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A Special Note to My Young Readers

 
When I was a kid I read a ton of books, and many of them came from my much older brother. Some of them I wasn't ready for yet. Some I'll never be ready for! But I read them anyway. Maybe I thought I'd be a wussy if I didn't finish; I don't know. It took me years to learn that if I'm uncomfortable with a book I need to stop reading. Even now, at my ripe old age, I sometimes put a book down.
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
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Prologue
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Deep, deep underground where only shadows thrive, the darkest shadow breathed a flame into being. The shadow whispered darkness and death, and the flame exploded with burning life. It burned to serve, burned with hatred and a lust for death, death and power. The shadow purred, very satisfied with its creation.
Elsewhere, a meddler continued his meddling, and time continued to shift.




Chapter 1
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Andrew Rufus closed his eyes and looked for it, the power or strength or whatever it was. It was there. Dim, not nearly as vibrant as Pecos's, but there. Panic raced down his spine as he reached for it, hoping it would help him. He wasn't sure how they had found him, but they had.
A hoot sounded behind him, and Andrew ducked, feeling the air swoosh over his head. He reached for his gun, but he didn't have any. He wasn't in Pecos's body; he didn't have Pecos's weapons. He was in his own body, and he had nothing but his hands.
Talons ripped through the skin on his back, and Andrew dropped to the ground, rolling to the side. He jumped on top of the owl nearest him and shoved its head into the black dirt. "Help me!" he begged the power. He could feel it humming softly, but it wasn't enough.
Owls dropped onto his head and shoulders, and he tore at them, but their talons dug deep, anchoring. There were too many; he couldn't fight them. He wasn't strong enough, quick enough. He just wasn't enough. He struggled to push an owl off his head, but it didn't budge, just reset its talons. Andrew screamed in pain and terror as its claws tore through his eye, and he woke covered in sweat.
He ran his hands frantically over his face. There was no blood, and he could still see. They hadn't found him after all; it had just been a dream. He dropped his head onto his pillow and stared at the neon stars on his ceiling.
"Breathe," he whispered, trying to slow his heart. "Just a dream, and not even a bad one at that."
He laughed softly. He'd take owls over broken men and women and bloodied children asking him why he hadn't saved them any day. He also ranked owls above Septimis eating him or the darkness devouring him. Owls just really weren't that bad. He even kind of preferred owls to the dreams he'd been having about Pecos.
When he dreamed about Pecos, the dreams were so real he'd think he'd been sent back somehow. But then he'd wake up, and he hadn't. He missed his old life. His life before Pecos, before nightmares, before this obsessive need to see Pecos again, to know what the dark was, to know why he'd been the one.
He walked to his window and tried to see the stars overhead, but they were so dim, just barely there. The air was stifling. He was so sick of being inside all the time. Never seeing the stars as they really were. He suddenly wanted to be outside more than anything. He needed to be free, if only for a moment.
His mom was already in bed, so he crept down the stairs and out the back door. He grabbed his bike and pedaled for a back street on the edge of town. It was the industrial district, so everything was shut down for the night and nobody was around. Andrew parked beside a random building and climbed the fire escape.
He'd never been out on his own at night before, and part of him felt like he should be scared, but he wasn't. He heard a distant owl hoot and shuddered, wondering how long owl's memories were, wondering if the owls would recognize him in his own body.
He laughed at his own stupidity. Like owls were going to attack him one hundred and fifty years or more after he'd killed one of their old ones. That was ridiculous. Garden snakes didn't chase him either. He wondered if they chased Pecos.
He breathed deeply, wishing the air was clear and pure. He stared at the sky and sighed in frustration. The stars were just as dim here as at home. He'd thought he'd feel free once he was outside. He'd thought he could see the stars and breathe the air. But it wasn't any different. It was every bit as stifling as his room.
He climbed down the building and started running. He ran and ran and ran. He reached for the power, asking it to help him, and ran as fast as he could. He had no idea how fast it was, but it felt good. It felt right. He felt like he was finally doing something worth doing instead of wasting his time reading books and searching for clues. He ran all night, through town, past houses, past buildings and bridges, railroads and rivers and back again.
When he finally stopped he was barely winded. In fact, he felt fantastic; better than he had in months, maybe even years. He stretched, grinning as he remembered Pecos's reaction the first time he'd stretched in Pecos's body, then he mounted his bike and rode home.
He didn't bother going back to sleep since it was nearly morning and he knew he'd dream something horrible. Instead he opened his laptop and pulled up the photograph the librarian, Ms. Whyte, had helped him find of Joe. At least he was pretty sure it was Joe. The young man in the photograph had the same laughing eyes and curly hair. Andrew stared at him, trying to put a mustache over young Joseph Du Pont's lip.
Andrew pulled out the newspaper article Ms. Whyte had printed for him that accompanied the photograph. The article reported that Joseph Du Pont had disappeared on the eve of his engagement party. The date read 1850. So Joseph Du Pont would have been about sixteen or seventeen when he disappeared, and that's how old Joe had said he was when he'd met Pecos.
Andrew had researched the Du Ponts after he'd discovered the article. They were filthy rich, and they had been since the early 1800s. He had a hard time picturing Joe as a rich boy, but he guessed that made sense. Joe was much more careful spoken than the other three; and he used what Andrew's mom called proper grammar. And, now that he thought about it, Joe had a slightly different accent, a bit faster and sharper than Pecos's slow drawl.
But how had he ended up with Pecos? It was hard to believe it was all true. Everything that had happened to him had actually happened. It was real. Pecos and Joe and Charlie and Doyle all existed. Here. In Andrew's timeline or dimension or whatever it was. He had been part of his own past.
His head began to ache, and he closed his eyes. He could hear Joe's harmonica in his mind, and he imagined them around a fire, Joe playing, Charlie thinking, Doyle whittling, and Pecos doing whatever it was Pecos did.
"Andrew!" his mom called up the stairs. "Come down for breakfast; it's almost time to go!"
Andrew groaned, shoving Joe's watch into his pocket and headed for the kitchen. His mom had insisted they take an end of the summer camping trip with the Colburn's to make up for the trip they'd missed. Andrew had tried to tell her he didn't want to, but she hadn't listened. The last thing Andrew wanted was to spend a week in the woods with Chuck.
Andrew didn't speak the entire ride to the woods. He honestly wasn't sure what to say, and his mom was filling the silence just fine singing to some old song about things happening at the zoo at the top of her lungs. She sang the same line over and over again until Andrew wanted to scream. He missed the silence of riding with the cowboys, missed the silence of the horses, the wilderness, the night.
The closer they got to the woods, the harder Andrew's heart pounded. He hadn't realized how much he'd been yearning to be outside and see the stars and the sunrise and sunset. He hadn't seen a single sunset since he'd been back, and he missed them, missed the wash of colors, the warmness.
When they pulled into the campsite, Andrew saw Chuck and Ed were already there with their mom and dad. Their dad was helping them set up their tent, and Andrew felt a sudden flash of jealousy. He couldn't remember the last time his dad had helped him set up a tent or helped with anything else for that matter.
Andrew nodded to Chuck and Ed, but other than that, he ignored them as he pulled all the gear from the car and started setting things up. He couldn't believe how much crap his mom had brought. The entire car was full. Pecos just had a couple saddlebags, and somehow that was enough.
"Do you need help with the tent?" Mrs. Rufus asked.
"Nah, Mom. I got it."
Andrew had just set the last tent stake when he caught a whiff of campfire smoke, and suddenly all the memories he worked so hard to ignore came tumbling forward, and tears gathered in his eyes.
He dropped the hammer beside the tent and walked off into the woods, needing to be alone, needing to get as far away from everyone as he could. He heard his mom call his name, but he ignored her, ducking behind a tree and running over a ridge and down the other side. He walked blindly until he was sure he was far enough away she wouldn't come after him, and then he dropped to the forest floor.
It was ridiculous that he missed them. He'd only been with them two weeks or so, but he missed them so much; more than he'd ever missed his dad. He missed their expectations and their criticisms. He missed how they hadn't given him any slack, hadn't treated him like a child, never let him slide by. He even missed being called "boy".
He rolled to his back and stared up at the clear, blue sky, wondering what they were doing. Were they running cattle or fighting some monster? Were they gathered around the fire telling stories?
A cloud rolled over the sun, and he thought about the darkness. Would Pecos ever fight the darkness? Would he win? Andrew hoped so. He didn't want Pecos to ever lose a fight.
Andrew stiffened; someone was behind him. He listened for the soft crunch of pine needles and readied himself. If it was Chuck, there was no telling what he'd do. Andrew sighed with relief when Chuck's dad sat down beside him.
"You okay, Andrew?"
"Yeah, just needed a minute."
"This summer's been a little different," Mr. Colburn said.
"Yeah, it has."
"You haven't been hanging out with the boys much."
"I've been doing some research for a project."
"A summer project? That's not like you."
Andrew laughed softly. "It's not, is it?"
"Your mom said you've been having a hard time lately. I'm sorry about your dad," Mr. Colburn said, putting his hand on Andrew's shoulder. "I'm always here, if you need anything."
"It's not really about Dad…" Andrew started, but then he paused. Maybe it WAS easier if it was about his dad. People seemed to feel sorry for him because his dad was never around. Hell, even he felt sorry for himself, wondering where his dad was and why he would rather be gone than at home with them. "I just miss him sometimes," he said softly. Which was true.
"I know he misses you too. His new job has been hard on all of you."
Andrew didn't think that was true. He didn't think his dad missed him at all, but he nodded anyway.
"How about some s'mores?" Mr. Colburn asked. "S'mores make everything better."
"Sure," Andrew said with a grin, wondering what Pecos's reaction to s'mores would be. He didn't think it would be good.
As they walked back to camp, Mr. Colburn chatted about his work, some repairs he was making to their house, and a car he was thinking about buying. He occasionally pointed out a bird and told Andrew its name.
Andrew thought it was funny how easily Mr. Colburn talked, like nothing was a secret and nothing had to be hidden, like there were no questions he wouldn't answer; but the longer they walked, the more Andrew appreciated the cowboys' silence.
When they reached the campsite, Mrs. Rufus rushed up to Andrew and enveloped him in a huge hug. "Andrew! Baby!" she cried. "I was worried about you! Why'd you run off?"
Chuck sneered at Andrew behind his dad's back, mouthing the words "momma's boy".
Andrew glared at him, hugging his mom back. "Sorry, Mom. Just wanted some air. It's been forever since I've been in the woods."
She smiled brilliantly. "I'm so glad I brought you! You just enjoy yourself, but don't run off again, okay?"
"Okay."
Andrew ignored Chuck, sat on a log beside Ed, and handed Ed marshmallows to put on a stick. "You want yours burned?" Ed asked.
Andrew laughed, thinking of Doyle's biscuits. "Sure, why not?"
Mrs. Rufus and the Colburn's laughed and joked as they ate the sticky s'mores, and Andrew watched silently, grinning at the goofy smile his mom got when she said something she thought was funny. There was something comforting about the fire and the laughter, but every time his eyes caught Chuck's, Andrew was reminded that his best friends in the entire world didn't believe him, and he felt cold inside.




Chapter 2
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After s'mores Andrew sat at the edge of the lake and watched the sun set. He'd been so excited to see it, but the colors seemed dull in comparison to the last sunset he'd seen. Maybe it was because he was seeing it with his own eyes instead of Pecos's. The stars blinked to life overhead, but even though he wasn't in the city, they lacked the brilliance he remembered.
He crawled into his sleeping bag feeling discontented, sad, and angry. When he opened his eyes and saw brilliant stars glowing above him, he started laughing.
"What's so funny, boy?"
"This," Andrew said, pushing to his feet and surveying Pecos's tall form. "I've finally figured it out. This is a dream. I keep thinking it's real, but it's a dream. For real this time. I remember falling asleep. I'm asleep right now. You're a dream, Pecos. My mind is making you up, playing nasty tricks on me. I mean, you may not even look this way; I never got a good look at you when I was… well, you get the idea."
"Not sure you makin' much sense, boy," Pecos drawled.
"I never do anymore."
"What you doin'?"
"Camping. It's dull."
"Shouldn't be."
"No; not like that. The colors, the brilliance, life; everything is duller than it was when I was with you. I think your eyes must see color different."
"Maybe."
"What're you doing?"
"Just got back from a drive."
"Did it go good?"
"Yep."
"Any sign of the darkness?" Andrew didn't know why he was asking. This was just a dream; it wasn't real, but it felt so much like Pecos, spoke like Pecos, grumped like Pecos. Andrew just couldn't help feeling it was real.
"Nope."
Andrew nodded, then woke abruptly when his mom rolled over and kicked him in the leg. She wasn't the easiest person to sleep in a tent with. Last year she'd given him a black eye. He scooted closer to the wall, but the tent suddenly felt suffocatingly tight, and he couldn't breathe. He wiggled his way out of his sleeping bag and crept to the door, holding his breath as he unzipped it. His mom mumbled something about marshmallows, but didn't wake.
He stepped out into the cool night air and sighed in relief. The air felt wonderful on his skin, and for a moment, a very brief moment, he felt free. And that's when he realized the difference. When he'd been in Pecos's body, trapped as he was, he'd felt free, unhindered, set loose. Here, as Andrew Rufus, he was caged.
He loved his mom. He even liked having hot water available upon request, but he missed the just is of being Pecos. He missed the open air, the lack of rules. He missed the sense of purpose. He missed the expectations and the knowledge that he was more than a boy, the knowledge that he could actually play a part in something bigger.
He sat by the low burning fire and ran through all the dreams he'd had about Pecos since he'd returned. The first dream had been awful. He'd been so excited to see Pecos, thinking he'd finally been sent back, but Pecos hadn't known him. How could he? He'd never seen him.
The second Andrew had showed up, Pecos had barked "Who the hell are you?"
Andrew had known instantly it was Pecos. The voice, the growl, the ridiculously long legs. "It's me; Andrew!" he'd explained excitedly.
"Again?! What the hell you doin' here?"
That hadn't been quite the response Andrew had expected, but it was stupid to have thought Pecos would miss him just because he missed Pecos. "I don't know," Andrew had said quietly. "But at least I'm not inside your head this time."
"Don't want you here at all," Pecos had growled.
Andrew had blinked furiously, trying to hold back his tears. The last thing he wanted was to look like a sissy in front of Pecos. Fortunately, his alarm clock had sounded at that exact moment, waking him. He'd been relieved when he realized it had only been a dream, but the hurt was still there, the knowledge that if he ever did go back, Pecos wouldn't be glad to see him.
And why would he? He didn't know Andrew, not really. Andrew frowned thinking that wasn't totally true. Pecos probably knew more about Andrew than most people did, but still. Andrew had only been there for two weeks, and he'd been running Pecos's body, which Pecos had hated. And who could blame him? It would be like if one of the math nerds took over Andrew's body in the middle of the season. Andrew could see himself cringing as the math nerd tried to pitch. Just like Pecos had cringed when Andrew had tried to rope.
He had to face it. He wasn't special. He wasn't impressive. He was just plain, old Andrew. He was so plain and ordinary and nothing that his own dad didn't even want him, didn't miss him, didn't care to spend time with him. Why would Pecos?
Andrew sighed deeply, wishing he could just forget about it and go back to being friends with Chuck and Ed, go back to playing baseball. He closed his eyes and imagined throwing a winning pitch. The fans cheered, but in the background, behind the stands, a black cloud with sharp teeth hovered. Waiting. Hungry. Andrew clenched his teeth with determination. He didn't know why. He didn't know how. But he had to go back. For some reason. There was something he had to do.
He shook his head in frustration, feeling totally stupid. Maybe he just wanted to go back so he'd feel like he was important to someone, somewhere, or feel like he mattered, because he certainly didn't matter here.
He tucked his pillow under his head, stared at the dim stars, and fell asleep. He dreamed dust devils attacked the camp site. Andrew tried to stop them, he really did, but he wasn't Pecos. They stripped the flesh from everyone until he was the only one left. He screamed in agony as they tore into him again and again and again.
He woke to the smell of coffee, hoping for just a second, but he realized right away it wasn't Doyle's.
"You okay, Andrew?" Mr. Colburn asked, pouring himself a steaming cup.
Andrew wished he could have just one cup, just one. He forced a smile to his lips and said, "Yeah, just didn't want another black eye."
Mr. Colburn chuckled. "Probably a good idea. You boys going fishing today?"
Andrew shrugged. "Sure."
"Pancakes?"
"I'll get the pan," Andrew said, standing. He was glad the night was over but annoyed he had to spend the day with Chuck.
After breakfast they walked to the lake in silence, but once they got there, Chuck started in. "I'm surprised you could leave your precious library long enough to go camping, or did your mommy make you?"
Andrew ignored him, baiting a hook and casting his line into the water.
"Everyone feels sorry for poor, little Andrew because his dad took off and left him all alone."
Ed, who rarely crossed his brother, spoke up, "Knock it off, Chuck. We're here to have fun."
"Is poor, little Andrew not having fun?"
Andrew ground his teeth. He wondered if it would be satisfying to punch Chuck in his big, fat mouth, but he didn't want to. They'd been friends for so long; couldn't Chuck just let it go?
A movement on the other shore caught Andrew's eyes, and he struggled to bring it into focus. He couldn't be sure but he thought there were several ravens in a tree. He frowned, trying to make them out. One was flapping like crazy, but the others were motionless, surrounding it like statues.
Andrew reeled in his line. "I'll be back," he said absently, dropping his pole on the ground.
"Where you going? Can't handle a little teasing? You're such a sissy, momma's boy!"
Andrew paused, wanting so badly to punch Chuck just a little, but he shook it off and walked away.
It took him a while to circle the lake, but when he got to the other side, the birds were still there, which didn't make a lot of sense to him. He'd never seen a raven stay in one place for so long.
He watched from a distance for several minutes before he realized the flapping bird was stuck. Its foot had gotten tangled in fishing line, and it was flopping and tearing, trying to break free. The other birds couldn't help, but they wouldn't leave the tangled bird behind.
Anger flooded Andrew. Is it so hard to pick up your damn fishing line? he thought. Even Chuck picks up his line, and he's an ass.
Andrew walked forward several feet, trying to decide what to do. The bird was stuck in the top of a dead tree, and the tree didn't look stable enough to climb, not to mention the fact he'd sworn to never climb another tree for as long as he lived. But he couldn't leave it hanging like that. Ravens had saved his life; he had to try to save this one.
"Hi guys," he said softly, stepping closer and closer. "I'd like to help your brother bird if you don't mind." He felt a whisper of unease as he realized how big their beaks were. And their claws. Ravens were really much bigger than he'd remembered. What if they attacked him?
"I don't wanna hurt you," he added, feeling silly and wondering how Charlie talked to animals. It certainly wasn't like this.
"I'm just gonna climb this tree here and cut him down, okay?" All the ravens stared at him, black eyes wide and unblinking. Andrew was sure one of them nodded; then they opened their wings and flew into the sky, landing in a tree several hundred feet away.
Andrew looked the dead tree over. There really wasn't any safe way to climb it. He'd just have to give it a go and see what happened. Terrible plan, but exactly what Pecos would do. He grabbed the lowest branch, wishing he had a little more practice, hoping he didn't break another leg or his neck, and started climbing. The tree wiggled unsteadily, and Andrew realized he wasn't going to be able to make it all the way to the bird. He climbed as high as he could and stretched his hand out, just barely managing to wrap two fingers around the branch the bird was hung up on.
He struggled to maintain his precarious perch while pulling on the branch, trying to break it. It suddenly snapped, and both he and the bird tumbled to the ground. Andrew landed on his back with a loud thud, but he knew right away he wasn't hurt. He scrambled to his knees and looked for the bird. It was lying motionless beside him.
"I'm sorry," Andrew gasped. "I didn't mean for that to happen."
"What; you talk to animals now?" Chuck's voice rang out.
Andrew cringed. He'd been so focused on the ravens he hadn't realized Chuck and Ed had followed him. He ignored Chuck and carefully picked up the enormous bird. He couldn't believe how soft its feathers were. He'd never touched a bird in his life, and he hadn't known how light they were and how beautiful up close. The sun glinted on the raven's feathers making all the colors of the rainbow. Its eyes snapped open, and it gazed at Andrew, holding itself completely still.
"Don't worry," Andrew whispered. "I'll get you out of this mess."
"What're you doing?" Ed asked.
"This raven got caught in some fishing line."
"That sucks."
"Circle of life," Chuck snorted. "Let the bears have him."
"Get outta here!" Andrew snarled, suddenly fiercely protective of the raven he held in his hands.
"Free country; I can do what I want," Chuck snapped.
Andrew's eyes flashed, and he stood quickly, stepping forward, suddenly noticing he was taller than Chuck. Chuck blanched.
"Was gonna take the boat out anyway," Chuck said loudly. "Come on, Ed. Leave the momma's boy to his birds."
"See you later," Ed said with a shrug, following Chuck.
Andrew returned his attention to the tangled raven, hissing when he saw that its talon had become so twisted in the string during its struggle it had broken. A tear slid down Andrew's cheek.
"I'm so sorry," he whispered. He started cutting at the string, glad he'd shoved his multi-tool into his pocket.
While he worked, he talked softly. "Ravens once saved my life, you know. I was riding this humongous snake into a canyon, and they grabbed me just before I hit the ground. It was pretty close. I'd already said my goodbyes, and then there they were, lifting me up. It was incredible." The raven didn't so much as twitch, just watched Andrew's face, eyes rather serious.
"I dream of flying sometimes now. I think it would be incredible to have wings. Is it?" The raven didn't respond, not that Andrew had expected it to. He cut the final piece of string, and the raven was free.
"Can you fly?" Andrew asked. The bird shook its wings, inclined its head slightly, then took flight, joining the other ravens. Andrew grinned broadly. He'd saved someone. Well, maybe not someone, but something. He'd saved a bird. It was the first useful thing he'd done in his entire life. Excluding the time he'd spent in Pecos's body.
Worthless, he thought irritably. In all of his thirteen years, he hadn't made a damn difference, not once, not until today. "My life is an absolute waste," he muttered, picking up the pieces of cut string and shoving them into his pocket. There was still more in the tree, so he jumped, grabbing it and pulling it down. He didn't want any more ravens getting tangled up.
He looked around and realized there was fishing line everywhere, hanging from bushes and trees, stuck in the mud, lining the edge of the lake. It wasn't hard to see why the owls and snakes hadn't sided with them when they'd gone to fight Septimis. Humans sucked.
Andrew bent to pick up some more string. And some more. By sunset, he'd circled the entire lake, picking up every bit of loose string he could find, totally stuffing two grocery bags he'd found caught in a bush.
When he finally walked back to the campsite, he was exhausted, but for the first time in ever, he felt like he'd done something worthwhile. The feeling quickly faded when he realized all his effort was worthless. There would be more string tomorrow and the next day and the next. Someday the entire lake would probably be filled with fishing line.
At least with Septimis, when they were done, Septimis was gone and he could never hurt anyone ever again. But humans? They were just going to keep chucking their trash and their string and their junk on the ground regardless of whom or what they hurt. Because they just didn't care. He almost wished he hadn't bothered, but at least he'd tried.
"What'd you do today, Andrew?" Mrs. Rufus asked when he sat beside her. "Chuck said you didn't go boating with them." She hated it when Andrew went off alone, but she was being diplomatic since Chuck's parents were there.
"I wanted to," Andrew said with a shrug. "But there was so much loose fishing string around the lake, I got distracted picking it up."
"Trying to earn your Good Neighbor Merit Badge?" Chuck asked with a sneer.
"It does seem rather trashy this year," Mrs. Colburn said. "Maybe we should all spend some time picking up trash tomorrow."
Chuck glared at Andrew, and Andrew grinned. "I think that sounds great!" Andrew said loudly.
"Wonderful!" she exclaimed. "We'll start right after breakfast."
Chuck scowled at Andrew across the fire. Andrew scowled back. Ed told a fishing joke, and all the adults laughed. They were completely oblivious to the hostility. Which didn't surprise Andrew. He and Chuck had been friends since kindergarten. It was hard to believe they couldn't even have a polite conversation anymore. But they couldn't.
The remaining days of the camping trip were awful. Chuck went out of his way to mock and torment Andrew at every opportunity. He "accidently" dropped Andrew's plate of food on the ground, he tripped Andrew into the lake, he dumped cold water down Andrew's back, and he put a snake in Andrew's sleeping bag, which for obvious reasons Andrew didn't think was funny. The snake didn't seem to care about Andrew though, so that was a relief. Maybe only snakes from Pecos's time knew what Andrew had done.
Whenever the adults weren't around, Chuck called Andrew "momma's boy" and "sissy". Andrew hadn't liked it when Pecos called him a sissy, but at least Pecos had a point. Compared to Pecos, Andrew was a sissy. But compared to Chuck? Not even. Andrew knew he'd win if they fought because Chuck was a coward, always had been.
But Andrew didn't want to fight Chuck. He still remembered all the good times they'd had, all the camping trips they'd had fun on, all the baseball games they'd won together. And he didn't want to ruin it, so he just ignored Chuck the best he could.
He was relieved when they finally headed home. Even fresh air wasn't worth time spent in Chuck's company. He wished he never had to see Chuck again, but unfortunately, he only had three days before school started, and then he'd be seeing Chuck every day.
He wished he hadn't been stupid enough to think Chuck would believe him. If he'd just kept his mouth shut about Pecos and everything that had happened, Chuck wouldn't know a thing, and they could still be friends. But it was too late now. Everything was ruined, and Andrew didn't know how to fix it.
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The night before school started, Andrew snuck out to the warehouse district again, hoping to lessen his growing unease. He climbed the tallest building and sat on the edge, feet dangling forty feet above ground. A couple months ago he would never have conceived of doing something so bold, so dangerous. But today, it just didn't seem like a big deal. As long as his mom never found out.
He rode his bike slowly home, envying Pecos, since children raised by coyotes certainly didn't attend school. He'd bet money Pecos didn't even know how to read. Why should he? He didn't need to read to fight monsters and stuff.
That night Andrew dreamed of raging fires and screaming women, and he woke drenched in sweat.
The first two weeks of school were uneventful. Andrew had been a mediocre student before, but now he was abysmal. He had no interest in math or English or history, outside of western history, which they definitely weren't teaching.
He sat out in gym class claiming his leg hadn't quite healed, mostly because he didn't want to interact with Chuck, not because he had any particular dislike of gym. Coach Todd, both the gym teacher and the baseball coach, demanded a doctor's note, so Andrew went to the doctor and told him his leg was still bothering him. It wasn't exactly a lie. The fact his leg had healed so fast was somewhat concerning.
Chuck and Ed weren't talking to him. No one was. He had been ostracized within the first week simply because he couldn't bring himself to care about the things everyone else cared about. Video games and comic books were just pretend. Baseball was just a sport; there was nothing at stake, no lives on the line. Going to movies and hanging out didn't change anything, didn't affect anyone's life.
He'd lived real danger and faced real fear. He'd confronted death and lived. People had died because of him, but he'd saved hundreds more, maybe thousands. The structured and controlled world he lived in just didn't make sense to him now. And so he kept looking, kept searching, kept trying to find Pecos.
When the library finally ran out of books for him to read, Andrew tried different avenues of research. He visited some retirement communities after school, saying he'd like to interview residents for a school project, but none of the residents were old enough to contribute anything useful. Most of them had heard of Pecos Bill, but only as a legend. His English teacher had been pretty surprised to receive the paper Andrew had turned in, since it wasn't actually an assignment, but he gave Andrew an "A" anyway. It was the only "A" he'd ever gotten.
After a suggestion from Ms. Whyte, Andrew emailed questions to several historians who specialized in western history. He asked specific questions about the time frame of 1867 near Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, since he wasn't sure exactly where he'd been. He even went so far as to ask whether or not it was possible that the legend of Pecos Bill had been based on a real man.
Only one of the historians responded. She suggested several sources, but most of them he'd already read. Then she had gently, but firmly, said there was absolutely no evidence that Pecos Bill was based in truth; and, furthermore, his story hadn't even been created until the early 1900's. This got Andrew thinking about the man who had first written about Pecos Bill, so he looked him up, but it was just another dead end.
He was starting to think that whatever had happened was done, finished. Like some weird, random bit of magic had cast him back in time, affecting his life, changing him into someone new, then spat him back out and left him here. Forever. Always wondering why.
He didn't like that thought, but he realized he'd have to eventually leave well enough alone. But not yet. He wasn't quite ready to let go. Wasn't quite ready to accept normal again.
When baseball season for the recreational district started, Andrew dropped off the team which horrified the entire school body, teachers included. His school was very serious about baseball. They had won state fifteen years in a row, last year with Andrew as their star pitcher.
Coach Todd liked them to train all year, so he'd organized a five county REC league several years ago to offset the school's season. No one had ever dropped off the team before. Andrew insisted he just didn't feel well enough yet, but even his mom didn't believe him.
Chuck and some of the other baseball players started calling Andrew "The Deserter". He was their best pitcher after all, so the team was off to a pretty lousy start, and everyday there was a new insult taped to his locker door.
Today the insult was "Loser". Not very original, Andrew thought, opening his locker and sighing when he saw it was full of white foam. Shaving cream if he wasn't mistaken. Chuck, Ed, and he had pulled that same prank last year on one of the geeky math nerds. Andrew closed his locker door with a bang, irritated they wouldn't just leave him alone.
"Andrew Rufus, report to the principal's office," the loudspeaker blared. Several girls looked Andrew's way and giggled. He ignored them and walked quickly down the hall and into the office.
"Go right in," the secretary said stiffly.
Andrew stepped inside, frowning when he saw Principal Banks sitting behind his huge desk, hands folded on the desk top, and Coach Todd sitting on the edge of the desk.
It's gonna be one of those days, Andrew thought irritably.
"Andrew, sit down," Principal Banks said, leaning forward. "I hear you've been having some trouble in class and with the other kids. And I'd like to know why you left the baseball team since your leg should be fully healed by now." Coach Todd nodded emphatically.
Andrew frowned. He wasn't sure what the principal was asking him or if he was even asking a question. "Well… my doctor said to take it easy for another month, but what's that gotta do with school?"
"Your grades have plummeted," Principal Banks said, pausing before adding, "Would you care to explain what's going on?"
"Nothing. I'm just… I had…" Andrew stumbled for an answer.
"Maybe you should speak to the school counselor."
"Um… I don't think I need to."
"I disagree. Don't you, Coach Todd?"
"Absolutely! We'll get murdered without you! I need you back on the team. ASAP! We have to win the trophy next season, and my other pitchers are junk!"
"But my leg…"
"BULL!!!" Coach Todd thundered, banging his hand on the desk. "I've seen you riding your bike around town; there's nothing wrong with your leg! We have practice this afternoon, and I expect you to be there!"
"But Coach, baseball's not required."
"It's required for you!"
"Andrew, I want you to think about this. Either you rejoin the team or you visit the counselor. Which is it going to be?" Principal Banks asked seriously.
"Um… well…" Andrew couldn't believe they were pulling this. He was sure they couldn't make him rejoin the team, but Principal Banks could make him see the counselor. "I need to talk to my mom," he finally said, grimacing.
"Fine," Principal Banks agreed with a frown. "But I'll expect your answer by Monday morning."
Andrew nodded, grabbed his bag, and left the office. He only had two more classes before he could go home for the day. He wished he could just mount Dewmint and ride away. He missed the sunset and the stars. He missed the cowboys' simple ways. He missed mattering. Sure, he mattered to the baseball team, but he wanted to matter in life. He may have failed over and over and over, but in the end he had won, and he had saved who knew how many people.
When school finally ended, he rode his bike home and snuck into the house. His mom's car wasn't in the driveway, but it paid to be careful. He ran up the stairs and flopped on his bed.
Everything had gone so wrong. Maybe instead of trying to travel back in time to Pecos, he should travel back in time and not climb that damn tree. If he'd just stayed on the ground like a sissy, momma's boy he would have never fallen and broken his leg and his life would be normal. He closed his eyes and tried to remember normal, but he couldn't.
Maybe instead of thinking about time travel and Pecos and all the other stuff, he needed to be more like Pecos and just deal with right now. Right now, his life was a mess. At least it was Friday. He didn't have to tell his mom about Principal Banks until Sunday afternoon maybe even Monday morning.
He hid in his room all day Saturday, not doing anything particular. He studied his necklace, carving, and watch, committing them to memory, wondering if he should stop carrying them everywhere. He hated that idea, but he was here, and he had to let go, had to move on, had to try to be normal.
He watched the tree outside his window move with the wind and remembered the feel of the wind on his face at night. He remembered the smell and the crackle of the fire. He remembered how, for some reason, he'd felt at home. Not lost or misplaced, but right where he needed to be.
Right now he was home, in his room, the room that had always been his, and he'd never felt more lost and alone. He wished he had someone to talk to. Not the school counselor though, he thought with a shudder, imagining windowless rooms and white jackets.
Night finally came, and he waited impatiently for his mom to go to bed and then snuck out the back door. He pedaled to a convenience store a couple blocks away and bought a cup of black coffee, balancing the cup on his bike handles as he rode out to the industrial district. He climbed the fire escape of his favorite building and sat on the edge, staring at the dim starlight.
He sniffed his cup. It didn't smell like coffee, but he took a sip anyway and grimaced. It was pretty bad. Awful really. It tasted like someone had poured coffee grounds into an old gym sock and used street water to brew it, but Andrew drank it anyway. There was just enough hint of coffee that he could see them sitting around a fire, laughing, drinking coffee, and swapping stories. He could hear the faint notes of Joe's harmonica dancing across the air. He could smell Doyle's burnt biscuits. He watched Charlie nod at something Doyle said, saw Doyle's wicked grin, and heard Pecos snort in amusement.
"Damn it!" he growled in disgust, crushing the cup in his hand. Why did they seem so much more real to him than right here and now? Why couldn't he just accept he'd had an epically crazy adventure and let it go? Why couldn't he just pick up the ball and start pitching again? Why couldn't he just close the door in his mind and walk away? He honestly didn't know, but how he wished he could. How he wished he could go back to the days of plain, old Andrew Rufus, minus the power, minus the urge to be like Pecos, minus the urge to make any type of difference in the world whatsoever.
He closed his eyes and stared at the faint light inside him. No matter what he did, no matter how hard he tried to be normal, this, this light, this power, this strength, would always be there, always reminding him. He didn't know how to extinguish it or get rid of it. And he knew as long as it was there, pulsing within him, normal would never be good enough.
"One more month," he said softly. "One more month, and then I'll let it go. Close the book. Pretend it never happened." He waited for Pecos to snort and say something jerky, but Pecos wasn't there. Andrew was all alone. He took one last look at the muggy sky and then rode slowly home.
He dreamed of slaughter. A native village was attacked, and nearly everyone was killed. He tried desperately to save someone, anyone, but he couldn't touch them, couldn't reach them, and he saved no one. He wept as children were trod on and unspeakable things were done. When he woke his face was wet with tears. His stomach rebelled, and he stumbled to the bathroom, barely making it in time to vomit.
He sat beside the toilet, wishing he'd heeded Ms. Whyte's advice and avoided the history books. She had told him he wouldn't find anything about Pecos there, but he had wanted to make sure. All he'd found was suffering and misery. All he'd found was hate.
When he finally wandered downstairs, tired and groggy, it was late afternoon. He'd just reached the kitchen when the phone rang. Andrew answered it, and Ms. Whyte greeted him, saying, "Andrew, the book you were waiting for is in."
"Okay, I'll come right over." Andrew had no idea which one she meant. He'd ordered dozens of books in the last months, and he knew it was pointless to get excited. It was just another book. Another useless book, full of meaningless stories or arbitrary facts, but he had to see it, had to know.
"Mom, I'm running over to the library," Andrew hollered as he headed towards the door.
"Wait," his mom called back. "I need to talk to you."
"Later," Andrew said and ran out the door before she could reply. He pedaled quickly to the library and found Ms. Whyte sitting behind her desk as usual. She smiled softly, and he grinned back.
"Which one is it?" he asked casually.
"The one you ordered when you first came in; the one about Pecos," she said reaching under the counter.
Andrew's breath caught. He'd never gotten a book specifically about Pecos. Maybe this was the one. He frowned when Ms. Whyte handed him a small, white pamphlet, without even a picture on its cover.
"This is it?" he asked in disbelief.
"Yes; are you sure you want it?"
"Of course I do! I've been waiting forever for it; I just thought it would be bigger," he said, handing her his library card.
Ms. Whyte checked out the pamphlet and handed it back to him, holding onto it until Andrew looked her in the eyes. "Andrew, please be careful."
"Whadda you mean?"
She smiled, "Going home; you seem really excited; I don't want you to get hurt."
"I'll be alright," Andrew assured her, stuffing the thin booklet into his backpack. "Thanks for calling. I'll see you tomorrow."
He rode home, parked his bike, and ran inside. He couldn't wait to see what the book said, but he didn't make it past the kitchen because his mom was waiting for him.
"Andrew, I need to talk to you," she said, voice stern.
"Not right now, Mom. I got this important book I need to read." He started to shove past her, but she grabbed his arm.
"Listen up, young man. You're going to sit down and listen to me." Andrew froze. She never talked to him like that. Serious, angry, and a bit like she was going to cry. He dropped his backpack and sat. "Andrew, I don't know what's going on with you. I was hoping it was just something to do with your leg, but it's gone on and on. I'm worried about you," she said.
Her forehead was creased, and her arms were crossed. Andrew had never seen her look so serious. "Your grades are horrible, you left the baseball team, and you spend all your time in your room or at the library." She spit out the word "library" like it was some kind of disease.
"You wake me up sometimes in the middle of the night screaming in your sleep like something horrible is happening to you, and then last night, I went to check on you and you weren't even in your room! Where were you?"
Andrew stared at her, not knowing what to say. "I… um… I just slipped outside for a couple minutes."
"You were gone for more than an hour!" she yelled. Andrew blinked in surprise. She had never, ever yelled at him before. "I was so worried about you," she added softly. "Please tell me this was the only time?"
Andrew stared at his feet. He wasn't going to lie to her, but he also didn't have any intention of telling her he snuck out a couple times a week. She stamped her foot angrily. "Look at me, Andrew! No more sneaking out! Do you hear me?! I know your dad being gone so much is hard on you, but you can't keep acting out like this."
She paced in front of him for a moment before blurting out, "I made you an appointment with a counselor tomorrow. I'll take you over after school."
Andrew stared at her, running through everything she'd said in his mind, making sure she'd actually said what he thought she'd said. She had. His mom thought he was crazy. Not just a little strange crazy, but full-blown, off-his-rocker crazy. Chuck and Ed thought he was crazy. Was he crazy?
"Why?" he choked out.
"Your dad and I talked last night. He told me to do what I thought was best."
"Dad?" Andrew snorted. "Why does he get a say? I haven't even seen him in… I don't know… six months!"
"He's still your father! I can't seem to get through to you, and I can't keep watching you do this… whatever this is!" She looked miserable. "Principal Banks called me on Friday. He told me he thought you needed to speak to the school counselor, but I'd rather you visit with the counselor I found. I'm sorry, Andrew, but you need help. I'm sure all this is really hard on you, but you haven't been yourself for a long time."
Andrew opened his mouth to argue, to tell her Principal Banks was just trying to get him back on the baseball team, but she was right. He hadn't been himself. Not the Andrew Rufus she knew, the one he used to be, the one who loved baseball and spent all his free time with Chuck and Ed. He was different, changed; and he'd been so absorbed with finding Pecos, he hadn't paid any attention to anything going on around him.
He felt kind of stupid for not seeing this coming. He'd been treating her pretty crappy, really. His dad had more or less abandoned them, and instead of being there with her, Andrew had been living in his head all this time, dealing with his own stuff, not even thinking about her; and she didn't deserve any of this. She was the best mom ever, and he hated that he'd made her worry. He'd go to the shrink, he'd lie if he had too, and he'd make his mom believe he was the same old Andrew. He'd hate it, but he'd do it.
"I'm sorry, Mom," he said sincerely. "I've been really selfish." She sagged in relief. Apparently she'd been ready for a fight. "I just… I got really focused on something, and I kinda lost myself." Andrew frowned. If he said it, he'd have to do it. He thought hard for a moment, but he couldn't see any way around it.
"I'll go to the shrink, I mean counselor," he said with a sigh. "And I'll try really hard to work it all out, okay?" Mrs. Rufus started crying. Andrew cringed; he didn't know what to do with tears; they made him nervous. "Why're you crying? I said I was sorry?"
That just made her cry harder. "Oh, Andrew, I was so worried you'd be mad at me. I've wanted to take you for a while now, but I didn't want to fight with you. I'm just so relieved you're willing to try." She pulled him out of his chair and wrapped her arms around him tightly. "I love you so much, kiddo. I'm scared for you. I don't know what's going on, and I just want my baby back."
"Mom, I'm not a baby anymore," Andrew said, patting her awkwardly on the back.
She kissed him on the head. "You'll always be my baby."
He rolled his eyes. "You always say that, and just because you keep saying it, doesn't make it true."
She laughed a teary laugh. "I think it does. Let's have dinner. Can we do that? I'll make you macaroni and cheese."
"With ham in it?"
"Is there any other way?"
"Can we have hot cocoa too?"
"I don't see why not."
For the next two hours, Andrew forgot about Pecos and the others; he forgot about the darkness and owls and snakes. He forgot about broken children and dying strangers. He laughed and talked to his mom like he hadn't in months.
He told her a joke he'd heard at school, and she laughed so hard she snorted cocoa out her nose. And she told him about her last secret shopper assignment. She'd visited a florist shop, and it hadn't gone well.
"She practically shoved the daffodils up my nose, and that was AFTER I told her I'm allergic to daffodils!"
"So that's why you were sneezing so bad the other day!"
"I had to take three Benadryl."
"No kidding? Sorry, Mom."
After cleaning up the kitchen, Andrew hugged her. "I'm sorry, Mom. I'll try really hard to do better."
"I know you will; thank you," she said, kissing him on the cheek.
Andrew cringed and wiped it off. "Gross, Mom, gross."
He was in the middle of brushing his teeth when he remembered the book. He ran quietly downstairs and grabbed his bag out from under the table. Back in his room, he pulled out the pamphlet and held it between his thumb and forefinger. There was no way it was more than ten pages long. He felt a stab of disappointment, but then he read the cover.
"A Lesser Known Tale of Pecos Bill" by G. A. Oldman. And suddenly it was as if the air had gone out of the room. G. A. Oldman. The same author who had written the first book. Andrew sniffed it. Tobacco smoke. His heart quickened. This was it. He just knew it. This was the one.




Chapter 4
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Andrew's hand trembled as he slowly opened the plain white cover. The heading said: "Chapter One: The Beginning". He paused, brow furrowed. If this is the beginning beginning, what if Pecos doesn't even know me? he thought anxiously. He tried to wrap his mind around all the possibilities, but it was all just a big confused jumble in his head. It doesn't matter what happens, he thought. This is my only chance. It's this or nothing.
Was this what he really wanted? He could put the book into his backpack and return it to the library tomorrow. He could rejoin the baseball team and go to counseling and pretend nothing had ever happened and everything was normal. That's what he should do. That's what his mom wanted him to do. That's what his dad and Chuck and Ed and everyone else wanted him to do.
But he couldn't shake the feeling that something was waiting for him. That he was needed somewhere. So he opened the cover and began to read.
"And so begins a little known tale of Pecos Bill. It was dark. The moon was new." Andrew blinked. The page had disappeared, and he couldn't see. Everything was pitch black. He blinked again. Nothing.
DAMN IT! Is that you, boy? I can't believe you're doin' this to me again! Your timin' is rotten; you know that?! It's not my fault! Andrew insisted. He could already tell he was inside Pecos's head. He could tell because Pecos was yelling, but Andrew didn't hear it with his ears. He heard it in his mind. Just like last time.
Do you have any idea what you've stumbled into?! You gonna be real upset once you realize! Andrew stifled a laugh at Pecos's tone, but at least he'd been prepared, so he wasn't surprised Pecos wasn't happy to see him.
I'm sorry, Andrew thought. I should've stayed away, but I got the new book, and I just couldn't. I had to open it. I had to see you and the others; I have to know what the dark is; I have to know what happens next. I need to know!
This ain't a damn book, boy! It's life. I know that! I really do; I just…I needed to come back, Pecos. I just needed to. But I didn't do it. Someone else did. This guy, G. A. Oldman, writes these books about you, and they're magic somehow. I don't know if they're magic for everyone, but that doesn't make any sense, does it, because I'm the only one, right? Yep; just you. That's what I thought. Anyway, I just started to read it and pop! Here I am!
Here you are. Now get the hell out! Andrew frowned. I don't actually know how to do that. Figure it out! I really don't know how! I mean the book is back home. And I'm here. And I figure it's just like last time, right? When whoever brought me is done, I'll go home. So... So what? So… yeah; I don't know.
Andrew wished Pecos wasn't quite so annoyed at him, but he could understand Pecos's point. It had to be annoying to have someone else take over your body. Andrew cringed, imagining again a nerd trying to pitch with his body.
I'm sorry, Andrew thought. It's gotta be… I mean… it sucks. I don't blame you for being pissed. But I don't know what to do about it now. I'm here. Yep. Kinda statin' the obvious, boy. Did you see that? What? I just moved my hand. You did? Of course not, you idiot! How could I? Hence the OBVIOUS!!! Andrew flinched; he was starting to wish he'd taken the book back. But it was too late now.
He flexed his hands, but without a fire he couldn't actually see them. Even though he could hear Pecos, he didn't feel any different. Was he really in Pecos's body? He felt his face. It was whiskery, and he shuddered. He'd forgotten how weird it was to not feel his own body.
Why's it so dark? he asked, wanting to see Pecos's hands, wanting to make sure this was real and he hadn't just fallen asleep in his bed and dreamed he read the pamphlet, wanting to make sure this wasn't just another dream. New moon.
Can we make a fire? No. Why not? Cinder wolves. Cinder wolves? What's that? Just somethin' we're gonna give a good talkin' to. Wait, is this like the good talking you were gonna give Septimis? Bit different, since they wolves and all, but yeah. Andrew sighed. Why, oh why, had he wanted to come back? Was he insane?! What am I doing? he thought. Do I wanna die? Ain't gonna die. Might get singed a bit, is all. Andrew laughed, jumping slightly when he heard the deep, gravelly sound come out of his mouth.
I kinda… well, I missed you. We're men, boy. We don't miss. 'Sides it ain't like we ain't seen each other. What? We've seen each other? Where? Don't you 'member the dreams? Andrew's eyes grew wide. You were there for real?! Yep. All this time he'd thought they were just dreams, but they weren't. He'd actually been seeing Pecos.
Andrew frowned, the hurt he'd felt after his first dream with Pecos rushing back. You really don't want me here, do you? It ain't like that. I mean it is, but it ain't. What does that mean? Boy, you're here now; let's just move on.
I'm sorry. I should have known better than to think you would want me here. I mean, of course you don't want me. I take over your body; I make it impossible for you to do anything; I almost got you killed, several times. Andrew felt like banging his head into a wall. He was the math nerd. How could he have been so stupid?
I'll never read another book about you again. Honest. When I go back this time, I'll stay. Boy… No, it's okay. I get it. His own dad didn't want him, why would some stranger? It ain't like that, boy!
Andrew shrugged. Don't worry about it. Were you sleeping? Tears were pushing at his eyes, but he blinked hard, forcing them back. He wasn't a sissy. He wasn't going to start crying just because Pecos didn't care about him.
STOP IT! Just stop. Look, I did… I mean sometimes… there were moments… after all… it was much quieter after you left. So… you understand. No. I didn't understand a word of that. Boy, would you stop makin' this difficult? Sometimes, not very often mind you, I thought it would be alright to see you again. Preferably in your own damn body, but you know, you take what you get. There. Happy now?!
Andrew was happy. Pecos had missed him. Maybe not much, but a little. And he was happy because Pecos sounded so put out by it and because Pecos was actually trying to make him feel better. He grinned widely, wincing at the toothiness of it. Pecos hadn't changed a bit.
What'd you do after I left? he asked, changing the subject. Been travelin' a bit. Been an awful lotta things poppin' up that have needed handled. Like what? Dealt with a bone witch, had a run-in with the spider clan, then there was that thing with them beavers. Andrew cringed. Beavers have always really freaked me out. Their teeth are just… ugh. There was a rovin' sink hole. Roving sink hole? How'd you fix that? With some ropin' and a good deal of back work. But now it's them damn cinder wolves.
Andrew wanted to ask what the hell a bone witch was, but he figured he better ask about the cinder wolves first. Cinder like ash? What else would it be? I don't know. That's really not that bad, is it? I mean, ash is no big deal. It is when it burns down whole towns. Burns? Burns. Why don't you call them fire wolves if they burn stuff? That would make more sense. Or burning wolves? No, I like fire wolves better. 'Cause that ain't their name. Fire's bad. Wolves are bad. Fire wolves sound way more horrifying. Cinder wolves. Yeah, I get it. What're they like? Haven't seen one. Oh, great.
Andrew could see just a bit now, and he was surrounded by pine trees and snow. Lots and lots of snow. So that's why I'm so damn cold. Why? It's winter. So? Never mind, Andrew sighed. Clearly he and Pecos still weren't going to see eye to eye on everything, maybe not anything.
He could barely make out the sleeping forms of Doyle, Joe, and Charlie near him. At least he assumed they were Doyle, Joe, and Charlie. Pecos had never talked about riding with anyone else unless he was on a cattle drive. Can we wake the others? Nah, we've been ridin' 'bout three days. They need some shut eye. You should probably get some too. You're gonna need it.
Andrew sighed. He wasn't tired, but he knew he'd better sleep now. He might not get another chance for a while. He laid his head back, trying to get comfortable, and gasped in amazement. Wow! The stars are even brighter here! I missed the stars so much. He breathed deeply. And the fresh air! It's so crisp and fresh. The sunsets back home are so dull, and I never see the moon, and it's just… Boy? Yeah? Shut the hell up.
Andrew closed his eyes with a grin. It may be cold and Pecos may be mad and they may be going to fight some horrible creatures called cinder wolves, but it was good to be back.
He fell asleep before he had even counted to ten, lulled by the deep sound of his breathing, the soft hush of the breeze through the trees, and the heat of the power flowing through Pecos like a raging river.
Suddenly someone kicked his boot, waking him, and Andrew opened his eyes to see Doyle standing over him. "Doyle!" he exclaimed happily, jumping up, too excited to think clearly, and wrapped his arms around Doyle in a hug.
Before Andrew could speak another word, Doyle had a knife to his throat, but then a confused look crossed Doyle's face and he said harshly, "Boy? Is that you?" Andrew nodded, eyes wide, and Doyle loosened his hold.
If I've told you once, I've told you a thousand times: WE DO NOT HUG! Andrew flushed, feeling stupid. I forgot dream you was really you. Well it was! And when I said we don't hug, I meant WE DON'T HUG! I get it.
"Sorry, Doyle," Andrew said, backing away. "I just missed you guys." Doyle's knife was still in his hand, and he looked a little unsure, as though he wasn't quite convinced. "This cold ground is murder on the back," Andrew added with a groan. "I can't believe how tight I am." He stretched his arms high in the sky and then bent to touch his toes.
"Well, you sure as hell ain't Pecos," Doyle said with a chuckle, finally putting his knife away. "Why're you here?"
Andrew stretched from side to side, ignoring the disappointment he felt. He'd hoped they would at least be a little glad to see him. "I don't know. It wasn't me. It was another book. A totally different one, but by the same author." By now Joe and Charlie had walked over. "Joe, Charlie! I would totally hug you guys, but Pecos keeps telling me not to do that."
Joe chuckled, and Charlie nodded, his grin subtle, but they didn't come any closer, didn't offer Andrew a hug or even a handshake. Andrew shrugged, glancing around.
It wasn't quite sunrise, but the sun was coming, and all around him the snow was glowing pink. It was really quite beautiful. He'd almost forgotten just how beautiful and vibrant everything was here, how dark the night, how bright the stars, how tall and eerie the pre-dawn shadows.
He finished stretching and smiled at the others, feeling the full toothiness of Pecos's mouth. "Joe! I found your family! You're totally rich! I mean, well, your family's totally rich, but still."
Joe grinned easily. "The Du Pont's have made quite a name for themselves in the last forty years."
"I think that's an understatement," Andrew replied. Wait, Joe's a Du Pont? You didn't know? Why would I? Really? You didn't even know Joe's last name? Ain't important. Name ain't what makes a man. I guess, Andrew thought skeptically. If you say so. I do.
"I did all this research," Andrew said, wanting to tell them everything he'd done. "But I hadn't found anything. Then I suddenly got this idea about your watch and I took it to a watch shop. They took off the back, and your grandfather's name was engraved inside. We did some research, and your family's still around."
"Imagine that," Joe said thoughtfully.
We? One of the librarians, Ms. Whyte; she's been helping me find books and articles and stuff, but she doesn't know about you. I mean, that you're real. She knows about the legend of you. No one knows you're real. Well, no one who believes me anyway. Look boy, we don't got time for catchin' up right now; we gotta ride. Oh, sorry.
"Pecos says we need to ride," Andrew said, suddenly feeling awkward. It had been so long; would he even remember how to saddle a horse? Would he be able to ride? He tried to run his hand over the handle of Pecos's six-shooter, but it wasn't there. He looked down. He'd been so excited to see the others, he hadn't paid any attention to what Pecos was wearing.
What is all this crap? he thought. Winter gear. Winter what? Are we in the artic? Don't be stupid, boy. What is all this? Andrew started lifting the layers, trying to figure out what he was wearing. Got a duster, coat, vest, hat, shirt, pants, long underwear. Where're those long leather things you were wearing on your legs last time? Chaps? How much of a city slicker are you? Andrew sighed. He should know by now not to ask questions.
The others were already saddling their horses, and Andrew looked around for Dewmint. She was standing at the end of the horses, just as pretty as he remembered. Where's Jiminty and Peppermint? Yeah, 'bout that. 'Bout what? We've been ridin' a lot, and I needed fresh horses for this trip, so I brought Dewmint and um, well… Widow Maker. Seriously?! You're kidding me, right?
You can start off on Dewmint, but at some point… At some point nothing! I'm not riding that demon horse! That is one of the only things the stories about you got right. You ride a demon horse! Now see here, Widow Maker's just a bit high-spirited is all. That's not what I heard!
Andrew turned toward the horses, searching for a demon horse, but he didn't see one. All the horses looked normal to him. His eyes narrowed. He was certain Widow Maker wouldn't look normal. He heard a loud snort, and he looked past the seven horses and saw there was an eighth horse standing far beyond them.
Andrew hissed. Widow Maker was easily two feet taller than the other horses, black as midnight, with a long, curly mane and tail, and just as if he knew Andrew was looking at him, he turned his head and stared back. Andrew gasped. His eyes are red, Pecos! he thought frantically. And he knows I'm not you! Stop bein' a sissy. Just a horse.
The owl knew I wasn't you, Grey Shaman knew I wasn't you, Charlie's grandma, and Grandfather Bear, they all knew I wasn't you! Why would Widow Maker be any different? Well, you're still gonna have to ride 'im. Dewmint can't carry you the whole time. You seriously want me to ride a horse that won't let anyone else in the entire world ride him EXCEPT YOU?! I mean, he practically killed Joe!
What? In one of the stories I read, Joe tries to ride Widow Maker, but Widow Maker bucks him sky high and he comes down on top of Pikes Peak. He would've frozen to death, but you roped him down. Pecos burst out laughing. That's ridiculous! It is? Of course! Joe knows better than to touch Widow Maker! Andrew rolled his eyes. And that, Pecos, totally proves my point.
We don't got time to mess around. Just saddle Dewmint, and let's go. Don't I still have to touch Widow Maker? Yes. And how do you suggest I do that? Well, since you're so blamed sure he knows you're not me, you might wanna ask him real nice like to come with you. Humph.
Andrew turned his back on Widow Maker and saddled Dewmint, amazed his hands still remembered every step. He stroked her soft hide and breathed deep her horsy scent. "I missed you," he whispered. Dewmint nickered softly and rubbed him with her nose. Andrew strapped on his saddlebags and turned warily towards Widow Maker. The others had already mounted and were watching him curiously.
"Maybe you oughta just leave Widow Maker," Doyle suggested. "Pecos can round him up later on."
Don't you even think 'bout it! "Pecos doesn't like that idea," Andrew said, trying to make himself step closer.
Doyle shrugged. "Just a thought. Ain't no way you can handle that horse. You may not be the worst horseman ever, but you ain't Pecos."
"Thanks Doyle," Andrew snarled. Widow Maker was watching him steadily. "Hi horsey, horsey." He ain't a child. Sorry. "Um, hello Widow Maker. My name is Andrew. I'm in Pecos's body right now." Widow Maker snorted and shook his head, and Andrew jumped backwards.
"I know it's very distressing, but it is what it is. I don't wanna ride you; not ever! But can I pretty, pretty please hook this lead to your bridle and bring you with me?" Widow Maker narrowed his eyes, and his upper lip curled back to show his huge white teeth which looked surprisingly sharp for a horse. "No?" Widow Maker stomped his feet.
Andrew tried again. "What if, what if, I just take off your bridle, and you can follow me if you wanna? Huh? Whadda you think of that?" Widow Maker stood still, blinked his red eyes, and dipped his head slightly. "Okay, great; I'm gonna reach over and pull the bridle off you. Please, please, please don't bite me."
Can horses grin? Andrew asked. I think he's grinning at me. Not a nice grin either, but an evil, demonic grin. Pecos snorted. Andrew held his breath and gently pulled off Widow Maker's bridle, jumping backward as soon as it was free. Widow Maker danced away, rearing up, tossing his head, and kicking his feet into the air.
I don't know why I ever wanted to come back here. It's like living on the edge. The edge of what? You know, just the edge! Where're we going anyway? North. Charlie knows the way.
"Charlie, lead the way!" Andrew commanded. Charlie nodded and headed out. Andrew grabbed hold of his saddle, pulled himself up, and plopped easily into it. "Hey, did you guys see that?" he crowed. "First try, and I didn't forget a thing!"
"We may make a cowboy of you yet," Joe laughed.
"Haha… ha." Andrew looked back and sure enough Widow Maker was prancing along behind them. That horse is crazy, Pecos! Just high-spirited. Uh-huh. That's probably what your mom said about you. What?! Nothing. I didn't say nothin', Andrew thought with a grin.




Chapter 5
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For a moment, Andrew just enjoyed riding Dewmint. He closed his eyes, breathed deep, and moved with her rhythm, glad he hadn't forgotten how. He listened to her hooves cut through the hard snow, he felt her breathe, and he sighed happily.
He opened his eyes and let out a long breath. It puffed white. Man, it's cold, he thought, shivering slightly under Pecos's huge leather duster and pulling his gloves higher.
Do you have a stocking cap or something? A what? A stocking cap. It covers your head and ears and stuff. You're wearin' a hat, boy. Yeah, but a stocking cap is fuzzy and warm. Why in tarnation would I wear somethin' like that? 'Cause it's fuzzy and warm! Duh! Sounds sissy to me. But warm. Humph.
Where're we going anyway? Andrew asked. North. Yeah, I get that, but where and why? What's up? Cinder wolves been attackin' people, burnin' down houses and whole towns. Andrew shuddered, remembering all the dreams he'd had recently about fire. It was almost as if he'd known, but how could he?
What exactly is a cinder wolf? Like I said, I've never met one. All I know for sure is they come out of fire. Say what? They come out of fire. It's winter; most people got fires goin' all day.
Andrew wished they had a fire. It was so cold; it had to be below freezing. He breathed out a puff of cold air, glad Pecos was wearing a heavy duster. He wondered if he looked super cool. He bet he did.
Focus, boy! Sorry; I'm with you. Anyway, we think the wolves have been active for a while now, but at first they were hittin' isolated areas and cabins so nobody knew. Now they're attackin' towns, and a few people have lived to tell 'bout it.
Andrew didn't like the sound of that at all. It sounded too much like Septimis. He didn't want to see more destroyed towns, more broken bodies, more dead children. He was beginning to wish he'd just popped in for a hello and then gone home to his mom. Maybe he preferred being a momma's boy and not having anyone expect things from him. Maybe it was better not to matter. He'd remind himself of that next time, but it was too late for regrets now.
So how do you fight a cinder wolf? We'll start with bullets and see how that goes. So one of your typical plans, huh? What's that mean? Nothing. Where're we going? Besides north, I mean. They seem to be movin' in a line, so we're headed for the last place they hit; and we'll move on from there. Awesome; sounds like a totally awesome plan, Andrew thought, rolling his eyes.
He glanced around. The sun was fully up, and there were deep snow drifts piled against rocks and tree trunks. The ground was still entirely blanketed, and the horses' hooves sunk deep into the snow, leaving a trail of dark tracks behind. Andrew guessed the snow was at least eight or ten inches thick, but he wasn't sure. The evergreen trees were completely covered; in fact, the snow was so dense, there was hardly any visible green. He squinted against the glinting brightness of it all and decided he was glad Pecos was wearing his huge hat.
I've never seen so much snow, he thought. Don't it snow there? Yeah, but it's only like a couple inches, then it melts off. I've never been sledding, and I've only built a snowman once, and it was tiny. A snowman? Really? What? That's what kids do where I'm from. Make snowmen and sled and goof off; we don't ride horses all night and day and fight villains to save the world from chaos. That's the cops' job. Pecos snorted. Your world sounds just peachy. It's your world too; just in the future. I'm glad I'm not there. Andrew agreed with that. Pecos would hate the future, so it was just as well he'd never see it.
Joe rode up beside Andrew. His curly mustache was coated in ice, but he grinned widely and slapped Andrew on the back. "I wasn't sure you'd come back," he said cheerfully. "But Pecos thought you might. He said he didn't figure whatever had started was done yet."
Andrew wasn't sure what that meant, but he was glad Pecos had sort of expected him. "I've been trying to figure out how I got here in the first place, but all I know is it has something to do with the books," Andrew said. "It's obviously some type of magic. I can't believe I just said that out loud, with a straight face no less," he added with a cringe.
"You don't think magic is real?"
"Well, no. I mean, I didn't… but obviously it is, because how else would I be here? I don't think it was science. It's not like I stepped into a time machine or something."
Joe chuckled before asking, "So what is it about these books?"
"The books that brought me here or whatever were both written by some guy named G. A. Oldman." There's somethin' 'bout that name… I thought so too. I got shivers when I saw it again. But I can't put my finger on it.
"I suppose," Andrew added aloud, "the books could be some sorta time machine, but that seems weird." I don't think it's the books that're strange. Shut up.
Andrew patted Dewmint's shoulder. "I missed riding; I missed working with guns and knives, even the rope, if you can believe that!" Joe chuckled. "I missed your harmonica playing and Doyle's grumping and Charlie's knowing how to get everywhere." He breathed deeply, filling his lungs to the brim with brisk air. "It's nicer here. The air, the stars. And for some reason everything makes more sense." You talk too much, boy.
Andrew laughed. "Honestly, I'm sorry I took over Pecos's body again, but I like being here. I like…" he stopped himself from saying "being important". "Even if we are on a deadly dangerous mission to stop some cinder wolves." He frowned, trying to imagine just what a cinder wolf was.
"The west got into your blood, boy," Joe said cheerfully. "Just like it did me."
"Whadda you mean?"
Joe grinned. "Ever since I was a little thing, I wanted to be a cowboy. So one day, that's just what I did. I ran away and never looked back." Joe rode around a huge, snow-covered rock. "If the west infects you, there's nothing you can do about it."
"That's why you left? So you could be a cowboy? But you were rich!"
"That me was always aware of the time, and every minute was scheduled." Joe ran his hand over his mustache knocking out a chunk of ice. "Out here, I know what day it is: today. I know where I'm going: north. I may eat a lot of dry biscuits and sleep on the cold ground, but I'm free."
Andrew felt a sense of longing, knowing exactly what Joe meant, remembering how he'd felt caged. Even when they'd gone camping, he hadn't felt free like he did right this minute, even trapped inside Pecos's body. "Do you ever miss it?" he asked softly, thinking about his mom, feeling guilty for leaving her behind, for wanting to leave her behind, for missing her less than he felt like he should.
"Nope; some things you have to let go of if you want to hold onto something else."
Andrew wasn't sure he could let go of his mom entirely, but it wasn't like he wanted to stay here forever. He certainly didn't want to stay in Pecos's body forever. He shuddered at the thought. Besides, no matter what, he knew his mom would always be waiting.
Andrew's stomach growled. "Hey, we didn't eat breakfast. Why not?" 'Cause I said to get movin'. Are we gonna eat soon? You can't be that hungry. I'm not, but... I mean, I'd like some coffee. It's cold, and coffee's so hot. You know? You have a problem. I don't! Do.
"I still don't understand why we can't have a fire," Andrew grumbled out loud.
For once Joe looked very serious. "Not with cinder wolves running around."
Andrew shuddered, wishing someone would explain exactly what these cinder wolves were. He just didn't get it. They're wolves, Pecos said slowly in an annoyed tone. Made of fire. They come out of the fire, see, so you've gotta be careful with fire. Andrew frowned. Whadda you mean "come out"? I mean, if you got a fire, a cinder wolf can come out of it.
That sounds terrible! Septimis was horrible, but at least we knew where he was. He wasn't just going around popping out of fires when we least expected it. Nope. Andrew didn't find that comforting. He hadn't thought there could be anything bigger or worse to fight than Septimis. He'd never imagined coming back and having to fight something even more terrible.
When they stopped to switch horses, Andrew said firmly, "I'm not riding Widow Maker."
"No one asked you to, boy," Doyle snapped.
"I'm just saying. Can we have some coffee before we go? Just to warm us up? I'm so cold I can't even touch my toes." Andrew bent over to demonstrate. "See?" You look like a fool. No, you look like a fool. Boy...
"You're still a sissy," Doyle growled, digging a hole in the snow with his boot.
Charlie rounded up a pile of tinder, and Doyle started a very small fire. Joe and Charlie stood on opposite sides of the fire, facing it, hands on their guns. Watch the middle. What? Stand in the middle; if anythin' comes out of the fire, shoot it. Can you handle that, boy? I think I miss Septimis, Andrew thought, moving to stand by the fire.
He pulled aside his duster and slid his hand onto his gun, sighing happily. I missed your guns. Emphasis on "MY". I said "your", didn't I? The fire was so small it didn't give off much heat, and Andrew was so cold he wished he could stand on top of it. But in just a few minutes, Doyle had warmed up some biscuits and boiled the coffee. As soon as he was done, he kicked snow on the fire, putting it out.
Andrew took the cup of coffee Doyle handed him, closed his eyes, and breathed in the scent. "You made it super strong," he said happily. "Just the way I like it." He grinned and took a huge drink. "Whowee! That's strong!"
"I know you don't like that sissy coffee Charlie makes," Doyle said with a grunt.
"My coffee's a knife to the heart," Charlie said. "Your coffee's a punch to the face."
"Gets the job done," Doyle chuckled. Charlie grinned as he took a swig, and Andrew laughed. Even if Pecos wasn't super glad to have him, it was good to be back.
Andrew jumped when the snow swirled around him and the Grey Shaman stepped out of nothingness. He'd forgotten just how creepy it was when the shaman arrived. "You!" Andrew gasped. What's your game? Pecos snarled.
"I keep explaining, but no one listens. I do not play games, Pecos," the Grey Shaman said with a weary tone. "I am merely intrigued by your visitor. He is different than others I have met from the futures."
Andrew's jaw dropped. "Others? There've been others? Pecos said I was the only one!"
"Don't sound so distressed," he said with a light chuckle. "You are the only one for Pecos."
What's that mean?
"How are you, Andrew?" the Grey Shaman asked, ignoring Pecos. He didn't sit, just stood, eyes watchful, grey cloak moving gently in the breeze. Andrew thought he looked like some sort of spirit, long grey hair pulled back, grey pants and cloak almost blending in with the snow.
"Are you really here?" Andrew asked, standing and stepping towards him. He paused, then slowly poked the shaman, but he was as solid as a man might be, not a vision or a ghost. "Huh. I kinda didn't think you were there."
The Grey Shaman grinned widely. "I do like you. Take care; too much of Doyle's coffee is bound to do something terrible to your insides."
He was gone before Doyle had even voiced his protest. "Ain't nothin' wrong with my coffee," he grumbled. "Best coffee in four territories and eighteen states. He should know; he's probably tried 'em all."
Andrew grinned widely as he listened to Doyle rant and rave. The Grey Shaman didn't make any sense to him, and Andrew was sure he knew more than he was saying about how Andrew got here. But the problem was he never stayed around long enough for Andrew to ask questions. And even when Andrew did ask questions, the Grey Shaman's answers were too damn cryptic to understand. Shamans.
"So what's our plan, guys?" Andrew asked when Doyle finally stopped ranting.
"Plan?" Doyle asked.
"Yeah, three cowboys, four if you ask Pecos, and me verses evil fire wolves."
"Cinder wolves," Charlie said.
"But fire wolves sounds better, and it's more clear. Nobody even knows what cinder means."
"It's a piece of burned wood that's still got fire in it," Joe explained.
"Yes, I get YOU know what it means. I mean nobody else."
"I knew that," Doyle growled.
"Oh fine, cinder wolves it is," Andrew said, rolling his eyes. "What's our plan?"
"Pecos has a plan," Charlie said.
Pecos, what's the plan? I'd rather not say. Oh crap. What's the plan? Really only one way to find 'em. And that is? Build a fire; wait for 'em to come. That's your plan?! Yep. You have gotta start coming up with better plans. Always work out. That's 'cause you're YOU! If you were normal, your plans would never work!
"Apparently, the plan is to use ourselves as bait," Andrew said.
Doyle nodded. "Makes sense."
"Course it does. Can we at least talk to some people who've seen them first?" That's part of the plan. That part comes first even. Fantastic, Andrew thought. "So we're looking for people who've seen the wolves. Are we close?"
Charlie nodded. "Headed to a town that was just attacked."
"Just attacked? As in right now?" Andrew wasn't ready yet. He'd just gotten here. He hadn't shot anything; he hadn't thrown a single knife. What if he'd forgotten how to do everything? And he still didn't understand what the damn cinder wolves were. Come out of the fire? That didn't even make sense.
"Went through maybe yesterday," Charlie replied.
Andrew felt a rush of relief. If they'd gone through a day ago, they probably weren't still there. You still that much of a sissy? I thought you'd manned up. I have, I mean… but I just wanna get used to everything again. You know? Oughta be ashamed of yourself… Pecos started on a rant, and Andrew sighed, trying to block him out.
He hadn't remembered how strange it was sharing a head with someone else. He also hadn't remembered how annoying it was when Pecos started on a rant and wouldn't shut up. Hey! Or how annoying it was that Pecos could hear everything he thought. You're welcome to leave anytime, Pecos snarled.
Andrew rolled his eyes and said, "Let's mount and ride!"
"Is he bossier?" Doyle asked Joe. "I remember him bein' a little, you know, sissier and quieter, don't you?" Joe just grinned and mounted his horse.
"I'm trying to be like Pecos," Andrew insisted. "Is it working?" I ain't bossy. I'm commandin'! Sure you are.
Andrew guided Dewmint up to Charlie's side, still finding it hard to believe he was here for real, riding a horse through the snow, hunting down deadly monsters made of fire. If he wasn't so sure it was real, he wouldn't believe it. You're makin' even less sense than you did before. I don't think you remember last time. I 'member enough.
Andrew rode beside Charlie without speaking for a while. Just like before, Charlie wasn't wearing a hat, and there was a light dusting of snow on his pitch black hair. Every now and then he tilted his head as if he were listening to something only he could hear.
"Where're we?" Andrew finally asked. "Are we a long way from where we were last time I was here?"
"You 'member where Grandfather Bear lives?"
"Yeah," Andrew said with a shudder. How could he forget?
"We're further north."
Andrew nodded, not really knowing where that was, but knowing better than to ask more. "We aren't riding very fast."
Charlie motioned towards the snow. "Ain't smart to gallop through snow unless you gotta. Horse can break a leg. So we go slower."
Andrew supposed that made sense, but he wanted to gallop. He wanted to feel the wind in his face. He wanted to run or something, anything. Pecos's strength hummed so much louder than his own did, and he could feel it strumming through his body. Waiting. Waiting for him to do something amazing.
Hey, guess what, Pecos? I can tap into the strength in my own body too. That's good, boy. Yeah, but I don't think it's just strength. I felt it heal my broken leg. Maybe we can learn to use it better or differently, more effectively, he added. Maybe, Pecos said doubtfully.
That sounds like cowboy for "no". Maybe. Andrew shook his head.
"Hey Charlie, do you think I can practice knife throwing? I'd like to make sure I haven't lost anything in the last few months. I haven't been able to do anything at home."
Charlie nodded. "Knives is fine ridin', and when we camp, you can work on shootin' and ropin'. Maybe we can do a little hand to hand."
"Cool! Hey Doyle!"
"Yep?"
"Maybe you can teach me to fight like you said you would."
Doyle grinned. "It'd be my pleasure, boy."
Andrew gulped; he'd forgotten just how wolfish Doyle's grin could be. You asked for that. I have to learn sometime. Just hope he don't kill you, seein' how you're me and all. He wouldn't. Maybe… Andrew glanced at Doyle; he was staring straight ahead, face a mask of granite. Nah; he wouldn't. Pecos chuckled softly.
Andrew pulled one of Pecos's knives from his belt. Did you get a new knife? No. You didn't have this one before. Andrew turned it over in his hand. It had a slim antler handle with a straight blade, and fancy etching ran down the metal. Ain't mine; yours. Say what? You got me a knife? That's so cool! Thanks! So you did miss me! It's nothin', Pecos grumbled. Now you won't break mine, and we don't say thanks, damn it!
Andrew laughed. There were just some things about him Pecos was going to have to get used to. Saying thanks was one of them. Stretching was another. In fact he wished he'd remembered to stretch after breakfast. Still nothin' but a sissy. You should try it; you might like it. Maybe. I'll take that as a no, Andrew thought with a grin.
For a moment Andrew thought about his mom. Would this be the same as last time? No matter how long he was gone only a little time would have passed at home? He hoped she didn't notice he was missing or coma sleeping or whatever it was his body did when his mind wasn't there. He couldn't even imagine her reaction if she did. He shuddered thinking about it.
But he was here now, where he'd wanted to be, and he wasn't going to ruin it thinking about home. He felt the weight of the knife in his hands, then picked a tree, and aimed for the middle. He threw and missed. Crap. I totally missed. And here I thought you hit it. Shut up.
"Might take a bit for you to find the rhythm again," Charlie observed. "'Member what you said?"
"No."
"You said it was a lot like pitchin'."
"Oh, that's right. Well, I haven't exactly been pitching." Andrew dismounted to search for his knife. The snow was so deep it almost came up to his knees. He searched for several minutes before he found it, some ten feet from the tree he'd been aiming for. He wiped the snow off and placed it back in his belt.
Ain't you gonna keep workin'? I think I'll wait until we're in camp. My aim's a little off, and I don't wanna lose my knife in all this snow. How come you ain't been pitchin'? I haven't been playing baseball. Why not? Andrew wiggled uncomfortably in his saddle. Well, I've been reading so much and researching and Chuck and Ed didn't believe me and baseball just didn't seem important. I didn't wanna waste any time. So you've just been sittin' 'round readin'? I ride my bike, Andrew insisted. And run sometimes. But yes, mostly reading. Boy it's a wonder you could even get in the saddle. It's still your body… so, you know.
What 'bout Chuck and Ed? I told them everything, Andrew explained with a grimace. But they didn't believe a word of it. They thought I had a trippy medication dream. But I knew it was real, you know? I had the stuff Joe, Charlie, and Doyle had given me; and I knew, I absolutely knew it was real. And they didn't believe me. That'll happen.
And now Mom's sending me to a shrink because I've been acting so different, and everything's a mess. Shrink what? No, I mean like a head doctor. Ah. What you gonna do? I'm gonna go. I'm gonna tell him whatever it is he wants to hear, not the truth, but some kinda truth, you know, and I'm gonna pretend to be exactly who I was before all this happened. If that means playing baseball and hanging out with Chuck and Ed, that's exactly what I'll do.
Pecos was quiet for a minute. At least you got a plan. It's better than one of your plans. Maybe, Pecos chuckled. It's just as well anyway. How do you figure? All that book readin' you did, what'd you learn, really? Well… Andrew shrugged. Not anything truly helpful. I mean I learned a bit more about horses, but I couldn't put it into practice or anything, and I'm sure Charlie would know better than the books I read or the videos I watched. And he's for sure a better teacher.
And I wasn't sure what to believe from the history books because half of them contradicted the other half, and the ones that did agree… well some of those books gave me nightmares. The things they said happened. I can't even tell you, but if half of what they said is true, this is a dangerous, possibly horrible, place to be, and I can't imagine why the hell I wanted to come back.
You're welcome to leave. Andrew rolled his eyes. You know I can't. Worth a shot. Anyway, lots of bad things happen, not just here, but everywhere. It ain't perfect, but I imagine no place or time is. Maybe some just put a shine on it. Andrew wasn't sure about that; it'd have to be a pretty thick shine. But then he remembered all the school shootings and terrorist attacks and long, drawn-out wars, and he realized maybe Pecos had a point.
Anyway, the legends about you are supposed to be made-up, and they were pretty far from the truth of things, according to you, so really all I did was a lot of reading. And I don't even like reading. The best thing was finding Joe because it proved you're in the same time line and reality as me. But it didn't change nothin'. I know. That's what was so frustrating!
Somethin' powerful's at play here. You don't got the ability or will to make yourself come back. I know. And I don't belong here. Why would anyone even want me here? I just get in the way. You certainly don't need me. Maybe you need me. What? Why would I need you? I mean I'm not important. Just a thought. Anyway, the way I figure it you may as well operate as normal, and when whoever is ready for you to be here, you'll be here.
Andrew frowned. Everything was just so mucked up. He wished he knew even a little why he was here. Why him? Why Pecos? So I just do nothing? he thought. Well, not nothin'. Practical stuff's good. Like what? If you'd kept pitchin', you'd be better with the knife, right? Probably. There's other things you could apply yourself to that don't involve knives and guns, since I get the impression that's not somethin' you got back home. Andrew laughed. Not unless I wanna go to jail. I just don't understand the world you live in. Makes no sense. That's what I'm saying.




Chapter 6

 
[image: ] 

"We're close," Charlie said, interrupting Andrew's thoughts. "I smell smoke."
Andrew sniffed, but he couldn't smell anything. If Charlie says he can smell it, he can. I know, I know; Charlie smells better than most people, right? Yep. What about taste? Can Charlie taste better than most people? What? How the hell would I know?! I don't know; I just… never mind.
Andrew looked around, searching for any signs of fire or wolves. He didn't see anything, not anything at all, but he wasn't Charlie, and even though he was looking through Pecos's eyes, he was using his own mind.
Look at the sun, boy. What? Andrew looked up and saw the sun was red instead of yellow, and it was casting a reddish glow over all the snow, making everything look pink. Why's it like that? Smoke. Andrew shivered, pulling his coat tighter.
Charlie was frowning. "No animals around," he said quietly. "Everything hid or ran away."
"How can you tell?"
"I can't see 'em."
Andrew nodded. He guessed if Charlie said it was so, it was so. Now you're gettin' it. Andrew rolled his eyes. They rode in silence for a while, and before long Andrew could smell the smoke too, but he still didn't see the town or any signs of life.
"Somethin' up ahead," Charlie said after a moment.
"What is it?"
"Don't know. Ain't alive."
If Andrew squinted he could just make out a huge black mound ahead of them. They were still quite a ways off, but it stood out against the white of the landscape, as did the tracks leading up to it. As they rode closer he could see that although the mound was mostly black, parts of it were brown, white, and various other colors. It looked like a huge mound of half burned trash, but that didn't seem quite right.
They rode closer, and Andrew stared, gasping as his eyes finally focused, finally separated the shadows, finally made sense of the colors.
"Oh crap; it's bodies!" he gasped, pulling back on his reins in horror, eyes locked on the pile, locked on the partially burned head of a dog.
What might have been a goat was sprawled on the ground next to the pile. It was not only burned but also ripped to shreds. Its skin was torn off in spots, black and crusty in others. Its flesh had gaping holes, and its ribs hung open, red strips dangling from the bones. Andrew looked away, gagging and struggling not to vomit.
"What did this?" he whispered, when he was certain he wouldn't throw up all over Dewmint.
"Cinder wolves," Charlie said softly.
"But why are they here, like this?"
"Townspeople must've stacked 'em up," Charlie said. "Couldn't leave 'em in town, ground's too frozen to bury 'em, can't burn 'em. Only thing they could do."
Andrew shuddered. "Can we go?"
"Not yet; I'm lookin'."
"For what?"
"Somethin', anythin'." Charlie had dismounted and was circling the pile of bodies, studying it carefully.
Get up there, boy. What? Why? You might learn somethin'. No, I don't wanna! It's… it's gross. I can't. Quit bein' a sissy and get up there! Andrew swallowed hard and dismounted. He'd wanted to come back. Did he think it would be easy or exactly like last time? He wasn't a boy here, and Pecos wasn't going to treat him like one. Andrew followed Charlie around the pile, trying not to look too closely.
"Do you see anything?" Andrew asked.
Charlie pointed to a cat. "Whadda you see?"
Andrew glanced at the mangled cat. "A dead cat. A slightly charred, slightly clawed, dead cat."
"Ain't burned completely, the claw and teeth marks aren't meant to kill. And they didn't eat any of it."
"Sorry, what?"
"Wolf kills for food, right?"
"I don't know; do they?"
"What other reason they got?"
"Territory, mates, a bad day?" Joe put in.
"But then they'd be killin' other wolves. Outside of that, they kill for food. These wolves are killin' to kill."
"I thought we already knew that." I think Charlie's point is they don't need to eat. Like the dust devils, they like to kill. Andrew suddenly felt very cold. Oh, he thought. I get it.
"There's easily thirty or more animals here. Each and every one has been both burned and maimed," Charlie said as he mounted his horse. "Let's head up to town."
Andrew didn't want to do that, but he mounted Dewmint and rode behind Doyle. Doyle hadn't said a word, and he had a particularly stony look on his face. Andrew shuddered. Right now he wasn't sure whether he was more scared of Doyle or the fiery wolves that liked to kill.
Suddenly a silent and lifeless town emerged from the snow. There was no smoke or voices to give it away; no figures rushing around. Without the partially exposed road leading into it, Andrew would have ridden right past it without even knowing it was there.
The wide road ran down the middle, and large buildings were clustered together along either side. Further out, beyond the main road, small and large cabins made up the rest of the town. Andrew figured there were about thirty buildings in all. At least there had been. Some of them were burned all the way to the ground, others were partially burned, not one of them was whole.
Charlie sniffed the air. "Nothing's smokin'."
"So?"
"Well, I'd guess the wolves came through just a day ago, but all the fires are out. Don't usually see that."
"Are there any people still here?" Andrew asked.
"Up ahead," Charlie replied, riding towards the largest, least burned building.
When they stopped in front of it, Joe dismounted and knocked. "Anybody in there?" he called amiably.
After a moment, the door cracked open, and a pale face streaked with ash peered out. "Who are you, and what do you want?"
Joe smiled his wide, friendly smile and pointed at Andrew. "This here's Pecos Bill. We've come to see about the cinder wolves."              
The figure shuddered at the mention of cinder wolves, but the door opened the rest of the way allowing Andrew to see it was a woman. A very filthy woman, covered in ash, dress torn, hands shaking. "Come in," she said softly, standing aside.
They dismounted, tying the horses to the railing, and walked into the building. It was cold inside, and the only light was coming through the windows. There were no candles or oil lamps or fires burning. The woman was wearing a coat and a shawl over her tattered dress. She had on gloves, but she was still shivering.
Andrew could barely make out a small huddle of children against the back wall sitting close together wrapped in blankets. He waved at them, deciding against a smile since he wasn't sure if Pecos's smile was actually comforting.
"Where's everybody else?" Joe asked softly.
"It's just Margo and us," the woman replied. "She's out looking for food in the cabins."
"Just the two of you?" Doyle asked in surprise. "You carried all the animals out of town?"
Her eyes filled with tears, and Andrew instantly thought of his mom. He patted her shoulder awkwardly, trying to comfort her. "Why don't you sit down and tell us what happened?" he suggested.
She nodded, blowing her nose in a hanky and then began to talk, her voice tired and weak. "The night before last, after everyone was inside, a horrible howling filled the air. We'd heard rumors about the cinder wolves," she said with a shudder. "But we didn't know anything about them, so we barred the doors and grabbed our guns." She started weeping, and one of the older boys, about nine or ten, left the huddle and came to stand by her.
He looked Andrew in the eyes and said bravely. "It didn't do any good because the wolves didn't come from outside. They came from the fires."
"Like inside the cabins?" Andrew asked. The boy nodded. "What happened next?"
"We were just sitting there. Ma was darning socks, and Pa was reading. Sis and I were playing jacks." He swallowed hard. "Then the howling started, and our fire just swelled, grew bigger and bigger, and the wolves leaped out of it. There were two, and they were so fast, nobody…" he struggled with his words. "They were just too quick. Pa didn't even get a shot fired."
Andrew stared at the kid, amazed he could even speak. He was just a bit younger than Andrew and here he was telling how his parents had died. If it were Andrew, he'd be bawling; there was no way he'd be able to talk about it. This kid was already a man. Andrew wasn't a man. He was just a stupid boy in a man's body. He shouldn't even be here; he should be home playing baseball. Ain't the time, boy.
What happened next?
"I'm really sorry," Andrew said gently. "What happened next?"
The boy swiped a tear from his cheek. "I grabbed Sis, opened the door, and ran. We didn't stop 'til we couldn't see the lights anymore."
"How did you make it through the night?" Joe asked.
"We dug a hole in the snow and huddled together. We woke before morning because Miss Wilma was yelling, looking for… anyone else… still..."
Wilma had stopped crying, and she patted the boy on the arm, saying shakily, "Thank you, Billy. I'll tell them the rest." Billy nodded and went back to his sister. "Several of the children survived because they ran away," she said, wrapping her arms around herself. "I think the night wasn't as cold because of the fires, and none of them went far."
She paused, but finally continued, voice strained, "Of the adults only Margo and I are still… here. We hauled water to put out all the flames." Her eyes grew wide and frightened. "But what if they come back?!"
She was crying again, and Andrew patted her shoulder, but it didn't seem to help. Whadda I do? Never been good with cryin' women. That's Joe's job. Andrew glared at Joe and motioned towards Wilma.
Joe nodded, sitting down beside her and wrapping his arm around her shoulder. "Can you tell us what else happened?" he asked softly. She buried her face in his shoulder and cried for a minute longer, but then she straightened and wiped her eyes.
"I'm sorry, I just… it's been a very long day. Some of the animals didn't... they survived, and Margo and I hooked up one of the horses and dragged all the… the other animals outside of town. We… we… some of the older boys helped us carry the other… bodies into one of the barns."
What other bodies? Andrew thought. The people, boy! Focus. Oh, the people. Andrew frowned, imagining a pile of human bodies just as huge as the pile of animal bodies outside of town. He could see their charred faces and limbs. He could see their open ribs and torn flesh. He definitely should have stayed home. Maybe if he closed his eyes really tightly, he'd pop back into his own body, then he'd burn that stupid pamphlet and be done with it. Quit your whinin'! Pecos snapped.
"You did a very good job," Joe said soothingly.
"But what now?" she asked desperately. "We can't stay here, but if we move what if the wolves attack there? Where can we go? What can we do?" she sobbed helplessly into Joe's shoulder.
The door opened, and another woman walked in. She dropped the food she was carrying, pulling a gun and aiming it at Joe. "Back away or I'll shoot!" she snapped.
Andrew saw that Doyle's gun was already drawn, steadily pointed at the new women. Doyle's eyes were hard as rock, and Andrew knew without a doubt he'd shoot to protect Joe. Andrew opened his mouth to say something, anything, but Wilma stood quickly, stepping away from Joe, and saying, "Margo, I'm fine. This is Pecos Bill and his men. I'm telling them what happened." Margo's eyes narrowed, and she glared at them.
"I'm An… Pecos," Andrew told her. "This is Doyle, Charlie, and Joe."
"A bit late, aren't you?" Margo snapped.
"Well, I got here as quick as I could," Andrew stuttered. She means us, boy, not you. Oh, right. Andrew didn't know what to say. There wasn't anything he could say that would make it better. The wolves had come; the town was gone; the people were dead. The only thing they could do was help now.
Whadda we do? I'm thinkin'; I'll let you know. Joe looked at Andrew and raised his eyebrows in question. "What?! I'm thinking!" Andrew exclaimed.
Margo humphed, putting away her gun and kneeling to pick up the things she'd dropped. Wilma went to help her. Doyle holstered his gun and grunted, "I'll check on the horses."
Andrew stared after him, wondering why Doyle was acting so weird and wondering how they were going to help these people and fight the cinder wolves at the same time. 
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Andrew motioned for Charlie and Joe to follow him and walked as far from the children as possible. "Pecos is thinking," he said with a shrug. "You guys got any ideas?"
"The wolves are headin' south," Charlie said. "They haven't ever backtracked that I can tell; once they hit a place, that's it. They pop up further south next time."
Joe had been softly playing his harmonica, but he stopped and said, "It's just two women and a passel of children. Even if the wolves don't return, they're not safe here. Not on their own."
"Why not?" Andrew asked. "This building looks sound; couldn't they stay here until we send help their way?"
"Living here isn't easy," Joe argued. "There's wood to chop, water to haul, animals to care for, meat to hunt; that's a lot for anyone, let alone two women. Not only that, but wolves aren't the only threats."
"What else is there?"
Joe smiled sadly. "Winter, starvation, men."
"Men?" Andrew asked skeptically. "But if men came along wouldn't they help? Like we are?"
"You'd like to hope."
Not likely, Pecos snorted. Anyway, here's my plan. It ain't good, but it's the best I got. Oh crap. If you think it's bad, it's BAD! We need to get the women and children out of here. The closest, safest place for 'em is Grandma's village. BUT we can't send 'em on their own, and we also can't leave the other towns unprotected, so we're gonna split up. Say what?!
You and Doyle take the women and children down; should only take two days, maybe three. Joe and Charlie'll track the cinder wolves. We'll meet back up and take care of business. You're right. That's a horrible plan. You got a better one? Andrew thought for a minute, but he honestly didn't. Pecos went on. She said some of the animals survived; see if we can round up a couple horses and a wagon. We'll load 'em up and get 'em out of here.
"Pecos's plan sucks," Andrew said grumpily. "If you've got a better one, I'm all ears. He wants Doyle and me to take the women and kids to Grandma's village, and you guys'll track the wolves."
Joe nodded. "It's better than what I came up with."
"Really?"
"Yep."
Andrew groaned. "Okay then. Would you guys see if you can round up a couple horses, a wagon, and any supplies? I'll talk to the women. Wait, how about you talk to the women, Joe; and I'll look for the horses?"
"Nah, you better take care of it; it being your plan and all," Joe said with a grin, slapping Andrew on the back and walking out the door with Charlie.
"It's not my plan; it's Pecos's," Andrew muttered, smiling at the women. He always hated smiling with Pecos's mouth. It never felt quite right. "We're gonna move you guys down the mountain to a Native American village. You'll be safe there."
Wilma frowned. "Native American? What's that?"
"Oh right, my bad, Indian village."
"What makes you think we'll be safe in an Indian village?" Margo demanded. "They'll sell us or scalp us. We'd be better off staying here!" Her face was angry, but her hand tugged her hair anxiously.
"They're not gonna sell you or scalp you," Andrew replied with a frown. "It's Grandma's village. They'll take care of you until Pe… until I figure out something different."
Margo sneered. "I'll not trust my life to savages!"
Andrew glared at her. Grandma wasn't a savage; none of them were. Andrew thought about calling her something nasty to see how she liked it, but instead he just said, "Whatever; you can stay here; I will, however, take the children." He glanced at Wilma. "You coming?"
"Margo, be reasonable," Wilma pleaded. "I don't think they would turn us over to be hurt by savage Indians. These Indians must be peaceful."
Suddenly Andrew wasn't sure of anything. Maybe Grandma wouldn't want a bunch of white people dropped off on her doorstep. After all, look at what the whites had done and were doing. He shuddered thinking of everything he'd read and all the horrible things white people had done to the Indians. If he were Native American he wouldn't care much for white people either.
Um, they are peaceful, right? he asked Pecos. They ain't gonna hurt 'em. Can I leave Margo? She's scared, boy. Just watched her entire town die. Maybe she lost a husband, brother, pa, child. She's got a right to be a bit grumpy. Andrew hadn't thought of that, and he stared at Margo in surprise, knowing she probably had lost someone, amazed she wasn't curled in a ball crying, because that's what he'd be doing.
"Never mind," he said stiffly. "I'm not asking, I'm telling. You're coming."
Margo opened her mouth to argue, but Wilma quickly cut in. "Thank you; we'll come."
"Get the kids ready; I'll check on the others." Andrew walked quickly out the door but skidded immediately to a halt. Widow Maker was blocking the pathway, smoke puffing angrily out his wide nostrils.
"I forgot about you," Andrew said conversationally, trying to edge his way around him. Widow Maker stamped his foot angrily. "Well, it's not like you were traveling with me." Widow Maker narrowed his eyes. "Look, if you want me to remember you, you've gotta stay with me."
You know Widow Maker don't talk, right? Andrew sighed. I know, but I'm telling you, he understands everything I say. I can see it in his creepy eyes. Maybe that head doctor's not such a bad idea. That's messed up. You'll wanna steer clear of his hind legs. He's got a nasty kick. Andrew stepped back several feet and gave Widow Maker's hind end a wide berth. Widow Maker turned his head to watch him. Damn he creeps me out! Actually, I think he might kinda like you. Ha!
Andrew found Charlie kneeling on the ground near the edge of the village. "What's up?" Andrew asked kneeling beside him.
"The tracks are gone."
"Did it snow?"
"No; the tracks are here." Charlie pointed to some tracks heading towards an unburned barn. "The wolf was running towards that barn, but then right there, gone."
"Like it just disappeared?" Charlie nodded. "So they materialize out of fire and then they just poof, gone? Kinda like the shaman?"
"See how the snow is melted in spots?" Charlie asked. Andrew glanced around. There was still a lot of snow, but there were big patches of dirt showing all over the town. "They must be very hot," Charlie said thoughtfully.
"What will you do if they attack while we're gone?"
"Fight."
Andrew grimaced, wanting to ask how, but knowing the answer would be "just will". "Be careful. We'll be as fast as we can. How will we find you?"
"I'll send a guide."
"A guide?"
Charlie grinned. "You'll know."
Andrew shrugged. Apparently if Charlie said he'd know, he'd know. "But how will we get to the village? I mean, you're the one who knows how to get everywhere."
"Follow the road."
"What?! We've never done that before."
"Doyle knows the way."
"If you say so," Andrew muttered. "We'll see you soon then."
He turned and spotted Joe leading a team of horses hooked to a wagon. "Did you find everything?" Andrew asked as he jogged up to him.
"Yep; you got everything you need."
"Great. We may have to tie up Margo, but other than that, we're good to go."
Joe raised an eyebrow. "Why's that?"
"She threw a big hissy about going to an Indian village. Called them savages and said they'd scalp her."
"She's got reason to fear," Joe replied.
"Whadda you mean? It's Grandma's village. They'd never hurt them, would they?"
"No, and you know that and I know that. But there's been a lot of killing, and it's hard to know who you can trust. She doesn't know you; it's just she doesn't have any choice. She has to trust you."
He's right, Andrew thought with a shudder. So many people had been killed, slaughtered really, for any reason from revenge to land to trapping to just for fun. It wasn't surprising that Pecos didn't want to leave them here or that they were terrified to go.
"Why can't everyone just get along?" Andrew said with a sigh.
"Man's like that. Greed, fear, anger."
We don't got time for this, boy. You need to get a move on. Sorry, I just… I don't get it. There ain't nothin' to get. Just is. Andrew rolled his eyes. "Where's Doyle?"
"Couldn't say," Joe replied.
Andrew walked past several houses looking for Doyle, widely skirting a large barn, wondering if it was full of dead bodies, wondering what would happen to them. Would they rot? Would someone come back to bury them? Would animals eat them? Were there children in there? Babies? Had they suffered? He hoped not. He hoped they'd died quickly and painlessly.
Billy had made it seem like it had only taken a second, but Andrew had seen those animals outside of town, and it looked like a horrible way to die. He felt sad thinking of Billy, thinking of all those children whose parents had died. They were all alone now. Lost. What'll happen to them? Be alright. I never had no one, and I turned out just fine. Really? What's that mean? Nothing.
The air was silent, and Andrew shivered, feeling like he was walking through a ghost town, which in reality he was. He found Doyle standing in front of a burned-out house, a look of absolute anguish on his face.
"You okay?" Andrew asked carefully.
Doyle spun with a growl. "I'm fine," he snapped.
"You don't seem fine."
"I'm fine!"
"Okay then; if you say so. You and I are gonna take the kids and women down to Grandma's village. We're ready to leave." Doyle grunted and strode off towards the horses.
He's definitely NOT fine, Andrew thought. I know you like to know what's goin' on, Pecos said wearily. But we're men; we don't talk 'bout stuff, 'specially not stuff that makes someone look like Doyle looked just now. Leave it be.
You should teach a Cowboy 101 Class. What? Yeah, rule number one of cowboy club: we do not hug, rule number two: we do not talk about our feelings, rule number three: we wear really big hats. You makin' fun of me, boy? Me? No; I'm totally, one hundred percent serious. Humph.
As Joe lifted the children into the wagon, the women brought out all the blankets they had and wrapped them around the children, and Andrew and Charlie loaded the supplies. Since Andrew had ridden Dewmint all day, he saddled Doyle's fresh horse and tied Dewmint and Doyle's other horse to the back of the wagon. Joe had managed to round up four horses, and Charlie thought they would be able to make pretty good time. Andrew was glad. He hated the idea of leaving Joe and Charlie alone.
He glanced over at Widow Maker, feeling silly, but knowing he couldn't leave him behind. "I'd like you to follow us, but feel free to do what you want," he said casually. Widow Maker snorted, and Andrew shrugged. He didn't really care what Widow Maker did, but he knew Pecos loved his horse. Just a horse; he's free to… to do whatever he wants. Andrew rolled his eyes and pulled himself into the saddle, ready to leave the burned-out town and all those hidden bodies behind. The bodies he hadn't seen but knew were there.
"Hey, Doyle," Andrew asked. "What's your horse's name?"
Doyle stared at Andrew for a moment before snapping, "Eight."
"Eight what?"
"That's her name; Eight."
"You named your horse Eight?" Doyle gave a sharp nod. "What's the other horse's name?"
Doyle frowned. "Twelve. Now shut up, boy; it's time to go." Doyle jumped into the front of the wagon, grabbed the reins, and called out "Gee-up!" as he slapped the reins down with a crack. The team took off at a brisk pace, and Andrew followed behind. I can't believe Doyle numbers his horses. It's like I said, just a horse. Right, just a horse.
It was late afternoon, and a light snow had started to fall, giving the day a soft light and a warm, insulated feel. It was beautiful, but it was hard to enjoy, knowing they were leaving Joe and Charlie behind. What will they do if the cinder wolves attack? Andrew asked anxiously. Fight. But how? We don't know anything about them, certainly not how to kill them. Just will. Damn it, Pecos! That's not an answer! Best I got. That's stupid, Andrew grumbled.
Keep your eyes open, Pecos commanded.
Andrew nodded, riding behind the wagon and looking all around them, watching the woods and the sky. He wasn't sure what he was looking for, but he looked anyway, trying to see if there was anything around them but seeing only snow.
Hey, Andrew thought. You ever have trouble with snakes? Snakes? Yeah, you know, 'cause we killed Septimis? Nah. Even got a snake back home. Like a pet?! Are you insane?! Who has a pet snake? Ain't a pet. Like a barn cat. Keeps the rats away. Rats? Ugh… still. He don't seem to mind me. Hasn't bit me yet, anyway. Andrew wasn't sure that was comforting.
They rode through the evening, only stopping occasionally for their passengers to stretch their legs and take care of necessities. Andrew had never seen such quiet children. In fact, everything was strangely silent, the woods, the wagon, the horses. Andrew didn't like it. Not only did it weird him out, but it also made him sleepy. He wished Joe was there to talk to.
Can you read and write? he asked Pecos. Sure; Joe taught me all that. What about math? Pecos snorted. Gotta know math if you got cattle. But Joe keeps the books. Books? Numbers, accountin', you know. Joe's a hell of an accountant; never loses a cent. Andrew grinned, imagining Pecos and Joe studying a bunch of numbers in ledgers. Can't see it. What? You guys being all booky and what not. Why not? Well, you're just so cowboyee; figured that was rule number four or something. Ain't nothin' wrong with books. Sure, I guess. If you're into that sorta thing.
Should we make camp? Andrew asked before Pecos could snap at him. No; we ride through the night. But the moon's not even out! Isn't it dangerous? We're followin' the road, and Doyle's one of the best team drivers I've ever seen. It'll be fine.
"We'll keep riding," Andrew told Doyle. "Should make it by sunrise if we ride all night."
"We should stop for a rest!" Margo called out sharply. "The children are exhausted."
"They can sleep in the wagon," Doyle snapped. "We ride." Apparently Margo was smart enough not to argue with Doyle because she didn't say anything else.
The sun slowly set, and the woods were cast into eerie darkness. The sky was milky pink, and snowflakes continued to drift down softly, coating Doyle and the wagon in a sheet of white. The sound of the wagon wheels was muffled and quiet. Andrew kept searching the trees and ground for anything out of place, but he'd never been in snow-covered woods before, certainly not after dark, and everything looked out of place to him.
He jumped when an owl flew overhead, hooting in the air above him. The sound was low and hollow, and Andrew shivered. Owls weren't cute, cuddly things like they were in books and movies. In reality, they were nasty and cruel, with blood soaked talons.
Not all owls are like that, you know. Like what? The owls from Owl Haven. No; I didn't know. Just like men. Some good; some bad. The lines with animals just get a bit blurred 'cause they live by a different set of rules. How's that? Well, they eat each other for one, and that's a bit frowned on among men. Sometimes, Pecos added. Andrew shuddered, wishing Pecos hadn't said that.
How about I tell you what I've been up to? Sure. Andrew told Pecos about all the things he'd read and studied and about Ms. Whyte. She's the best librarian ever, Andrew gushed. She always finds exactly what I think I'm looking for. And she's kinda pretty, for a librarian, you know. I think she might be Native American, but she's super blond, and I figure it's rude to ask.
Why do you always call 'em that? What? Indians. Oh. Well, in my time a lot of people got hung up on words and went around trying to make everything politically correct. What's that mean? Um... it means they tried to make it where terms didn't offend anyone. Waste of time. Probably, I mean, I don't know. They still call us white. They don't say European Americans or something like that, so it's kinda weird. Huh. Anyway, I guess that's all I've done. I mean, my life is really pretty boring. What've you been doing?
Went on a cattle drive, but you knew that. Dealt with that ice monster. I'm sorry did you say "ice monster"? Yep. You know what, let's just ride for a bit, okay? Whatever. Andrew stared at the snow, trying to block thoughts of ice monsters and cinder wolves from his mind. He shivered as a bit of snow worked its way down his collar and wondered what his mom was doing. Was she bundled up in bed, reading one of her books, drinking chocolate milk? Was she worried about him? Did she even know he was gone?
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The wind had started blowing softly; and the snow was gusting across the ground in small waves and swirls. The swirls looked almost like dust devils. Suddenly the wind roared down the road hard and fast, and the snow rose up in a tall tower, rushing towards the wagon, arms outstretched, mouth gaping wide.
Andrew drew his gun and rode straight towards the pillar of snow, heart pounding, eyes searching. I don't see it! WHERE IS IT?! What? What're you talkin' 'bout, boy?! The black spot! Where's the black spot? What black spot? On the… the… the snow devil!
"Doyle! Snow devil!" Andrew yelled.
It was almost on top of the wagon now, and Andrew tried to force Eight between it and the wagon. Bits of snow sliced across Andrew's face, and he shot into it wildly, hoping it would turn away. His bullets passed right through, and the snow devil kept coming.
The silent night air was broken by screams and snorts and whinnies. STOP SHOOTIN' BOY! Don't you see it? Andrew gasped, watching in helpless horror as the snow devil passed over him and rushed into the wagon.
The snow devil didn't stop, just tore over the heads of the screaming children and into the trees on the other side. What? Andrew thought in disbelief. What just happened? Why did it keep going?
It was just snow! Pecos snapped. Happens when the wind blows; like a little blizzard. Ain't no such thing as snow devils! Oh. So it wasn't gonna hurt anyone? No! Be glad you didn't shoot Doyle. He would've skinned you. Andrew felt hot blood rush to his face, and he was suddenly very glad it was dark.
He rode up to Doyle, feeling more foolish than he ever had. "Sorry, Doyle," he mumbled. "I thought… I mean… It looked like…"
"I get it, kid," Doyle interrupted. "Let's ride."
Andrew nodded gratefully, glad rule number two existed, beginning to see why rule number two existed. He turned to the wagon. Several of the children were still whimpering, and Margo and Wilma were staring at him fearfully with pale faces and wide eyes.
"I'm really sorry about that," he said stiffly. "I thought there was something there… but there wasn't. Everything's okay."
Doyle cracked the reins, and the wagon pulled forward; Andrew followed at a distance, feeling awful. As if those poor kids weren't already scared enough, now they were even scared of him. He pulled the collar of his coat higher and dipped his hat down onto his forehead, trying to pretend he was home and his mom was making him hot cocoa.
The wind kept blowing, cutting his face and tearing at his clothes. Andrew cringed every time it blew into a column. I'll be glad when we're out of these creepy woods, he thought glumly, slumping even further into his saddle. You ain't ever seen creepy woods, boy. Did I tell you 'bout... Not now, Pecos, Andrew interrupted. He didn't want to hear about anything creepy or scary today. Cinder wolves were enough for one day.
They rode through the remaining night without stopping. Andrew was just starting to fall asleep when Doyle called out, "We're gettin' close. 'Nother mile or so."
Andrew yawned, glancing around. The snow had stopped falling, and they had just left the edge of the forest. He could see the glow of Grandma's village in the distance.
"They have fires!" Wilma suddenly gasped. "We can't go there!"
"I'll ride ahead and talk to them," Andrew said, giving Eight a good kick and racing towards the village. The air was briskly cold, and it whipped across Andrew's face, waking him. It felt wonderful to ride again. Wonderful to race across the pristine snow. Wonderful to see Eight's breath billow into the night air.
A man was silhouetted against the light of the village, so Andrew slowed to a stop and jumped off his horse, approaching cautiously. The sky was slowly lightening, and Andrew could barely make out the man's face. It was the young man he'd fought the last time he'd been to the village. He hoped they were still on good terms.
"Hey, how's it going?" Andrew asked.
"Grandmother said you were coming," the man replied. "She told me to meet you."
"Like Charlie's grandma? Is she your grandma too?"
"She is grandmother to everyone in the village." The man looked Andrew over curiously. "Are you the boy or the man? She did not say."
Andrew grinned. "Both! Pecos is in here, but I'm Andrew."
"Andrew. I am Rides the Thunder."
"Wow! That's a cool name! Does it mean you're superfast? Or would it be super loud? I don't actually know how Indian names work."
Rides the Thunder laughed loudly. "I am fast," he said, "but my mother named me Rides the Thunder because I was born during a thunderstorm."
"That's cool." I wish I had an Indian name, Andrew thought. It'd be somethin' along the lines of Ropes Real Bad. Not cool, Pecos. "I need to talk to Grandma," Andrew said.
Rides the Thunder nodded, leading Andrew through the sleeping village to the old woman's hut. She was waiting at the door, orange glow behind her.
"Grandmother, I have brought you Andrew… and Pecos," Rides the Thunder said.
She smiled at Andrew, staring right into his eyes with her glassy, white eyes. "I was not sure I would meet you again." She frowned. "Although it would be better in happier times, yes?"
"Oh crap, I forgot! You have to douse the fires! Now! There're cinder wolves, and they come through the fires!"
"Yes, I know." She waved her hand, dismissing his words. "Our village is protected."
"Really?" How? "How?"
She smiled broadly. "Was there something you needed?"
"Right; I forgot that too. Sorry; I'm really tired. Doyle's behind me with a wagon, two women and some kids. Their town was attacked by the cinder wolves, and they need a safe place to stay."
"And Pecos thought to bring them here?"
"Yeah. The kids are all pretty shocked. One of the ladies, Margo is a little hostile. You might wanna watch her, maybe tie her up. I'm not sure if she'll cause you trouble."
Grandmother stared at him sternly and asked quite seriously, "What type of hospitality would that be?"
"She really doesn't like Indians; she doesn't understand you're good people."
Grandmother sighed heavily. "I'm afraid there is much in this world that breeds fear. I cannot blame her for not trusting us. She does not know us. Likewise, she should not blame us for not trusting her."
Andrew wasn't sure he followed. She's sayin' it goes both ways, boy. What goes both ways? Trust, fear, anythin'. I still don't get it. Let's just get this done. "Can they stay?"
"We will take care of them; you take care of the wolves."
"Have you seen anything that can help us?"
Her face darkened. "I have seen nothing of use. I am sorry."
"Do you know how to kill them?"
"I know nothing about the cinder wolves."
Andrew shrugged just as Doyle pulled up with the wagon. Several women and men had come from their huts because of the noise, and Grandmother spoke commandingly to them in her musical language. Disbelief crossed the faces of some, but as a whole they nodded when Grandmother finished speaking. Rides the Thunder and another warrior went to help the wide-eyed children down, and several women gathered them up and took them away.
Andrew saw a look of terror cross Margo's face as one of the women led her into a hut. He thought of trying to say something to comfort her, but he honestly didn't know what that would be. She wouldn't believe him; she'd just have to see for herself.
Let's ride. Don't we have time for a quick nap and some breakfast? We'll stop on the way. Andrew sighed, knowing it was useless to argue. Fine. "Let's go, Doyle."
Doyle nodded and tossed the reins of the exhausted wagon horses to Rides the Thunder. "Keep 'em," Doyle said. Then Doyle saddled Twelve, and Andrew saddled Dewmint.
Andrew nodded to Grandmother and Rides the Thunder, and he and Doyle rode back the way they'd come. When they reached the edge of the village, Andrew saw Widow Maker waiting for him, standing out like a piece of charcoal against the white of the snow.
"That horse freaks me out," Andrew said softly.
Doyle grunted. "Nobody likes that horse. He's crazy."
I happen to like that horse. I thought he was just a horse. He is, but he's MY horse, so stop talkin' bad 'bout him. Andrew motioned for Widow Maker to follow. "Come on then; we're going back the other way."
After an hour or so of riding back up the road, a raven swooped from the air and landed on Andrew's saddle horn. Andrew jumped back in surprise, hand on his gun, but the raven just gazed at him with beady, glasslike eyes. It was so large, that sitting on the saddle horn, it was as tall as Andrew.
Andrew breathed out slowly, trying to calm his racing heart. "Is there any chance...? Are you Charlie's guide?" he asked, feeling kind of silly. The raven nodded. "So we're supposed to follow you?" It nodded again. "Okay," Andrew said with a shrug. "Lead the way." This just gets weirder and weirder, he thought. What? This. Everything. I don't follow. Never mind.
The raven took flight and soared over the trees leading them east away from the road. Andrew turned to follow and tried to start a conversation with Doyle, but Doyle just grunted and ignored him. Andrew sighed, missing Joe's easy conversation, and thought about the kids from the town. He couldn't imagine losing his parents like that. Pecos couldn't remember his parents, so it was different. What'll happen to them? Someone'll take 'em in.
Andrew hadn't thought much about his mom, and he felt kind of bad about it. All those kids had just lost their parents, and here he had both of his, sort of, and he was running away. Well, he wasn't really running away. His body was still back in his room somewhere or sometime, but still. If he died here, he was pretty sure that was the end, even if his body was back home. And he was choosing that. He was choosing that over staying home where he was safe.
He watched the sun break lazily through the trees, like it was sleepy and didn't want to get out of bed. He knew the feeling. He already felt like he'd been riding for days, even though it had just been one day. And one night. Cold followed the rays of the sun, making Andrew shiver. He'd kill for a cup of coffee. Who? Who what? Who'd you kill? Nobody. Then why'd you say it? I didn't... I mean... It's just an expression.
Can we stop for breakfast? I'm hungry. And I need coffee. You're still a sissy, you know that? It's YOUR stomach that's growling. Only 'cause you're lettin' it. Of course.
"Let's stop for breakfast, Doyle," Andrew said loudly. "I need coffee, and I need to stretch. I forgot how hard it is to ride through the night." Don't you think you should let that stretchin' thing go? It ain't manly. Hey, that could be rule number four: we do not stretch. Boy!
Doyle found a small, sheltered dip and stopped. They fed, watered, and brushed down the horses, and Andrew hunted up some tinder. Doyle started a small fire and slammed on the coffee and a pan of beans.
"What's with the beans?" Andrew asked.
"Emergency beans. Ain't got nothin' else," Doyle growled.
"Huh..." Does he burn the beans too? Of course. Yuck. Wish I'd just asked for coffee. Quit your complainin'! You said you were hungry! I am! I just... well, Doyle's food just isn't edible.
Damn it! I just realized that old woman distracted you. What? She never did tell you how the village was protected. You're right; she didn't! She's just as bad as the Grey Shaman!
For just a moment, Andrew forgot to watch the fire, and in that small second, the flames swelled and a huge, black wolf stepped out, flames rolling along its body. Andrew's mouth dropped open. It was massive, almost as tall as Doyle's shoulder, and Andrew could feel the heat wafting from it, could hear the sizzle of the snow beneath its feet.
Doyle had jumped back when the cinder wolf emerged, and two more joined the first before Doyle managed to knock the coffee over on the fire. Doyle was firing at the wolves, but Andrew just stared in shock, not believing his eyes. SHOOT YOU IDIOT!! Pecos yelled, and Andrew fumbled for his gun, drawing it, aiming at the first wolf, and pulling the trigger.
Ashes ripped off the wolf when the bullets hit, but it didn't stop moving. It snarled at Andrew, and fire dripped off its lips onto the ground, sizzling through the snow. Andrew fired another round, backing away. What do I do? he thought frantically. The bullets aren't stopping it! I see that. I'm thinkin'. Think faster! Can't rope 'em; they'd burn right through it. Damn it Pecos! Hurry up!
The wolves were between Doyle and Andrew, and no matter how many times Doyle shot them, they just kept advancing towards Andrew. Andrew knew it was just a matter of time before they jumped on him, and he was pretty sure Pecos wasn't fireproof.
Water! What? Use the snow, boy! The snow? How? The wolves were getting closer, and the heat was so intense, sweat beaded on Andrew's face. Their feet steamed when they touched the ground, leaving gaping holes in the snow behind them.
"Doyle," Andrew yelled, "The snow!! Use the snow!!" Andrew kicked the ground, spraying snow all over the wolves. Smoke rolled off their backs, but they kept stalking forward, tongues lolling, red hot slobber dropping. Snow began to fall softly, and Andrew realized Doyle was shooting the tree branches hanging overhead. Suddenly a huge pile of snow cascaded down on top of the wolves.
Smoke boiled into the air, and one of the wolves howled and thrashed in pain, turning blacker and blacker until it crumpled into ash. But the other two wolves snarled and jumped through the curtain of snow at Andrew. He leaped quickly to one side, falling to the ground, pulled his other guns and shot into the tree branches above him. Snow hurled through the air, turning everything white.
When he ran out of bullets, he cringed, eyes closed, waiting for the wolves to land on him, waiting for the wolves to tear at him and burn him alive, but they didn't. He brushed the snow off his face and looked cautiously around. They were gone. The wolves were gone. He and Doyle had won!
Andrew heaved a sigh of relief and pushed himself to his feet. There was a melted spot in the snow where the wolves had been, but the wolves were totally gone except for a dusting of ash on the snow. The snow had melted them or killed them or frozen them or put them out, he wasn't sure which, but it had worked.
He had no idea what they would have done if they hadn't had snow. Why didn't the bullets hurt them? he thought. Ain't sure. Andrew brushed himself off, a little euphoric that they'd faced off against such horrifying monsters and emerged without a scrape.
Several feet away, Andrew noticed a puddle where a single piece of glowing charcoal had fallen. "Oh crap!" he hissed, running towards it, but it was too late. He wasn't even close when the charcoal began to glow and fire swept out of it in the shape of a hulking black wolf. The wolf shook its head, and fire streamed down its back and sides.
It glanced at Andrew, then leaped through the air and landed on Dewmint's back. Dewmint screamed in agony and kicked her hooves in the air, rearing, shaking her back, but she couldn't shake the wolf. It tore into her with its fiery teeth and black claws, ripping through her hide, burning her skin.
"NOOO!!!" Andrew screamed, running towards the fiery beast. He leapt forward, ripping the wolf from Dewmint's back with his hands, ignoring the pain that crashed through his fingers. He yelled in anger, shoving the wolf to the ground and punching its head, over and over and over. His fists flew harder and harder, and the wolf suddenly exploded into ash.
Charcoal and black dust plumed into the air, clouding Andrew's eyes and choking him, but he rolled to his feet and stumbled to Dewmint. She was lying on the ground whinnying, eyes wide with fear and pain. Her side was completely burned, her ribs showing through her flesh, and she was covered in blood. Blood was gushing from her side, seeping into the white snow, turning it red.
Andrew dropped to his knees, wrapping his arms around her neck. "Oh, Dewmint; I'm so sorry. Oh, girl." Her eyes rolled in agony, and tears streamed down Andrew's cheeks. End it, boy! Now! What?! She's sufferin'; you gotta end it. Kill Dewmint? I can't. You have to! But… DO IT, BOY!! NOW! Andrew slammed his fist into the ground. Pecos was right. He couldn't let her suffer. He had to kill her.
He drew his last gun and held it to Dewmint's head, finger shaking on the trigger, but he couldn't do it. He just couldn't. Dewmint was his first horse. The first horse he'd ever ridden. They'd ridden together to fight Septimis. She had carried him day and night. He couldn't kill her.
"Doyle! Doyle, please!" he cried, and suddenly Doyle was there. Andrew closed his eyes, heard the gunshot, felt Dewmint still; and a sob tore past his lips.
"It's alright, boy," Doyle said softly. "It's done. Horses… they're like dogs… sometimes… It's alright." Doyle squeezed Andrew's shoulder and was gone. Andrew buried his face into Dewmint's still neck and wept.
If only I hadn't been so stupid. I should've listened to you. We should've just kept riding. If we hadn't stopped… Dewmint… I'm so sorry. I'm sorry, Pecos. I killed Dewmint. It's all my fault. You didn't do nothin' wrong, boy, Pecos said, voice low and ragged.
If I'd been paying more attention... I almost got us all killed. We're alive.
Andrew clenched his fist. I'm so stupid. I'm totally out of my league. It was idiotic to think I could come back here and be a hero again. I'm just a boy. Just a stupid boy. Now come on… Shut up, Pecos, I don't wanna hear it. Andrew choked on a sob and curled into Dewmint's neck, closing his eyes.
He could feel the warmth leaving her body. He could feel the cold seeping in. He knew she'd never ride again, never run free, never gallop, never toss her head. She was dead. She was dead because of him. Because he hadn't left well enough alone.
He tried to imagine his last night with his mom and how she'd laughed. He tried to feel her arms around his neck when she'd hugged him goodnight, trying desperately to block out the coldness and the despair.
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Andrew lay there so long Dewmint was completely cold when Doyle nudged his shoulder. "Eat boy," Doyle ordered gruffly. Andrew shook his head, but Doyle insisted, holding out a plate of cold beans. "We'll skip the coffee, but you gotta eat."
Andrew didn't want to eat. He just wanted to stay curled here, against Dewmint's side, and weep. He wanted to run home and hide in his bed. He wanted his mom to hug him and tell him everything was all right. He wished he'd never come here. He wished he'd forgotten about the first time or written it off as a dream. He wished he could remember Dewmint the way she had been. Alive.
Doyle waved the plate under Andrew's nose, and his stomach growled. "Fine," Andrew snapped, pushing off the frozen ground and walking away from Dewmint, refusing to look at her. He couldn't stand the thought of her laying there in the blood stained snow, cold and dead. He dropped onto a log. He had to eat, so he'd eat, and then he'd kill every single last cinder wolf. He'd kill them all.
"Damn it, boy!" Doyle suddenly exclaimed. "We gotta do somethin' 'bout your hands!"
Andrew looked down and gasped. He was wearing Pecos's gloves, and the leather was burnt and twisted. The skin Andrew could see through the holes was black. Some bits were so burnt the top layer of his skin had curled back, exposing reddened, bloody flesh underneath. They looked horrific. He couldn't believe he hadn't noticed, but now that he had, they hurt like hell.
He cringed, flexing his hands. The skin cracked and tore, and terrible pain rushed up his arms. Andrew glared at them. Where was the stupid power when I needed it?! he thought angrily. I couldn't even handle a couple stupid cinder wolves. And look! My hands, your hands; they're totally trashed, Pecos! There's no way we can fight like this.
Pecos was silent, and Andrew knew he had failed. He was always failing. Dewmint was dead. Pecos's hands were destroyed. And the cinder wolves were going to keep killing and killing and killing because there was no one to stop them.
What I wouldn't give to go back in time and cut down that damn tree! he thought, eyes filling with tears. He blinked them away angrily. He couldn't lose; he couldn't. He wasn't going to. He refused.
He closed his eyes, feeling the golden hum of Pecos's power in his veins. Beautiful, pure, liquid. It was pulsating, almost breathing. It was alive, and the glow from it burned his eyes.
Liquid hot power; power he knew could heal. He'd felt it. Damn it, power! You didn't help me save Dewmint, so you damn well better fix this! He grabbed it, pushing it towards his hands, making it flow down his arms. His whole body began to feel warm, the cold that had plagued him evaporating. He visualized his burned hands, and he focused on the power. If you could heal my leg, you can heal my hands. The power pooled, filling his hands, infusing his hands with heat, and they burned. They burned more than they had when he'd grabbed the wolf. He bit his lip, pushing more and more. Demanding. FIX THEM, DAMN YOU!!
Andrew heard Doyle gasp, and he opened his eyes. The skin he could see was raw and pink, but the black was gone; the bloody flesh was gone. He wiggled his fingers. They didn't even hurt. He peeled off his ruined gloves and stared in shock. The power had completely healed him. Even Pecos's old scars were gone. His hands were pink and clean, without a single blemish.
He stared in disbelief for a moment, closing his eyes and opening them. He couldn't believe it had actually worked. Pecos's hands were fixed. Good as new, better. He felt a surge of triumph. He'd done it. He'd saved Pecos's hands. Well, the power had, but still; he'd asked, he'd told it to go.
How'd you do that, boy? Pecos asked in an awed voice.
Don't know, Andrew replied, shaking his head. Just did.
"How?" Doyle stuttered, sitting heavily beside Andrew, an astounded look on his face. "How?"
Andrew shook his head. "I'm not sure. I used the power inside Pecos, or I told the power to do it. I don't really know."
"Well I'll be damned. I don't even think Pecos could've done that."
Andrew shrugged, picking his plate off the log and digging in. It tasted like ash in his mouth, but he was going to eat. He was going to eat, and he was going to ride. He was going to avenge Dewmint. He had to. Just a horse, boy. You don't gotta avenge a horse. Avengin's more for a ma or pa or somethin'. Andrew shrugged, ignoring Pecos. He had to. He had failed again. He had failed Dewmint. He had failed Pecos. He was done failing. No one else was going to die because of him.
Doyle had been quiet, but he suddenly said, "It ain't easy losin' your first horse… your first friend. Anything, anyone. It don't get any easier."
"Is that supposed to make me feel better?" Andrew whispered.
"No; just a truth. Best thing you can do is use the pain to fight harder, hit harder, aim straighter." Doyle's voice was as hard as Andrew had ever heard it, and his face looked like solid granite. "If you gotta carry all that pain around with you, it may as well do you some good."
Andrew stared at his plate, and his stomach rolled. He didn't want to carry Dewmint around the rest of his life. He glanced at her stiff, bloody carcass and shuddered. "You saved my life. Thanks." Doyle grunted. Boy, I done told you. We don't say thanks! Makes it awkward. I'll add it to the rules, Andrew snapped.
"What now?" he asked, cleaning his plate in the snow.
"We need to get to the others, but it's late; my horses need a rest, and you've only got Widow Maker, so we may as well take a few hours before we head out again."
Andrew felt the blood drain from his face. Widow Maker. He was going to have to ride Widow Maker. He couldn't ride Widow Maker. He could barely ride as it was.
"If you think I'm riding that demon horse, you're out of your mind!"
"I don't see how you've got a choice. Widow Maker is faster than my two horses put together. It's the only way we'll make good time."
Andrew wanted to argue, wanted to say Doyle wasn't making any sense, but he knew Doyle was right. "What about Dewmint?" he whispered. "We can't just leave her. Something'll eat her." Leave her be.
Doyle glanced at Dewmint and shrugged. "Nothin' we can do. Rest; then we'll ride."
Andrew didn't want to sleep. He wanted to get away from Dewmint. But he didn't have a better plan, and if Pecos did, he wasn't saying, so he grabbed his saddlebags, got as far away from Dewmint as possible, tucked the bags under his head, and tried to go to sleep.
But he just couldn't stop seeing Dewmint's tortured eyes. He couldn't block the sound of her agonized pain. He heard the retort of Doyle's shot over and over and over, and he heard the deafening silence that followed.
I'm so sorry, Pecos. I'd do anything to bring her back. She was a good horse, but she was just a horse. Andrew smiled sadly. Always the cowboy. No matter what Pecos said, Andrew could feel Pecos's sadness, and he knew there was no such thing as just a horse.
Andrew shivered in the cold, hating the cinder wolves, wishing they had a fire, wishing he had a blanket. He watched the sun drop behind the trees, slip into the ground, and he felt the true cold of night seep into his bones. His teeth chattered, and he waited for Pecos to tell him to stop being such a sissy, but Pecos didn't say a thing.
He stared around him, telling himself it wasn't any different than all the other times he'd slept outside, but it was. Without a fire, the darkness was so complete it hurt his eyes to look at it. The stars were bright up above, but Andrew could hardly see his hand in front of his face.
Anything could be out there, waiting, watching, anything. He breathed long and slow, trying not to panic. He wished he was home. He wished he hated horses. He wished the darkness wasn't so damn dark. Utter exhaustion finally pulled him under, and he slept.
He stood in the middle of an open plain, surrounded by death. Burned, maimed bodies littered the charred ground, crumpled at his feet, all around him. Horrific cries of agony filled the air, piercing his ears, hurting his head. The stench of death and ash was unbearable. Cinder wolves lined the horizon, howling. Rolling black smoke poured off them, filling the sky. Andrew's heart pounded madly. Where was he? What had happened? "PECOS!" he screamed. "Where are you?"
He turned in a circle and gasped. Doyle was sprawled across the ground, half his face burned to the bone, body covered in blood. "DOYLE!" Andrew cried, dropping beside him, grabbing his wrist, feeling for a pulse. Feeling nothing. Doyle was dead.
"Everyone is dead," a silky voice purred. "Pecos cannot save you; he is weak. You will die. But I can save you. I can free you. Would you like to be free?"
"Who are you?" Andrew cried. "Where are you?"
"I am here. Where is Pecos? Hiding!"
Andrew shook his head. "Pecos doesn't hide. He fights!"
"Then where is he?"
"I don't know," Andrew whimpered, burying his face in his hands. How had this happened? Doyle couldn't be dead; he just couldn't.
"Let Pecos die, and I will save you."
Andrew's head jerked up. "What?!" Part of the black smoke cloud swirled around Andrew, morphing into a tall, willowy, faceless form. A freezing cold, black tendril reached out, brushing a tear from Andrew's cheek. Andrew ripped away, hating the cold of it.
"Let Pecos die, little boy. Just let him die."
"No! I can't do that!"
"You can; he cannot stop you," the voice crooned. "Just let the wolves have him."
Andrew stumbled to his feet, facing the voice, heart pounding, body quaking. "NO!"
"Then you will die! And if you die, Pecos will die anyway!"
"I don't care! If you could kill me you'd've already done it. Whatever you are, Pecos and I are gonna hunt you down and kill you!" Andrew ground out.
The cloud changed into a brutal wind, knocking Andrew back, stealing his breath. "Stupid boy!" the voice raged. "You will suffer; you will both suffer, and I will suck the life from your bones!"
Andrew woke with a gasp. It was dark, but a cheerful blue light flickered around him. He quickly sat up, then scrambled to his feet when he saw a merry fire burning at his feet. The Grey Shaman nodded amiably from across the fire.
"Are you insane?!" Andrew yelled, kicking snow on the fire as fast as he could. "Put it out!"
The shaman held up a hand. "There is no danger here. Sit; we will have a good conversation. Yes?"
Andrew tried to slow his breathing and still his hammering heart. He was filled with fear, but on top of the fear was anger. Pure, white-hot anger. Why was he angry? Then he remembered. He remembered his dream; he remembered the voice telling him to let Pecos die. He remembered Doyle's dead body.
"Doyle, where's Doyle?" he asked, looking around frantically.
"By the horses," the shaman said. "He sleeps."
Andrew sat down heavily. "Just a really awful dream," he muttered, rubbing his face. "Are you sure you can't send me home with your shamany stuff?"
The Grey Shaman clicked his tongue. "Why? Are you not enjoying yourself?"
Andrew laughed bitterly. "Enjoying myself? Let's see, there are fire wolves, sorry cinder wolves, running around killing people, I almost got Doyle killed, I killed Dewmint, and now my dreams are telling me to kill Pecos. No, I'm not having the best time. I don't know why I'm here. I'm just in the way. Pecos could handle this so much better without me. Why am I here?!"
"Maybe someone sees something in you. Something you do not see in yourself."
"That someone's an idiot then!"
"Perhaps." The shaman pulled a boiling coffee pot off the fire and filled a cup. "Coffee? I did attempt to imitate Doyle's," he said with a pained look.
Smells just right; what's he want? Andrew took the cup and inhaled deeply, wrapping his hands around the cup to warm them. "Pecos wants to know what you want."
"I know."
"I forgot you could do that. How do you always find us anyway?"
He smiled smugly. "I have my ways. What makes you think I want anything, Pecos?"
Pecos laughed. You don't just show up and make coffee. You want somethin'. What is it?
"I came to return your gift. I thought perhaps you had lost them and would like them back."
What're you talkin' 'bout?
"The spurs I gave you some years ago. They somehow found their way back to me.
Spurs? "Do you mean the enchanted spurs Pecos used to have? The ones that made it impossible for a horse to throw him?"
"The same."
Why'd you get rid of them? Andrew demanded. I don't need no enchanted spurs! I ain't never been bucked from a horse in all my life. Damned insultin'! "Widow Maker!" Andrew gasped, sitting up excitedly. What? Widow Maker! If I wear the spurs, maybe I can ride Widow Maker. Well, I guess; still gonna be a rough ride. Yeah, but I won't get bucked, right? Bucked, yes. Thrown... maybe not. What's the difference? One you're goin' for a ride. The other you're on the ground with a busted head. Oh. I see.
"If I wear those spurs Widow Maker wouldn't be able to throw me, right?" Andrew asked the shaman.
The Grey Shaman shrugged a shoulder. "Well… I suppose; that hadn't occurred to me myself, but it is a thought."
Andrew glared at him. "Why're you really here?"
He grinned as he handed Andrew a leather pouch. "Just passing by. Enjoy the coffee." He stood, shook out his cloak, and simply disappeared. Andrew gasped. I'd like 'im more if he didn't do that. It just… it ain't natural. It is creepy.
So whadda we do now? Whadda you mean? Well, we've gotta get to Joe and Charlie as fast as possible. We know bullets don't work on the wolves, so they're kinda sitting ducks. How're we gonna kill the wolves anyway? Not sure. Gotta think.
Andrew stared into the fire. It definitely wasn't a normal fire. It glowed slightly blue, and the flames almost seemed to dance. Andrew wasn't even sure if it was burning the wood, but he didn't care. It put out heat, and it was so nice to feel warm again. He hadn't been warm since he had gotten here.
I dreamed of the dark, he thought. There was a black cloud, and a voice telling me to let you die. Whatever the darkness is, it wants you dead, Pecos. That would explain why the wolves didn't go after Doyle. Andrew frowned. He hadn't really thought about it, but now that Pecos mentioned it, the wolves had seemed rather focused on him. Why would it want you dead? Don't know.
Andrew gazed past Doyle and the horses, staring at the tall, dark horse standing all alone, separate, like an entirely different species, head high, breath coming out in great big clouds of steam. Do you really think I'll be able to ride Widow Maker? Don't know. Now, shut up! I gotta think!
Andrew sighed, hoping the spurs worked. A year ago he would have laughed at the idea of enchanted spurs. But here, now, after time traveling, fighting a gigantic, talking snake, and seeing wolves walk out of fire, enchanted spurs seemed entirely plausible. If he could time travel, why couldn't he have enchanted spurs too?
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Andrew drank his coffee slowly. It wasn't late yet; he could tell because the stars still weren't that brilliant bright they were around midnight. The forest was quiet all around him, but now that he had a fire, Andrew didn't mind. As long as he didn't let his mind wander, as long as he didn't think about Dewmint or the darkness or the cinder wolves, the quiet was peaceful and relaxing.
There was a part of him that wished he'd never come back, but in truth, he knew he'd do it again. He'd always read the pamphlet. There was simply no reality where he didn't come back. He had to. Why he had to, he hadn't quite figured out.
When he finished his coffee, Andrew got to his feet and walked in the general direction of Widow Maker. Widow Maker snorted and turned his head towards Andrew, his red eyes glowing in the darkness. Andrew stopped a couple feet away, heart pounding.
"It's hard being different, isn't it?" he said softly. "People're scared of you, with good reason. The other horses don't like you 'cause you're not like them. It's just you and Pecos."
Widow Maker tossed his head. "Well, Pecos is still here. But I'm the one who needs to ride you." Widow Maker's eyes narrowed. "I know, I know; I said I'd never ride you, but I need to; the others are in danger. You know, Joe and Charlie? You don't want anything bad to happen to them do you?" Widow Maker shrugged. "Really?! That's messed up."
Andrew changed tactics. "Pecos said you're really fast." Widow Maker tossed his mane and pranced a bit. "Well, I don't know. How do I know you're as fast as Pecos says you are?" Widow Maker's eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared. "I mean I won't know for sure unless you show me, right?" Widow Maker nodded his head emphatically.
"Okay, so you need to prove how fast you are, and I need to ride you. See Dewmint…" Andrew's voice broke just saying her name. He blinked back a tear and whispered, "I just need to. Will you let me? Will you prove you're fast?" Widow Maker shrugged. "We'll see?" Andrew snapped. "What kinda answer is that?! How 'bout yes or no?" Widow Maker shrugged again. "Well, make up your mind soon or I'll find another fast horse." Andrew turned on his heel and stalked away, ignoring Widow Maker's angry whinny. You're a bit strange, boy. Shut up, Pecos!
Andrew walked towards Doyle to wake him, but his eyes popped open when Andrew was still five feet away. "Why you got a fire goin'?!" he immediately snapped. "You outta your damn mind?!"
"I didn't make it," Andrew explained. "The Grey Shaman did. He said it was safe. He made coffee too, and it's not half bad. I thought we'd drink our coffee and head out."
"How did I not notice?" Doyle growled irritably.
"I think he put a sleep whammy on you," Andrew said with a grin, enjoying Doyle's scowl. "He said he just wanted to return Pecos's enchanted spurs, but I don't know why he was really here. Good timing though. At least this way I have an actual chance of surviving Widow Maker."
Doyle shrugged and poured himself a cup of coffee, sighing as he took a sip. "Made it just right, the old coot," he said with a half grin.
Andrew poured himself another cup. "It is good. Pecos is trying to figure out a plan for the wolves."
"I've got an idea."
"What is it?"
"We know bullets didn't affect 'em, but water kills 'em, and you killed that one with your bare hands."
Andrew flexed his hands absently, remembering his burns, and grimaced. "Yeah, but I don't think that was the best way to do it."
Doyle snorted. "Probably not. But it showed us they can be hurt; you just gotta use the right weapon."
"What's the right weapon?"
"Water for one, but that's gonna be hard to control. We can set traps, but traps are a one-shot deal, and if you don't get 'em all... well, you see." Andrew wasn't sure he did, but he nodded anyway. "We don't know if a knife would work, and you'd have to get awfully close. Too easy to get burned that way."
"So?"
"A whip."
"A whip? Like Indiana Jones?"
"Who's that?"
"Oh, nobody, just this guy who used to use a whip, but I don't really see how that would work on the wolves."
"A normal bullwhip wouldn't," Doyle said as he walked over to his saddle bags and pulled out a long whip. It had a thick black handle, and instead of a single tip, it had several strands on the end. He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a handful of empty cartridges. "But how 'bout we cut these cartridges and tie 'em into the ends here? They'll be like razors. It's worth a try anyway."
Andrew nodded. He didn't know anything about whips, but as far as plans went, he figured this one had the Indiana Jones' seal of approval, and at least that was something his mom would appreciate.
He and Doyle sat by the light of the fire, cut the casings, and braided them into the end of Doyle's whip. Then Doyle swung his whip over his shoulder and whipped it out into a nearby bush. The bush exploded with a fierce crack, and snow and twigs rained down on Andrew and Doyle's heads.
"Sweet!" Andrew said with a grin.
Doyle grinned back, and Andrew was happy to see it. He'd been worried Doyle was… he didn't know what, but he hadn't been himself. Doyle was always gruff, always grumpy, but he'd been way past that.
"We'll do it to your whip too," Doyle said.
"I have a whip?" Andrew exclaimed. "I didn't know I had a whip."
"Suppose it's Pecos's, but you know…"
"Yeah, I know."
After they'd fixed Andrew's whip the same way, Doyle showed him how to use it. "So you just swing the whip up 'til your hand's over your shoulder, like this," Doyle explained. "Then you snap it forward, like this." The whip cracked right in front of a bush. The crack sounded wrong in the silence of the night, and the horses whinnied in fear.
Andrew took the whip and tried to do what Doyle had done, but the whip fell flat on the ground in front of him. "I hope this isn't a whole roping thing," he sighed.
Doyle chuckled. "Takes a few tries. Try again."
Andrew swung the whip again. This time he managed a small crack, but he didn't hit the bush. He cracked the whip several more times, feeling more in control each time, getting closer and closer to the bush.
"That'll do for now," Doyle said. "We gotta ride. You honestly think you can handle Widow Maker?"
Andrew frowned. "I don't think I have much choice. I had a talk with him earlier, and I don't think he's completely opposed to the idea."
"Uh-huh. You know Widow Maker don't talk, right?"
"I know, but I'm telling you, he understands what I'm saying!"
"Uh-huh."
"He does! 'Sides, I have the spurs, so… well, we'll just cross our fingers." Pecos, we're getting ready to ride out. Whatever. Andrew laughed and picked up his saddle. He cast one last glance at Dewmint's body, wishing they could have buried her. Then he walked steadily towards Widow Maker.
Do you think he can smell fear? he thought. I sure hope not. Stop bein' such a sissy, and get on the damn horse! It's your body, you know. Take more than a fall to hurt me! Andrew rolled his eyes. Pecos may say he could die, but he clearly thought he was impervious to harm. They'd soon find out.
Widow Maker turned to face Andrew and stamped his hooves. "Now, Widow Maker, we talked about this. I've gotta ride you. I need you." Widow Maker's lip curled up, exposing his white teeth. "Please? Don't you wanna show me how fast you are?" Widow Maker's eyes rolled in his head, but he stood still, and Andrew approached him cautiously, straining to slip the saddle over Widow Maker's back.
"You're super tall!" he exclaimed, and Widow Maker whinnied. "Oh, you like that do you?" Andrew chuckled. "I've never seen a horse with hair as thick and shiny as yours." He slipped the buckles into place and tightened them. "I think you're probably the prettiest horse I've ever seen." Widow Maker bucked and kicked his feet out, nearly knocking Andrew down. "Sorry! I didn't mean that. I meant to say handsome. Most handsome horse I've ever seen."
Doyle had already doused the fire, saddled his horse, and mounted up. "I can't believe you're talkin' to that crazy horse," he said with disgust.
Widow Maker snarled. "Doyle didn't mean that; he's just grumpy," Andrew said soothingly. "You're high-spirited, and that's perfect. You're just what I need." Andrew's hands trembled as he eased the bridle over Widow Maker's head and held the bit in his hand. "I'd appreciate it if you'd put this in your mouth." Widow Maker shook his head. "Can I call you something besides Widow Maker? It's kinda a mouthful." Widow Maker shrugged. "Okay, let's think, WM is no good; I don't like just Maker or Widow on their own. Wid, Dow. I know, how about Wow?" Widow Maker shook his head.
"You sure are picky. I could call you Pecos Jr.," Andrew snickered, "'cause you remind me of Pecos." Widow Maker's eyes narrowed to slits. "Never mind. We'll just stick with Widow Maker. About this bit?" Widow Maker finally opened his mouth and took the bit. "Thank you." Andrew buckled his saddle bags on. "I guess I'm ready then."
Andrew glanced up at the bright stars overhead and wondered if he'd ever see them again. If he didn't, if he died trying to ride a horse whose earned name was Widow Maker, he just hoped his mom didn't miss him too much.
Don't forget the spurs, boy. Andrew gasped. He couldn't believe he'd almost forgotten the spurs. He really would have died. He sat on the ground, unbuckled Pecos's spurs, opened the pouch the Grey Shaman had given him, and pulled out a pair of shiny copper spurs. He held them in his hand, examining them.
They just look like normal spurs. They are. 'Cept they ain't. Are you sure these are the same ones? Yep. Look carefully; I need to make sure. Just put the damn things on, boy! Fine. Andrew buckled the spurs to his boots, but he didn't feel any different. He didn't feel like he could ride a crazy devil horse and not die.
"Here goes nothing," Andrew said, trying to cover his anxiousness with a laugh. He couldn't believe he was about to do the one thing he'd said he would never do. His mom would kill him if she knew.
He reached for the saddle horn and stretched his foot up high to reach the stirrup. Widow Maker stood perfectly still, but Andrew couldn't quite get his toe in the stirrup. He stretched as far as he could and finally managed to get the tip of his toe in, then he yanked himself into the saddle with one swift move, quickly hooking his boots into the stirrups and gripping the reins tight, holding his breath.
Widow Maker took three easy steps and then went crazy. His hooves flew out sideways, he tossed his head up and down, and he bucked for all the world like the crazy bronco he was. Andrew snapped his mouth shut and held on tight. Widow Maker spun in a circle over and over, kicking all his legs every which way. Andrew was so dizzy he couldn't even see straight, but he just slumped his shoulders and tried to relax into the rhythm.
You're doin' it, boy! What a ride! Andrew would have rolled his eyes, but it was taking all his focus just to hold on. This was a hundred times worse than the roller coaster Chuck had dragged him on last summer that had almost made him puke.
His arms began to ache, and his fingers cramped. The reins were cutting off the blood to his fingers they were wrapped so tight. He knew he was going to fly off into the sky any minute, so he tucked his knees tighter and closed his eyes. His head jerked back and forth and side to side. He hoped he didn't vomit, because his stomach was rolling up and down, up and down. After Widow Maker had bucked and bucked and bucked for what seemed like forever, he quieted down and stood still.
For a second Andrew wasn't sure if he'd fallen and was lying dead on the ground, but even though everything hurt, nothing felt broken, so he carefully opened one eye. He was still sitting on Widow Maker. And Widow Maker was standing perfectly still. He'd done it! He was riding the demon horse! Well, sitting on the demon horse anyway.
"So, you're done with that now?" he scolded. Widow Maker shrugged. "I can't believe you did that! If it weren't for these spurs, I'd be dead meat, you know that?!" Andrew unwrapped his hands and wiggled his fingers. "I don't know why you had to go on like that. I asked you nicely." He shook his head, annoyed. "You sure you're done?" Widow Maker pawed the ground. "Fine. Let's ride!"
Doyle nodded, chuckling softly, and turned to follow the raven that had lifted from its perch, leading the way. At first Widow Maker galloped in spurts, but he finally settled down to an easy trot. Andrew found it hard to believe he was actually riding a horse named Widow Maker. But it was even harder to believe how much fun it was. Widow Maker's pace and rhythm were so smooth, so easy, so fluid, it was like riding the wind.
Andrew missed Dewmint's pretty face with its perfect white star and her easy manners, but as soon as Widow Maker settled into his pace, Andrew instantly relaxed into riding, feeling as if he'd never ridden a horse before. Riding Widow Maker was like... like... He didn't have a comparison. It was simply too incredible.
He could see why Pecos loved Widow Maker so much. Don't love nothin'! Uh-huh. Just happens to be the only horse alive that can run faster than me. Sure. What's that mean? Nothing. I believe you. Boy... Pecos...
Charlie had said it was dangerous to ride fast through the snow, but they needed to hurry, and Andrew could tell Widow Maker didn't like to go slow, so he let Widow Maker set the pace, and Doyle's horses struggled to keep up. While they rode, he filled Pecos in on Doyle's whip idea since Pecos had been too busy thinking to pay attention. Doyle also said something about setting traps, he added. That lines up with my idea. We'll have to wait 'til we catch up with Charlie and Joe, but we'll figure this out.
Andrew shrugged, knowing that was all Pecos was going to say. He wished he could stop thinking about the wolves, but he just couldn't. They had been much more terrifying than he'd first imagined. He'd just pictured a normal wolf with some crazy hair flames, but the cinder wolves were literally made of fire and ash. He shuddered as he remembered the searing heat melting his skin. Septimis seemed an easy opponent in comparison. The fire had only been lit for a couple seconds, and three wolves had come out. He couldn't imagine how many wolves had been in Wilma's town. There could have been hundreds of them.
It would be nice if we knew how many wolves there are, he thought. Do you think there's just a few or do they literally materialize out of the fire, like an unlimited supply? Couldn't say, but I've been thinkin' maybe they've got a leader. Like a real wolf pack. Oh, an alpha! What's that? It's like the head dog. Yeah, like that. Anyway, you better practice with the whip. It's all you got. Andrew nodded. If he remembered anything from last time it was that there was never enough sleep, the food was bad, the coffee was good, and anytime they weren't riding, he was practicing something just so he could stay alive.




Chapter 11

 
[image: ] 

They stopped several times throughout the day for Doyle to switch horses. They didn't usually ride so fast for so long and through snow at that, so Doyle's horses were lagging. Widow Maker didn't seem to ever tire. Doyle still wasn't talking, but he seemed slightly less angry than he had before.
I guess it's not hard to see why Mom's been so worried about me, Andrew thought. How's that? Doyle was only weird for a day or so, and I was worried about him. I've been acting different for months now. I'm actually kinda surprised Mom waited so long to do anything.
It ain't fair to expect people to always be the same. I dunno, Andrew replied, thinking about his dad. He'd gone from a dad to a stranger in the space of months. That wasn't fair. Not to him or his mom. Not what I meant, boy. What do you mean then? Character of a man shouldn't change. Doyle's a good man; always gonna be a good man. Just a bit more grumpy is all. You know? I think so, Andrew thought with a nod.
The raven continued to swoop from tree to tree, leading the way deeper into the forest. The sun broke through the clouds and glowed cheerfully across the endless snow drifts, and the trees twinkled merrily.
Every now and then a clump of snow would drop from a tree showering the air with crystal sparkles. The only other sound was the silent clopping of the horses' hooves and the muffled tinkle of their harnesses. Not creepy at all now, Andrew thought. Not like when we took them down. Kinda like a winter wonderland. Winter wonderland? It's a thing, back home. You wouldn't get it. Huh.
But even in the sunlight, it was still cold; and after a while, Andrew's nose started to run. He tried ignoring it, but it froze to his lip, and it was frankly disgusting. It wasn't like it was actually his snot; it was Pecos's.
"Oh, I hate this," he mumbled.
"Hate what?" Doyle asked.
"I've got a runny nose."
"So?"
"Pecos insists I use his hanky."
"So?"
"That's disgusting!" Andrew exclaimed. "I wish Kleenex had already been invented."
"Clean-what?"
"It's like a paper tissue you blow your nose in."
Doyle's brow wrinkled. "Then what?"
"You throw it away."
"Seems wasteful."
"Well, maybe; but the point is it's not gross." It's my nose and my hanky. Ain't nothin' gross about it. Andrew sniffed hard and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.
"Just use the damn hanky, boy!" Doyle snapped.
"Fine," Andrew grumbled, feeling through Pecos's pockets until he found the hanky. He cringed as he pulled it out and shook it carefully. It was wrinkled and crusty in spots. I can't do this, he thought. It's just too gross. Stop bein' a sissy, and blow my DAMN NOSE! Alright already! Andrew aimed for a clean spot, closed his eyes, and blew. Then he shoved the hanky back in his pocket. "Not hard to see how Kleenex caught on," he muttered.
Towards afternoon the raven flew around a small town, leading them to the far northern edge. Charlie and Joe were hidden from view, camped between a couple trees. They'd hung a shelter and were stretched out beneath it playing cards. They looked relaxed, if a tad cold.
Joe grinned widely when he saw Andrew. "Look at you, boy! Riding the demon horse!"
Widow Maker bucked wildly, surprising Andrew, and he barely got his knees tucked in time. "Hush," Andrew soothed, trying to hold on. "He didn't mean it. High-spirited, remember? And so fast!" Widow Maker settled, and Andrew glared at Joe. "Widow Maker prefers to be called by his name. He doesn't appreciate demon horse or crazy horse or anything like that. Got it?"
"Don't mind him," Doyle said. "He and that horse belong together. They're both crazy. Would you believe he's been talking to 'im? And he thinks he understands 'im and talks back."
Andrew ran his hand down Widow Maker's neck soothingly. "Doyle," he hissed. "Wait until I'm off, okay?" Andrew quickly dismounted and led Widow Maker far away from the others, taking him in the opposite direction of the other horses. Then he removed his saddle and bridle and brushed Widow Maker.
He could still hear the others laughing. "Don't mind them, boy," Andrew said. "They're just jealous 'cause they know they'll never have the pleasure of riding you." He rubbed his hand down Widow Maker's neck, and the horse whinnied softly.
Andrew couldn't believe he'd been scared of such a magnificent horse. Sure Widow Maker was gigantic and he was black as pitch and his red eyes were the creepiest thing Andrew had ever seen; but if anything, Widow Maker was misunderstood. He was huge, he was fast, he was just a bit crazy, but he was an amazing horse. And riding him was... well it was like nothing Andrew had ever experienced.
He wondered how fast Widow Maker could actually run. "Maybe tomorrow we can ride; just you and me. We'll run like the wind. Whadda you think?" Widow Maker nodded, and Andrew grinned widely, patting his head. He gave him some oats and water but left him free to roam.
When he was done, he joined the others. "If you guys are done making fun of me and my horse, maybe we can figure out a plan." Doyle chuckled, but nodded. "Doesn't look as if anything's happened here?" Andrew added.
Charlie shrugged. "This town's in line with the others, but the wolves haven't come here yet. And I haven't heard of 'em anywhere else either."
Andrew nodded. "Pecos has a theory. When the wolves attacked us, they focused totally on me, or Pecos, and ignored Doyle completely."
"The wolves attacked you?" Joe asked in surprise.
"Yeah, um, yesterday." Andrew didn't want to tell Joe and Charlie about their fight with the wolves. He couldn't talk about Dewmint yet. If Doyle wanted to tell them, fine, but he wasn't going to. He blinked back a tear and said, "Anyway, after the fight, I had a dream where a voice told me to let Pecos die."
Doyle's head snapped up. "You didn't say."
"I wasn't sure what to think," Andrew said with a shrug. "Anyway, the voice told me to let the wolves have Pecos. So Pecos is thinking that someone or something wants him dead for some reason, and the wolves are supposed to do it."
"You think the wolves were just attackin' people to draw Pecos out?" Charlie asked.
"Maybe. Seems weird they haven't done anything since we've been gone except attack us. Pecos figures all we have to do is light a fire, and they'll come."
"You think it's the same voice that whispered to Septimis?" Joe asked suddenly.
"Like Septimis was a trap to kill Pecos too?" Andrew replied.
Doyle snorted. "If that's the case whatever this is don't know Pecos too well. Take more than that to kill 'im."
Damn right, but Joe's got a point. That might explain why ever since then all these things have been poppin' up. There's always been an occasional wraith, packs of dust devils, even a shadow walker here and there, but the things we been facin' lately, well, they seem a bit past that.
"I've actually wondered…" Andrew started.
"What?" asked Doyle.
"Me. What if I'm a trap to keep Pecos from winning?"
The others stared at him. "Well," Joe said slowly. "I didn't ever see it that way. Figured someone was just having a joke at Pecos's expense."
Pecos? Andrew asked. It'd make sense, but I don't think so. Really? Nah. Why not? Just don't seem right. Andrew heaved a sigh of relief. But even if someone was trying to use him, Andrew hadn't gotten Pecos killed. Not yet. And he wasn't going to. "Pecos doesn't think so," Andrew said, relieved when the others just nodded.
So what's our plan? Same as before; light a fire. Andrew rolled his eyes. "Pecos still plans to use us as bait, but at least this way we can control where we fight. Doyle's got an idea for some traps, but he'll need to scout out an area first. And we made some adjustments to our whips. You should do the same to yours. Bullets don't seem to bother the wolves at all."
Andrew paused, glancing at the cozy cabins in the open valley below them. Smoke was curling from the chimneys, and Andrew cringed, suddenly wanting to get as far away from the town as possible. "I think we should probably move," he said, standing. "I've no idea how the wolves know where to go or how they knew where Pecos was, but I've no doubt they do know."
He noticed Doyle tense, and Andrew spun around, reaching for his gun. Two men were walking towards them, still far away, but even at that distance, Andrew could see the sun glint off the star pinned to the larger man's chest.
"Damn it," Doyle snarled.
"It's the sheriff, isn't it?" Andrew asked confused. "Can't we just tell him what's going on and get out of here?"
Joe laughed out loud. "Why don't you let me handle the talking, boy," he said between chuckles.
Andrew shrugged. It's not like he knew anything about how this crap worked. Joe stepped forward, wide smile on his face. "Howdy, Sheriff."
"Good day, gentleman," the sheriff said jovially. "I notice you've taken up camp outside town. Wondered why you didn't come on in?"
"Just passing through, Sheriff; getting ready to ride out now."
"In a hurry to get somewhere?" the sheriff asked.
The second man didn't say a word, just stood beside the sheriff and traded glares with Doyle.
"Headed back home," Joe said easily. "Just dropped off a small herd of cattle further up north."
Andrew frowned. That was a lie. Why's Joe lying? Easier that way. Why don't we just tell him about the cinder wolves? You ever try explainin' somethin' unexplainable to somebody, boy? Andrew had, and so he instantly understood. But he doesn't have to lie, does he? That's the sheriff! So? He's the law! Pecos snorted. Just 'cause he's got a badge pinned on don't make him any better than anybody else. I don't mean like that. Oh, never mind.
Andrew shivered, watching the smoke continue to swirl out the chimneys, and wished Joe would hurry it up so they could get out of here. He'd lost track of the conversation, so he wasn't sure what they were talking about now, but the sheriff didn't show any signs of leaving. Andrew's heart tripped when he saw the sheriff pull a fat, brown cigar out of his pocket and place it in his mouth.
No, no, no! Andrew thought frantically. Time seemed to slow, but Andrew felt frozen; he couldn't move, couldn't think; his lips wouldn't form words. He watched helplessly as the sheriff pulled a bit of metal from his pocket and a spark flared to life, lighting the end of the cigar.
Andrew held his breath, staring at the glowing orange, hoping he was wrong, fighting the urge to snatch the cigar from the sheriff's mouth and smash it into the snow.
"Y'all should at least come through town and get a warm bite to eat," the sheriff was saying. The tip of his cigar suddenly flared, and Andrew ducked, falling and rolling across the ground as a cinder wolf tore through the end of the cigar, setting the sheriff on fire and lunging straight at Andrew.
The sheriff's screams of pain split the quiet of the afternoon, and Andrew forcibly blocked Dewmint's face from his mind as he scrambled to regain his feet. He slipped, falling backwards, and the snarling wolf flew at him, molten teeth bared. Andrew kicked his leg out desperately, smashing his heel into the cinder wolf's face and busting it into ash.
He jumped to his feet, fists ready, but there weren't any more. Only the one wolf had made it through before the cigar had dropped into the snow. The sheriff was no longer screaming, just moaning in a horrible way. Andrew glanced at him and started gagging. He was more burned than Dewmint had been. His entire head looked like Andrew's hands had, and Andrew knew he wouldn't live. There was no way he could.
The other man was shouting at Joe, screaming nonsense, but Charlie was kneeling by the sheriff, and Andrew looked away. He didn't want to watch, didn't want to know what Charlie did next.
Andrew jogged towards his gear to grab his whip. From now on he wasn't going anywhere without it, and that's when screaming erupted in the town below them. We're not ready! Andrew thought horrified. GET READY! Andrew grabbed his whip and turned towards the town. He didn't want to go down there. There had been so many fires. There might be hundreds of wolves.
Doyle was already running towards the buildings, Charlie and Joe right behind him. Andrew swallowed the bile trying to crawl up his throat and ran after them.
"PUT OUT THE FIRES!" Doyle bellowed. "WATER'LL KILL 'EM!" Charlie and Joe started yelling too, but Andrew froze when he saw cinder wolves pouring out of every building, setting the buildings on fire as they did.
There were so many, and they were after him. There was so much screaming, Andrew almost couldn't think, but there was a way to end this. No one else needed to die. All he had to do was get them out of here.
He turned and ran back towards their camp, grabbing the power and pushing it into his legs so he could run faster. What the hell you doin', boy?! You runnin'?! Damn you, you sissy; get back down there! No, no, you don't understand! What?! We have to run! BOY, YOU TURN AROUND RIGHT NOW!!!
Andrew ignored Pecos and ran to Widow Maker. "I need you," he panted, hoping the horse understood, hoping he would cooperate. He threw his saddle over Widow Maker's back, buckling everything as quickly as possible, ignoring the screams and terrified shouts behind him.
He flung himself into the saddle and turned Widow Maker towards the town. "Run boy!" he yelled. Widow Maker ran. He ran straight towards the burning town, straight towards the cinder wolves.
"HERE I AM!" Andrew shouted. "You want me? Come and get me, you dumb mutts!"
The wolves skidded to a stop and turned, gathering together and rushing towards Andrew. This was a bad plan! he thought, gulping. A really bad plan! Pretty good actually. I hate you, Andrew snarled.
Widow Maker leaped, soaring into the air, flying over the backs of the wolves. Heat wafted up, sizzling the long hairs of his tail, but he landed gracefully on the other side, without once breaking stride, and galloped towards the other side of town. Andrew turned in the saddle, breathing a sigh of relief when the wolves turned and started loping after him.
Now what? he thought. Beats me; your plan. Andrew glanced around, wishing there was a river or a lake nearby, but he didn't see anything but trees. Trees. Trees covered with huge clumps of snow. I hate this plan, he thought, loosening his whip. "Slow down," he whispered to Widow Maker. "We need to let them catch up." Widow Maker stumbled, but Andrew knew he was just pretending. "You're so smart," he praised as Widow Maker began to trot awkwardly, like he was injured.
"Closer to the trees," Andrew said, glancing over his shoulder. When this was over, he was walking home. He wished. If he could, he certainly would. His mom would never let him out of her sight if she saw him now.
He let his whip unroll and waited. NOW! Pecos shouted.
Andrew flicked his whip up, snapping it into the tree limbs above him, knocking down heavy piles of snow right on top of the wolf leaping towards him. The air sizzled and popped, and when the ash cleared the wolf was gone.
There was no time to celebrate; the other wolves were right behind him, snarling, feet melting the snow as they ran. Andrew flicked his whip into the trees again and again and again. Wolf after wolf exploded. One snarling wolf made it past the cascade of snow, but Widow Maker jumped to the side, kicking out a spray of snow behind him and catching the wolf in the chest.
Andrew pushed power into his arm to try to burn out the terrible ache, but the longer they rode, the harder it was to whip into the trees. He glanced back trying to gauge how many wolves were left. He hissed in dismay when he saw there were still at least fifty behind him. I hate winter, he thought, gritting his teeth as he swung the whip up again.
If it weren't winter, you'd be in a hell of a spot. If it weren't winter there wouldn't have been so many fires! Maybe. Can we not argue right now? I'm kinda in the middle of something.
Five wolves leaped off the ground towards Widow Maker's back, and Andrew's heart stuttered. What had he done? He'd put another horse at risk. How could he have been so stupid? He snapped his whip up over and over and over, ignoring the burn in his arm, ignoring the pain in his shoulder, sighing in relief when the wolves burst into ash.
He wanted to urge Widow Maker to go faster, but if they went any faster the wolves wouldn't be able to catch up, which is exactly what he wanted. Crap. My plans are just as bad as yours! Workin', ain't it? Andrew didn't bother to respond, just kept swinging his tired arm.
Finally, after what felt like hours, Andrew looked back and saw all the wolves were gone. Whether he'd killed them all or their alpha had called them back, he didn't know. He hadn't exactly been counting; he'd just been focused on staying alive.
"Good job, boy," he whispered to Widow Maker. "You can stop now." Widow Maker pranced to a stop, shaking his head up and down. "Yes, I know. I said you did good. No other horse could've done it." Andrew slipped from his saddle, rubbed Widow Maker's neck, then vomited in the snow.
He retched until he couldn't stand it anymore. The sheriff's destroyed face was all he could see when he closed his eyes, and he wondered how many more had burned. He forced air through his lungs, breathing out, wishing he could breathe the memories out too.
I hate this, he thought. Why would anyone do this? Why?! Some people just ain't right. Pecos was silent for a moment. 'Bout what I said earlier… the sissy bit… well… Don't worry about it, Pecos. But... I'm… I get it.
Andrew wiped his face with a clump of snow and stood. He was shaky all over. His head hurt, and his heart was still pounding. He'd been so scared when the wolves had followed him. He'd been scared of burning. He'd been scared of the pain. But he hadn't burned. Hadn't gotten so much as a scratch. He could hardly believe he was still alive, that his plan had actually worked. There had been so many.
"I guess we'd better go find the others," he said softly, rubbing Widow Maker's neck. Widow Maker nodded. Wouldn't trust him. What? Why not? He's got that look. You're kidding? We just bonded and what not! Still.
Andrew sighed, mounting quickly, tucking his feet into his stirrups and not a moment too soon. Widow Maker jumped so high, Andrew's head hit a tree limb, and snow covered him, slipping down his collar, front and back. "Stop it!" he yelled. But Widow Maker just tore off back the way they'd come, bucking as he went.




Chapter 12

 
[image: ] 

They hadn't ridden long before they ran into the others following their tracks and the trail of black ash. They looked relieved to see Andrew, well, Pecos, alive and well.
"What the hell was that?" Doyle snapped.
"It was the only thing I could think of," Andrew said, trying desperately to get Widow Maker under control. Widow Maker finally settled down, prancing in place.
"Then don't think!"
"It worked, didn't it?" Andrew retorted. "I got them outta the town, didn't I?"
"Sure did," Joe said agreeably.
"But you didn't know," Doyle growled. "How'd you get rid of 'em anyway?"
"Widow Maker ran close to the trees, and I snapped my whip into the branches to knock snow on them." Andrew thought it was best not to mention how scared he'd been, how he'd just known one would make it through and pull him off Widow Maker, burning his flesh into dust. "Anyway, seemed to do the trick," he added with a crooked grin.
Doyle glared at him, but said nothing. "How's the town?" Andrew asked.
"A few causalities," Joe said. "The buildings got a bit burned, but all the wolves followed you, so we figured it was best if we didn't stick around."
"Yeah," Andrew shuddered. "Let's keep away from towns. I think this pretty well proves the wolves are after Pecos." Doyle still looked annoyed, but Andrew wanted to get on with it, so he said, "Doyle, you wanna lead and find a good spot for a trap?" Doyle nodded sharply, turning his horse away from the town and heading off into the woods, Charlie at his side.
Widow Maker snorted and trotted after them. "I'm sorry," Andrew said softly. "I thought it was implied." Widow Maker shook his head angrily. "Fine, I'll tell them." Widow Maker kicked out his back legs. "Right now?" Widow Maker nodded. "Fine."
Widow Maker burst forward, catching up with Doyle and Charlie. "Widow Maker would like me to mention that I'd be burnt toast if it wasn't for him. He totally saved my life," Andrew said. "Good?" Widow Maker shrugged.
Doyle shook his head. "You and that horse are plum crazy."
"Actually, he's a lot like Pecos; just throws more fits." Excuse me? I don't throw fits! Doyle cocked an eyebrow. "Look," Andrew went on. "He's bigger and faster than all the other horses. He's meaner and tougher, and he knows it. I just think he likes it to be acknowledged is all."
"Widow Maker or Pecos?"
Andrew laughed. "Both! See?" Humph.
Widow Maker kicked out his legs and jumped up ahead. "Doyle's leading the way," Andrew scolded. Widow Maker snorted. "But you don't know what kinda trap he wants." Widow Maker tossed his head. "Because you don't!" Andrew snapped. Widow Maker bucked forward almost knocking Andrew off, then he slowed down and fell behind Doyle. "Thank you," Andrew ground out.
Joe chuckled and said, "It's good to see you two getting along."
"Something like that," Andrew muttered. "How come Doyle knows where to set up a trap anyway?"
"What?"
"You guys are like a weird super hero team. Charlie knows where to go, what's going on, and everything else if you believe Pecos. Pecos is the strong one, the one who can do anything, survive anything, the crazy one." I ain't crazy! Have you met you? What? How could I do that? I AM me, boy! Well, my mom always says you never can tell about yourself, so there. So there what? Never mind, Pecos; just let it go. I'll let it go when I wanna let it go!
"You were saying?" Joe said.
"Sorry. Pecos interrupted."
"I imagine he did," Joe said with a chuckle.
"Anyway, Doyle's all scouty; he can find the special spots, knows where and how to set up a trap, and frankly he's absolutely terrifying. I'm surprised the monsters even stick around once they see Doyle."
"And you," Andrew paused, looking at Joe. "You're… you're… you're nice. And…" He didn't know what else to say about Joe. He was nice. Downright pleasant in fact.
"He's the good-lookin' one," Charlie called back.
"What?" Andrew asked in surprise.
"The good-lookin' one," Charlie repeated.
"It's true," Joe said, nodding.
"But… I mean… it's more than that. You're the booky one right? And you deal well with women." Charlie's right. What? Come on, that's not a thing! It's Joe's thing. Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine, you're the good-looking one. But I still don't get it. How? How did you all end up together?"
"Just did," Joe said with a shrug, pulling his harmonica out of his pocket. Andrew sighed in frustration, knowing the conversation was over even though no one had answered his question.
"Here's a river," Doyle said, pulling his horse to a stop. "We can use that."
"Where?" Andrew asked, looking around.
"Right there."
"Where?"
"Under the snow there."
Andrew still didn't see it. "How the hell can you tell?"
"Just can."
"Damn it, Doyle! Where's the damn river?!"
"Right there," Doyle ground out.
"Whatever. How can we use it?"
Doyle dismounted. "It's iced over, so we make some holes, draw the wolves out, and force 'em into the water."
"Sounds risky," Andrew said with a frown. "What happens if we fall in?"
"We dry off."
"Yeah," Andrew said, rolling his eyes, "but what about hypothermia?"
"Hippa-what?"
"Hypothermia. It's where you get so cold you die."
Doyle laughed softly before saying, "I 'spect we could assume we'll fall in and have the shelter ready with some dry clothes."
Charlie nodded. "Joe and I'll put it up."
"We don't have more than one pair of boots, do we?" Andrew argued. Take your boots off! Pecos snapped with an annoyed tone.
Are you crazy? We'll get frostbite! Why you bein' so damn argumentative?! Just double up on socks, boy. You'll be all right. I ran 'round naked for years; never got frostbite. Uh-huh, Andrew snorted. I forgot you thought you were a coyote. What'd you say it like that for? Like what? You had a tone. Did I?
"Never mind. Pecos says we'll just take off our boots. Is this the best spot you think?" Andrew asked, still not convinced.
"It'll do," Doyle said, clearing off some snow to reveal the ice underneath. "See, boy? The river's right here."
"Well why didn't you just say so?"
"I did."
Andrew sighed. They were so difficult. Why did they have to be so difficult?
"It would help," Doyle said thoughtfully, "if we knew how many wolves there are."
"Should we leave the fire going to see how many come out or do we douse it at some point?"
"Don't know."
Andrew sighed, wishing they knew more about the cinder wolves and wondering why the darkness hated Pecos so much.
Doyle handed him an axe, and Andrew turned it over in his hands. He'd never used an axe before.
"Um… whadda I do with it?"
Doyle stared at him. "The axe?"
"Um... yeah." Andrew's cheeks were hot; he felt so stupid, but he honestly didn't have a clue what to do. You're a city slicker through and through, boy.
Doyle didn't seem to know what to say. "You… um… you lift it up and bring it down." He shook his head. "Just watch me." Doyle raised his arms and swung the axe down, breaking the surface of the ice.
Seemed easy enough to Andrew. Definitely not as hard as roping. Don't you dare chop off my leg! There ain't no healin' that. Is that a thing? Could I actually do that? Would I have said it if you couldn't? I don't know! Would you? No, boy! Get to work! Andrew shrugged and lifted the axe overhead, bringing it down as Doyle had done. When it hit the ice, it bounced, and Pecos groaned.
Andrew frowned. If he didn't ask the power to help him, he was just Andrew, weak Andrew. And apparently weak Andrew wasn't strong enough to cut a hole in the ice. But he could fix that. He grabbed the power, channeling the heat into his arms, imagining strength in his arms, imagining the axe busting the ice in two, and tried again.
This time the axe cracked the surface, but only barely. I think Doyle's plans are actually worse than yours, Andrew thought glumly. Well, I don't got a better one. Giant steaming pile of crap biscuits; that's what this is. That's disgustin', boy. You kiss your momma with that mouth?
Andrew rolled his eyes and kept working. He only made one hole to every three of Doyle's, but finally the surface of the river was riddled with holes large enough for a cinder wolf to fall through.
The cold from the ice had seeped into Andrew's boots, freezing his feet, but his chest was on fire. Breaking holes in the ice was hard work. If he had a choice, he'd pick roping. He reached for the power, knowing it was warm, trying to push it down into his feet to thaw his toes, but he couldn't seem to concentrate anymore, and the power slipped away.
He walked stiffly into camp, wishing the Grey Shaman would visit so he could have another cup of coffee. He wished he could take a nap, but Joe had just finished feeding the horses and was ready to modify the other whips, so Andrew helped him.
"How come you all have whips, anyway?" Andrew asked.
"Helps drive the cattle. They respond to the sound; makes it easier to get them to go the way you want."
When they had finished, Andrew practiced. "You're holding yourself back," Joe said. "Using a whip isn't anything like roping. It's a totally different thing. All you need to do is focus on your timing. You've got to whip it out at just the right time. Swing it up, pause for just a second, and crack it down."
Joe demonstrated, and his metal tips buried so deep into the trunk of a pine tree, he had to dig them out with his knife. "Maybe we ought to practice on something else." He pointed towards a small spruce. "Try that."
Andrew whipped towards the tree, grinning as his whip sliced off a small branch. "You wanna talk about it?" Joe asked.
"No." Dewmint's burned body flashed into Andrew's mind, then morphed into the writhing sheriff. He swung his whip angrily, and half the tree burst apart. Huh. Doyle may have a point. What's that? Use your anger. Channel it; just like you do the strength. Andrew shrugged, trying to hold onto his anger, his hate, his desperate desire to kill the wolves. He cracked his whip again, and branches flew into the air.
"You're getting the hang of it," Joe said, patting Andrew on the back. Andrew nodded, and kept going. Before long the tree was just a pile of branches.
"We doin' this?" Doyle asked as Andrew rolled his whip and tied it under his duster.
Shouldn't we wait until morning? Andrew thought. Or supper or something? Nah. Andrew closed his eyes, wishing a hot cup of coffee would materialize in front of him. Coffee would make everything better right now, but when he opened his eyes again, there was still no coffee.
"What's the plan?" he asked with a sigh.
Doyle shrugged. "We know they want you. So we put the fire on one side of the holes and you on the other. That way they gotta go through the holes to get to you. I'll light the fire and stay on that side with Charlie; you and Joe stand on the other side. I'd say not to waste your time with bullets, but it wouldn't hurt to try. We were caught off guard last time; this time we're ready."
Andrew nodded. As far as plans went, it was much more detailed than Pecos's plans ever were. They tossed their boots and dusters into the shelter and went out to stand on the ice. Andrew shivered as the cold and wet leached through his socks and into his feet. What I wouldn't give for some feet warmers right now, he thought glumly.
"Don't let 'em touch you," Doyle said seriously.
Andrew didn't know if he added that for Joe and Charlie's benefit or Andrew's. He didn't know what they'd seen back in that town. He didn't know if Doyle had told them what had happened to Dewmint or about Andrew's hands. Maybe they didn't know. He frowned. They'd seen the sheriff; they had to know.
Doyle knelt by his pile of tinder and lit the fire, then he and Charlie stepped quickly back. At first Andrew didn't think anything was going to happen, but then the fire began to grow and four wolves leaped from the flames and started running towards him. More followed them, but Andrew lost count after a dozen.
He vaguely saw Doyle douse the fire, but he couldn't look away from the pack of wolves running across the ice, their paws leaving huge steaming prints behind them. Andrew's heart thudded madly. He held his whip tightly, wishing he could strike at them, but knowing he had to wait until they were closer.
The wolves reached the holes, and several of them skidded into the freezing river. Boiling water steamed into the air and landed on the other wolves, and they drew back howling. Doyle was shooting at them, but just as before, the bullets didn't seem to bother them at all. The largest wolf stalked towards the holes, steam pouring off its feet. It examined the openings and then leaped over one after another and another and another, making its way safely through the openings.
Andrew stared in dismay. They'd only gotten a few wolves with the holes, and there were still so many left. The other wolves followed the leader's path, and as soon as they cleared the holes, they pounded across the ice towards Andrew.
Andrew stumbled backwards. His hand was trembling, but he drew his whip over his head. He heard Joe's whip snap, and ash burst off one of the wolves, but it kept running. Andrew cracked his own whip, hitting a wolf with a resounding crack. The wolf jerked back howling, and ash and fire flew through the air, but it didn't poof into ash.
What if Doyle was wrong? What if the whips didn't actually work? They were out on the ice, away from the trees and snow. What if it became a trap for them instead of the wolves? Andrew's breath came faster. They should have had a backup plan. They should have tried the whips first. On one wolf. Just one.
The wolves drew back, wary and snarling, forming a half circle around Andrew and Joe, advancing slowly. Hold your ground, boy. They're gonna come fast. You've gotta be twice as fast.
"Joe," Andrew hissed. "Get away from me. They're coming at me; you can get them from the side. That way you won't get burned."
"I'm not leaving you," Joe snapped. Fire rolled off the wolves in huge waves, vanishing in the air above them. Liquid fire dripped off their teeth, splashing onto the surface of the ice and melting little pits.
"Joe, I told you to move; now MOVE!"
"I'm not..."
"Get the hell back!!" Andrew commanded, charging towards the wolves. There was no way he was going to let Joe get hurt like Dewmint had. The wolves wanted him, so that's what they'd get.
Doyle jumped over an ice hole, face grim; and his whip cut through the air, wrapping around the lead wolf's legs. Doyle jerked quickly, flinging the wolf toward a hole. The wolf scrambled but slipped and disappeared beneath the water with an agonized howl.
The remaining wolves jumped at Andrew. He cracked his whip forward, breathing out in relief when the wolf he hit exploded into black ash. He cracked from side to side, snapping his whip into them, keeping them back. He snapped again and again, faster than he knew he could, and wolf after wolf exploded, but the remaining wolves were getting closer and closer.
Andrew could feel the sizzling heat from their breath, and his throat ached from all the ash he'd inhaled. Joe, Doyle, and Charlie were attacking from the outside, but there were still so many, too many to kill before they overtook him. Howls and snarls filled Andrew's ears, flooding him with fear. He slipped on the ice and fell backwards.
Get up, boy! Pecos yelled. Hurry! Andrew struggled to gain his feet, gasping as a wolf vaulted towards his head, but mere inches from his face, it yelped and flew backwards. Andrew clambered to his feet and faced the remaining wolves.
There were only five now. Five was still too many, but he was going to win. He was going to win for Dewmint. He'd lost his whip when he fell, so he pulled his knife, steeling himself for the pain he knew was coming, but without warning the wolves turned away from Andrew and raced towards the others.
"NO!" Andrew screamed. "It's me you want! Come get me!" Andrew dived for his whip, snatching it off the ice, and focused all his anger and strength into his arm, swinging his whip towards one of the wolves. His whip wrapped around its leg, and he jerked the wolf backwards. It careened through the air towards Andrew, and he gripped the handle of his whip, drawing his hand back and delivering a solid punch to the wolf's head. It exploded into ash, and cinders flew past Andrew's face, burning him.
Two wolves had backed Charlie up against a hole, and they were snarling, trying to leap past his whip. Charlie was fast, but he was losing his footing on the ice, and the wolves were too close for him to get a solid crack. Andrew raced towards him, tackling a wolf before it reached Charlie and pulling it to the ground. Fire seared Andrew's hands and face, but he held the wolf tightly as he rolled towards a hole. He shoved the wolf into the water and jumped to his feet again.
He glanced around quickly, relieved to see there was only one wolf left and the others were advancing on it, whips ready. It snarled fiercely, flames curling from its snout. Joe raised his arm, and his whip rushed through the air, snapping on the wolf's head. The wolf erupted into ash, covering the ice with black powder. The echo of the whip crack faded into the woods, and Andrew sighed in relief. They had actually managed to win. Again.
He tried to roll his whip up, but he couldn't feel his hands, and he glanced at them in confusion. They were completely black. Again. The pain suddenly wiggled through, washing over him, filling him with agony. He tried to focus on them, tried to find the power and heal them, but he couldn't. He couldn't see it. Couldn't touch it. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and his vision blurred. Then everything turned black.




Chapter 13
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It was cold. It was dark. Why was it always so damn dark? "Pecos? Where are we?" Pecos didn't answer. Andrew tried to sit up, but he couldn't. He couldn't move at all. He felt like he was encased in solid, freezing ice.
"Stupid boy, I offered you a choice. You chose wrong." The voice wasn't purring now. It was angry, sliding like ice shards into Andrew's head.
"Who are you?" he whispered.
"I will destroy them all. You cannot stop me. You are just a boy. A weak, useless boy." The voice paused. "I live forever, but you die here." The ice began to crush Andrew; it squeezed and squeezed, and he could barely breathe.
"Pecos! Where are you?" Andrew gasped. He couldn't feel his body, and his lungs struggled to gain air. This was how he was going to die, all alone, in the dark. No! Not like this, he thought. Not like this.
He squeezed his eyes shut, looking for it, searching for that golden glow. It was faint, just there, out the corner of his eye. He reached for it. It burned his hands, but he grabbed it anyway, filling his hands with its warmth.
The heat moved outward, and he let it grow bigger and bigger. He focused everything he had on that little ball of warmth. Suddenly it increased rapidly, burgeoning, bursting through the ice and dispelling the cold, the dark, the voice. Heat and light filled everything, and Andrew breathed deeply, energy coursing through his body.
"Well done," a different voice said. This voice was as bright and calming as the other voice had been dark and angry. "She cannot hurt you; not here; she just wants you to believe she can."
"Who is she?! Who are you?"
"Nothing," the voice said vaguely. "Go now; it is time for you to wake." Andrew felt warmth wrap him from the outside, like a soft blanket, like a huge hug, and then the warmth was gone, and he could feel the cold bite of the winter air once more.
He opened his eyes. It was darkish, but there was enough light that he could see Doyle sitting beside him. Doyle jolted awake as soon as Andrew moved.
"You idiot!" Doyle snapped angrily. "I told you not to touch 'em! What were you thinkin'?!"
Andrew blinked in surprise. He'd never seen Doyle so mad. He was downright pissed. "I had to… I couldn't… it was the only way," he insisted, wondering why Doyle cared. Then he remembered he was in Pecos's body. Of course Doyle cared.
Doyle grabbed Andrew's shoulder, hard blue eyes glaring into Andrew's. "If you ever do that again, I'll kill you myself! Do you hear?"
Andrew brushed Doyle off angrily. "It worked, didn't it?! We won! And I'm alive! Pecos is alive!"
"The only reason it worked is because you're in Pecos's body and the damn strength, or whatever it is, healed you!" Doyle growled. "One day it won't be enough. You'll go too far, and you'll be dead! You get that? Dead. Gone. You don't come back from dead! So you listen to me, boy, don't touch the damn wolves!"
Just say yes. "Okay, got it. Don't touch the wolves. Is everyone okay?"
"Everyone's fine," Doyle snapped, glaring at Andrew for another minute before shoving a cold plate of food into Andrew's hands. "Eat this." Then he stood and stalked out of the tent.
What's the deal with Doyle? I mean the point was to kill the damn wolves, right? That's what we did. I think the point is Doyle might have, you know... been worried 'bout you. I get the feelin' maybe… it's possible... he don't wanna see you hurt. Pecos's voice sounded pained, and Andrew laughed.
I don't think so, Pecos. Why would he care about me? You, sure. Me? He's only known me a handful of days, and I'm not anything special. More likely he was worried I'd kill you. I dunno. I've been injured plenty of times, and I ain't never seen Doyle angry 'bout it. Are you trying to say Doyle was actually worried about ME? I don't believe it! Whatever.
Andrew stared at his plate, trying to sort through his thoughts. It didn't make sense to him that Doyle would care. His own dad didn't care, and he'd known Andrew for years. Why would Doyle, or any of them really, give a crap about him? He was just a boy, just a boy stuck in Pecos's body. They didn't even know the real him, didn't have any idea what he looked like, what he talked like, how he laughed. He wasn't even sure if they remembered his name.
Hell, sometimes he wasn't sure his dad even remembered his name. He frowned. Was he forgettable? Was he just so not special that he didn't even warrant notice? He didn't believe for a second Doyle cared about him. Why would he? No one else did.
That ain't true, boy. Andrew rolled his eyes. Fine; my mom loves me. That ain't what I meant. I mean... well, I actually… it's hard not to get… involved, if you will. You're not bad company really… for a city slicker. Andrew chuckled softly. I think you just broke rule number two. Did not. Did too! Eat your damn food, boy. I'm hungry.
Andrew picked up his spoon, then looked at his hands in wonder. We did it again. What? Look! They're completely healed. Andrew flexed his fingers around the spoon. The last thing I remember was looking at my crusted hands and the awful pain shooting up my arms. Well I'll be. Andrew frowned. He honestly didn't remember healing them. He remembered grabbing the power and pushing the darkness away, but he hadn't sent the power to his hands.
Did you heal them? he asked. Me? No. Weird. I don't remember healing them. I mean, I was out. I was dreaming about the darkness. It, or she, I guess, was trying to kill me. But another voice came. It said she can't hurt me. She? That's what the second voice said. It said "she can't hurt you; not here". Huh.
I don't think I healed them. I think... I think the second voice did. Why? I don't know; but right before I woke, I felt this warm sensation wash over me. Andrew shrugged. There was no point trying to work it out.
Where do you go anyway? Andrew asked. What? When I'm sleeping or unconscious or whatever, where do you go? Nowhere. Nowhere how? Do you sleep? Sometimes. The rest of the time I spend thinkin'. Huh, you'd think with all that time to think, you'd come up with better plans. Boy… I take back what I said earlier. In fact, you're the most annoyin' city slicker I ever met! Can't; no takebacks. Can to! Nope; it's a rule. No takebacks. Humph.
As soon as Andrew was finished with his food, he allowed the looming exhaustion to sweep over him. After all he'd been through, he deserved a good night's sleep. He just hoped the voice left him alone.
He didn't dream about the voice, but Dewmint followed him, her face agonized and terrified, her side gushing blood. He woke just as the sun started to glow on the shelter's walls and yawned widely, stumbling out into the light.
Crap biscuits! I don't think I've ever been so sore. 'Cause you're such a sissy. Hey! At least I won! Sorta. Whatever.
Andrew rolled his eyes and stretched his arms behind his head. Charlie was feeding the horses, Doyle was sitting on a stump carving, and Joe was dishing out dried meat and old, hard biscuits. Andrew touched his toes. You know, there ain't nothin' in this world more unmanly than you touchin' your toes. How would you know? Just do. Andrew laughed. I know, I know; rule number four. Pecos sighed.
"Morning guys!"
"You're cheerful this morning," Joe said good-naturedly.
"We won right? What's not to be cheerful?"
"We won that fight," Charlie said. "There'll be another."
"You think? You don't think that was all of them?"
Doyle snorted. "Handful of measly wolves and you think we're done? Hit your head on an idiot rock when you fell, huh?"
"Look, Doyle," Andrew said with a sigh. "I get you're pissed, but I did what I thought I needed to. It's over; I'm alive, you're alive, Charlie and Joe are alive." Doyle shoved his carving into his pocket and stomped off into the woods.
Andrew turned to look at Charlie and asked, "Are you guys pissed at me too?"
Charlie shrugged. "Nah."
"Why not?"
"You're alive."
Joe nodded. "True. If you were dead, then we'd be pissed."
Andrew chuckled; sure he'd never understand their logic. "What now?"
"Set up another trap; see what happens," Charlie said.
"Absolute worst plan ever; you know that?"
When Doyle returned, he and Charlie rode out to find a new ambush spot. Doyle wouldn't even look at Andrew, let alone talk to him, and Andrew began to wonder if it was possible that Pecos was right.
"I had another dream," Andrew told Joe as they practiced with their whips. "And I have a bad feeling the wolves are gonna go after you guys now."
Joe used his whip to rip part of a bush from the ground. "We'll be ready," he said grimly. Andrew frowned. How could anyone be ready for cinder wolves?
Charlie and Doyle returned, and they all rode further north until Charlie pointed out a short cliff up ahead. "Plan's simple," he said. "Stack as much snow as possible on the cliff top, light a fire at the bottom, and when they come out, push the snow over on 'em. Kill a few anyway."
Andrew groaned. "Does anyone feel like our plans are just getting worse and worse?"
"Just workin' with what we got," Charlie said with a grin.
Should 'ave kept that damn rope; would've been handy right now. The Stone Rope? It was buried under a million tons of rock! Still. Could've roped the whole lot of 'em. I can't rope. I can. Andrew didn't even bother rolling his eyes. If he rolled his eyes every time Pecos said something stupid, his eyes would roll right out of his head. Whadda you mean "stupid"? I think the word you're lookin' for is "right". Andrew snorted.
They spent the entire afternoon pushing snow towards the edge of the cliff. By evening they had a pile of snow twice as tall as Andrew and just as thick.
"How're we gonna push this off the cliff?" Andrew asked doubtfully. "It probably weighs a couple tons."
"We'll use the horses," Charlie said.
Andrew gulped, thinking of Dewmint. "They won't be in any danger will they?"
"Nah. You three'll be down by the fire. I'll stay here with the horses. Might take a minute, so you'll have to keep the wolves backed up against the cliff."
"Are we doing this now?" Andrew asked nervously. Let's wait 'til mornin'. "Pecos says we can wait until morning," he said in relief. The others nodded. Andrew didn't figure they were too excited about facing the fire wolves either. Cinder wolves. I know; but fire wolves just makes more sense. They come out of the fire, and they have fire all over them. I mean, where does the cinder even come in? You got a point. See? I'm officially changing it. Can't change a name. Can to. Can't. Oh whatever.
After they'd eaten, Doyle turned to Andrew and said, "You still wanna learn to fight?"
Andrew laughed. "Now? With you? I don't think so."
"Scared, boy? Too much a sissy to go hand to hand?"
"What?! No! I just… dude, you're still pissed at me. I'm not gonna fight you!"
Doyle shrugged. "Just a scared, little boy."
Andrew felt a rush of anger, but he wasn't stupid. He didn't know the first thing about fighting, and Doyle had probably been in a hundred fights. He wasn't going to let Doyle push him into it like he'd let Chuck push him into climbing that tree. Look how that had turned out.
Just get it over with. He'll feel better after he pounds on you for a bit. Seriously? He'll murder me! Nah, just beat you up a bit. Is this like rule number five? Huh? Yeah, rule number five, if one of your fellow cowboys gets mad at you, let him beat you up until he feels better? That's just a good rule to live by I 'spect. What am I doing here? I should be home, asleep, in my cozy warm bed. I thought you were past that. Yeah, yeah.
"Okay," Andrew said, fighting not to cringe. "Let's get this over with."
"You decide to man up?" Doyle sneered.
"Yep, here I am, all manly and what not. So, how's this work?"
Doyle's fist slammed into Andrew's cheek, snapping Andrew's head back. "In a real fight, you don't see it comin'," Doyle snarled.
Pain flashed through Andrew's head, and he grit his teeth. He wasn't just going to stand here and let Doyle pound him. He brought up his hands and watched Doyle approach, but Doyle was too quick and when he threw a punch, Andrew didn't even see it coming. Duck! Andrew ducked and jabbed with his hand at the same time.
He felt his fist connect with Doyle's side, but it wasn't a solid hit. He stepped backwards, but Doyle was faster, and he landed three blows to Andrew's ribs, knocking the breath out of him. Andrew gasped, but managed to swing at Doyle's head, missing by a good foot.
"Saw that punch comin' a mile away," Doyle scoffed, landing another punch to Andrew's face. "A good punch is in and out before your opponent even knows he's been hit."
Andrew watched Doyle circle him for a moment, trying to clear the ringing in his ears, trying to get a full breath in. Get in there, boy! Pecos ordered, so
Andrew rushed Doyle, grabbing him around the waist, trying to knock him over, but Doyle didn't budge. He just hammered Andrew's back with his elbow until Andrew let go and backed away.
"You don't know the first thing 'bout fightin', boy!"
"Then teach me!" Andrew yelled.
Doyle paused, dropping his hands and looking at Andrew for a long moment. "Lesson one, boy, don't lose." Doyle didn't say anything more, just wiped the blood from his knuckles and stalked off.
Andrew started to go after him, but Joe stopped him. "Let him go. Your face needs cleaning anyway." Andrew nodded, following Joe to the shelter. Joe cleaned Andrew's face, while Charlie pulled out a tin of his grandmother's honey salve.
"Guessin' by your burns, you don't need this," Charlie said.
Andrew shrugged. "I think Doyle was trying to make a point. If I ask the power to heal me, I imagine it would tick him off even more."
Joe chuckled. "Doyle's a mighty force when he's mad. I reckon if you made him any madder, well, we wouldn't want to see it."
"How come you guys are so uptight this time?"
"What do you mean?" Joe asked.
"When we were going to fight Septimis, you were all cheerful and stuff; this time you're all business. I haven't heard you play a single cheerful song, Joe. And Doyle, he's just mean. Well, he's always mean, but now he's mean and meaner, you know?"
Charlie and Joe were quiet, and Andrew mumbled, "Forget it."
"No. I mean, we're cowboys," Joe finally said. "We run cattle, but every now and then something comes along and we take care of it. But at the heart of it, we're still just cowboys." Charlie nodded in agreement. "But something's wrong," Joe paused. "I can't say what." He looked at Charlie, but Charlie shook his head. "Whatever it is, I don't know... I just don't know."
Andrew nodded, appreciating that Joe had at least attempted an answer. "I'm gonna check on Widow Maker," Andrew said, leaving the shelter.
He gasped as the cold air hit his face. It hurt terribly, even worse than the time he'd fought Rides the Thunder. His ribs throbbed when he stepped forward, and he hissed in pain. How could fighting Doyle be worse than fighting ten men?
I hope you're right, he thought grumpily. 'Bout what? If I let Doyle punch me and he's still grumpy, I'm gonna be mad. Let? Pecos snorted. Let nothin'. You know what I mean, Andrew snapped. Pecos chuckled softly.
Andrew strode past the other horses, grinning when he saw Widow Maker standing all alone, pitch black against the white snow. "How 'bout you and I go for a ride?" he said, rubbing Widow Maker's nose. Widow Maker nickered, tossed his head, and stamped his feet, but then he held perfectly still.
Andrew smiled and grabbed his saddle. It was almost dark, but the snow was glowing so brightly Andrew was sure Widow Maker would be able to see where he was going. He mounted and tucked his feet, waiting for Widow Maker's customary display of kicking and bucking, but Widow Maker just pranced in place.
"Let's go," Andrew whispered, and they rode quietly out of the camp. Andrew breathed deeply; the night air was so crisp it almost burned his lungs. "Run, Widow Maker," he urged. "Run!"
Widow Maker's strides widened, and soon he was moving so fast, it felt like they were flying. Andrew couldn't even feel Widow Maker's hooves touching the ground, and the trees flew past in a flurry of white. It was no wonder Widow Maker was Pecos's favorite horse. He was the ultimate horse; the horse all the other horses wished they could be.
They rode and rode, the forest stretching all around them. Suddenly Widow Maker broke from the trees and galloped up the side of a huge snow covered hill, skidding to a stop at the top. A sheltered bowl with a large lake lay beneath them. A sliver of moon hung in the sky, glinting off the surface of the ice, and the ice twinkled like stars.
Wow! It's incredible! Andrew felt like he could see forever. He gazed at the stars and the twinkly lake and watched the moon travel slowly across the sky. He heard an owl call and the swish of wings as something flew overhead, and he grimaced. But he immediately wished he hadn't, because his face hurt like hell.
He touched his jaw gently. He hadn't expected Doyle to rip into him like that. It had made him angry, but he knew Doyle was right. He didn't know how to fight. He didn't really know anything. He was doing the best he could just to not get killed. But part of being Pecos was not holding back, not being afraid, and doing stupid things because it was what needed done. And like it or not, right now, he was Pecos.
Once again he wondered why he was here. Who was it who thought he should be here? Do you really think the Grey Shaman's not involved? he asked Pecos. Don't seem his style. He's usually pretty pointed 'bout what he's had a hand in. Andrew nodded.
What about the second voice I heard in my dream? It was calm and warm. Like sunlight and… I don't know… warm, perfectly cooked biscuits covered in honey. I've never heard it before. Better head back. It's late, and you don't want Doyle to come lookin' for you. Andrew shuddered at that thought and nudged Widow Maker around.
They ran back just as fast, and Andrew felt as if he'd been given wings and taken flight. When they reached camp, he rubbed Widow Maker down and went to the shelter. The others were already asleep, but Andrew saw Doyle's eyes pop open and follow him. "Night, Doyle," he whispered. Doyle didn't respond.
Andrew's dreams were full of blood. Billy, the boy from the first town, ran through streets of ash screaming "Help! Help!" as the wolves nipped at his heels. Andrew tried to help him, but he couldn't mount Dewmint because she was dying, bleeding out into the snow.
"Wake up, boy!" A hand shook Andrew's shoulder, and Andrew blinked wildly. "You're dreaming," Joe said. Andrew sat up, rubbing his eyes, and Joe looked at him with concern. "You alright?"
Andrew shook his head, trying to clear the image of Dewmint from his mind. "I hate sleep," he muttered.
"Why?"
Andrew's mind was still sleep clouded so he didn't think first, just spoke. "I can't escape. Every single night, something's killing me or killing you or Doyle or Charlie. But at least when I wake up, I know it was just a dream." Andrew rubbed his hands over his face, feeling the full weight of his fears. "But now I dream of Dewmint. Every time I fall asleep, she's there. And she's dead. And then I wake up…" he closed his eyes. "I wake up, and she's still dead."
After a moment Joe said gruffly, "It'll get easier."
"Will it? Do I want it to? Should it?" Andrew asked him searchingly.
"You'll be alright, boy," Joe said, patting Andrew's shoulder awkwardly and leaving the shelter.
Andrew shrugged. Rule number two. It ain't like that, boy. Joe just don't know what to say. If he did, he'd say it. Yeah, well, it's just… I wish… I know.




Chapter 14
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Andrew inhaled sharply as he stood to leave the shelter. His ribs felt like they'd been pummeled with a baseball bat. Doyle's got a hard right. No kidding. He stumbled outside, stretched like always, and mumbled "thanks" when Charlie handed him a plate of food.
"You look like hell," Doyle said cheerfully, grinning widely.
Andrew couldn't believe rule number five actually worked. Told ya. "What can I say," Andrew said with a slight grin. "I fell down some stairs." The others looked at him in confusion. "It's just something you say when you've been beat up, but you don't wanna admit it," he explained. "You know?" Charlie shook his head. "Never mind; it's a modern thing I guess."
Andrew ate his food in silence. He was so sick of cold food and freezing rocks and no coffee and cold feet and just cold. And he was sick of everything being so serious and glum. These fire wolves are really starting to tick me off, he thought sullenly.
"You guys wanna hear a joke?" he asked, hoping to lighten the mood.
Joe grinned, "Sure."
"Okay, knock, knock." They stared at him, waiting. "You're supposed to say 'who's there?' Let's try again. Knock, knock."
Finally Joe said, "Who's there?"
"Banana." Nothing. "Now you say, 'Banana who?'."
"This is a joke?" Doyle asked.
"Just do it."
"Banana who?" Joe said.
"Knock, knock?"
"Who's there?"
"Banana."
"Banana who?"
Doyle was starting to look annoyed, but Andrew kept going. "Knock, knock."
Joe raised an eyebrow. "Who's there?"
"Orange."
"Orange who?"
"Orange you glad I didn't say banana?" Andrew burst out laughing. That's the stupidest damn thing I've ever heard. In all my life. Stupidest. Oh, come on; it's funny! No, it ain't. Doyle shook his head in disgust, but Joe was grinning slightly.
"Orange you glad I didn't say banana?" Charlie repeated. He seemed to think it over for a minute, but then he started to chuckle. Soon he was laughing with Andrew.
You shouldn't tell jokes. Hey! That could be rule number six! Cowboys don't laugh at jokes. Oh, we laugh at jokes, boy; that joke just ain't funny. Think about it; it'll grow on you. 'Sides, Charlie likes it. What's Charlie know? According to you, just about everything. Pecos snorted.
Andrew stood. "Let's get this over with."
Doyle grabbed his shoulder. "You 'member what I said?"
"Yes, no touching the wolves." Doyle narrowed his eyes. "Seriously, Doyle. I get it. I won't touch the wolves." Doyle nodded and walked towards the cliff.
Why would I even wanna touch the wolves? Andrew thought. It burns like hell! I hate touching them. Doyle's got a screw loose if he thinks I enjoy it or something. Boy… I know; Doyle cares, blah blah blah.
Charlie was hooking the horses together as Andrew approached Widow Maker. "Charlie needs the horses to help him push the snow off the cliff. Would you help too?" Widow Maker shook his head. "Come on, you're three times as strong as the other horses." Widow Maker snorted angrily. "I'm sorry; I meant to say twenty times as strong, maybe even a hundred."
Widow Maker turned away. "You don't want me to get burned up by fire wolves, do you?" Widow Maker shrugged. "What's that supposed to mean? And I even took you out running last night!" Widow Maker swished his tail, hitting Andrew in the face. "Fine, be that way! Charlie didn't want your help anyway. I was just asking to be nice!"
Andrew stomped off to join the others, but stopped when he saw Widow Maker following him. "Scat, Widow Maker. If you're not gonna help, you'll just be in the way." Widow Maker kicked out his heels and trounced off.
"You and that horse are somethin' else," Doyle said.
Andrew made a sound of disgust. "I thought we were finally getting somewhere. But he's a stubborn pain in my ass." Maybe you should just treat him like a horse. He ain't people, you know. Ha! Tell that to him.
Charlie got the horses in place, and Doyle cleared out a place for the fire right under the middle of the cliff face. Then he took a deep breath, lit the tinder on fire, and moved back to stand with Joe and Andrew.
Andrew held his breath. He hoped they had killed all the wolves at the river, but part of him knew they hadn't. For a moment, nothing happened; the fire burned just like a normal fire. Then a lone wolf stepped from the flames. It looked around carefully, as if it were checking to make sure they hadn't set another trap. It walked forward several steps, then it must have decided it was safe, because suddenly several more wolves leaped from the fire.
"Now Charlie!" Andrew shouted.
He, Doyle, and Joe started cracking their whips, trying to keep the wolves penned against the cliff face. The wolves jumped and howled every time a whip hit home. Some of them exploded, but others just yelped in pain. Andrew stopped trying to count how many wolves came through the fire; he just hoped the snow dropped soon, otherwise they were going to have a nasty fight on their hands. Doyle flipped one wolf into the others, and several wolves erupted into ash, but more and more wolves stepped from the fire to replace them.
The huge wall of snow suddenly broke from the top of the cliff and plummeted down into the middle of the cinder wolves. Hissing and sizzling, smoke and ash filled the air. Andrew stepped back, waiting for the air to clear, and yelped in surprise when several smoking wolves jumped through the black smoke, flames flowing from their backs. They landed with snarls right in front of Andrew, paws burning through the snow. Andrew stepped quickly backward, raising his whip overhead and cracking it into the nearest wolf. It exploded, but the others rushed forward.
Andrew tried to wrap one's paw like Doyle had, but he couldn't, and before he could pull his whip back, the wolves were right on top of him. "Crap," he hissed, scrambling backwards. He wasn't sure he was fast enough to get all of them on his own. But he'd have to be because Doyle and Joe were still near the cliff face, fighting wolves of their own.
He snapped his whip out frantically, trying to hold them back. There was a rock right behind him, and the wolves were in front of him. He had nowhere to go. He was trapped. A wolf hunched down to jump, and Andrew cracked his whip at it but missed. Just as the wolf leaped toward him, Andrew heard an angry snort and saw Widow Maker galloping towards him.
"Widow Maker! No! DON'T!!!" Andrew screamed in panic, thinking of Dewmint, thinking of her torn and bloody sides. Andrew dodged the leaping wolf, firing several shots into the wolf nearest Widow Maker, but the bullets didn't even faze it.
Widow Maker reared, spinning in the air, and on his way down, he kicked out with his back hooves, nailing the wolf in the head. Flames plumed into the air, and the wolf exploded in a cloud of ash. A wolf crashed into Andrew from behind, but Andrew rolled away quickly, grabbing his knife and throwing it towards the wolf's head. The knife sunk deep into its eye, and the wolf vanished leaving a shadow of ash on the snow. Andrew quickly turned to deal with the final wolf, only to see Widow Maker's hooves crash down on its back, smashing it into cinders.
"Good job, boy!" Andrew exclaimed, and Widow Maker tossed his head proudly. Andrew looked towards the cliff just in time to see Doyle dust a wolf with a well-aimed whip blow, and one of Charlie's arrows pierce the last one, pinning it to the snow and obliterating it. Ash covered the ground making everything grey. Andrew looked around slowly, sighing in relief when he didn't see any more wolves. They had won again, and he hadn't even gotten burned.
"How many would you say came out this time?" Andrew asked as he joined Doyle and Joe.
"Hard to say," Doyle replied. "There were at least thirty before Charlie dropped the snow, and I'd say the snow took out fifteen or so. Joe?"
"Sounds about right. They were careful this time. They learned from before."
Which means… "They have some sort of collective consciousness!" Andrew exclaimed. What? "I mean, whatever one wolf sees, all the other wolves see. Even though we killed all the wolves last time, the other wolves knew what happened."
Charlie slid down the side of the cliff and joined them before Doyle or Joe had a chance to respond. We've gotta find the alpha. It's the only way. "Pecos says we need to find the alpha, their leader. Do you have any idea how to do that, Charlie?"
"There ain't no way to track the wolves, but I can find 'em. I just need time."
He's the only one who can find 'em, so we wait. There's no point in goin' on like we have been. We'll just keep fightin', and the wolves'll keep comin'. We gotta kill the alpha. Maybe we got them all. Should we check to make sure there's still more? Could.
"Doyle, can we start another fire? To see if there're still more? Be ready to douse it."
Doyle nodded and began to set up a small fire. The four of them stood around it, Joe holding a coffee pot full of snow, and Doyle lit the tinder. The smoke coughed, and the fire sputtered. For a second nothing happened, but then it started to grow and grow and suddenly fiery eyes formed.
"Douse it!" Andrew yelled, kicking snow into the flames. Joe dumped his snow, and the fire fizzled out, eyes and all. Tell Charlie to get a move on. Andrew turned to Charlie.
"Pecos says to head out."
Charlie nodded, walked back to camp, slung his saddle bag over his back, and headed off into the forest. "Hey, you want me to come with you?" Andrew called.
"No," Charlie said, disappearing between the trees.
"I wish he hadn't gone off on his own," Andrew said frowning.
"He knows what he's doin'," Doyle said.
"I guess. Anyway, I need to check Widow Maker; he stomped a couple wolves."
"Did he now?" Doyle said with a wide grin. "Maybe he does like you."
"I wouldn't bet on it," Andrew said with a snort.
"What a good horse you are," Andrew said, when he found Widow Maker. "You saved me; thank you." Widow Maker sniffed. "I get it; you didn't wanna help Charlie because you wanted to make sure I was safe. I'm sorry I was mean to you. I just… I didn't want you to get hurt. And I don't care what anybody says, horses are a man's best friend."
Widow Maker hung his head. "Oh, I don't mean just any horse. You; you're the best horse a guy could have." Widow Maker pranced a bit. "Now, let me check your legs; I wanna make sure you didn't get burned." Widow Maker stood still while Andrew rubbed his legs checking for injuries. He didn't have a scratch or burn on him. "You really are like Pecos, you know?" Andrew scratched behind Widow Maker's ears and grinned at him.
He already loved Widow Maker, and he found that hard to believe. Widow Maker was mean; he was grumpy; he was high-strung and high-spirited and crazy. He was black as darkest night and had demon-red eyes. He was frankly the scariest horse to ever walk the earth, but Andrew loved him. He oozed personality; he was loyal; he was brave. Andrew rubbed his cheek against Widow Maker's cheek.
"You're a good horse," he whispered. Widow Maker whinnied happily. ENOUGH! No huggin'! Andrew's cheeks flamed red, and he rubbed Widow Maker's nose and stepped away.
When he got back to camp, he found the other horses were already munching on oats, Doyle was carving, and Joe was playing his harmonica. "What now guys?" We wait.
"We wait," Doyle said.
"I hate waiting," Andrew grumped. "We never had to wait before. It's cold. And it'd be more fun if we had a fire and some coffee." Man up, boy. It'll give you time to work with your whip. You need the practice. I did pretty good considering. If Widow Maker hadn't showed up, you'd been burnt to a crisp. Again. Andrew sighed. "I guess I'll practice my whip cracking."
"Good idea," Doyle said lazily. "When you're done with that, we'll have another lesson."
"Is it gonna be like yesterday's lesson? 'Cause that one sucked."
Doyle grinned. "Nah."
"I don't believe you," Andrew muttered. Doyle chuckled and went back to his carving.
Andrew spent several hours cracking his whip. Pecos gave him pointers from time to time, and by the time he was finished, the bush he'd been practicing on was decimated and his shoulder burned so badly he could barely move it. Not bad, boy. We might make a cowboy outta you yet. Andrew snorted. You know I've never even touched a cow, right? All in good time. Andrew rolled his eyes.
"What're you making?" Andrew asked as he sat beside Doyle. Doyle held up a carving of Widow Maker pawing the air. "It's incredible! You even made his eyes red!" Andrew exclaimed. "How do you do it?"
Doyle shrugged and blew some dust off the horse's head. "You can keep it," he said, handing it to Andrew.
"Really? Thanks! It's epic! I still have your raven carving. It went back with me along with Joe's watch and the necklace Charlie gave me."
"Ready to fight?"
"Not even a little." Broke rule number two, didn't I? You'll learn. Someday. Maybe.
Doyle slipped his knife in his pocket and stood. "We'll work on your punches," he said. "Hold up your hand." Andrew held up his hand, and Doyle punched it so fast, Andrew almost didn't even see him do it.
"Damn you're fast!"
"You gotta punch from where your hands are," Doyle explained. "When you punch, you drop your shoulder and pull back your hand. It slows you down, and tells your opponent what you're about to do." Doyle demonstrated, and Andrew immediately saw the difference. "Now you try," Doyle said. "Punch me."
Andrew aimed a punch at Doyle's head, but Doyle easily blocked him. "Try again." Doyle blocked Andrew several times. "You're still pullin' back. If I'm comin' at you, first thing you do is put up your hands so you can block me." Doyle showed Andrew how to hold his arms. "Then you strike hard and fast from where your hands are. Even better, strike me in the head with your palm. It's one of the most powerful close-up strikes."
Andrew and Doyle went back and forth for a long time before Doyle slapped him on the back and said, "That's enough for today." They had worked so hard, Andrew was sweating even though it was freezing.
I always knew Doyle was a helluva fighter, but I didn't realize he knew what he was doin'. What? I'm not sure that makes sense. Sure it does. If you say so.
What do you know about Doyle? Found him in the middle of the plains 'bout four, five years ago, wanderin' around lost like. He's been ridin' with me ever since. That's it?! What more is there? Uh, what was he doing there? What's his back story? What's his last name? Where did he come from? Don't care. Right; rule number two. One of these days, boy. What? You're gonna talk me to death? Boy...
Andrew sniffed the air. What's that smell? What smell? I don't know. Like old gym socks or a rotten onion or something. Gym socks? Yeah; you wear them when you work out. I don't know why. Andrew sniffed his armpit. Oh great googly moogly! It's me! I stink! Like a gutter in an alley! Don't you ever take a bath? Or is that rule number seven: we don't take baths?
Don't be ridiculous, boy! Course we take baths! Then why do I stink?! Haven't had a bath in over two weeks. Two weeks?! Are you serious? Look around, boy. You see any water? Well yes, actually. I see snow, which is technically water, and I see lots of it.
Go ahead and take yourself a snow bath. Um… wouldn't that be kinda cold? Yep. Is that how you normally do it? Nope. Well, how do you do it? Like to heat the water first. Well, how do you do that? Oh… I see. Never mind; forget I asked. But I'm leaving that as a rule. Two weeks is one week and six days too long! Pecos snorted. You're still a damn sissy. If taking a regular shower makes me a sissy, then yes, I'm a sissy. And proud of it!
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Andrew dreamed Charlie was carried off by an ice monster. Andrew chased after him, but he could never reach him; he was always just a bit behind no matter how fast he ran. He woke just as Charlie was about to be eaten and, hating the idea of falling back asleep, crawled out of the shelter into the darkness of night.
The air was bitter cold. He wished Pecos had warmer clothes, like fuzzy slippers and a robe and heated gloves. Fuzzy slippers? You're outta your damn mind, boy! What the hell use would I have for fuzzy slippers?
Andrew didn't bother trying to explain how fuzzy slippers actually kept your feet warm. Instead he yawned and stretched, freezing when he noticed two yellow, glowing orbs in a tree across from the shelter. The orbs blinked, and Andrew jumped, grabbing his pistol. Calm down, boy. It's just an owl.
Just an owl? Do you NOT remember last time? They said they would wait. Andrew had forgotten that. He tried to relax, but then he glanced around the clearing and saw another owl. He turned slowly, watching in horror as yellow orbs blinked silently all around him. He was completely surrounded by owls.
Now that is a bit odd. They did say they was gonna wait, didn't they? Andrew slipped both hands over his pistols and waited. The owls blinked and blinked, then a hollow hoot broke the silence, echoing through the dark. Andrew's guns were out and aimed, but the owls simply lifted from the trees and flew away.
As soon as they were gone, Andrew dropped onto a stump, heart pounding, hands trembling as he holstered his guns. So do you think they know it's me? Since I ain't usually plagued by owls, I'd have to say yes. Andrew sighed. As if we don't have enough going on. That old owl was a jerk, you know. He was gonna eat us! I know, boy.
Andrew paced irritably back and forth in front of the shelter. As if it wasn't enough he had to wait endlessly… Endlessly? It's been all of a day, boy. It FEELS endless, and stop listening to my thoughts! It's creepy. You're in my head, you idiot! Andrew rolled his eyes. Now I don't even know what I was saying. Endlessly. 'Member? Endlessly. Oh shut up, Pecos! Pecos chuckled softly, but didn't say anything more.
Andrew "humphed" and sat back down. He felt downright irritable. Charlie was gone, and they were doing nothing, just sitting here waiting for him. There was no coffee. No happy music. No jokes or lighthearted stories. And to top it all off, it was cloudy, so he couldn't even see the stars.
He couldn't imagine why he'd tried so hard to come back. He'd almost died two or three times; he couldn't remember, just knew it had been a lot. He'd watched a flaming wolf mutilate sweet Dewmint; he'd been beaten up by Doyle; he'd seen a man die horribly. Why hadn't he wanted to be normal? Why hadn't he just wanted to stay home and play ball?
Then he remembered. He did want to be normal. He just didn't know how to go about doing it. He closed his eyes and looked at the power pulsing inside. It was so much brighter in Pecos, so much bigger, so much… more. His own power was just a tiny flame compared to Pecos's. No wonder Pecos was so strong. And nearly invincible.
He yelped when the Grey Shaman suddenly appeared beside him, pipe in hand. "Cloudy night," the shaman said conversationally.
"Yep."
"Ah, taking lessons from Pecos are we?"
"Yep."
The Grey Shaman chuckled, blowing smoke into the air. "How did you learn to heal yourself?" he asked.
"Just did."
The shaman outright laughed. "If I didn't know better, I'd think Pecos was actually speaking and not you."
Andrew shrugged. If anything, that was a compliment. Damn right it is. "So, whadda you want?" Andrew asked.
"Why do you always ask that?"
"Why do you always show up? Are you just sitting somewhere watching me in a little crystal ball?"
The shaman's merry laughter filled the campsite. "Crystal ball! I love it!"
"Is that a no?"
"Maybe. Maybe not." And just like that, Andrew was sitting alone.
Andrew shook his head disgustedly. That guy is weird. Does seem a bit touched in the head.
Can I ask... can I ask you a question? What? Well, what about the people we don't save, you know, the people we fail. Specifically the people I don't save. The ones I fail. What about 'em? Well, do you ever feel guilty? Guilty? Why the hell would I feel guilty? I don't know, Andrew mumbled, feeling totally stupid, but he kept going, needing to know.
Like Dew... I mean like the sheriff. If I'd just said "Put out the damn cigar", he'd still be alive. Would he? Wouldn't he? You think he would 'ave listened? Andrew wasn't sure. Okay, what about all those people Septimis killed? All those people you could have saved if I hadn't been there? What about 'em? Oh forget it!
Listen, Pecos said with a sigh. It's absolutely useless to have regrets or to look back and say if I'd done this, such and such wouldn't have happened. So and so would've lived. You can't really know. Maybe the next day they'd die of somethin' even worse. Even worse than being burned alive? Didn't I tell you 'bout the basket woman? Yes! Andrew thought with a shudder.
Anyway, my point is, it ain't your responsibility to save everybody. You save who you can. That's the best you can do. Now don't this violate a rule or somethin'? Andrew laughed hollowly. Yes, rule number two. Andrew took one last look at the grey sky, then slipped back into the shelter and dreamed simple dreams of baseball and apple pie.
When morning dawned it was cloudy and grey, and a fresh coat of snow covered the ground. Andrew kicked it petulantly. As if we need more snow, he thought. He absently shoveled a handful off a tree and shaped it into a ball. He looked at the ball and smiled mischievously.
"Hey Doyle!" he called. Doyle turned towards him, and Andrew pitched the snowball. Smack! Snow splattered across Doyle's face, and Andrew burst out laughing. Don't think I'da done that, boy. Why not?
Doyle wiped the snow from his face with a frown, then pulled one of his guns and pointed it at Andrew. "Oh, come on, Doyle," Andrew said, holding up his hands. "It was just a snowball!" Doyle flicked his gun up, shooting into the tree branches above Andrew, and snow came crashing down, covering him in soaking wet, freezing snow. "Damn it, Doyle!" Andrew snapped. "It went down my collar!" Doyle just grinned and holstered his gun.
Joe chuckled and handed Andrew a plate filled with dried meat and hard biscuits. Andrew stared at his plate sadly. "I dreamed about apple pie last night. My mom makes great pies." Don't talk 'bout it. It just makes it worse. I can't help it. Apple pie makes me think of bacon. What? Andrew sighed. "I'd kill for a BLT right now."
"Kill who?" Doyle asked.
"BLT?" inquired Joe.
"Nobody, I mean; it's just an expression! Bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich. Butter toasted bread, crispy bacon, fresh tomato with salt and pepper, and lettuce. I could do without the lettuce, but Mom insists. Yum!" Doyle and Joe stared at their plates morosely. I said not to talk 'bout it! Look what you've done!
"I love bacon," Doyle muttered, chewing his meat.
Oh, I see. Rule number eight: don't talk about real food. This is real food, boy! No; it really isn't.
After breakfast, Andrew practiced whip cracking, knife throwing, and shooting. He ran through the woods as he did it, struggling to keep his footing on the slick snow, struggling to hit his mark while he was moving. He didn't do great. He didn't do horrible, but he didn't do great. He tried channeling the power, but it didn't make his footing any better, and it had little effect on his whipping ability.
He fought Doyle and managed to land one sloppy hit but got clobbered by Doyle twenty or so times. He lost count after the first ten. Then he paced a line through the snow. We never had to wait last time. Waiting sucks. Sometimes you gotta wait. But I don't wanna! Can't we do something? You have been doin' somethin'. I mean something else. What would you do if you were home? Pecos asked with a heavy sigh.
I don't know. Watch TV, read a book, ride my bike. TV? It's a box with a picture that moves and has sound. Like, um… like a play, you know? Where? At home; everyone has one. And you just sit there and watch it move? Yep. What does it play? Anything! Nature shows, sports, movies, whatever you want. I don't get it. Don't worry. You'll never see one. Good. Why don't you go for a ride? Andrew grinned. Good idea!
Andrew had a casual conversation with Widow Maker in which Widow Maker agreed to behave since he also wanted to run, and then he saddled Widow Maker, and they galloped through the snow covered woods. Snow wafted behind them, spraying off Widow Maker's hooves, filling the air with brilliant crystals. Andrew didn't worry that Widow Maker would slip and fall or trip. He wasn't like other horses. Take more than a little snow to stop him.
Widow Maker pulled to a stop at the top of a very steep slope, and Andrew dismounted. Being up here was almost like being on top of his warehouse but so much more. It was amazing. Trees surrounded him, lining the ridge, but the slope was barren, covered in snow, and there was a little empty valley beneath him.
Everything was white; white all around. There were no buildings, no cars, no roads crisscrossing the landscape. No smoke belching from factories or puffing out of trucks. Everything was pure and pristine. Even the sky was white. Andrew breathed deeply and tried to puff smoke rings, but all he got was a smoke cloud.
He wondered what his mom was doing, and he imagined her curled up on the couch with a cozy blanket reading a book. I wish you had cozy blankets, he thought sadly. Boy, you got a saddle blanket; what more you need? A pillow and about fifteen more blankets to keep warm. Pecos snorted. Every time I start to think you're not a sissy no more, you go and prove me wrong.
Cozy blankets, fuzzy slippers. Damned embarrassin', Andrew rolled his eyes. You wouldn't last a day in my world. Oh yeah? Oh yeah.
Widow Maker had wandered down the slope a ways, and Andrew turned to follow him when he heard a deep growl behind him. He whipped around, hands on his pistols, gasping as a huge bear lumbered from the trees. Um, it looks mad. Is it like Grandfather Bear? Can it talk? Don't think it matters. Whadda you mean?
The bear suddenly reared up on its hind legs and roared so loudly snow fell from the trees around it. Andrew stepped backwards, pulling his guns, but he slipped as the bear rushed furiously towards him and fell, landing on the edge of the slope and sliding down the steep side. Snow sprayed off his boots as he careened down the hillside, but he could still see the bear tearing down the slope after him.
Andrew fired and missed, struggling to aim as he slid from side to side and bumped over snow covered rocks. He fired again, and the bear snorted angrily but didn't slow. Andrew jolted to a stop at the bottom, took careful aim, and fired again, over and over until he ran out of bullets. The bear roared in pain as a bullet ripped into its shoulder and another struck its chest. It stumbled, lost its footing, and rolled the rest of the way down the hill, landing just feet from Andrew.
Andrew scrambled away from the bear and rolled to his feet, flipping his guns open and shoving new cartridges in as quickly as possible. Is it dead? Should I shoot it again? I would. Just point and shoot? Yep. Andrew raised his gun, aiming at the bear's head, but he couldn't pull the trigger. He didn't want to shoot it again.
He'd never killed a real living thing before. Septimis had been real, but he had been such a monster that it had been easy to forget he was a snake. What about the owls? Andrew frowned. Okay, so there was that too. But he was gonna eat me!! And so was Septimis! Just get on with it.
Andrew felt a nudge against his shoulder and turned to pat Widow Maker's nose. "Whadda you think I should do?" he asked softly. You're askin' a horse? I already told you! I didn't like what you said!
Andrew turned back towards the bear. It hadn't moved, but as Andrew watched, it started to shiver, then shake. Shoot it, boy! NOW! Andrew raised his gun, but paused, watching in wide-eyed horror as one huge, clawed paw reached up and tore at its neck.
Suddenly the bottom of its neck pulled free, and Andrew gasped as he watched the bear rip off its own head revealing an angry man underneath. The man stepped naked and bleeding from the bear skin, tossed the skin over his back, and ran swiftly into the trees, quickly disappearing behind a mass of evergreens.
DAMMIT BOY!! Why didn't you shoot 'im? Pecos's angry voice knocked Andrew out of his astonishment. Shoot him?! Are you crazy? That was a man! So? So?! Another human being! How could I shoot him? Same way you shot the bear! But I didn't know it was a human! I wouldn't have shot him if I'd known. So you'd have just let him maul you to death? Andrew paused. Well, no, but, I mean… What the hell is he?!
Damn skinwalker. Oh, that's bad. Why did he attack us? Don't know exactly, but on the whole, skinwalkers don't usually take to me. Why not? Not much reason to wander around disguised as an animal unless you're up to no good. Huh, I get that. Although, it would be super cool to be a bear for a day. There's a price to pay. You've gotta give up part of yourself in exchange, part of your humanity; least that's what I've heard.
Follow his tracks and finish it. Not gonna happen. I'm not killing a man. I draw the line there. He's not a monster. What makes you think that? It's not like he's a dust devil or something. Man's the worst kinda monster. How do you figure? 'Cause they choose to be monsters. Dust devil just is.
Andrew opened his mouth to argue, but he couldn't. He remembered everything he'd read, and he knew Pecos was right. Man was the worst monster of all. But he still wasn't going after the man to kill him. Maybe he'll die in the cold, he thought, hoping he didn't. Makin' a mistake, boy. I just can't, Pecos. I'm sorry. Humph.              
Andrew mounted Widow Maker and rode slowly back towards camp. He didn't like that he'd shot someone, but he could see he hadn't really had a choice. When they had fought Septimis, he'd just seen Septimis as a monster, not a person. But Septimis could talk and think; what made the skinwalker any different? He'd tried to kill Andrew, for absolutely no reason. Wasn't that the same as Septimis?
Andrew shrugged; it was too much to work out. His head hurt; and his butt was wet and sore. I think I hit a rock on the way down, he thought. Probably wouldn't even have fallen if it weren't for your stupid boots. Have you ever heard of tread? Don't call my boots stupid, boy. Or what? Or… or… I'll stop talkin'. Ha! Some punishment.
When he rode into camp, Doyle looked up. "Heard shots."
"Yeah, we were attacked by a bear." Andrew grimaced. "Which turned out to be a skinwalker."
"You get him?" Doyle asked.
"Wounded him, but he ran away."
"Why didn't you finish it?" Doyle demanded.
Andrew scowled. "One, I was kinda surprised to see a man climb out of a bear! A bear! Two, he was a man!"
"So?"
"So?! What is it with you guys? You can't just go around killing people! It's not right!"
"He was tryin' to kill you. Would've if he could've."
"So?"
"So you got a right to defend yourself," Doyle snapped. "Furthermore, now you'll be watchin' your back, knowin' he's out there, waitin', and you'll never know when he's gonna strike." Andrew shuddered. "Lesson two, boy; always finish it." Joe nodded in agreement.
"I gotta rub down Widow Maker," Andrew mumbled, walking off. It ain't always gonna be easy, boy. Sometimes you gotta kill. But I don't wanna kill people. Monsters alright; but people? I shouldn't be here, Pecos. I'm just a boy. This is man stuff. Pecos chuckled. You may still be a sissy, but you ain't much of a boy anymore. Andrew leaned his head against Widow Maker. Rule number two, Pecos, rule number two.
That night he dreamed that as Dewmint lay moaning in pain, her hide opened, revealing a bloody woman underneath. Then Doyle shot her in the head, and the woman's face exploded. Andrew woke retching.
He stayed in camp that day. He had no intention of riding out alone again. One skinwalker was enough. He didn't want to fight anything else on his own. If he rode out with Doyle and they were attacked by skinwalkers, Doyle could kill them.
Andrew spent the entire day training. With Doyle and Joe's help and Pecos's constant corrections, he managed to get pretty good with his whip. He even used his left arm from time to time, just in case his right arm ever got tired again. When his arms were too heavy to keep whipping, he worked with his guns and knives. He slowly, but surely, regained any ground he'd lost. By evening, he felt as ready as he'd ever feel to fight a fire wolf army.
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After another terrible night's sleep, Andrew dragged himself from the shelter and stretched from side to side. It had been three days already, and Charlie still hadn't returned. What was taking him so long? Was he all right? And what were the fire wolves doing? Were they attacking villages or just waiting, waiting for Andrew to light another fire?
He reached out his arms and flapped them like wings, ignoring Pecos's loud protests. He was so sick of being cold and stiff. The sun was hiding behind a huge bank of clouds, and everything was grey. It was gloomy, and Andrew hated it.
"I got another joke," he said. "You guys wanna hear it?" No.
"Not particularly," Doyle drawled from his seat on a nearby log.
"How 'bout you, Joe?"
"Why not."
"Alright, so there was this sea captain, and one day he looked out and saw five ships bearing down on him hard and fast. He says to his first mate, he says, 'Get me my red shirt!' So the first mate gets him his red shirt, and the captain puts it on. There's a hard fight, but the captain wins." This is a joke? Wait for it. You'll see.
"So the next day the captain sees ten ships bearing down, and he says to his first mate again, he says, 'Get me my red shirt!' He puts the shirt on, fights the fight, and wins again. That night the first mate asks, 'What's the deal with the red shirt?' The captain replies, 'If I get wounded in battle I don't want the men to see me bleeding. It might dishearten them.'
"So the very next day, the captain looks out and sees fifty huge warships barreling down on him. The first mate says, 'Should I get your red shirt, Captain?' The captain says, 'No, get me my brown pants!'"
Andrew paused, grinning widely, then asked, "Get it?! Brown pants!" He started laughing so hard his eyes teared up. That don't make no sense. His brown pants; he's so scared, he's gonna crap his pants. See? Your jokes are worse than my plans, Pecos muttered.
Joe and Doyle were both watching Andrew, semi-amused expressions on their faces. "Do you get it?" Andrew asked, still laughing.
Doyle nodded. "But it ain't near as funny as watchin' Pecos cry. Does he know you're tearin' up?"
Stop it, boy! Whadda you think you're doin'? Men don't cry, and it ain't even funny! Andrew laughed harder and harder, and soon Doyle and Joe were laughing too. Pecos grumbled on and on about stupid sissy, city slicker jokes. You just aren't trying, Andrew thought. My mom loved that joke. She laughed so hard cocoa came out her nose!
Suddenly, he missed his mom with a fierceness that surprised him. He could see her laughing and holding her nose at the same time. He could feel her arms around him, hugging him, and he smiled sadly, hoping he saw her again.
"Think I'll walk around camp," Andrew muttered, standing and walking through his tracks from yesterday. He hadn't left camp since the skinwalker attack, so when the waiting was too much to bear, he paced along the outside. And he'd paced so much he'd worn the snow down to ice.
"I think the lack of coffee is beginning to affect you," a voice said behind him.
Andrew forced himself not to jump, not to spin around and shoot. He was finally beginning to recognize the Grey Shaman's voice. "Then why don't you make me some?" he snapped.
"Not even a 'hello, good morning, how are you?'" Andrew shuddered as he watched the Grey Shaman light his pipe, but somehow he knew a cinder wolf would never find its way out of the Grey Shaman's fires.
"I'm sorry. Hello, good morning, Mr. Grey Shaman; how're you today?"
The shaman smiled slyly. "I am very well. Thank you for asking."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Whadda you want?"
"Just checking in. How are things?"
Andrew groaned. "Things… things suck. Charlie still isn't back, and I'm so sick of waiting for him. Can you see him? Is he okay?"
"Couldn't say."
Andrew narrowed his eyes. "So you can see him or you can't?"
The Grey Shaman shrugged and said, "You don't seem to be very good at waiting."
"I'm not!" Andrew snapped. "I hate waiting! It's driving me nuts. I mean, where is Charlie? What are the wolves doing? How're we gonna kill them?"
"You could do something."
"I am doing something! I train and train and train! I've whipped so many times my shoulder feels like jelly!"
"Indeed," the Grey Shaman said, chuckling softly and blowing an enormous smoke ring into the crisp air.
"And what exactly are you doing?" Andrew demanded, eyes narrowed. "With your magic surely you could stop the wolves in their tracks!" Atta boy!
"My magic, as you say, would not be terribly effective against the wolves. My hands are tied, if you will."
"That doesn't even make sense!"
"Nothing ever does. Are you enjoying the spurs?"
Andrew grinned suddenly. "Widow Maker is... I mean there aren't words. I love that horse!" Don't gush, boy; not with my mouth! Andrew laughed. "Never mind. Thanks for bringing them."
"I was just passing by," the Grey Shaman said, then he was gone, leaving behind a puff of smoke hanging in the air and a very short line of tracks in the snow.
"Damn that is creepy, but I wonder how far he can zap," Andrew said thoughtfully. "Like can he go to England or Australia?" Why would he want to? I don't know. What about New York? Andrew heard Pecos shudder. Ask him. Maybe I will; if he ever sticks around long enough.
He's right, you know. Huh? Whadda you say we give it one more try? What? A really big trap. Wipe out a whole bunch of wolves at once. Maybe put an end to 'em. But you said we had to kill the alpha? Maybe I'm wrong. Andrew sighed. Do you have a plan? Yep; it's a good one too. I seriously doubt that. Load up and ride down to that lake we saw the night you rode Widow Maker. Do you know how to get there? Just ask Widow Maker. You tell me all the time not to treat him like a person. Well this time I'm sayin' you should. Whatever, Andrew thought, rolling his eyes.
"Pecos wants to scout a lake we saw," Andrew told the others. They packed up camp without another word, saddled the horses, and were off. Widow Maker pranced and galloped the whole way, and Andrew didn't even try to keep him under control. He'd figured out by now that when riding Widow Maker, Widow Maker was in charge and he was just tagging along.
Before long they crested a hill, and the lake stretched out below them, wide, glassy, and sparkling. Ride down 'round the tip. They rode down the hill and up to the end of the lake. Andrew hadn't noticed before, but now he could see the lake ended in a dam, and in spite of the ice, the water was overflowing into a small river on the other side.
Just as I thought. What? Beaver dam. Oh great. Beavers are creepy, what with their big, orange front teeth and their weird tail. Andrew grimaced. Look around for the den. What's it look like? Big mound of sticks. Should be in the water somewhere. Andrew gazed across the lake and a hundred yards or more from the shoreline he saw what looked like a tiny hut poking out of the ice.
Get out there, Pecos ordered. Are you crazy? You what… want me just to walk out there? It's ice, boy. Everyone knows you're not supposed to walk on ice. Ice is never safe. Everyone who? 'Sides this ice's solid. Been freezin' cold for over a month. Get your butt out there.
"Do this, boy; do that, boy. I don't care, boy; do it anyway, boy," Andrew muttered under his breath. "Guess I'm gonna go visit some beavers," he told the others sarcastically. Then he tiptoed carefully onto the ice, listening for cracks with every step. How's this any different than the river? It's a lake! It could be like a hundred feet deep. Just a beaver pond, Pecos snorted. Probably not more than five, six feet, tops. Well, it's still cold.
Andrew decided faster was better than slow, so he scuttled quickly across the ice to the beaver den. Now what? Knock. Say what? Knock. On what? It not like there's a door. Just knock on the ice, boy! Why you bein' so difficult today? Rule number two, Pecos; you just broke it. Andrew knocked on the ice, waited several minutes, then knocked again, louder. What exactly are we expecting to happen here? Depends on the beaver. Oh, of course. Why didn't I think of that?
"What?" a sharp voice suddenly demanded.
Andrew looked around. "Who's there?"
"I'll ask the questions, thank you. What do you want?"
"Um, well…" Pecos? Ask him to come out to talk. Who? The beaver; aren't you payin' attention, boy? Oh. "Um, we'd like to talk to you. Could you come out?"
"No."
Tell him Pecos Bill's askin'. "Well, Pecos Bill would like to talk to you."
There was a pause. When the voice spoke again it wasn't sharp but fawning. "Of course, right away; if only you'd said so."
Okay, this just went from weird to weirder. He'll probably come up over by the shore somewhere. Andrew slid carefully back across the ice and waited. Whadda we need from him anyway? To break the dam. Seriously? Why do you ask me that? Am I ever not serious? No, I bet that's rule number nine. We're always dead serious. Boy…
A large furry animal suddenly wiggled out from under the edge of the ice, shook itself off, and waddled over to Andrew. "You aren't Pecos!" it snapped indigently.
"How can you even tell?!" Andrew exclaimed.
"For one, your eyes are wrong; two, I can just tell."
"Pecos is in here. I'm Andrew."
The beaver stared at Andrew for a while before he shrugged. "What do you want?"
"We've been dealing with some fire wolves, and, um, we need to set up a trap, and we wanna use your dam."
"Fire wolves?"
"You know; cinder wolves?"
"Why didn't you just say so?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "'Cause fire wolves sounds better."
"But that's not their name."
Told ya. Shut up. "Anyway, Pecos wants to know if we can break your dam."
The beaver was silent for a very long time. Finally he said very softly, "If Pecos needs us to break the dam, we will."
"Really? Just like that?"
"My nation owes Pecos their lives. What do we need to do?"
You didn't tell me you saved them! Didn't need to. Tell 'im we need to damage the dam so it's ready to burst, but we don't wanna burst it. We need to be able to let the flood through at just the right time. Andrew nodded. He could see where Pecos was going with this. "We need to damage the dam enough that we can control when it'll burst. We wanna create a flood."
The beaver tapped his foot. "It will take us at least a day."
"Is there anything we can do to help?" Andrew asked.
"No; I will let you know when we are close."
The beaver shimmied back underneath the ice and was gone. What now? We wait. Andrew sighed.
They set up camp near the edge of the lake and waited. Andrew brushed Widow Maker, he practiced his whip, he fought with Doyle, but the beaver still didn't return. He practiced knife throwing for hours. He even tried throwing with his left hand. He wasn't very good at it; he couldn't pitch with his left hand either, but it gave him something to do.
Do you think they're even doing anything? Andrew asked petulantly. Maybe he went to sleep or something. He said they'd do it. At that moment, the dam groaned horribly. Never mind, Andrew thought.
He paced back and forth between Joe and Doyle. Joe was playing a melancholy song on his harmonica. I hate it when he plays the sad ones, Andrew thought. What about Joe? What 'bout him? Whadda you know about him? He's been ridin' with me the longest. Almost since I became a cattleman. What about before? Before what? Before he met you? Boy, I didn't ask, and he didn't tell.
You seriously didn't even know he was a Du Pont? Why would I? I don't know. Just seems like you'd wanna know a guy's last name. What's it matter? I don't even got a last name. Really? Really. Andrew couldn't imagine not having a last name. Andrew without the Rufus just sounded… plain. So if you were raised by coyotes how'd you get your name? Met a man by the Pecos River, and he named me after it.
Do you know anything about Charlie? Sure. I rode into his village one day, and when I left, he came with me. That's it?! Yep. I just don't get you. You know everything there is to know about me. I know everything there is to know about Chuck and Ed, and they know everything there is to know about me. That's just part of being friends. Is it? Yes! Of course it is. Well, they used to know everything about me. They don't anymore, but that's 'cause they didn't believe me. Andrew could still picture the disbelief on Chuck's laughing face.
Would you tell 'em everythin' now? Course not! We're not friends anymore. What 'bout your mom? What about her? You gonna tell her 'bout this? Are you kidding? Do you think I wanna end up in a padded cell somewhere? I'm not telling her a thing! But she's your mom; your own flesh and blood. So? Oh, I see. I hate it when you make sense. It's really annoying. Pecos chuckled softly.
Andrew paced through the campsite, back and forth, then around the outside. "Sit down!" Doyle finally ordered. "You're makin' me twitchy."
Andrew sat. "I hate waiting. It's boring and nerve wracking all at once. How's Charlie even gonna find us?"
Doyle shrugged. "He just does."
"How?"
"Don't know."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Rule number ten. Cowboys never ask questions." Pecos laughed.
"What?" Doyle asked.
"Nothing; Pecos gets it." Doyle shrugged and went back to his carving. You guys have no curiosity whatsoever. It's so weird. Isn't there some kinda sayin' 'bout curiosity and cats? Yeah, yeah. 'Sides if you're so curious, why don't YOU ask? Fine! I will. "Hey Joe, what was it like being rich?"
Joe lowered his harmonica and looked at Andrew. "It's been so long I honestly don't even remember."              
"How can you forget being rich?!" Joe shrugged and started playing his song again, and Andrew turned towards Doyle. Doyle glared at him, so Andrew shut his mouth and went to practice his whip again.
It was nearly dark when the beaver emerged from the ice again. "It's done," he said with a sigh.
What now, Pecos? I say we get on with it. It's dark. So? Why do I bother pointing things out to you? Don't know. What's the plan then? We go down under the dam, light a fire on the ice, the cinder wolves come through, the beavers knock out the dam, the cinder wolves die. Good, huh? Actually, that one's not bad, Andrew thought in surprise.
Andrew explained the plan to the others, and the beaver nodded his head sadly. "How will we know when it's time?"
"We'll wait until there's a bunch of them, and then I'll fire into the air. Break the dam then."
"It will be done." The beaver trotted quickly back towards the ice and disappeared.
The beaver dude seems upset. He's about to lose his home. In the middle of winter. Oh; well I hope it's worth it. Me too.
The water from the dam made a waterfall, but the top of the stream was still frozen solid. Doyle gathered some tinder and started a fire in the middle of the stream on top of the ice, then he quickly jumped off the ice onto the opposite bank from Andrew and Joe so they could make sure none of the wolves escaped.
Almost immediately a horrible howling broke the silence of the night, and wolves poured from the fire onto the ice. Andrew's eyes widened. They were a hundred times scarier at night. The fire glowed bright orange and pulsated out of them like fiery heartbeats. The ice sizzled and snapped beneath their paws. They didn't seem to know where Andrew was, because they stood silently on the ice, searching the dark. The surface of the ice was totally full of wolves before Andrew fired his gun to signal the beavers.
For a second, nothing happened, then the dam exploded with an enormous crash, and water and ice cascaded down the hill in a flurry. The lead wolf leaped off the ice followed by several others, but most of the wolves were swept downstream with the river. Howls of pain filled the night air. That worked even better than I thought it would. I wish you didn't act so surprised. It was supposed to work wasn't it? Yeah, but… well, you know.
Andrew and Joe advanced on the five wolves that had made it off the river. Their skin glowed deep orange, and fire rolled off them in furious waves. The lead wolf snarled fiercely, leaping at Andrew. Andrew snapped his whip quickly, holding the wolf back, but it just kept pushing forward. Crack after crack ash flew off it, but it didn't die. It tossed its head, and flames flew through the air, hurting Andrew's eyes.
It howled angrily, and all five wolves suddenly rushed Andrew. He leaped sideways, but slipped on the ice and fell. He scrambled quickly to his feet just in time to jump backwards and snap his whip into the wolf that was right on top of him, exploding it into a cloud of ash.
Joe struck from the side and destroyed another wolf. There were only three left, but they had surrounded Andrew, and he was backed up against the river bank with nowhere to go. He and Joe whipped at the same time cracking two more into ash.
The last wolf sprang at Andrew just as he was flipping his whip out again and grabbed the whip in its flaming jaws, ripping it out of Andrew's hand. Before Andrew had time to pull his knife, it dropped the whip and tackled him, dragging him to the ground.
Andrew grabbed the wolf by its neck, hissing in pain, trying to hold it back as its teeth gnashed furiously. Fire flung from its jaws, splattering Andrew's chest and burning holes through his duster and shirt. Andrew rolled sideways trying to dump the wolf into the river and slid off the bank, tumbling into the rushing ice water.
The wolf thrashed wildly, melting almost immediately into a mess of boiling ash. Andrew struggled to find his feet, but the water was too swift. It pulled him under and kicked him out again. Chunks of ice beat against his head. The cold was already seeping into his bones, and Andrew couldn't move his arms to swim; they were too cold and heavy.
Get out, boy! Swim! I'm trying! It's too strong! Be stronger! Andrew breathed deeply and focused on the power, grabbing it, sending it through his arms to his fingertips, and he swam. Stroke after stroke he swam until his fingers touched the icy edge of the bank. He grasped the ice, pulling himself up onto the snowy ground.
He was so cold he could barely breathe. His chest felt like it was encased in ice, and everything was numb. He tried to stand, but his body simply weighed too much, and he couldn't feel his feet. You gotta move. I can't. Move! Andrew struggled to his knees and crawled across the cold, hard ground. His fingers were so frozen he couldn't feel a thing.
He slipped and fell; everything was so numb he wasn't even sure his legs were still attached. Move boy! I can't. It's... I'm too cold. I... GET UP, DAMN IT! Andrew grit his teeth and pulled himself to his knees once more. He crawled forward slowly, feeling sleepier every second. Suddenly he felt a gentle nudge against his cheek, and hot breath rushed across his face.
"Widow Maker," Andrew whispered happily before falling face first into the snow.
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Andrew soared across the sky; the wind breezed against his face. He wasn't Pecos. He was Andrew. Just Andrew. The raven he was riding suddenly plunged, and Andrew dug his hands into its feathers and held on tight. They were headed straight towards the earth. but Andrew wasn't scared. He was never scared when he was flying. The raven rolled, and Andrew toppled off its back onto the ground. The ground was soft and warm. Finally, Andrew thought with a sigh. Something warm and fuzzy. He rubbed his face against it.
Wake up, boy! Pecos ordered.
Andrew ignored him, snuggling deeper into the soft ground. This has gotta be the lowest point of my life, Pecos grumbled. I wish I weren't even conscious. What? Andrew thought groggily. What're you talking about? Get up! Get out! Do that crazy stretchin' thing; I don't care. Just stop what you're doin', right now!
I don't know what you're talking about! Andrew snapped, trying to remember where he was and why. Rule number eleven: cowboys do not cuddle; EVER! 'Specially not with beavers! What?! Andrew jumped to his feet, looked around, and yelped. He was inside the shelter surrounded by huge, furry beavers.
"What's going on?" he muttered as he fell backwards out of the shelter.
Doyle pulled him to his feet. "You alright, boy?"
"No, I'm not alright! What's going on? Why're there beavers? What's happening?"
The look of concern faded from Doyle's face, and he started to laugh. He laughed and laughed and laughed. Andrew just stared at him. "I don't get the joke," Andrew grumbled. "What's going on?"
"You should've seen your face," Doyle chuckled, wiping a knuckle across his eye. "I ain't never seen Pecos look so horrified."
"I repeat, WHAT IS GOING ON?!"
"You're alive, right?"
"Am I?"
Doyle grinned. "Widow Maker pulled you into camp. You were half frozen, and we didn't know whether or not we could start a fire, so we rubbed you down and were tryin' to get you warm when the beavers offered to help. So there you have it."
Andrew frowned. "Are you saying a bunch of beavers snuggled me back to life?"
"Ain't exactly what I said, but I guess that's kinda what happened."
"Great; no wonder Pecos's pissed."
"Hey now, don't be so hard on yourself," Doyle said, patting Andrew's shoulder. "I doubt if the beavers are any happier 'bout it than you. Have you seen you?" Doyle grinned widely and walked away chuckling.
Andrew looked down. He wasn't wearing any clothes except for a pair of weird looking underwear. "AND WHERE THE HELL ARE MY CLOTHES?!" he shouted. "Damn it, Doyle! Get back here!"
You know, since he put it that way. What?! I suppose we ought to thank 'em. I thought we didn't say thanks? Normally, but in this case… You know what? What? I think I'm gonna have plenty to talk to that head shrink about. Pecos began to laugh. This is funny, but the banana wasn't? Andrew snapped. Pecos just roared with laughter. Andrew rolled his eyes.
After he'd gotten dressed and thanked the beavers for saving him, he wandered over to Widow Maker. "Thank you," he said, rubbing Widow Maker's shoulder. "You saved my life. Again. Again." Widow Maker nickered. "Yes, I know, you're the best horse that's ever lived. I was thinking of changing your name to Super Horse or Mighty Horse or something like that." Widow Maker shook his head.
"You really like 'Widow Maker', don't you?" Widow Maker nodded. "Alright; Widow Maker it is." Andrew rubbed Widow Maker's nose. "How can your nose be so soft?" Widow Maker shrugged. "Just is, huh?" Andrew dished out a handful of oats. Then he hugged Widow Maker's neck and walked off. Boy…. I know, I know, rule number one.
"So how many do you think we killed last night?" Andrew asked Doyle and Joe.
"Reckon there were at least fifty before the dam broke," Doyle replied.
"That's a lot of wolves. You think they're all dead?"
"One way to find out."
"I was afraid of that."
"I'll round up some snow," Joe said.
Andrew sighed as he watched Joe fill the coffee pot with snow. How he wished it was filled with coffee instead; boiling hot coffee. Doyle grabbed a handful of dried pine needles and started a fire, and the three of them watched it intently. For a brief moment, nothing happened, then a row of teeth appeared.
"Douse it!" Doyle commanded. Joe dumped the snow, and the fire sizzled out before the wolf's head was fully formed.
"Well, I guess that answers that question. Pecos was right. We have to kill the alpha." Andrew frowned. "I mean, I hope he's right. I suppose there's a chance killing the alpha doesn't do anything more than kill the alpha. What if there are thousands of these stupid things? How could we ever kill them all?" One at a time.
Doyle grinned his sharp, wolfish grin. "Just one at a time."
Andrew grunted. "What about the beavers? We destroyed their home."
"Not entirely," Joe said.
"What?"
"Come on." Joe walked towards the lake; Andrew and Doyle followed him. Already several beavers were working on rebuilding the dam. The hut was still in place, but the water was only a couple of inches deep. "The den survived," Joe said. "Beaver said it would take them several days to fix the dam. They're using the sticks from the old dam to do it."
Andrew peered down the length of the stream. There were sticks and logs scattered along the sides as far as he could see. "I guess we're on clean-up duty," he said with a sigh.
"What?" Joe asked.
"We made the mess; we clean it up," Andrew said, pointing downstream. "At least that's what Mom always says. Can we use the horses to haul the sticks back up here?"
"Sure," Joe said. "I'll go get them."
Andrew and Doyle walked down to the river and started stacking sticks. "Was this your idea or Pecos's?" Doyle asked as he ripped a stick out of the snow.
"Mine; why?"
"Just wondered."
Joe brought down three of the horses with ropes trailing behind them to use as a makeshift sled. They stacked the sticks on top of the ropes, tied it off, and Joe led the horses back upstream, dropping the sticks off by the dam. They worked all day, covering both sides of the river. By the time they were done, the beavers had already managed to rebuild half the dam. The beaver Andrew had spoken to before rushed over to meet them as they brought in their final load.
"Thank you," the beaver said gratefully. "It would have taken us much longer without your help."
Andrew shrugged. "You saved my life; plus we're the ones who asked you to break it in the first place. It was the least we could do."
When Andrew joined the others at camp, Doyle handed him a soaked whip. "Found this. Gotta fix the end; it's clean burned off."
"How do I do that?"
"Unbraid it a bit, tie it off, and tie some more casings in."
Andrew flopped down and started unbraiding the wet leather. "I miss the fire. It's just not the same without it. No hot coffee, no burnt biscuits; sorry, I meant hot biscuits," Andrew muttered, glancing sideways at Doyle. "Your biscuits are wonderful, hot or cold."
"Nothin' like Raina's. So soft and fluffy; like eatin' clouds." Doyle stopped abruptly, looking surprised to have spoken. "Better check on the horses," he growled angrily and stomped off.
Andrew stared after him. Who's Raina? Don't know. Hey, how come you've been so quiet today? Thinkin'.
"Know who Raina is?" Andrew asked Joe.
Joe shook his head. "Don't know; wouldn't ask."
"I know, I know; rule number ten."
"What?"
"Nothing." Joe shrugged and pulled out his harmonica. Soon a sweet, slow song drifted across the snow. Andrew sighed and began to fix his whip.
Andrew woke early the next morning, stumbled out of the shelter, and gazed at the morning sky. The sun was far from rising, but for some reason he was totally awake. He glanced around the clearing, but everything looked normal.
This is the day. Whadda you mean? This is the day we fight. I can feel it. Andrew grunted. Well, if it's that day, I'd better stretch really good. He bent over to touch his toes. Sometimes I think you do this just so I'll look stupid. Andrew chuckled. Sometimes I do. Pecos growled.
When he was done stretching, Andrew sat on a log and watched the sun rise. The snow turned orange, then pink, then brilliant yellow. I'll never get over that. What? The sunrise. It's amazing! I mean everything goes from black shadows to brilliant, colorful things. What could have been anything in the dark, turns out to be a tree or a bush. I've never seen that back home. What? That intense change. There's so much light already that no matter what time of night it is, you know a tree's a tree and a bush is a bush. There's no mystery, no wonder.
Do you miss it? Andrew thought for a moment. He'd been here over a week, and he'd hardly thought of home at all. The only thing I really miss is Mom, he thought. Not really even talking to her or being with her, just knowing she's there. What 'bout your dad? Dad? Andrew frowned. He didn't miss him; not really, but he didn't feel he could say that. It wouldn't be loyal or something. I guess I miss him. It's not the same though. Dad's never around. He got this sales job a while ago, and he travels all the time. I can't even remember the last time he was home.
So I guess, no. No what? I don't miss it. When I was home all I could think about was getting back here. Home felt fake and unreal, like I was living inside some kinda scripted TV show. I felt trapped, like the tigers pacing at the zoo. When I'm here… Andrew paused. I'm here. This is real. This is truth. This is free. I don't know how else to explain it. Anyway, it doesn't matter; we're breaking rule number two.
Forget the rules, boy. You and I are always gonna do things differently. It's just… it ain't easy, 'cause you're doin' those things with my body. Do you think we'll ever be separate or will it always be like this when I'm here? Don't know. I wish I could be here as me. Just me.
Andrew and Pecos sat silently, watching the sun fully wash the ground with light and chase away all the shadows. Andrew didn't even realize the others were up until Doyle handed him a plate of cold beans. "I hate those damn wolves," Andrew muttered.
"Charlie's back," Joe said after a minute.
"What? Where?"
Joe pointed past the lake. Charlie had just stepped from the trees and was headed towards them.
"Charlie! You're back!" Andrew jumped up and waved widely, relieved to see Charlie was okay. He'd been worried about him. Let's keep rule number one in place, just for appearance sake. Andrew laughed. He didn't hug Charlie, even though he wanted to, just grinned and asked him how it had gone.
"Found the head wolf," Charlie said grimly.
Andrew's heart stopped a little at those words. The fire wolves terrified him. It's not that they couldn't be killed; it was that there seemed to be a never ending supply. He couldn't imagine what the alpha must be like.
"Where?" he choked out.
"Several miles from here. In a cave." Doyle handed Charlie a plate of beans and dried meat. Charlie nodded his thanks and began to eat. "The animals near there had all run far away. It took a long time to find any who had seen him."
"And?"
"I found him."
"That's it?"
Charlie grinned. "Yep."
Andrew frowned, trying not to roll his eyes. "Okay. When you're done eating, we'll ride I guess. Unless you need a break?" Charlie shook his head. "Does anyone have a plan other than that?" Andrew asked hopefully.
"Kill the alpha?" Doyle suggested.
"Brilliant. Just once I'd like to have a plan that had a few details."
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They quickly packed up camp and loaded the horses. Andrew saddled Widow Maker, but when he tried to mount him, Widow Maker stepped to the side. "What?" Andrew snapped. Widow Maker nickered and tossed his head. "Look, I'm sorry; I just didn't have time to ride you yesterday." Widow Maker's eyes narrowed. "I know, but I didn't think you'd wanna help. I mean we were just dragging sticks." Widow Maker turned away.
"I'm sorry," Andrew said with a sigh. "Next time I'll ask, okay? Can we ride?" Widow Maker snorted but held still. Andrew quickly mounted, tucking his boots in as fast as he could. He'd just barely touched the saddle when Widow Maker started bucking. He jumped to one side; he jumped to the other. He spun in a circle. He jumped so high in the air it felt like a minute passed before he touched the earth again. He bucked fifteen different ways before he finally settled down and stood still.
"Are you done now?" Andrew ground out, head spinning. Widow Maker shrugged. "I said I was sorry!" Doyle was laughing when Andrew looked up. "What's so funny?!" Andrew snapped.
"You and that horse!"
"Well, I don't see Twelve or Eight saving you from fire wolves and freezing to death, so there!" Doyle just laughed harder. I'd keep your mouth shut, boy. Fine. "Charlie, lead the way!"
They rode for several hours before Charlie motioned up ahead. "He's in a cave on the other side of that hill."
Do you have a plan? Not really. Great. So whadda we do? Leave the horses here; go kill the alpha. Crap. Andrew turned to Doyle. "Pecos doesn't have a plan. Do you have a plan?"
"I've no idea what we're up against," Doyle said, eyes serious. "And there's no way to find out without just goin' down there."
"Well crap. And some more crap."
Doyle grabbed Andrew's shoulder, holding him in place. "Look at me, boy." Andrew met Doyle's ice blue eyes. "You remember lesson one," Doyle growled. "Don't lose. Got it?"
"But Doyle, I mean, what if…"
"No; there ain't no what ifs. Don't lose. Whatever it takes, you win."
"But you said planning to win wasn't a plan!"
"And now I'm sayin' don't lose."
"But…" Doyle shook his head. "Fine. I won't lose."
Andrew looked at the hill. On the other side was an unknown monster with an unknown number of fire wolves. Where was a big snake when you needed it? He imagined Septimis could have devoured the wolves in one huge gulp. Too bad they'd killed him.
"We'll leave the horses here," Andrew said as he dismounted.
They piled all their gear on top of the shelter canvas, brushed the horses, and fed them. Charlie checked his knives and slung his bow and quiver over his shoulder. Doyle adjusted the straps on his guns. Joe pushed his hat back, hooked his whip to his belt, and ran his hand over his mustache.
Andrew pressed his head into Widow Maker's side, terror making him sick. He wasn't strong enough, or Pecos enough, to fight the fire wolves and their alpha. Bile rolled, and he fought the urge to vomit. He didn't want to throw up in front of the others. They'd think he was a total sissy. He was. But he didn't want them to know it. His heart was pounding like mad, and his hands shook as he ran them over Widow Maker's mane.
"Listen here, boy; I don't know what's down there. I don't want you coming. No matter what happens, you stay right here." Widow Maker stamped his foot. "No, you stay here. I can't be thinking about you right now. I have to focus. I can't… Dewmint… Do you hear?" Widow Maker snorted, but he nodded his head slightly. "You're the best horse ever." Widow Maker nudged him softly.
Andrew turned to the others, trying to grin but failing. "Everyone have their whip?" They nodded. "Knives?" They nodded again. "So here's the plan, we go down, we fight, we win. Got it?"
Joe grinned. "Best plan yet."
"If you say so."
They walked silently over the hill, pausing when a large cave mouth came into view. Andrew stared at it in horror. He'd trade it for Grandfather Bear's cave in a heartbeat. The ground around it was bare for several hundred yards, not a single flake or speck of snow. Not a bit of mud. Just dry, cracked, charred dirt. The entrance to the cave and all the surrounding ground was scorched, covered in ash, black as night.
I suggest we stay as far away from the cave as possible. Seems smart, Andrew thought, wishing he could turn and run or at least wake up at home. He wasn't ready for this. He'd never be ready for this, but he led them as they strode down the hill, stopping where the snow and dirt met.
Guess I'll just knock, he thought. Pecos chuckled. "Hey, alpha wolf, GET OUT HERE!" Andrew yelled. Everything was quiet. Not a bird sang, not a branch creaked. The air was so still, so noiseless, it was deafening. What if he doesn't come out? Then I guess we'll go in. Hate that plan. Andrew was just opening his mouth to yell again when a glowing figure emerged from the mouth of the cave.
What the hell? It's… it's a man, a fire man! No wait, that doesn't work. He's the cinder man. What? Why? 'Cause he's the alpha, and they're cinder wolves, see? No. He's a man, and he's on fire. Fire man, no, man of fire, fire dude, flaming alpha! Cinder man. Oh shut up, Pecos; we don't have time for this.
"She said you would come," the alpha said, black mouth opening, flames curling over his lips as he spoke. His voice was deep, and the words crackled like embers as they left his mouth.
"Who said we would come?" Andrew asked.
"Mother." The alpha stepped fully into the light, revealing his entire figure. He was tall and willowy, like a flame, and small blue flames rolled continuously out his mouth, over his head, and down his body. Underneath the flames, he was charcoal black, and Andrew wondered if he was skin and bones or just ash. His eyes blazed a deeper blue than the flames on his body, and they flickered as he spoke. "She said a man would come to fight me and when he did, I would kill him."
Doyle snorted, but Andrew asked, "Why? Why do you wanna kill Pecos?"
"Because Mother told me to! When I do, I will rule at her side!" The alpha's eyes flared, completely filling his face.
"Who's your mother?"
The alpha raised his flaming hands above his head and exclaimed, "Mother is all that is dark! She is night; she is shadow; she is death. She made me. She gave me my wolves."
"Let's talk about this; what if you just, you know, stopped being crazy?" Andrew suggested hopefully. "We could all sit down, have a hot cup of coffee, talk about the weather or whatever floats your boat. Doesn't that sound good?" What the hell you doin', boy? Trying to give him a good talking to. Isn't this how it works? No; not really. My bad.
"No!" the alpha screamed. "NO!! I WILL KILL YOU! I WILL KILL YOU ALL!!" Wolves poured from the cave behind him, flowing past him like lava, hundreds of burning, hulking, growling wolves.
"Well crap," Andrew said softly. "I should've worn the brown pants." Beside him Joe chuckled.
Doyle uncoiled his whip. "We have to get to the alpha," he said firmly. "We need to hold together; don't let the wolves separate us."
The four of them stepped together. Doyle and Andrew faced forward, and Charlie and Joe faced backwards, whips in hand. They moved forward quickly as one, but within seconds, the wolves had entirely surrounded them. Flames licked the ground at their feet, and waves of heat boiled the air. The silence of the forest was replaced by eerie howling; such loud howling Andrew wanted to cover his ears, but he couldn't. Whips flashed, and with every crack, wolves burst into ash. But more kept ramming forward, heat pouring off them, burning Andrew's eyes and skin.
"Forward!" Doyle yelled. "Keep together!"
Sweat rolled down Andrew's back and arms. He tightened his grip on his whip, worried it would fly out of his hand. A wolf broke past their whips and rushed him. Andrew pulled his knife with his left hand and drove it into the wolf's head. The wolf tore apart, scorching Andrew's hand as it did.
Doyle stepped forward, and the others followed, but it felt as if they were miles away. The alpha was still standing at the mouth of the cave; wolves marching past him to join the fight. For every wolf they killed, twenty more emerged from the cave.
He's too far away, Andrew thought frantically. We'll never make it through all the wolves to the alpha! Gotta try. Damn it, Pecos! I am!
"We've gotta move faster!" Andrew yelled. His arm was already tired, so he reached for Pecos's liquid strength and pushed it through his body, thrusting energy and strength into his hand.
A line of wolves suddenly vaulted onto the backs of the other wolves, running over them and leaping through the air over the crack of the whips.
"LOOK OUT!" Andrew screamed, pushing Doyle to the side and stabbing one of the wolves as it came down between them. Charlie stabbed another wolf, exploding it, but Andrew could see the skin on Charlie's hand blistering from the contact. Andrew dropped his whip and pulled another knife, pushing Pecos's strength into his arms. He elbowed Charlie out of the way and swiftly killed the remaining three wolves.
The ash and heat tore at his face and hands, but Andrew ignored it, sheathing his knives and quickly grabbing his whip so he could stand with the others. It was so hot, he could barely breathe. The air was totally grey because of the ash hanging thickly all around them, coating everything. They would never make it. The wolves didn't even have to burn them to kill them; they just had to keep them right here, and they'd die from the heat.
I have to get through, he thought. It's the only way. Jump. What? JUMP! Why is that always your answer? Works, don't it? Move your ass, boy! I hate this, Andrew thought as he bent down and summoned every little bit of power he could feel humming through Pecos's veins. Help me, he thought. I have to get through.
He pushed off the ground, leaping on top of the wolves, running swiftly over their burning backs, feeling their heat burn through the soles of his boots, and dropped down in front of the alpha. Doyle yelled something, but Andrew ignored him. They were going to die if he didn't kill the alpha right now.
The alpha turned in surprise. He clearly hadn't expected Andrew to get past his wolves, but Andrew didn't give him any time to react. He jumped at the alpha, burying his knives deep in the alpha's chest. Fire burst out, tearing at Andrew's face, melting his flesh, and pushing him back. The alpha pulled out the knives with a crackling laugh. As the knives melted in the alpha's hands, Andrew drew his guns and emptied them into the alpha's burning skull.
The alpha didn't even flinch, just threw back his head and roared, "I AM INVINCIBLE!!!"
The wolves had formed a circle around the alpha and Andrew, open mouths drooling hot lava on the blackened dirt. It was so unbearably hot, Andrew felt dizzy. He didn't have long. He had to kill the alpha, but how?
Whadda I do? he asked desperately. Keep fightin'! How?! Water! But there isn't any! The wolves were inching closer, snarling and snapping their teeth as they came. Andrew glanced past the alpha, past the blackened earth, past the burning wolves, and saw the white of the snow beyond them.
I'm sorry Doyle, he thought; and then he leaped forward, seized the alpha, threw him over his shoulder, and ran. He ran so fast he burst through the pack of wolves encircling them, exploding them as he went. The pain was excruciating. Flames licked at him, searing his skin, burning him so deeply he could feel it to his bones. He stumbled, but kept running until he'd made it past the dirt and into the snow.
He dived to the ground, clutching the alpha to his chest, and rolled across the snow. The alpha sizzled, and black smoke poured off him. He screamed and lashed out at Andrew, but Andrew was past the point of feeling any pain. Andrew spun them into a tree, flipped the alpha onto the ground, pulled his guns, and shot into the branches above them. For a second, nothing happened, but then a huge mass of snow cascaded down, burying the alpha.
The alpha howled in pain, thrashing wildly, but he burned through the snow in an instant and struggled to rise. Andrew dropped his guns and lunged across the alpha's chest. He summoned all the strength he had left, begging the power to infuse his hands, and landed blow after blow to the alpha's head, slamming its flaming skull deeper and deeper into the earth.
Ash swept down Andrew's throat, gagging him, but he kept punching. He couldn't feel his hands, he couldn't feel anything, but the alpha wasn't dead yet. He had to keep punching. The alpha screamed in fury and fear, flailing helplessly under Andrew, howling for help, beating Andrew's chest with his fiery arms.
Andrew reached for the power, pushing everything he had left into his hand, and then he slammed his palm into the alpha's face with all the force he could muster. The alpha's head collapsed inward and his entire body exploded, flinging Andrew across the snow.
Andrew landed with a groan. For a second everything hurt so badly he couldn't breathe, but then it faded, and the pain was gone, replaced by cold numbness. His ears were ringing from the explosion, but he didn't hear the wolves anymore. Everything was silent. He opened his eyes and lifted his head, searching. Everything was hazy and grey, but he could see the others rushing toward him.
He grinned. The wolves were gone, and the others were alive. That was all that mattered. We did it, Pecos. We didn't lose. Before Pecos could respond, Andrew's vision blurred, turned black, and Andrew dropped into the cold snow.




Chapter 19

 
[image: ] 

Andrew was weightless. He floated in white nothingness. The pain was gone. He felt nothing. Not cold, not hot, just nothing. He tried to move his head, but he didn't have a head; he didn't have a body. He was just there. Nowhere. Wherever that was. Am I dead? he wondered. There was a bright light in front of him, and Andrew snorted. No way that's happening. He tried to turn away from it, but he couldn't. It was drawing him slowly forward.
"Let me go!" he yelled. "I don't wanna go! I'm not done!" He closed his eyes and imagined digging in his heels, but he kept floating ever forward. He wanted to cry. He would have cried if he'd been in his body, but he wasn't. He didn't want this to be the end. He wasn't ready. There was so much that he hadn't done yet.
"Hush," a soothing voice whispered. "It is not the end. Just step into the light." Andrew knew that voice. It was the same voice that had told him the dark voice couldn't hurt him in his dreams. He trusted it. He stopped fighting. The light blinded him.
There were voices. "Is he alright?"
"He will live."
"But… the boy?"
"The boy lives."
It was grey all around now. Flat, dull, and grey. Andrew frowned. Where had the light gone? A huge grey cat ambled out of the mist. Andrew jumped. Was it the same cat from the tree? He was sure it was. It smirked, its sharp teeth glinting, and Andrew shuddered.
It was dark. He was standing on a hill with Widow Maker. Widow Maker was warm under his hands, but their breath came out in puffs of white. Widow Maker nickered, and Andrew rubbed Widow Maker's neck as they watched the sun rise. Yellow light poured across the valley, the snow melted, flowers grew and bloomed. A raven croaked overhead.
Then an ugly, black fissure cracked through the green; and oily, black goo oozed out, covering the grass, the flowers, everything. It rose and rose until it was nearly touching Andrew's feet. Widow Maker tossed his head and neighed.
Nothing. There was nothing. Andrew could smell smoke and coffee? Was someone making coffee? He sniffed again. Doyle. Doyle was making coffee. Andrew grinned and fell into a dreamless sleep.
Andrew opened his eyes but immediately closed them. It was day; and it was really, really bright. So bright it hurt his eyes. He slowly opened one eye. Doyle was slumped against a tree beside him, and there was a fire burning merrily in front of Andrew.
"So the wolves are gone?" he croaked. His throat had never felt so dry.
Doyle jolted upright. "Boy! That you?"
"In the flesh… wait; I don't think that's right."
Doyle grinned widely, then frowned. "What'd I tell you?! I said, 'don't touch the damn wolves'!"
Andrew struggled to sit. He felt like he was made out of wood. "I know," he said. "But technically, I didn't. I only touched the alpha, technically. And technically, he wasn't a wolf. And furthermore, I didn't lose. So there!"
Doyle raised an eyebrow. "One of these days, boy," he snarled, handing Andrew a water skin. Andrew popped the lid and drank it all. Water had never tasted so sweet or so pure. Then Doyle handed him a cup of steaming coffee.
Andrew closed his eyes with a sigh. "Oh, how I missed you," he said, burying his nose in the cup and breathing deeply. He took a huge gulp. "Perfect." Doyle grunted. "What happened? I kinda blacked out."
"You don't say?" Doyle leaned against the tree, cup of coffee in hand. "We were surrounded by those damn wolves, and you just leaped out at the alpha. We couldn't get through to help you, and the next thing we knew, you were draggin' the alpha through the snow, and then you punched his lights out."
Andrew suddenly remembered Charlie's burned hands. "Is Charlie okay? Are you? Joe?" He glanced around anxiously for the others.
"Everyone's fine. We all had some burns, but it weren't nothin' compared to you. Your face was pure black; your hair burned off." Doyle paused. "I didn't figure there was any way you were alive." He swallowed hard, eyes unfocused, far away. Then his eyes cleared, and he shook his head.
"Anyway, this woman showed up, out of nowhere. She was weepin', and she kneeled beside you, reached out her hand, and touched your face. White light flowed into you, and the black began to fade, kinda like when you healed your hands, but more. When she was done you, well Pecos, looked better than new. Then she healed our burns."
"Where is she?" Andrew asked, eyes wide.
"When she was done, she just disappeared."
"Weird." Pecos, where are you? Right here. Who do you think she is? Couldn't say. Pecos. What? Who is she? Couldn't say. You alright, boy? Yeah, why? You were gone a long time. How long? Four days. Whoa. Did we die? I didn't. That's good. Did I? Don't know. It was weird; like out of body I guess. There was this light, but I didn't want to go towards it because they always say you go towards the light when you die.
Who's this 'they' you always talk 'bout? I don't know; the they. You know; THEM. No. It's like everyone. The collective voice. I don't know how to explain it. Anyway, then this voice came, the good voice from before, not the bad one, and it told me everything was okay and to stop fighting. So I did. Huh. Well? Well what? Whadda you think? Nothin'. I thought we were past that. Past what? Rule number two.
Pecos grunted, and Andrew rolled his eyes, turning back to Doyle. "What now?"
"What now what?"
"Whadda we do now?"
"We usually work with the cattle; 'less there's somethin' else goin' on."
"Is there anything else going on?"
"Don't think so."
"Cool; let's go drive some cows!"
Doyle chuckled. "If that's what you want."
Andrew did. He suddenly wanted to see Pecos's ranch, touch a real cow, breathe cow filled air. He wanted to rope an actual cow, if he could, and drive cows to market or whatever they did. He wanted to be a cowboy. First things first. They're cattle, not cows. But, you're cowboys? Aren't they cows then? Nope. Shouldn't you be called cattleboys then? Pecos snorted. That's just plain stupid, boy. I will never understand your rules. Don't mean you can't try. Andrew laughed out loud.
Andrew grinned happily at Joe and Charlie when they returned to camp. "Glad you guys are okay! Doyle said we could go drive cows. I mean, cattle. Doesn't that sound awesome?" Joe laughed softly, and Charlie grinned.
"And… I thought of another knock, knock joke," Andrew said excitedly. Doyle smacked him on the back of the head and walked off. Why'd he do that? 'Cause your jokes ain't funny. They are too. Ain't! Are too! Ain't! Fine, let's just agree to disagree.
Where's Widow Maker? Andrew thought, standing stiffly and stretching his arms over his head. How the hell should I know? Andrew rolled his eyes and looked around, grinning when he saw Widow Maker snuffling the snow, far from the other horses. "Widow Maker!" he called. Widow Maker turned his head and whinnied, trotting towards Andrew, and Andrew reached out his hand to rub Widow Maker's nose.
BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP!
Andrew jumped out of bed, stumbling and falling flat on his face on the floor. "What the hell?!" he snapped. He looked around his familiar room; fear rolling over him as he realized he was home. Damn it! No! That one was real; it wasn't just a dream! I know it was real! he thought, struggling to stand.
The pamphlet dropped from his lap and he grabbed it, crumpling it into a ball and tossing it across the room. Then he scrambled for it, pushing it flat and opening it to read. All it said was: "And so begins a little known tale of Pecos Bill. It was dark. The moon was new." That was it. Andrew read the sentences over and over again. The entire rest of the pamphlet was blank.
"Damn you G. A. Oldman! What the hell is your game?" Andrew sobbed. "Why are you doing this?" He stared wildly around his room, looking for a sign, a bit of snow, a pine needle, anything. It was real. He knew it was. He'd been there. But his alarm had gone off, and here he was, just like all those other times, all those other dreams he'd had of Pecos.
He collapsed on his bed, burying his face in his hands. He couldn't fall apart now. That was probably a rule: no falling apart. Breathe, he told himself. Breathe. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe. He stayed that way, just breathing as the memories rushed over him, crowding his head, pushing for room. Real memories. Memories he had actually lived.
He heard Doyle yelling at him, felt Doyle's fist hit his face. He felt the bone-chilling cold and his fear of fire. He heard the lilting notes of Joe's harmonica, saw Joe brush the ice from his mustache. He saw Charlie pointing out the end of the wolves' trail and disappearing alone in the woods. He heard Pecos's gruff voice call him a sissy, heard Pecos tell him he wasn't a boy anymore. But that was all they were. Memories. The cowboys weren't here. They were gone. He was all alone.
Andrew jumped when his mom called up the stairs. He'd forgotten about her. Forgotten she was even there. How could he have forgotten her? She was his mom. She had cared for him and loved him since the moment he'd been born. They didn't love him. They barely even knew him. Why were they more real to him?
"Are you coming down for breakfast?" she yelled. "You need to hurry!"
Andrew wiped a tear from his eye. "Coming, Mom!" he called back. He shuffled into the bathroom and peered at himself in the mirror. He had big, dark shadows under his eyes, and he was still wearing his clothes from yesterday. He shrugged. What did it matter if he wore the same clothes two days in a row? Pecos did. He sniffed his armpit. At least he didn't smell like gym socks. He straightened his shirt and ran his hand through his hair.
I have to be normal, he thought. I have to be normal. Today is just a normal day. Everything is normal. He moaned, clutching his chest as pain swept over him. He didn't want to be normal; he wanted to be with them; he wanted to drive cattle; he wanted to ride Widow Maker. He most certainly did not want to be normal. He didn't even know how to be normal.
He swallowed the urge to scream, to rant and rave. He wanted to hunt down G. A. Oldman and punch him in the face. "I have to be normal," he said desperately, blinking back tears, trying to erase the hopeless look in his eyes.
It wasn't fair. It simply wasn't fair. There was so much pain inside him, so much grief. So many questions. He didn't understand the darkness or what part he and Pecos played. He didn't understand why the puppet master didn't just tell him what he wanted from him. Why yank someone through time without telling them what they were supposed to accomplish? And then drop them back home, like it never happened.
He had to keep it all inside. Bury it deep within himself. He couldn't let it show in his eyes or his words. He couldn't let it show on his face. All the pain, all the desperation and fear, all the questions, had to be hidden. He wasn't sure if he was strong enough, but he had to be. He had to be.
He grabbed his phone off the counter and slipped it into his pocket, gasping as his fingers brushed something. He wrapped his hand tightly around the object and pulled it free, heart beating faster, knowing what it was. He opened his fist, and there was a miniature wooden Widow Maker, staring at him with fierce, red eyes.
Andrew leaned his head against the door, relief flooding him. At least he knew it was real. It hadn't been a dream or a figment of his imagination. He'd been there, lived it; it had actually happened.
He pushed back the grief he felt, the terror, the sadness, the loneliness. He pushed it to a far corner of his mind and grinned at himself in the mirror. Today he was Andrew Rufus, just a normal thirteen-year-old boy.
When he got downstairs, he hugged his mom and smiled, sitting down gratefully to a hot breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast. He tried to remind himself that it had only been last night they'd talked and laughed. It had only been last night he had realized he needed to pretend to be normal. He had to convince everyone he was normal, the same old Andrew Rufus he'd always been.
Never mind what had happened in the two weeks or so he'd been with Pecos. Never mind all the times he'd nearly died or the voice of darkness that wanted to kill him. Never mind that he missed them, even more than before. Never mind that he didn't belong here, didn't know how to fit in here, not anymore.
He biked to school, made every attempt to understand the drivel his teachers spouted, nodded to Chuck and Ed in the hallways, went to baseball practice; and he tried. He tried to be normal. It was harder than roping. Harder than surviving in Pecos's body. It was the hardest thing he'd ever done.
After ten excruciating hours of normalcy, Andrew walked into the counselor's office, ready to put on a normal face, ready to say whatever he needed to say.
Dr. Hilderbrant greeted him with a slight smile. "Andrew, I've been expecting you. Please sit down." Andrew sat. "Tell me what's going on with you, Andrew."
Andrew gritted his teeth. This was a clear violation of rules number two and ten, but he smiled and said, "Whadda you wanna know?"
"Your mother said you've been having some difficulties lately; let's talk about that," Dr. Hilderbrant said, tapping his pen on his pad of paper.
Andrew wanted to rip the pen away and throw it out the window, but instead he closed his eyes and leaned his head against the back of the couch. "I mean, I don't know. I think it started when I broke my leg." He'd tried to guess what his mom would have told the doctor, but he was really just winging it.
"Why did it start there?"
"I don't know. It changed my life."
"How so?"
"Well, one minute I was in a tree, the next I was laying on the ground with a broken leg." Duh, he thought irritably.
"Go on."
Andrew briefly imagined Pecos here instead and tried not to laugh. "It just… well, it made me realize how brief and futile life is." Maybe that had been a bit far, he thought, but he kept going. "How delicate."
"What were you feeling?"
"Um… I don't know. Alone?"
"Alone? Why alone?"
Andrew frowned, not sure how to answer that. "Well, my friends went camping, and I was stuck in my room, alone. So yeah, alone."
"How did you handle that feeling of aloneness, Andrew?"
Andrew swallowed. He'd spent all day thinking this part out. He knew he needed to be very, very careful. He was just assuming his mom had told the shrink about the library and his preoccupation with history. "I buried myself in stories," he finally said.
"What kind of stories?"
"Well, first it was comic books, but then I started reading about Pecos Bill and the old west."
"Go on."
Andrew sighed. "Maybe... for a moment, those stories became more real to me than real life."
"Your mother mentioned your obsession with Pecos Bill."
"I wouldn't call it an obsession," Andrew said with a frown.
"What would you call it?"
Andrew paused. He needed to focus. This wasn't about him; this wasn't about Pecos; this was about showing everyone he was normal. Showing them he was exactly who they wanted him to be, who they expected him to be.
"When Mom said she was sending me here it was like a slap in the face," Andrew said carefully. "I realized I hadn't been there, with her, you know? And I wanna be; she's my mom. Neither one of us is alone."
"I'm glad you want to work on this, Andrew. I want to help you confront the actual realities in your life and move past your fears."
Andrew grinned slightly, ready for the switch up. "It's just been a really difficult year…"
"Why is that?"
"Ever since my dad got his new job… things just haven't been the same."
"Let's talk about your father; how does his new job make you feel?"
Andrew hid a grin. "Well, it's hard, you know? I miss him."




Epilogue
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"You almost got him killed this time!"
"They are alive."
"No thanks to you!"
"You seemed to have it under control, sister dear."
"Cease your meddling!"
Grey chuckled as he pulled out his long pipe and filled it with tobacco. "You may be the eldest, but we are long past the age when you could order me around."              
"You could easily have changed the spell this time."
"Indeed. But it was so much more interesting this way. Don't you think?"
"I do not! You cannot keep toying with his life. If you want the boy, bring him on his own," White insisted, pacing back and forth in front of the fire. "Why do you want him anyway? He is weak! He makes Pecos weak!"
"I had not noticed. In fact, I have never seen Pecos heal himself."
White hissed angrily and disappeared in a blaze of light. Grey shrugged and puffed a ring of smoke, watching it drift lazily towards the ceiling. He tapped his fingers absently on his chair, trying to calculate his next move, but then his fingers froze.
"Interesting," he said carefully. "It has been a while. You hardly ever come to play."
A figure draped in black as dark as moonless night stepped from nothingness into the cabin, filling it with cold. "This is not a game," the figure snarled.
Grey shrugged. "You are both so black and white."
"Why must you always oppose me?"
"I have nothing else to do."
"But why protect him?" the figure spat. "He is nothing but a filthy white dog!"
"You and I both know he is so much more than that."
"Stay out of my way! I will have his power, and when I do, I will remake the world. Without them!"
"We could make a new world together, you and I," he offered hopefully.
"You would make room for them," the figure snarled. "I will make a world with no pestilence, no plague, no disease; there will be no white man in my world!"
Grey raised an eyebrow. "There's a saying, quite new really, something about shooting one's self in the foot. Have you heard it?"
The figure threw back her hood with a snarl. Black eyes blazed from a twisted, enraged face. Her white teeth flashed, and her black hair swirled like inky smoke about her head. "I tore that part out of me a long time ago, Brother. Shall I do the same for you?"
"No; I think not."
"Why did you bring the boy?" she asked, composing her face into a placid mask. "He is weak. He only helps me."
"He has not yet," Grey responded with a sly grin. "Indeed, you may find him to be stronger than you think."
"If it was not for the... loyalty… of his companions," she scoffed, "he would already be mine."
"Perhaps."
"I have his scent now," she said, a grin twisting her face into something of a grimace. "I will find him; and when I do, he is mine!"
"You are welcome to try," he said, puffing another ring of smoke into the air. "Visit anytime. My door is always open."
She vanished in a blink of black, leaving behind no trace of her hatred, her darkness, her thirst for revenge. When she was gone, Grey lifted a shaking hand to his face, mourning his loss, mourning his sisters, mourning the deaths to come, and wishing there were another way, knowing there wasn't.
In the darkness that is eternal night, a black shadow skimmed across the timeless landscape of dreams. It traveled aimlessly; searching, searching, searching. But then, at long last, it found what it was hunting. It didn't pause to crow or triumph, just slipped on feathery feet right into the dreaming mind of young Andrew Rufus.
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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. 


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. 
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A Note to My Readers:

 
Thank you so much for reading BONE DEEP. 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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