitation." Andrew read that line again and again, but it still didn't make sense, so he flipped the card over. On the card face was a strikingly accurate painting of Pecos, not just a version of Pecos, but literally Pecos riding Widow Maker. Not just an image of Widow Maker, but literally Widow Maker, red eyes and all.
Andrew stared at the image in shock, frowning when he saw that instead of bright blue Pecos's eyes were brown. The painting was so incredibly accurate, even Pecos's boots were right. How could G. A. Oldman have screwed up the color of Pecos's eyes?
Andrew felt a weird tug inside his head, and then, without warning, his body was falling, but his mind wasn't. It was floating, watching the postcard slip from his hand, hearing his mom scream his name, and then he was gone.
DAMN IT! That you, boy? Pecos?! Am I back?! Am I here?! Seems like, Pecos grunted.
Andrew jumped to his feet, grinning, and glanced around excitedly. He was behind a large wooden desk in a spacious room filled with cozy-looking leather chairs. A roaring fire was burning in a huge stone fireplace, and it was raining outside the many windows.
Where am I? Andrew thought, feeling a little confused. Home. Whadda you mean? Like your home? Yep. This your house? It's huge! And fancy! I happen to be a fairly successful cattleman, you know, Pecos said with an irritated drawl. Oh; I didn't actually.
Andrew tried to look at himself, but all he could see were long legs and tanned hands. Definitely not his body. He was back; he was back; he was back! He danced across the room. Boy… I know, I know; I'll add it to the rules. Cowboys don't dance. Cowboys do dance; they just don't dance solo. That's damn loopy! Andrew laughed out loud. He was back! He hadn't been sure he'd get to go back again, but here he was!
Where're the others? Are they here? Andrew was so excited he couldn't keep still. He wanted to go riding. He wanted to fight Doyle. He wanted to do something, anything. They're around. Let's find them! Hold yer horses, boy. Horses! Where's Widow Maker? I wanna see him! Hang on, and sit down. Why? I gotta fill you in on the lay of the land. What? Just sit down, shut up, and listen!
"Yes, sir," Andrew said, sitting.
It's rainy season, so we ain't runnin' cattle. When we don't run cattle, we stay at the ranch, calvin', doin' upkeep, whatever needs done. So let's upkeep! Wait just a damn minute, boy! These people depend on me. They do their work, and I take care of 'em. I can't have 'em knowin' you're runnin' 'round in my body.
It took Andrew a second to realize what Pecos was saying. I see, so you want me to actually be Pecos, instead of me as Pecos? That's what I'm tryin' to say. But Joe, Charlie, and Doyle? They'll know; they ain't stupid. Andrew nodded in agreement; he'd never been that good at being Pecos. When you meet someone, I'll let you know who they are and what they do. Got it? I hope so. Andrew grimaced slightly, hoping he didn't screw anything up. Pecos had never cared before if someone knew Andrew was there or not.
And just a reminder, boy. Yeah? No huggin'! Right; no hugging. And don't you dare go 'round doin' that stretchin' thing you do! Okay, I got it. I'm Pecos, I don't stretch, I don't hug, I don't gush, I don't say thanks, and I make horrible plans. Boy... Fine, how about devise? I devise horrible plans. Is that better? Boy, I swear one of these days I'm gonna get my hands on you. And what? Tie me into a knot? Let Doyle have you. I'll be good, Andrew thought quickly. And I'll be as Pecosy as possible, okay?
Pecos grunted something, then said, May as well start with Enrica; she's in the kitchen. The mean one? She's the only one here. Maybe we should wait until Joe's here? You still a sissy, boy? Fine. What's she do anyway? She's my housekeeper and cook. You have a housekeeper and cook? Yeah. But I thought...Oh never mind.
So which way? South. Really? I just got here, AND it's raining. How could I possibly know which way south is? Just should. Andrew rolled his eyes. Spell it out for me. Doorway on the left. See, that wasn't so hard, was it? Pecos grunted.
Andrew walked slowly through the doorway. He wasn't all that excited to meet Enrica. Pecos had said she was mean, and if Pecos thought she was mean, she must be really mean. He could hear a woman talking, but she was talking super-fast, and she was doing it in Spanish. You speak Spanish? No; do you? Of course!
Just one more thing he hadn't known about Pecos. He could read, write, do math, owned a huge house, and spoke Spanish. Is there anything you can't do? Andrew thought as he stepped carefully into the kitchen.
A cheerful looking Mexican woman with long, grey hair was standing near the stove stirring a huge, steaming pot and chatting happily to a toddler sitting on the floor near the door. The toddler giggled and threw a block of wood across the room.
"Carmina!" the woman chastised as she turned to pick up the block. "Oh, Maestro Pecos, me ha sorprendido!" she exclaimed.
"Uh…" She said 'you startled me.' Say 'siento'. Andrew smiled, "Siento, Enrica."
Enrica stared at him for a moment before grabbing a huge ladle from the stovetop. "You are not Master Pecos!" she exclaimed angrily.
"How did you know?" Andrew blurted.
Enrica didn't answer, just rushed at him wildly brandishing the ladle. Andrew dodged the spoon and jumped behind the table.
"Stop Enrica, please! Pecos is here! I'm just here too! My name's Andrew!" Enrica ran around the table. Andrew nearly tripped over the little girl as he backed away, but then he quickly picked her up.
Enrica gasped in horror and skidded to a stop. "PUT HER DOWN!!" she demanded. "Don't you dare hurt her, you… you monstruo!"
What the hell you doin', boy?! Trying to get Enrica to listen to me. Well I think you done made her mad. You think?! Andrew held Carmina in front of him carefully. He'd never held a child before, and it was extremely weird. She was really light. And giggly.
"Listen, I'm sorry; I'd never hurt Carmina. I'd never hurt you. I just need you to listen to me. My name is Andrew Rufus. I sometimes, I mean, twice, well, three times now, through unexplained means or magic if you will, I've kinda taken over Pecos's body; but he's still here. I mean, he tells me what to do, so it's like I'm not even here." Andrew smiled, but as always, it felt too wide and way too toothy.
Enrica glared at him. "How do I know you speak the truth?"
"Well, Charlie, Joe, and Doyle know me. But nobody else does, and Pecos would like to keep it that way. It's just I can't speak Spanish, and how did you know I wasn't Pecos anyway?"
"Your eyes. They are brown. Pecos's are blue."
"Ahh." Andrew suddenly remembered the postcard that had apparently transported him here. "Mom!" he gasped. What? Well, I kinda collapsed on the floor when I came this time; the other times I was in my room so Mom didn't even realize I was gone. She's probably totally freaked. Nothin' you can do. Thanks for that, Pecos.
Enrica was looking at him oddly. "Sorry," he said. "I just realized my mom is probably really worried about me, but never mind. If I give you back Carmina will you promise not to beat me up with the ladle?"
She burst out laughing. "I like you Andrew Rufus," she said with a chuckle. "Put Carmina down. Do you want some lunch?"
Andrew grinned. "I'd love some lunch! Can you tell me about Pecos's ranch? I've never been here."
Enrica patted him on the shoulder. "Si, si." She chattered about the ranch and the number of cattle Pecos had and how many cowboys he employed while she dished a steaming hot bowl of the absolute best stew Andrew had ever eaten. She talked so fast Andrew barely followed her, but he enjoyed the sound of her voice, and he enjoyed her cooking even more.
I can't believe you guys live on dried meat and burnt biscuits when you have this waiting for you. Only reason we can make it. Andrew chuckled.
I don't know why you said she was mean. She seems super nice. I like her. Sure, until you get on her bad side. You think Doyle's got a mean right... Nah, you're just saying that. Do I ever just say anythin'? Huh... Andrew glanced sideways at Enrica, trying to imagine her beating up Pecos. Then he remembered the ladle. I'll stay on her good side. Good plan.
Andrew finished his stew and leaned back in his chair, breathing deep the scent of the clean rain and Enrica's cooking and listening to the musical sounds of Carmina's giggling, Enrica's chatter, the patter of rain on the roof, and the soft mooing of cattle in the distance. It truly was great to be back.
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When Enrica finally paused to take a breath, Andrew grinned at her and said, "That was simply the best meal I've ever eaten! If I was old enough, I'd ask you to marry me just so I could eat your cooking forever!" What the hell you doin' boy? Relax; she knows it's me talking. But you're talkin' with my lips!
Enrica giggled. "Such a kidder."
I'm addin' a rule. Yeah? Yeah! NO ASKIN' ENRICA TO MARRY ME!!! That's really a bit too specific to be a rule. I mean what're the chances all cowboys know a lady named Enrica? BOY! Okay, fine. I'm not making it a rule; it wouldn't make any sense, but I get your point.
"Can you tell me how to get to the horses?" Andrew asked as he stood to leave the kitchen. No, no, no, no! What? You take yourself back to the den, sit your butt down and wait for one of the others to get back! There ain't no way I'm lettin' you wander loose on my ranch! Oh, come on. I just wanna say hi to Widow Maker. Widow Maker can wait! He'll know I didn't come see him right away, and he'll be mad. Don't care! Andrew rolled his eyes.
"Never mind, Enrica. Pecos wants me to stay in the house. I'll see you at supper." Enrica giggled again, waving her spoon at him.
Boy, I'm warnin' you! Stop sweet talkin' that woman! Get over it; she knows it's me. She might know with her head, but with her eyes…It's all me! Andrew chuckled. Can I at least explore the house? I suppose. Just don't touch nothin'!
Andrew frowned. I know it's annoying when I come, but you seem a little more peeved than usual.
Pecos was quiet for a long minute. When he finally spoke his voice was soft. Boy, I've… Well… the fact of the matter is... well, sometimes I don't not miss you. You know? Andrew shook his head. Cowboys. I get you, but… This is MY ranch. These people are MY responsibility. I just… it's my job to protect 'em. That you've come here… I'm not happy 'bout it.
For a second Andrew couldn't breathe; it hurt that much. He'd thought Pecos was beginning to like him; but no, he was wrong. Pecos didn't want him around, wasn't glad he was here. Instead he was angry and upset. Andrew hung his head, wishing he hadn't opened the envelope, wishing he hadn't come.
Damn it, boy! It ain't like that! If you're here, it means something's comin'! And unless I miss my guess, it's comin' to MY ranch! Andrew's eyes widened. Oh, crap! I'm sorry! I didn't mean to come here. I didn't even know...I mean, I knew you ran cattle, but I didn't really know… I know you didn't. It ain't your fault. It's just… I'll stay in the house. I'll just sit and wait. Pecos sighed. Might be best.
Andrew sat in a comfy leather chair and waited. And waited. And waited. Pecos was quiet, and Andrew knew he was thinking, so Andrew didn't talk, tried not to think, just waited. The only sound in the whole house was Enrica's soft singing, an occasional giggle from Carmina, and the constant pounding of the rain.
Andrew walked to a window and looked out, but there was so much rain he couldn't even see past the porch. He paced the den. He hated waiting. He hoped they came back soon. What could they possibly be doing anyway? It was raining. It's not like they could accomplish anything when it was soaking wet and muddy out.
He walked along a shelf full of books and read the titles. He didn't know what he'd been expecting, but this was not it. The Count of Monte Cristo, Robinson Caruso, Wuthering Heights. Wuthering Heights? Wasn't that a chick book? He took it off the shelf and read a page somewhere in the middle. He put it back with a grimace. He opened a slim volume of Shakespeare's poems and read a line or two, but he just wasn't in the mood to read, let alone try to translate whatever version of English Shakespeare had written in into English he could actually understand.
He wanted to ride Widow Maker, fight Doyle, laugh with Joe, watch Charlie track something, anything but this infernal waiting. He paced around the room, counting the boards in the floor; then he paced in front of the fireplace counting the stones.
He grinned when he noticed an entire shelf full of Doyle's carvings and wandered over to it. There were a lot of cows, but each one was just a little different. There was also a cougar, a squirrel, a prairie dog, and a few things Andrew didn't even recognize. There were a handful of coyotes and ravens and horses too. It didn't look as if Doyle carved anything but animals.
Finally, after what felt like days, Andrew heard the kitchen door slam. His heart hammered happily. It had been months, and he couldn't wait to see them. He rushed down the hall, but stood just outside the door, thinking he should wait until he knew for sure it was them. He heard Enrica talking quickly in Spanish, and at the end, he heard her say "Maestro Joe".
He grinned and peeked around the corner. Joe was playing with Carmina and saying something to Enrica. Doyle and Charlie stepped through the door behind him. They walked to the side into a porch-like room and hung their soaking wet dusters and hats and removed their muddy boots.
Andrew was so excited he could barely stand it. He felt like he hadn't seen them in years. He stepped around the corner into the kitchen and said, "Hi guys!" He wanted so badly to give them all huge hugs, but he was trying really hard not to break rule number one, so he just waved.
Doyle froze, and his eyes narrowed to slits. "Boy?" he asked uncertainly.
Andrew grinned widely, for once enjoying the toothiness of Pecos's grin. "Yep!"
Instead of happy, they looked confused. "But there's nothing going on," Joe stated. It sounded like a question.
Andrew shrugged. "Sorry."
Finally Charlie grinned and said, "Pecos told us you were gettin' along alright, but it's good to see ya."
"Sure is," Joe added.
Andrew nodded, wishing they could see the real him, but Pecos-him was better than nothing he guessed.
Doyle nodded. "Boy."
"Really? That's all I get? Boy?"
Doyle grinned sharply. "Pretty much sums it up, don't it?"
Andrew snorted. "I don't see how."
Enrica herded them to the table and laid out four plates steaming with beans, cheese, and other stuff. It smelled so good Andrew's mouth started to water.
"Enrica knows," Andrew said as he shoved beans into his mouth, "But Pecos wants to keep me a secret from the others. Enrica, you were made to cook! This is delicious!" Enrica blushed and scooped more beans onto his plate.
Joe raised an eyebrow. "Laying it on a bit thick, don't you think?" he asked quietly.
Andrew frowned. "What is with you guys? I'm just telling her how much I like her cooking."
"Yeah." Joe leaned in close and whispered, "But you're doing it with Pecos's lips."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine; I'll try not to overdo it."
"What're Pecos's thoughts on your return?" Joe asked.
"He's not too happy," Andrew mumbled. Suddenly the food didn't taste quite as good.
"Why do you say that?" Doyle questioned.
Andrew glanced at Enrica. Does she normally stay in the kitchen? Yep. Can I ask her to leave? Yep. "Enrica, I need to talk to the guys; why don't you pack it in for the night, and I'll clean up the kitchen?"
Enrica looked at him with a shocked expression. "Master Pecos! I'd never let you clean the kitchen."
"It's still Andrew, and I know all about cleaning up kitchens. It's no problem. Please?"
She snorted but picked up Carmina and left the room, balancing the toddler on her hip.
After she left, Andrew turned to Doyle. "Pecos is concerned that since I've shown up here, at the ranch, something might be coming here."
The others nodded, and Charlie said, "I was surprised to see you for that very reason."
"What reason?"
"There ain't nothin' goin' on," Charlie said simply.
"Everything's been quiet since we fought the cinder wolves," Joe added. "Not a whisper of anything unusual. We kind of hoped that whatever was firing things up was, you know, gone."
Andrew sighed. It was clear they weren't as happy to see him as he was to see them, but he understood their point. He was the messenger, the bad omen, the bearer of ill news. He was here, so they knew something was coming. They just didn't know what.
Pecos finally spoke. We'll double the watches and warn the men there might be trouble. And then? We wait. Andrew sighed. He just wasn't any good at waiting. It felt like all he ever did was wait. Wait to go back, wait to go home, wait for something to attack, wait, wait, wait. "Pecos says to double the watches and give the men a heads up something might come this way."
Joe nodded. "We'll handle it."
So can I say hi to Widow Maker now? One of 'em goes with you. Everywhere! Fine. "I wanna say hi to Widow Maker. Will one of you take me?" Maybe Widow Maker'll be glad to see me, he thought sullenly.
Doyle stood and walked to the porch. He pulled on a soaking duster and hat and wet boots. Andrew was already wearing boots, so he put on the only semi-dry duster and hat, which he figured had to be Pecos's.
Doyle walked silently out into the yard. Everything was wet and very, very muddy. Rain was still pouring from the grey sky, splashing in the gigantic puddles. There was grass beyond the yard and some short trees, but past that, there were just huge expanses of land, a few rolling hills, and tons of cattle. There were so many Andrew couldn't even see the end of them. He hadn't even known it was possible to have so many cows.
"Pecos has a lot of cows!" he exclaimed. "Sorry, cattle, not cows," he added quickly.
"Keeps the men busy," Doyle said gruffly, leading Andrew to a humongous barn. The front door was open, but inside it was dry and dimly lit by the windows along the roofline. Instead of stall boxes like Andrew had expected, there was just a gigantic covered arena with the horses loose inside it.
"I thought barns had stalls and stuff."
Doyle snorted. "Pecos'd never cage a horse. We just got a couple stalls in case one of 'em gets hurt or somethin'."
"Are all ranches like this?" Andrew asked in awe.
"Nah. Pecos takes care of what's his."
"I guess," Andrew said softly. He saw Jiminty and Peppermint running around inside the arena and smiled, but they weren't the horses he wanted to see. "Where's Widow Maker?"
"If he ain't here, he's probably outside somewhere."
"In the rain?"
Doyle chuckled. "I don't think he minds a little rain."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "This isn't a little rain. It's pouring! I've never seen it rain so hard in all my life."
"All thirteen years, huh?"
"Almost fourteen," Andrew snapped.
Doyle laughed out loud at that. He looked sideways at Andrew for a moment. "It's always a bit quieter when you're gone," he said thoughtfully. "Now let's go find that horse of yours."
"He's not mine; he's Pecos's."
Doyle laughed again. "Don't think so, boy."
Andrew's brow wrinkled in confusion. Of course Widow Maker was Pecos's. Pecos just let Andrew ride him. Or Widow Maker did. He wasn't really sure which it was.
He followed Doyle outside, and then he saw him, Widow Maker, the world's greatest horse. Up on a rise behind the house, prancing through the rain and mud without a care in the world. Andrew wanted to grab a saddle and ride him right then and there, but he just smiled and walked slowly up the hill.
Widow Maker stopped prancing when Andrew was about twenty feet away and stared at Andrew for a moment before snorting loudly and tossing his mane. "Widow Maker," Andrew said softly, "It's me; Andrew." Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Of course I knew you knew," Andrew retorted. "I just wanted to say it."
Widow Maker stomped his front hoof angrily. "It's not like I had any choice. I just go when I go." Widow Maker turned away. "Come on; don't be like that. I missed you. I couldn't wait to come back. I dreamed of riding through the snow with you." Widow Maker shrugged. "Whadda you mean that's not enough? Whadda you want from me?" Widow Maker stomped off, kicking his heels and splattering Andrew's entire front with mud.
"HEY! I said I was sorry! Didn't I? I meant to. I'm sorry, Widow Maker! It wasn't my fault!" Widow Maker ignored him, galloping off into the rain. Well crap. So much for being excited to see me. I told you he done got cantankerous. You weren't kidding. That's what you get for treatin' him like people. Andrew shrugged, wiping the mud from his face. I thought he'd be excited. He'll come 'round.
"I take it that didn't go like you planned," Doyle said with a grin, when Andrew joined him at the bottom of the hill.
"No, Doyle, it did not. Thank you for pointing out the obvious."
Doyle smiled just a little wider. "Tomorrow I'll take you 'round, but tonight we'll stay put," Doyle said as they walked back to the house. Andrew nodded. "You can tell us 'bout the last couple months." Andrew nodded again.
After they had hung their gear on the porch, Andrew stared at the mess in the kitchen. "I know how to clean a kitchen when I'm from, but how do you do it here?"
Doyle looked around the room and shrugged. "You said you'd take care of it," he said with a chuckle and disappeared down the hall.
Andrew frowned. "Well, I sure am glad everyone's so happy to see me," he muttered to himself. Quit your whinin', boy. We're glad to see you, but we ain't gonna tell you, and we don't like what it means. You've clearly forgotten rule number two. I know, I know. We don't talk about our feelings. Feelings… we don't even got 'em! Really? Really. No feelings at all? Nope, just wood and stone; hard stuff. Right… You best get this kitchen cleaned or Enrica'll have reason to beat you with that ladle.
Andrew sighed and stared at the sink. Surprisingly, it didn't look that different from a modern sink. Don't you guys have to like haul water or something? Nah, we got plumin'. What? How? One of the boys is a tinkerer; he rigged the whole house. Seriously? You just have running water? Hot and cold even? Yep. This is weird. I miss the campfire and the dried biscuits and the...I don't know, roughing it. Ain't never happy, are you?
Andrew grunted and filled the sink with hot water. He rolled up his sleeves and wiped off the table, washed and dried the dishes, and placed them neatly on the table for Enrica to put up. He didn't feel like rummaging around in the cabinets trying to figure out where everything went.
This day had not gone at all like he'd wanted. It had started out normal, turned exciting, and then turned... he didn't really know. Something strange, not quite happy, not quite sad, definitely not exciting, and a little bit lonely. A soft lilting note drifted into the kitchen, and Andrew closed his eyes, grinning. Joe was playing a happy song. No matter what, in spite of everything, it really was good to be back.
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Andrew walked slowly into the den, taking everything in. Pecos's walls and floors were solid wood, and they shined like, well, like they'd just been shined. It was dark out, and Enrica or someone must have gone through the house and closed the curtains, which were a soft brown. It all felt very earthy. Very earthy and very, very wealthy.
Andrew wasn't sure why he'd always assumed Pecos was just a poor cowboy. They'd even mentioned the ranch, but he'd just never realized Pecos was an actual rancher, a cattleman, a cattle baron really. It made sense though. Why would he be anything less?
As Andrew stepped into the den he saw Joe lounging in a chair by the fire, his feet up on the huge stones, his harmonica to his lips. Charlie was half lying on a long bench set into one of the windows, his eyes closed, but Andrew could tell he wasn't asleep. Doyle sat in one of the large chairs towards the middle of the room. There was a lamp on the table beside him, and his fingers were moving over a piece of wood as if he was trying to figure out exactly what it should be.
Andrew swept his eyes around the room. Now that they were here, everything felt right, like a puzzle piece fit into place.
He sat beside Doyle and just breathed for a moment, enjoying the fire, the music, the slice of Doyle's knife across the wood, the pitter patter of rain outside.
Pecos had been quiet all evening, and Andrew wondered what he was thinking about. He felt terrible that he'd come here and put Pecos's ranch in danger, but it's not like he had any choice. He hadn't even been looking for it. It had come to him.
"You guys had me totally fooled!" Andrew said, glancing around the room again.
Joe quit playing and grinned. "How so?"
"Here I thought you were all a bunch of poor-boy cowboys, and you're filthy rich."
"How about extremely well-off?" Joe said with a chuckle.
"Rich." Andrew gestured around the room. "This house, the barn, the horses, all the cattle, please, extremely well-off is an insult."              
"We've made some fairly solid investments," Joe said offhandedly.
Andrew snorted. "We were out there eating dried meat, emergency beans, and biscuits, and I honestly thought that's all you guys ever ate."
"What're you sayin'?" Doyle snapped.
"Doyle, your coffee is wonderful, in fact, could you make some right now, the way you always do?" Andrew sat forward in excitement. "I haven't had any since… well… since the last time."
Doyle shrugged and walked towards the fireplace. "In any case, I'm just gonna say it 'cause we've all thought it, you burn the biscuits. Honestly, you burn everything." Joe chuckled, and Charlie's eyes popped open. "Except the coffee," Andrew added. "Or maybe you do burn the coffee? Is that why it's so good?"
Doyle turned from the fire, coffee pot in hand. "That so?" he snarled. Andrew shrugged. "Next time we ride, you're the cook."
"Wait, what?" Andrew stuttered. "I'm not really that great; I was just saying…" You got yourself in this mess; be a man and take it like a man. What? That doesn't even make sense. Sure it does. "I wasn't complaining, Doyle; I was just saying."
Doyle finished putting the coffee on the fire and smiled his sharp, wolfish smile. "I'll make the coffee; you make the rest."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine, but I don't think you'll like it."
Joe coughed. "Can't get much worse, unless you somehow manage to burn the dried meat too." Charlie started to laugh.
Doyle shrugged. "Never said I was a good cook. Didn't see none of you steppin' up to do it."
"Hey," Andrew said with a grin. "I looked up some cowboys jokes while I was gone. You wanna hear 'em?"
"No," Doyle said sharply.
Charlie sat up. "I still enjoy your orange joke from time to time."
Doyle rolled his eyes, which Andrew had never ever seen him do, and said, "Drives the ranch hands nuts, goin' 'round sayin' 'knock, knock'. Not even a joke; don't make no sense."
"But you'll like these, Doyle, 'cause they're about cowboys. Here's the first one. Three cowboys are sitting around the fire talking 'bout how tough they are. The cowboy from Australia says, 'I wrestled a thousand pound crocodile and made it cry like a baby.' The cowboy from Brazil says, 'That's nothing; I killed a two thousand pound bull with my bare hands.' The cowboy from Texas, who I like to think is Pecos, doesn't say anything, just smiles, and keeps stirring the fire with his leg." Andrew paused and glanced around the room. "Get it?"
For once Doyle started laughing first. "That does sound like Pecos!" he chuckled.
"I thought so too!" Andrew said laughing. I don't get it. Why would anyone stir the fire with their leg? That's just plain stupid! "Pecos doesn't get it!" Andrew exclaimed, and they all broke into loud peals of laughter. What?! I can't… too funny! Andrew laughed until his sides hurt, then he sat back in his chair and wiped a tear from his eye. A two thousand pound bull ain't even a bull; just a calf, really. Andrew burst out laughing again.
"Okay, I've got one more," he said when he could talk again. "Why did the bowlegged cowboy get fired?" They stared at him blankly. "Because," Andrew paused, "he couldn't keep his calves together! Get it? Calves?" Andrew laughed loudly, but the others looked confused, so he stood and pretended to be bowlegged. He would have thought Pecos would be bowlegged, but he wasn't.
"See?" he said as he walked around the room. "His calves!" I didn't think it was possible. What? Your jokes have gotten stupider. Oh, don't be a butthead; you're just sticking with rule number six. Which one was that? Cowboys don't laugh at funny jokes. I told you boy! I know, I know; that joke just weren't funny.
Joe chuckled softly, and Andrew asked, "Did you finally get the joke?"
"Nah; I'm laughing at you."
"What?! Why?"
"You get the oddest look on your face sometimes, and all I can figure is you're arguing with Pecos."
"Really? You can tell?"
Doyle snorted. "Hard not to. Your eyes glass over, and you move your lips like you're talkin'. You best not do that 'round the men."
If you make everyone think I've done lost my mind I'm gonna… What, Pecos? Talk me to death? Boy… Just watch it! "I'll be careful," Andrew said. "I didn't know I did it. So what's our plan?"
"What's Pecos say?" Joe asked.
Pecos? Still thinkin'. "Just the thing I said earlier about doubling the watch and what not."
"I'll make a round," Charlie said, standing.
"You want me to come?" Andrew asked.
"No."
Fine. Nobody wants me. It's all good. It ain't like that, boy. We're just tryin' to figure out how to protect everyone. Andrew shrugged and slumped deeper into his chair, but he perked up when Doyle handed him a steaming cup of coffee.
Andrew buried his face in the mug and sniffed deeply. "You have no idea how much I missed your coffee. Mom still swears it'll stunt my growth." He took a careful sip and felt his eyes twang open. Warmth slipped down his throat, warming his whole body. He couldn't believe he'd survived six months without a single sip. "Perfect," he sighed.
"So you been trainin'?" Doyle asked.
Andrew nodded and spent the next hour or so telling them about the last six months, his pitching, his being normal, and his jiu jitsu classes, leaving out a few details there. He couldn't wait to show Doyle some of his moves, but he'd have to warm him up to the idea first. He didn't tell them about Meli; he figured they probably carried around enough nightmares without him adding to it.
When he'd finally run out of things to say, he started yawning. The fire had burned low, and the room had grown dim. "Better hit the hay," Joe said amiably.
"Okay," Andrew stumbled tiredly to his feet. "Which way is the hay?" I'll take you. "Never mind; Pecos'll tell me. Night, guys." Part of Andrew wished they could all just sleep on the den floor so they were together, but he knew that was silly, so he let Pecos lead him to his room.
When he opened the door his mouth dropped in shock. That's a humongous bed! I'm tall, Pecos grunted. I had no idea you lived like this. The men expect it. What? I tried to stay in the bunkhouse, but they thought I should live in style, so I do. Wow. You aren't even kidding!
So whadda I do? What? I've always just plopped down on the ground and gone to sleep. I've never...well, this is the first time we've been inside and not under attack or on the way to fight something. It's all a bit different.
What would you do at home? Pecos asked in an annoyed tone.
Um, change my clothes, brush my teeth, use the bathroom, go to bed. So do that. Brush your teeth? Right now they're your teeth. Andrew rolled his eyes. Okay, but where's the bathroom; isn't it like outside or something? Pecos snorted. Don't use an outhouse. Told you we got plumbin'. That door there opens to the bathroom. You even have your own bathroom? I can't believe this.
Andrew opened the door and stared at the gigantic claw foot tub, shiny toilet and sink, and large mirror. It's just like any bathroom back home, he thought, trying to ignore the disappointment he felt that they wouldn't be roughing it this time. He opened cabinets until he found a toothbrush and some tooth powder.
Then he turned to the mirror and froze. He'd never really seen himself in Pecos's body, only in a stream here and there, not in a mirror. He looked so… so… Pecosy. He leaned in close and stared. He could feel the raw power in Pecos's body. He could see the power in his jaw, his face. Everything about Pecos screamed power, but Andrew's brown eyes stared at him from Pecos's face, and they didn't snap or spark like he knew Pecos's blue eyes did. He closed his eyes and quickly brushed his teeth.
Where're your pajamas? he asked when he was done. What? Pajamas, what you wear to bed. Ain't never worn nothin' called pajamas and never will. Nightshirt's in the drawer. Andrew laughed. Pecos never changed.
Andrew opened the drawer and jumped back with a shriek. Damn it, boy! What're you doin'?! There's a snake on your dresser! The snake lifted its head and stared at Andrew with glittering eyes. Its tail rattled, and Andrew backed towards the door. Just William, Pecos snapped.
Andrew paused. Seriously? You actually have a pet snake! I thought you were kidding!
The door slammed open, and the others rushed in. "What's goin' on?" Doyle demanded, gun in hand.
Andrew grimaced and pointed towards the snake.
"Just William," Joe said.
"I get that… NOW! I didn't at the time."
"You scream like a girl," Doyle said disgustedly.
Really do. Andrew's face turned bright red, and he snapped, "I was caught off guard! You know, someone DID say that snakes might plague me for the rest of my life if I killed Septimis. Which I did, so you can see why I was concerned. I mean, it could have been an ambush, a snake ambush, a snambush or something like that!" Doyle and Pecos snorted simultaneously.
Charlie laughed. "Pecos has always had William."
"Can someone just get rid of it, please?" Snakes had always freaked him out, but snakes after Septimis… yuck. Get rid of 'im? I'm not sleeping in the same room as a rattlesnake! No way; no how.
Pecos growled, but Charlie was already moving towards the dresser. "I'll take 'im," Charlie said softly, holding out his hand. Andrew shuddered as William slithered onto Charlie's arm.
I thought you weren't a sissy no more, Pecos said grumpily as the others left the room. I'm not. I just… I don't like snakes, okay? I could see that, I guess. Are there any more? Nope. Good. And seriously, why're you wearing your guns and knives? You're inside! Don't you ever take them off? Nope. Even to sleep? I'd wear 'em to bed, but Enrica complains 'bout the sheets. Andrew rolled his eyes. I guess that should be a rule, huh? It ain't already?!
Andrew laughed and peered carefully into the drawer before pulling out Pecos's nightshirt. Then he took off all Pecos's guns and knives, laying them on the dresser. He did feel rather naked without them. He'd never actually changed clothes in Pecos's body, just put clothes on that one time, so he tried not to look as he took off his clothes and slipped the nightshirt on. He didn't know why he bothered, but it just seemed wrong to watch another man change. Even if that man was him. But it wasn't.
He shook his head and stared at the enormous bed. I was kinda looking forward to sleeping under the stars, he thought sadly. Ain't no stars tonight, boy; in case you hadn't noticed, it's rainin'. Right. I had actually. I guess I'd rather sleep in your bed than in a puddle. Damn right.
Everything just felt weird. Before he hadn't really had time to think about being in Pecos's body; he was always too busy, too stressed, too focused. But this… this was so normal. Just like if he'd been at home. The only difference was his mom wasn't here to tuck him in. Not that he wanted anyone to know his mom still tucked him in. He hoped she was okay, that no time had passed, that she hadn't even realized he was gone.
He touched Pecos's bed gingerly. This was way weirder than using Pecos's hanky. For a second he thought about heading downstairs and sleeping in a chair by the fire, but he didn't even have time to finish the thought before Pecos snapped, Man up, boy! Got work to do; so get your tail in bed and go to sleep!
Andrew sighed and climbed onto the huge bed. WOW! It's like lying on a cloud. It's so soft and fluffy; it's like it's not even there. I know. Incredible. And before he had time to think anymore, he was fast asleep.
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For the first time in almost a year, Andrew didn't dream. And for the first time in a very long time, he woke feeling like he'd actually slept. He yawned and tumbled out of bed. It was still raining, and he didn't have any idea what time it was. He pulled on some clothes, buckled Pecos's gun belts, slipped Pecos's knives into place, and walked down to the kitchen.
Enrica was singing and swaying in front of the stove. He smiled, thinking she reminded him just a bit of his mom, and fought the urge to hug her. Don't you dare!
"Morning, Enrica."
"Oh! Mañana maestro Pecos," she blushed. "Sorry, I mean, good morning, Andrew. Thank you for cleaning up. You did a wonderful job."
Andrew grinned. "I've had some practice."
"Sit down; I get you breakfast."
"What time is it?" Andrew asked.
"A bit past seven."
"What time does Pecos normally get up?"
"Five or so."
You ever hear of sleeping in? Sleep's a waste of time. Sleep when I'm dead. Andrew wasn't surprised to hear Pecos say that. He wasn't even sure Pecos needed sleep. Do you need to sleep? he asked. Maybe. What's that mean? Eat your food, boy!
Enrica handed Andrew a plate full of tortillas and eggs and a large glass of foamy, white stuff. He took a cautious sip. What's this? Milk. No, Andrew argued. This isn't milk. It doesn't taste anything like milk. I mean it's delicious, but it isn't milk.
"Enrica, what is this?"
She gave him an odd look. "Milk."
"Are you sure?"
"Si; Philip brought it up fresh this morning."
"Fresh? You mean like from a cow?"
"Si."
Andrew cringed. He was drinking milk from a cow. Was that weird? What other kinda milk is there? Milk from a store. What? Don't it still have to come from a cow? Well, yes, I suppose, but see, it's different. How? I don't know; it just is. You're still a sissy, you know that?
Andrew took another tentative sip. He had to admit it was really tasty, so he decided to ignore the fact it had just come out of a cow and drank it anyway. He quickly ate everything and shoved back from the table. He was anxious to get started. Started with what, he didn't know.
The door suddenly banged open, and a young man rushed in. "We got a problem, Boss!" he said breathlessly.
"What's wrong?" Andrew asked. That's Tom, Pecos said. He's on watch in the western meadow during the day.
Tom tried to catch his breath. "A whole… mess of cattle… slipped into the ravine," he finally puffed out.
We gotta get out there! Gear up and saddle Widow Maker. Andrew just stood there, trying to think. He didn't know where anything was; he barely knew how to find the barn. Move your tail boy! Pecos snapped, shaking Andrew out of his daze. Move! Move! Move!
"I'm coming," Andrew said to Tom, as he ran onto the porch, pulled on Pecos's boots and duster, and shoved Pecos's hat on his head. He was glad to see the enchanted spurs were still hooked to Pecos's boots. Thanks, Pecos. What for? The spurs. Pecos grunted. I've told you a thousand times, boy... I know; we don't say thanks.
Andrew ran out the door after Tom, scanning the hills and yard for Widow Maker. Whistle. What? Whistle; he'll come. Andrew whistled loud and long, and he heard a distant whinny in response. Get to the barn, and tell Tom to round up one of the others. Others? Doyle, Joe, or Charlie. Right.
"Find Doyle, Joe, or Charlie and send them out." Tom nodded and ran off, and Andrew rushed into the barn. What now? Tack room. First door on the left.
Andrew ran into the tack room. It was lit by a large window, and saddles lined the walls. Which one? Yours is on the end. Andrew darted to the end of the room and saw the saddle Charlie's grandmother had given him. He pulled it down, grabbed a saddle blanket, a bit and bridle, and dashed back into the open barn. Widow Maker was waiting for him.
"Look, I know you're mad at me, and I'm sorry," Andrew said quickly. "I missed you. I couldn't wait to see you again. But I don't have time to apologize all day; I need you. Can we ride?"
Widow Maker's red eyes narrowed, but he nodded his head ever so slightly. "Thank you! You're the best horse ever. Have I told you that?" Widow Maker tossed his head, and Andrew pretended to be shocked as he slipped the saddle over Widow Maker's back. "I haven't? You're the best horse in the entire world, throughout all time even." Widow Maker snorted. "I'm just saying it like it is." Done ruint my best horse. He's not ruined. He just likes to be appreciated. Same damn thing!
Andrew finished saddling Widow Maker and tied a rope to his saddle. He may not be any good at roping, but he knew Pecos didn't go anywhere without his rope. He stepped back and looked Widow Maker in the eyes. "Are you gonna let me ride you?" Widow Maker shrugged. "You know I hate that! Make up your mind." Widow Maker shrugged again. "Fine." Andrew quickly mounted and tucked his boots in tight, waiting for Widow Maker to go crazy, but he didn't. "Let's go!" Careful, boy. What? You best hold on tight. For real?
As soon as they cleared the barn, Widow Maker went insane. He bucked fifteen feet in the air; he bucked side to side; he kicked his feet out and up and sideways.
"We don't have time for this!" Andrew yelled, clinging to his saddle. Widow Maker bucked for one more long minute, then dropped to all four and stood still. "That was uncalled for," Andrew ground out. "It wasn't my fault." Widow Maker shrugged. Andrew rolled his eyes. "We need to go to the western meadow."
Widow Maker took off like a shot, mud flying off his hooves. Rain beat down on Andrew's head and slashed past his face. Andrew just held on tight; he trusted Widow Maker to get him where he needed to go.
He closed his eyes for a second and just enjoyed the sensation of riding. He'd missed it. He'd missed Widow Maker. This moment...he felt free! He was free!
Lightening flashed across the sky, and a humongous clap of thunder shook the air. Andrew jumped. Damn that was loud! Not really. Andrew rolled his eyes.
The rain suddenly doubled, making it hard to even see past Widow Maker's head. Crap, when it rains, it rains, huh? Just a bit of rain really. Andrew laughed. Only Pecos would call a flooding deluge a "bit of rain".
When they reached the western meadow, no one was there, just lots and lots of cattle. What now? Andrew asked. Ravine. Gotta get 'em out before they drown. "Widow Maker, where's the ravine?" Widow Maker trotted swiftly through the dozens of cattle huddled together towards the far western side where a huge gapping rift tore open the ground in front of them.
That's some ravine! Andrew gasped. Tornado tore through couple years ago. I didn't think… No time boy. You see 'em? Widow Maker rode right up to the edge of the ravine, his steps sure and able. Andrew knew it'd take more than a little mud to make Widow Maker slip.
At the bottom of the ravine several cattle were thrashing about and mooing helplessly. The water was up to their necks, and they were struggling to hold their heads above it. One's long horns had gotten caught in a dried prickly bush, and the water was creeping towards its nose.
You gotta pull 'em out! How? Rope 'em, tie the rope to the saddle horn, and Widow Maker'll do the rest. Pecos, you know I can't rope! Figure it out! Andrew knew there was no sense in arguing, so he pulled the rope from his saddle and separated it in his hands. He hadn't practiced roping since they had defeated Septimis. For one, he wasn't any good at it; for two, it wouldn't have worked on the cinder wolves.
He spun the rope above his head, glad he at least remembered how to do that much, and focused on the cattle below, ignoring the rain dripping down his collar. He held his breath, loosed the rope, and watched it fly through the air and land ten feet away from the one he'd been aiming for.
He pulled the rope in and tried again. Nothing. We don't got time for this! Pecos snapped. Get down there and pull 'em out! Pecos, they're just cows. Are you seriously suggesting I put my life, your life, in danger to pull a couple cows out of a ditch? They're my cattle, and you'll get your butt down there, right NOW, and get 'em out! Andrew flinched. Pecos hadn't been this mad at him since, well, since they'd first met.
He dismounted, and his feet slopped into the mud, squelching as he tried to move. Everything was soaking wet. He struggled to tie one end of the rope to his saddle horn, and then he carefully slid into the ravine. His boots slipped on the mud, and the rope was slick in his hands. How long is this thing anyway? The rope? No, the ravine. Couple miles. Great. If he got washed away...well, he'd just try not to get washed away.
He reached the first bull and tried to slip the rope around its neck, but its horns were so wide he couldn't get the rope past them. How do you get past these ridiculous horns? Just do. Andrew growled, dug his boots into the mud, trying to keep from slipping, and stretched the rope out past one enormous horn, then the other, and down around the bull's neck.
"Alright Widow Maker!" he yelled. "PULL!" Suddenly the rope went taut, but the bull didn't budge. "Damn it," Andrew grumbled. He slid down into the water and pushed the bull from behind. His feet slipped, but finally the bull began to stumble slowly up the embankment. When Andrew reached the top, he pulled the rope back over the horns, and the freed bull ran to join the others.
The rain was coming down even harder than before, and Andrew could hear the water tearing through the ravine. There were still six more bulls down there. He was going to have to move faster if he wanted to get them all.
He swiftly pulled off his duster and hat, throwing them to the ground. He took off his boots and socks too since they kept getting stuck in the mud and making it hard to move. Then he slid back down the side of the ravine. The mud was freezing cold, horribly slick, and rough under his feet. The rope burned his palms as he gripped it tighter, trying to keep himself from sliding past the cattle into the rushing water.
He jumped as lightening crashed into a bush at the top of the ravine near Widow Maker. Crap! I'm gonna get fried to death, then drown! Quit your whinin' and MOVE! Andrew quickly went to work slipping the rope over the next bull's head.
"PULL!" he shouted again, getting behind to push. This time he channeled Pecos's power so he could push even harder. The bull moved slowly up the slope and onto the flat.
Andrew released it and slid down the side again. The bull with the stuck horn was starting to slip under the water, so Andrew grabbed its head and pushed it up above the water. "Crap biscuits!" he hissed when he realized he couldn't get the rope around its horns because of the bush.
He struggled to hold its head up with one hand while he cut at the bush with his other. He soon had the horn free, and the rope around its neck. It was weaker than the others had been, so Andrew had to push even harder. It slipped, knocking Andrew backwards, and he panicked for a second as he skidded, ropeless, towards the water, but he dropped forward and scrambled back up on his hands and feet and kept pushing.
There were still four more bulls, and there was no way he could get them all. Pecos would have simply roped them and had them out in no time, but Andrew couldn't rope. He hated failing all the time. Just once he'd like to win. If only he could aim the damn rope.
He slid back down as fast as he could. The cold was seeping into his bones, so he surged the power through his veins to warm himself. He quickly got the fourth bull up the slope, but by the time he got back down the water had nearly covered the remaining three's heads. He slipped his rope around the nearest bull and started to push.
A rope whistled through the air wrapping neatly around one of the other bull's necks, and Andrew almost wept with relief. They'd come. Pecos wouldn't lose any cattle because of him today. Another rope quickly snagged the last bull, and in a minute all three bulls were at the top of the bank, covered in mud and water, gasping, but alive.
Andrew collapsed onto the ground and just lay there breathing. "You alive, boy?" Doyle asked nudging him with a toe.
"Yep. Just thinkin'."
"'Bout what?"
"How much I like snow."
Doyle chuckled. "Get up; let's get you back to the house and dried off. Pecos's gonna kill you if his guns rust."
Andrew jumped to his feet. "What?! They can do that?!"
"Metal ain't they?" Doyle grinned. "They're soaked and covered in mud."
Andrew paled. "Oh crap; let's go!" Pecos chuckled softly. He's just messin' with you, boy. They'll be fine. Andrew slumped in relief. "Not cool, Doyle, not cool." Doyle just grinned and slapped Andrew on the back.
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After Andrew had rubbed down Widow Maker and dried himself, he followed Doyle to a workroom off the den. There were several narrow tables, some stools, various tools, and a bunch of things Andrew couldn't identify.
"Whadda you guys do in here?" he asked, picking up a tool from a table and trying to figure out what it did.
"It's the gun room," Doyle replied, pulling out a stool and motioning for Andrew to do the same. "Let's see 'em." Andrew laid all four of Pecos's six-shooters on the table. They were still dripping.
"Will they really be okay?" he asked anxiously.
"Just need to clean 'em," Doyle smirked. "Normally you would leave your duster on in the rain."
"I know, but I just can't rope, and Pecos told me to get my butt down there, so I did and then…" He paused; Doyle was laughing at him. Andrew frowned. "It's not funny, you know. I could have been killed. All because of some dumb cows. I'm sorry, CATTLE."
"Pecos takes his cattle seriously."
"You aren't kidding."
"Takes everything 'bout his ranch seriously. You best 'member that."
Andrew nodded, knowing he was throwing a fit. Pecos had every right to want to save his cattle and to keep his people from knowing a stupid thirteen year old had taken over his body.
"How come Tom didn't just rope them out?" he asked as Doyle was emptying the cartridges.
"Can't."
"What? You mean he can't rope?"
"Not like you, boy," Doyle snorted. "Tom can actually rope. But his shoulder got torn up in a stampede a while ago. That's why Pecos keeps 'im close by. In case he runs into trouble he can't handle."
"Oh," Andrew said, feeling a little foolish.
He shook his head, pushing it all from his mind as Doyle showed him how to dismantle the six-shooters. They rubbed each piece clean with soft clothes, ran a stick with cloth and oil down the barrels, and put them back together.
"Can't say if your cartridges are still good," Doyle said. "Just put 'em in the practice pile and fill up with new." He pointed to several boxes of cartridges in the corner, and Andrew filled his guns and belt with fresh cartridges.
All done, Pecos, and not a bit of rust, he thought. Pecos grunted. What're you doing? Thinkin'; now shut up! Andrew rolled his eyes. Pecos was usually a bit grumpy when Andrew was in his body, but this was getting ridiculous.
"What now, Doyle?"
Doyle shrugged. "We could take a tour of the ranch."
"Sounds good," Andrew replied, looking out the window. "Will it ever stop raining?"
"Eventually. Rainy season."
"Yuck. I think I hate rain."
"You get used to it."
Andrew struggled to pull on his soaking duster. The inside hadn't gotten very wet, but his boots were soaked. He put them on anyway. He knew better than to complain. He should add that to the rules too. Cowboys never complain. He followed Doyle outside into the grey, pouring rain; his boots squelching as they walked to the barn.
"Barn you've seen," Doyle grunted. "Pecos's got several hundred horses."
"That's a lot of horses!"
"Joe, Charlie, and I, and a handful of others have our own horses too."
No wonder they need such a big barn, Andrew thought as he looked around in wonder. He'd never seen a barn outside of television, but nothing he'd ever seen compared to this. It was like the Buckingham Palace of barns.
"There's quite a few out in the pastures," Doyle added, "but some of 'em don't care for the rain."
"Don't blame them," Andrew muttered.
Doyle called over one of his horses and started saddling her. "You takin' Widow Maker?"
"Nah, I think he's still mad at me. I'll ride Jiminty."
"That horse and you are a special pair," Doyle said with a chuckle.
Andrew shrugged, fetched Jiminty, saddled her, mounted, and followed Doyle out of the barn.
"We'll make a short circuit of the ranch. Too big for you to see all at once."
"How big is it?"
"Million acres or so."
Andrew's mouth dropped open. "You're kidding?!"
"Nope."
"That's huge!"
"Got a lot of cattle."
Andrew couldn't conceive of one man owning so much land. Especially Pecos. He'd been raised by coyotes for crying out loud. How in the world had he ended up with a ranch the size of… of… he didn't even know what was that big, but he figured it was easily bigger than several eastern states.
How'd you buy all this? he asked Pecos, but Pecos didn't respond, and Andrew sighed. Apparently he and Pecos weren't going to be doing a lot of talking today.
Doyle and he rode out to several pastures and checked on the men. Doyle was careful to always say the names of whoever they met, and Andrew tried to act as much like Pecos as he could. He was gruff, he didn't smile, he talked in short, quick sentences, and he used the worst grammar he'd ever used in his life. His mom would have dropped dead if she'd heard him.
Nobody seemed to notice any difference. He saw a lot of cattle, a lot of rain, a lot of horses, and a lot of mud. By the end of the day he was sick of it.
"This is what you guys do when you're not fighting bad guys?" he grumbled.
"Yep."
"Don't you ever get sick of it?"
Doyle got a far off look for a moment. When his eyes finally refocused, he simply said, "Nope."
"Really? It seems a little… oh, I don't know… boring."
"Nah; it's got a nice rhythm. Rainy season's good for takin' it easy and restin' up for the long cattle drives."
"If you say so," Andrew said glumly.
When they got back to the barn, Andrew rubbed Jiminty down and fed her a handful of oats. "I missed you," he said softly, rubbing her nose. Then he dried off his saddle and returned to the house with Doyle. Joe and Charlie were already in the kitchen eating.
"What've you guys been doing?" Andrew asked as he kicked off his soggy boots and sat them upside down to dry. He peeled off his soaked socks and laid them over the bottom of the boots. Then he sat in a chair with his feet facing the kitchen stove, trying to dry them out.
"Oh Master Pecos!" Enrica exclaimed. "Your feet are covered in blisters!"
"Really?" Andrew looked down, and sure enough there were huge, angry looking blisters all over his feet. Boy… I ain't never had a blister in my life! What's wrong with you? I'm not YOU! Andrew snapped.
"Didn't wear wet boots, did you?" Joe asked.
"Yeah, they were wet. What was I supposed to do?"
"Get the spare pair from Pecos's room."
Andrew's face turned hot. "Didn't know he had a spare pair," he mumbled.
"Those're gonna burn in the mornin'," Charlie said matter-of-factly.
Andrew shrugged, grabbing hold of a little bit of power and pushing it into his feet. His blisters healed instantly, and he healed the rope burns on his palms while he was at it. Enrica dropped the plate she was holding, and beans and rice splattered all over the floor.
Andrew jumped, glancing up at Enrica. Her face was white as milk, and her hands were covering her mouth. "Oh! Sorry, Enrica," he said quickly. "I didn't mean to startle you. It's just...well, I can heal myself," he explained, grinning sheepishly. The cowboys had seen him heal himself before, but they still seemed a little startled by it. "I'll warn you next time."
Enrica stared in wonder, but quickly turned to make him another plate. Still haven't figured out how you do that. Whadda you mean? Can't do it. That doesn't make any sense. If I can do it, you can do it. Tried. Try again. Pecos grunted. I visualize the power and imagine taking hold of it with my hands. Then I push it where I want it to go and visualize what I want it to do. Don't work like that for me. Weird.
"So whadda we do tomorrow?" Andrew asked.
Joe chuckled. "Same thing we did today."
Andrew sighed. "Minus the ravine, right?"
The others laughed, and Andrew ate his food in silence. This was definitely different than the first two times he'd come through. There was nothing to fight and nothing to do, so it just felt weird. Useless. Normal. He didn't know what to think about it.
But at least he'd have plenty of time to train. He wanted to be prepared for whatever was coming, and it had been awhile since he'd been able to practice anything other than jiu jitsu. In the morning, he'd ask Doyle if they could spend some time fighting. Course, he'd have to tell him about jiu jitsu, and he wasn't sure if Doyle would practice jiu jitsu with him once he knew what it was. None of them seemed too keen on touching.
And then he'd try to sweeten up Widow Maker and see if he would go for a run. A real run. A break-the-sound-barrier run. He'd missed riding Widow Maker almost as much as he'd missed Pecos and the others.
"Know how to play poker?" Doyle asked.
"No."
"Come on. We'll show you."
They sat around a small card table in the den, and Joe shuffled and dealt the cards quickly while Doyle explained the basic concept to Andrew. "The most important thing to 'member is this: don't trust Charlie."
"What?" Andrew glanced across the table at Charlie. He was grinning a small but sly grin.
"He's impossible to read," Doyle growled. "If you think he's got a bad hand and he's bluffin', he ain't. But if you think he ain't bluffin', he is. But if you think he ain't, so he is, he ain't."
"What?"
"Never mind," Doyle said, shaking his head sadly. "Just don't ever play Charlie for money. Got it?"
"I guess." Andrew stared at the cards in his hand in confusion. He still wasn't sure what he was doing.
Doyle leaned over. "Get rid of these two and bet two chips." So Andrew did. He lost the hand, but he didn't know why. The next hand he won, but he still didn't know why. By the fifth or sixth hand he was starting to get the hang of it. Every now and then, Pecos would throw out a piece of advice, but for the most part he was silent.
They played for a while, but in the end all the chips were stacked in neat piles in front of Charlie. "See; what'd I tell you?" Doyle said. Charlie winked across the table at Andrew. "He always wins. Always."
Doyle changed chairs and pulled out a piece of wood to carve. Joe pulled down a book and began to read. Charlie grinned at Andrew. "Blackjack?" he asked.
"What?"
"I'll teach you."
"Just remember, boy," Doyle said from across the room. "No money!"
Andrew laughed. It may have been a normal evening, but he was having fun. He only wished Pecos weren't so upset; maybe he'd be more relaxed in the morning.
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It seemed Andrew had just fallen into bed when Pecos's voice rumbled loudly through his head. GET UP, BOY! What? Andrew stammered in confusion, trying to remember where he was. Get out of bed; you got work to do!
Work? What time is it? Andrew rolled over sleepily, looking for his alarm clock, but then he realized he wasn't home. He blinked blearily and glanced towards the window. It was still dark out, and he could hear the pitter patter of rain.
Will it ever stop raining? Eventually. Get up! What for? You need a bath; you stink! Andrew snorted. I thought cowboys didn't take baths. Rule number...oh I don't remember. It was one of 'em though. Boy…Pecos growled.
Pecos, what the hell's going on? Surely it hasn't been that long since you had a bath? I've only been here for like a day and a half. Boy, I told you to take a bath; now do it! Okay, Andrew sighed, rolling out of bed. But I don't see why taking a bath right this minute is so damn important. Shouldn't we be hunting down some bad guys or something? I mean, isn't that what you do? Bath; now!
Andrew shook his head, walked into the bathroom, and looked at the tub. Just turn it on? Yep; Enrica always keeps the boiler runnin'. Says you never know when you might need hot water. You never do know. You might need it at o'dark-thirty. What? Never mind, Andrew thought with a sigh. Pecos clearly wasn't in the mood for jokes this morning. Not that he was ever in the mood for jokes.
Andrew filled the tub with water and stepped in. It was really weird taking a bath in Pecos's body, but he tried not to overthink it. Right now he was Pecos, so it wasn't weird. If he told himself that enough times, he might actually believe it.
The tub was huge, and the water came all the way up to his armpits. It was really kind of nice. He was more relaxed than he'd been in… well… a long time. He sighed happily and leaned his head against the tub rim. Get movin', boy! You gotta actually use the cloth or it don't count.
Andrew sighed. Apparently this wasn't going to be a laid back day. He picked up the cloth and started scrubbing, closing his eyes as he went. It wasn't weird, but still. Clean enough! What?! Get dressed! Andrew rolled his eyes and stepped out of the tub, pulling the drain plug as he did. He didn't know why Pecos was so worked up, but he knew better than to argue.
After he'd dried, he started to pull on yesterday's clothes. Not those ones. Clean ones. These ones are clean. I put them on after the cows, sorry cattle, and there's hardly any mud on them. CLEAN ONES! Damn it, Pecos! What's got your panties in a bunch this morning?! What? Forget it.
Andrew reached into the closet for a clean shirt, but Pecos snapped at him again. The light blue one. Seriously? Matches my eyes, he growled. Andrew laughed. You feeling alright? You know it's actually my eyes right now, right?
Pecos didn't respond, so Andrew slipped on the shirt and buttoned it. He found some clean pants and a bright red bandana to tie around his neck.
You forgot to shave, Pecos snapped when Andrew looked into the mirror. Are you kidding? I don't even know how to shave! Learn! You're not serious? Am! Fine.
Andrew pulled Pecos's shaving supplies out of a cabinet and stared at Pecos's razor in dismay. No. No what? Pecos, that's a straight edge razor. There is no damn way I'm putting that thing up to my face. I'll kill us both! Nonsense. You're good with knives. No. Shave! Won't! If you don't shave, boy, I'll… You'll what? Just do it!
Look, I'll try, but even the littlest nick and I'm done. It's not like you can't heal it, Pecos snapped.
I don't go around cutting myself just so I can heal it! I don't think the power would appreciate being used like that. Pecos grunted in irritation but began to explain how to shave.
Andrew listened intently; and when Pecos finished, he lathered the soap and used the brush to spread it over his face. Then he very carefully slid the razor down his cheek. All he managed to do was swipe off the soap. He tried again and again, but he couldn't get the razor to cut a single whisker.
After arguing with Pecos for several minutes, Andrew stomped into the hallway and shouted, "Help!! I need help!"
Doyle's door burst open, and he jumped into the hall, gun in hand. "What?!"
Andrew blushed, feeling like an enormous idiot. "Sorry; it's not… I mean, it's not a big deal, it's just...Pecos is being weird! He wants me to shave, but I don't know how and well...this is just stupid!"
By now Joe and Charlie were standing in the hallway too. Joe chuckled softly. "Have fun, Doyle," he said as he stepped back inside his room and closed his door. Charlie winked at Andrew and disappeared into his dark room as well.
Doyle just stared at Andrew in disbelief. "Please, just help me," Andrew pleaded. "I don't know why Pecos wants me to do it, but he's not letting it go."
Doyle blinked. "You want me to...to help you shave?"
"Yes!"
"You're a grown man."
"No; Pecos is a grown man. I'm thirteen! I don't have facial hair. I've never even seen a straight edge until today. The only reason I know what they are is 'cause Grandpa Lester told me how his dad used to shave."
"Fine," Doyle grumbled, before stomping back into his room, grabbing a shirt, and tucking his guns into his pants.
"It ain't difficult," Doyle said, holding the razor. "All about angles." He brushed some soap on his face and pulled the straight edge down his cheek. "See; smooth as a baby's rear end."
"Yuck," Andrew said.
Doyle chuckled. It took them over an hour, but finally, between the two of them, they got Pecos shaved, and Andrew didn't even have to heal anything.
"That's the most ridiculous way to shave," Andrew complained. "I could've been killed!"
"Nah. It's purty easy once you get the hang of it," Doyle drawled. "Just keep the blade sharp. Charlie can show you how to sharpen it."
Andrew nodded and wiped a bit of soap off his shirt. "So do I look okay?"
"Just as ugly as usual."
Pecos growled. "Pecos doesn't have any sense of humor today," Andrew said laughing.
Quit your gripin', boy and get downstairs. Ask Enrica to make a batch of those little sopapillas
she makes sometimes. The ones with the honey. What is going on?! Just do it!! Okay, but I don't think we need to worry about me making it look like you've lost your mind, 'cause you have!
Andrew walked into the kitchen and found Enrica already busy making breakfast. "Enrica, Pecos would like to know if you can make a batch of those sopapillas you make, with honey?"
Enrica smiled brightly. "Si! As soon as I have breakfast done."
And some tea. What?! You don't drink tea! I think that's even a rule. Rule number thirteen: cowboys only drink coffee. Boy… Fine.
"Enrica, do we have any tea?"
"Si, si."
"Great; some of that to go with the sopapillas, okay?"
"Si, Master Andrew."
Andrew smiled. "Thank you, Enrica. I appreciate it." Then he stomped into the den. Doyle was already there, sitting in front of a roaring fire. "What time is it?" Andrew asked, sitting down.
"'Bout six."
Andrew slumped in his chair. "Pecos dragged me out of bed at the butt crack of night to dress and shave him. But I don't know why 'cause he won't tell me." He leaned his head back against the chair. "And I was sleeping so good. Not a single dream." He sighed. "I haven't not dreamed since…" Andrew snapped his mouth shut. Some rules were in place for a reason. "Anyway, I need coffee."
Doyle pointed to the fire where the coffee pot was already simmering.
"Oh good. I'd thank you, but Pecos always tells me not to do that."             
They ate their breakfast and drank their coffee in silence. It seemed neither one of them was in the mood for talking. As soon as they finished, the air grew still and quiet, and Andrew looked out the window in surprise. The rain had stopped. It wasn't just drizzling or misting, it had completely stopped. A moment later the sun was shining brightly through a break in the grey clouds.
"That was kinda sudden, wasn't it?" Andrew asked.
"Bit."
She's here. What? Who's here? Just open the door, boy. And try not to make me look like an idiot. I think you've got that covered, Andrew snapped before standing and stalking to the front door. He swung the door open, and his jaw dropped.
"What the hell're you doing here?!" he asked in stunned disbelief. Watch your mouth, boy!
A tall, thin woman with long, white-blond hair stood on the porch. Sun was pouring down on her, and she almost seemed to glow. She frowned and said, "What do you mean?"
Andrew's head was pounding. He didn't understand. "How can you be here?" he whispered. "What are you?"
"I do not know what you are talking about," the woman insisted.
Knock it off, boy! Ask her in. But Andrew wasn't listening. "Have you known all this time? All the time I was looking for him, you knew?"
Confusion covered her serene face. "I do not know what you are talking about."
Boy... Pecos, you don't understand! It's Ms. Whyte, the librarian! It is? Yes! You sure? Absolutely! I mean her clothes are different, but it's definitely her. Even if she is Ms. Whyte, you're bein' rude…
"I do not know this Ms. Whyte," she interrupted, "but I can assure you I am not her."
"How did you..?" Andrew's eyes narrowed. "Are you a shaman?!"
Her frown grew deeper. "May I come in?"
"Fine," Andrew ground out, stepping back from the door.
Doyle started when he saw her. "You."
"Who?" Andrew asked.
"The woman who healed you."
"Ah, so you're the one who wants to help Pecos," Andrew said softly.
"What?" she snapped. "I do not interfere… I mean… I don't…" She stopped, clearly not sure what to say.
Andrew shrugged and led her to the kitchen. Enrica had just placed a plate of steaming sopapillas on the table with a pot of tea. "Enrica, I'm sorry, but could you give us some privacy?" Andrew asked.
"Si," she replied, scooping up Carmina and walking outside into the sun.
Doyle had stayed in the den, so Andrew guessed it was just him and the lying Ms. Whyte. He couldn't believe he'd thought they were friends. All this time, she'd been lying to him, hiding the truth from him. She'd known everything. She could've given him answers. She could've helped him. He could've talked to her, shared his burden with her.
He sat down and stared at her. "So?" Be nice, boy!
Confusion flitted across her face. "So… what?"
"Whadda you want? Why're you here? In my experience, shamans always want something." Boy, she ain't against you! We'll see.
"I am not a shaman, but I see your point. I came to help Pecos."
"Why?"
"I do not usually interfere. It is not my way." She studied her hands for a moment. "But I cannot continue to let him do this. It is not… kind. It is dangerous. I do not want… either of you to be hurt."
"Whadda you mean?"
"Look at me." Andrew studied her face. It wasn't as soft as the face he knew, but she was Aylen. He knew she was. "My eyes, Andrew; look at my eyes." Andrew frowned, but looked into her endless blue eyes. They were so clear, almost like the sky. "Take my hand."
Andrew paused, but something about her voice. He started. She was the second voice! The one who had told him to go towards the light. He trusted that voice. He gave her his hand. "Come here," she whispered softly, and Andrew felt himself pulling, tearing out of Pecos.
"No," he whispered. He wasn't ready to go. He'd just gotten here. It hadn't been long enough. He didn't want to go back. He tried to grab Pecos, to hold on, but she kept pulling. He screamed in frustration, trying to hold on, but then he was out. He could feel it. He was free of Pecos. Or Pecos was free of him. But why was he still here? Why could he see Pecos? Why wasn't he in his room or his house? What had she done?
Suddenly he felt the oddest sensation. Like squeezing into a too-tight shirt. He felt hot and itchy and contained. He looked down. He was in someone else's body now. Someone, a kid maybe, wearing a dress; no, that wasn't right, a hospital gown.
"Oh crap!" He looked at the hands. Those were his hands. "Am I in a hospital?!"
"No, boy," Pecos said gripping Andrew's shoulder. "You're right here."
Andrew looked around wildly. Aylen was sitting there, her lips curved in a slight smile, but Pecos was grinning from ear to ear, and it didn't look toothy at all.
"PECOS!" Andrew shouted throwing his arms around him and hugging him. Pecos hugged him back briefly before pushing him gently away. "I'm sorry, Pecos; I forgot. I'm just excited, I mean, I'm here! For real! I'm me, and you're you!" Andrew started dancing around the kitchen. Then he realized his hospital gown was open in the back, and his face grew hot with embarrassment. "Sorry, Ms. Whyte. Um, Pecos, do you have some clothes I can borrow?"
Pecos laughed a great, big booming laugh. "Run grab a shirt; that'll do for now."
Andrew flew into the den, skidding to a stop when he saw Doyle standing by a window staring out at the sun. "Doyle, look!" Andrew exclaimed. "I'm me, I mean, it's me! Andrew! I'm here!"
Doyle stared at him in shock. "How?" he finally stuttered.
"Ms. Whyte, she did it; she pulled me through. Isn't it awesome?!" Andrew couldn't help it; he hugged Doyle quickly before dashing up the stairs and running into Pecos's room to grab a shirt. He ran back downstairs, feeling the wood beneath his bare feet, feeling the sun through the windows, struggling not to laugh. He was here! He was here! He was finally here!
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Andrew dashed back into the kitchen excited to hear everything Ms. Whyte had to say. Pecos was pouring her a cup of tea. She does like her tea, Andrew thought with a grin before stuttering to a halt. "You know her!" he exclaimed.
Pecos looked up, confusion wrinkling his brow. "What?"
"You know her; you have all along."
"I met Pecos many years ago when he was quite young," Ms. Whyte said with small smile. "We occasionally cross paths."
"Right." Andrew looked between them. It all made sense now. Pecos's demand that Andrew bathe and shave, his insistence on the blue shirt instead of the white, the tea. Pecos had somehow known she was coming, and he was sweet on her. Oh, oh, oh! And she was sweet on him! He remembered how her eyes always lit up when she talked about Pecos.
"Why aren't…" Andrew stopped. He looked at Pecos. Damn it. Rule number ten: don't ask questions. He sat at the table and smiled at Ms. Whyte. "So, what's going on?"
"Sorry?"
"Please, you healed us when we were almost dead, you pulled my body here from the future, and you're with me in the future, so I think it's pretty clear you're not normal. What's the deal?"
She sighed. "I am not sure how much to tell you."
"How 'bout everything?"
Pecos nodded. "That'd be nice for once."
Her eyes were sad and conflicted. "I do not know. If I tell you something and it changes things for the worse… I could never forgive myself."
Andrew leaned across the table. "Ms. Whyte, Aylen, I know…"
"How do you know my name?!" she gasped.
"I told you, in my time, we're friends... I guess. I help you…"
"Stop!" Aylen cried. "Do not say anymore! I cannot know. Whatever you know about me, you mustn't tell me."
"Why not?"
"It could change everything. Time is delicate. Too much shifting or change can upset entire events. I have reminded him of this time and again, but he never listens."
"Who?" Pecos asked.
"My brother." Aylen paused, taking a long sip of her tea. "I think I must start at the beginning." She stared past Pecos for a minute, then she began to talk, her voice soft and clear. "Many years ago, a woman became heavy with child. By the law of her people, he and she were married, but he was a white man and their laws meant nothing to him. He abandoned her to bear the child alone."
"Instead of one, she bore three children," Aylen said softly. "In her grief, she died, but not before imparting gifts to each of them." She took another slow sip. "She gifted the eldest with her goodness, her love, her understanding. The middle, she gave her humor, her meddlesome spirt, her ability to see many sides." Aylen smiled very, very sadly and, with her eyes full of tears, said, "And to her youngest, she gave her anger and her hatred of those who had hurt her."
"But that's not a gift!" Andrew exclaimed. "That's a curse!"
"It is all she had left to give." The glow that seemed to follow Aylen wavered slightly. Clouds covered the sun for a brief moment before it burst out again in all its glory. "All was well for many years. But one day the white invaders came and destroyed the village where the children had lived and grown. Everyone was dead. Everyone except one."
Cold coursed through Andrew's veins. His chest felt tight; he couldn't breathe. "Everyone except Meli," he whispered.
She took a sharp breath. "How do you know?!"
Thoughts were swirling around his head, and Andrew struggled to piece them all together. The body underneath Meli, the one she'd been clutching when she died had had white blond hair. He closed his eyes and tried to remember the dream. It was her, Aylen; Meli had died holding her dead sister in her arms.
Andrew wanted to vomit. He wanted to crawl under his bed and never come out. He didn't want to know this story anymore. He didn't want to know how it ended. "You and Meli are sisters," he said softly. Aylen had said she had a brother. Suddenly everything fell into place. "Damn it! The Grey Shaman! He's your brother, isn't he?"
"What?" Pecos exclaimed.
"G. A. Oldman my ass! It was him all along! He's the one writing the books!" Andrew felt like an absolute idiot for not seeing it. It was so obvious.
"What's goin' on?!" Pecos yelled, his blue eyes flashing, the humor that usually tugged at his lips gone, replaced by a white fury. And his fury was directed at Aylen.
"I am sorry, Pecos," she said plaintively. "You know I do not interfere. It is not my place. Andrew speaks the truth. Even as children we were sometimes called White, Grey, and Black."
Andrew's head was starting to hurt. "Meli. She's the Black; she's the one trying to kill Pecos." He didn't say it as a question. He already knew. Aylen nodded.
"You didn't think to mention that?!" Pecos snapped.
"I am sorry," she said, voice tormented.
Pecos was furious, and Andrew was glad he wasn't inside Pecos's head right now. He certainly didn't want to know what Pecos was thinking. Pecos opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He shook his head, stood, and stomped outside.
Aylen flinched when the door slammed behind him. "He is angry."
"A bit," Andrew agreed.
"I do not interfere. It is not my place."
"You said that already," Andrew replied with a shrug. "Besides, you're interfering now. Why?"
"He will get Pecos killed. I cannot allow that. It is not… I just cannot." Aylen's eyes were cloudy. "He is a good man," she whispered.
"I know. So what now?"
"I have sealed Pecos's body. No one can enter him again. If my brother wants to bring you back, it will have to be in the flesh. It is the only way to keep Pecos safe." Andrew nodded.
"She is gathering her strength," Aylen said. "I can feel it. She was hurt when you killed her creature of ash, but there is so much death, so much violence; she grows stronger by the minute. She will come, soon."
"She was dead. I saw her die, in your village. How is she alive? How are you alive? Are you alive?" He hadn't thought of that. Maybe they weren't alive at all. Maybe that was why the Grey Shaman could poof around all the time.
"How have you seen her?" Aylen asked, staring at Andrew.
"I have dreams… I dream of her. First it was just of her dying, then she starting visiting me, talking to me, telling me what happened."
Aylen paled. "You must not talk to her," she said pleadingly. "She will deceive you."
"You said she can't hurt me in dreams."
"She cannot. But she can twist your mind and make you think things that are not true."
Andrew shook his head. "I haven't dreamed of her since I got back anyway. But how can she do it? What are you?" He suddenly remembered something. "Meli said the year was 1588, but that can't be, because you'd be like… like…"
"Three hundred years old," Aylen whispered.
"No," Andrew said. She nodded. "But how?"
Aylen poured another cup of tea, watching the steam swirl into the air for a moment. "Some, like Pecos, call us shamans, but we are not. There is no name for us. We are not…" she paused, searching for a word. "Right. We are wrong."
Andrew stared at her. He'd never felt like Aylen or the Grey Shaman were wrong. Aylen had a calming presence, and the Grey Shaman, although annoying and meddlesome, had grown on Andrew. He'd even go so far as to say he didn't hate him, even after all he'd put him through. But Meli? She was wrong. He'd felt it from the first moment he'd seen her in his dreams. Even before she'd died. He had wanted to like her, had wanted to save her, but she had felt off, twisted.
"We died that day. All three of us," Aylen said sadly. "And we should have stayed dead, but Meli… she was strong, and her hatred… somehow her hatred kept her alive, in a sense anyway. Then, she did something terrible. To restore her life, her strength, her power, she stole the life of an entire village." Aylen smiled her sweet, sad smile. "And we are linked. We always have been. When she came back to life, so did we. As long as one of us lives, we all live."
Andrew's eyes widened. It wasn't hard to fill in the blanks. Kill one of them, kill them all. That sucked. He liked Aylen. Not this Aylen; she was a bit stiff, but the Aylen from his time. He liked her a lot, even if she had lied to him. He thought for a moment. Well, not lied, but failed to divulge important information.
"I will do what I can, but she will eventually come," Aylen said, eyes intense. "You must be ready. Pecos must be ready. Please tell him I am sorry. I never… I never meant to hurt him."
She stood. Andrew held out his hand to stop her, there was still so much he didn't understand, didn't know, but she was already gone. The kitchen was empty, and everything seemed duller, less alive. He stared at the place where she had stood for a minute, wondering how they did it, hoping Meli couldn't do it too. It was creepy enough when the good guys did it, but if she could do it... He shuddered.
He found Pecos in the barn brushing a horse Andrew didn't recognize and muttering softly. It was weird to really see Pecos. Andrew had only seen him when they met in dreams. In the day, in the light, Pecos seemed so much larger, so much bigger, so much more powerful. He seemed so much more everything really.
"See? You talk to horses," Andrew said with a wide grin.
Pecos grunted. "She gone?"
"Yep."
"Good."
"Look, I won't ask, respect for rules ten and two, but we do need to talk."
"I know."
"You want me to fill you in now or wait 'til we're all together?"
"Just wait; no sense in tellin' it all twice."
"Where do you think Widow Maker is?"
"Around."
Andrew laughed. "I think you actually talked more when you were inside my head."
"You mean my head."
"Yeah, yeah. It's good to see you. I mean, actually see you. Do you think we can do something about my clothes situation? I'm wearing boots six times too big and walking around in a shirt that looks like a dress. Feels like I'm breaking a few rules here."
Pecos took a long look. "You do look kinda like a sissy."
"I know."
Pecos chuckled. "Think Charlie's in the tack room. He'll help you."
"Charlie! I haven't told Charlie and Joe!" Andrew exclaimed. "Charlie," he yelled, trying to run to the tack room but failing miserably. "You in here?" Andrew asked, sticking his head in the doorway, grinning when he saw Charlie rubbing down a saddle. Andrew stepped into the room. "Check it out, Charlie! It's me! Andrew! In the flesh!"
Charlie looked up and grinned widely. "You look different than I thought you would," he said after a second.
"It's the dress, isn't it?"
Charlie laughed. "No; it's just you. You look… both older and younger than I'd imagined."
"That doesn't make sense."
"No; I suppose not."
"Can you help me find some clothes? I feel really silly."
Charlie chuckled. "I'm sure we can round up something."
Andrew hid in the tack room while Charlie tracked down several ranch hands who were close to Andrew's size and found enough clothes for Andrew to wear. Andrew didn't particularly want to meet a bunch of cowboys while he was wearing a dress. It just didn't seem like a smart move.
"Nobody had an extra hat," Charlie said with a shrug when he returned. "And there weren't any boots small enough to fit you, but I got somethin' I think you can wear."
"Thanks," Andrew said, taking the clothes and running towards the house.
Enrica jumped when she saw him, but he quickly said, "It's me, Andrew. I'm here, I mean not in Pecos, I mean... um..."
Enrica laughed, hugged Andrew tightly, and kissed his cheeks, before showing him an empty bedroom upstairs. Andrew wiped his cheeks and quickly dressed. He had to roll the pant legs and shirt sleeves a few times, but the clothes mostly fit. When he came back downstairs, Charlie handed him a pair of soft leather shoes with a beaded pattern across the tops.
"Moccasins?" Andrew asked.
"You wanna go barefoot?"
"Not particularly, but how will I ride in moccasins?"
"Just do."
"You guys say that to everything," Andrew said in disgust, slipping on the moccasins, amazed that they fit perfectly. "What now?"
"We'll round up some gear for you tomorrow, and Enrica said she'd adjust the rest of your clothes. So that's that."
"Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate it. I'm gonna go find Widow Maker, but tonight we all need to talk."
"I'll let Joe and Doyle know."
Andrew ran out the door and squelched through the mud in the yard. He'd expected the water to ooze right through the leather, but the moccasins seemed to be waterproof. At least he wouldn't have wet feet, and to be honest, they felt better than Pecos's boots. He hated Pecos's boots, but he still wasn't sure he'd be able to ride without boots.
He breathed a deep breath of fresh air. It was amazing to finally be able to breathe with his lungs and see with his eyes and hear with his ears. Everything was so clear, so crisp, so alive. It wasn't just Pecos. Everything really was more, and he loved it.
He probably should have thanked Aylen. It was his dream come true. He was here, but he was here as himself. He didn't have to live up to Pecos's expectations anymore; he could just be Andrew.
He caught a glimpse of Widow Maker up on a hill and ran quickly up the side. Widow Maker turned to look at him, red eyes glowing. "It's me, Widow Maker. Andrew." He held out his hand, and Widow Maker nickered. "I know I'm not in Pecos's body anymore, but I still…" Andrew stopped.
He wasn't sure what to say. That he wanted Widow Maker to be his horse? It wouldn't be right to steal Pecos's favorite horse, and Widow Maker probably wouldn't let Andrew ride him anyway. "Well, I just wanted to say hi."
He turned to go, but Widow Maker nudged him from behind. Andrew turned, and Widow Maker shoved his nose under Andrew's hand. Andrew laughed, throwing his arms around Widow Maker's neck and hugging him tightly. Widow Maker held still for a moment, then nudged Andrew towards his back.
"Oh no, I can't. You don't have a saddle on, and I'm not wearing boots. No boots; no spurs. Sorry. You'll have to wait." Widow Maker stomped his hoof. "I know, but I can't ride you without the spurs." Widow Maker tossed his mane. "You don't know that! The Grey Shaman said they were." Widow Maker's eyes narrowed. "I know; I know. But still."
He laid his head on Widow Maker's side. "I'm scared," he whispered. "I'm not Pecos anymore. I'm just Andrew. I've never ridden a horse. What if I can't? I have to start with one of the other horses." Widow Maker snorted. "I'll ride you as soon as I can; you know I will."
Andrew trudged unhappily back to the house. What if he couldn't do anything as Andrew? What if he couldn't ride, couldn't shoot, couldn't use a knife? What would Pecos think of him then? What would they all think?
He was suddenly more terrified than he'd ever been, even when he'd tried to rope Septimis and failed. He'd started to think it wasn't possible to fail, not in Pecos's body. But as Andrew, in Andrew's body, who knew?
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Joe was in the kitchen eating his lunch when Andrew walked in. Andrew waved as he pulled off his muddy moccasins and dropped them to the floor. Joe stared at him in confusion, fork halfway to his mouth, and Andrew grinned sheepishly, realizing he hadn't seen Joe yet, and Joe didn't know he was him. Or Andrew, not Pecos.
"It's me," Andrew said awkwardly. "Andrew."
Joe's eyes grew wide, and his fork clattered to the plate. "But… how…" he stuttered.
"Aylen, White, the White Shaman, whatever you wanna call her, pulled me out of Pecos and brought my body here." Andrew shrugged. He wasn't quite sure why she hadn't just sent him back. Maybe she considered that more interference than what she'd done.
Joe suddenly jumped from the table and wrapped Andrew in a hug. "Boy!" he exclaimed, holding Andrew at arm's length. "I never thought I'd see you in the flesh! You look good! Maybe now you'll be able to rope!"
Andrew laughed. "I seriously doubt that. If I couldn't rope in Pecos's body, why on earth would I be able to rope in my own body?"
Joe raised an eyebrow. "Not sure that makes sense, boy."
Andrew shrugged. Part of him felt all warm and glowy inside. Joe, at least, seemed genuinely excited to see him, the actual him. Charlie hadn't seemed not excited, just not excited. Andrew still couldn't process the complete look of shock on Doyle's face. And Pecos, well, he was a little upset at Aylen right now, so anyway.
Andrew sat with Joe, and while they ate they talked about the ranch and the cattle industry in general. Andrew soon realized it was a bit more involved than just running some cattle around. When Joe was finished eating, he asked Andrew if he wanted to ride around the ranch with him.
Andrew paled. What if he couldn't? What if the horse bucked him? What if he landed in the mud and Joe laughed at him? Not that Joe had ever laughed at him, not that way, but still.
"I'd better stay here," he mumbled. "Not sure what Pecos wants me to do."
"Suit yourself," Joe said cheerfully, slipping on his boots and heading out the door.
Andrew wished he'd gone with him, wished he'd been brave, but he was terrified. More terrified than he'd ever been. Which didn't make sense at all, considering all the things he'd faced as Pecos.
Andrew spent a very lonely, boring afternoon in the den. He finally got so tired of his own company he wandered into the kitchen. Enrica was singing, and Carmina was crawling around the chair legs.
"Anything I can help you with, Enrica?" Andrew asked.
"No, no," Enrica said with a cheerful laugh. "Shouldn't you be out working with the others?"
Andrew grimaced. "I'd like to be, but Pecos hasn't told me what he wants yet. Maybe he doesn't want me wandering around."
Enrica raised an eyebrow, but didn't comment. Andrew sat on the floor and smiled at Carmina. She smiled back, showing a mouthful of white teeth. Andrew covered his eyes. "Peek-a-boo," he said pulling his hands away. Carmina giggled. "How old is she?" he asked.
"Not quite two," Enrica replied.
"She's cute; I mean, I don't know anything about babies or kids, never really been around them, but she seems cute." Enrica laughed loudly. Andrew felt ridiculous, playing with a child under the table, but at least it gave him something to do. After peek-a-boo, he did Itsy Bitsy Spider, and after that he did "this little piggy". Carmina giggled and giggled.
Finally Pecos, Joe, and Charlie returned, and it was time for supper. Joe stared at Andrew while they ate. "Still can't believe you're here, in the flesh," he said chuckling.
"Me either," Andrew said softly. "Seems like it would've made more sense for her to send me back. But… I'm glad she didn't." He was still feeling a bit self-conscious. Would they treat him the same now that he was really Andrew? Would they like him?
"Just as well she didn't," Pecos grumbled. "Then I'd be even madder."
Pecos still looked angry. There was a hard line to his jaw Andrew had never seen before, and his eyes were missing their normal twinkle, but he grinned at Andrew across the table. Andrew sat up straighter and grinned back.
"You think he'll be able to rope?" Joe asked. Charlie laughed.
Andrew shot Charlie a glance. "Thanks, Charlie; that was helpful."
Charlie shrugged and said, "I'm sure you'll be good at lots of other stuff."
Andrew grimaced. He sure hoped so.
After supper, they moved to the den. "Where's Doyle?" Andrew asked.
"Couldn't find him," Charlie replied.
Pecos raised an eyebrow. "You couldn't find him?"
Charlie shrugged. "Didn't wanna be found."
Andrew frowned. Why wouldn't Doyle want to be found?
"Well, what'd you learn, boy?"
Andrew grinned. At least Pecos was still the same old Pecos. Andrew took a breath and launched into a long explanation of everything he'd learned from Aylen.
When he finished, Pecos looked stricken. "So you're sayin' if we kill this Meli, we kill Aylen too?"
"Well, she didn't say that, but it was implied." Andrew stared at the fire for a moment. "But you know, Aylen is alive in my time, so maybe that's not right."
"Or maybe we don't win," Joe pointed out.
"Come on! Like Pecos is gonna lose? That's ridiculous!" Andrew said with a snort.
Pecos frowned. "Why would she seek you out in your time if Meli or the Black, whatever she is, was gone? That don't make no sense."
Andrew shrugged. "I don't know. She left without telling me everything; that much I can tell you. I can't believe the Grey Shaman was behind the books and stuff all along. I mean, I asked him, and he said no." Andrew frowned, reviewing his many conversations with the shaman. "Damn it!"
"What?" Pecos asked.
"He never actually said he hadn't done it. Anytime one of us asked, he sorta misdirected."
Pecos was silent for a moment, then he started chuckling. "Sure enough," he agreed.
"They must have taken some sort of class in being evasive," Andrew mused. "Shaman training or something."
The others chuckled. For a while, there wasn't any sound except the crackling of the wood in the fireplace, but Andrew finally asked, "What now?"
"Figure you best start trainin'," Pecos drawled.
Andrew rolled his eyes. Always with the training. "Yeah, I thought that too. Should we leave?"             
Pecos frowned. "Don't wanna leave the ranch unprotected. We can't be sure if we leave whatever's comin' won't attack here anyway. We stay put for now." Charlie and Joe nodded their agreement.
"Charlie'll take you with 'im in the mornin', get you outfitted, and start your trainin'."
"Sure thing," Charlie said.
After a while, Charlie and Joe drifted upstairs, and Pecos and Andrew walked outside, sitting on the porch steps and staring at the twinkling stars.
"It's weird being here like this," Andrew said. "It's different, you know, seeing you as Pecos Bill, man in charge."
Pecos chuckled. "Nothing's changed, boy."
"Feels like it has. Feels like everything's changed." A star shot through the dark and burst into nothingness. "What if I suck?"
"Suck what?"
"You know, what if I'm no good, I stink, I'm the worst cowboy ever...again?"
"Can't see that happenin'."
"Why not?"
"You got it in you, boy. When you first came, you were a scared, sissy, city boy. You'd never done more than lift your own spoon to your mouth, but you dug in and you worked and you worked. And you won. You'll win this time too."
"But I did it in your body," Andrew argued.
"Don't matter. Used your own mind."
Andrew swallowed hard. "Thanks, Pecos," he muttered. "Sorry 'bout Aylen."
"Me too."
"She said she didn't mean to hurt you, that she was sorry."
Pecos was silent for a minute, then he softly said, "I don't know everythin' about Doyle or Joe or Charlie or any of my men for that matter. And that's alright. I know what I need to know. But to find out she kept things from me that was 'bout me… I don't know. Just a bit mad is all."
"I get that."
They sat for a while longer before Pecos went on up to bed. Andrew watched another star fall from the sky and wondered what his mom was doing. He couldn't believe his body had been in the hospital. Something was different this time. Time was passing; he just hoped no more time passed before he got back.
His mom would have a heart attack if he disappeared from the hospital, and he didn't want her to be worried. Part of the reason coming here had been so easy before was because no one had ever known he was gone. This time it wasn't going to be so easy. He wished Aylen had pulled his body from the moment he'd fallen. He frowned. Maybe that would have been worse.
"I see my sister has changed the game."
Andrew dropped his head in his hands. He wasn't sure he could handle two shamans in one day. Suddenly he gasped. Aylen had pulled him from Pecos's body. Was the Grey Shaman done with him? Was it over? Was he going to send him back? Maybe he didn't want him as Andrew.
"Are you sending me back?" he whispered.
"You have yet to fulfill the reason I brought you," the Grey Shaman said, sitting beside Andrew on the step.
Andrew breathed a deep sigh of relief. It would have been awful if this was the end, if he never saw them again. He shuddered. Sometimes he wished he'd never heard of shamans and time travel and magic.
"Why aren't you shamans?" he asked curiously.
"Of the three of us only White could really be considered a shaman," Grey Shaman said, filling his pipe and puffing slowly. "She is a healer after all. But she does not fulfill the function a shaman does because we have no tribe, no people. We haven't for a long time."
Andrew heard the sadness in his voice. The same sadness that had turned to bitterness and anger in Meli's voice. "Then what are you?"
Grey Shaman chuckled softly. "Just a traveler. A traveler who knows a bit of...magic."
Andrew snorted. "Why didn't you just tell me it was you?"
"Would it have changed things?"
"I don't know. It's just nice to know."
"I'm sorry, Andrew. It was me all along. I've been moving you through time," the shaman said, waving his hand through the air. "Better?"
Andrew shook his head. "Not really. I kinda miss the mystery now. Will you at least tell me why?"
"And ruin the mystery?" the Grey Shaman chuckled.
Andrew didn't need to look to know he was gone. He grunted in disgust. Shamans. Or whatever they were. He was going to call them shamans. Calling someone Grey or White just didn't feel right.
He wandered into the quiet house and up the stairs to his new bedroom. His bed wasn't as soft or as big as Pecos's, but he guessed it would do. He flopped onto it and quickly fell asleep.
It was dark. So dark. So dark he couldn't even see his hands. He looked carefully around. Was he dreaming? A voice spoke from the darkness. "You thought you could hide from me, but I found you. I always will." Meli appeared in front of him, eyes gleaming madly.
Andrew stared at her, disgusted he hadn't seen it before. It was so obvious. She reeked of evil and hatred; she reeked of death. "I know you now," he said with a growl. "And I'm not gonna help you. Not ever! You won't get to Pecos through me!"
"Stupid boy. I already have." Pecos flew through the air, landing with a crash at Andrew's feet. He was covered in blood, his blue eyes wide open, glazed with white. "You lose," she snarled.
"No!" Andrew gasped. "He's too strong; he can't lose; you're lying!" Panic flooded Andrew as he grabbed Pecos's shoulders and shook him. "Pecos, wake up," he sobbed. "You can do it. Heal yourself! Pecos, please." Tears coursed down Andrew's cheeks.
"You, however, can still live," she purred. "Just tell me where you are."
Andrew pounded on Pecos's chest. Blood burst from Pecos's lips, but his eyes didn't change. They were still glassy, still dead. "NO!" Andrew screamed. "No! You don't win; you can't win!"
He threw himself at Meli, and they rolled across the dark. Freezing cold slammed into him, but Andrew held her tight, trying to find her neck so he could choke her, but she turned into mist and was gone.
"Damn it, you coward!" he yelled. "Come back here so I can kick your ass!"
"Puny little boy! As if you could hurt me!" Her laughter rolled around him, filled with hatred and anger. "I will eat you alive!" she screeched.
Andrew ran through the darkness, searching for Pecos. "Pecos!" he screamed. "Pecos!" Suddenly a pair of rough hands grabbed his shoulders and shook him. Andrew twisted his arm around one of the arms holding him and flipped his attacker over, struggling to gain control, but he wasn't strong enough; he was always too weak.
He hissed angrily and reached for the power with all his might. He might not be strong enough, but the power was. The power swelled within him, filling him with strength, power, warmth.
He heard Doyle hiss, "Damn it, boy!" before pain exploded across his face like a gunshot. Andrew jerked, and his back slammed into something rigid. Hands grabbed his face and held it tight. "Boy! Look at me! It's Doyle! Look at me!"
Andrew blinked, trying to clear the darkness from his eyes. "Doyle?" he gasped, eyes slowly focusing on Doyle's face. "What happened?"
Doyle let go of Andrew's face and sat on the floor beside him. "I was comin' upstairs, and I heard you... Anyway, I came in to check on you. You wouldn't come to, so I punched you."
That explained why his face hurt like hell. Suddenly Andrew felt sick. "I… I was trying to kill you," he whispered. He felt Doyle shrug. Andrew buried his face in his hands. "She tricked me. I would have killed you. I wanted to kill you."
"No; you wanted to kill her. I got in the way. Who's her anyway?"
"Meli. The Black Shaman. She's trying to kill Pecos. I thought she had. She's been…" Andrew paused, not wanting to say it.
"Been what?"
"Visiting me… in my dreams." Andrew forced his tears back, trying not to cry. When he'd thought Pecos was dead he'd felt like he'd died too. His world had cracked and fallen apart. The one thing that always seemed true and real was that Pecos was simply too Pecosy to die.
"I can't do this," Andrew whispered. "I shouldn't be here. I should find the Grey Shaman and tell him to send me back."
"What's the Grey Shaman gotta do with this?"
"Damn it, Doyle! Next time come to the meeting!"
"What meeting?"
"The one we just had where we talked about all this!" Andrew snapped. He looked out his window and sighed. It was still pitch black, but he wasn't going back to sleep now, maybe not ever. "Would you do me a favor?"
"What?"
"Make me some coffee…" Andrew didn't know how to say this next part. "And then… could you… I'd like to be alone."
"It'll be on the fire," Doyle said, quietly leaving Andrew's room.
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Andrew stumbled downstairs to the den where he found a fire roaring cheerfully in the fireplace, the pot of coffee sizzling happily, and a tall lamp burning brightly beside Pecos's chair. He laughed humorlessly. I'm not Pecos anymore, he thought, moving the lamp to a table in the corner.
Doyle was nowhere to be seen. Rule number two was the best rule ever. And rule number ten. He didn't know why he'd ever thought differently. He poured himself a steaming cup of coffee and collapsed into a chair.
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Pecos's glassy, dead eyes staring back at him. This was so much worse than the dreams he'd had about Dewmint and Septimis. This dream could happen.
No, it couldn't! It couldn't happen. Not ever! He shook his head and peeled his eyes wide open. His body was tired; it wanted sleep, but he wasn't going to sleep, because he knew she'd be there, waiting for him.
Maybe he'd made a mistake calling her out like that. He should have just pretended like he didn't know. Why was he always so damn stupid? And Aylen was right. When she'd thrown Pecos out, he hadn't even thought for a second, "Hey, this is a dream". He'd honestly thought Pecos was dead.
He buried his nose in his cup of coffee, sniffing deeply, so deeply he could feel it in his bones. He'd never drank Doyle's coffee with his own mouth. Would it taste the same? He tried a sip. Oh hell. He'd never be able to drink convenience store coffee again. Doyle's coffee was even better as himself. It was perfect. The most amazing drink ever invented. Doyle should open a coffee shop. Andrew chuckled at the thought of Doyle serving customers coffee and burnt biscuits.
He sat there alone, in the half-light, sipping his coffee and sorting through his dreams. He found all the ones the Black Shaman had been a part of and looked for clues. She thought he was weak and an idiot. That much was clear. She was using him to try to get to Pecos. Well, she's in for a surprise, Andrew thought grimly, because I'm never going to help her. Not ever.
Somehow she knew the others were important to him. He remembered the dream where she'd killed Doyle. Only Doyle wasn't dead because it was just a dream. But they weren't really just dreams. Parts of them were real.
Andrew dropped his empty coffee cup to the floor and buried his face in his hands. He was crying, but he couldn't stop. He'd been so angry, so terribly angry and scared, and when he hadn't been able to subdue the hands in his dream, he'd summoned all the power he could, and he was going to kill them. He'd had every intention of punching those grasping hands until they let go forever. If Doyle hadn't hit him first, hadn't woken him… it didn't bear thinking.
A huge, warm hand settled on his shoulder. "Wanna talk?"
Andrew stilled. He wanted nothing more than to fling his arms around Pecos and hug him, but he didn't. He carefully wiped his face with his shirt and looked up. Pecos was serious eyed, but so very vibrantly alive.
"Not really," Andrew finally choked out. "But I'd take more coffee."
Pecos grinned swiftly, retrieved Andrew's cup, filled it to the brim along with one for himself, and sat in a chair beside Andrew. They sat there together, saying nothing, until the sun finally burst over the horizon.
"Looks like it won't rain today," Pecos said mildly. Andrew nodded. "Charlie'll get you geared up, and you can start trainin'. I'm gonna ride the ranch; make sure everything's in place." Andrew nodded again. "Listen, there's somethin' I've been meanin' to tell you. That danged horse, he's a good horse, but like I said, you done ruined him." Andrew looked at Pecos in confusion. "Well, it's like this, he's yours."
"What?" Realization finally dawned. "Widow Maker?! You can't mean that! You love Widow Maker!"
"He's a good horse, but you're his rider."
"I can't even ride him," Andrew argued. "I don't have boots so I can't wear the spurs."
Pecos snorted. "You didn't ever need those damn spurs."
"But… I did… there's no way…"
Pecos stood with a shrug. "I'm headin' out. Tell the others."
"Alright, but… wait..." Pecos paused in the hallway. "Thanks." Pecos grunted, and then he was gone.
Andrew sat there a while longer. He could hear Enrica moving about the kitchen singing to herself and talking to Carmina. He saw Joe and Doyle walk down the stairs and into the kitchen, but he didn't talk, and neither did they.
After a long while Charlie sat softly beside him and handed Andrew a large disk that looked like a spun spider web. Raven feathers and a grey rock with a hole in the center swung from braided strings.
"What's this?" Andrew asked.
"Dreamcatcher," Charlie replied. "Doyle said… Anyway, it'll help. It'll catch your dreams and hold 'em."
Andrew had seen something like this before, and he tried to remember where. That's right, he thought. There's an enormous dreamcatcher hanging above Pecos's bed.
"Is that why I didn't dream when I slept in Pecos's bed?" Charlie nodded. Andrew closed his eyes, feeling such relief he almost started crying again. How incredible it would be not to dream anymore, to go to sleep and actually sleep.
"Thank you. I… I… Thanks." Andrew walked up the stairs and hung the dreamcatcher above his bed. Then he quickly dressed and ran back down. It was time to get to work.
Charlie and he spent the morning rounding up gear. Andrew already had a saddle, but that was it. Charlie took him to the tack room where they picked out bits and pieces to go with it. He needed a saddle blanket, a bridle, a set of saddle bags, a rope, a whip, and some other things Charlie said might come in handy later.
Andrew tried to tell Charlie he didn't need any of those things since they weren't going anywhere, but Charlie said a cowboy never went anywhere without his gear. Andrew wondered briefly if he should make that a rule.
Then Charlie took him back into the house and upstairs where he pulled a wide, shallow crate out from under his bed. "These are some of my extra knives," he said, gazing into the box fondly.
Andrew stared. "Some?! You have more?!" There were at least fifty knives lined side by side inside the box. "What possible use could you have for all those?"
Charlie just grinned. "Pick a couple."
"Isn't one enough?"
"Can't have too many knives," Charlie said. "Pick four. Small one for your ankle, one for your back, couple for your belt, and one for your arm."
"That's five."
"So pick five," Charlie said with a chuckle.
Andrew wished he still had the knife Pecos had given him, but the alpha had melted it. He knelt beside the box and carefully looked over the knives. Some were quite small, and he picked two of those for his ankle and his wrist. Some were gigantic, bigger than any of the knives he'd seen Charlie use so far. He put those to the side. A knife with a dull black handle caught his eye, and he pulled it out of its sheath. It had a shining sharp blade with a row of wicked teeth on the back. It seemed like overkill, but he liked it, so he picked it and two more simple knives.
"Good choices," Charlie said, handing Andrew a gun belt with two six-shooters that had been lying on his bed. "These're from Doyle."
Andrew took the belt carefully. He checked the cylinders; the guns were empty and there were no cartridges in the belt. He turned the guns over in his hands. They were a bit smaller than Pecos's guns, which was nice because they fit his hands perfectly. The handles were smooth ivory, and the barrels were engraved with fancy filigree.
He buckled the belt in place, wishing he had a mirror to look in. He'd thought he'd feel silly as himself with all these knives and guns. After all, what kind of thirteen year old walked around armed to the teeth? But he didn't feel weird or out of place or weighed down at all. Instead he felt… He felt right.
He grinned at Charlie. "Am I ready?"
"Almost."
At that moment Enrica called down the hall, "Andrew, I fixed your clothes. They're in your room."
"Thank you!" Andrew called back, running to his room and quickly changing into the clothes Enrica had adjusted. Everything fit perfectly; better than anything he'd ever worn at home. He laughed softly, thinking no one at school would be caught dead wearing clothes like this, but he liked them. The long-sleeved blue shirt was plain and simple, and the grey pants were not nearly as restrictive as his jeans always were.
There was a neat stack of white squares sitting next to his clothes, and he picked one up, shaking it out. What's this? he thought, then he chuckled when he realized it was a hanky. His own personal hanky. If only the Kleenex had been invented, he thought with a sigh stuffing one into his pocket. At least he didn't have to blow Pecos's nose ever again.
He strapped his new knives in place, buckled his gun belt, and headed down the stairs. He filled his belt and guns with cartridges and went outside to join Charlie.
"First thing," Charlie said. "Let's get you on a horse."
Andrew nodded, dread coursing through him. He knew he'd have to ride a horse eventually, but his body didn't know what to do like Pecos's body did. His body had never saddled a horse or galloped across the snow at midnight. His body didn't know anything.
Charlie led him to a pasture across from the barn where some horses were grazing lazily in the sun. Charlie handed him a bridle, and Andrew walked in to find Jiminty. He may as well start with one of the first horses he'd ever ridden. He felt a pang of sorrow, thinking of Dewmint, but he pushed it away.
He slipped the bridle shakily over Jiminty's head and led her to the barn to be saddled. When they got there, he stared at all his gear. Could he even lift a saddle as Andrew? Why did saddles have to be so damn heavy and big anyway? He threw the saddle blanket over Jiminty's back, then he reached for the saddle, trying to still his shaking hands.
"Did I tell you how Grandfather taught me to track?" Charlie asked suddenly. Andrew stilled. What did tracking have to do with saddling Jiminty? He shook his head. "I was young; I'd just learned to walk; least that's how Grandmother tells it. It had rained the night before."
Andrew listened as he grabbed the saddle. Charlie didn't talk much, so when he did, Andrew made sure to pay attention. "Grandfather took me out deep into the woods and sat me down in the middle of a meadow. Then he said 'Follow me home' and ran off."
Andrew almost dropped his saddle. "No way! You're making this up!"
Charlie shook his head. Andrew threw the saddle over Jiminty's back while he waited for Charlie to continue. "I sat there for a long time," Charlie said. "I didn't know which way to go. Grandfather had carried me, and I hadn't been payin' attention."
Andrew slid his hands over Jiminty's side and buckled each buckle carefully. "I finally started walkin' in the direction Grandfather had gone. But there were many trees, and I didn't know which way he'd turned. So I looked for anything that might tell me." Andrew slipped the bit into Jiminty's mouth, checked all the buckles, and turned to listen. Charlie grinned. "It ain't so different, is it?"
"What?"
"Being Andrew and being Pecos." Charlie motioned towards Jiminty. Andrew turned, mouth dropping open when he saw Jiminty was saddled and ready to go. He'd been so focused on Charlie's story, he'd just done it, without even thinking. He could saddle a horse!
He grinned at Charlie and said, "Let's ride!"
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Andrew swung his foot up, hooked it into the stirrup, and pulled himself into the saddle. He couldn't help laughing a bit as he remembered the first time he'd tried to mount Jiminty. Pecos had been horrified. Andrew looked down. He didn't seem nearly as high as he had when he had ridden as Pecos. Why had he ever been scared?
Charlie raised Andrew's stirrups, and they were off. It really was as easy as that. His body may not have ever ridden a horse, but he knew how to ride, and all his foolish fears swept away with the wind as he and Charlie rode over a hill and out onto an open plain. He laughed out loud and whooped and hollered. He was riding a horse!
When they slowed to an easy walk, Andrew said, "You didn't finish your story."
"I found my way home," Charlie replied.
"What? After all that buildup all you're gonna say is 'I found my way home'?"
Charlie shrugged, but didn't say anything more, and Andrew knew better than to push. They rode for a few miles, and Andrew just closed his eyes and let Jiminty lead the way. It felt wonderful to ride as himself. It felt wonderful to be himself. He was still worried he wouldn't live up to their expectations, but for the moment, it just felt absolutely perfect to ride across the plains as Andrew. Andrew Rufus. Riding a horse.
After a while they headed back to the barn, and when they reached it, Andrew easily dismounted and pulled the saddle from Jiminty. Andrew was brushing her down when he heard an angry snort behind him. He turned slowly. "I did say I was gonna start off on one of the other horses," he said softly.
Widow Maker tossed his head angrily. "Jiminty's a great horse, but you have to know I'd much rather ride you." Widow Maker stamped his foot. "You know why!" Widow Maker glared. "I'm not Pecos, Widow Maker! I can't ride you without those spurs!" Widow Maker rolled his eyes and trotted away.
Andrew sighed. He'd love to ride Widow Maker. He never felt as free and happy as he did when he and Widow Maker were running together. But he wasn't insane. Widow Maker was practically wild. Widow Maker not bucking and jumping and trying to shake his rider would be like cattle not mooing or Enrica not singing. His comparisons were getting a little weird, so he just shook his head and finished his chore before going into the house for lunch.
Doyle was still missing, but Pecos and Joe were there. They were unsurprised to hear that Andrew hadn't had any trouble riding. Andrew was glad they just expected him to do well. That meant they weren't treating him any differently.
After lunch, Charlie took Andrew out to a target range. For a moment Andrew just stood there staring at the target, doubt pushing at him. But even though he'd never done it, not as Andrew, everything felt right. He'd forgotten nothing.
He pulled a knife from his belt and threw it towards the target, just as if he was pitching a ball. It nailed the bullseye and cracked the board in half.
"Good," Charlie said with a wide grin.
"I've been pitching a lot," Andrew said, staring at the cracked board. "I think it must help."
He spent awhile throwing his new knives, getting used to the feel of them. He never missed. He always hit the bullseye. Of course, he wasn't running around and jumping. Charlie had said he could save that for another day, and he hadn't argued.
After a bit, he switched to his guns. He liked them even better than he liked Pecos's. They had slightly less kick, so he didn't have to correct quite as much. Just to see if he could, he shot a smiley face into a target using both guns at once. He couldn't believe he was shooting two guns at once! He, Andrew Rufus, momma's boy, was shooting not just one, but two guns. He almost laughed out loud at the craziness of it.
When they finally packed it in for the day, Andrew was exhausted, but happy. He was so relieved he wasn't a total failure. He wasn't as good as Pecos; certainly not. No one was as good as Pecos, but he didn't suck, and that was good enough.
Doyle was missing at supper too, which Andrew thought was odd, but he just shrugged and told the others how everything had gone.
"I'll take you out tomorrow, and we'll work on your roping," Joe said when Andrew had finished.
"Do we have to?" Andrew asked desperately. "Can't roping be like the one thing I can't do?"
Joe chuckled, but Pecos firmly said, "No; you'll learn."
Andrew rolled his eyes. Now that Pecos had his body back he thought he could order Andrew around, but that wasn't going to happen. Andrew was his own man. He opened his mouth to argue. Pecos raised one eyebrow.
"Yes sir," Andrew mumbled.
Damn it. This wasn't as much fun as when Pecos couldn't make him do anything. In the flesh, Andrew just couldn't argue with him the same way. Pecos was just too Pecosy. And Andrew was just, well, he was just a boy. It wasn't fair. He frowned, but perked up when Charlie asked if he wanted to play a round of poker. They played for a few hours, but all too soon it was time to go to bed.
Andrew grabbed Charlie's arm as Charlie got up to leave the poker table. "Are you sure the dreamcatcher works?" Andrew asked. He was exhausted, and he knew he'd never be able to stay awake all night, but he was terrified to sleep. His dreams had been scary before he'd known who Meli really was, but now that he knew, he was petrified.
Charlie nodded.
"How? Have you used it?"
Charlie shook his head. "That one is yours."
"Then how do you know it works?"
"It will," Charlie said sincerely and went on upstairs.
Andrew sat and glared at the dying fire. Cowboys with their short answers and their "just do's". Why couldn't they ever just spell it out? His eyes started to slip closed, and he jerked upright. If he was going to fall asleep anyway, he'd rather do it in bed where maybe the dreamcatcher would keep her away.
That night the wind howled and howled and howled around the house trying to break in, but the house held; the windows didn't even shake.
When Andrew woke, he grinned widely. Charlie was right. He hadn't dreamed a thing. He yawned, still feeling tired. He hadn't slept nearly as well as he had in Pecos's bed, but at least his sleep had been Meli free.
He frowned when he heard the patter of rain on his window. He'd hoped it was done raining, but he guessed not. He hurriedly dressed and ran downstairs. Doyle was in the den drinking coffee, staring out a window.
"Morning, Doyle!" he said cheerfully. "Thanks for the guns; they're epic! I shot a smiley face in one of the targets." Doyle just grunted. Andrew hadn't seen much of Doyle since Aylen had pulled him out of Pecos, but he thought Doyle looked tired.
Doyle stared at Andrew for a moment before looking out the window again. Andrew shrugged and wandered into the kitchen to eat his breakfast.
When he was finished eating, he slipped on the too-large duster and hat Charlie had managed to find him and sludged to the barn. He honestly hoped Joe had forgotten about roping since it was raining, but Joe already had a fake calf head set up and was waiting for Andrew, rope in hand.
"Don't you sleep?" Andrew muttered.
Joe chuckled. "Ready?"
"Never."
"I warmed up the rope for you."
"Oh good. I'd thank you, but well, I don't want to." Joe laughed as Andrew started to spin the rope in the air. He'd never spun a rope as Andrew, but still it seemed he knew how. His mind knew what to do, and his body followed.
"Good," Joe said. Andrew rolled his eyes. This was the easy part. He stared at the calf head; he imagined it was Chuck, and he released the rope. It flew lightly through the air and landed on one of the stall doors. Five feet away. Andrew sighed. It was going to be a long day.
He roped and roped and roped. Joe adjusted Andrew's arm over and over, and at one point he even told Andrew to aim at something else with the intention of really roping the calf. It didn't work. Andrew's only consolation was that he didn't accidently rope himself or Joe. He heaved a sigh of relief when Enrica rang the lunch bell.
After lunch, Pecos told Andrew to come with him to check on the cattle in one of the far pastures. It was still raining, but rain didn't seem to bother Pecos, so they saddled their horses and rode north. Pecos was quiet.
"So whadda you do with a million acres anyway?" Andrew finally asked.
"Run cattle on it."
"How do you keep track of them all?"
"I've got ranch stations spread out across the ranch with enough men at each station to watch the pastures."
"Wow. Exactly how many men do you employ?"
Pecos shrugged. "Few. Joe knows the exact number." Leave it to Pecos. Andrew had seen at least twenty-five men near Pecos's house, so if he had more men at each station, he probably employed a couple hundred.
Pecos wasn't anything like Andrew had thought he was. Andrew had known he was kind of amazing in a whole hero who saves the day way, but he hadn't factored in any type of real life. He'd always assumed Pecos was just some cowboy running cattle, but instead he was a super successful rancher. Successful probably didn't even cover it. He was rich, filthy rich, in a time when most people were struggling to make ends meet, and Andrew had a suspicion Pecos would hire anyone who came to him looking for work even if that meant adding another million acres to his ranch.
"It ain't all mine anyway," Pecos added.
"Whadda you mean?"
"Doyle, Joe, and Charlie got equal shares."
"Really?"
"And Enrica owns 'bout a thousand acres up north."
Andrew raised an eyebrow. "Huh." Pecos just didn't make any sense to him. He was just so… so damn good. "Does it always rain this much?"
"Sometimes more."
"Why?"
"Only time we get rain. Rest of the year it's dry as a bone."
"Yuck." Andrew stared past the rain dripping off his hat brim at all the endless wet. "Why would anyone live here?"
Pecos gazed around. There was nothing as far as the eye could see. Just land and land, covered with grass or low brush and occasional short trees, and cattle, lots and lots of cattle. "Wide open space, boy. Wide open space."
After an hour or so of riding they reached the pasture Pecos wanted to check. The ranch hands on duty were sitting beneath a shelter playing cards, but one immediately stood and walked out into the rain to greet Pecos.
"Boss," he said.
"Slim. Everything good?"
"Lost a fence over in the north corner."
Pecos nodded. "I'll send some boys out tomorrow to fix it."
"Thanks, Boss."
Pecos turned around, and they headed back towards the ranch house. "That was it?" Andrew asked incredulously.
"What?"
"We rode all the way out here for you to say 'everything good'?"
"Problem?"
"No, I just… well, I don't suppose walkie talkies have been invented yet."
"What?"
"Walkie talkies, they're like a radio you can talk through over long distances." Pecos didn't say anything, so Andrew tried to think of another way to explain it. "Like a telegraph, but you can talk through it."
"S'pose that'd be handy, but I prefer to check on the men myself."
You would, Andrew thought with a grin.
Andrew fell into bed that night sore and exhausted. His arm and shoulder ached from roping, and his body had never ridden a horse so far before. He hurt in places he hadn't even known could hurt. He drifted off to sleep thinking he really needed to stretch in the morning.
He tossed and turned all night, not because he was dreaming, but because the wind howled even louder and more fiercely. It screamed and lashed at the house.
In the morning Andrew stumbled into the kitchen. "You alright?" Joe asked.
"Need coffee. How do you guys sleep through wind like that?"
"Wind?" Pecos asked sharply.
"Yeah, the last two nights the wind just blows and blows like it's trying to break the damn house down."
Doyle spoke first. "Hasn't been any wind."
"What? No, you just slept through it."
"No, boy," Doyle snapped. "Wind hasn't blown a bit the last three days."
Andrew sat down. "Then what…?"
"She's fightin' it," Charlie said. "Tryin' to break through."
The blood drained from Andrew's face. "Are you serious? It's her?"
"Must be. I'll make you a second dreamcatcher. A stronger one."
Andrew wanted to bury his face in his bowl of mush and never come out. "Doyle," he mumbled. "Coffee."
"I think you might actually be worse than Pecos," Joe laughed.
"What's that mean?" Pecos growled.
"You see the way he pines for it? Can't go two minutes without it." Pecos and Joe both started chuckling.
"Oh shut up," Andrew growled. "Where the hell's the coffee?!" Doyle slid a cup across the table, and Andrew grabbed it.
"I see what you're sayin', Joe. It's almost as if he can't go without it," Pecos drawled.
Andrew inhaled deeply and sighed happily. Pecos raised an eyebrow. "What?!" Andrew snapped. "I can quit anytime! And anyway, where I come from there is no coffee! So I've gotta drink it while I can get it!" He ignored their laughter and sipped his coffee in silence.
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As Pecos stood to leave he said, "Doyle, when the boy's done drinkin' his coffee, take 'im out to the north pasture and fix the broken fence."
"Sure thing," Doyle drawled.
"Wait, what?" Andrew protested. "I don't know how to fix a fence!"
"Just as good a day as any to learn," Pecos replied before the door closed behind him.
"Get movin', boy," Doyle said. "We ain't got all day."
"But Pecos said I could finish my coffee," Andrew protested.
"You can...if you hurry."
Andrew sighed, quickly ate the rest of his food, and gulped down his delicious coffee. Then he followed Doyle out to the barn where they saddled a couple horses and loaded a donkey with fence posts, shovels, wire, and some other stuff. Doyle grabbed a bag of tools and threw it in his saddle bag.
They left the ranch yard and rode through the pouring rain in silence. When they got to the north pasture, Doyle nodded at the ranch hands and kept riding. After a while they reached the broken fence.
"What now?" Andrew asked, staring at the sagging fence and surrounding mud. Several fence posts had been knocked over and broken, and the wire between them was a tangled mess.
"We fix it." Doyle tossed Andrew a shovel. "Dig a hole right next to the old fence post; 'bout two feet deep."
Andrew stared at the soaking wet, muddy ground. "Really? I don't think it's even possible to dig a hole in this mud."
Doyle grinned wolfishly. "Get to work, boy."
Andrew sighed and started digging. He'd dug holes at home to plant flowers and bushes, but he'd never tried to dig a hole in solid mud wearing an oversized duster that kept getting in his way. He finally unbuckled his guns, slung them over his saddle horn and draped his duster over them to keep them dry.
The rain soaked his clothes in seconds, but at least he could move to shovel. For all the good it did. Every time he pulled out a shovelful, the rain washed more mud in. He still hadn't gotten his hole deep enough by the time Doyle finished tamping down the dirt around his fence post.
Andrew leaned on his shovel and stared. "How did you do that so fast?"
"Just did."
Andrew rolled his eyes and looked glumly at his shallow muddy hole. "I've probably dug two feet, but the rain keeps washing it back in."
Doyle lifted a fence post and shoved it into the hole. "It's good. Tamp it in."
Andrew shoved mud around the post, then picked up the solid board Doyle had been using to tamp the ground. He lifted it high and slammed it into the ground. Mud splattered everywhere, coating his entire front half. He swiped the mud from his eyes and glared at Doyle, daring him to laugh. He raised the board again and brought it down a little lighter. Mud still splattered everywhere, but at least it didn't hit him in the face.
He tamped for a minute before putting the board down and moving on to the next broken post. Doyle shook his head. "Not good enough."
"What?"
Doyle pointed. "It ain't tamped until all the dirt you took out is back in."
Andrew glanced back at his fence post. It looked fine to him. "How can you tell all the dirt isn't back in?"
"Just can."
There was no use arguing, so Andrew picked up his shovel, shoveled more mud around the fence post, and tamped it again. "Good?" he asked. Doyle nodded, so Andrew moved on.
The second fence post took even longer, and after a while Andrew could barely feel his arms. He finally had to reach for the power and push some liquid strength into them. Heat infused his body, and he breathed a sharp breath as the power rushed down his fingers.
"You alright?" Doyle asked, tamping his fourth post.
"Yep, just um… refueling?" Andrew answered, not sure Doyle would understand what he meant.
Doyle grunted. They worked quietly for a moment longer, but Doyle broke the silence by asking, "Why didn't you heal your face?"
"What?"
"Half your face is black from where I punched you. Must've hurt like hell."
"It does." Andrew finished tamping his fence post and turned to face Doyle. "I didn't heal it 'cause I wanna remember. I wanted to kill you. I'm not sure you could've stopped me, not without hurting me." He swallowed hard. "I wouldn't… I couldn't… Anyway, it doesn't matter, you're breaking rule number two and you already broke rule number ten. You should be ashamed of yourself!"
"What're these rules you're always mumblin' 'bout?" Doyle asked, unstringing the wire and tying it to a fence post.
Andrew grinned. "I told Pecos he should teach a Cowboy 101 class, and when something comes up I make it into one of the rules."
"Like what?"
"Rule number one is really important. Cowboys do not hug." Doyle nodded in agreement, and Andrew laughed. "Rule number two: we do not talk about our feelings. That's the one you almost just broke." Andrew rolled out more wire. Cold rain slid down his collar, but he ignored it. "Three: we wear really big hats. For situations like this, I'm guessing." Doyle chuckled.
Andrew handed him a pair of pliers to tie off the wire and started running the second strand. "Rule number four: we do not stretch. Pecos is pretty adamant about that one. Which reminds me I haven't been stretching; I better get back to it." Doyle was laughing now.
"Five: if one of your fellow cowboys gets mad at you, let him beat you up until he feels better. Pecos said that's just a good rule to live by, and you proved it works." Andrew stopped to think. "Let's see, six: we don't laugh at funny jokes. Pecos says that one's not true, that my jokes just aren't funny, but I disagree." Doyle was laughing so hard, he stopped stringing the wire.
Andrew kept going. "And then there's rule number seven: cowboys don't take baths, but I may need to take that one out. After all, Pecos has his own private bathroom. Eight: don't talk about real food. Nine: we're always dead serious. Ten: which you just broke, we never ask questions, and finally eleven. Pecos made this rule himself after the beaver incident. Cowboys do not cuddle, EVER."
Doyle was howling with laugher, but Andrew tried to keep a straight face. "I'm thinking of adding some more, but I haven't gotten around to it. Guess I should write them down, you know, keep 'em safe."
After a minute, Doyle snorted a final time and said, "You oughta, boy. Just in case." Andrew grinned and went back to work. They finished the fence, loaded the tools, and rode back to the ranch in silence, but Doyle occasionally muttered "we do not cuddle" to himself and chuckled.
When they got back, dusk had fallen, and Pecos and the others were already sitting in the den. Andrew grabbed the plates of food Enrica had left warming for them on the stove and carried them in. Doyle took one look at Pecos and burst out laughing.
"What's with him?" Pecos asked.
"Rule number eleven," Andrew said. Pecos raised an eyebrow.
Doyle sat down to eat, stopped chuckling long enough to take a bite, but then looked at Pecos and burst out laughing again.
Pecos frowned, but Andrew could see the humor in his eyes. "I may have explained the rules of cowboyism to him," Andrew said dropping into a chair.
"Ah."
Joe and Charlie were grinning, but they hadn't said anything. Andrew gestured in their direction. "See? Rule number ten in action." Doyle laughed so hard he choked. Andrew slapped him on the back.
"You gotta tell 'em," Doyle gasped.
Andrew glanced at Pecos, and Pecos gave a slight nod. "I kinda put together a list of rules for cowboys. Based on Pecos's thoughts about things, you know." Soon they were all laughing, but nobody laughed harder than Pecos.
After a moment of silence, Andrew grinned. "Which reminds me, I haven't been stretching." He sat on the floor and touched his toes.
Pecos groaned. "You look like an idiot, boy." Andrew just grinned wider and twisted to one side.
When Andrew stood to go to bed, Charlie stood as well. "I got somethin' for you," he said, leading the way up the stairs and retrieving a second dreamcatcher from his room. "This one's very strong," he explained.
"Thanks," Andrew said, staring at it. In addition to raven feathers, he noticed Charlie had braided in long strands of black hair. "Um… whose hair is that?"
"Widow Maker's."
"Seriously?"
"I asked."
"Widow Maker?" Charlie nodded. "Do you talk to him often?"
Charlie shook his head. "Ain't talkin' like you and I."
"But still?"
"He prefers to be alone."
"Huh. Well, thanks again."
"Hang it at the foot," Charlie added.
"Will do." Andrew opened the door to his room and hung the second dreamcatcher on the foot of his bed. He wondered why Charlie had included Widow Maker's mane. And why the ravens? He'd started noticing them around Pecos's ranch now too. There were always at least two on the barn, and one had sat on the fence and watched him and Doyle work. It should have been creepy, but they didn't scare Andrew. They made him feel safe, but he did wonder how or why the past and the present were connected through them. He wasn't sure it made sense. He shrugged his thoughts away and climbed into bed.
He woke to the sound of thunder. Rain. Always with the rain. He sighed and rolled out of bed. Then he realized he'd slept all night without dreaming a thing. Not one single dream, not a howl or a yowl or any crazy screaming had slipped past Charlie's dreamcatchers. He laughed happily.
"Charlie!" he yelled, running down the stairs. "It worked!" He danced around the kitchen, then skidded to a stop when he realized they were all there. "Sorry," he mumbled sheepishly. "I think Pecos made that rule number twelve."
"What?" Pecos asked.
"No solo dancing."
Doyle snorted coffee out his nose, and Joe smacked Doyle on the back, chuckling loudly.
"Eat up, boy," Pecos commanded.
Andrew dug into his plate. "It's raining," he said. The others didn't say anything. "When's it gonna stop?"
"When it does," Pecos replied. Andrew rolled his eyes. Enrica caught him and waved her spoon menacingly.
He grinned and said, "Breakfast is fantastic, Enrica!" She smiled happily and put her spoon away. "What're we doing today?" Andrew asked.
"You and me'll work in the barn," Doyle said. "Find me when you're done."
Andrew finished his food and rushed out to the barn. Doyle was shoveling horse poop into a wheelbarrow. "What're you doing?" Andrew asked.
"Muckin'"
"Yuck. Don't you have guys for that?"
Doyle gave him a sharp look. "Everyone does everything 'round here."
"Just thought we'd be doing something important like fighting or something," Andrew grumbled.
"Is important," Doyle said sternly. "Gotta take care of your horses, your equipment, and your men. Muckin' the corrals and stuff is takin' care of horses. You wanna be a cowboy, boy, you gotta learn to work."
That stung, Andrew thought as he grabbed the other shovel and started working on a different area. It's not like he was opposed to working; he'd learned a lot in the last six months about helping out and carrying his own weight. He'd just thought that here, in the past, he'd be doing more important things like shooting and fighting monsters, not putting up fences and mucking poop. Working on the ranch seemed rather pale in comparison to fighting monsters.
Not that he wasn't happy. He was. He was so delighted to be here it wasn't even funny. For some reason, when he was with them, he felt like he was home. But it wasn't just them.
He liked going to sleep without feeling the hum of the electricity around his head. He liked standing still and hearing nothing. He liked watching the sun, the moon, the stars and seeing just how brilliant they were meant to be. It wasn't just them that was home, it was here. This wild, untamed land; this land that he knew with certain sadness wouldn't remain untamed and wild, but would fall under the boot heels of cities and civilization before too long. It made him want to cry just thinking about it.
He flinched as he shoved the shovel into a pile of manure. His arms were horribly sore from working on the fence, and apparently mucking used the same muscles. He'd never worked as hard as he had yesterday, but it looked like every day was going to be like that.
He considered using the power to heal the soreness, but he wasn't sure he wanted to. He was earning his muscles. Horse poop wasn't exactly light, and after a while the shovel felt as if it weighed a million pounds, but soon everything was clean.
"We'll clean the outside corrals tomorrow," Doyle said, putting up the wheelbarrow. "How 'bout we use the afternoon for a lesson?"
"That'd be awesome," Andrew said with a grin. "I've been wanting to talk to you about my classes," he added hesitantly.
"Your ja jitsa stuff?"
"Jiu jitsu. It's a style of fighting. I was hoping we could work it in with the other stuff you've been teaching me. But the thing is, I'm not sure you'll like it."
"What's not to like?"
Andrew sighed. Here went nothing. "You remember rules number one and eleven?" Doyle nodded. "It kinda, well… you might see it as a rule violation."
Doyle's eyes narrowed. "Whadda you mean?"
"Can I just show you?" Doyle shrugged. "Come at me like you're gonna punch me." Doyle moved in quickly, but Andrew was waiting; he rushed Doyle, going under his arm, did a leg hook takedown, and put him into an armlock.
"What the hell?!" Doyle muttered, trying to buck Andrew. Andrew dug in his heels and held on tight. Doyle fought much harder than Coach Ethan ever had, but Andrew held his spot, refusing to use the power, and tempering his hold so he didn't actually break Doyle's arm. Doyle bashed him over the head with his other hand, but he couldn't get much leverage from his position, he tried rolling over, but Andrew used base to stop him, he tried pushing up, but that didn't work either.
Finally Doyle stopped fighting, so Andrew quickly stood and backed away. He wasn't sure what to expect, but Doyle was grinning from ear to ear. "So that's what you used on me the other night; I've been tryin' to figure it out."
"You're not mad?" Andrew asked in relief.
"Why would I be mad? You're half my size, and you had me so good I couldn't even get loose. How'd you do it?"
"I'll show you," Andrew said with a grin.
They spent the rest of the afternoon in the barn fighting. Andrew went through each move he'd used, walking Doyle through the steps. Doyle was a quick learner, and they were soon practicing the move back and forth trying to perfect their movements.
Andrew was in the middle of putting Doyle into an armlock when he heard Pecos yell "What the HELL you two doin'?!"
Andrew jumped a foot high and hopped to his feet. "Nothing!"
Pecos frowned. "Clearly you don't understand rules number what and what!" Andrew opened his mouth. He closed it. "I'm just pullin' your leg, boy," Pecos said with a grin. "I've seen wrestlin'." Andrew breathed a sigh of relief. He'd been dreading trying to explain jiu jitsu to Pecos. "Can you actually keep Doyle down?" Andrew nodded. "Not bad for a city slicker." Pecos turned and left the barn.
Andrew looked sheepishly at Doyle. "Should we work on punches for a while?"
Doyle grinned. "Sure, but I ain't takin' it light on you just 'cause you're in your own body."
"Never thought you would," Andrew replied honestly.
That night, Andrew sat quietly and watched the others as they each did their thing. The oil lamps cast a cozy, yellow glow around the room, and Andrew felt warm and safe. Charlie was listening as he so often did. Pecos was reading a book titled Modern Land Practices. Andrew snorted. Modern indeed. Doyle was turning a chunk of wood into a small, floppy eared calf, and Joe was playing a soft, but happy tune on his harmonica.
Andrew didn't know how Joe could make so many sounds come out of that thing. He had let Andrew try it earlier, and it had sounded like a cat getting run over by a scooter, multiple times. When Joe played it was magic. Pure, perfect magic. Andrew leaned his head against the back of his chair with a grin.
His face was throbbing from his practice with Doyle and every time he moved he discovered a new muscle that hurt, but he was happy. The night was absolutely perfect. The music floated through him, around him, lulling him to sleep. Andrew jerked awake, yawned, and stumbled up to bed; Joe's music following him as he went.
The next day he and Joe rode out to check on the calves in the calving pasture. There were so many Andrew had a hard time counting them all. They were bouncing and running around like mad, splashing through the puddles and bumping into each other. Andrew thought they might be cute if they weren't so muddy.
They rode back slowly, Joe playing a soft, sweet melody on his harmonica. "Pecos says you all four have equal shares in the ranch," Andrew said. He didn't know why he brought it up, he just wanted to know why or how or something. Pecos didn't even know these guys, not really. He hadn't known Joe's last name was Du Pont, and he'd be willing to bet he didn't know Doyle or Charlie's last names either. How could Pecos have so little curiosity about the three guys he spent the most time with?
Joe nodded. "As his lawyer, I advised him against it, but he insisted."
"Wait; you're his lawyer? I thought you were his accountant."
"I am."
"Am what?"
"His accountant."
"And his lawyer?"
"Yep."
Andrew frowned. "What else do you do?"
"Besides general ranch hand?"
"Yes."
"Let's see. Foreman, stockbroker, and of course I order all the supplies and handle the payroll and the pension funds."
"What?!"
"What?"
"Pension funds?"
"What about them?"
"Nothing," Andrew shook his head. "I just didn't know you guys had pensions here, I mean now, you know, the 1800's." Joe shrugged. "In a way," Andrew added "it's not like all that much has changed between now and then, I mean when I am." He thought for a moment. "But I like it better here. It's simpler, easier; I can breathe."
"That's the west, boy. You go back east, and you might not find it too different from your world."
Andrew wondered if Joe was right. Maybe now and then weren't really all that different. Maybe it was the where and the who. He shrugged. All he knew was the stars were definitely brighter, the air was definitely cleaner, and there was no one like Pecos, Joe, Charlie, and Doyle in his time.
Andrew chuckled to himself. He'd had no idea Joe wore so many hats. No wonder he spent so much time sitting at the desk in the den looking through papers and writing notes. For some reason it had never occurred to Andrew to ask what he was doing. Maybe rule number ten was finally setting in. Or maybe not. He spent the rest of the ride wondering what other secrets the cowboys had hidden up their sleeves.




Chapter 14
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The next morning Charlie woke Andrew early, before the sunrise. "It's still night," Andrew complained, but Charlie just grinned and motioned for Andrew to follow him. Charlie grabbed some tortillas from the kitchen, tossing Andrew one as they walked outside. The rain had slowed to a steady, soft drizzle.
When they reached the barn, Charlie said, "Saddle a horse. Leave your weapons in the tack room."
"Say what? Did you just say 'leave my weapons'? I think that's a rule. Cowboys never go anywhere without their weapons."
Charlie shrugged. "Maybe; do it anyway."
Andrew opened his mouth to argue. Nobody but Pecos had any right to tell him what to do, but he closed it with a sigh. Of course they did. They'd all taken care of him, trained him; they knew more than he probably ever would. If Charlie said to leave his weapons behind, so be it. Andrew left everything in a neat pile in the tack room, mounted Mays, and followed Charlie out into the grey night.
They rode silently for an hour or so before Charlie stopped and dismounted. Andrew dismounted as well, and Charlie finally spoke.
"Take my knife away," he said, drawing his knife and facing Andrew.
"What?!" Andrew glanced around, thinking he must still be asleep. Maybe he'd fallen asleep in the den after all, and Meli was messing with him. But it wasn't black enough, and he could still see a few stars twinkling. He never saw stars in his dreams, unless it was a dream meeting with Pecos.
"Take my knife away," Charlie said again.
"With what? I don't have any weapons. Well, I have my hands, but I'd have to be an idiot to try to take your knife away with my bare hands." His jiu jitsu training had focused on hand to hand fighting, not weapons. It had never occurred to him what he'd do if he had to fight someone with a weapon.
"I see at least ten things you could use, maybe twelve."
"What?" Andrew looked around. Was he missing a knife or something somewhere?
"You gotta change the way you see things," Charlie said firmly. "Everything's a weapon."
Andrew frowned. He wasn't following what Charlie was saying. It was too early for this, whatever this was.
Charlie walked over and handed Andrew his knife. Then he removed all his weapons and placed them in his saddle bag. It took a while; Charlie carried a lot of knives. "Attack me," Charlie said.
"No! I'm not gonna attack you! I have a knife, and you're unarmed. You could be killed!"
Charlie actually laughed. "Attack me."
There was no point in arguing. Charlie would just keep telling him to do it. "Fine," Andrew muttered, "but you asked for it." He had never attacked anyone with a knife. He only knew how to throw them. He ran at Charlie, knife in hand, but before he knew it, he was sitting in a mud puddle, knife gone, his arm wrapped in Charlie's duster.
"Everything's a weapon," Charlie said, helping Andrew to his feet. "You're never without weapons,"
"This is like a whole Jason Bourne thing, isn't it?"
"What?"
"He's a spy my mom… oh never mind. Let's just say in his hands even a newspaper is a deadly weapon."
"Exactly," Charlie said. Andrew rolled his eyes. "Disarm me," Charlie demanded with a grin, holding his knife in one hand.
Andrew sighed. It was going to be a long morning. He glanced around, saw a long stick, and grabbed it. He advanced towards Charlie, ready to knock the knife out of his hand. He swatted at Charlie a couple times and missed before Charlie tripped him and laid the knife on his throat. Andrew gasped as the cold metal touched him and held perfectly still.
"Don't let me get close," Charlie said softly before stepping away.
Andrew stood with a growl. He'd never felt more like a boy than he did right now. Even fighting Doyle made him feel like a man. He'd held his own with jiu jitsu; neither he nor Doyle had ever been able to get the upper hand. And although Andrew was smaller than Doyle by a lot, when they'd sparred, Andrew had realized that as Andrew he was faster and lighter on his feet then he had been as Pecos. Fighting Charlie like this though made him feel slow and dumb, and he didn't like it.
He grabbed a fistful of muddy rocks and threw them at Charlie. If he could distract him, maybe he could use an armlock to get the knife away. He tackled Charlie and struggled to gain control of Charlie's arm, but Charlie was faster and the knife was at Andrew's throat again.
"I said don't let me get close." Charlie rolled Andrew into a mud puddle, then stood and waited.
Andrew jumped to his feet and stared at Charlie. Charlie was completely serious. His typical sly grin was gone. Even his relaxed stance had disappeared. He looked like a panther readying to pounce.
"Why?" Andrew asked. Anger was pounding through him. He wanted to grab the power and shove Charlie into the mud, but even with the power, he wasn't sure he could. Not this Charlie.
"You're not Pecos anymore."
"I never was!" Andrew hissed.
"You were. You've gotta learn to be who Andrew can be. Part of that is learnin' to survive." Charlie rushed Andrew before he'd even finished speaking. Andrew jumped to the side, throwing his hat into Charlie's face as he went.
Andrew grabbed a stick in one hand and a rock in the other. The rock was about the size of a baseball. Andrew smirked. He dropped the stick and pitched the rock straight into Charlie's fist knocking the knife to the ground.
Blood welled on Charlie's fingers, but he was grinning. "Good," he said, rubbing his hand and picking up his knife. "You're never without a weapon, remember that." Without another word he mounted his horse and galloped toward the ranch.
Andrew stood for a moment staring after him. That was the weirdest lesson he'd had yet, and he wasn't sure he liked it. Somehow everything felt more serious than it had before. When he'd fought Septimis and the alpha, he'd known he was fighting to save lives, but it had seemed surreal. Everything in Pecos's body had seemed surreal.
He'd fought because he knew he had to, he knew he needed to, and he knew Pecos would kill him if he didn't. When he'd been in Pecos's body, he'd felt, if not invincible, than damn near invincible. Pecos was Pecos Bill after all; he was legendary. But as Andrew, he was just Andrew. And Andrew didn't know anything about survival.
He hadn't been raised by coyotes. He didn't live in the Wild West, not really. He lived in a modern town where everything came to him in tight little plastic wrapping and cardboard boxes. He didn't have to hunt or work or fight; he didn't have to work to survive; he didn't have to struggle. But here, he was going to have to learn to survive.
He mounted Mays and rode thoughtfully after Charlie. This trip wasn't at all like he'd expected. He was just living, learning to be Andrew. He suddenly grinned as the ranch house came into view. He could get used to this.
In no time at all the days slipped into a quiet sort of rhythm. Andrew spent part of every day working on the ranch just like everyone else, mucking stalls, driving cattle to different pastures, caring for the horses, helping the blacksmith, working on fences; and he spent part of each day training with Doyle, Joe, Charlie, and Pecos: roping, knife throwing, fighting, riding, shooting, and survival.
They spent their evenings in the den, swapping stories, playing poker, or just sitting quietly, each thinking their own thoughts. Andrew fell into bed exhausted each night. And each night he slept a blissful, dreamless sleep. The rain kept coming, and the ground was a solid sheet of gushy mud, but Andrew didn't mind. He decided he liked rain; he liked mucking manure; he liked training. In short, he liked being a cowboy.
One quiet night, Andrew and Pecos sat out on the porch, just like they used to in dreams, and listened to the rain patter softly on the roof. Andrew was trying to teach Pecos how to grab the power and use it to heal himself, but Pecos couldn't seem to touch the power the way Andrew could.
"It's just there. Everywhere; all 'round," Pecos said irritably. He closed his eyes and tried again. "It's like tryin' to grab water; just slips through my hands," he growled.
Andrew wasn't sure how to help. It wasn't something he'd thought out; it was just the way it had always worked for him; even when he'd been in Pecos's body, he'd had to focus to use the power. The power seemed contained in him, instead of loose like it was in Pecos.
They sat in silence watching the moon slip out briefly from behind a cloud and gleam into a muddy puddle.
"Whadda you think she's doing?" Andrew asked softly.
"Couldn't say."
"Do you think she'll attack soon?"
"Couldn't say."
Andrew snorted. "You should try 'don't know' for a change."
"Alright; don't know."
Andrew laughed. "Me either."
The next day dawned sunny, so Andrew and Pecos worked together fixing some loose boards on the porch. Andrew was beginning to think there wasn't anything the cowboys didn't know how to do. They seemed to know how to do everything, fix anything, use any weapon.
"Hammer, boy," Pecos said.
Andrew handed him the hammer and watched Pecos drive nails into the wood. "How do you keep the nails from going too far?"
"Whadda you mean?"
"You're super strong; do you have to hold back?"
Pecos chuckled. "It ain't like that. It's part of me, in everything I do. When I drive a nail, the strength's just right. When I pull a bull out of the herd, the strength's just right. I don't think about it. I don't adjust. It just is."
Andrew frowned. It wasn't at all like that for him. The other day he'd helped Joe repair a broken windmill, and Andrew had had to lift a piece up. He hadn't been strong enough, so he'd used the power. But even then, he'd needed to pull more and more. It hadn't been just enough.
He was handing Pecos another nail when he heard Enrica scream. Andrew glanced toward the yard and gasped when he saw one of the bulls had somehow gotten loose and was charging towards Carmina. Andrew opened his mouth to shout, but Pecos had already torn across the yard and skidded to a stop in front of Carmina just seconds before the bull reached her.
Pecos bunched his hand and punched upward, his fist slamming into the bull under its chin, knocking it into the air, head over heels. The bull landed on the muddy ground with a wet thunderous splash, sloshing mud through the air all over Pecos and Carmina. Carmina giggled loudly.
The bull twitched once, then lay still. "Damn it," Pecos growled. "One of my best breeding bulls." He picked up Carmina and tickled her under her chubby chin, and she laughed. "You need a bath," Pecos chuckled, handing her to Enrica.
Enrica sobbed something in Spanish, but Pecos just shook his head. "Go on inside," he said softly, turning Enrica towards the house.
Joe and some of the other men had already hooked horses to the bull to drag it to the slaughter house by the time Andrew snapped out of his shock.
"You're insanely fast!" he gasped as Pecos stepped back onto the porch. He remembered his amazement the first time he'd really run as Pecos, but he hadn't run that fast. Not even close.
"Yep."
"How?!"
"Like I said. Fast as I need to be."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "How much did that bull weigh?"
Pecos shrugged. "Four thousand pounds or so." Andrew's eyes bulged. How could he ever have thought he was anything like Pecos? Pecos was amazing, incredible, fantastically cool. So much cooler than any superhero ever written!
"Nail, boy."
Andrew laughed. He guessed it was all in a day's work for Pecos. Fix the porch, check. Save Carmina, check. Eat lunch, check. He chuckled to himself as he handed Pecos the nail and watched him hammer away.
That evening, Andrew went to visit Widow Maker. Widow Maker was still mad at him since he refused to ride him without the spurs. Joe had ordered Andrew a pair of boots, but they wouldn't come until the rain stopped. Widow Maker stomped his hooves when he saw Andrew and turned his back, flipping his tail wildly. Andrew sighed.
"It's won't be long now, boy," he said. "Pecos said the rainy season won't last much longer." Widow Maker snorted. "I know, but I can't risk it. I'm not actually Pecos, you know. Did you see what he did today? That bull flew ten feet in the air! It was incredible!"
Widow Maker shrugged. "Can't," Andrew replied. "I'm just Andrew." Widow Maker tossed his head angrily. "Oh please. I'm not anything like Pecos! Did you know the power is just flowing around inside him? And he always has enough! Just enough!"
"Yes, rather annoying, isn't it?"
Andrew jumped, but stopped himself from spinning around. "Can't you like clear your throat or something, just to let me know you're there?"
"Ahem…"
Andrew laughed. "Whadda you want?"
"Nothing."
"Really?"
"Really. I've no idea why you and Pecos always think I want something." The Grey Shaman watched Widow Maker through narrowed eyes. "I was somewhat surprised when you rode him. I certainly wouldn't have."
Widow Maker bared his teeth at the Grey Shaman, tossed his head, and trotted away. "That's 'cause he doesn't like you. You'd be insane to climb on Widow Maker if he didn't like you."
"Ah. So he likes you then?"
"Sure. He's just mad 'cause I won't ride him."
"Because?"
"I don't have any boots, so I can't wear the enchanted spurs."
"Ah."
"Why do you keep saying that?"
"What?"
"Ah."
"Ah."
"Stop it!" Andrew snapped.
The Grey Shaman chuckled softly. The sun was setting, and Andrew watched it slip behind a faraway hill. The plains spread out on all sides, interrupted by a random rolling hill and a few lines of trees following the edges of the streams.
Andrew sighed deeply. "At first I didn't know why anyone would wanna live here," he said. "But it's beautiful. Truly beautiful. I can see forever. And there's not a single skyscraper blocking the view."
The Grey Shaman shuddered, and Andrew frowned. Had he seen a skyscraper? He knew better than to ask.
"Why am I still here?"
"Where else would you be?"
"Home."
"Isn't this it?"
Andrew felt a pang of longing. "That's not fair! You and I both know you're not gonna leave me here. Are you?" Hope sprouted in Andrew's heart. He'd already been here longer than ever before. Maybe he could stay. Maybe he was meant to stay, now that he wasn't inside Pecos.
"No; I am sorry."
The bit of hope curled in on itself, dying, blowing away, like the shaman's pipe smoke, leaving Andrew alone, except for the thousands of cattle in front of him.
The days passed into weeks, and in spite of his knowledge that he'd never be able to stay, Andrew was starting to forget why he was there. He just was. Sometimes he had a passing thought about his mom, but for the most part he was living right there, right then.
This world made sense to him. Instead of wasting away in a school room somewhere, he was working on the ranch, learning everything there was to know about being a cowboy, and he absolutely loved it.
Well, he didn't love everything. For instance, one day Phillip had taken him down to the dairy barn to teach him how to milk the cows. Andrew had lasted ten minutes before he decided he was never going to drink milk again. For an entire week he shuddered every time he saw a glass of milk, which gave the cowboys no end of laughter, but he got over it. He could even milk a cow. If he closed his eyes first.
It was as perfect as his life had ever been. Except for one hulking, black, red-eyed thing. Widow Maker. Andrew could ride, and he could ride well, but he was scared to death to ride Widow Maker without the spurs, and Widow Maker was getting madder and madder. Every time Andrew tried to explain, Widow Maker just stomped off angrily.
The last time Andrew tried to talk to him, Widow Maker kicked Andrew in the leg, leaving a bruise the size of a gigantic horse hoof. Pecos told Andrew he just needed to get it over with and there was a good chance he wouldn't even die, but Andrew didn't find that comforting.




Chapter 15
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One morning, Andrew woke to the scent of coffee and the sound of rain, which if he thought about it, was the same as most other mornings. He grinned; Doyle's coffee went perfect with rain. He hurried downstairs and wolfed down his breakfast. Doyle's coffee went perfect with Enrica's cooking too.
"Is there anything Doyle's coffee isn't perfect with?" he sighed.
"What?" Pecos asked.
"It goes perfect with rain, snow, Enrica's cooking, Doyle's cooking; it's amazing."
Pecos raised an eyebrow. "Just coffee, boy."
"No; it's so much more."
Pecos rolled his eyes. "I want you to ride out and check the western pasture this mornin'. See if Tom needs anythin'."
"Sure thing, Pecos; just let me finish my coffee."
Pecos laughed and walked outside leaving Andrew alone with his steaming cup of coffee. When Andrew finished, he saddled Jeter and rode out over the rise.
Widow Maker snorted wildly as he watched Andrew ride away, and Andrew shook his head sadly, hoping Widow Maker would still let him ride him when the time finally came.
Jeter trotted quickly through the mud, and they soon reached the western pasture. Everything looked good, but Andrew didn't see any ranch hands around, which was weird. Tom should be somewhere. Maybe Tom had ridden into the ranch house, and Andrew had just missed him.
The cattle seemed all right; so Andrew decided to take a quick circuit of the pasture, then ride home and let Pecos know there wasn't anybody out here. He nudged Jeter towards the cattle, riding through them, checking the ravine on the far side. Nothing seemed out of place.
They walked along the edge of the ravine, but Andrew caught a movement from the corner of his eye and turned to see a pack of coyotes stalking towards him. It had been a while since he'd seen a coyote, and he didn't remember them being quite so big. Maybe it was because the last time he'd seen one he'd been in Pecos's body. These coyotes were huge; easily up to Andrew's shoulders.
His first instinct was to pull his pistols, but he stopped himself, telling himself that Pecos was basically a coyote, and these were probably his brothers. Jeter shied and backed away.
"Calm down, Jeter," he soothed. "They're probably just here to see Pecos." The coyotes slunk closer; Jeter shied again and bucked. "Jeter, knock it off!" Andrew snapped, holding on with his knees. When he looked back towards the coyotes, they had surrounded him, muzzles snarling.
"Whoops; I don't think they're here to see Pecos after all," Andrew muttered, reaching for his gun, but before he grasped it, one of the coyotes leaped across Jeter's back ripping Andrew from his saddle.
They landed with a thud on the side of the slippery ravine and slid halfway down towards the raging, muddy water. Andrew pushed the coyote off and tried to gain his feet, but the other coyotes hurdled into the ravine on top of him before he could.
Andrew fumbled for a knife, but the mud was so slick he couldn't get a grip on it. He gasped as sharp teeth slid through the skin on his arm and flinched as his flesh tore. He tried to jerk loose, but more teeth sunk into his arm, and the coyotes began dragging him towards the deep water at the bottom of the ravine. He had to get free.
He turned, grasping the coyote that was tearing at his shoulder, and shoved its jaw open, but he was already so weak he couldn't do more than just hold it. He breathed deeply, reaching into the well and pushing all the power he could down his arms and into his hands. Then he used the strength to rip the coyote's head in half. Blood spewed everywhere, splattering Andrew's face.
The remaining coyotes immediately released him, gathering around the coyote Andrew had killed and howling mournfully.
The ravine was slick, and the pouring rain was washing the ground away beneath him, but Andrew managed to struggle to his feet before the remaining six coyotes turned towards him again, snarling, eyes burning angrily.
Pain coursed through Andrew, and he struggled to think. He simply couldn't focus well enough to hold them off and heal himself at the same time. He knew his knives were useless because of the slick mud, but he still had his guns.
He fumbled with his duster and grabbed a pistol with each hand, firing as the coyotes pounded towards him. Two dropped before they reached him, but the other four pounced and tackled him into the swirling water below. As Andrew fell, his foot caught on something, and he felt his leg snap as they pulled him under the water.
He fought to get loose, but the coyotes were too strong. His chest tightened. If he didn't get some air soon, he was going to drown. Anger rushed through him. He hadn't worked this hard just to be drowned by a bunch of mangy coyotes.
He channeled the power and ripped his arm out of one's teeth. A wave of dizziness pulled at him, but he ignored it, digging his heels into the mud and wrapping his arm around a coyote's neck, squeezing as hard as he could. With a snap the coyote went limp, and Andrew tossed it to the side as he pushed up through the water and gasped in air.
He didn't have time for more than a single breath, before the remaining three tried to drag him under again. Andrew wrenched to the side and slammed his fist into one's head. It jolted back, and Andrew heard a distinct crack as its neck broke.
Just you and me now," he snarled at the remaining two. They leaped, but he was ready. He shoved one off to the side and grabbed the other one, ramming its muzzle into the mud so hard its jaw snapped.
The last coyote tore at Andrew's neck from behind, and they tumbled back into the water. Water gushed into Andrew's mouth as pain exploded in his neck. He struggled to the surface, spit, and grabbed the coyote, ripping it off his neck, tearing his own flesh as he did, pushing it under the water, and holding it there until it stopped struggling.
He scanned the ravine rapidly. He thought he'd gotten them all, but he wasn't sure. He felt a moment's relief when he didn't see anything moving except the water, but his relief didn't last long. He had to get out of the ravine.
He dug his hands into the mud and tried to pull himself higher up the side, but he couldn't move. His foot was stuck. He jerked his leg, but it was the leg that had broken when he'd fallen in, and he simply couldn't pull hard enough. The water was already at his chest, and his feet were slowing slipping down the side, deeper into the ravine.
Panic clawed at him. He tried to grab the power to heal himself, but it slipped away, leaving him cold. He saw his mom, standing all alone, crying because he was missing. He hoped she didn't search for him forever. He should have told her. At least then she would know where he had gone.
Then Widow Maker pranced through his mind. He should have ridden him. He shouldn't have been scared. He'd rather die riding Widow Maker than drown in this stupid ditch. His eyes snapped open. He didn't want to die. Not here; not now.
"PECOS!" he yelled loudly. "PECOS! I NEED YOU!" Boy? Andrew jerked, looking around wildly, but Pecos wasn't there. No one was. "Pecos?" What's wrong?! Andrew gasped. Pecos wasn't there, but his voice was. Pecos's voice was in his head. I must be dying, he thought with a watery laugh. Pecos isn't in my head anymore. I'm alone.
He tried again to pull his foot free, but pain washed over him making him dizzy and lightheaded. BOY! Pecos yelled. Pecos? Andrew thought. Are you there? I mean here? Where're you?! The ravine.
Pecos didn't respond. There were no sounds other than the pounding rain and the rushing water. I must be in shock, Andrew thought, shaking his head and struggling once more to yank his foot loose. He tried to swim under the water to reach it, but he couldn't. Every time he got close, the rushing water pushed him away.
Just as Andrew's mouth was about to slip under the water, he heard pounding hooves above him. "PECOS!" he yelled, and suddenly Pecos was sliding down the side of the ravine, stopping right beside Andrew. "I'm stuck," Andrew gasped just before the muddy water rushed into his mouth.
Pecos dived under the swirling water and grabbed Andrew's leg, ripping it free. Andrew fought not to scream as pain shot up his leg and took his last breath before the water closed over his nose.
And then he was free. Pecos grabbed him and pulled him out of the water and up the side of the ravine where Widow Maker was waiting for them.
"Thanks," Andrew murmured. "I knew you'd come." Then the world went black.
Andrew was cold, and everything was black. Inky, oily black. He didn't mind; at least he didn't hurt anymore. He dimly heard Pecos shouting "Wake up, boy!" But he didn't want to wake up. Nothing could hurt him now; he sank further into the darkness.
There was a sharp slapping sound, and pain surged across Andrew's face. He frowned. He wasn't supposed to hurt here. The slap came again, and Andrew flinched. Pecos's voice was louder now. "Wake up!" Another slap. It hurt. Andrew fought to return to the dark, the painless dark, but Pecos wouldn't let him.
"NOW!" Pecos yelled.
Andrew's eyes popped open. "Wha..?" he slurred. "Leame alone." He vaguely realized the others were there, worried looks on their faces. His eyelids drooped, and Pecos slapped him again.
"Boy! Heal yourself! Now! You're bleedin' out!"
Andrew looked down. He was covered in an awful lot of blood. Maybe that's why he was so cold. "Whatcha you mean?" he asked groggily.
"The power!" Pecos snapped. "Heal yourself!"
"How?"
"Damn it, boy! You know how!"
"Can't 'member." Andrew's eyelids slid closed.
"No, you listen to me!" Pecos demanded. "You reach down inside, you find that slippery power, and you make it heal you. Now!"
"Damn it, Pecos," Andrew muttered. He wanted Pecos to leave him alone. But Pecos wouldn't leave him alone unless he did what Pecos wanted. He tried to focus, tried to look past the dark, feel past the cold.
There was a bright speck of yellow just out of the corner of his eye. He reached for it, gasping when he touched it. It was so hot! Burning. He almost let go, but he held on, imagining his whole body, and he pushed the power out, everywhere. It was so hot he felt he must surely be dying. And then it was dark again, but this time the dark was soft and comforting.
When Andrew woke again, Doyle was sitting by his bed, sleeping in a chair. "Please don't yell at me," Andrew croaked. "I won; I think. I did win, didn't I?" Doyle shoved a glass of water into Andrew's hand and nodded. Andrew gulped the water down. His throat felt hot and dry.
He focused on Doyle's face. His eyes were rimmed with black, and he looked exhausted. "Are you okay?" Andrew asked. "You look… well, about as good as I do, I imagine."
"Fine," Doyle said, shaking his head. "You look...a little worse for wear. I don't guess you stayed conscious long enough to heal everythin'."
"That bad, huh?"
"May have to reset your leg."
Andrew grimaced. "I hate the sound of that. Don't ever say that to me again. What happened? Why did the coyotes attack me? Don't they like Pecos?"
Doyle's eyes slid to the side. "How 'bout I get you some soup or somethin'?"
Andrew frowned. "No; I want you to tell me what happened."
"What 'bout some more water?"
"No."
Doyle finally met Andrew's eyes. "They weren't coyotes," he said softly.
Andrew snorted. "I may be a city kid, but I still know what a coyote looks like."
"Yeah, they were coyotes, but they weren't." Doyle looked as if he'd rather be anywhere else. He cleared his throat. "They were… skinwalkers."
Andrew paled. "Skinwalkers?" Doyle nodded. "Did I kill them, all of them?" Doyle nodded again, and a wave of terrible nausea washed over Andrew. "I killed six, no seven… men?" Doyle didn't answer. He didn't need to.
Andrew fought not to retch. He remembered the sound of one's neck cracking. He remembered how he'd ripped the first one's head apart. He rolled off the bed and heaved. There was nothing there, but he kept heaving, the sound of their snapping bones playing over and over in his mind.
Doyle put a hand on Andrew's shoulder. "You did what you had to, boy. They were tryin' to kill you."
"I don't care!" Andrew gasped. "They were men. And I killed them…" he sobbed. "With my bare hands!" He flinched, feeling the warmth of their blood on his face and his hands.
He curled into a ball, weeping so hard his body shook. Wishing he could forget, wishing he were home. He hadn't meant to kill them. He even knew he had to, but that didn't make it better. They had died, and he had done it.
Doyle stayed there, his hand on Andrew's shoulder. He never said a word, just sat and waited. Finally, when Andrew was too exhausted to cry anymore, Doyle picked him up and tucked him back into bed. As soon as his head touched the pillow, Andrew slipped back into a dreamless sleep.
When he woke again, he felt like he'd been run over by a truck, and Charlie was sitting beside him sharpening a knife. "Water?" Andrew whispered. Charlie handed him a cup. "Bath."
He knew someone had cleaned him, but he felt as if he was covered in blood. Not his blood, theirs. He just wanted to be clean, if he ever could. Charlie supported him as Andrew walked down the hall to the bathroom, his damaged leg dragging with every step.
Charlie turned on the water and said, "I'll ask Enrica to make you some grub, and let the others know you're up." Andrew nodded and closed the door. He crawled into the tub and sat in the water for a long time, long after the heat was gone, just thinking, replaying it over and over in his head.
He'd killed men. Not coyotes, men. Logically he knew it wasn't any different than killing a talking owl or a talking snake. Maybe it wasn't any different than killing any animal; he didn't know, but it felt different.
He felt as if he'd aged a hundred years. He felt tainted. His childhood had vanished, and he couldn't even remember what it had looked like. It was almost worse that he hadn't known, that he hadn't felt anything when he'd killed them. He wished he had known, wished he could have mourned as he'd done it, felt grief. He dunked his head under the water, trying to block out the repeating sound of their bones cracking.
You alright, boy? Andrew jumped. You're still in my head? he asked, sitting upright. Looks like. Can you hear me all the time? No. Good. Pecos chuckled. You comin' down? Yeah, I'm coming. Andrew pulled himself out of the tub and looked over his body. His leg had an odd bulge and was tweaked at an angle, and he was covered in nasty, puffy red marks where the coyotes had sunk their teeth into him.
He closed his eyes and floated to the center where the power pulsed, waiting for him. You did a half-assed job, he thought, reaching out his hand and grasping a handful of the hot, white pulsing liquid. Finish it. It jumped from his hand and ran down his legs and arms, filling him with heat, burning him, scraping him raw. He felt it straighten his leg and soothe his ripped muscles and skin, and when he opened his eyes, he looked as good as new.




Chapter 16
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Andrew walked down the stairs in a haze. He vaguely realized the rain had stopped and the sun was shining, but he was too tired to care. He was so weak he had to use the power to keep himself upright. They were waiting for him in the kitchen. Everyone except Doyle, but that was okay. Andrew was afraid it would be awhile before he could look Doyle in the eyes again.
"Oh, Andrew, so pale and thin," Enrica clucked when she saw him. "Sit, sit, I have some broth for you."
"Thanks," Andrew said with a weak smile as he slipped into a chair and looked at Pecos. He opened his mouth. He closed it. Maybe some things didn't need to be said.
"What happened?" Pecos asked.
Andrew took a sip of water. He wanted coffee, but his stomach was rolling and nauseous. He swallowed the urge to retch and said, "I rode out to the western pasture like you asked, but none of the boys were there. Everything looked okay, so I thought I'd ride a quick circuit and come back and tell you." He didn't want to keep going. He stared at the cup in his hand, trying to make it all he could see.
"I saw the coyotes coming. Jeter got all worked up, but I thought maybe they were just your brothers coming to see you."
"They were my brothers," Pecos said softly.
Andrew looked at Pecos in confusion. You mean? he asked in his mind. They killed my brothers and stole their skins. Andrew could feel Pecos's grief, and he swallowed hard, blinking back tears.
Enrica placed a steaming bowl of hot broth in front of Andrew, and his stomach howled with hunger, but he couldn't eat, not yet. "Anyway, I was trying to get Jeter under control when they attacked me and dragged me into the ravine. I was caught off guard," he said, shaking his head disgustedly. "I tried to pull a knife but the mud made everything so slick."
He tamped down the panic trying to claw its way up his throat. He was alive, he'd won, he'd even finished the job, but he couldn't help thinking it was a lousy way to win.
"Anyway, long story short. I won, but my foot was stuck, and I couldn't get it loose. I was too weak, and I couldn't focus; I was just trying to keep my head above water. I yelled for you." He paused. "And you came." He was silent for a minute. "Where was Tom anyway?" Pecos shook his head. Crap. This day just kept getting worse.
"Your leg alright?" Charlie asked.
Andrew nodded. "I healed it before I came down." He was so tired, he just wanted to lay his head on the table and sleep.
"Eat," Pecos said.
"I will," Andrew mumbled.
"Eat now."
"It can wait." You've been out for five days, boy. Eat the damn soup! Andrew's head popped up. Five days! You can't be serious. Pecos stared at him. Right; I forgot. You're always serious. Andrew gave Pecos a half-grin before picking up the bowl and taking a sip. At first he thought he was going to hurl, but after a moment his stomach calmed, and he drank the whole bowl.
Pecos didn't ask him anymore questions, for which Andrew was glad. He didn't think he could go over it again, especially now that he knew Tom was dead and so were Pecos's brothers. It almost made him glad he'd killed the skinwalkers. Almost, but not quite.
Andrew sat on the porch drinking in the sunshine for what was left of the day. The sun made him feel warm inside and almost whole. He was too weak to do anything more than just sit there and watch the ranch move around him, but at least he was alive.
Before sunset Widow Maker galloped haughtily up to the porch. Andrew grinned and walked down the steps to greet him, but Widow Maker tossed his head angrily. Andrew slumped. "I know, I know. If I had ridden you it would never have happened. I'm sorry."
Widow Maker snorted and pawed the ground. "Stop that! Jeter's a good horse. He's just not you." Widow Maker reared in the air and neighed loudly. "Yes; I'm done fighting you." Widow Maker dropped to his feet and stared at Andrew with his bright red eyes, cocking his head to one side. "Yes; I'm saying I'll ride you. When I'm well," Andrew quickly added.
He didn't feel up to riding Widow Maker right this second. The very thought made his head spin. Widow Maker smiled in his weird way and rubbed his head against Andrew's hand. "Yes, I know; you're always right. Just like Pecos." Widow Maker pranced happily across the yard, and Andrew chuckled softly, dropping back into his chair.
He couldn't believe he was alive, that he'd actually survived. It had been his first real fight. His first fight as Andrew. And he'd won. He'd been torn apart by coyotes, nearly drowned, and here he was sitting in the sunshine, alive.
He wished he'd gotten out to the pasture quicker, because if he had maybe he could have saved Tom. Tom was the first ranch hand Andrew had met. He'd always been nice to Andrew; he'd even given him a pair of pants and a shirt. Andrew shuddered, imagining Tom torn apart and utterly dead, brown eyes glazed over. Pecos must have found him and buried him somewhere. Andrew glanced around, wondering for the first time if the ranch had a graveyard. If it did have a graveyard, would Pecos be buried there someday? And Doyle and Joe and Charlie?
Andrew didn't know if there had been a second ranch hand in the pasture, and he didn't want to know. He felt sick all over again just thinking about Tom, but a flash of anger chased the sickness away. He hated that he'd killed humans, but he was glad he'd killed them. He was glad they couldn't murder anyone else.
He wondered if Meli was behind the attack. Without his dreams, he'd almost forgotten about her. He'd just been living, and he'd put her totally out of his mind. If it was her, what had been the point of it and what would she do next?
It was too hard to try to calculate the moves of a three-hundred-year-old crazy person, so Andrew dozed in the last rays of sunlight until Pecos woke him with a shake.
"Come on, boy. Get inside."
"Just a minute, Pecos. Sit."
"Rainy season's over," Pecos said as he sat.
Andrew frowned. "Too bad. Think I'm actually gonna miss it."
Pecos chuckled softly. "You will too, just as soon as the heat hits."
"Aren't there any normal seasons here?"
"Just heat and rain. Come on, boy. Come eat."
Andrew pushed himself to his feet, staring at the sky for one last minute, the sky he might have never seen again. Maybe some things did need to be said after all, even if there was supposed to be a rule about it.
"Thank you, Pecos," Andrew said softly. "You saved my life."
When Andrew woke the next morning, he almost felt himself again. He was still a little weak, but the sun was shining and the smell of Enrica's cooking was drifting into his room. He grinned. The only thing he needed now was a cup of Doyle's coffee. Maybe two. When he got downstairs, Pecos and Charlie were in the kitchen.
"Where's Joe and Doyle?" he asked.
"Out," Pecos replied.
"Is there coffee?" Pecos chuckled and pointed to the stove. Andrew wrinkled his nose. "Yeah, but is it Doyle's coffee?" Pecos nodded. "Okay then; no offense Charlie." Charlie grinned.
Andrew was ravenous. He didn't think he'd ever been as hungry as he was right then. When Enrica put his plate in front of him, he started shoveling food into his mouth. "What now?" he asked around a mouthful of food.
"We work," Pecos said simply.
"Aren't we gonna do something about the attack?"
"Nothin' to do."
"Whadda you mean 'nothin' to do'?" Andrew's plate was already empty, so Enrica filled it again.
"They're dead. It's done."
Andrew frowned. He didn't especially like thinking about that part. "Yeah, but do you think she sent them?"
"Don't know."
Andrew hissed in frustration. He didn't want to sit around and wait for her to attack. She had all the advantages. They were sitting ducks, and they had no idea when or how or what she might use to attack next. He just didn't like it. He couldn't look at it with Pecos's stoic "just is".
"You up to workin'?" Pecos asked.
Andrew stared at his empty plate. Amazingly he felt fine. It was possible he actually felt just a little bit better than fine. He drained the last of his coffee and said, "I'm up for anything!"
"Corrals need mucked."
"Seriously?!" Pecos nodded. "Come on, I almost died! Can't you give me a fun chore like running some cattle around or something?"
"Nope."
"Why not?"
"Corrals need cleaned." Andrew rolled his eyes. "Your guns are on the porch," Pecos added.
"Really?" Andrew asked in disbelief. "I thought they were gone for sure."
"Charlie went lookin' for 'em, and Doyle cleaned 'em up."
Andrew walked onto the porch and smiled as he fastened his gun belt. He checked the cylinders and ran his hands lovingly over the handles. He was so glad Charlie had found them, but he couldn't begin to imagine how. He'd been horrified yesterday when he'd realized they were gone, lost somewhere in the muddy water of the ravine.
He walked cheerfully out to the barn. The sun was so bright it almost hurt. Green was popping up everywhere, and the yard was barely even muddy. The air smelled fresh, and the birds were chirping.
A raven swooped over his head, and its call echoed through the yard. He watched it fly in a circle and land on the barn. It was majestic; the sun gleaming off its black feathers made it look like a black rainbow.
Andrew wondered which one Charlie had gotten the feathers from. It must be nice to be able to communicate with animals. Not just the ones who could talk back. He waved at the raven and went in to muck the corrals.
He worked for hours, sweat rolling down his back. Pecos hadn't been kidding about the heat. Even the shade was hot. The air was dry and sizzling, and everything Andrew touched was hot. Finally he was done, and he leaned on a beam, surveying his work, and grinned widely.
He'd never mucked the barn entirely on his own. He was getting stronger every day. And not just because of the power. He only used that when he had to. He was getting stronger on his own.
"You missed a spot," a voice said from behind him. Andrew jumped, spinning around. There was no one there, but someone had spoken. "Up here." Andrew looked up. There was a striped black and white cat smirking at him. "You missed a spot," it said again.
Andrew blinked. "Did I? Where?"
The cat snickered. "Your feet."
Andrew looked down. His moccasins were covered in horse crap. He looked up. "You can talk?"
"No; you're dreaming." The cat rolled its eyes.
Andrew sighed. Cats. "Who are you?"
"The barn cat. See?" It held up a dead mouse.
"And you can talk?"
"No; you're dreaming; remember?"
"Have you always been so sarcastic?"
"Have you always been so stupid?"
"I think I'm done talking to you," Andrew said with a frown.
The cat sneered. "No; I'm done talking to you."
Andrew rolled his eyes and turned to leave, but there was Widow Maker, waiting for him. "Right now?" Andrew asked. Widow Maker glared. "Fine, but if you kill me, I'm… well, Pecos's gonna be pissed!" Widow Maker snorted.
Andrew's heart was pounding frantically, but he grabbed his tack, reminding himself how upset he'd be if he died without ever riding Widow Maker as himself. Widow Maker was so tall he had to stand on a box just to get the saddle on his back. As Andrew put everything in place, Widow Maker stood perfectly still. When Andrew was done, he glanced at his feet. He didn't even have boot heels to hold himself in place.
If he could survive skinwalker coyotes, he could survive this. He stared at Widow Maker. Widow Maker stared back, red eyes gleaming. Andrew smiled. "I trust you," he whispered, heart calming. Widow Maker nodded. "I know you know; I'm just saying," Andrew grumbled.
He jumped back on the box and mounted. He was so high in the air it almost made him dizzy. He closed his eyes and buried his nose in Widow Maker's mane. "I missed you." Widow Maker rolled his shoulders. "Whadda you mean 'duh'? Where'd you even learn that?" Widow Maker snorted and trotted out the door.
Andrew held his breath, but Widow Maker didn't stop, didn't buck, didn't rip around and throw Andrew into the air. He just trotted across the yard and up the hill. At the top of the hill he stopped, and Andrew gazed at all the green surrounding him. And all the cattle, cattle as far as the eye could see. Widow Maker stood just as still as could be while Andrew took it all in.
Andrew couldn't believe he'd been so stupid. Widow Maker wasn't going to kill him. He wasn't going to send him flying halfway to Mexico. Widow Maker liked him. It was just like he'd told the Grey Shaman. Andrew laughed out loud and shouted, "Let's ride!"
Widow Maker neighed and took off, and Andrew laughed with glee. He'd almost forgotten just how quickly Widow Maker could run. He flew past the cattle so fast, Andrew couldn't even see them. "Whohoo!" Andrew yelled.
They rode and rode and rode, and just like always, Widow Maker never tired. Finally he stopped at the edge of a river. The water was rushing merrily along, and Andrew could see the level was still high, touching the roots of the trees growing along the edges of the riverbank. He gasped when he realized the water had a pink tinge to it; they'd been riding so long, the sun was setting.
"We better get back, boy." Widow Maker nodded and turned around. Where're you, boy? Pecos suddenly snapped inside Andrew's head.
Andrew grimaced. Sorry Pecos; I'm out on Widow Maker. You still in one piece? Yep. Good. Now get the hell home! Andrew laughed and leaned over Widow Maker's neck, closing his eyes as the wind blew Widow Maker's mane into his face.
The sun slipped into bed as Widow Maker took them home. Stars blinked across the sky, and the moon shone brightly. Andrew had missed this more than he'd realized. He'd missed Widow Maker; he'd missed their rides. He'd missed the cloudless nights and the brilliant stars. When they got to the barn, Widow Maker kicked his back feet out and reared into the air.
Andrew laughed. "Just can't help yourself, can you?"
Widow Maker neighed happily, and Andrew slid out of the saddle. He removed his saddle and brushed Widow Maker down. "Thanks for not killing me," he said, rubbing the horse's nose. Widow Maker rolled his eyes. Andrew laughed and gave Widow Maker a handful of molasses oats.
"These smell so good, I would even eat them," he muttered. Which made him realize he was hungry. Very, very hungry. He'd missed lunch, and it was long past supper time. He scratched Widow Maker behind the ears one last time and ran into the house. The kitchen was dark, but he could see Enrica had left him a plate of food on the stove. He grabbed it and walked into the den. They were all playing cards; even Doyle was there. Andrew grinned and plopped into a chair, shoveling food into his mouth.
"I think you're supposed to chew, boy," Pecos drawled.
"Can't; too hungry."
"Glad to see you're still alive," Joe chuckled.
Andrew shrugged. "Widow Maker would never hurt me." Pecos grinned widely. Then why were you so scared? Stupid I guess. Pecos chuckled.
Andrew glanced at Doyle. He really hoped Doyle wholeheartedly believed in rules number two and ten, because he never wanted to talk about the other day, ever. Just thinking about it made him feel sick. He was glad Doyle had been there; he didn't think he'd been able to deal with it on his own, but he wanted it to stay locked in a box forever, make that twenty boxes, the kind that fit inside each other, with a chain on the outside.
"Hey, did you guys know the barn cat talks?" Andrew asked as he licked his plate clean.
"Yep," Charlie said.
"Of course you did. It's kinda… I don't know…"
"Cat like?" Doyle suggested.
"Is it? I never had a cat. Are all cats mean?" They all nodded. "I thought cats were supposed to be cuddly and stuff."
Pecos snorted. "Who would want a cuddly cat? Cat's got a job to do. Eat mice; not cuddle 'em!"
Andrew shrugged. He guessed Pecos had a point. And it even fell in line with rule number eleven.
He stared at the crackling fire, trying to ignore the niggling sense of discontentment eating at him. He enjoyed working on the ranch. He enjoyed training and just hanging out. But he knew she was out there, doing whatever it was she did, and he didn't like waiting for her to attack again.
Somehow, somehow, he knew she was behind the skinwalkers. Pecos might not think so, but she was. Andrew could feel it. The waiting, the not knowing, it was killing him. Before they'd always known what they were fighting. They may not have known who was behind it, but that hadn't mattered.
He wondered if she would finally come at them on her own or if she'd send a pawn like before. He rather felt she'd send someone. She didn't seem very hands on. He frowned. She was a coward; of course she wasn't very hands on. What you doin' boy? Thinking. 'Bout what? Nothing. Humph.
Andrew tapped his fingers on his chair. He wished there was a way to figure out what she was planning. He stilled, surprised at himself for not seeing it before.
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For the first time in a long time, Andrew dreamed. The dark swirled around him like a river, an ocean, the vastness of night. Her laughter sent a shudder down his spine.
"I thought you did not want to play hide and seek," she whispered in his ear.
"This isn't a game!" Andrew snarled. "You're trying to kill me!"
"I do not care about you," she snorted. "I want Pecos. Give him to me."
"Never."
She laughed. "You cannot withstand me. You are just a boy." The darkness wound around Andrew's body, slithering over his skin, and then she was there. Smiling at him. Laughing at him. "Come play with me."
"No."
"Then why are you here?"
"Why did you send the skinwalkers?"
"They failed," she sneered angrily.
"At what?"
She paced in front of Andrew gesturing wildly. "It is so hard to find good help these days! There used to be so many willing...but...gone now. All gone. Because of him," she sneered. "Where are you?!"
He felt like an idiot. That had been it all along. She didn't know where they were.
"Let us play a game," she said. "I will hide. Then I will find you."
"What? That doesn't make sense!" But she was already gone. The darkness grew cold, and Doyle walked from the swirling mist. "Doyle, what're you doing here?" Andrew asked in confusion.
Doyle didn't respond, just punched him in the face so hard it knocked Andrew down. Andrew caught himself and jumped to his feet. "Doyle?!" Doyle's fists flew. Andrew dodged, but one hit caught him in the stomach knocking Andrew's breath away.
Andrew scrambled backwards, trying to focus. When Doyle came at him again, Andrew tried to use a takedown, but Doyle was gone, and Charlie stepped from the shadows, knife in hand. "Charlie?"
Charlie stalked forward, softly, stealthily. Andrew blinked, and a knife sliced through his shoulder, leaving behind a cold trail of ice. He spun; Charlie was behind him, his knife dripping blood, Andrew's blood. Charlie moved again; Andrew tried to block him, but the knife slipped through. His side felt warm. Andrew looked down. He was bleeding, but Charlie was gone.
The darkness split, and Pecos strode out. His blue eyes were blazing so brightly they hurt to look at, but they weren't right, they weren't his eyes, not really. She's messing with me, Andrew thought. Just like before. It's not Pecos; it's her. He clenched his jaw. He wasn't going down without a fight. Not this time.
Pecos rushed towards him with blurring speed. Andrew leaped to the side, but Pecos grabbed his foot and pulled him back. Andrew tried to use a trap and roll move, but Pecos was too strong. His hand smashed into Andrew's ribs, and Andrew felt them break. He tried to buck Pecos, but he didn't budge. Pecos's fist slammed into Andrew's ear, shooting pain through his skull. He grasped at Pecos's shirt, trying to pull him down, so he could use a guard move, but Pecos's fist smashed into his face knocking his head into the ground.
"WAKE UP, BOY!" Doyle's angry shout pierced Andrew's dream, pulling him towards reality, but Andrew couldn't tell what was real. Doyle was slapping him with one hand, holding him down with the other, but was it the real Doyle? Andrew struggled, trying to push Doyle away, but Doyle held tight.
"Damn it!" Doyle hissed. "It's me! Wake up!" Suddenly Andrew realized that even though Doyle was holding him down, he wasn't hurting him. Andrew stopped struggling, forced his eyes to open, and looked around him. A soft light illuminated his room. He was awake. He was home.
"I'm awake," he mumbled.
Doyle released him, eyes almost black with anger. "Where the hell are your dreamcatchers, boy?" he snarled. "What were you thinkin'?!"
Andrew sat on the side of his bed and checked his ribs. He wasn't bleeding; nothing was broken. He grinned weakly. "I thought I could get information from her."
"That might be the stupidest thing I've ever heard."
"Maybe I didn't really think it through, but…"
"No; it IS the stupidest thing I've ever heard!" Doyle glared at him, more angry than Andrew had ever seen him. So angry he was surprised steam wasn't rolling from Doyle's ears. "She's a hundred-year-old, older…" Doyle struggled for a word. "Demon! You're just a boy! You're no match for her; she'll eat you up and spit you out!"
"I don't think…" Andrew started.
"No, you don't think! Where the hell are your dreamcatchers?!"
Andrew pointed towards the closet. Doyle slammed the door open and threw the dreamcatchers at Andrew. "Put 'em up!" Andrew nodded. "You listen to me, boy. You never, ever, EVER take 'em down again! You got it?" Andrew nodded again. "You got it?!" Doyle snarled.
"Yes; I've got it! I won't take them down again." Doyle growled and stomped from the room.
Andrew sat in silence for a while sorting through what had happened. Maybe it hadn't been his best plan, but he wasn't stupid, and he had learned something. Doyle didn't have any right to be so mad. It's not like he'd actually gotten hurt. It was just a dream. And this time he'd even known it was a dream. Mostly anyway.
He was so sick of being called a boy. He wasn't. Not really. He'd fought the coyotes and won, hadn't he? He'd gotten information from the Black Shaman. He certainly didn't see anyone else coming up with any ideas. They were all just willing to sit around and wait until she showed up on their doorstep. Now that was stupid. He shuddered as he hung the dreamcatchers back up, then he fell into bed and slipped into an exhausted sleep.
The rest of the night was peaceful. He woke early, before the sunrise, and wandered downstairs looking for coffee. Pecos was waiting for him. He threw Andrew a pack and said, "Let's ride."
Andrew followed him outside. The stars were still barely visible, but there was already a heat to the day. Andrew whistled, and Widow Maker ran down from the hill. They saddled their horses in silence, then they rode.
The sun was high overhead when Pecos finally spoke. Doyle mentioned you didn't sleep too good. Andrew snorted. What'd he actually say? He said you took down your dreamcatchers. Why?
Andrew looked around. Everything was perfectly peaceful. The cattle were calm. Every now and then a moo drifted across the grass, answered by another moo. The sky was a deep, clear blue. Not a cloud in sight. But he knew she was out there, waiting, plotting, planning. It was eerie.
I wanted to see if I could learn something. What she's waiting for, what her plan is, anything! We're sitting ducks, Pecos! She could attack anytime, and we wouldn't even see it coming. She won't find us unprepared, will she? How do you mean? We're ready. We may not see it comin', but we'll be ready when it does.
Pecos was silent as they rode up a large bluff. More cattle and open plains rolled out beneath them. "Did you learn anything?" he asked, pulling his horse to a stop.
"Just one thing. She doesn't know where we are."
"You sure?"
"Yeah; I didn't realize before but she always wants to play hide and seek, and she always asks me where I am. When I was home, she asked me when I was, like what year."
"You didn't tell her," Pecos stated.
"No way! I didn't know who she was yet, but even then she gave me the heeby jeebies."
"Heeby jeebies?"
"You know, the creeps."
"Ah."
"I think the skinwalkers were trying to find us; she said they failed. She just didn't say at what."
Pecos nodded, thinking. It's good you killed 'em. Had to be done. Andrew swallowed hard. He knew that, but it was still hard to accept. He wished he'd been in Pecos's body when he'd done it. Like it was Pecos's hands, not his. But he hadn't been. Let's ride.
They rode all day, only stopping briefly to eat and for Pecos to switch horses. They rode over hills and rocky ledges. They rode through streams and tall fields of grass. They rode until the sun touched the earth again. Then they dismounted and sat on a rock, watching the sun bathe the entire world in orange light.
"Guess it's time to head home," Pecos said as the last of the light faded away.
"Just a minute?" Andrew asked. He wanted to stay longer. In this beautiful place with the wide open sky stretched above them, not a light or a lick of smog to be seen. Not a single car horn or engine to be heard. Just a comforting silence.
He stretched out and laid his head on a rock. The sky had quickly turned black, and he wondered briefly how many stars there must be, they filled the sky so completely. He heard a soft breeze whistle through the rocks. He heard the low buzz of an insect's wings. He heard the scratching of claws on the earth around them. After a long while of just watching and listening, they mounted up and galloped homeward, the wind singing past their ears.
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They got home well after midnight, but the others were still waiting for them, coffee simmering on the fire. Pecos sat in his chair and stared into the burning coals for a moment, and Andrew thought he looked like a king on his throne. Pecos would hate that, he thought with a grin.
After a while Pecos spoke. "Apparently the Black Shaman don't know where we are, and that's why she hasn't attacked. We figure the skinwalkers were a scoutin' party."
Andrew spoke up, "Aylen did say she'd try to hold Meli off."
Pecos nodded. "Figure she'll find us eventually. We're ready, but we should send the boys out to the other stations. It's me she wants. Figure she won't bother with them. Not yet."
Pecos tapped his fingers on his chair for a minute before saying, "We'll send out three groups of men in the mornin'. One to drive a herd to Abilene, and two to take 'em to the reservations."
Andrew frowned. "You sell to the army?"
"He gives cattle to the reservations for free. If he sells to the army, he charges them outrageous prices," Charlie said with a grin.
"The army lets you do that?" Andrew asked in surprise.
"Army don't let me do nothin'," Pecos responded.
"Why don't you just break the Indians out?"
"And take on the entire US Army?"
"It's not like you couldn't."
Pecos chuckled. "Not even me, boy."
Andrew shrugged, not entirely sure that was true. But as much as he wanted to argue, Pecos was probably right. He couldn't really take on the entire United States Army. And if he did, they'd just keep coming and coming until Pecos… well, anyway. There wasn't anything Pecos could do, and what he could, he did.
Andrew was exhausted. Dream fighting didn't make for the most restful sleep. He frowned, worried about one thing. "She... you don't think..."
"What?" Pecos asked.
"She can't read my mind, can she? I mean Aylen and the Grey Shaman could hear you talking when I was running your body. Do you think Meli can read my mind?"
"Why would you think that?"
"Well... I mean... it's just..." He didn't really want to explain why he wondered, but he'd asked the question. "She used you, all of you, to attack me. And it was freaky accurate. I mean, Doyle punched like a brick house, Charlie was all stealthy with his knife, and you were fast as hell. How could she know that?"
They stared at him for a minute before Doyle said, "What're you sayin'? What does she do with us?"
Andrew flushed, wishing he hadn't brought it up. "Um...you know."
"Spell it out," Pecos snapped.
"You know, you or her, whatever, attack me."
"And?"
"It sucks!" He grinned crookedly, trying to lighten the mood. "I guess she doesn't have any use for your good looks, Joe." No one laughed. "Look, it's no big deal, I just wanted to know if you thought she could read my mind. 'Cause if she can, she probably already knows where we are."
"Aylen can't read minds," Pecos said flatly. "I doubt if the Black Shaman can either."
"I ain't ever heard of anyone who can read minds," Charlie said. "Just intent."
"Intent?" Andrew asked.
"Like intent to harm or steal."
"Oh, that's cool." They hadn't answered his question. Not really. He still didn't know how she knew them so well, how she could mimic them, but he wasn't going to ask again. He yawned and stood to go to bed.
"Boy," Pecos said, stopping him. "I'm addin' a rule. No solo missions."
Andrew grinned sheepishly. "I won't."
"See that you don't."
When he reached his room, Andrew made sure both dreamcatchers were in place, then he fell into bed and slept deeply.
Pecos handed out orders the next morning, and the ranch hands got moving. The ones who weren't driving cattle saddled up and headed for other ranch stations, and soon the ranch was quiet, expect for someone singing.
"Why is Enrica still here?" Andrew asked Pecos. "Shouldn't you send her somewhere else?"
"Stubborn woman won't leave."
"Carmina?"
"Here."
"You've gotta get them out of here!"
"Tried."
"Tie her on a horse."
"'Can't."
"Why not?!"
"Can't force a woman to do somethin' she don't want. Ain't right."
"It's for her own damn good!"
"Don't matter."
Andrew walked off in a huff. Don't matter indeed. If Pecos wouldn't do it, he would. He slammed open the kitchen door. "Enrica! You need to go."
Enrica looked up from a tub of steaming water. She surveyed him and chuckled. "If Master Pecos can't make me go, how could you?"
"'Cause I'll tie you on the back of a horse!"
She laughed heartily. "Touch me, and I'll beat you over the head with my ladle!"
"But Enrica, it's not safe here. You and Carmina need to go."
"No safer place in the world than right next to Pecos. Now scat, I'm working."
Andrew blinked. She really wasn't going to leave. What if she got hurt? But what if she was right? What if being next to Pecos was the safest place in the world? He stared at her for a moment. "What're you doing?" he finally asked.
"Washing the clothes."
"Seriously?" She just grinned, but it looked like she was trying to drown a pair of Pecos's pants. "How often do you do this?"
"Oh, once a week. More if it's muddy."
Andrew's jaw dropped. "All by yourself?"
"Si, si."
"Can't one of the guys help you?"
"Oh, no, no."
"You don't wash all the ranch hands' clothes do you?" he asked in horror.
She laughed merrily. "No. Just Pecos and the boys."
Andrew frowned. At least his mom had a washer and dryer. He'd had no idea washing clothes without them was so much work. Sweat was rolling down Enrica's forehead and her hands were bright red, but she was humming happily. Ridiculous. He rolled up his sleeves.
"What're you doing?"
"Helping you."
"No, no; I don't need help."
"Tell me what to do." She tried to shoo him out of the kitchen, but he wouldn't budge, so she finally showed him how to soap the clothes and rub them on the washboard. The water was boiling hot, but he just smiled and nodded and went to work.
She had a soaking tub, a washing tub, and a rinsing tub. She plunged the clothes in the soaking tub, scrubbed them in the washing tub, then plunged them in the rinsing tub. After that she ran them through a wringer and placed them in an empty tub. Andrew couldn't believe there were so many clothes to wash.
He took some clothes out of the soaking tub and started scrubbing them. Heat wafted off the buckets of water into his face, and sweat rolled down his back, face, and neck. He'd only washed a few things before he was totally exhausted.
"You should only wash clothes in winter," he gasped. Enrica's laughter filled the kitchen.
It was hard to talk, but Andrew wanted to talk about something so he wasn't focused on the boiling water scalding his hands. "So how'd you end up here?"
She paused and looked at him with large, sad eyes. "Just did," she said softly before returning to her work. Andrew grunted. He kept forgetting that rule number two was universal.
At some point, Enrica stopped wringing clothes and started making lunch. Andrew kept working. She rang the lunch bell, and the others wandered in from outside. Andrew was almost done with the last of the clothes, so he just kept going. His hands were lobster red, and he was certain he had a hundred blisters.
"What're you doing?" Joe asked, sitting down.
"What does it look like?" Andrew gasped.
"Murdering a shirt?"
"Pretty much." Andrew finished the last pair of pants, dried his hands, and plopped down at the table.
"You going to put on some dry clothes?" Joe asked, pointing towards Andrew's shirt. Andrew glanced down. His front was totally soaked.
"Nope."
"Why not?"
"And add to the laundry pile? Hell no! I'm not changing these clothes until they can walk by themselves, and I'm changing rule number seven from cowboys don't take baths to cowboys never change clothes. Ever!"
The others laughed, but Andrew ignored them. He'd never felt so sorry for women in all his life. He wished he could invent the washing machine just so Enrica never had to do laundry by hand ever again. He needed a nap. He'd had to power up three times, and he'd only done a fraction of the work.
After lunch he trained with Doyle. They didn't say much, just practiced moves they already knew and sparred for a while. He wondered if everything would be better if he let Doyle punch him, but Doyle didn't seem mad. Maybe sad or disappointed or something. Andrew wasn't really sure what he seemed, so he doubted rule number five would help.
It was so hot, that when they were done Andrew could barely breathe and his shirt was soaked through with sweat. He plopped down on the porch next to Joe and said, "This is miserable! How do you guys live like this?"
"Like what?" Doyle asked.
"With no air conditioning. I'm dying it's so hot!"
"We can fix that," Joe said with a grin.
"How's that?"
"Doyle?" Joe said. Doyle nodded.
"Guys? What's going on?"
Suddenly Doyle grabbed Andrew's arms and Joe had his legs and before he knew it, they'd tossed him into the horse tank. Warm water closed over his head, and then he came up sputtering.
"That was… so… uncool!" They were laughing, so he flung an armful of water towards them, soaking them both.
"Actually, now that I think about it," Andrew said, wiping the water from his eyes. "It's really pretty nice."
"Glad you like it," Doyle growled, vaulting into the tank and shoving Andrew under the water. Joe jumped in too, and they all three floated contentedly in the hot sun.
"Get your lazy behinds out of that tank and get back to work!" Pecos snapped as he walked past them towards the house. Andrew slapped the surface, splashing Pecos with water. Pecos turned and raised an eyebrow. "Boy…"
"There's room," Andrew said.
Pecos snorted. "Not hardly. You boys takin' up all the good spots."
Andrew laughed and climbed out of the tank. "Hey! You guys took off your boots first! Uncool. You could have at least taken off my shoes. You know how long it's gonna take for them to dry?"
"Guess you should've thought of that before you started complainin'," Doyle drawled.
"How was I supposed to know… oh never mind."
The days soon slipped back into their easy rhythm, but with the ranch hands gone, there were even more chores to do. Andrew woke every morning before dawn and pitched hay for the horses, topped off the myriad of water tanks that weren't connected to windmills, gathered eggs, and milked the cows.
After breakfast he worked with one of the others moving cattle around, checking up on horses, or taking supplies out to other stations. He wouldn't go to bed until after midnight, and in the morning he'd wake up and do it all over again. He loved it.
It wasn't long before the supply wagons finally rolled in. In addition to barrels and barrels of flour and other food stuffs, they brought a box of clothing for Andrew.
After Andrew had helped unload everything and then reload most of the supplies into other wagons to take out to the ranch stations, he hauled the box up to his room and opened it.
Joe had thought of everything. He'd ordered Andrew new shirts and pants, socks, a pair of soft leather boots, a leather vest with so many pockets Andrew didn't even know what he'd put in them all, a duster just his size, a pair of chaps, and a hat! A huge, ridiculous cowboy hat that fit perfectly on his head.
Andrew took his time putting everything on. He'd dressed as Pecos a few times, but this was different. For the first time he felt as if he was really a cowboy. Everything fit perfectly, even the boots. He stood in front of the mirror and stared at himself. Was that really him? He looked different. Taller, tanner, leaner. That couldn't really be him, could it? His own face peered out of the mirror, cheeks leaner, jaw sharper, but eyes the same. He blinked. The eyes blinked. He guessed it was him after all.
He walked slowly down the stairs. His guns and knives were in place, his chaps swished softly, but something wasn't right. He was too loud, and his feet just didn't move right. He hated boots. He'd hated them in Pecos's body, and he hated them in his body too. He knew he could ride without them, so he headed back upstairs to change into his moccasins. He was sure there was a rule about this, but he just didn't care.
The others were sitting in the den when he came down. "Look at that," Joe said. "You look just like a young Pecos."
Andrew started to laugh. "Not even." Doyle glanced up from his carving, shrugged, and went back to whittling. "There's just one thing," Andrew said. "I hate boots."
"How can you hate boots?" Pecos demanded.
"Just do. So if it's all the same, I'll keep wearing the moccasins."
"It ain't the same, but do what you want. Widow Maker throws ya, don't blame me."
"Widow Maker would never."
Doyle snorted. "That horse's crazy."
"He's high-spirited!" Andrew said defensively, but they just laughed.
Andrew could tell the waiting was beginning to grate on Pecos too. Pecos rode out nearly every day to check on the men. Sometimes he took Andrew with him. Sometimes he didn't. Sometimes he didn't return for days on end.
Joe explained once that since the entire ranch was about a million acres and the ranch house was in the middle, it would take at least ten days of hard riding just to get off the ranch. Andrew found that hard to believe, but he didn't bother arguing. Math wasn't his best subject.
But if cowboyism was a subject, Andrew was acing it. He was good at riding, shooting, throwing knives, rounding up cattle, mucking, building fences, and he'd even learned how to brand. He didn't like it, but he could do it. The only two things Andrew couldn't seem to get the knack of were roping and poker.
He did anything around the ranch that needed done. He helped Enrica wash the laundry, played with Carmina, and occasionally washed the dishes. Part of him forgot about home, forgot about his mom, forgot about modernity.              
His favorite moments were the moments he spent with Widow Maker. They rode and rode and rode. They crisscrossed so many sections of Pecos's ranch that Andrew began to recognize the landmarks. They stopped at ranch stations and visited with the ranch hands. They followed the rivers. They discovered a lake and swam in it. Both of them. Widow Maker was a terrible swimmer, but he didn't seem to mind.
One day after swimming in the lake, they sprawled out on the bank to dry, letting the day's last rays soak into their skin. "Good swim," Andrew said happily. Widow Maker snorted. "Really? You've had better? When?!" Widow Maker snorted again. "Ha! You're full of it!" Andrew closed his eyes and drank in the sun.
It was perfectly silent, except for the sounds of life. There were dragonflies buzzing, frogs croaking, birds chirping, but there were no signs of man. It was like the ranch existed outside of the world, like it was surrounded by a web that kept everything else away; far, far away.
"Enjoying the heat?"
Except shamans. They should work on that. "I was," Andrew replied, sitting up and grinning at the Grey Shaman.
"Hurtful."
Andrew laughed. The Grey Shaman looked exactly the same as he had every other time Andrew had seen him. His grey hair was tied back; he wore a grey cloak; his pants and moccasins were the only thing he wore that weren't grey, but brown. "Don't you think you're taking the whole Grey Shaman thing a bit too far?" Andrew asked.
"How do you mean?" He sat beside Andrew and tossed a small pebble into the water, watching the ripples.
"Wearing only grey. You could liven it up with some blue or green. I mean Aylen doesn't wear white all the time. That would be weird. Although Meli does seem to prefer black. So maybe I'm wrong."
"You have seen her?" he gasped. "You know her name?" For once he seemed genuinely caught off guard.
"Um, yeah?"
"How? When?"
"Well, she kinda… um, well, she visits me… in dreams." The Grey Shaman's face drained of all color, turning a ghastly pale. "But it's no big deal," Andrew hastened to add. "Charlie made me a dreamcatcher, actually he had to make two, but I don't dream about her anymore."
"How long?" he whispered.
Andrew wished he hadn't brought up Meli, but since he had. "Eight months ago, or something like that. I'm not sure how long I've been here."
"And she told you her name?"
"I asked, and I think she was trying to get me to like her."
"Do you?"
Andrew wanted to laugh. The idea of his liking the Black Shaman was so ludicrous it was almost funny. "No," he replied. "She's… angry, mean, full of hate, and she wants to kill Pecos. Why would I like her?"
Color was finally returning to the Grey Shaman's face. "She does have a way of twisting things," he said softly. Andrew shrugged. "I see you rode your horse," he added in his normal tone.
"Yeah, about that. Widow Maker says the spurs weren't enchanted."
"You talk to Widow Maker?"
"Well, we don't 'talk'; we just talk. So were they?"
"Why would anyone enchant spurs?" he asked, a sly look on his face.
"Is that a no?" The Grey Shaman raised an eyebrow, and Andrew paled. "You let me climb onto a horse named Widow Maker knowing full well the spurs you told me were enchanted were nothing more than regular spurs?!"
"I never said they were enchanted."
Andrew opened his mouth to argue as he ran through the conversation in his mind. Damn it! He hadn't. "It was implied," Andrew ground out. The shaman laughed, and then he was gone.
Beside Andrew, Widow Maker gave a loud snort. Andrew sighed. "I'm sorry; you were right." Widow Maker flicked his tail into Andrew's face. "Whadda you mean? I meant it! I said it didn't I?" Widow Maker glared at him. "Fine." Andrew stood, took a bow, and said in a loud voice. "Widow Maker, horse of all horses, I was wrong. You were right."
Widow Maker shrugged. "Whadda you mean you've heard better?" Andrew snapped. "I can damn well guarantee you Pecos has never apologized to you. You're a horse!"
That was apparently the wrong thing to say, because a second later Andrew was standing by the lake all alone, miles and miles from the ranch house. "Well, crap." Pecos? he thought. Boy? Um, can you come get me? What? I made Widow Maker mad. So? Um, so I'm out by the lake, way past the west, western pasture. Boy… walk. Seriously? You want me to walk? It'll take me forever. Figure it out. Andrew growled. And the day had started out so well.
He couldn't believe Pecos was going to make him walk. That was ridiculous. Granted it would take a normal horse a bit longer to get here than it had Widow Maker, but still. Andrew drank from the lake until he was full, then turned toward the ranch house and headed home. It wasn't quite dark yet, but it would be soon.
He walked for a while, then ran as fast as he could, using the power to strengthen his legs, glad there was a full moon, hoping he didn't trip and fall on his face. When he grew tired, he walked again, then ran, on and on and on, cursing the Grey Shaman, Widow Maker, and Pecos with every breath he took.
His feet were burning, and he was sure they were covered in blisters. His throat was raw from running without water. His body was ready to sleep. He stumbled to a stop when he heard a light ninny. "Nope, not interested," he growled. "I'll walk."
Widow Maker pranced out of the shadows, and Andrew started running again. Widow Maker ran beside him, tossing his head up and down. "No, I don't accept your apology!" Andrew gasped. "You left me! It was a good apology!"
Widow Maker rubbed Andrew's face with his nose, and Andrew stumbled. "Oh fine. You're sorry; I'm sorry; we're both sorry." Widow Maker nudged Andrew towards his back. "Alright," Andrew said, lifting his leg and climbing into the saddle. Widow Maker took off, and it was all Andrew could do to hold on. A handful of minutes later, Widow Maker pranced into the ranch yard.
"Really? You let me get that far before you came to get me?" Widow Maker shrugged. "No oats for you," Andrew snapped, pulling on the buckles and tugging his saddle off Widow Maker's back. He brushed him down, then stomped off into the house.
No one was waiting for him, but there was a plate of food sitting on the stove and a cold cup of coffee. Andrew fumed in the dark while he ate. It was nice to see how concerned for his welfare they all were. Of course, he supposed it was nice they had assumed he'd be okay. His mom would have never left him to walk back. Andrew grinned slightly, sipping his coffee. It was almost as good cold as it was hot. When his coffee was gone, he dragged himself up the stairs and fell into bed.
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Andrew woke just before Charlie touched his shoulder. "You're learnin'," Charlie said with a grin.
Andrew shrugged and rolled out of bed, silently complaining, since by his estimation he'd only been asleep for a little while, but he pulled on his clothes and followed Charlie outside. This time Charlie took him to a large empty corral instead of the barn.
"What're we doing?" Andrew asked, fighting back a yawn.
"Never get in a knife fight," Charlie said, handing Andrew a blunted knife. "But if you do..."
"Why not?" Andrew asked, weighing the knife in his hand.
"You've already seen there ain't much you can do to defend against a knife. Don't take long to get cut to shreds."
Without warning, Charlie demonstrated by slicing and stabbing Andrew several times before he even knew what was happening. Andrew jerked back, remembering dream Charlie stabbing him and blood running down his side. But this wasn't dream Charlie. This was just Charlie.
"I think I see your point," Andrew muttered when he could finally speak. "So why're we doing this? Shouldn't I just disarm them?"
Charlie grinned. "Don't hurt to be prepared."
In spite of everything Charlie had already taught him, Andrew simply couldn't hold his own. Charlie was too fast, too slippery, too deadly. "Damn it, Charlie! Hold still for once," Andrew snapped after he'd stabbed the air for the twentieth time. Charlie chuckled, the tip of his knife touching Andrew's back.
Andrew sighed. "Why can't I just throw my knife at them?"
"Try it," Charlie said. He was ten feet away, but suddenly he was running at Andrew. Andrew jumped backwards, flipping the knife in his hand and throwing it at Charlie, but it whistled past him and fell to the ground. Charlie tackled Andrew and pushed his knife against Andrew's throat. "Now you don't have a knife."
"Why can't I just shoot you?" Andrew grumbled.
"Where're your guns?"
"You didn't let me bring them!"
Charlie shrugged. "You can't control what's gonna happen in a fight. What if your guns don't fire?"
"That can happen?" Andrew gasped.
"Anything can happen," Charlie said softly.
Andrew spent the rest of the morning getting his ass kicked by Charlie, and he hated it. Survival lessons made him feel like a child.
"You're doin' good," Charlie said as they walked back to the ranch house for breakfast. Andrew snorted. "You're better than you were before," Charlie added.
"So I suck slightly less."
"Exactly," Charlie replied with a grin.
Andrew rolled his eyes. At least he could look forward to his morning cup of coffee. And then maybe an afternoon cup, depending on how things went. Crap, he thought suddenly. I am addicted! Oh well, there are worse things than being addicted to coffee.
After breakfast Joe tapped him on the shoulder and said, "After lunch we'll do some roping."
Andrew groaned. "But there's so much work to do! I don't think there's time to rope."
"Plenty of time, boy," Pecos ordered.
Well crap. He had been hoping to do something he was good at this afternoon, to make up for survival lessons. He worked hard all morning, secretly hoping something would come up and Joe would forget about the roping lesson. He didn't.
"Out to the barn, boy," Joe said after lunch.
Andrew rolled his eyes and followed Joe. "You know I can't rope," he complained. "Why do we keep doing this?"
Joe handed him the rope and said, "Maybe if you'd stop saying you can't, you could."
Andrew laughed. "That's ridiculous! That's like saying if I stopped saying I can't fly, I could!"
Joe sighed. "Standing in your own way, boy."
Andrew threw the rope several times, missing, just as he'd predicted he would. "Why is roping so important to you guys anyway?"
"Just is."
"That's not a damn answer!"
For once Joe looked frustrated. "Boy, it's not hard. Stop making it hard."
"I'm not! Just for once, can't you answer a damn question?"
"Fine," Joe ground out, looking nothing like the easy-going guy he usually was. "When I came west, I didn't know anything. I didn't know how to rope, how to shoot, how to make a fire. I knew how to ride a horse at a sedate pace and how to clean my fingernails with a pocket knife."
Andrew stared at him in shock, rope limp in his fingers. This was a side of Joe he'd never seen.
"I was a worthless cowboy. Totally useless. But then I learned to rope, and suddenly everything was easy. I'm trying to teach you to rope, boy."
"Oh...well...sorry...I, um...so my twirl's good, right?"
"Yep."
"It's either my release or something I'm doing after that."
"Yep."
"Okay, let's try this again." Andrew threw and threw and threw. Really trying. Trying to believe he could, but he couldn't. He always missed. Always. But he did it cheerfully, without a single word of complaint, and by the time they quit, Joe was laughing at a cowboy joke Andrew had told him.
Andrew wished he could manage to rope something just once. He wanted Joe to be proud of him. He wanted them all to be proud of him. Or at least, not not proud of him.
In a weird way, he understood what Joe had been saying. Joe was trying to help him. They were all trying to help him. And they were. Andrew wasn't even sure he'd recognize himself from a year ago. He'd never worked so hard. He'd never tried so hard. He'd never been part of something else. Not like this.
The ranch was everything to Pecos. Everything to all of them. They lived it, slept it, breathed it. It made Andrew question why they were always fighting monsters and how the Black Shaman had ever taken notice of Pecos in the first place. But he supposed it was a bit like they all said. Pecos was Pecos; trouble just seemed to find him.
The next several mornings, Charlie woke Andrew early to knife fight. After the forth morning, Andrew realized that striking with a knife was a lot like striking with his palm. Now everything he'd learned with Doyle came into play, and he was finally able to hold his ground. He could tell Charlie was pleased the first time Andrew managed to land a kill strike.
But Charlie didn't let up. Survival lessons just kept coming and coming. One morning Charlie showed him how to kill a man silently by slipping the knife neatly into his side from behind. At first Andrew refused to practice it.
"Why would I ever sneak up behind someone to kill them? That's cowardly!"
"Sometimes it's your only choice."
"There's always a choice!"
Charlie raised an eyebrow, and his eyes suddenly seemed fathomless. Why did everything have to be so complicated? Andrew thought, kicking a clod of dirt. There should always be a choice. But was there? Had he had a choice when he'd killed the skinwalkers? He hadn't. Not really. Not if he wanted to live.
Andrew nodded with a sigh, and Charlie turned his back. Andrew slid up behind him and pretended to shove his knife deep into Charlie's side. It made him sick just pretending to do it.
"Again," Charlie said. He fiddled with one of the boards running along the corral, and Andrew snuck up behind him again. "You sneak like a white man," Charlie scoffed.
"Really? A white man?"
Charlie nodded. "You ain't wearing boots; why you walkin' like you are? Roll your feet, like this." Charlie walked forward, and Andrew mimicked him. "Good. Now again."
When the lesson finally ended, Andrew wandered off onto Widow Maker's hill and vomited. Then he lay on the grass, ignoring the taste of bile in his throat, and watched the clouds pass overhead. He knew he'd only been pretending to kill Charlie, but he felt horrible, wrong, like he'd done something awful. And it had pulled up all his memories of the skinwalkers. He wondered what they'd looked like as men. Did they have families? Why had they tried to kill him?
You comin' in for breakfast, boy? Andrew sighed. Sometimes he wished he could actually be alone, but it was also nice knowing Pecos was there. No, he thought back. I just… I need a minute. You alright? Rule number two, Pecos. Pecos grunted. Don't be long; you got chores to do.
Andrew shook his head with a chuckle. He stayed on the hill a while longer, trying to pretend he was young again, finding a rabbit and a giant in the clouds, then he rolled to his feet and went back to the house.
He was too busy all day to think much about anything, which was nice, because he still got a queasy feeling in his stomach every time he saw Charlie. He ate his supper without saying anything, mumbled, "I'm gonna hit the hay," then ran up the stairs to bed. He feel asleep immediately, exhausted from his day.
The next morning when Charlie woke him, they mounted and rode for a few hours across the plains. Charlie didn't speak, just rode, and Andrew began to dread whatever today's lesson was going to be. He didn't want to know any more ways to kill a man. Finally Charlie pulled up and pointed ahead towards a grey horse grazing lazily on the plain.
"Wild," Charlie said softly, dismounting. He motioned for Andrew to stay behind and approached the horse slowly, speaking softly in that musical language Grandmother spoke. Andrew wished he could understand it and wondered if Charlie would teach him.
The horse lifted its head and stared at Charlie, tilting its head, almost as if it was listening. Charlie's words were lilting and gentle. He held a bridle in one hand, and he showed it to the horse. The horse stood still, and Charlie walked closer and closer. Soon he was nearly touching it. In a moment, he'd slipped the bridle over its head and was leading it back towards Andrew.
"What'd you say?" Andrew asked in awe. He'd watched some videos of men trying to capture wild horses, and it had never been that easy.
"I asked her to come with me."
"Really? That's it?"
"I told her what it means to be my horse."
Andrew grinned. "And she said yes?"
Charlie grinned back. "She said yes."
They rode back to the ranch, and Charlie let the horse loose in one of the outside corrals, fed her some molasses oats and hay, and filled the tank with water. "We'll work with her tomorrow," he said. "Soon she'll be ready to ride."
The next day Andrew watched Charlie talk to the new horse. He named her Wind Runner, he showed her all the parts of the saddle, and he rode another horse in her pen. "This doesn't really look like breaking to me," Andrew said when Charlie was finished.
Charlie frowned. "I never break horses. I talk to them, I work with them, I train them, I teach them, but I never break them."
"What's the difference?" Andrew asked.
"Breakin' destroys the free and wild spirit of a horse. Horses are meant to be free, to run, to gallop." Charlie stared into the distance for a moment. "It's like askin' a raven to live indoors. It ain't right." He sighed. "But we can't do what we do without 'em. So I ask. Most say yes. They don't mind bein' ridden. Some say no; they want to be wild. Some, like Widow Maker, choose their rider."
Andrew had always known Widow Maker was a wild horse, not tamed at all. He didn't tell Widow Maker what to do; Widow Maker just did. "Where did Widow Maker come from? Did you find him?" he asked.
Charlie grinned and shook his head. "He found Pecos. We were out on the trail, and he comes buckin' and rearin' out in front of us one day. Wouldn't talk to me. Followed us for three days, then started knockin' into Pecos when he was ridin' and buttin' in when he was trying to saddle another horse. Pecos finally threw his saddle on Widow Maker, and off they rode." Andrew laughed. He could just imagine what kind of ride Widow Maker took Pecos on.
"Anyway, he's followed Pecos ever since. Won't let nobody else ride him. 'Til you."
Andrew still found it hard to believe Widow Maker had picked him over Pecos. He wasn't anything like Pecos. Pecos and Widow Maker were the most epic of their kind; they belonged together. But Widow Maker had picked Andrew, and he wouldn't let Andrew ride any of the other horses. So that was that.
Andrew watched Charlie every day, so he wasn't surprised when it only took six days for Charlie to get a saddle on Wind Runner. She didn't buck him or snort or throw her head around like Widow Maker so often did. She accepted Charlie as her rider and simply rode.
"Charlie does have a way with horses," Pecos drawled as he and Andrew watched them ride out of the corral for the first time.
"He sure does," Andrew agreed, finding it hard to reconcile the Charlie who spoke so gently and softly to horses with the Charlie who kept trying to kill him.
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One evening, after his daily ride on Widow Maker, Andrew sat on the porch watching the colts frolic through the fields, trying to remember how much time had passed. Pecos? he thought. What boy? How long have I been here? Nine months or so. Really? Are you sure? Yep.
What month is it? 'Bout the end of January. Wow. You guys really don't do winter here, do you? Pecos chuckled. I mean it was hot, then it kinda cooled down, but not like winter cold, just cool, you know? I suppose if I'd been paying attention I would have noticed the days were a little shorter… You're ramblin', boy.
Andrew sighed. I know. I keep forgetting she's out there, and then I remember, but then I forget again. I hate this waiting. Yep. Andrew fumed for a moment. There wasn't anything they could do; they just had to keep waiting and waiting and waiting. Unless… He grinned. Let's set a trap. How you mean? Have Doyle make coffee; I've got a plan.
"No," Doyle growled after Andrew outlined his plan.
"It's the only way to end this… this infernal waiting," Andrew insisted.
"No."
"But..."
Doyle interrupted. "Boy, I don't know what she does to you in those dreams, and I don't wanna know; there's another way, and we'll find it."
Andrew glared at Pecos. It's just as good as any of your plans. It is. Then tell Doyle we're doing it. Pecos grinned at Andrew from across the room. You tell 'im. What?! Pecos shrugged.
Andrew turned back to Doyle. "Look, it doesn't matter whether or not you like the plan, it's the best one we have. We can't keep doing this; the ranch doesn't work well with just five guys running the main part, and I'm doing it."
Doyle's nostrils flared, and he opened his mouth to argue, but when he finally spoke all he said was "Fine."
Did he just say "fine"? Seems like. Just like that? No sense arguin' once a mind's made up. Andrew shrugged. "I'll need to drag it out; I can't give in too easy or she'll see right through it."
"Someone should be there to wake you," Charlie said.
"I'll do it," Doyle snapped.
"But how will you know if I've dropped the hint yet?"
"If Doyle wakes you too soon, you'll try again tomorrow," Pecos said.
Andrew frowned. He guessed that was reasonable, but he wanted to get it done tonight. "Don't wake me too soon," he said to Doyle. "I can take it." Doyle just grunted.
Andrew stared into his empty coffee cup, suddenly feeling sick. He hoped this wasn't the worst plan ever. You've got this, boy. He grinned weakly at Pecos. "I guess I'll go to bed then. Wish me sweet dreams?" he joked. No one laughed. "It's a joke. You know, 'cause..."
"Weren't funny," Pecos interrupted.
"I know." Andrew stood and walked up the stairs, Doyle right behind him.
In the hallway, Doyle opened his door and said, "I'm gonna grab a chair."
Andrew nodded, glancing into Doyle's room. It was sparse; just a bed, a chair, and a trunk. If Andrew didn't already know, there was nothing in there that said "This room is Doyle's." Not like Charlie's room. Charlie had beautiful woven rugs on his floor and a shelf full of rocks and small pottery, not to mention a humongous dreamcatcher hanging over his bed. Doyle's room had nothing, not even a single carving. Andrew wondered why, but Doyle had already shut the door.
When they reached Andrew's room, Andrew removed his dreamcatchers and put them on the floor in his closet. Then he stared at his bed. He couldn't believe he was going to do this. It was a dumb plan. A horrible, stupidly dumb plan. He swallowed hard.
"You don't have to do this," Doyle insisted.
"I know; but I do."
"Damn stubborn boy," Doyle muttered, slamming his chair into the wall beside Andrew's bed.
"I'm not sure I'll be able to fall asleep with you in here," Andrew said.
"Ain't leavin'."
"Fine, but can we douse the light?"
"Yep."
Andrew climbed onto his bed, and Doyle doused the lamp. Andrew lay there in the dark, staring at his ceiling, foolishly wishing it was covered with his silly stars from home. He'd been here nine months. Had his mom missed him yet? He was in the past, why would any time have passed in the future? It hadn't happened yet. That made a sort of sense, didn't it? It always made his head hurt when he tried to figure out timey things, so he rubbed his eyes and tried to get more comfortable.
"Hey, Doyle," he said trying to distract himself. "How come you don't have a dreamcatcher like Pecos and Charlie? Don't you dream?"
Doyle was silent for a long time before he finally said, "Every night." His voice was quiet and so terribly sad that Andrew didn't speak again, just turned on his side and forced his eyes closed.
The blackness was freezing cold, and Meli's voice echoed around him. "Are we playing hide and seek?"
"No."
"But I found you."
Andrew laughed, but even to his own ears it sounded hollow. "You can't find me, not really," Andrew said, searching the dark for her glittering eyes. It seemed as if they were everywhere. "I'm protected," he boasted.
"Really?" she screamed, ripping past him, slashing long dark fingers across his face, drawing blood. But Andrew reminded himself he was only bleeding here, in this dream. "Who DARES to stand against me?"
"I stand against you, and I'm just a boy," he said loudly. He wanted to make her mad. Part of him figured the madder she was, the meaner she'd get, and the sooner he could pretend to give in. He hated it here. He hated the cold, the darkness, the overwhelming hate.
A terrible shape grew out of the darkness. "Not for long, boy, not for long. Tell me what I want to know, and I will make your death quick."
Andrew grinned. "Never."
The darkness turned into spears. They flew towards Andrew. He dodged, but they ripped through his body like shards of glass. Cold seeped into his flesh, his bones. Blood pooled at his feet. He looked at his hands. They were shaking and covered in blood. He straightened. "Is that the best you've got, Meli?"
She shrieked in anger, and the darkness morphed into hulking wolves, fire rolling off their backs. "Cinder wolves?" Andrew gasped. Here? How? But when they tore him to the ground, their fire was cold. So cold. They ripped at his arms and his legs, his face. He cried out in pain, real terror pulsing through him. Could he give in now? Was it enough? He struggled to throw off the wolves and pushed to his feet. He couldn't feel his legs. He couldn't feel anything.
He grinned, shrugging carelessly. "See? Just a boy."
The darkness grew and grew, slamming Andrew to the ground and crushing him into the earth. He gasped, struggling not to reach for the power, not to blast out, trying to breathe. He reminded himself she couldn't really hurt him, not really, but he felt like he was dying.
"What do you want?" he gasped.
"Where are you?!" she hissed, pushing what felt like the entire earth into his chest.
His bones were cracking. He felt a rib pierce his side. "Why… would I… tell you?" he managed to whisper.
"So you do not suffer!"
The weight grew heavier, and Andrew felt his skull start to crack. "Texas," he ground out.
The weight lifted ever so slightly. "What?"
"Texas," he sobbed, only half pretending.
"Where?" she snapped.
"I don't know! Just somewhere in Texas."
She howled with laughter. "Idiot boy, I am going to bleed you dry." The weight began to press again. Darkness crowded his vision; he reached for the power, but it was too late, he couldn't see it anymore.
Suddenly instead of crushing, the pain to his face was sharp and hot, chasing the cold of her away. He heard Doyle growl something, and the fiery, sharp pain hit his face again, snapping Andrew awake. He sat up gasping for air. Doyle was standing over him, a fierce scowl on his face.
"That better have done it!" he snarled. "'Cause you ain't ever doin' that again!"
Andrew sagged with relief. He felt awful, like he'd just been pressed to death by a huge black rock. He wanted to laugh or say something funny so Doyle would relax, but he couldn't. He was just too relieved to be alive. Doyle pulled him off the bed, shoving him to the stairs.
Pecos was waiting in the den. "Well?" he asked.
"I think it worked," Andrew said, hoping it had. Meli dreams were so much worse than all his other nightmares. They were so much more real, the pain more intense, death more imminent. He never wanted to dream of her again. He hoped she rode out to meet them, Pecos crushed her to death, and they never had to see her ever again. "What now?" he asked.
"We wait."
Andrew slumped into a chair by the fire. "Damn it, Pecos. You know I hate waiting."
The next day was quiet. They watched and waited, but nothing happened. The day after that was quiet too. Andrew wondered if he hadn't given her enough information or if Aylen was just hiding them very, very well. Maybe they should tell her to stop. Pecos probably knew how to contact her, not that he was saying.
The next morning, Andrew asked Doyle to help him learn to concentrate the power better. At first Doyle refused. "I ain't just gonna punch you while you stand there and try to heal yourself."
"But I can't seem to concentrate on two things at once, and by the time I'm done fighting, it's like I'm too far gone to heal myself."
"Fine," Doyle muttered angrily. "But if you're tryin' to concentrate on both things, you've gotta fight back."
Andrew nodded, but trying to split his mind in two different directions seemed impossible. After thirty minutes of fighting, he had two black eyes and a broken wrist, and Doyle was pissed.
"You need a new plan, boy!" he snapped, as he held Andrew's hand in place so he could heal his wrist.
Andrew didn't disagree. Getting beat up by Doyle was no picnic.
That night they played poker for money. Charlie was winning. "Why are we playing for money?" Andrew asked Joe in a fake whisper.
"'Cause Charlie won't keep playing with us unless we occasionally bet something."
"But Charlie always wins."
"We know," Doyle said, throwing in a half dollar.
Charlie grinned as he went to lay down his cards but paused, eyes growing distant as if he was listening to something far away. "Storm's comin'," he said softly.
Pecos's eyes hardened. "How far?"
"Not sure; ways."
"What's the big deal?" Andrew asked. "Don't you ever have storms when it's not the rainy season?"
"Ain't a normal storm," Charlie replied.
"Is it her?" Andrew whispered, suddenly terrified. She was so powerful; could they really defeat her?
Charlie tilted his head to the side. "Don't think so. Somethin' big. Lightning." He blinked. "That's all."
"That's all what?" Andrew asked.
"That's all I saw."
"Whadda we do?"
Pecos rose from the table. "We ride."
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Widow Maker was already waiting for Andrew in the barn, almost as if he too somehow knew. Andrew quickly saddled him and mounted, following Charlie as he led the way out of the ranch yard and onto the plains. There was no moon, and the sky was pitch black, but Widow Maker was as sure footed as always.
They rode through the night, and the longer they rode, the darker it grew. Grey thunder clouds grew bigger and bigger until they blotted out the stars. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Andrew could hear water rushing through distant ravines. He saw lighting flash far ahead and caught the scent of wet dirt.
He wanted to ask Pecos what they were riding towards, but he figured he knew just as much as any of them, which wasn't overly comforting. Riding to battle a giant snake or a pack of fire wolves had been terrifying, but riding towards the black unknown was petrifying. Especially now that he knew Meli. Andrew leaned forward until he could smell the comforting musk of Widow Maker's hide.
After several hours of riding, Andrew thought it should be morning, but the sky was just as dark as nighttime. Lightning ripped violently through the sky up ahead, blinding Andrew.
Suddenly Charlie yelled, "Top of the rise!" and kicked his horse into a gallop, charging up a nearby hill, Andrew and the others right behind him. The thundering was louder now, and it was moving right towards them.
A humongous wave of panicked cattle stormed through the valley beneath them. The ground trembled under Widow Maker's feet, and Andrew watched in horror. If they had been in the valley, they'd be… gone. Dead. Done for.
It seemed to take hours before the last bull hurtled past, but Andrew knew it could only have been minutes. Not far behind, a group of cowboys rode through, and Andrew heard Pecos sigh in relief. Whatever was coming, at least the ranch hands had had enough warning to ride away.
It started to rain, freezing, slushy rain; and Andrew pulled up his shirt collar, wishing he hadn't ignored rule number three. He only hadn't worn his hat because it had been nighttime, but he should have known better.
He blinked furiously as the rain slid down his forehead and into his eyes. It soaked his collar, drenching his shirt, and he started to shiver. He reached into the well and sent power gently through his body to warm it. If only it could shield me from the rain too, he thought wistfully.
At least our odds are better this time, Andrew thought to Pecos as they rode endlessly towards the growing dark. How you figure? We literally have four cowboys and me. Pecos chuckled. Five cowboys. Andrew grinned.
After another long hour of cold, wet riding, they crested a large ridge, and Charlie pulled to a stop. Andrew stared past him, gasping in horror. Far away, a huge figure strode across the plains, each step taking him a hundred feet or more.
"Is that a giant?" Andrew stammered.
"Ain't no such thing as giants," Pecos said easily.
"Really? You've fought an enormous snake, cinder wolves, skinwalkers, tornados, dust devils, damn basket women, and who knows what else, and you're gonna sit here and tell me there 'ain't no such thing as giants'?"
"Ain't."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Then what is it?"
A crackle of energy shot down the figure's arms and out into the sky. Lightening flashed, crashing endlessly into the ground. Fires erupted, but they were immediately doused by the pouring rain.
"Some kinda energy thing," Pecos said.
"Oh, maybe like an energy giant?" Andrew joked. "Or a lightening giant? Or a rain giant?"
Pecos chuckled. "Fine, maybe, just maybe, it's a giant… of some kind."
"So what's your plan?"
"Haven't made one yet."
Andrew watched the giant move quickly towards them and frowned. "Well, you'd better come up with one fast, 'cause it's gonna be here soon."
Doyle punched Andrew in the arm. "Shut up and let the man think."
After a minute, Pecos spoke, "Only one thing to do." Andrew groaned. "Ride down there and see what's what."
"That's not a plan," Andrew snapped.
Pecos shrugged. "It'll have to do." I hate your plans, Andrew thought. Got a better one? No, but still.
The others loosed their spares; then Pecos nickered to his horse, and they rode down the ridge. Andrew didn't know why they had to ride forward. If they had just waited a minute or two, it would have come to them. But what did he know?
At the bottom, Pecos motioned to Joe and Doyle, and they started galloping full bore towards the giant. Widow Maker reared and jumped after them, Andrew held on tightly, but he didn't know what to do. This was the first time they'd ridden into battle without any semblance of a plan, and not only that, but this was also the first time he didn't have Pecos inside his head telling him what to do.
What should he do when they reached the giant? Shoot it, throw knives at it, go for his whip? What worked on a big energy giant anyway?
They were directly in front of it now, and Joe suddenly banked to the left, Doyle banked to the right, and Pecos headed straight down the middle. Andrew didn't know which way he should go, but Widow Maker went right.
The thunder was so loud, he couldn't even hear Widow Maker's hooves slapping the ground. The rain had turned into tiny shards of ice, and the shards turned into hard pellets. Lightening hurtled into the ground all around them, crashing out waves of electricity.
A white blinding streak smashed into the ground directly in front of them, and Widow Maker jumped sideways to avoid it, his hooves skidding on the icy, slick ground. Andrew tightened his grip and blinked wildly, trying to see.
When his vision returned he saw he was right behind Doyle, and they were still slightly in front of the giant. Doyle was whirling his rope high above his head. Andrew looked for Pecos and saw he and Joe were swinging their ropes too. Doyle let his rope loose first, and it wrapped neatly around one of the giant's feet. Joe roped the other foot, and Pecos's rope slipped over the giant's head.
What on earth are they doing? Andrew wondered, still trying to figure out what he should be doing. He obviously couldn't rope it. Widow Maker pranced in place and tossed his head with a snort. "I don't know!" Andrew snapped. "Do you have any ideas?"
Doyle suddenly galloped in one direction, and Pecos and Joe went in the other. Widow Maker neighed and followed Doyle. All three ropes twanged tight. The giant jerked and, without warning, fell to the ground with a thunderous crash. The ice rain stopped immediately.
Really? Andrew thought. It was that easy?
A loud clap of thunder sounded, and crackling lightening shot down the ropes. Andrew screamed, but the others tossed their ropes before the lightening reached them, and the lightening flickered out into the air. Pecos pulled his guns and started shooting the giant's head. Chunks of ice flew into the air, but the giant rose slowly to its knees and pushed itself upright. Once it was standing, it raised its leg high and slammed it down towards Pecos. Pecos's horse leaped to the side just in time.
Andrew had to do something; he had to help. He and Widow Maker were just standing there, but what could they do? Widow Maker reared and barreled towards the giant. "No!" Andrew screamed. "The lightning'll kill us!" But Widow Maker didn't listen.
Andrew pulled his guns and fired into one of the giant's knees. If he could take out a leg, the giant might fall. His bullets ripped through the leg, splintering off shards of ice as they went, but the giant still stood.
Lightning flashed, and the ground in front of Andrew exploded. He felt the hairs on his arms and head pull out towards the lightening, but Widow Maker was so fast he leapt through the air like he had wings, soaring over the trail of electricity and landing right beside the giant's feet.
Andrew shuddered as the charge ran down his arms and out his fingers. "Whadda you want me to do?!" he yelled at Widow Maker. Widow Maker shrugged. "Whadda you mean 'you don't know'?!" Widow Maker tossed his head towards Pecos. "I'm not Pecos!" Andrew shouted. The giant's foot was lifting above his head, so Andrew fired into it. Ice rained down on top of him, and Widow Maker jumped to the side just before the foot slammed into the ground where they had stood. The earth trembled, and Widow Maker danced away.
Andrew glanced around, trying to see the others, hoping one of them had figured out a way to hurt it. He saw Charlie circling the giant, firing arrows rapidly. Doyle was cracking his whip into one of the giant's legs. Chunks of ice flew through the air every time the whip made contact, but it didn't seem to matter. The giant kept stomping and sending out wave after wave of electricity.
Andrew gasped as a bolt of lightning crashed into the ground next to Doyle causing his horse to rear and slip on the ice. His horse nearly fell over backwards, but Doyle managed to keep his seat, and his horse quickly regained her footing. Then Doyle raced forward just as the giant's fist slammed into the ground, barely missing him.
Widow Maker was dancing around, avoiding lightning strikes, but it was only a matter of time before one of them got zapped. How do we kill this thing?! Andrew shouted in his mind. The old fashioned way, I guess. What's that? With our hands. No Pecos! Andrew shouted. You can't! The lightning'll fry you! I don't see any other way, do you? There's gotta be!
Andrew needed to think of something, and he needed to do it fast. Pecos wasn't going to wait. If he thought there was only one way to get the job done, that's what he'd do. But no matter how strong Pecos was, he wasn't stronger than lightening. Pecos was going to do exactly what the Black Shaman wanted him to do. Die.
Thunder crashed, and the ground exploded beside Andrew in a flurry of mud, rocks, and ice. Widow Maker shied, and Andrew automatically tightened his grip, trying to think of a plan, a better plan than Pecos's. He was freezing cold, but through his cold haze he felt like he should know something about giants. When he was little his mom had always read him fairy tales, and fairy tales always had giants in them.
Wait! Andrew screamed as Widow Maker dodged a chunk of ice. What? In fairy tales they always cut off the giant's head. So? Just listen.
Andrew rode towards Pecos and tossed him his rope. Then he rode to Charlie and took one end of Charlie's rope. He signaled Pecos, and Pecos rode away, the giant lumbering after him. Andrew and Charlie separated and rode towards the giant, rope stretched between them. The ice was so thick on the ground, Charlie's horse slipped and stumbled, but she didn't fall. Widow Maker never stumbled; his hooves just sliced through the ice as he ran.
Andrew wrapped the rope tightly around his hand, bracing himself. The rope hit the giant's legs with a snap, and the rope jerked so hard Andrew thought his shoulder might rip out of the socket. He grabbed his saddle horn with his other hand and held tightly, afraid he'd get pulled out of the saddle if he didn't.
For just a moment Andrew worried the rope wasn't high enough to trip the giant. But then it stumbled and tumbled forward. Pecos roped its head as it went down, and then he yanked as only Pecos could. The rope sliced right through the giant's head with a terrible crunch, and the head went rolling down the valley, tearing up the ground, spitting dirt and rocks everywhere. It skidded to a stop with a tremendous thud, and just seconds later the giant's body crashed to the earth, making the ground tremble violently.
Andrew held his breath. Did it work? he asked Pecos. Is it dead? Don't know. The rain died down to a trickle, and Andrew started breathing again. He grinned widely and patted Widow Maker's neck, happy to have finally done something.
Andrew hissed in dismay as the giant suddenly shuddered and began to move. Its hands grasped roughly at the ground, and it began to push its body up.
Guess not, Pecos said as lightning lit the sky again and thunder cracked. The rain poured down harder than ever, and the ice pellets became hail the size of quarters, hammering into the ground. Andrew could hardly see the hail was so thick. Widow Maker twisted, but even he couldn't escape it. A chunk of hail hit Andrew's hand, drawing blood, and in seconds Widow Maker's hide was covered with bloody welts.
Charlie, Doyle, and Joe rode towards the headless giant, firing into its legs. A wall of lightning waved out, slamming into them and flinging them off their horses.
"NOOOOO!!!" Andrew screamed, riding towards them, but out of the corner of his eye he saw Pecos rope the top of a bluff and swing himself up onto the giant's back. Pecos's fist exploded into the giant's body, and ice chunks rained everywhere. Thunder cracked the sky, bellowing so loudly that for a second Andrew was deaf. Pecos punched again, and his fist hit with such power, shards of ice flew past Andrew's face, slicing his cheek. Widow Maker bucked sideways, slamming a chunk away with his hooves.
Andrew turned Widow Maker towards the bluff. "We have to help him!" he yelled. Widow Maker neighed and pounded up the slope. Andrew saw Pecos raise his hand and punch again. The entire left side of the ice giant's torso exploded. The giant wobbled, but stayed upright, lightning gathering in its other hand.
Widow Maker flew up the ridge; they were almost there, but they were too late. Just as Pecos raised his fists to hammer into the giant's other shoulder, the giant's lightning charged hand swung up and closed around Pecos, enveloping him in lightning. Everything flashed bright white as crackling energy filled the air, and the pure force of it knocked Widow Maker and Andrew backwards.
Pecos's scream ripped through the thunder, and the sky trembled as lightning raced across the horizon. The ground beneath them shook as hail crashed down, ripping the skin and hide off them, but Andrew didn't even notice. Pecos's scream was echoing in his head, and he knew Pecos was dying.
He clenched his fists, terror filling him. No! he thought desperately. This isn't the end! It can't be! I won't let it be! He closed his eyes, blocking out the cold, the stripping pain of the hail, the fear, and focused on Pecos. He couldn't see Pecos, not through the blinding light surrounding him, but he could feel Pecos; he could feel Pecos's pain. It was all there, in the darkness of his mind, and he turned towards it.
He reached his hand as far as he could into the well of power and grasped all the burning hot liquid he could. He pulled it out, and then he threw it. He threw it as hard as he'd ever thrown any ball. He threw it with such force it sucked the breath right out of him. And he threw it straight at Pecos.
Heal him, he commanded. The power crashed back towards him, but Andrew thrust it away. HEAL HIM! Please, I'm begging you! He pushed and he pushed and he pushed. Finally the power ripped forward and enveloped Pecos, infusing him and filling him with an altogether different sort of light.
Andrew pushed with his whole body, with all the force he could muster, with everything he had. He was so completely focused on Pecos, he felt no pain. It was just him and Pecos and the rushing thunder of the power as it stripped through his body and into Pecos's.
Pecos's eyes snapped open, burning bright with liquid power, and his fist plowed into the giant's chest with a deafening roar. The entire giant exploded with a clap of thunder so loud the earth beneath its feet split, and its body disintegrated into a giant plume of smoke.
The sky cleared instantly, the grey clouds simply falling away, and the hot, yellow sun gleamed down on the ice coating the ground making it sparkle like millions of diamonds.
Andrew watched Pecos fall and saw him land solidly on his feet. Take that Meli! he thought with a wide grin. Then he let go of the power, slipped out of his saddle, and fell into darkness.
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"Damn it, boy! You gotta stop doin' this!" Pecos snapped, slapping Andrew's face.
"Stop slapping me, Pecos," Andrew muttered. "I'm alive. I think." He blinked in the bright light and looked around in confusion. "I am alive, right?"
Pecos laughed. "Sure 'nough."
"Good. Can we go home now?"
Pecos lifted Andrew off the ground and placed him gently on Widow Maker's back. "Can you ride?"
Andrew grinned. "Can I ride? Ha! I don't even need to. Widow Maker'll take care of me." He was so weak he slumped forward, leaning his head on Widow Maker's neck. "Home, Widow Maker, home," he whispered. Widow Maker nickered softly and turned towards the ranch.
Andrew clenched his teeth as Widow Maker trotted across the valley. His whole body ached. He felt like he'd been hammered by a pitching machine. He flinched as Widow Maker pranced around a boulder, wishing he was still unconscious.
You alright, boy? Probably. What you did… how? Don't know. Just did. Pecos chuckled. You saved my butt. You'd have won; just needed one more punch. Pecos snorted softly. Thanks anyway. Andrew tsked. We don't say thanks; makes things awkward. Pecos humphed. Can you heal yourself? Not sure. Too tired. Head hurts too much. We'll get you home.
Andrew rode in a daze. Sometimes Widow Maker galloped; sometimes he walked. Andrew just held on. His head hurt so badly he couldn't even think. He just hoped they got there soon. He drifted in and out of consciousness, vaguely aware of the sun setting and the stars twinkling.
Just as the sun was rising, Andrew felt Doyle lift him from the saddle and carry him into the house. He felt a blanket being tucked around him, and then he slept.
When he woke, it was bright, and Pecos was sitting beside him reading a book. "Did I sleep long?" Andrew asked groggily.
Pecos looked up with a grin. "Got back yesterday."
"Good." Andrew pushed himself upright.
"You alright?"
Andrew closed his eyes and looked for the well, sighing with relief when he saw it was still there, shining just as brightly as ever. He grinned. "I'm good. But I need coffee!" His stomach growled loudly. "And maybe some food." Pecos laughed so hard Andrew joined him.
"Was that it you think?" Andrew asked a little anxiously as he and Pecos walked downstairs. "Seemed a little easy."
"Easy?" Pecos replied in disbelief.
"I don't know. One battle and done. We've never done that before."
"Not all wars are the same, boy."
"So you think that was it?"
"Don't know."
"Wish you did."
"Me too."
Andrew spent the day eating and grooming Widow Maker. He brushed Widow Maker's coat until it shined, not that it needed it, but still. Widow Maker didn't have a scratch on him, which Andrew didn't understand because he was sure Widow Maker had been a bloody mess yesterday. But maybe he'd been wrong. Maybe Andrew's blood had just gotten on Widow Maker.
He cleaned out Widow Maker's hooves and brushed his mane and tail, and when Widow Maker was all fixed up, Andrew gave him a huge serving of molasses oats. Then Andrew ate an entire plate of Enrica's sopapillas, drank a whole pot of Doyle's coffee, and ate all the leftovers from lunch.
That evening they sat in the den listening to the fire crackle. Andrew still couldn't figure out why they lit the fire every night. It wasn't cold; in fact, it was hot all the time, but it was nice to watch the fire glow, and Doyle always brewed coffee, so it was just as well. They'd just finished playing Charlie for money, and he'd won even faster than usual.
Andrew watched Doyle run his fingers over a chunk of wood and wondered what Doyle would carve it into.
"How do you do it?" he asked.
Doyle looked up, startled. "What?"
"Make it into something."
Doyle shrugged. "Just do."
Andrew laughed. "Of course you do."
Doyle was quiet for a moment, then he said softly, "I can show you."
"Really? That would be awesome! What're you making?" Andrew asked, pulling his chair closer so he could watch Doyle better.
"I don't know yet. Whadda you think it should be?" Doyle handed the wood to Andrew.
Andrew rubbed his thumb over it like he'd seen Doyle do. He closed his eyes and rolled the wood between his palms. He tried to imagine it as something, anything. Finally he shrugged, "I don't know; how 'bout the barn cat? The one that talks."
Doyle snorted. "You would pick that crazy thing."
"It's not crazy, just… um… well, mean or rude, well, you know, cat like."
Doyle chuckled, sliding his fingers over the wood and flipping open his knife. "First I kinda take off the edges and work it into the general shape. You want the cat sittin' or on all fours?"
"Hum… sitting; with a kinda sly grin like it's just eaten something."
Doyle started slicing away bits of wood. After a moment he paused. "Wanna try?"
"What if I mess it up?"
"Got more wood," Doyle said, handing the wood and the knife to Andrew.
Andrew thought Doyle's hand shook a bit when he took the wood from him, but he dismissed the thought as swiftly as it came. Doyle's hands probably don't even know how to shake, he thought as he carefully sliced the knife through the wood.
"Just a bit at a time, don't go to deep," Doyle cautioned.
Andrew carefully cut away bits of wood until he had a tall piece that was skinnier at the top and fatter at the bottom. He handed it back to Doyle.
"Good," Doyle said. He thought for a minute and added, "I just think 'bout what I'm carvin', and I do it." He started working on the head, and before long Andrew could see the little ears poking out. After that it was the eyes and the pointy nose.
Andrew started yawning just as Doyle was finishing the head. "Go on up to bed, boy," Doyle said, putting the unfinished carving away. "We'll finish this another night." Andrew nodded, grinning. Doyle had already captured the barn cat's face perfectly. He mumbled night to the others and plodded up the stairs.
The next few days were laid-back. At first Andrew worried the Black Shaman would just keep sending monster after monster to attack them, but Pecos told them one day that Aylen had sent him a message, and she had cast some sort of protection spell over Pecos's entire ranch.
Andrew found that incredibly hard to believe. "How could she even do that, and if she could, why didn't she do it before?"
"Don't know," Pecos replied. "She said only the land itself is protected. Things with the Black Shaman's taint can't come in. But whenever someone leaves the ranch, they leave the protection."
Andrew frowned. "You think she'll attack your men?"
"She might, if she thinks she can draw me out that way."
"What're we gonna do?"
"We keep waitin' 'til she brings the fight to us. We gotta take the fight to her," Pecos said firmly.
"I hate your plans. That's all I have to say."
Andrew wondered why he hadn't returned to his own time yet. He'd come; they'd fought; it felt like the job was done. Not that he wanted to go, but he worried about his mom. He imagined his face on one of those missing posters ten years from now with a computer generated image of how he'd changed, and he grimaced at the thought. But in spite of that, he hoped he never went back. He still carried just a bit of hope that since he was here as himself he'd get to stay forever.
After Aylen's message, they rode out and told the ranch hands it was safe to return to the main ranch, and things returned to normal. Andrew worked alongside the ranch hands, and with his free time he helped Enrica do the wash or trained with the others. In the evenings, he and Doyle finished their carving. Andrew did the feet and the tail. He didn't think they looked good, but Doyle said he'd done all right for his first time.
Everything seemed idyllic, but they were waiting, always waiting, and Andrew knew Pecos was planning to ride out soon. It was time. Time to hunt the Black Shaman.
One night Andrew woke sticky hot. His blankets were on the floor; the air was stifling, and he was so sick of sleeping inside. He quickly dressed and slipped out. The night air was hot, but fresh, and there was a slight breeze.
He wandered towards Widow Maker's hill. Widow Maker was standing in the moonlight, his coat gleaming. His head was raised toward the moon, but he turned as Andrew approached, nickering softly. "I couldn't sleep," Andrew said. Widow Maker stomped a foot. "No, not a dream; I just...it's so hot; I wanted to be outside."
Widow Maker tossed his head. "I know, I would much rather be out here with you, but I think Pecos likes us to stay in the house with him." Widow Maker snorted. "You do too care," Andrew laughed. Widow Maker shrugged. He walked up to Andrew and nudged him towards his back. "I can't ride bareback," Andrew laughed. Widow Maker whinnied. "What do you mean 'how do I know'? I've never done it, that's how." Widow Maker nudged him closer.
The moon was so bright; it was a perfect night for a ride. Andrew stared into Widow Maker's eyes. "Do you promise not to buck me?" Widow Maker rolled his eyes, and Andrew laughed. "'Duh' is not an answer." Widow Maker nodded his head. "Okay, but if you do, I'm not riding you again for like a whole year." Widow Maker snorted. "Um, how do I get on you?" Widow Maker knelt onto the ground, and Andrew grinned, burying his hands into Widow Maker's mane and throwing his leg over his back.
Widow Maker stood slowly. Andrew glanced around. He felt like he was king of the world. He could do anything from here. "Let's fly," he whispered, and Widow Maker flew. He ran so fast tears ripped from Andrew's eyes. So fast Andrew couldn't even feel his hooves touch the ground. For a moment it was terrifying. Andrew's feet were loose, free; there was nothing holding him in place, but he knew Widow Maker's rhythm. He knew Widow Maker's stride. He knew Widow Maker, and everything was perfect.
Andrew closed his eyes and lifted his face into the wind. He'd never felt so alive, so free. Was this why Pecos was a cowboy? Was this what freedom was like? Widow Maker reached the top of a bluff, reared into the air, and galloped down the other side. Andrew laughed as they hit solid ground again.
He leaned over Widow Maker's neck and whispered "How fast can you run?" Widow Maker nickered and suddenly shot forward even quicker. The horizon slipped past so rapidly Andrew felt as if they must be going faster than light. They were going so fast it seemed as if they were standing still. They rode all night, only stopping when the horizon turned grey, and the stars stopped twinkling.
Andrew looked around curiously. Everything looked the same as it always did. "Where are we?" he asked. Widow Maker shrugged. "Whadda you mean you don't know?" Widow Maker shrugged again. "Well, can you at least get us home?" Widow Maker snorted and took off running again. When they reached the barnyard, it was past noon. Andrew brushed Widow Maker and fed him some oats before running inside. The others were just finishing lunch.
"Still alive?" Pecos asked.
Andrew laughed. "Alive and well."
"Next time Widow Maker wants to go for an all-night run, you might wanna let someone know," Pecos said sternly. He wasn't angry, but he wasn't laughing either.
"I'm sorry," Andrew stuttered. "I didn't really know we were doing it, and then we were, and I got kinda caught up." Why didn't you just ask? he thought. Doyle saw you leave. Oh, sorry. Pecos shrugged.
"I rode Widow Maker bareback," Andrew added as he filled his plate.
Joe choked on his coffee. "You what?!" he gasped.
Andrew grinned. "He wanted me to; said he wouldn't buck me; so I did."
"Your crazy, lunatic horse said he wouldn't buck you, and you believed him?" Doyle drawled.
"Well he didn't, did he?"
Charlie stood, but before he left he put a hand on Andrew's shoulder and said, "You did good."
"See? Charlie said I did good!" Andrew grinned at the others. "So you have to agree, 'cause Charlie's always right."
Doyle and Pecos snorted. "Why don't you go muck the barn, boy," Pecos ordered.
"Hey, are you punishing me?"
"Nope; barn needs mucked."
Andrew rolled his eyes and finished his food. "I'll muck the barn," he said as he left, "But Charlie said I did good, so there."
Joe's laughter followed him out the door.
He was almost done mucking when one of the ranch hands wandered in and stood near where Andrew was working. Andrew glanced up. "Hey, Duke, right? How's it going?"             
Duke glared at him. "How do ya think?" he snapped. "I sleep in a cold, hard bunk every night. Meanwhile, you sleep in a big, cozy bed up in the ranch house. You know how long I've been here?"
Andrew shrugged. "Nope."
"Three years! That's how long! And do you think the Boss has ever invited me up to ranch house? No! No, he hasn't!"
Andrew leaned on his shovel, giving Duke a lazy grin. "So?"
Duke's eyes flashed. "Why do you get special treatment, huh?!"             
Andrew gestured to the wheelbarrow. "That look special to you? Anyway, I better get back to it. Crap waits for no man." Andrew chuckled to himself.
"You laughin' at me, boy?"
"My name's Andrew, not 'boy'," Andrew said, dropping his shovel and standing up straight. He was done listening to Duke and whatever Duke's problem was.
He stepped forward, and that's when he saw the six-shooter in Duke's hand. Time seemed to slow. Andrew saw the hammer swing back, he saw sparks fly out of the barrel, and then he felt a ball of lead slam into his stomach, then another. He blinked in confusion.
He heard an angry nicker and saw Widow Maker's hooves slam down into Duke's head. There was a crack, and blood and gore spewed everywhere, coating Andrew's face, and then Widow Maker was gone; the barn was gone; Duke was gone.
Someone was screaming. Who was it? Where was he? Was he bleeding? He looked down. He was. He put his hand to his stomach. So that's what it feels like to get shot, he thought dizzily. He needed to do something. What was it? Someone grabbed his shoulders. He shoved them away.
"Andrew! Andrew! Where have you been?! Why are you bleeding?! How did… Andrew, you've been shot!"
His eyes slowly focused on his mom's panicked face. "Mom? How did you get here?" he asked dumbly. She was fumbling for her phone; he had to stop her. He grabbed her hand. "Stop."
"Andrew, let me go! I have to call 911! You're bleeding; I think you've been shot!"
Andrew shook his head. "No, you don't. Hang on." He tightened his grip, he didn't want her getting away, and closed his eyes. He was so tired, and the blackness looked so comfortable. No! He needed to heal himself. He looked for the power. There! He grabbed it, asked, and it was done.
He took a deep breath. He was alive, but he wished he'd bashed Duke over the head with his shovel. What a jerk; trying to kill him because he slept in the ranch house. He grinned slightly. He'd have to tell Widow Maker thank you next time he saw him. He paled. Would the Grey Shaman send him back again? As Andrew? What if he didn't?
"Andrew? Please let go."
He'd forgotten about his mom. "No; I mean, it's okay. You don't need to call 911."
"But you're hurt," she pleaded.
"Not anymore," he said, lifting his shirt. He was still covered in blood, but his skin was pink and unblemished.
She stumbled back, collapsing into a chair. "How…?"
He shrugged. "It's a long story."
He was racking his brain, trying to figure out a plausible explanation, when she asked, "Where have you been?!"
Andrew glanced at her. She looked exhausted. "How long have I been gone?" he asked carefully.
"Two weeks," she replied, her brow wrinkled in confusion. "Where have you been?"
"Two weeks? Are you sure?"
"Yes! Of course I'm sure! You collapsed on the floor. I took you to the hospital, and the next day, you just disappeared. Where did you go?"
"G. A. Oldman, you asshole! You did this just to mess with me, didn't you?!" Andrew wanted to strangle him, shaman or not. "If you could send me back now, you could've sent me back then, damn it!"
Mrs. Rufus was staring at him, a frightened expression on her face. "What're you talking about?"
He couldn't see a way out of it. If he didn't tell her the whole story she'd probably have him committed. Of course, if he did tell her the whole story she'd probably still have him committed. Would she believe him? She was his mother. How could she not?
"Listen, Mom. I need to tell you something. Please try to believe me. Please listen to me." She nodded. "It all started last summer when I broke my leg. You got me that Pecos Bill book from the library. Remember?"
She nodded again. He sat down and told her everything. Well, not really everything, not even half of everything, maybe just a fraction of everything, just everything she needed to know. And he PG'd it up. A lot. When he was finished, she stared at him in disbelief.
"Andrew, let me take you to the hospital," she finally whispered.
"Damn it, Mom! Why don't you believe me?!" Andrew pleaded. He needed her to believe him. He couldn't be locked away, he couldn't. He ripped his skinny black knife from its sheath.
She gasped. "Andrew, put that down, please?" Her voice was terrified, and she'd shrank back against her chair in fright.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Seriously, Mom. As if I'd ever hurt you." He sliced it down the palm of his hand, leaving a huge gouge in his flesh. Damn that hurt! Blood welled and dripped on the floor. He shoved his hand into her face. "See?" He healed it.
She blinked. "How did you do that?"
"I told you! Why won't you listen to me?!"
He paced the kitchen floor. This was bad, really bad. If he couldn't convince her, he was totally screwed. He grabbed the phone and dialed a number. "Get over here. NOW!" he growled.
A minute later the doorbell rang, and Andrew jerked it open, pulling Aylen inside and slamming the door behind her. He dragged her into the kitchen and pointed at his mom. "Tell her! Make her believe; I don't care what you have to do, just do it!"




Epilogue
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"I'm glad you decided to join," Grey said softly.
"You are no longer welcome here, brother," Aylen replied angrily.
"Whyever not?"
"I am not playing your game. I am sick of you both. You are like children fighting over a toy. I have had enough."
He chuckled. "Always the mother."
"If you insist on involving the boy, you will have to bring him in the flesh."
"I do not mind." He ran his finger around the rim of a dainty teacup. "Frankly, I enjoy what you've done with the place."              
"I am finished. I have done what I did, and I am done."
He laughed lightly. "We shall see, sister dear. We shall see."
The one called Black raged. Her storm child had been a beautiful creation, designed to smash Pecos to bits, and it was gone. Destroyed by a half-pint white boy! She was furious. So furious she could barely think, but she was also hungry. She had seen his power, and she wanted it. She needed it. She was so, so, so very hungry.
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Andrew crashed on brittle, hard ground with a thud, rolled to his feet, and pulled his knives. Ready; waiting for the attack to come.
The sun was blazing hot, and arid heat waved off the ground. He shielded his eyes against the sun. Where was he? Why had she brought him here? And where was she? Wasn't she going to attack him?
He turned in a circle, but he didn't see anything out of the ordinary, just cactuses and dirt. Pecos? he thought desperately, terrified she'd taken him somewhere or sometime different. Are you here?
After a long moment, Andrew heard Pecos's voice. Boy?
Where the hell're you?
Andrew almost wept with relief. He was home. Well, not exactly home, but at least in the right time. I don't know, he thought. The Black Shaman pulled me through somehow. I'm in a desert or super dry area; there're lots of cactus bunches, but nothing like Owl Haven.
What else?
Look around. Andrew gazed across the burning dirt. There're some tall red rocks in the distance. Like towers? I don't know. They're flat, and there're four, I think. I know where you are.
Head northeast.
There was a long pause, but then Pecos spoke again. Doyle's comin' to get you. Relief swept through Andrew. At least he wasn't going to be alone for long. How long? he asked. Not sure. How'll he find me? He just will. Andrew laughed out loud. Pecos was so Pecos. Pecos was silent for another moment. Boy… be careful.
He wished Pecos hadn't said that. If Pecos was worried… Andrew didn't even want to think about it. She hadn't attacked yet, but she would. He knew she would. She hadn't pulled him through just for fun. She'd pulled him through so she could kill him. He didn't know why she wanted to or what exactly he'd done to make her mad, but he knew just as sure as the sun would set she wanted him dead.
His stomach rolled, and he had to work not to vomit. He could do this. He was all alone in the desert, with no food, and very little water, but he could do it. Pecos could, so he could too. He grimaced. Except for one little thing. He wasn't Pecos.
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A Note to My Readers:

 
Thank you so much for reading BLOOD STAINED. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did. I wanted to make mention that although I spent a lot of time doing historical research while writing the story of Andrew and Pecos, their story is in no way intended to be a historical novel or even an accurate representation of the times. Many of the details are garnered from history, but those of you who are well-versed in the late 1860's may notice a few slight discrepancies.
However since this is a work of fiction and not a historical novel, I allowed my characters to lead the way, changing what needed to be changed, preserving what could be preserved, and letting them tell their story in their own words.
Some of my characters, such as Charlie, Grandma, and the Grey Shaman, are Native American; however, you will notice I did not name any tribes or specific people. There are so many wonderful and unique Native American tribes I don't feel I could possibly represent one specific culture accurately. I wanted to include Native American characters, in fact, the story would not work without them, but I didn't want to unintentionally misrepresent a culture.
My Best Regards,
 
M. M. Crumley
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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.
Connect online:
Facebook
loneghostpublishing.com
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