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Prologue
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Time is extremely delicate. For every action there is a reaction. And a reaction to the first reaction, and so on and so forth; on and on and on. Forever.




Chapter 1
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Aylen Whyte stared at Andrew Rufus in absolute horror. "You want me to what?!" she gasped.
He gestured frantically towards his mom. "Convince her I'm telling the truth! About Pecos; about everything! Please!"
Aylen blinked several times, then glanced at Mrs. Rufus. "But how does she know?"
"I told her!"
"Why?"
"I didn't have a choice!" Mrs. Rufus was sitting quietly, face pale, eyes wide with shock; but Andrew knew it wouldn't last long. Eventually she would shake it off, and if Aylen didn't help him, his mom would never believe him.
"The Grey Shaman, your brother," Andrew snarled, "brought me back NOW, which is like two weeks since I left or something... I don't know for sure."
He struggled with his words for a moment. So many emotions were crashing into him, bombarding him, and he couldn't sort them all. He blinked, trying to clear his mind, but he was so tired and hungry, and his head hurt. He just couldn't think.
He closed his eyes, hoping when he opened them he'd see Pecos. Hoping he'd just passed out. Hoping this was all just a terrible dream. He opened them. His mom was still staring at him with terrified eyes.
"And you know he did it to be an ass!" Andrew hissed angrily, remembering he was trying to convince Aylen to help him. "Because I was there for like ten months!"
"Andrew!" Mrs. Rufus gasped. "Language!"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "And I'd just been shot."
Aylen paled. "Are you alright?"
"Yes; I healed myself, but you see why I had to tell her? I was bleeding all over the place and wearing these clothes." He gestured to his vest and chaps. "So I had to, but she doesn't believe me! No one ever believes me! You have to make her believe me."
He was pleading now. He could feel tears gathering in his eyes, but he pushed them back. He was making a new rule. Rule number fifteen: cowboys don't cry.
Aylen stared at Andrew with agonized eyes. "Andrew, I do not... I cannot…"
"Yes, yes, I know; you don't interfere. Well, START!! Please, Aylen, please!"
Her eyes were sad. "But sometimes… I make things worse."
"I don't care! She'll have me thrown in the loony bin! What could be worse than that?!"
She smiled sadly, eyes far away. "Things can always be worse."
Andrew grabbed her hand. "Please, if you were ever really my friend, if you were ever really Pecos's friend, I'm just asking this one thing."
She touched his cheek gently. "I never lied to you, Andrew. You are my friend." Her eyes took on a steely glint. She faced Mrs. Rufus and said evenly, "Your son tells the truth."
Mrs. Rufus's eyes narrowed and just a bit of her normal self showed as she stood to face Aylen. "And who are you?"
"Aylen Whyte."
"The woman Andrew does chores for?"
"Yes."
"What do you have to do with this? What happened to my son?"
"He told you. He traveled back in time to help Pecos fight an evil who seeks to remake the world."
"Wait," Andrew interrupted. "Whadda you mean remake the world?"              
"Not now, Andrew," Aylen reprimanded him.
"That's ridiculous!" Mrs. Rufus replied sharply. "I didn't believe it when he told me; why would I believe you? I don't even know you!"
"I am White." Aylen was suddenly enveloped in blazing light. It glowed from her face and her hair; it waved off her fingertips.
Andrew gasped. He'd known she was powerful, but he'd never actually seen her do anything. He stared in awe, feeling the heat and pure peace that flowed from her. If she and Meli were standing in a room together, Aylen's warmth would win.
She closed her eyes, and light burst across the kitchen into all of Mrs. Rufus's potted plants. The plants shuddered and turned towards Aylen. They reached for her. They grew and grew and grew until they were touching her. They wrapped around her hands, and Aylen smiled.
Mrs. Rufus's eyes rolled up, and her body slumped. Andrew rushed to catch her before her head hit the floor. "Bit much, don't you think?" he snapped.
Aylen shrugged. "First thing I thought of."
"What now?" he asked as he laid his mom on the couch.
"When she wakes, we tell her it was a dream."
"Really? You think she'll buy that?"
"The human mind will go to great lengths to cover up realities it cannot accept."
Andrew grunted. That was probably true. "How'd you do that?"
"My power comes from the earth, from life, from all living things."
"That explains your yard." She laughed softly. "Is it different than the power inside me?"
"It is. Everyone has light inside them, a force propelling them forward."
"You're the one who told Pecos," Andrew stated.
"What?"
"That the power is inside everyone."
"I did," she whispered, cheeks turning a bit pink.
"Why is Pecos so… so Pecosy?" He knew this probably wasn't the time, but he wanted to know.
"He was raised by coyotes," Aylen said with a shrug. "The normal restrictions and habits men impose upon themselves did not affect him, and by the time he realized he was a man, he had already connected to it in an elemental way."
Andrew nodded. It made sense. The power was just part of Pecos; he didn't control it or hold it or ask it to do anything; it just made him more. Much more. More everything, not just stronger or smarter, just all across the board more.
"What about me?"
"What about you?"
"Why am I different?"
"You are not."
"Whadda you mean?"
"Everyone has it. Everyone can touch it, can use it."
"Then why did he pick me?"
"I do not know."
Andrew frowned. She'd said it so certainly, like he was silly for even asking. Somehow he'd thought there was something different about him. Something that set him apart from everyone else. Something that made him like Pecos. But there wasn't. He was just Andrew. Just a boy.
His mom was starting to come around, but Andrew still wasn't sure what to do. Should he lie and act like nothing had happened? He honestly didn't think she was stupid enough to buy that; after all, he was still covered in blood and dressed like a cowboy.
"Well crap," he said crossly. "This is turning out to be a great day."
Aylen put her hand softly on his shoulder. "It will be alright."
Andrew didn't believe her. It hadn't been all right for a long time. "Mom, are you okay?" he asked. "Here, sit up. Do you want some water?"
Mrs. Rufus rubbed her head. "I can't… I just…" She stared at him with tears in her eyes. "When you went missing…" She paused and sat up. She sat still for a moment, like she was thinking, then she said, "I couldn't think where you went or what could've happened to you."
"I've been looking for you everywhere, hanging up posters, talking to everyone." She shook her head. "And now you're here. Alive. And you want me to believe this crazy story about going back in time! It doesn't make any sense!" She buried her face in her hands and started sobbing.
"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry," Andrew said, patting her shoulder awkwardly. "I never meant to worry you. I'd hoped you wouldn't even know I was gone."
"That's terrible!" she cried. "I'm your mother! Why didn't you tell me the first time?"
"Seriously? What could I possibly have said to make you believe me?"
She started crying even harder, and Andrew began to wonder if he'd made a mistake. After another minute, she stopped and looked at him with bleary eyes. "Are you honestly telling me the truth?"
"Yes, Mom. Honestly."
She looked him over. "I can't argue with you," she muttered. "Look at you. I've never even seen clothes like that. And you don't... I mean... you look different." She swiped away a tear and looked at Aylen. "I still don't understand your part in this."
Aylen shook her head. "I do not interfere. I am just here to watch over Andrew. To keep him safe."
Mrs. Rufus's eyes narrowed. "But you don't interfere?"
Aylen sighed. "Fine; I interfere very little."
Mrs. Rufus wiped the last tears from her eyes and stared at Andrew for several moments before saying, "Andrew, change your clothes and wash your face. You look… awful." She stood and motioned towards the front door as she added, "Ms. Whyte, thank you for your help."
Aylen shot Andrew a questioning look, and he shrugged. He didn't know if his mom believed them or not; she was acting pretty weird. She was probably in shock.
Aylen started to leave, but Andrew grabbed her hand. "If she has me committed," he whispered, "will you at least break me out?"
Aylen smiled. "Of course," she whispered back.
"No joke? 'Cause that'd be interfering."
She laughed softly before replying, "No joke. I will always break you out."
"Thanks," he said, feeling a little relieved.
He walked slowly up the stairs to change his clothes. He kept expecting to see the stairs at the ranch, but they didn't appear. He pushed his door open, wishing it was his room, his real room, not this one filled with junk he didn't even remember. Everything was so different, so changed. He hated it.
He wanted to fall in bed and weep, but he'd just made that rule about crying so he decided to get changed instead. He slipped his hand into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around the carving he and Doyle had done together, pulling it out. Doyle had captured the barn cat's smug look perfectly.
He squeezed the carving tightly. How he wished he'd been able to tell them goodbye. Just this once. What if this was the end? What if he never saw them again?
Suddenly he couldn't hold it back any longer; such overwhelming grief flooded him at the thought of never returning. He fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around his head. Sobs wracked his frame. His whole body hurt. The pain of losing them was worse than the pain of getting shot. They were his family, and he needed them. He hated it here; he hadn't wanted to come back. He belonged there; he fit there; it was where he needed to be.
Why hadn't the Grey Shaman just left him alone? His life would be so much easier if he'd never met Pecos in the first place. Grief sliced his heart. The thought of never knowing Pecos, never knowing Doyle and Charlie and Joe was unbearable. Even if he never saw them again, they were part of him.
The tears finally stopped, and Andrew lay on the floor, just trying to breathe. He pushed the grief and pain away. He could do this. It was just like before. All he had to do was pretend to be normal. He'd go about life as if he was just the same as everyone else, and maybe it would be easier since his mom knew. Maybe it would help.
His hand throbbed painfully, and he opened it. He'd been gripping the cat so tightly, its ears had cut into his hand, but he didn't heal the cut. He simply didn't have the energy. He was so tired he just wanted to crawl in bed and sleep. He laughed hollowly, realizing he couldn't sleep, not really. Without his dreamcatchers Meli would find him.
He crawled to his feet. His hands were shaking, and he felt like he'd been trampled by a bison herd. He felt completely hollow inside, empty and lost. But he supposed he had better take a shower and get dressed like his mom had asked. He could do this. One step at a time.
He removed his knives and slipped them under his pillow. He was glad he'd hung his guns on the tack room door before he'd started mucking out the corrals. His mom hated guns. She would have torn the house apart looking for them.
He reached for the buttons on his vest. It was covered in blood and had two bullet holes in it, but he figured it was still good. He carefully folded his pants and chaps, placing his moccasins on top of them and tossing his blood soaked, torn shirt in the trash.
He quickly showered, washing all the blood away, wishing the water would wash away his pain too. When he was done, he pulled on clean clothes. They felt itchy and stiff, and he hated them. He tugged on his sneakers and grimaced. Had they always been so tight?
He glanced at himself in the mirror and saw that his pants were easily three inches too short. No wonder his clothes felt weird. He must have grown. He guessed he was technically fourteen, almost fifteen really, but not here. Here he was only thirteen. He was only thirteen and still just a boy.
He tried to figure out what the date was. It had been the end of April when he'd left. So it was a couple weeks into May. He laughed softly. He'd be fourteen soon enough anyway.
He found Mrs. Rufus standing in the kitchen staring at the plants Aylen had left overgrown. They were everywhere.
"She overdid it a bit, I think," Andrew muttered. "You want me to trim them up?"
Mrs. Rufus started, but said softly, "She made her point. I can't believe magic is real. When I was a little girl I believed in magic."
"I don't think it's quite like fairy tale magic," Andrew said hesitantly.
She finally turned to look at him. "You've grown!" she gasped.
"Looks like."
"And you're so dark! Didn't you wear sunscreen?"
"Really?" Andrew replied with a slight grin. "Pretty sure it wasn't even invented yet."
"Huh; well, let's go then."
"Go where?"
"The police station."
"What?! Why?" Panic clawed at him as he imagined a tight cell with grey concrete walls and no windows.
"Relax. I have a missing person's out on you."
"Oh," he breathed, feeling a bit dizzy from fear and hunger. "Can I eat something first? I'm starving!"
She tossed him a cereal bar and walked out the door. Andrew shrugged and followed her. It wasn't Enrica's cooking, in fact it tasted like cardboard, but he supposed it was better than nothing.
They rode in silence to the police station, but Andrew didn't mind because his head was throbbing horribly. He couldn't believe how loud everything was. The car, the traffic, the electricity; everything was hammering on his head making him feel ill.
When she parked, he finally asked, "What're you gonna say?"
"That you ran away to see your dad."
"Oh." Andrew stared at the imposing station. "You think they'll believe you?" She didn't answer, just stepped from the car.
He wanted more than anything to be home, mucking the barn. He closed his eyes tightly. He peeked open one eye. Nope, still here, he thought with a sigh. Pecos, can you hear me? he thought. Nothing. He concentrated on Pecos's face, on his bright, blue eyes. PECOS! he yelled in his head. No response.
He wanted to bury his face in his hands and cry. He wanted to curl into a ball and stay there, hoping everything would go away. But instead he followed his mom into the station.
"I need to speak with Chief Vick," Mrs. Rufus told the officer behind the front counter.
"Sure, Mrs. Rufus, right away."
The officer led them to an office and knocked on the door. "Mrs. Rufus here to see you, Chief."
A tall man with a ruddy face greeted them. "Good to see you, Emily."
Mrs. Rufus smiled. "I've come to tell you I found Andrew." She grabbed Andrew's wrist and pulled him forward. "I'm afraid he snuck off to see his dad. Andrew, you owe the chief an apology; you've wasted quite a lot of his time and resources."
"I'm sorry," Andrew mumbled.
Chief Vick looked Andrew over seriously. "It's a good thing your mom found you, young man. Running away is a very stupid thing to do."
"It's not entirely his fault," Mrs. Rufus sighed. "This last year has been particularly difficult for him. His father hasn't been home… well, hardly at all, and they were very close."
Andrew stared at the floor and shuffled his feet. He wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. The whole place made him feel itchy.
Chief Vick said something, and Mrs. Rufus smiled and shook his hand. "Thank you so much for everything, Chief. I'm sure Andrew won't give me any more trouble. He's given me his word he won't run away again."
When they were far away from the station, and Andrew could breathe freely again, he asked, "So what now?"
She didn't respond for several minutes, but she finally said, "We go home, and we go back to the way things were. Normal. I don't want to hear about Pecos Bill or magic or anything that may have happened. I don't want to see Ms. Whyte; I don't want you to mention any of this. EVER! Is that understood?"
"But Mom, I thought…"
"No!" she interrupted. "I don't want to hear it. I said I believe you. I never want to talk about it again. Our life is… it needs to be normal. I want everything to be normal." She paused. "And as for another 'adventure', you can forget it!"
"It's not like I choose when to go," Andrew spluttered. "It just happens!"
She slammed her hand on the steering wheel. "NO! From now on you don't go to the library; you don't read any books; you don't open mail! I don't want to hear anything about this! Do you understand?!"
Andrew felt like he'd just been punched in the face by Doyle. She had seemed, if not cool, as least like she had understood. Why was she freaking out? She loved magic and fairy tales. Why was she suddenly so obsessed with normal? It's not like normal was all that great; he couldn't remember a single moment here in the normal world when he'd felt as alive as he did when he was home with Pecos and the others.
"Your birthday is in two days," she said, bringing him back to the present. "We'll have a party."
"I don't want a party," he mumbled.
"I don't care! It's what everyone expects. And tomorrow is a school day; you're going."
"You can't be serious!"
"I absolutely am! Not a word of this to your father; I'll handle him. And I'll cancel your sessions with Dr. Hilderbrant. You certainly don't need his services anymore."
Andrew stared at her in disbelief. He honestly couldn't believe she was just going to sweep everything under the rug like it hadn't even happened. There had been a part of him that had been relieved to tell her. A part of him that had been excited that he wouldn't have to pretend with her anymore, but no. Now he was going to have to pretend even more than ever.




Chapter 2
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When they got home, Andrew ran upstairs and flopped on his bed. He wrapped his hand around his cat carving, closed his eyes, and tried to remember how happy he'd been that morning, mucking the barn and whistling whatever song Joe had been playing on his harmonica the night before. His belly had been full of Enrica's good cooking, and he'd been looking forward to a ride on Widow Maker.
Widow Maker. Andrew jerked slightly. He could still feel the pain of Duke's bullets ripping through his stomach. He tried to feel horrified as he remembered Widow Maker's hooves crashing down on Duke's head, but the only thing he could think was he was glad Duke hadn't gotten away with it. If Andrew hadn't used the power to heal himself, he'd be dead.
He closed his eyes and imagined the ranch. It was ridiculous that he missed it already, that he missed them already, but he did. His eyes popped open, and he looked around his room for his jeans from the hospital. His other carvings and Joe's watch were in the pocket. He sighed with relief when he saw everything sitting in a neat pile on his desk chair.
He slid the watch into his pocket and rolled the carving of Widow Maker over in his hand. He smiled, thinking of Doyle's patience as he'd taught Andrew to carve. He wished they'd had time to carve something else. He hadn't really gotten the knack of it yet. He wished he'd tried harder to learn the harmonica. He wished he'd asked Charlie to teach him to track. He should have made more of his time. He'd been there so long, part of him hadn't believed he'd ever come back. He hadn't wanted to come back. He was happy there.
Would he ever return? Now that Aylen had sealed Pecos's body, maybe the Grey Shaman would be done with him. Maybe the Grey Shaman wouldn't want plain old Andrew. Especially since, according to Aylen, he wasn't special, not like Pecos was. He blinked his eyes furiously. Rule number fifteen.
He paced his room for a minute trying to figure out what he should do. He probably needed to hide his knives. He could just see her tearing his room apart looking for them. So he snuck into the extra upstairs bedroom and hid his knives, moccasins, and clothes in an ornament box deep in the closet.
He hated to do it, but he was normal now, so he turned on his phone. He had a ton of texts, but he didn't bother reading them, just pushed the "delete all" button.
He glanced at the date. It was a Thursday. He closed his eyes and tried to remember what had happened two weeks ago. Not two real weeks ago, but two weeks ago here. It had been so long ago, and so trivial really, he couldn't even remember.
His head hurt so badly he was having difficulty thinking straight. He wanted to fall into bed and sleep for days; he was so weary, his mind, his body, his heart, but he couldn't. She would be waiting for him, and he couldn't face her right now. He had to stay awake; he just didn't know how.
He wasn't Pecos, so he knew he'd have to sleep eventually. He supposed he could sneak out and ask Aylen to make him a dreamcatcher. Would she know how? "Damn it," he hissed, missing Charlie, remembering how scared he'd been to sleep and how Charlie had assured him the dreamcatcher would work.
"Andrew!" his mom yelled. "Get down here!" He sighed, but ran down the stairs. "We need to go shopping," she said briskly. "You need new clothes, and you need to call Chuck and Ed and the rest of your baseball team and invite them to your party on Saturday, twelve o'clock. We'll have pizza and ice cream."
She paused to take a breath. "I talked to your principal; you're behind in class, but he agreed since the school year is almost over, you'll just do the best you can. No makeup homework." His head spun just trying to follow her words. "Now come on, let's go!" she added, shoving him out the door.
He spent the next few hours pretending to care about the clothes she made him try on, but he honestly didn't give a crap what he wore. None of it was comfortable. Everything was tight and itchy and made his skin crawl.
He sighed, leaning his head against the dressing room door. He felt so weak. So weak he even struggled to pull shirts over his head. He supposed that wasn't surprising considering how much blood he'd lost.
His stomach growled. He wished she would let him eat. He was starving; his stomach felt like it was chewing on his spine. Maybe he wouldn't feel so terrible if he ate something.
He was amazed he could even form coherent sentences. That morning he'd existed in a world wrapped in silence, no phones, no electricity, nothing. But now he was surrounded by noise, so much noise, and lights. Why did everything need to be so damn bright? It was daytime. Did the lights even need to be on? The infernal buzzing of the electricity was making him sick, and the constant, loud noises kept startling him.
He tried using the power to soothe everything, his head, his body, his ears, but touching the power just burned his insides and made everything worse.
He struggled to pay attention as she chattered endlessly about everything that had happened the last two weeks. He honestly couldn't figure out how she'd had the time to keep up with everything when she'd been busy looking for him, but apparently she had.
His baseball team had won the final game of the season, which was good. He couldn't imagine how pissed they would've been if he'd disappeared and they'd lost. But other than that, things were the same as always.
"Your father said he won't be able to make it to your party," she said offhandedly as they left the mall.
Andrew rolled his eyes. What did he care? He'd rather Pecos, Joe, Doyle, Charlie, Enrica, and Carmina were there. And Widow Maker.
"Did you call Chuck and Ed yet?" she asked as she pushed him inside a barber shop.
"No."
"Do it."
Andrew sighed, pulled out his phone, and texted Chuck. "Party, my house, twelve, Sat., pizza, ice cream."
Chuck texted back. "Where the hell you been?!"
"Went to see Dad."
"Lame."
"Yep. Tell the rest of the team?"
"Yeah, Chuck out."
"Are they coming?" she asked anxiously.
"Chuck and Ed will; don't know about everyone else."
"Good."
Andrew watched apathetically as the barber cut his hair just like Mrs. Rufus told him too. It didn't matter. Even with his hair the same he didn't look the same. No matter what she did, he'd never look like the Andrew who had left. That Andrew was long gone.
"Let's go home," she said, pulling out of the parking lot. "It's been a long day, and you have school tomorrow."
"Can't I start on Monday?"
"No; I have to work tomorrow, and I'm not leaving you home alone."
"Really? It's not like I've never been home alone." He'd killed a man with his bare hands too, but he wasn't going to tell her that.
"I don't care."
When they reached home, Andrew put his new clothes in the washing machine and tried to help his mom make supper. "I can handle it," she snapped. "Why don't you go see what's on TV or something?"
"I like helping you."
"I don't need your help! Go on."
Andrew sighed, wishing he hadn't told her after all. He should have made up a lie about criminals abducting him or something. He could have said he'd accidently overheard their plans to rob a bank, and he'd just barely escaped but had gotten shot in the process. That even sounded believable. Why hadn't he said that? It wouldn't have explained his clothes, but maybe she wouldn't have even noticed.
Things had been so great between them, and now it was all ruined. She wouldn't even look at him. They ate supper in silence, then Andrew went up to bed.
A shiver ran down his spine when he saw the box sitting in the middle of his bed with a note on top. Could it be that easy? Was the Grey Shaman already sending him back? He opened the note with shaking fingers.
"Compliments of G.A. Oldman." Andrew could hardly contain his relief. Maybe he'd never have to leave this time. Maybe he'd get to stay there forever. He flipped the lid off, and disappointment coursed through him as he reached in his hand and pulled out the dreamcatchers Charlie had made for him.
He stared at them for a long time, relieved that he'd at least be able to sleep. He supposed it was nice the Grey Shaman had thought to send them. Surely that meant he wasn't done with Andrew yet.
He frowned, wondering why the Grey Shaman never popped up now, in this time. Maybe he couldn't. But how could he send Andrew things? Andrew shook his head. He'd never be able to figure it out, so why bother trying?
He ran his fingers along the edge of the dreamcatcher, then down Widow Maker's hair wishing he could have ridden him one last time. He lifted the hair to his nose and sniffed it. It was faint, barely there, but he could just smell Widow Maker's scent. He had to fight to hold back tears as he was once again swamped with memories.
He remembered Doyle sitting beside him, offering silent comfort; he remembered Charlie's soft, beautiful words as he asked Wind Runner to come with him; he remembered Joe's laughter about how much Andrew loved coffee; he remembered looking at the stars with Pecos; and he remembered flying through the air with Widow Maker.
He felt like he'd died. Like the life had been sucked out of him, and he should be buried in the ground somewhere. How could anyone be so cruel? Why had the Grey Shaman left him there so long? Why?!
He breathed deeply, trying to imagine what Pecos would say. Something like "you just gotta keep goin'" or "stop bein' such a sissy" or "figure it out, boy". Andrew sighed. He didn't like it, but he could and he would and he would.
He hung one dreamcatcher at the head of his bed and one at the foot, but they were too obvious, so he pinned posters over them so his mom wouldn't notice them. He lay down, feeling more exhausted than he ever had, but he couldn't sleep. He was used to the sound of Joe's harmonica. He was used to sitting in the den before bed, relaxing and laughing with the guys. He was used to silence.
When he finally did fall asleep, he slept fitfully, but not because of dreams, because he hated his room, he hated the stars on his ceiling, he hated the noise of electricity in the walls.
He hated that he would wake in the morning and have to pretend to be someone he wasn't, that he would have to go to school and pretend like he remembered anything that had happened two weeks ago. He hated that he wouldn't wake up to the smell of Enrica's cooking and Doyle's coffee and the sound of their voices.
He hoped more than anything it was all a horrible dream, but when he woke in the morning everything was wrong. It was too bright, and Enrica wasn't singing. She was always singing. He sniffed, but there was no scent of coffee or cooking.
He opened his eyes slowly, dreading what he'd see. Faint neon stars stared down at him. He buried his face in his pillow and cried. He knew he wasn't supposed to. It was a rule after all. But he couldn't help it; he had never felt so alone in all his life.
As soon as Andrew walked into school, Chuck and Ed started grilling him about where he'd been. He just mumbled something about his dad and how much he missed him.
Chuck pounded him on the back and said, "Your old man's a tool. Forget him!" Andrew grinned weakly. For once Chuck was right. Andrew's dad hadn't even come back when he was missing.
Ed stared at Andrew curiously. "You seem taller, dude," he said. "You look really different, actually."
"Um, maybe the water?" Andrew replied lamely, glad when the bell rang, saving him from saying anything more.
He sat through his classes in a daze. Everyone talked and walked so fast. Cell phones beeped; lights glared; loudspeakers buzzed and crackled. It was all so loud and so quick. Had it always been like this? Had he just never noticed? His chest grew tighter and tighter as the day went on until he could barely even breathe.
When he walked out the doors, glad to be free, his mom was waiting for him. "Thought I'd pick you up on my way home," she said, smiling brightly. Andrew nodded numbly. He'd just wanted to walk, but it didn't look like she was going to let him out of her sight.
As soon as he got in the car she started talking, using her new "everything's totally normal" voice. "I want you to focus on school and baseball, so I think you should forget about jiu jitsu for a while."
For a minute Andrew didn't respond. He was still trying to catch his breath, trying to order his thoughts, trying to function. But he finally processed what she'd said and replied, "But school's almost over. Can't I keep doing jiu jitsu for the summer?"
"I signed you up for summer camp."
"What?! You said I could stay home like last year!"
"I changed my mind. It's a baseball day camp. Coach Todd's running it." Andrew groaned. He wished he could go back in time and die from his gunshot wounds. "And you can let Ms. Whyte know you'll be too busy to do any work for her, okay?"
Andrew was beginning to realize it was just a waste of breath to argue with the "everything's totally normal" voice, so he just muttered, "Whatever," and looked out the window, trying to see the sun past the houses.
"Don't you take that tone with me! This is for your own good!"
He didn't bother responding. She was making him a prisoner, caging him in, setting her boundaries. He was just a boy; what could he do? Legally she could do whatever she wanted. It's not like forcing your kid to go to day camp constituted child abuse.
He wondered what Pecos would say now. Doyle would growl something like "Don't lose," but Andrew wasn't sure that applied here. Or maybe it did. They were fighting a battle. He and his mom. She was trying to make it like nothing had ever happened. She was trying to make him normal, the old Andrew, the one from before his broken leg.
But as long as he remained himself, the true Andrew Rufus, it didn't matter what she thought or what she saw. He would pretend, just like he had been. He would give her what she wanted, but he'd win because he'd never admit defeat.
No matter what he'd still be Andrew Rufus inside, the boy who rode with Pecos Bill. It was a pretty good plan really. And if it went on long enough, maybe, just maybe, she'd forget all about what he'd said and leave him alone.
The night passed dreamlessly, but Andrew tossed and turned. When he woke, he imagined he could smell Doyle's coffee, but he knew it was really just his mom's cheap imitation. She'll never let me drink coffee now, he thought with a snort, as he pulled himself out of bed and got dressed.
Today was his birthday. He was fourteen. Next year he'd go to high school. The thought made him want to vomit. On the ranch, he'd been a man, more or less. He'd done everything the men had done. He'd ridden with them, fought with them, been one of them.
Granted he hadn't learned everything there was to learn yet, so maybe he wasn't a man, but a man-in-training. Whatever he was, he certainly wasn't a boy. And certainly not a useless, lay-about, teenage boy.
He'd lived more in ten months than most people lived in their entire lives. He'd worked harder, fought harder, bled more, and laughed more than most people ever dreamed. But now he was here. He wanted to scream and scream and scream until the Grey Shaman sent him home.
He bit his lip, trying to force himself to be calm, but everything was so wrong. He couldn't see the sun or the stars. He couldn't smell the fresh air. The food tasted awful; there was so much noise; everything was so fast; everyone was in such a hurry. It made his head hurt just thinking about it.
And he missed them. He missed pre-morning survival lessons and whittling and mucking and poker and silence and riding and them. He simply missed his life. He hated whatever this was. He hated this reality.
He shook his head and reminded himself that his mom expected him to be excited. To be happy. It was normal to be excited, so he pasted a smile on his face and ran down the stairs.
"Happy Birthday, Andrew!" she said, giving him a hug. It was the first time she'd touched him since he'd come back, and he held onto her for a moment, trying to remember before, when they'd laughed together, but she wouldn't stay. She pushed him away, saying, "You want to open your presents now or wait until your party?"
"Now! Duh!" Andrew forced a laugh as he sat down and pulled the wrapping off his first present. It was a video game.
"Chuck said it's all the rage now," she said nervously.
"Cool; thanks." He opened the remaining presents. There was a baseball glove, a set of baseball cards, and a book about baseball. He wanted to roll his eyes, but instead he grinned and said, "Thanks; I wanted a new glove."
"I'm glad you like it. I made birthday pancakes."
"Thanks, Mom. Can't wait."
She slapped some pancakes onto his plate, and he dug in. They probably tasted great, but every bite was like sawdust in his mouth. Was this how the rest of his life was going to be? Her pretending to be happy and chipper; him pretending he was just a normal boy? Maybe the loony bin wasn't such a bad idea. At least it would probably be quiet there.
In no time at all the entire baseball team showed up to celebrate his birthday. Apparently he was something of a celebrity. No one had ever run away from home before, and everyone wanted to know what it had been like. Andrew hadn't really thought out any details, so he just shrugged and said it was no big deal. That only seemed to make them like him more.
After cake, Andrew popped his new video game in, and it kept them so distracted he didn't even have to talk. He just sat in the corner and watched. Only Ed noticed.
"You okay, Andrew?" he asked. "You haven't played any."
"Just watching; I can always play later."
"Sorry 'bout your dad. It's a bummer." Andrew shrugged. "You can come over to our house, you know."
Andrew looked at him in confusion. "Yeah?"
"Yeah; I mean, I know he's not your dad, but still, my dad's there."
Andrew finally realized what Ed was trying to say and gave him a wide, genuine smile. "Thanks. I like your dad; he's really cool." Ed nodded and went back to cheering Chuck on.
The day finally ended, and Andrew stumbled upstairs. He dropped onto his bed with a heavy sigh.
Pretending was exhausting. He'd been pretending before, but at least he'd only been pretending to be normal. Now he was not only pretending to be normal, but pretending nothing had happened even though it had, and in spite of that, pretending to be normal. His head hurt just thinking about it.
He missed the ranch more than he would have thought possible. He missed Widow Maker and the presence of the ranch hands. He missed Enrica's ladle waving and Carmina's giggles. He fell asleep wondering what his birthday would have been like if he was there.
He woke feeling utterly depressed. Two more weeks of school and then summer camp with Coach Todd. Worst summer ever.
He wondered if he would dream of Pecos soon. Would he dream of Pecos at all? Were they still connected?
He froze as he pulled his shirt over his head. What if the dreamcatchers kept him from dream meeting Pecos? He stared in horror at the wall over his bed. He'd have to take them down. He didn't have any choice. The only thing keeping him sane was the hope he'd see Pecos, the hope he'd be able to go back.
That night she found him. He'd known she would.
"Foolish boy. Always running, running. I will always find you." Andrew sat on the cold ground and didn't respond. He was terrified of her, but he couldn't let it show. All he had to do was ignore her. "Will you play today?" she asked silkily.
He closed his eyes. "What are you doing?" she screamed, howling around him. Andrew didn't respond. Maybe, just maybe, she'd leave him alone. But she didn't.
He felt his skin ripping as she tore past him. He heard wolves howl, but he didn't open his eyes. She raged at him, tore at him, froze him with cold and hatred all night. He woke to the sound of his alarm feeling as if he'd been torn to pieces.
He wasn't injured, not physically, but he grasped the power anyway and pushed it through his body, sighing in relief as its heat chased away the remnants of her hatred.
He didn't bother to leave his room all day. He was hungry, but he didn't want to see his mom, didn't want to listen to her chatter on and on. He just lay in bed, staring listlessly at the stars on his ceiling, wondering if he'd ever see the stars again. The real stars. The ones that shined so brightly they took his breath away.
He suffered through another night, but didn't speak to Meli, didn't open his eyes. Just sat and tried not to cry as she tore his body to shreds. He woke early, feeling like he was suffocating.
He had to get out of the house, but he couldn't. She'd put alarms on all the doors and hadn't given him the codes. He knew he could just go out a window, but he wanted to save that in case he needed it. He didn't want her to do something crazy like weld bars over all the windows. He almost laughed, but he didn't. It was just too real.
He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, imagining he was on Widow Maker and they were riding to the lake. He imagined swimming in the dying light of day and smiled.
Then he opened his eyes, shoved thoughts of Widow Maker and the ranch away, reminded himself he was nothing more than a regular teenage boy, and got ready for school.
He managed to smile and nod all day. His mom picked him up and drove him home. She chattered endlessly about work. He tried to listen, tried to respond, but he felt as if he was a million miles away, watching himself play a part in some bizarre play.
When they got home, he went upstairs and did his homework. Not that he cared, but he didn't actually have anything else to do, did he? He had no responsibilities, no cattle to check on, no fences to mend, no horses to feed, no eggs to gather, no corrals to muck. His mom didn't want help with the housework or the cooking or the yard, so he may as well do his homework.
Meli found him again, and her wolves tore at his flesh. "Where are you?" she screamed. Andrew didn't answer. He just sat quietly with his eyes closed, watching the power hum within him.
Day after day he smiled and acted like everyone else. Night after night she tormented him. Charlie and Doyle, Joe and Pecos, she used all their voices to taunt him.
Sometimes he almost opened his eyes, but he didn't. He kept them shut tight, focusing on the power. The power seemed to have no end. It was a bottomless well. Every morning he woke physically and mentally exhausted. Every morning he called on the power, using it to revive himself, to soothe his battered mind and body. Every time he was sure it must be spent, but there it was.
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Andrew's misery grew with each day that passed. He was so used to hard physical labor that sitting all day at school made him agitated and tense. At home, he retreated to his room and did pushups and pullups, but it wasn't the same as working the ranch.
The worst of it was he missed being outside. On the ranch he'd spent every single day outside, in the sun, in the rain, in the wind, in the brutal heat. Didn't matter; he was there. He hated being inside all the time. It was suffocating. The final days of school felt like years, and then it was done, and baseball camp began.
The first day of camp was exhausting. Not physically; physically it was a breeze. It was a walk in the park compared to putting up a fence in the rain or mucking the corrals in Pecos's enormous barn. But mentally it was like running as fast as he could all day long.
The other kids hammered him with questions about running away, and Coach Todd berated and criticized Andrew because he was annoyed at him for missing the last game. Andrew laughed and grinned all day long, and by the end his cheeks felt like they'd been pinched to death by a deranged, old lady.
The only good part of his day was when he realized the ravens were still following him. He'd seen several at the baseball park, and when they pulled into the driveway after camp, there were two sitting in the tree outside his window.
He smiled and waved carefully so his mom didn't see. If they were still following him, maybe, just maybe it wasn't over. Maybe the Grey Shaman wasn't done with him yet.
He flopped into bed that night with a sigh and briefly considered hanging his dreamcatchers for just one night. One night of actual sleep. One night of rest. But what if tonight was the night? The night he got to see Pecos?
It wasn't. Tears slipped down his cheeks as she burst through his chest, slicing her claws through his heart as she went. The pain was unbearable, worse than anything he'd ever experienced. Worse than being shot, worse than being mauled by coyotes, worse than being burned by the alpha. So much worse.
He squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could, knowing it made her even madder that he wouldn't open them, and breathed deep and slow. He fought with himself not to grasp the power and blast her away. He knew he could do it; he'd done it before. But he'd just have to go back to sleep. And she would be here. She always was.
There was a loud clap like thunder, then a warm rushing wind. A firm, soft voice that wasn't Meli's said "Enough!", and white light filled everything. Meli howled, she screamed, she ranted, but she was pushed out, pushed away, drowned by the light.
Andrew peeked through one eye. Everything was soft white, and warmth was gliding over his skin, soothing his pain.
Aylen, looking every inch the White Shaman, stood in front of him, frowning. "Why aren't you using your dreamcatchers?" she snapped, which was strange; Aylen never snapped.
He smiled. "You don't interfere."
"I know; I am not! I just wanted to talk to you. Answer me!"
"Can't." He struggled to breathe. In spite of the warmth, his body was cold, and the pain was still coursing through him. "Want to see Pecos."
Her brow furrowed. "What do you mean?" she asked, placing her hand absently on his shoulder. Healing warmth poured slowly through him like golden honey on a warm day, and he sighed in relief.
"Anytime I'm here, back, you know, I dream. Of Pecos. Only it's real. We meet for real; we talk. We watch the stars. Damn I miss the stars!" He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering how the stars looked from the porch of the ranch house. "I don't dream if the dreamcatchers are up," he whispered. "And I need to see him." Tears slid down his cheeks, and he blinked furiously trying to stop them.
Aylen sighed and sat beside him. "I see. But you cannot keep doing this. She is hurting you."
"Only here. You're the one who said she can't really hurt me."
"Oh Andrew, you…" She fell silent.
"Why do the ravens follow me? Did you send them or the Grey Shaman? To protect me?"
She laughed softly. "No one can send the ravens. They chose you."
"Why?"
"I do not know. You must ask them."
"Seriously? Can they talk?"
"Not all, but some."
"I'm glad you came. I miss you."
"Tea?"
"What?"
Aylen picked up a steaming tea pot and poured them each a cup. "Cookie?"
"Did you make it?" Andrew asked cautiously.
"No."
"Sure." They sat in the quiet nothingness of Andrew's dream and sipped their tea in silence. It was nice to be warm again. Andrew was beginning to hate the cold.
"Can you send me back?" he whispered.
"No." Andrew slumped. He was so hoping she could. "I am sorry. I do not… I did not… Time is delicate, too delicate to touch. I never learned to manipulate it for that reason. I did not want to cause damage."
She stood, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Rest now."
He slept.
The second day of baseball camp was worse than the first. Chuck and Ed had decided to come, and Chuck wanted Andrew to help them play pranks on Coach Todd and the others. Andrew wasn't interested, but he knew the old Andrew, the normal Andrew, the Andrew his mom wanted him to be, would have gone along with it, so he did.
They tied a couple kids' shoelaces together and laughed when they tripped. They poured itching powder into some of the gloves, making sure to keep their own clean. They put slugs into the helmets. Before long Coach Todd was piping mad, and most of the other kids were miserable.
Andrew had never felt so idiotic, so stupid, so much a waste. He couldn't believe he'd have to pretend to be this person for four more years.
That night he fell into bed fully dressed. He was so depressed he didn't care what Meli did. He fell asleep wishing he had lied.
It was dark, but not so dark Andrew couldn't see. He held his breath and looked up. He gasped. Stars! There were so many stars! He breathed as deep as he could, filling his lungs with fresh night air.
"Pecos? Are you here? Pecos?"
"Boy?"
There he was. Standing on a bluff overlooking the ranch, tall and dark against the sky. Andrew ran, threw his arms around Pecos, and hugged him tightly. He didn't care about cowboy rules; he was just so very glad Pecos was here. He felt Pecos's arms wrap around him for a second, then Pecos gently pushed him away.
"What the hell happened?" Pecos asked gruffly. Andrew laughed. He laughed and laughed and laughed. It was all just so ridiculous. "Snap out of it, boy!" Pecos ordered, punching Andrew lightly in the shoulder.
Andrew nodded, gulping down a giggle. He didn't want to waste a single second of his time with Pecos. "I was mucking the barn, and Duke came in. He was going on about how he'd never been invited to the ranch house and I got to sleep there. I wasn't really paying much attention, but he finally made me mad, so I stepped out to... I don't know, fight him maybe." Andrew paused. It still hurt when he remembered the gunshot. "He shot me."
Pecos growled. "Never did like 'im. Should've trusted my gut."
"Then Widow Maker…"
"Yeah, I pieced that bit together."
"Tell him thank you for me; I didn't get a chance." Pecos nodded. "Anyway, Grey Shaman chose that instant to send me home. So I showed up in Mom's kitchen bleeding, and she was screaming, and I told her what was going on, and she didn't believe me, so I told Aylen to tell her, and she did."
"Really? She don't like to interfere."
"Yeah, so she says." Andrew shrugged. "Anyway, Mom knows, but she's gone completely off the rails. She won't let me outta her sight, she won't let me go to jiu jitsu or do anything worthwhile. She refuses to talk about it. So life pretty much sucks. The end."
Andrew stared up at the brilliant sky. It was so beautiful. He missed the stars so much. He missed the moon and the sun and the wind. He missed the trees. He missed it all.
"Doyle went to get you for lunch, but you were gone," Pecos said. "Duke was dead, and Widow Maker was pawin' the air like mad. Widow Maker wouldn't talk to Charlie, so we weren't sure what happened." Pecos paused. "I've got half a mind to dig Duke up and kick his ass!"
Andrew grinned, imagining Pecos doing just that. He wanted to tell Pecos everything, but there wasn't anything to tell. "How long's it been?" he asked, holding his breath.
"Just a few weeks."
"'Bout the same for me," he said in relief. "What're you guys doing?"
"We're gonna visit Grandma, see if she can help us find the Black Shaman. Then we'll go huntin'."
"Wish I was there."
"Me too, boy," Pecos replied with a grin. "It's always a bit quiet when you're gone."
"Careful, Pecos. Rule number two."
Pecos laughed. "As long as we hold to the important ones like no solo dancin' and always wearin' big hats, I don't suppose it matters if we break a little rule every now and then."
"Oh no!" Andrew gasped in pretend horror. "I haven't been wearing a big hat!"
"Boy! You know that's the most important one!"
"Damn it, I know!"
Pecos chuckled softly, and they sat in silence, just watching. The sky lightened. The stars dimmed. Andrew wanted more than anything to stay, but he knew he couldn't. He knew he'd wake up soon. "I miss you," he whispered.
"Me too, boy."
Andrew woke, cheeks wet with tears. He lay in bed, eyes closed, imagining Pecos going down the stairs and filling a cup with Doyle's coffee. He imagined him sitting at the table and telling the others what had happened. He grinned as he imagined Doyle's pissed off look.
"Andrew!" his mom yelled. "You need to get moving!" He sighed and rolled out of bed.
It was another typical day, which was good since that's what his mom wanted, but Andrew struggled. He struggled not to punch Chuck in the face. He struggled not to yell at Coach Todd when the coach yelled at him. He struggled to care.
Dreaming of Pecos should have made everything better, but it had made it worse. They were going to look for her without him. They were going to ride into danger without him, and he wanted to be there.
That night, Meli was furious. "Who's helping you?!" she screaming, slicing at his face with her claws, tearing his flesh from the bone. "It's HER isn't it? TELL ME!"
Andrew wouldn't. As much as he would have enjoyed seeing her face when he said, "Yes, your sister Aylen is helping me; she's my friend", he just couldn't. He didn't have the energy. He didn't have the energy to make her any madder than she already was.
For hours she tore at him, screaming all the while about the betrayal of her family. Andrew ignored her, looking deeply into the power, wishing it could save him.
Several days rolled by slowly and painfully. The nights were worse, but as least he didn't have to pretend with Meli. The weekend was awful. His mom wouldn't let him leave the house or do anything worthwhile, so he just sat in his room and played with the power.
He made it into a ball and played catch with himself. He did regular pushups, then he pushed the power down into his finger and did one-finger pushups. He did pullups on the door frame. He practiced his jiu jitsu moves. He infused his body with power and went through all the moves at super speed. If he heard his mom coming up the stairs, he flopped on his bed and pretended to be asleep.
Another horrible week passed. Another horrible weekend. Andrew woke Monday morning wishing he could climb a tree and break his leg, wishing someone, anyone, would shoot him, wishing he would contract a deadly disease. At this point he honestly didn't care; anything to keep from going to camp.
Chuck's pranks had finally gotten so mean Andrew couldn't stand it. He wasn't that Andrew anymore, and he wasn't just going to sit by and do nothing.
"The pranks stop," he told Chuck during their first break.
"Who's gonna make me?" Chuck snarled.
"Me. I'll turn us both into Coach Todd."
"You've turned into a real wienie, you know that?" Chuck said scornfully.
Andrew shrugged. "We didn't use to be the bullies." Maybe they had; he really couldn't remember. But either way, he was done.
"We're just having fun."
"You're having fun. No one else is."
"You're such a loser."
Andrew breathed deeply, trying to calm himself. Chuck was pissing him off. His hand rolled into a fist, but he released it. He couldn't punch Chuck. It wouldn't be a fair fight, not by a long shot.
He was so focused on controlling himself he wasn't paying attention to Chuck, so he was very surprised when Chuck sucker punched him. It wasn't a very hard hit, insignificant in comparison to Doyle's hits, but it pissed Andrew off. No one sucker punched him. He growled and stepped forward ready to strike but stopped himself again.
He turned to walk away, but Chuck jumped on his back, wrapping his hands around Andrew's neck, and Andrew's patience snapped. He grabbed Chuck's arm and rolled Chuck over his back. Chuck landed with an "oooofff" on the ground.
"Knock it off," Andrew said with a grin. "You're being an ass."
Chuck pushed himself to his feet. "That was a mistake," he growled. "I'm gonna rip you apart!"
Andrew couldn't help it. He burst out laughing. Chuck's face turned bright red, and he rushed Andrew. Andrew simply stepped to the side and tripped him. Chuck fell face first on the dirt. The rest of the camp kids were watching now and cheering Andrew on.
Chuck jumped to his feet, advancing cautiously. He swung at Andrew's head, but Andrew stepped to the side and punched Chuck in the gut. He didn't use any power, and he held back his punch, but Chuck fell to the ground with a thud and started heaving.
Coach Todd rushed over. "What's going on here?!" he screamed. "Andrew, what the hell're you doing?! Go to the dugout!"
Andrew rolled his eyes. He hadn't started it, just finished it. He stalked into the dugout and sat down. It wasn't long before his mom showed up and dragged him to the car.
"I can't believe you did this, Andrew," she hissed, slamming the door in his face.
"He started it!" Andrew tried to explain.
"I don't care! After everything I told you, after all that, you go and ruin it by beating up Chuck!"
"I didn't beat him up! I tripped him and punched him once."
"I told you, Andrew! I warned you. I said I didn't want to hear about it. I said I didn't want to think about it ever again!"
Andrew frowned, confused. "What're you talking about? This has nothing to do with that. We were arguing 'cause he's a bully!"
"Don't lie to me. This wouldn't have happened if… if…" She couldn't even say it. When they got home, she snapped, "Go to your room! I need to think."
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Andrew walked slowly up the stairs. He didn't understand why his mom was freaking out. The one had nothing to do with the other. Well, to be totally fair, old Andrew wouldn't have challenged Chuck, but still. Hopefully when she calmed down, she'd realize he hadn't done anything wrong.
It was several hours before she called him downstairs, but when she did her face was like carved granite. "You're a danger, Andrew," she said without preamble. "To yourself and others."
He stared at her in disbelief. He hadn't done anything wrong. It hadn't even been a fight; the only thing he'd done was stop Chuck from hurting him. But he didn't say anything, didn't try to defend himself, didn't bother arguing; he knew it wouldn't make a difference.
"I talked to Chief Vick." Andrew paled, imagining jail cells and closed hallways. "He's offered to take you under his wing for a couple weeks, instill some discipline in you. I've always been too lax with you, and now with your father not around, I feel… I just think it's for the best."
Andrew nodded. He had no idea what any of that meant, but he figured it had to be better than spending all day with Coach Todd and Chuck. "But Andrew… this is your last chance," she said firmly.
Andrew frowned. What did that mean? Last chance to what? And what happened if he "failed"? He was afraid to ask, so he didn't. If he was in Pecos's time, he would just run away and get work somewhere. But here and now? He was stuck.
He briefly thought about throwing a fit or arguing with her or yelling how unfair she was being. The old Andrew would have. Old Andrew would have argued and pleaded and cried until she finally gave in. But he wasn't a petulant child anymore.
She stared at him for a moment, like she expected him to say something or argue, but he just nodded and walked back up to his room.
The next morning, after a long night of being tortured by Meli, Andrew followed Mrs. Rufus into Chief Vick's office.
"Emily," the chief said warmly.
So that's how it is, Andrew thought as he watched Chief Vick shake her hand with both of his own. Mrs. Rufus smiled, and if Andrew wasn't mistaken, her cheeks turned just a slight shade of red.
Mrs. Rufus and the chief talked for just a second before she turned to Andrew, smiled awkwardly, almost hugged him but instead patted his arm, and left the room. Andrew watched her go, feeling an odd ache in his chest, missing her just a bit more than he'd realized.
"Andrew," Chief Vick said in his loud, cheerful voice. "Sit."
Andrew sat. No point in arguing with a man who could arrest you.
"So, your week's off to a rough start, huh?"
Andrew raised an eyebrow, trying to read the chief like he'd read Coach Ethan all that time ago. The chief had laugh lines around his eyes, his lips were tweaked into a slight grin, and his clear, blue eyes sparkled brightly. It didn't take Andrew more than a couple seconds to decide he'd probably like the chief if they'd met under different circumstances.
The chief smiled, seeming to understand Andrew was taking his measure. "Emily's concerned about you," he said softly.
"She really doesn't need to be," Andrew responded.
"You're her son. I don't have any kids myself; never met the right woman, but I can say if I did, I'd worry about them whether they needed it or not." The chief steepled his fingers. "Did you really run off to see your dad?" Andrew shook his head. "Wanna tell me what really happened?"
"No."
"That's fair. We just met. Anyway, I think Emily would just feel better if you were with someone she trusted. I'm making my rounds of the summer camps, talking to kids about drugs and violence, offered to take you with me."
"Okay."
"Let's get on with it then," the chief said, standing.
Andrew followed Chief Vick out into the parking lot to the chief's fancy car. "You wanna sit in the front or the back?" the chief asked, winking at Andrew.
"I'd prefer the front, if that's okay."
"Climb in."
It didn't take long to reach the first school the chief planned to talk at. Andrew followed the chief in and stood on the side of the stage while Chief Vick gave a brief, but surprisingly interesting talk. When he was done, he asked if there were questions and spent another twenty minutes answering them. Then he gave Andrew a pack of brochures to hand out with more information.
They visited three schools before going back to the station. "Haven't said much," the chief commented. "You strike me as a talker."
"Not as much as I used to be," Andrew replied.
"Why not?"
"I think it's a rule."
"Rule?"
Andrew smiled, thinking of all the long silences he'd sat through with Pecos and the others, all the words they hadn't said. "Nothing. Just don't mind the silence, I guess."
"Good way to be. Lots of people talk just to fill it. I'm gonna order us lunch, then we'll find something else for you to do."
They ate lunch together, neither one talking, but it didn't feel awkward, just normal. Andrew enjoyed it more than any meal he'd eaten since he'd gotten back. His mom always chattered endlessly about nothing, and he hated it. She'd never used to do that.
After lunch, he handed Andrew some papers to sign. "We'll just set you up as an intern; gives you a reason to be here. And someday, you can put 'interned to the chief of police' on your resume. Make you look good," he said with a chuckle.
For some reason, the thought of having a resume someday and applying for jobs, working a nine to five, made Andrew feel sick. He didn't usually look into the future much because he was always hoping he'd get to stay. But deep down he knew the Grey Shaman would never let him.
He stared at the paperwork blindly, wondering what he could possibly do here and now that would make him feel worthwhile, like he wasn't just wasting his life, his potential. Before his accident, he'd wanted to play pro-ball, and he probably still could, but he didn't want to. He didn't want to spend his life pitching a ball in a game.
He shook his head and laughed softly. He was only fourteen; it's not like he had to worry about it today. He quickly filled out the paperwork and went to work filing some papers the chief had given him.
It wasn't physical labor, and he couldn't feel the sun on his back, but at least he was doing something. When his mom picked him up, he felt happier than he had in weeks.
"How'd it go?" she asked as Andrew buckled his seat belt.
"Good."
"What do you think of Chief Vick?" she asked somewhat nervously.
"Seems cool." Andrew actually rather liked him, but he wasn't going to say that.
"He was very nice when you were… anyway. He's really... nice."
"Yep." Andrew rolled his eyes, hoping this wasn't going to be a whole Aylen and Pecos situation. Then he remembered his mom was married. To his dad. Who was never around.
They passed an awkward evening. She chattered even more than normal, but after a minute or so, Andrew stopped listening and just ate his food.
He stayed up until early in the morning, playing with the power, working out silently, anything to avoid seeing Meli, but he finally couldn't stay awake any longer.
He didn't open his eyes, but it felt as though she pierced him with a thousand arrows, and she used Charlie's voice while she did it. He woke crying.
He didn't say a word as his mom drove him to the station. She didn't walk him inside, just watched from the car. The chief was waiting inside the doors.
"You look terrible," he said. "What'd you do, sleep on a rock?"
Andrew laughed. "I wish."
"Your mom said you have nightmares."
Andrew tripped, but quickly caught himself. He had forgotten she knew. He remembered when Doyle had woken him and paled. What if she tried to wake him and he hurt her? What if he accidently killed her?
"You okay?" the chief asked.
"Yeah, I just… I didn't know she knew."
"Must be pretty bad; you look like hell." Andrew grinned slightly and shrugged; the chief was fishing, but he was going to come up empty. "Well, let's hit the road."
The morning passed much the same as the day before. They ate another silent lunch; and Andrew folded brochures for the rest of the day.
That night he stared at his wall for a long time, trying to decide whether he should hang the dreamcatchers, whether he had to hang them to protect his mom. He finally decided against it. She hadn't tried to wake him yet, and he didn't figure she was likely to.
He slept horribly, not just because of Meli, but because in the back of his mind he worried about his mom. He worried about her coming in, trying to wake him, and finding his hands around her throat. But he couldn't hang the dreamcatchers; he couldn't; he couldn't give up Pecos, not even for her.
When he was finished with his breakfast, he interrupted her endless talking. "Hey Mom?"
"What?"
"Um… you know… I guess you know I have nightmares." She nodded jerkily. "Anyway, I was thinking, it'd be best if you didn't ever… you know… try to wake me. Probably best to just stay away."
He watched the blood drain from her face and wished for just a second he'd chosen to hang the dreamcatchers instead. But what did it matter? It wasn't as if she could give him any more distance than she already did.
She didn't talk as she drove him to the station, which didn't bother him at all; he was glad for the silence.
A week passed, then another. It was strange, because Andrew was almost enjoying himself. It wasn't the life he imagined for himself; it wasn't the life he wanted. He wished his mom could look him in the eyes. He wished she could hug him and let him help her. He wished she would forget everything he had told her.
But other than that, at least he felt like life had some meaning. He wasn't wasting his time playing video games or fighting with Chuck. He wasn't sitting in his room endlessly. He was filing paperwork and folding things and cleaning chairs. It was monotonous and boring, but it was something.
The best part, however, was that Chief Vick never, not once, treated Andrew like a child. He didn't patronize him or act like Andrew couldn't do things. He treated Andrew almost like an equal; certainly not like the violent, crazy person his mom seemed to think he was, and it was nice. Very, very nice.
The nights, however, were starting to wear on him. He longed for a normal nightmare, a nightmare where Septimis swallowed him whole or owls pecked out his eyes or dust devils tore him to shreds. He longed for a simple dream of flying or Widow Maker or Pecos. Anything but her.
He woke early one morning, after using the power to blast her away, and lay in bed sobbing silently. His whole body hurt, every piece, every sinew. He didn't know how much more he could bear. Tomorrow night he'd hang the dreamcatchers. Just for one night. But he knew he wouldn't, knew he couldn't, knew he'd never risk it.
He reached for the power to warm himself, but he was too weary to touch it, so he stumbled down the hallway and stood in a steaming shower until he didn't feel so cold. Then he sat on his bed, holding his cat carving, wishing somehow it would give him some of Doyle's strength.
Andrew didn't talk more than just to say "morning" and "bye" to his mom, and he greeted Chief Vick with a grunt.
"'Nother bad night?" Chief Vick asked.
Andrew shrugged. What could he say? A three-hundred-year-old monster killed him every night, tortured him, crushed him, made him die a thousand different ways? He didn't think Chief Vick would buy that.
"I've gotta stop off at the courthouse for a minute," the chief said after they'd driven for several minutes. "You wanna come in?"
"Nah," Andrew said. He was too tired to pretend interest today.
"Won't be long," the chief assured him as he stepped from the car.
Andrew shrugged and stared out the window at the huge water fountain dominating the courtyard. The bright sun was glinting off the clear water making it sparkle like thousands of diamonds. It reminded Andrew of the beaver's lake. He remembered riding through the night with Widow Maker and smiled.
He leaned his head against the window, remembering how free he'd felt. The heat of the sun soaked into his skin, and he drifted off to sleep.
"Boy..."
Oh crap. What had he done? Had he fallen asleep? Andrew fumbled for the power, terrified someone would see him and try to wake him. Her icy fingers slid through his chest, and he gasped. He pushed the pain aside and focused, reaching for the power, stretching towards its warmth.
He grabbed it, pulled it to his chest, pushed it out, and woke with a jerk. He clutched his chest, trying to soothe the coldness and pain away. The power was so hot he flinched, then startled when he saw Chief Vick standing by the door watching him, a look of confusion on his face.
Andrew struggled to grin, releasing the power, gasping as the heat left him. "How'd it go?" he asked, voice trembling a bit.
The chief climbed into the driver's seat, stared at Andrew for just a second, before he shook his head, and said "Fine."
Andrew nodded. He held his breath, but the chief didn't say anything more as they drove to their first stop for the day, the same high school Andrew would attend when summer ended.
Andrew studied it curiously, but it looked just like all the other schools they'd been to. He hated that he'd have to spend four years of his life there.
As they were walking back to the chief's car after the demonstration, a tomato flew through the air and exploded on the ground in front of Chief Vick. They both spun around at the same time, and Andrew saw the chief's hand move towards his gun.
Behind them stood two teenagers, a boy and a girl, holding more tomatoes in their hands. The chief sighed heavily. "How you like that, Chief?" the girl hollered. "We've got more!"
"Do you two really want me to haul you in for assaulting a police officer?"
"What will the charges be? Assault with a deadly tomato?" the boy asked, laughing uproariously.
"Put the tomatoes down and go on your way," Chief Vick ordered.
A nasty grin split the girl's face, and she heaved a tomato. Andrew watched in wide-eyed shock as the tomato flew through the air and splattered across Chief Vick's face. The chief shook his head in disgust and walked towards them.
The girl's face turned bright red, and she elbowed the boy in the side. "Quick Billy, hit 'em one!" Billy didn't look convinced, but he tossed a tomato, hitting the chief in the chest.
"Billy and Essie Stratmeyer you are both under arrest for assaulting a police officer." The twins, because that's what Andrew decided they were, didn't seem quite so cocky now, but they were still stupid enough to push the rest of their tomatoes onto Chief Vick's chest as he took their arms to lead them back to the car.
He didn't bother handcuffing them, just opened the back door and helped them in. Andrew could tell this wasn't the first run-in he'd had with them; he seemed sad to arrest them, but it was like he knew it wouldn't do them any good to let them off the hook.
"Load up," he told Andrew as he shut the back door. They rode to the police station in silence, although Andrew could hear the twins whisper-arguing in the back seat.
Chief Vick led them into the station, and when he got to the front desk he said to the receptionist, "Tell Officer Stratmeyer to report to my office ASAP." He turned to Andrew. "Give your mom a call and see if she can get you early, but I'll see you tomorrow, okay?"
Andrew nodded, hoping his mom didn't freak out. He wondered if he could not tell her about the twins. He didn't want her yanking him away, not now when he finally felt like he was useful.
He knew it would be worse if he tried to walk home, so he just called her. "Mom, can you come get me early?"
"What's wrong? What'd you do?" she demanded.
Andrew felt his chest tighten, like there was a vise around his heart. "Nothing, Mom," he muttered, feeling sick. "Chief Vick has to deal with something, and he wanted you to come get me."
She was silent for a moment. "Oh… Alright. I'll be there soon."
"K."
She smiled brightly when she picked him up and asked cheerfully, "You want pizza tonight?"
"Sure."
"Any movies you wanna watch? We haven't done anything fun yet this summer. Maybe this weekend we could go somewhere."
"Sure." Andrew replied with a shrug. One place was just as good as another.
"How was your day?" she asked, going on before he could reply. "My morning was busy, but fortunately Dr. Istman's an old friend; she didn't mind that I had to come get you."
She kept on talking, but Andrew knew she was talking about nothing, so he watched a raven follow them in the mirror. He wondered what it felt like to fly. He used to dream he was flying every now and then, back before Meli had gotten ahold of him, and it had always felt fantastic.
"Andrew! Are you listening?"
"Sorry, Mom; got distracted. What?"
"What kind of pizza do you want?"
"The kind with all the meat."
"I'll be right back. You stay here."
Andrew nodded. Where would he go?




Chapter 5

 
[image: ] 

They didn't go anywhere that weekend. Andrew hadn't really thought they would. His mom was scared of him. It had taken him a while to figure it out, but that's what it was. She was scared of him. She was scared to touch him, scared to be in the same room with him, scared he was crazy or violent or something.
There was some other stuff going on too, because she also wouldn't let him out of her sight. So maybe she was scared of what he'd do. He didn't know. All he knew is that when she looked at him she didn't see her sweet, little Andrew anymore. He wasn't her baby, her kiddo, her anything. When she looked at him, she saw someone she didn't know, and it terrified her.
But she wasn't the same either. She wasn't his mom anymore. She was some stranger who didn't like him, and it made him feel sick inside.
Everything was wrong, and he didn't know how to fix it. If only he could sneak away to see Aylen maybe she could help him, but he couldn't. His mom was always watching.
Every morning when she dropped him off at the station, Andrew breathed a sigh of relief, but as the day wore on, as the time for her to pick him up came closer and closer, his chest tightened and his head began to hurt.
One afternoon while they ate their lunch, Chief Vick actually spoke. "You know, your mom's going through a lot of changes right now, just like you are." Andrew didn't know where that had come from or what exactly the chief meant, so he just nodded. "I think if you give her time," the chief added, "she'll find her place again."
"What place?" Andrew asked.
"The place that works for her; you know, where things make sense."
Andrew raised an eyebrow. Somehow he doubted it. His mom couldn't find her place. He was too big of a problem in her normal, little world. "Maybe," he said quietly, finishing his food so he could get back to work.
Mrs. Rufus talked more than usual as they drove home that day. "It was such a nice day today. Were you and Chief Vick out any? What'd you do today?" She went on and on, but she never paused to let him answer. He missed her singing.
When they got home he went into the kitchen for a glass of water. He wasn't paying attention, and the glass slipped, crashing to the floor and breaking into pieces.
His mom screamed, and Andrew jumped, spinning around. She was staring at him, wild-eyed, purse held in her hands like a shield.
Andrew's heart broke. "Mom... I just… I broke a glass is all. I'm sorry."
She stared at him, then glanced at the floor. Her purse slipped from her hands, clattering on the floor next to the shards of glass. "Oh… I thought… I thought maybe you needed something."
It was a lie. They both knew it. She couldn't even look him in the eyes. Why couldn't she look him in the eyes? He hadn't done anything wrong. He wasn't violent. He wasn't mean or crazy or scary. He never yelled at her or tried to hurt her. He was still Andrew! He was! He was just Andrew grown up.
"I'll clean it up," he whispered. She nodded mutely and turned away. Andrew cleaned the glass off the floor, forgetting his water, and wandered upstairs.
It wouldn't work. She'd be better off if he was missing or dead or gone for good. If only the Grey Shaman would leave him. If only there was someplace he could go.
It was way too early for bed, but he was so tired. He was so tired of everything. He fell asleep, clutching his watch, wishing Joe was there to play his harmonica.
"Why are you standing?"
"What?"
"You always sit there, with your eyes closed. You are not."
"Why bother? Give me your best shot."
"What?" Meli stared at him, confused.
"She… she… I don't think she hates me, but she's scared of me. She thinks I'm dangerous. I think she's actually scared I'll hurt her." He laughed hollowly.
Meli's eyes sharpened. "Who?"
"My mom."
"You have a mother?"
"I guess."
"I did not."
Andrew looked at her. She seemed young again, her eyes a little lost. "I know," he said. "I'm sorry."
She shrugged. "Why is she scared of you?"
Andrew knew he shouldn't be talking to her, but at least he didn't have to pretend with her; she knew who he was.
"She knows about Pecos." He walked into the dark, and she followed. He vaguely realized he was giving her what she wanted, but he just didn't care.
"She did not always know?"
"No. She never noticed when I was gone before. But this time she noticed. I just wish… I wanna go home."                           
"I can help you," she said earnestly. "Tell me where you are."
He grinned. "I'm not stupid you know."
Her eyes glittered, anger turning her mouth into a hard line. Suddenly she said, "Why not run? You are good at running."
Andrew laughed. He never ran. He hadn't run from Septimis; he hadn't run from the cinder wolves; he hadn't run from the ice giant; he hadn't even run from her. He may have wanted to, but he hadn't. He couldn't. Pecos wouldn't have let him, because Pecos never ran. But he wasn't Pecos, was he?
She watched him, a hungry expression flitting across her face, but Andrew was too busy thinking to notice. He could run away. He didn't think his mom would report it. She'd assume he'd been pulled back, and she'd make up a story about him spending time with his dad. He'd run away for real, and he'd wait. He could survive on his own. All he had to do was find shelter and food.
He felt a thread of doubt. He'd never actually been on his own. The cowboys had always been with him. But he did know how to fish and start a fire. He could hide in the woods where they used to go camping.
He'd do it, he'd run away, and then she'd be free. And even if he never went to the past again or even if he went and came back, he wouldn't go back to her. He'd stay away. He'd find a way to survive, a way to exist. He'd figure it out. Then she wouldn't have to worry about him or fear him or wish he was different.
He turned and jumped backward. Meli was right beside him, watching him, her mouth curled in a snarl. She smoothed her face and smiled. Dread whispered down his spine. He didn't like it when she smiled.
"Can we skip the fighting tonight?" he asked cautiously. She smiled even wider and disappeared. The black cleared, and Andrew was alone. He briefly wondered why she'd been so agreeable, but he had bigger worries right now.
He forced himself awake. The sky was already light; it was too late to run today. He'd wait, and he'd go tonight. It was Saturday, so he stayed in his room most of the day only venturing out to sneak snacks and water bottles up to his room.
He stared at his ceiling, knowing he'd never see his stupid stars again. Never see his mom again. And he felt depressed. He'd thought he'd feel great. He'd come up with a plan, and he was carrying it out.
But he missed his old mom. The one who laughed at his jokes and told him "thank you" when he helped out around the house; the one who sang in the car and loved the idea of magic and fairy tales. He wished he knew how to get her back, but he didn't. She was gone. He laughed softly. They both wanted someone they couldn't have.
He regretted running away from Chief Vick. He actually liked the chief, and he wished he could tell him something, anything, that would help him understand, but he couldn't risk it. No one ever believed him. He was better off alone.
He ate supper with his mom, trying to memorize her face. He told her a joke because he wanted to see her laugh, but the only one he could remember was a cowboy joke, and her lips tightened at the mere mention of cowboys. When he was ready to go up to bed, he hugged her. She was stiff, but after a second she hugged him back.
"I love you, Mom," he whispered, then ran upstairs and closed his door.
Once it was dark, he turned out his light and waited. He knew she was reading, and he didn't want her to hear him leave. She read and read and read. Finally her light clicked, and the house was dark. He waited another hour, and then it was time.
He slipped off his bed and crept into the spare room to grab his gear. He quickly donned his vest, stuffed his chaps and some extra clothes into his bag, strapped his knives into place, and glanced around his room.
He'd already stowed the food and water, some money, his dreamcatchers, a flashlight, matches, and some fishing gear in his backpack. He didn't think there was anything else he needed, but he grabbed a blanket from his bed, rolled it up and slipped it through his backpack straps. He put on a jacket and quietly opened his window. An alarm sounded, and a bright light started flashing.
"Crap biscuits!" he hissed. He hadn't realized she'd put sensors on the outside of his window. He quickly shimmed down the tree and raced across the lawn towards the half-dark of the street. He was gone before she even called his name.
He ran through the night, so happy to be free. He hadn't felt the wind rush past his face for so long. The power coursed through his legs, pumping harder and faster. He imagined it was as happy as he was to be free.
He ran until he reached the highway heading out of town, then he climbed the slope beside it and raced alongside. He laughed out loud. He could outrun a car! Not for long, but for short bursts he could actually run faster than the cars on the highway.
He ran until the sky started to brighten, then he turned away from the road and found an outcropping of rocks to hide under for the day. He had been running all night, and he wasn't even winded.
He was ravenous though. He ate all the snacks he'd hoarded, but he was still hungry. He hoped there were plenty of fish in the lake; otherwise he was going to be very hungry.
He leaned against a rock and closed his eyes. It was so nice to be away from the sounds of the city and the constant hum of electricity. He could still hear cars in the distance, but it was the quietest it had been since he had returned.
He couldn't believe how free he felt. His chest didn't feel like it was inside a vise. His head didn't hurt, at least not much, and he didn't feel like he was getting pounded by a thousand things at once.
He was sorry for hurting his mom, but he was glad he'd left. He couldn't have kept on like they were. And he imagined once she got over being annoyed at him, she'd be glad he was gone. Glad she could live a normal life. Glad not to be scared all the time. He watched a cloud drift across the sky, and the peacefulness of everything lulled him to sleep.
"Foolish, foolish boy. I knew you would run." She sounded pleased. More than pleased, she sounded downright happy. Why? "I can see you now," she gloated. "Someone was protecting you, but you ran away."
Oh crap! What did she mean she could see him? He needed to wake up. He needed to get away from her.
"He was being very clever when he picked you, wasn't he?"
"Who?"
"My brother. He did not think I would be able to find you. He thinks I am weak, but I am not." Her eyes blazed with madness.
Andrew grabbed the power, gathering it in his hands and pushing it out. Light exploded. Meli screamed and was gone.
He woke panting. How could he have been so stupid? She'd played him. She'd planted the idea in his head, and he'd done just what she wanted. He hadn't even stopped to think about it. And to top it off, he hadn't used his dreamcatchers. That wasn't just stupid, it was past stupid. He'd panicked like a longhorn and bolted.
What was Meli going to do now? He couldn't fight her and win, not on his own. She was too strong. Too powerful. What should he do?
I'll go back, he thought. Not to Mom, but to Aylen. When the sun went down, he'd go and ask her for help. If she said no, he'd revert to Plan A. Honestly, it wasn't any worse than one of Pecos's plans.
He struggled to breathe. He knew he wasn't thinking straight, but ever since he'd come back he felt like a caged animal, and he couldn't stand being locked up anymore. He wished more than anything he could talk to Pecos. Together they could come up with an even worse plan.
He started as a raven landed beside him. "Why're you here?" Andrew asked. The raven just stared at him with glittery eyes. "Whadda you want from me?" Nothing. "Fine, if you don't wanna talk to me; I won't talk to you!" Andrew knew that didn't make sense, but he was past caring.
He argued with himself all day, but by sundown he decided to keep going. Whether or not Aylen could or would help him didn't much matter. She'd already said she couldn't send him back. So he ran through the night until he found the road leading up to the campground and skirted around the edge since it was still summer and certain to be busy.
He went up into the woods and found the place where he, Chuck, and Ed had built a fort several years ago. Part of it was still standing, and he hid inside. He was starving, but it was almost morning and he didn't want anyone seeing him. He'd wait until nighttime to fish.
He leaned on his backpack and stared out into the forest. He couldn't go to sleep, not even with the dreamcatchers. He wasn't going to risk it.
In another time and place, Grey opened the door to his cabin, knowing she was there. He could feel her darkness and anger pulsating. He watched her slam her hand down on his table in triumph. Her darkness swirled around the room, consuming her.
Whatever she'd been looking for she'd found. He watched her curiously, knowing it was too late to stop her. She muttered a harsh word, then another.
"I didn't know you had it in you," he said flatly. He honestly hadn't. If he had he would have been more careful, but it was too late now.
She whirled around to face him and snarled, "You cannot stop me!"
"Indeed. I am a bit curious to see how this plays out. However, if you actually manage to kill him, I'm going to be very annoyed."
She grinned viciously. "He will be mine, brother. I will suck his blood from his bones!"
Grey shrugged, faking a carelessness he did not feel. "We shall see, sister; we shall see."
Andrew's head snapped up. He'd drifted off to sleep. How could he be so stupid, so weak? He frowned. Something was wrong; he felt weird, like a vacuum was sucking at his head.
His eyes widened, and he slipped on his backpack and stood. Maybe this was it. Maybe he was going back. He stepped forward, but the pulling force wasn't strong enough; his feet stayed firmly in place.
"Damn it, Grey Shaman!" he yelled. "Stop toying with me!"
Laughter blossomed, and he realized it was her. The Black Shaman had found him. He dug in his heels, but it was too late. The force grew and grew until it finally sucked him in and spit him out.
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Andrew crashed on brittle, hard ground with a thud, rolled to his feet, and pulled his knives. Ready; waiting for the attack to come.
The sun was blazing hot, and arid heat waved off the ground. He shielded his eyes against the sun. Where was he? Why had she brought him here? And where was she? Wasn't she going to attack him?
He turned in a circle, but he didn't see anything out of the ordinary, just cactuses and dirt. Pecos? he thought desperately, terrified she'd taken him somewhere or sometime different. Are you here?
After a long moment, Andrew heard Pecos's voice. Boy?
Where the hell're you?
Andrew almost wept with relief. He was home. Well, not exactly home, but at least in the right time. I don't know, he thought. The Black Shaman pulled me through somehow. I'm in a desert or super dry area; there're lots of cactus bunches, but nothing like Owl Haven.
What else?
Look around. Andrew gazed across the burning dirt. There're some tall red rocks in the distance. Like towers? I don't know. They're flat, and there're four, I think. I know where you are.
Head northeast.
There was a long pause, but then Pecos spoke again. Doyle's comin' to get you. Relief swept through Andrew. At least he wasn't going to be alone for long. How long? he asked. Not sure. How'll he find me? He just will. Andrew laughed out loud. Pecos was so Pecos. Pecos was silent for another moment. Boy… be careful.
He wished Pecos hadn't said that. If Pecos was worried… Andrew didn't even want to think about it. She hadn't attacked yet, but she would. He knew she would. She hadn't pulled him through just for fun. She'd pulled him through so she could kill him. He didn't know why she wanted to or what exactly he'd done to make her mad, but he knew just as sure as the sun would set she wanted him dead.
His stomach rolled, and he had to work not to vomit. He could do this. He was all alone in the desert, with no food, and very little water, but he could do it. Pecos could, so he could too. He grimaced. Except for one little thing. He wasn't Pecos.
He gauged his position from the sun and started walking. It was boiling hot. He wished he'd thought to bring his baseball cap. He dug in his backpack and pulled out his extra shirt, wrapping it around his head. He left his jacket on. It was hot, but he figured it was better than his arms roasting in the sun.
The heat from the ground soaked through his moccasins, burning his feet. He'd thought it was hot at the ranch, but it was nothing compared to this. He felt like he was inside an oven.
He was still hungry, and he was already getting thirsty. Was that her plan? Drop him in the desert so he'd starve and thirst to death? Didn't seem her style. He glanced around, but he still didn't see anything. He shrugged and kept walking. She'd either attack or she wouldn't. No point worrying about it.
He stopped walking for a moment and closed his eyes. It was perfectly quiet, in that way it had of being silent even though there were hundreds of little sounds. But not one of the sounds was the sound of electricity or car horns. The air was dry, but it smelled fresh and held no taint of smog.
Andrew breathed deeply, throwing his arms out to the side. Then he spun in a circle, laughing. He felt better, more alive, than he had in weeks.
She'd actually done him a favor, assuming he survived. He hadn't been sure the Grey Shaman would ever bring him back. He'd been terrified he'd never see them again. But he was here now, and all he had to do was find them.
Pecos, what're you doing? Huntin'. Oh. Find anything? Not yet.
There's a spot not far from here.
Might be somethin'. Andrew wished he was already with them.
He walked and walked and walked, but the landscape didn't change at all. He passed one cactus just to find another. The dirt remained hard; the sun remained hot. He wanted to run as fast as he could towards Pecos, but he knew he couldn't, knew it was too hot.
After a while he settled in the shade of a huge cactus stand for a break, wishing he knew where to get a snack in the desert. He heard the snapping buzz of an insect and wondered if he could catch it and eat it. His stomach was growling loudly, but he wasn't sure it was a good idea to waste energy chasing bugs.
Besides, it hadn't been THAT long since he'd eaten. Surely he could wait until Doyle arrived with some real food. Well, realer food, anyway. He fished a bottle of water out of his bag and took a careful sip, wondering how long it would take Doyle to find him.
The heat seeped into his bones, and he dozed. He snapped awake with a jerk. It was dark. And freezing. It was so cold he couldn't feel his fingers or toes.
He looked for her, but she wasn't there. Why was it so cold? Where had the heat gone? He suddenly realized he wasn't dreaming, but awake. There were stars all around him, so many stars they made him dizzy, and the full moon was just rising over the horizon bathing the desert in silvery light. He grinned, taking it all in. He hadn't meant to, but he must have slept for a long time.
He suddenly frowned. Something was wrong. He could feel it. He shifted carefully and looked around, cringing when he saw bunches of yellow lights surrounding him, blinking on and off. Owls.
He stood slowly, dread coursing through his veins. "Hello?" he called.
"Not Pecos," an owl growled from behind him.
Andrew grimaced, turning to face the owl who had spoken. It wasn't the small owl from before. This owl was enormous, although not quite as large as the old one Andrew had killed.
"My actual name is Andrew. What's yours?" Andrew asked warily, trying to buy a minute to think.
The owl cocked his head. "Death."
"Really? Your parents seriously named you 'Death'?"
"That is what you shall call me."
Crap. The night suddenly echoed with hoots, and the cold air shifted and stirred. Andrew ducked. Talons brushed his back, and he fumbled desperately for his knives.
His hands were still so cold. He seized the power, pushing it through his body, warming himself. Then he grabbed a knife with each hand. He couldn't throw them; there were too many owls, so he backed into the cactus stand, using it to shield his back. Spines pierced his skin, but he held still, just waiting and watching.
A dark shape swooped towards him. He stood still, lunging at the last second, past razor sharp talons. The owl squawked and fell to the ground. The air moved above him, and Andrew dropped to his knees and rolled to the side. Talons dug into his arm, and Andrew hissed in frustration; he couldn't see anything. He stabbed wildly towards the pain, and the talons released him. He scrambled back against the cactus stand. Warm blood ran into his palm, and he wiped his hand on his pants and gripped his knife tighter.
Eyes were blinking at him, and he knew they could see him just fine. Several sets of eyes grew larger and larger. They were coming for him. He tried to think of a single jiu jitsu move that might work on an owl, but he couldn't think of any.
He'd have to rely on strength and speed. He channeled the power down his arms and held his knives tightly, focusing on the eyes moving towards him. He punched and felt an owl crack under his fist and a brush of air as feathers flew past his face.
He punched with his left hand and knocked another down. A third clawed at his face, and he dropped a knife, catching a pair of legs, ripping the owl down and stabbing it with his other hand as he did. He tossed the owl to the side and dropped to his knees, feeling for his other knife.
Talons ripped across his back, and a sharp beak tore at his neck. Andrew rolled, taking the owl with him, crushing it with his weight, and stabbing into its body on his way up.
He wished he knew how many owls were left. There were still a lot of shiny eyes. He stood still, waiting. A sharp click sounded behind him, but he whirled too late, and several landed on his head, digging and pecking, aiming for his eyes. He dropped to the ground again, rolling to the side, trying to knock them off. He grabbed one with his free hand and bashed it into the ground.
A deep croak echoed across the desert, answered by several other croaks. Andrew recognized the call of the ravens, but he didn't have time to figure out why they were here. He buried his face in the dirt and ripped the owls off his head, one at a time, ignoring the pain tearing through his scalp.
He heard the whistling sound of flapping wings and hoped the owls were leaving. But the sounds were moving closer instead of away. He held himself ready, but the attack never came; instead he heard sounds of struggle. He buried his knife deep between two glowing eyes and lifted his head.
The moon was finally overhead, and he could see the owls and the ravens were fighting each other. The ravens were on his side; he'd always known they were.
He grinned as he ducked an owl diving at him, then struggled to his feet and backed into the cactus stand again. He wiped blood from his eyes, waiting for another attack, but the ravens were keeping the owls too busy to attack him. He couldn't tell for sure, but he thought there were a lot more ravens than owls.
He heard talons settle on the cactus behind him, and he whipped around, knives poised to stab. Death was sitting there, his yellow eyes boring into Andrew.
"Your blood will be mine," he hissed. Then he spread his wings, sounded a loud hoot, and flew away. The remaining owls quickly broke from the ravens and followed Death into the dark.
Andrew stared at the dead owls sprawled around him. He couldn't tell if there were any dead ravens, but he hoped not. "Thank you," he said. No one answered, but he hadn't really expected them to.
He found his backpack and felt inside just to make sure his dreamcatchers were still there. Then he wrapped his blanket around his shoulders and tucked his bag under his head.
He wasn't going anywhere tonight. Not in the dark. Unlike Charlie he hadn't quite figured out how to navigate at night. It was freezing cold; and Andrew shivered, wishing he'd thought to build a fire, but it was too late now.
He reached for the power and pushed it through his body asking it to heal him. It burned like fire, warming him, healing him, and then he was whole again. He sighed, letting go of it, feeling the fade of heat, and fell into an exhausted slumber.




Chapter 7
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Andrew awoke with a jerk to the sound of tapping. The sun wasn't up yet, but the sky was starting to brighten, and it was bright enough that Andrew could see.
He gazed around him in horror. There were owl carcasses, feathers, and blood everywhere. Had he killed that many? The ravens must have killed quite a few; he hadn't thought he'd killed more than ten or so.
An enormous raven was standing beside him, tapping its beak against a piece of rock. When Andrew finally looked at it, the raven tilted its head towards a dead rabbit sprawled near Andrew's feet.
"Really?" Andrew asked in surprise. "For me?" The raven just blinked, and Andrew could only assume that was a yes.
He stared at the dead rabbit. He hadn't eaten in over a day, and he was starving. He'd never dressed or skinned or whatever it was one did to small game before, but he was so hungry he'd eat anything, even bugs if he could find them. He just wasn't keen on eating rabbit fur and raw meat.
Pecos? he thought. What? How do you eat a rabbit? What? A raven gave me a rabbit, but I don't know what to do with it. You eat it. Andrew rolled his eyes. I get that, but how? Skin it; cook it; eat it! Andrew picked up the rabbit by one floppy paw and looked at it. How? Just do, Pecos ground out.
Andrew sighed. It seemed this was a lesson he'd be learning on his own. He vaguely remembered reading a mountain man book about trapping and skinning when he'd been doing all his research, so he closed his eyes and tried to visualize the pages. All he could remember was that the skin had to come off and the guts needed to come out. Seemed easy enough in theory.
He glanced at the raven. "I don't suppose you could round up some tinder?" He didn't think the raven could actually understand him, but it was nice to talk to someone besides himself.
He pulled out his knife. Maybe he'd just cut off the rabbit's head and go from there. He was pretty sure he couldn't eat the head. And even if he could, why would he want to? He grimaced slightly as he pushed his knife through the rabbit's neck bone.
Okay, now I have a headless rabbit, he thought. He seemed to remember the book showing the fur just kind of peeling off, so he wiggled his finger between the skin and the fur. It came loose with a jerk, and he pulled, slipping the fur down the rabbit's body. The fur got caught up around the legs, so he just cut them off too. Now the rabbit was skinless, headless, and legless.
He felt a little awkward. He'd gutted fish before, but there was just something about a cute, fluffy rabbit that made this seem weird somehow. Not that it was fluffy or cute anymore. His stomach growled loudly, and he sighed.
He carefully poked a hole in the rabbit's belly, but it wasn't big enough, so he sliced up its entire front. The guts settled at the bottom, and he gagged. He'd never seen rabbit guts before, and they were pretty gross. There wasn't any way to get them out without touching them, so he carefully fished his fingers in and pulled. The guts tumbled out, landing on the dry ground with a squish. If his stomach hadn't already been empty, he would have puked.
Stop it; he chided himself. It's not any different than gutting a fish. It was. But maybe if he told himself it wasn't, he'd believe it.
Finally he was done, and he stared at what was left of the rabbit. It wasn't much, but it was something. He stood to gather some dried cactus or something when he noticed several ravens sitting in a semi-circle around him, a pile of tinder in front of them.
He blinked several times, thinking he must be hallucinating, but the pile of tinder didn't go away. "Wow! You guys are amazing! Thank you." He quickly built a fire, but he couldn't find a good stick to skewer the rabbit with, so he just threw it on the fire and turned it with his knife every so often.
When he took it off it was burned, but nothing had ever tasted so good. He ate it slowly as he watched the sun rise, trying to make every bite last. He only wished he had a cup of Doyle's coffee to chase it down.
When he was done, he stood, taking his bearing from the sun, and turned towards the northeast. He moved to step around an owl, but paused. For some odd reason, he had a sudden desire to take some feathers. He didn't know why. It felt like a weird thing to do, but he picked several small white feathers from a dead owl near his foot and stuffed them into his bag.
"Ready to go?" he asked the ravens. They didn't answer; he hadn't expected them to, but they flew gracefully into the sky. "I'm headed northeast," he added, just to let them know. He couldn't believe they had found him so quickly. How had they even known he was here? It boggled his mind just thinking about it.
He grabbed the power and ran as fast as he could through the morning cool, but all too soon the heat of the day came and sucked the energy out of him. He drank the last of his water around noon and then walked slowly through the searing heat, thinking as he went.
Clearly Pecos was in the middle of something important or he would have come for Andrew himself. He'd seemed a bit distracted the couple times Andrew had asked him questions.
Andrew wasn't sure if the owls had attacked him on their own or if Meli had sent them. It seemed illogical that they would have just found him, so Andrew figured Meli must have told them where he was. But the ravens had found him too, so what did he know? Whatever the case, it was clear the owls were pretty serious about their death grudge.
He walked as long as he could, but the heat was draining him, and he needed a break. Charlie had once mentioned there was a cactus you could drink from, but Andrew didn't know which one it was. That was just one more thing he'd have to add to his list of things to ask Charlie to teach him. There was a large bunch of cactus up ahead, taller than the ones around him, so he decided to rest for a bit in their shade.
The ravens perched on the cactuses as Andrew settled in a tiny scrap of shade. He was ravenous, but he didn't want to ask the ravens for more food. He was also ridiculously thirsty, but he didn't think they could help him with that. He didn't know why they were helping him at all, but he was enjoying their company and he didn't want them to leave. It was nice not to be alone.
He gazed out at the desert. It was so hot he was sweating even in the shade. A cold breeze whispered over his neck, and he sighed in relief.
One of the shadows in front of him moved, and Andrew frowned, watching in confusion as the shadow of a cactus arm lowered towards him. He uttered a silent curse and rolled into the sun. The cactuses were moving. All of them, like some sort of creepy, tentacled mass. And they were moving towards him.
Andrew backed away in horror. The entire stand of cactuses had mobilized and was marching towards him, arms moving like limbs. The ravens fluttered into the sky and circled him, croaking loudly, but Andrew didn't think they would be able to help him with this fight. He wasn't even sure how he was going to help himself.
He pulled his knives and backed away, looking for a stick or a rock big enough to hurt them, but he didn't see anything he could use as a weapon. He wasn't too keen to fight them with just knives, but it was all he had.
It would be easier to run, but he could feel the sun blazing down on his head, and he knew it was simply too hot. He was so thirsty; he wouldn't make it a mile. The cactuses moved forward as one, much quicker than Andrew would have thought they could move, and he stumbled backwards. He didn't know what to aim at. They didn't exactly have heads.
The cactus plants separated slightly so they were individuals instead of a clump, like a little cactus army. Andrew watched in dismay as the cactus nearest him suddenly flung its arms towards him. He dropped to the ground, and the spiny arms flew over his head, sticking into the hard dirt behind him. By the time he stood, the cactuses were nearly on top of him.
Burnt biscuits! Maybe if he ran around the outside he could slice them in something vital. Did cactuses have anything vital? Several more arms whipped towards him. He dodged, but there were so many some of them hit him, spines burying deep into his left arm and shoulder. They stung like hell, but he didn't have time to pull them out.
He waited until the cactuses were closer and then ran around them, slashing left and right with his knives, spines digging brutally into his hands as he went. He paused, trying to see if he'd injured any of them, but realized he hadn't. Instead he'd given them an opportunity to circle around him. He was trapped in the middle of a cactus army.
"Damn it!" he hissed. They moved closer, tossing little, spiny arms as they did until they were right on top of him. He pushed off the ground, jumping as high as he could, but it wasn't quite high enough. As he fell, he kicked off a cactus plant, knocking it down, and tumbled outside of them.
Maybe running was the better plan after all. He glanced behind him. Crap and double crap. There was another stand of cactuses moving towards him from the other direction. Andrew glanced at the sun. It was already nearing evening. If he could outrun them for just a few hours, he could rest for a bit and then run through the night. Maybe they wouldn't be able to find him in the dark.
He frowned. They were cactuses. They didn't have eyes, so how were they seeing him anyway? He shuffled to one side, and they turned to follow him. He dodged another barrage of cactus arms, flinching as one sliced across his face and stuck in his neck. Something was watching him.
The ravens were still croaking and flying overhead. Some swooped down at the cactuses, but cactus arms flew towards them, and the ravens fell back, circling aimlessly above Andrew.
"Ravens!" he yelled. "There's something watching me, giving direction to the cactuses. Can you find it?" The ravens just kept circling, and Andrew hoped they heard him.
He stepped backward, trying to decide which cactus he should attack first. There were so many, and they were so tight together; he couldn't just pick them off one at a time. He hissed, wishing he knew what to do. This wasn't how he wanted to die, so he was going to fight, and he was going to fight until he won.
Suddenly he felt the ground tremble and heard pounding hooves. He felt a whisper of relief, followed by a clench of fear. What if it wasn't Doyle? What if she had sent someone to finish him off? He stabbed at a cactus that was reaching for him and rolled away from the others. From the corner of his eye, he saw Doyle rush over a bluff and down into the cactuses. Andrew blinked in confusion. Doyle was riding Widow Maker, and he was wielding a sword.
I must be hallucinating, Andrew thought. The heat has addled my mind or I'm already dead 'cause there's no way Doyle's riding Widow Maker.
Widow Maker struck with his hooves as Doyle sliced right and left and forward with his sword, clearing a path through the cactus monsters. Cactus parts flew through the air, and spines, cactus arms, and cactus goo splattered everywhere. They reached Andrew in a moment, and Doyle threw him a pistol belt and a whip.
"Get to work, boy!" he yelled before charging back into the cactuses.
Andrew rubbed his eyes. So was he dreaming? A slash of spines across his back jolted him back to reality. He rolled away, popped to his feet, buckled his gun belt, and turned with a snarl.
"I'm not so helpless now, you dirty, rotten bastards!" He snapped his whip out, and a chunk of cactus exploded into a pile of goo. Andrew grinned as he cracked his whip from side to side. It ripped through the cactuses, exploding everything it touched.
They had already destroyed the first cactus stand when a raven landed on Andrew's shoulder. "Did you find it?" Andrew asked, turning to confront the other cactus stand. The raven nodded. "Where?" The raven pointed its beak towards the ground. Andrew looked around. "Where?" The raven pointed again. "I don't get it!" Andrew exclaimed.
The raven swooped off Andrew's shoulder and landed in the shadow of the cactus stand marching towards Andrew. Then it flew quickly back to Andrew's shoulder and pointed its beak again. Andrew absently cracked his whip into the cactuses, ripping several arms off. He was watching the ground as he did, and he saw the shadow of the cactus he'd broken slither towards another cactus instead of disappearing like it should have.
Andrew dropped his whip and pulled his guns, firing into the shadow. A howl ripped across the air. "DOYLE!" he yelled. "Aim for the shadows!" He slammed more bullets into his guns and fired again. He wasn't even watching the cactuses now; he didn't even feel their spines grazing his face and hands.
He aimed and fired, aimed and fired. The shadow jerked and writhed and finally wrenched itself free from the cactuses and raced across the desert floor. Andrew ran after it, but he didn't make it far. He tripped and fell, too weak to stand.
He lay in a daze staring at the blue, almost white sky, until Doyle stepped into his view. "Damn it, boy!" Doyle snarled. "Why do you keep doin' this?"
Andrew grinned widely. "Doyle! I missed you. It's so hot here. I'm thirsty. Do you have any water? I think I may've lost some blood. I don't feel… I mean, I feel kinda crappy to be honest."
Doyle wrapped his arm under Andrew's armpits and pulled him off the ground. "Damn it, boy; heal yourself!"
"Right, I can do that," Andrew said softly, laughing. He tried to focus on the power, but he couldn't. His stomach was growling so loudly he couldn't even think. "I can't. I'm so hungry! Please tell me you have food?"
Doyle stared at him in disbelief. "Food? You can barely walk!"
"I know."
Doyle's eyes narrowed, and he dug his finger into one of Andrew's wounds. Andrew gasped, forgetting he was hungry, forgetting everything but the pain. Heat infused him almost without him thinking about it, racing along his body, pushing out the cactus spines, sealing his cuts, healing him. When it was finished, he collapsed against Doyle.
"Now can I have food?" he asked weakly.
Doyle grunted and carried Andrew to Widow Maker, lifting him into the saddle. "Widow Maker! I'm so happy to see you!" Andrew hugged Widow Maker's neck, and Widow Maker nickered happily. "You let Doyle ride you!" Widow Maker nodded.
"Let nothin'," Doyle snapped. "Forced! Crazy horse didn't give me no choice."
Andrew grinned. They'd come to save him. And they had. He was so glad they'd come when they had. In spite of his intentions not to die, he wasn't altogether sure he could have won. Doyle walked beside them as they headed slowly back the way Doyle had come.
"Can you stand?" Doyle asked after a minute.
"Huh?" Andrew picked his head up. They had reached Doyle's horses. Andrew nodded and slipped off Widow Maker.              
"Help me set up this shelter right quick," Doyle said, pulling a roll of canvas off one of his horses and stretching it between some cactuses. Andrew helped him, digging his toes into the cactuses' shadows just for good measure. Soon they were huddled under the shade of the canvas, horses and all.
Doyle handed Andrew some water, biscuits, and dried meat, and Andrew grinned. "Never in all my life did I think I'd be happy to see your biscuits, but I am!" Doyle grunted and handed him another.
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Doyle watched Andrew eat and drink in silence, and Andrew was so focused on eating he didn't say a word. He didn't think he'd ever been as hungry as he was right now. When he finally finished, he grinned at Doyle.
"Thanks for coming to get me. I think it's safe to say you saved my life." He paused remembering the way Doyle had charged over the hill, sword gleaming. "I didn't even know you had a sword."
"Don't use it," Doyle grunted. "Brought it since we're huntin' and all."
"I don't think Pecos'll find her. Whatever she's doing, I'm pretty sure she's after me. I'm certain she's the one who brought me through."
"Why's that?"
Andrew frowned. "We were at a bit of a stand still. In my dreams, I mean; but I got sloppy one day, and well, I may have let her play me a bit." His cheeks heated. He hated feeling so foolish.
"She's been in your dreams again?" Doyle ground out. "You should've had what's her name, the white one, make you a dreamcatcher."
Andrew chewed his lip, wishing he'd kept his mouth shut. "Well... see… it's like this. The Grey Shaman actually sent me my dreamcatchers, but I can't talk to Pecos if I can't dream, so… anyway."
Doyle was staring at him furiously. "Anyway what?" he ground out, voice like flint.
"I haven't been using them," Andrew mumbled, wondering how many times he was going to have to let Doyle punch him.
"How long?"
"What?"
"How long haven't you used them?" Andrew looked around the shelter curiously, wishing something would attack right this second. He'd rather face a thousand alpha wolves right now than Doyle. "How long?" Doyle asked again.
"Um... maybe two, two and a half months; I don't know exactly."
Doyle's eyes were solid ice. "I told you. I said never again. Didn't I?"
"I know, but Doyle, it's the only way," Andrew pleaded, wishing Doyle could understand. "I needed to see Pecos; I needed to know everyone was okay. And I can't… not if the dreamcatchers are up."
Doyle managed to snort and roll his eyes at the same time. Then he asked, "So what happened?"
Andrew stared at him in confusion. He was just going to let it go? Without a single punch? That didn't seem right. "Are you feeling okay?" he asked. Doyle glared at him. "Okay, um, nothing much," Andrew said. "I just sat there with my eyes closed and ignored her while she ranted and raved." Doyle raised an eyebrow, and Andrew knew he didn't believe him, but that was all Andrew was going to tell him.
"But then Mom and I had a thing…" Andrew paused. "She's scared of me, Doyle. I think she thinks I'll hurt her or something. I'd never… I mean…" Andrew closed his eyes, trying to forget how much it had hurt every time she had glanced at him with that look in her eyes.
"Anyway, when I dreamed that night I was just too… I don't know... I told her Mom was scared of me, and Meli said I should just run away." Andrew flicked a rock with his finger.
"It made sense. I couldn't stay like that. I was suffocating. And if I left, Mom wouldn't have to worry about me anymore; she could have her normal. I just thought it might be easier for everyone, so I ran." Doyle didn't say anything so Andrew kept going.
"But, and you probably saw this coming but I didn't, running might have been a slight mistake. I think Aylen was shielding me from her, and as soon as I feel asleep away from the house, Meli came and said she'd found me. And then, I was pulled back. Only it was sloppy, not flawless like when the Grey Shaman does it. And I heard her laughing."
Andrew shrugged. "Then the owls attacked, then the cactuses, and now you're here." He laughed. "You can't write this stuff."
"What?"
"It's something they say when life is so crazy it wouldn't even show up in a book or a movie. You know?"
"No. What about the owls?"
"They attacked me last night. A huge owl named Death was leading them. I guess they were serious about that whole 'we'll kill you' thing now that I'm out of Pecos's body. I was kinda hoping they forgot."
"You finish it?"
Andrew grimaced. "I was kinda busy trying to survive a massive owl attack. If it hadn't been for the ravens…"
Doyle shook his head. "I don't wanna hear any more. You're here; you're alive; that's all I need to know."
"Well, and we're being hunted. She was controlling the cactuses."
Doyle nodded. "I caught that."
"So what now?"
"When it cools we ride."
Andrew nodded. Pecos and the others always knew what to do, and he was glad for it because he sure didn't. Somehow their just do attitude always seemed to work out.
"What should we name them?" Andrew asked.
"Name what?"
"The cactuses. We've gotta name them. I mean, Septimis was the father of all snakes, then there were the fire, sorry, cinder wolves, then the energy giant and now the cactus army! No, that sounds stupid."
"This whole conversation's stupid."
"But if we don't name them, how will we know what we're talking about?"
"What?"
"If I say 'Hey Doyle, remember that time with the cactuses?' and you're like 'What cactuses?' BUT, if I say 'Hey Doyle, remember that time with the cactus minions?', you'll know exactly what I'm talking about. Hey, that's good. Cactus minions. I like it."
"Boy…"
"I know. Shutting up now." 
Pecos? he thought. Doyle's here. Good. Pecos sounded strained at best. You okay? Yep, just a bit stuck. Whadda you mean? Damn shaman set a trap.
Andrew felt his blood cool, and he suddenly wished Doyle hadn't found him. It'd be better if he was all alone. She was trying to keep Pecos away from him. She was coming to kill him. He didn't know why, and whatever he'd done he kind of wished he hadn't, but she wouldn't find him unprepared.
He stood and reloaded his guns and gun belt from Doyle's stash. He grinned widely when he saw Doyle had brought all of Andrew's gear with him on one of the extra horses. It was nice to know they had been ready for him. He dug in the pack and found a long-sleeved shirt, ripped off his jacket and t-shirt, and pulled the other shirt on, breathing a sigh of relief. It was so much cooler than his jacket.
He put his vest back on, slipping a hanky and the cat carving into one of the pockets, and took his chaps out of his backpack and buckled them into place. He found his hat and settled it on his head. Rule number three was set in stone, no changes; it was so much cooler when he was wearing his own shade. He dug out a black bandana and tied it around his neck.
"What you doin'?" Doyle snapped. He had already cleaned his sword, and he was watching Andrew with a frown.
Andrew secured his whip to his belt and shrugged. "Getting ready. She's coming."
He checked his knives to make sure they were clean and in place. He wished he had more weapons. He felt woefully unprepared.
He didn't like being the focus of Meli's attack. He wondered what exactly had happened to make her fixate on him. She wanted Pecos's power, so it just didn't make sense for her to come after him, but he knew she was. For some reason she wanted him dead.
After he'd checked all his equipment he sat back down beside Doyle. He knew it had only been a couple months, but he was happy to see him. He'd missed fighting him. He'd missed watching him carve. He'd missed his coffee and his gruffness.
"What you grinnin' for, boy?"
Andrew laughed. "No reason."
"Humph."
"What about some coffee?" Andrew asked.
"It's boilin' hot."
"So?"
"You wanna add a fire to that?"
"Yes."
"No."
"Oh come on."
"You can wait."
"It's been like three months! Don't you think I've waited long enough?"
"Couple more hours won't kill you."
"Humph."
They sat in easy silence watching the heat rise from the cracked earth, but it was soon cool enough to ride. Andrew sighed happily as he swung into his saddle. Widow Maker kicked sideways and nickered.
"I missed you too, boy," Andrew whispered. "Thanks for bringing Doyle to me." Andrew paused. "And thanks for Duke." Widow Maker tossed his mane. "I know he had it coming! I said thank you, didn't I?"
"You done sweet talkin' that horse?"
"Yep; let's ride."
Doyle tossed Andrew the leads for the pack horses, and off they rode. They rode as hard as they could, and when night came, they kept riding, only stopping for Doyle to switch horses.
"So how do you navigate at night, anyway?" Andrew asked as they trotted easily across a sagebrush filled plain.
"Just do," Doyle grunted.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine; I'll ask Charlie to teach me."
Doyle chuckled. "Ain't hard, boy. You just gotta take your bearings before it gets dark and learn how the stars and moon move."
"That doesn't sound easy," Andrew muttered.
"Didn't say it was easy; just said it ain't hard."
Andrew laughed and rode, letting the wind buffet him, letting it rip away all the sadness and loneliness of the last couple months, letting it soothe him. They rode through dawn and into morning.
The morning cool was just starting to wear off when Doyle slowed down. They were finally leaving the plains and nearing the edge of a scraggly forest. Short, twisted junipers covered a long hill in front of them, bunching together tightly.
"Somethin' ain't right," Doyle said softly, eyes scanning the tree line.
"How can you tell?"
"Just can."
They were a couple hundred feet from the woods when a man wearing an army uniform rode out from the cover of the trees, holding his empty hands to the side.
"Captain Sauer," he drawled lazily in a heavy eastern accent. "You cannot image my surprise to see you. I was under the impression you were dead. I believe I may have even visited your grave."
Andrew frowned. Who the hell was this guy and who did he think Doyle was?
"Captain Sauer is dead," Doyle growled. "Whadda you want, Lieutenant?"
"As it happens, my business is not with you. Give me the boy, and I won't haul you in to face desertion charges."
What? Andrew thought. What the hell was going on? He'd never met this guy. What business did they have together? How had he even known Andrew was here?
Doyle laughed. "You and what army?"
"My squadron of men is awaiting my orders."
"Squadron?" Doyle sneered. "You insult me."
"So you won't give me the boy?"
"Never."
"So be it." The lieutenant motioned with his hand, and a group of men rode from the trees, rifles lifted to their shoulders.
"Ride!" Doyle hissed. Andrew didn't pause, just kicked his heels into Widow Maker's side, and they galloped away from the men.
"FIRE!" The lieutenant shouted, and gunfire exploded in the air around them.
Andrew squeezed his eyes shut. He'd never been shot at before. Well, except for that one time, but this was different, and it was terrifying. He kept waiting for a bullet to hit him, for that intense hot pain to blossom in his back.
Doyle swerved towards the trees, and Widow Maker followed him. Andrew flinched as another wave of bullets flew past them, then Widow Maker suddenly jerked, and Andrew's heart stuttered. Had Widow Maker been shot? Where? Then he realized it wasn't Widow Maker but one of the extra horses. Andrew sliced its lead, and they kept running.
When they reached the woods, Doyle kept riding, zig zagging through the trees like a madman. When he finally stopped, his horse was foaming and breathing deeply.
Widow Maker pranced around, barely winded. "We've gotta circle behind 'em," Doyle said, grabbing a pack off one of the horses.
"Shouldn't we just keep going? We can outrun them, can't we?"
"They'll hunt us down like dogs. We finish it."
"Are you crazy?! There's like fifty men out there!"
Doyle snarled. "Fifty ain't near enough." He opened his pack and started assembling a long rifle.
"Is that a sniper rifle?" Andrew asked incredulously. "Who the hell are you?"
Doyle ignored him. "If it were me, I'd send men to comb the woods. We'll double back and pick 'em off, but we've gotta move fast."
Doyle ripped off his boots and shoved them into one of his saddle bags, slinging another saddle bag over his shoulder and slapping his horse on the rear. It stumbled away from Doyle, deeper into the forest.
"Come on," Doyle said.
Andrew blinked in confusion. He thought Doyle had said they were going to go back behind the army troop and kill them. But that couldn't have been right. Could it?
"Are you saying…" Andrew started. "No, you can't mean…"
"Listen, boy. Those men wanna kill you, and they will if we don't kill 'em first."
"But Doyle, it's the army!"
"So?"
"So? It's the United States government! We can't fight the US government! And anyway, he didn't say he wanted to kill me, he just said he wanted me."
Doyle grinned sharply. "So you think those bullets were just for fun?"
"Um… well…" Andrew didn't know what to think. They had shot at them. So maybe they did want to kill him. But it was the government! Why would they want to kill him? He hadn't done anything. Had he?
He slipped off Widow Maker and tied the reins around his saddle horn. Widow Maker shook his head. "Listen, I need you to keep an eye on the other horses," Andrew said, untying the leads. "Please? And bring them back to me. I need you." Widow Maker shook his head again. "Please." Widow Maker growled, tossing his head, but ran off after Doyle's horse, the spares running behind him.
Doyle started slinking through the woods, and Andrew followed as quietly as possible. He'd never been so glad for his moccasins. Doyle was like a wraith. Andrew was even watching him and he'd lose him sometimes. The forest was so quiet; it was eerie. Not a single bird sang. No squirrels chattered. But Andrew could hear the occasional drift of voices.
After circling around and backtracking for a long time, Doyle found two men on foot, searching the woods. Doyle crept behind them, motioned towards Andrew, the soldier on the left, and drew his hand across his throat. Andrew paled and shook his head. He'd expected Doyle to shoot them with his rifle, not sneak up behind them and cut their throats. Doyle growled silently and made the motion again.
"No," Andrew mouthed.
Doyle grabbed the back of Andrew's neck and pulled him to the forest floor. "I can't get 'em both silently," he whispered. "You've gotta do this."
"But it's not right," Andrew argued. "They can't even fight back."
"They're tryin' to kill you," Doyle stated, staring into Andrew's eyes. Andrew suddenly realized there were worlds inside Doyle he would never understand. Never know. He'd never seen this Doyle before. The Doyle who snuck up behind men and knifed them in the back.
"If there were any other way, I wouldn't ask." For a second an emotion that might have been regret crossed Doyle's face, but it was gone before Andrew could tell for sure. "Did Charlie show you how to do it quiet?"
Andrew nodded numbly. Doyle pointed to the man on the left, then said, "I'm sorry," so quietly Andrew almost didn't hear.
Andrew approached the man, silently, just like Charlie had taught him, rolling his feet, knife in hand. His whole body felt cold. He couldn't believe he was about to kill a man in cold blood.
When he'd killed the skin walkers, he'd thought they were actually coyotes, and they had been literally attacking him. But this, this was a living, breathing man who was just walking. He tried to imagine it was just Charlie, and they were playing a survival game, but he knew it wasn't a game; it was real.
He stepped closer but paused. He couldn't do this. He couldn't just kill a man. There had to be another way. From the corner of his eye, Andrew saw Doyle drop the other solider. The solider in front of Andrew must have seen too, because his body moved, twisting towards Doyle, moving his rifle, bringing it up to aim.
Andrew bit his lip and jumped forward, wrapping his hand around the man's mouth and shoving his knife deep into the soldier's side. The man dropped without a sound, but Andrew was still holding him, so they fell to the ground together, the soldier landing on top of Andrew.
For a moment, Andrew couldn't breathe. The dead man was crushing him; he was so heavy. Andrew felt warm, wet blood running out the man's side onto his hand, and he struggled to jerk his knife free. But he was stuck. His knife was stuck, and he was stuck.
Panic edged into his mind. He'd never get free. This is how he'd die. But suddenly the weight was gone, and Andrew was free. He gasped for air, and then he was retching into the grass.
Doyle grabbed his shoulder and whispered, "We have to keep moving."
Andrew nodded shakily, taking deep breaths, using the power to push the sickness away. He gagged again when he saw the blood covering his hands, and he wiped them frantically on the grass, trying to clean them, trying to rid himself of it, but the blood only smeared.
Doyle squeezed Andrew's shoulder, and Andrew knew he had to stand up, had to keep moving. He'd killed a man. In cold blood he'd killed a man. And he was going to kill another.
They crept through the woods all afternoon, sneaking up on the soldiers and killing them silently. Andrew quickly learned to remove his knife immediately and ease the men to the ground so they didn't fall. After six, he stopped counting. He didn't want to know.
Doyle could find them anywhere. It was like he could smell them or sense them. All Andrew knew is that the soldiers never stood a chance. Near sundown, Doyle quit looking, and they burrowed under a dead tree. Andrew was so covered in blood he could smell it. And he hated it. It reeked like… death. His hands, his whole body, was coated in death.
"There's only twenty left," Doyle said softly. "We'll wait until they make camp, and then we'll take them out." Andrew nodded numbly. "Listen, boy… I know… There's no other way."
Andrew wished he believed that. Why couldn't they just have run? Why couldn't they have hidden? Surely there were a dozen other things they could have done.
"Why?" he finally croaked. He could barely speak. His throat was so dry; he felt as if he'd swallowed sawdust.
Doyle didn't speak for a minute, but he finally said, "I know Lieutenant Ashley, or I did at one time. He won't stop until he's found you. Ever." Doyle paused. "This isn't an army mission. The army doesn't know about you, how could they? And even if they did, what would they want with you? No, this is a personal mission for the lieutenant. I'd be willing to bet someone promised him something in exchange for killing you, and who do we know who wants you dead?"
Andrew stared at Doyle in shock. Doyle's slow drawl had been replaced by crisp, even words, and his grammar was flawless. He didn't sound anything like the Doyle Andrew knew. "Who are you?" Andrew whispered.
"Just Doyle," Doyle replied, smiling sadly and shrugging his shoulder.
Andrew closed his eyes; he needed a moment to think. He remembered all the times he and Doyle had sat around the fire not talking. He remembered Doyle sitting with him, offering silent comfort when Andrew needed it. He remembered Doyle's soft words as he showed Andrew how to shape wood. He remembered Doyle's wide grin the first time Andrew had shown him jiu jitsu.
He trusted Doyle; he always had. Doyle had never, ever given him a reason not to trust him. And Pecos trusted Doyle. If Doyle said this was the way it had to be done, so be it. Andrew opened his eyes and nodded sharply.
Doyle grinned fleetingly, his wolf-like teeth glinting in the moonlight, and Andrew listened carefully as Doyle laid out his plan. It wasn't half bad, and it ended with them alive and the other guys dead.
"Lead the way," Andrew said, feeling a thousand years older than he had that morning.
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Andrew followed closely as Doyle crept through the forest on silent feet. Within minutes Doyle had located the soldier's camp. Andrew couldn't help but wonder how he did it; he wouldn't have been able to find them in the forest in the daylight, let alone at night.
Lieutenant Ashley was pacing madly in front of a roaring fire. "What do you mean they're gone?" he snapped. "I came into these woods with fifty-five men. You cannot tell me that Captain Sauer and a mere child managed to take out thirty-five of my soldiers without anyone noticing! Do you take me for a fool?!"
The reporting soldier shook his head. "No! Of course not, Lieutenant."
"Then where are they?!"
The soldier trembled slightly before mumbling, "Dead."
The lieutenant backhanded the man so hard he fell to the ground. "I want Sauer's head," he snarled. "Bring it to me! And the boy! Dead or alive; I don't care, just find them!"
The soldier scrambled to his feet and headed into the forest with five men. Andrew wished they hadn't. It was a classically stupid move. When the soldiers stopped for a moment, he and Doyle slipped from the darkness and knifed all six of them so fast they didn't even have time to cry out.
"Fifteen," Doyle said softly.
They crept silently back. Several hundred yards from the camp, Doyle stopped and loaded his rifle. He fired, reloaded, fired again, reloaded, and fired again before the soldiers even realized what was happening.
Three of their number lay dead as Andrew and Doyle fell back into the forest. The lieutenant was screaming, "Get them you fools!", but the men were still ducking and scrambling for cover, trying not to get shot.
After a moment, five of the remaining men ventured out, carrying torches and guns. Doyle and Andrew had lost the element of surprise, so they simply shot the soldiers before they made it a hundred yards from camp.
"Seven."
Doyle loaded his rifle once more and shot three more times before the remaining four men rushed into the woods towards them. With the fire behind them they were easy to see. Andrew shot two as soon as they were close enough, and Doyle shot the other two, shooting the lieutenant three times before he hit the ground.
Andrew stared at the bodies, at the blood seeping across their chests, staining their uniforms dark red, and struggled to swallow a sob. This is survival, he reminded himself.
Doyle sighed deeply and said, "Let's go." They padded through the camp, picking up packs, and dousing the fires.
When Doyle started cutting through the horses' bridles, Andrew asked, "Should we keep any?"
Doyle shrugged. "Probably oughta, just in case we don't find ours."
Andrew paled. Not find Widow Maker? That wasn't even an option. Of course he'd find Widow Maker. And even if he didn't, Widow Maker would find him. But still. Andrew walked among the horses, studying their eyes, trying to read them the way Charlie would. He wished he could ask them if they wanted to come, but he couldn't. He finally picked five and saddled two of them. Doyle strapped several saddle bags onto the spares, and pulled himself into the saddle.
"Let's go," he said.
Andrew mounted, whistling loudly for Widow Maker, hoping Widow Maker would hear him, hoping Widow Maker would understand why he was riding another horse. It wasn't as if he wanted to ride this horse. He wanted to ride Widow Maker, but he also wanted to get as far away from the dead soldiers as possible. He wanted out of this forest; he wanted out on the plains; he wanted sunlight; he wanted a bath. He wanted to forget it had ever happened.
He and Doyle set off through the woods, in what Andrew guessed was a northeast direction. Andrew listened breathlessly and heaved a sigh of relief when he heard Widow Maker's whinny. Doyle adjusted their course, and before long they discovered a hidden hole in the trees where Widow Maker had the other horses corralled.
Andrew quickly dismounted and ran to Widow Maker, throwing his arms around his neck. "What a good boy you are," he whispered. Widow Maker snorted. "I only rode it 'cause I had to. I hated every second!" Widow Maker shrugged. "I'm sorry. I'll try to never, ever ride another horse again." Widow Maker nodded.
"Let's go, boy," Doyle said. Andrew tied the horses together and mounted, following Doyle as they continued to ride through the night.
Widow Maker nickered as he circled a fallen tree. "I'm fine," Andrew muttered. Widow Maker kicked. "I'm not lying; I just… never mind." Andrew hugged Widow Maker's neck and tried to forget all the blood that was on his hands and the terrified cries of the soldiers before they had died.
He'd never felt so old in all his life. He'd never thought he'd have to kill anyone. He'd foolishly thought Pecos only ever fought monsters. But he remembered Joe saying they occasionally dealt with rustlers or outlaws. He didn't suppose Pecos just gave rustlers a good talking to. What would be the point?
It was like Doyle had once said. If you didn't finish it, you'd always be looking over your shoulder, wondering if they were going to catch up to you and put a knife in your back. Andrew shuddered, knowing exactly what that looked like.
They rode all the way to the edge of the forest before Doyle stopped. "We'll rest a bit; then we'll keep going. Won't take long to reach Pecos now." Andrew nodded. Doyle was probably exhausted since he'd been riding for four days straight without sleep, and who knew how long it had been since he'd actually slept. Andrew wasn't sure Pecos believed in sleep.
Doyle built a fire and brewed coffee. They hadn't eaten all day, but Andrew wasn't really hungry. He had a feeling if he ate he'd throw it right back up, but coffee? That he could do. Andrew breathed deeply and sipped slowly. Doyle's coffee usually made everything all right, but today… he wasn't sure anything could make today okay.
Pecos? You alright? Yep. Still stuck? Yep. Sorry. Pecos snorted. My own damn fault. You alright? Not really. Doyle and I just… we... I mean... we killed an entire squadron or troop or something of army guys. What?!
Why? They wanted me, and Doyle thinks the Black Shaman put them up to it. Andrew stared into the darkness. Doyle said it was the only way. If he said… I know. Just... I know.
As Andrew sipped his coffee, he suddenly realized that in spite of the fire, their camp seemed darker than it had before. "Doyle," he whispered, dropping his cup and reaching for his guns. Doyle already had both his guns out before Andrew even finished saying his name.
The darkness welled, growing, until suddenly Meli emerged from it, her presence dulling the clearing, muting the firelight to a dim glow. The cold and hatred emanating from her was palatable, almost painful, and Andrew gasped, feeling her cold, her power, her loathing more than he ever had before.
He'd never seen her in person, and she was so much more than the Meli of his dreams. Raw power poured from her, draining the life, the light, the sound and muting everything. Dream Meli was a poor, pallid imitation. Real Meli was absolutely terrifying. So terrifying, Andrew couldn't think, couldn't breathe, couldn't move. He just couldn't.
"Andrew, Andrew, you slippery boy," she said, lips twisting. "You just refuse to die." She stepped in front of Doyle and tilted her head, studying him. "And you, Captain Sauer; I admit I did not recognize you. You have changed much since I first saw you. You were so powerful, so savage, so beautiful, but now you live in that white coyote's shadow. So disappointing."
Doyle stared at her, unblinking, and Andrew wanted to scream. Why didn't Doyle shoot her? For that matter, why didn't he shoot her? Andrew tried to pull his guns from their holsters, but he couldn't. He couldn't move at all. He tried to flex his hands, but he couldn't even wiggle. His feet were anchored to the ground, and the cold was seeping into him, filling his veins with ice. The only thing he could feel was the rapid pounding of his heart.
She ran a fingernail down Doyle's cheek, drawing a thin line of blood. "When you butchered those men, oh, the power you gave me! It was wonderful," she breathed, closing her eyes and licking her lips. "I fed off it for days." She ran her finger over Doyle's blood and licked it clean. "Delicious!"
"I enjoyed watching you slaughter my little army, even if it was a disappointment. I had expected them to put up a bit more of a fight." She sighed heavily. "But you do have a way about you." She cut Doyle's cheek again, licking the blood from her fingernail. "I almost hate to kill you," she said with a feline grin. "You give me so much pleasure."
Andrew closed his eyes, trying to break through the ice holding him stiff, trying to focus. He needed the power. He needed to get free, but he was so cold, and the power was so far away. He reached for it, stretched, but he couldn't touch it, couldn't even come close. The cold was holding him back, dragging him further and further away.
"I know what you most desire," she said silkily. "I can sense it, see it in your eyes. I will kill you so you can finally join your wife and son. Would you like that? Would you like to see their faces once more?" Her voice was velvet, smooth, black, deadly.
Andrew eye's snapped open. He wouldn't let her kill Doyle. He wouldn't. He had to reach the power, had to save Doyle.
She paused and glanced at Andrew. "You must watch, Andrew. For old time's sake, I will be kind." Her beautiful face twisted. "Not with you though. You have caused me so much trouble. I will kill you very, very slowly. I will drink one sip at a time." Andrew struggled to speak, struggled to move, struggled to reach the power.
"Poor, pitiful Captain Sauer; I was there that night, you know. Or maybe you didn't." She grinned slyly. "I watched them die, but I did not feed off them." She shrugged a shoulder. "Your wife died protecting your son, shielding him, for all the good it did. It was disgustingly pure." She pushed Doyle's hat off, grasping his hair and jerking his head back, exposing his neck. Doyle's eyes were wide, and tears streamed down his cheeks.
A scream was clawing at Andrew's throat, but his mouth wouldn't open. He closed his eyes tight. Come here, he coaxed; the power inched closer. Closer, please, closer. He could almost touch it.
Her voice was purring, toxic, deadly. "I will free you."
Andrew gasped in pain as he finally reached the power. He was so cold the power burned more than ever, making his entire being feel like it was on fire. He infused his body, burning out the cold, burning out her control, and opened his eyes just in time to see Doyle's arms move and fingers flex, firing his guns and shooting Meli point blank in the chest.
She jerked back with an angry growl. "As if mere bullets could stop me," she sneered.
"Maybe this will," Andrew hissed, throwing a spear of pure power towards her as hard as he could. It pierced her throat, ripping through her, tearing at her darkness. Her cry of anguish filled the clearing, and then she was gone, and the clearing filled instantly with light. Somehow, while she'd been there, day had come.
As soon as she was gone, Andrew ran to Doyle. Doyle was kneeling on the ground, hands clenched in fists, crying soft, anguished sobs. Andrew didn't know what to do, how to help, what to say, so he did what Doyle had done for him. He sat beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder.
Fear was clawing at Andrew, making him sick, but beneath it, raw anger was forcing its way to the surface. He'd often had a hard time seeing Meli as a villain or a monster, even though he absolutely knew she was, but after what she'd done to Doyle, Andrew wanted to kill her. She was sick, and Andrew hated her for it.
He wanted to hug Doyle more than anything, but he knew he couldn't. Doyle wouldn't want hugs. So he sat there, holding back his own tears, and waited.
After a while, Doyle stopped crying, and the forest was silent. "We should get going," Andrew said softly. If there was ever a time to respect rules number two and ten, this was it. Andrew squeezed Doyle's shoulder and pulled himself to his feet, heading towards the horses.
"And where were you?" Andrew asked Widow Maker. Widow Maker shrugged. "Frozen, huh?" Widow Maker nodded. "Yeah, I didn't like it either." Andrew shuddered. If he never saw the Black Shaman again, it would be too soon, but he didn't think it would be that easy.
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Andrew quickly saddled the horses. As he was hooking the saddlebags in place, he realized he was starving. He hadn't eaten since Doyle had found him, and he felt like his stomach was stuck to his spine. He rummaged through the bags until he found a handful of biscuits and some dried meat. He shoved one biscuit into his mouth and the rest in his pockets, then he led the horses over to Doyle and tapped Doyle's shoulder.
Andrew mounted Widow Maker and looked off in the distance. It was the best he could do at giving Doyle some privacy. He was sure this was the last thing Doyle wanted to do right now. If it were Andrew, he'd curl into a ball and stay there forever. But they couldn't, and that probably wasn't Doyle's style anyway. They had to get to Pecos. They had scared her away this time, but he didn't think it would be so easy if she came again.
A croak rang through the forest, and Andrew jumped. He hadn't realized the ravens were still following him. He hadn't noticed them yesterday, but they were all around the clearing, sitting in the trees, maybe fifty or more. They lifted from the branches and started flying northeast. Andrew shrugged and turned to follow them.
They didn't ride hard. Andrew imagined Doyle was completely exhausted, so he set a slow pace, and Doyle didn't complain.
Andrew ate his food slowly, keeping a cautious eye on the surrounding landscape. He had no idea what Meli would do next, but he didn't think it would be good. He imagined she was pretty pissed right now. He shuddered, remembering the look of fury on her face when Doyle had shot her. He wondered how Doyle had managed to break free. Andrew had used the power, but how had Doyle done it?
Andrew's breath caught in his throat when he heard Doyle say softly, "She was the most beautiful woman I ever saw." Andrew waited, hoping Doyle would go on, and he did. "We got married right after I graduated from West Point. She had waited for me."
Andrew glanced sideways. Doyle had a slight smile on his lips, but his eyes were anguished. "She went everywhere with me, even when we had to sleep in a tent, and she never complained, not once." He was silent for a long time, and Andrew thought he was done, but he wasn't.
"Then we had Rolf. He had these soft, blond curls and this little giggle." Doyle was totally lost in his memories; Andrew wasn't even sure if Doyle remembered he was there. He gently nudged Doyle's horse to the right and waited for Doyle to continue.
"But then the war came." Doyle's voice turned hard. "We moved from town to town, marching endlessly. I told her to go home, to stay with her mother; but she wouldn't leave me. I finally convinced her to stay behind at a fort where my father was stationed. Where they would be safe."
"I left her…" he spoke so softly, Andrew almost didn't hear it. "I wasn't there. I never was. I was fighting for the glory of the Union. I thought they were safe." Doyle looked at Andrew, his eyes bloodshot, lost, completely shattered. "They died because I wasn't there to protect them. It was my job to protect them."
Andrew didn't say anything; there was nothing he could say. Doyle stared at him a moment longer, perhaps waiting for Andrew to say something, then turned away.
They rode slowly and silently through the dying day, neither of them saying anything. Andrew knew they had to get to Pecos; but Doyle was exhausted. He was barely staying put in the saddle, and Andrew had never seen him look so… small and weak. Like he was just Doyle's shadow. Like Doyle was gone, and this bit of him was all that was left.
They left the plains and entered another forest, a forest filled with tall pine trees and soft needles. Andrew hoped they'd hurt Meli enough to gain a day or two, but he wasn't even sure if he had hurt her. He might have just taken her off guard.
They'd have to risk it though. Doyle couldn't go any further, and Andrew was so hungry he could hardly think. He needed something more than biscuits. He needed something real, something meaty.
Doyle usually scouted their camps, but Andrew guessed he'd have to do it this time. He didn't have any idea what Doyle looked for, but he decided to stop when he saw a large outcropping of rocks. That would at least keep them from having to watch their backs. He pulled Widow Maker to a stop by the rocks and dismounted.
"We're gonna get some rest," he said to fill the silence.
Doyle slid off his horse, stripping his saddle with his usual efficiency, but afterwards, he just stood there, looking lost and confused. "Why don't you make a fire?" Andrew said. "I'm gonna head over there and see if there're any fish in that stream."
Andrew grabbed his backpack and walked towards the stream. Widow Maker followed him. "Thanks for coming, boy. I hate to leave Doyle alone, but I've gotta have something to eat, and fish sounds delicious." Widow Maker tossed his head. "Sure it does! All toasty and flaky. I just wish I had some salt and pepper. And some butter!"
Widow Maker nickered. "I'm not crazy; you're a horse." Widow Maker stamped his hoof. "Fine, I take it back; let's agree to disagree. I'll eat fish; you eat some grass. Okay?" Widow Maker shrugged.
Andrew chuckled as he pulled his line from his bag. He quickly baited a hook and threw it into the stream. He focused on the steam and his line, pushing everything else away. Right now he didn't want to think about anything but fish. Before long he had caught three nice, fat fish, so he grabbed them and ran back to camp. Doyle was sitting by the fire, staring into the flames. He looked up at Andrew with haunted eyes.
"They burned to death."
Andrew dropped his fish. "What?! How?"
"Father said our house caught on fire, and the brigade couldn't get it out in time. I wasn't there. I didn't even know they had died until three months later." Doyle dropped his head into his hands and whispered, "I wasn't there."
"I rode back as soon as I got word, but they were gone. I sat on their graves for days and days, but they were gone." Andrew had never seen anyone look so lost, so broken. "Father said there was nothing I could do but go back to my post."
"I couldn't leave them, not yet. I slept in the stable near where our house had been, and the next morning the stable boy woke me. He'd…" Doyle choked. "He'd played with Rolf. He told me."
Doyle's eyes turned ice hard, glittering with fierce anger. His hands were tight fists; his jaw set. "It wasn't an accident. A soldier had been bothering her," Doyle hissed. "So she had gone to his commanding officer."
"The soldier," Doyle spat the word, "rounded up a couple of his cohorts one night and burned our house to the ground with them inside. The stable boy had seen them do it." Tears rolled down Andrew's cheeks. He wiped them away, but they just kept coming. "The boy'd told my father, but…" Doyle's face twisted with rage.
"So I found them, the men who murdered my wife and son, and I killed them. I wanted them to scream as much as she must have. I wanted them to suffer so much more. I wanted them to burn!" Doyle laughed humorlessly.
"It was so easy. They found me with what was left of the bodies; I admitted to killing them. I should've hung!" He shook his head in confusion and whispered, "I should've hung."
Doyle stood and started pacing. He pulled out the coffee pot and dumped grounds into it, pouring water on top and slamming it into the fire. "But did they hang me? Did they put me out of my misery?! NO!!!"
He slammed his fist into the rock face and stood there shaking, but after a moment he sat back down, looking pale, tired, and completely drained. "My father couldn't bear the stain of what I'd done, so he covered it up. Captain Sauer died with honors on the battlefield. He's buried with his wife and son."
Andrew put his hand gently on Doyle's shoulder. He could barely speak, but he managed to say, "I'm sorry, Doyle. So very sorry." There was nothing more he could say. He just wished he could do something, anything to wipe the anguish from Doyle's eyes.
Doyle stared at him, eyes glazed and empty. Andrew squeezed his shoulder and turned away to clean his fish because he couldn't look at Doyle any longer without hugging him. He wiped his sleeve across his eyes, trying to clear them, but the tears kept falling, soaking his shirt. After he'd cleaned his fish, he tossed them on the fire, and when he looked back, Doyle was slumped against the rock face, fast asleep.
Andrew reached into his backpack and pulled out his dreamcatchers. He hung one on Doyle's boot and the other on a sharp rock above Doyle's head. Charlie had said they were Andrew's dreamcatchers, but he figured they were better than nothing, and after what Doyle had told him, there was no way Andrew was letting him sleep without the protection of the dreamcatchers. He could guess now why Doyle chose to dream, but Doyle's nightmares probably made Andrew's look like a fun kiddie ride. He covered Doyle with a blanket and sat back down.
He poured himself a cup of coffee and pulled his fish out of the fire. He was so ravenous he gobbled all three down in under a minute. He'd meant to leave Doyle one, but he was just so hungry, and they had tasted so good. He took a careful sip of coffee.
"Whoa! That is some strong coffee!" He glanced at Widow Maker. "Wanna a sip?" Widow Maker narrowed his eyes. "You're right. You don't need it."
Pecos? How you doing? Yeah. Pecos sounded stressed. You okay? When you gettin' here? Not sure. Stopped for a rest. What?!
Why? There was… uh… an incident. Doyle needs some rest. Pecos didn't seem to know how to respond to that. He finally said, He alright? Um… physically, yes. What the hell's that mean? Rule number ten, Pecos. Get your tail here quick, boy! Okay; I'll just let Doyle sleep for a bit; then we'll ride.
Pecos was freaking him out. Andrew had never heard him sound so tense. Andrew wished they could keep riding, but he knew Doyle needed at least a little rest. He pulled his carvings out of his pocket, imagining Doyle making carvings to give to his son. Andrew supposed they had burned with the house. He shuddered, looking at Doyle over the rim of his coffee cup.
He was glad Doyle was asleep. Andrew was having a hard time fitting everything he'd just learned into his idea of who Doyle was. He'd always wondered what Doyle's back story was, how he'd ended up with Pecos, why he'd ended up with Pecos. Now he knew. He found it almost impossible to believe that Doyle had been married and had a kid. And he found it even more impossible to believe Doyle had been a captain in the army.
Doyle was just so… He just didn't seem like that kind of guy. The kind of guy who followed orders and what not. For a moment there, in the woods when Doyle had said they had to kill the soldiers, Andrew had thought maybe, just maybe, Doyle wasn't a good man. Good men didn't sneak around knifing people in the back. But maybe they did. If it needed to be done. Maybe it was like Charlie had said. Maybe you didn't always have a choice.
Andrew was absolutely certain Doyle was a good man. Pecos, Joe, Charlie, and Doyle were hands down the best men he'd ever known or heard of. Even though they didn't need to they put their lives at risk to protect other people, people they didn't even know. And if the trouble didn't come to them, they went out looking for it. They didn't do it for money or fame or any type of reward. They did it because they knew no one else could.
He glanced down at his carving and ran his thumb over Widow Maker's face. "It's a pretty good likeness of you really," he said to the real Widow Maker. Widow Maker wandered over and looked at it, then shrugged his shoulder. "You don't think so? Look, he even gave you red eyes." Widow Maker nickered, and Andrew laughed softly. "I don't think you have seen better." Widow Maker tossed his head and walked off.
Andrew tossed another stick on the fire and wished the others were with him. He didn't want to be alone with his own thoughts right now; he wasn't sure he could handle it.
He looked around hopefully, wishing the Grey Shaman would walk out of thin air and sit beside him with a chuckle. They could have a bizarre conversation, Andrew could invite the shaman to stay for coffee, and it would be a good time. But the shaman didn't appear.
The quieter everything was, the more difficulty Andrew had holding his memories at bay. He didn't want to remember; he didn't want to relive what he'd done. He trusted Doyle, and Doyle had said it was the only way.
Suddenly all Andrew could see was his mom's huge, terrified eyes as she held up her purse, ready to defend herself against him. Maybe he really was violent. Maybe he really did need to be locked away. He'd just killed well over a dozen men, and for what? They were sweeping the forest looking for him. Was that enough to warrant death?
He fought the urge to throw up. It would have been so much better if he'd stayed home and tried to figure out a way to make his mom forget what had happened. He should have made it his mission to prove he wasn't violent; he'd never be able to now, because any time he looked at her he'd remember. He'd remember all the blood that had covered his hands, the blood that had soaked into his sleeve cuffs, the blood he'd cleaned off his knife, the blood that wasn't his. It wasn't his.
He buried his face in his hands and cried, not just for himself, but for Doyle too. He'd never seen anyone look as broken and anguished as Doyle had, and he hated it. Both of them were broken, and he simply didn't know how to fix them.
After a moment, Andrew wiped his eyes on his sleeves. He felt totally drained. He wished he could close his eyes for just a minute, but he had to keep watch, had to make sure she didn't sneak up on them again.
His stomach growled, and he frowned. In spite of the sickness that waved over him every time he thought about what he'd done, he was still hungry. He found more biscuits and dried meat in a saddle bag, so he heated them up and wolfed them down. They weren't nearly as good as the fish, but food was food.
The ravens sat in the trees, watching him. "Are you guys always gonna follow me?" Nothing. Andrew shrugged; he guessed it was kind of nice to have the company, even if they didn't talk.
Since he couldn't fall asleep, he threw another stick on the fire and started pacing to keep himself awake. He cleaned his guns and knives. He checked the end of his whip to make sure the casings were still tied in place. He did some pushups. He brushed all the horses. He studied Doyle's rifle. It didn't look too complicated; maybe he'd ask Doyle to teach him how to use it. He was beginning to think he could never have enough weapons.
He thought about everything Doyle had said as he watched the moon pass overhead. He understood now why Doyle had been so angry when they'd fought the fire wolves. It must have been so hard to see those burned homes and be reminded of how his wife and son had died.
He remembered the look of pleasure on Meli's face when she had talked about Doyle feeding her, and he tried not to think about what Doyle had meant when he'd said "what was left of the bodies". He'd never thought Doyle was nice or sweet, but he'd never thought he was a stone-cold killer either. He wondered how many men Doyle had killed. How many men had Pecos killed? And Charlie and Joe? Hell, how many men had he killed? He didn't know.
After about an hour had passed, Andrew gently shook Doyle's shoulder. Doyle's eyes popped open immediately. He didn't look broken anymore. In fact, his eyes were bright and sharp, and he looked more rested than Andrew had ever seen him.
"We need to go," Andrew said. "Pecos needs us. Eat; I'll saddle the horses."
They rode; Andrew leading. He was still following the ravens. He didn't know how the ravens knew where Pecos was, or even how they knew where Andrew needed to go, but somehow he knew they knew. Widow Maker ran so hard, Doyle had to switch horses every hour, and even then his horses were flagging.
Just as the sky was beginning to brighten, Pecos spoke. Where're you, boy? He sounded exhausted.
"Are we close?" Andrew called to Doyle.
Doyle nodded. "This is almost where I left 'em."
We're close. Hurry. Panic slithered through Andrew. Why did he need to hurry? What was going on? He threw the leads to Doyle and kneed Widow Maker in the sides. Widow Maker burst forward until they were practically flying.
Andrew could see ravens circling up ahead. They must almost be there. Suddenly Widow Maker burst through the trees into a clearing next to the side of a rocky hill. Charlie and Joe were there; both shirtless and covered in dirt. Joe was pushing a humongous rock away from the hill, and Charlie was on his knees shoveling rock with his bare hands.
"Where's Pecos?" Andrew shouted.
Joe straightened and gestured towards the hill. What? How could… oh crap. Pecos had said he was stuck. He was inside the hill. Damn it! Why didn't you say so? I'd have come faster, he snapped at Pecos, but Pecos didn't respond. Andrew leaped from Widow Maker and ran to the hill. It was clear Charlie and Joe had been clearing the rock out for a long time, but the opening was only about two feet deep.
"Pecos?!" Andrew yelled. "ANSWER ME!" There was no response. He stared at the hillside. "How much further?" he asked. Joe shook his head. He looked exhausted and defeated. "Why doesn't Pecos just hammer his way out?"
"Children," Charlie said simply.
Andrew looked around wildly. There was nothing he could use to dig with, and there was no good way in. Pecos was dying, he knew it; and if Pecos was dying the children might already be dead. Andrew was getting in one way or another. At this point it didn't matter how he did it, just that he did.
"Get out of the way!"
"It might…" Joe started to say.
"MOVE!" Andrew yelled. He closed his eyes, shutting out everything, and breathed. He stared at the power. Look, I don't know what you can do, he thought, but I need to get to Pecos. Help me, please. He reached out his hand, and the power wrapped around him like a snake, slipping into his blood, his bones, his very being. He pulled out more and more, as much as he could; he dug deeper than he'd ever dug before into that bottomless well of light, taking it out and filling himself.
When he was overfilling, heat rolling through him like lava, he opened his eyes and reached out, grabbing the rocks. He pulled; he flung; he dug; he hammered with his fists; he tore the side of the hill apart. Dirt and stones rained down on him, but he kept going.
He felt a rock above him begin to give way, so he knelt and leaped with his palm face up. His palm slammed into the sliding rock; and it smashed into millions of pieces, showering down, slicing his face and hands, but the ceiling held.
He could feel Pecos now, not far, just on the other side. Andrew channeled even more power into his hands, jerking stone after stone out of the way and throwing them behind him. He was making a hole, and he could just barely see Pecos through it.
Pecos was still standing, but his eyes were closed. He was using his arms and back to hold up a small portion of the cave roof. Three children huddled around his legs, but Andrew didn't know if they were still alive or not. All around them the cave had collapsed, and Pecos was the only thing holding the ceiling up. Andrew ripped through the last bit of debris and crawled through the hole he'd made.
"Guys! I need you!" he yelled. Suddenly Doyle, Joe, and Charlie were there. Joe and Charlie lifted the children and carried them out. Andrew stepped behind Pecos, pushing all the power into his arms, and lifted the weight of the ceiling off Pecos's back with a groan. Pecos dropped to the floor.
"Get him out!" Andrew gasped. Doyle stared at Andrew for just a second before wrapping his arms around Pecos and dragging him from the cave.
The weight was crushing, unbearable. Even with the power pulsating through him it was too much, and Andrew could only think of one thing to do. It was a horrible plan, but maybe he was enough like Pecos he could pull it off. He sunk a little lower, trying to draw even more power from the well, filling himself entirely to the brim, then he jumped.
He pushed off the floor with all his might and shoved the ceiling up. For an instant, he felt like everything was frozen in place and only he was moving, and as soon as his feet hit the ground, he burst forward as fast as he could, the ceiling collapsing around him.
Andrew heard the rocks and earth crashing behind him, but he just ran. He ran as fast as he could, as fast as the power would let him. He burst from the cave entrance in a cloud of dust, slammed into Doyle, and tumbled onto the ground.
For a moment, he couldn't breathe. He couldn't feel anything; his whole body was on fire. He felt as if his eyeballs might explode from the sheer heat of the power coursing through him. Then air rushed into his lungs, and he gasped.
He scrambled to his feet, letting go of the power, letting the heat fade from him, feeling cold when it was gone. Pecos? I'm alive, boy. The horrible tightness left Andrew's chest, and he grinned. He'd done it! He'd saved Pecos.
He glanced down and realized Doyle was lying on the ground, gasping. "Doyle, you okay?" he asked, suddenly remembering he'd crashed into Doyle as he'd run out of the cave.
Doyle waved a hand. "Fine," he wheezed. "Just knocked the breath outta me."
Andrew laughed. He'd cleared the cave running probably sixty miles an hour or more, and all Doyle had to say was "knocked the breath outta me". He pulled Doyle to his feet, smacking him on the back with a grin, and walked over to sit beside Pecos.
Charlie and Joe were helping the children drink, and Andrew smiled, glad they were alive too. He hadn't been too late. Just this once, he'd managed to save everyone.
"You alright?" Andrew asked.
Pecos grinned. "Alive, ain't I?" He looked exhausted. "Thanks to you."
"How long have you been in there?"
"Three days 'bout."
No wonder he looked so tired. He'd been holding up the cave ceiling for three days straight, with no food and no water. Andrew didn't know how much power he had inside him, but he knew he would never have been able to hold out that long. He'd barely been able to hold the ceiling for a minute, let alone three days! His stomach growled. He was starving. He couldn't imagine how hungry Pecos must be.
"Food!" he exclaimed, looking for the saddle bags. "Pecos needs to eat!" Doyle tossed Andrew the saddle bag with the biscuits and dried meat, and Andrew shoved a biscuit into Pecos's hand.
Pecos took a bite. "How 'bout some coffee, boy?" he said as he chewed. "To wash these damn things down?"
Andrew burst out laughing. The last four days had been horrible, awful. He'd done things he'd never thought he'd do, he'd learned horrible things, he'd realized he wasn't who he thought he was, and on top of that the Black Shaman was hunting him, and she was pissed. But they were all here, all alive, all in one piece, and Pecos needed his coffee. All was right with the world.
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Andrew snitched a couple biscuits before Pecos could eat them, but it just wasn't enough. He wanted more. He glanced at his hands and saw they were covered in blood, and one of his fingernails had ripped completely off. Now that he looked at them, they hurt like hell.
And once he noticed that, he realized his back felt like a boulder had fallen on it and his head was throbbing. He reached for the power and quickly healed himself, watching in awe as his fingernail simply regrew. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and for a moment everything was black and he couldn't see.
"You alright, boy?" Pecos asked.
"Huh?" Andrew shook his head. He suddenly felt ridiculously weak. "Yeah, just need to eat I think. I'm gonna ride over to that stream and see if I can catch some fish."
"Want company?" Joe asked.
Andrew shook his head. "I won't be long." He couldn't handle being with Joe right now. Joe had a way of knowing when something was wrong, and Andrew couldn't talk about it, not yet.
He mounted, and Widow Maker pranced through the woods towards the stream. "Yes, I know," Andrew said. "You did get us here fast. Doyle was way behind." Widow Maker nodded his head. "Fast as the wind, maybe even faster." Widow Maker tossed his mane proudly, and Andrew chuckled.
He fished for a few minutes before he caught his first fish. He was so hungry he almost cooked it right there, but he cast his line again and waited.
"I must admit, you have exceeded my expectations."
Andrew spun around, gun in hand, grimacing when he realized it was just the Grey Shaman. "You."
"Not the greeting I was expecting."
"Were you expecting a 'thank you, oh great shaman' or a punch to the face?" Andrew asked, turning back to the stream.
The Grey Shaman sat beside him. "I prefer the 'oh great shaman'; it has a nice ring."
"Alright; thank you, oh great shaman for choosing me to be your pawn in this horrible game you're playing."
The shaman chuckled. "A pawn is moved where its master wishes; you blaze your own path."
Andrew frowned. "But you pull me and push me and throw me when and where you want me without any regard for the consequences."
"True."
"Why?" Andrew demanded.
"Do you want her to win?"
"No, but can't you defeat her?"
"Eh," he shrugged. "I prefer to endorse a champion."
Andrew snorted. "So Aylen doesn't interfere; you meddle but watch from the sidelines; meanwhile Meli runs around doing whatever the hell she wants. You guys are some messed up family."
The Grey Shaman filled his pipe with tobacco and lit it. He offered it to Andrew, but Andrew shook his head and asked, "How do you do it?"
"What?"
"Meddle with time. Aylen said time is delicate, that it can be damaged."
"True."
"So why do you do it?"
"If it hasn't happened yet, what does it matter?"
Andrew frowned. That didn't seem quite right, but what did he know? It's not like there was a book somewhere that explained why and how time worked. "Can Meli manipulate time?"
"No. The only reason she managed to bring you here is because she managed to steal a peek at one of my..." the Grey Shaman sighed and said wearily, "you might say spells. In any case, it will not happen again. Although I must say you have made the best of it."
Andrew ignored that, because he needed to ask a question. "What does she want? Aylen said something about remaking the world?"
The Grey Shaman shrugged. "Meli longs for a world without white men and the atrocities they have committed."
"What?! Are you saying… no, you can't be saying… you mean she LITERALLY wants to remake the world without any white people?" The shaman shrugged, puffing more smoke into the air. "But… but… can she do that?" Andrew stuttered.
The Grey Shaman's face grew very grave. "With enough power, she is capable of unthinkable things."
Andrew paled. He understood now everything she'd said before, the things she'd hinted at, the hatred he'd felt from her. She hated white men and everything they'd done. She hated them, and she wanted Pecos's power so she could remove them, remake a world without them, change reality.
He couldn't help thinking about all the horrible things he'd read. Everything the European colonizers, the white man, had done to the native peoples when they had arrived. The promises they'd broken, the lies they'd told, the people they had slaughtered and were going to slaughter, were probably slaughtering right this second as he sat here and did nothing.
He thought about all the tribes they had enslaved and all the cultures they had destroyed and sighed deeply. "You don't think… maybe…" He couldn't finish; he wasn't quite sure what he was saying.
"There is evil in all of us," the shaman said with a one shouldered shrug. "White, red, black, brown, doesn't matter. But there can be good in all of us as well. If we choose it."
Typical Grey Shaman answer, Andrew thought with a frown. "Do I have to go back?" he asked. "Can I stay?"
"You must return to your time."
"But there's nothing to return to!" Andrew protested. He couldn't imagine what kind of life he'd live, wandering the woods, living off the land, all alone. So alone.
"There is always something. You have a fish."
Andrew looked at his line; it was jumping, and by the time he'd tugged it in, the Grey Shaman was gone. He rolled his eyes. His conversations with the Grey Shaman were always so confusing. He caught three more fish before he rode back to camp. The children were sleeping under a tree, and Pecos and the others had gathered around a cheerful fire. The scent of coffee filled the clearing.
While they ate, Pecos filled Andrew and Doyle in on what had happened. "Grandmother couldn't see much, but she did see a dark shadow. She said it was skulkin' into a cave somewhere south of the village, so we rode south, checkin' all the caves we came across. You came through right 'fore we found this last one." Pecos paused and finished his fish. He already looked himself again.
"Anyway, there weren't much to see, but there were some little tracks headin' into the cave, but not comin' out. I went in to find the youngsters, but when I got to 'em, the entire cave collapsed. I had enough time to brace the roof, but that was all I could do. Weren't nothin' to do but wait for Joe and Charlie to dig us out."
"And that wasn't going well," Joe chimed in. "We didn't have any tools, and every time we cleared a section, more fell down from above. We wouldn't have reached them in time."
Pecos nodded and said, "It's a good thing you came when you did."
"It was all Widow Maker," Andrew said with a shrug. "Anyway, I think she was trying to keep you occupied so she could kill me. I'm not even sure she wanted to kill you. I don't think it would've benefited her for you to die that way. But she doesn't understand you at all. I'm sure she eventually expected you to save yourself, because that's what she would do."
Andrew polished off the rest of his fish and drank a huge gulp of coffee. He was still hungry, but it would do. "I have a theory about the shamans. Aylen said she gets her power from the earth, from life. Her power is pure, white, good." Andrew paused, trying to order his thoughts and figure out how to proceed without saying anything about Doyle's wife.
"I think the Black Shaman, Meli, gets her power from death. But not just any death." He glanced at Doyle. Doyle was staring into his coffee cup, and he didn't look up. "Meli said something about not feeding on a death because it was pure. I think if you had died saving someone, or even if you just died of old age or something, it wouldn't give her what she needs. I think she needs violent death to fuel her, to power her up." Andrew grimaced. "And if that's the case, we accidently powered her when we killed all those army dudes."
Pecos and the others were staring at him like he'd just sprouted another head. "Think about it," Andrew insisted. "This whole time, she's been after Pecos, obsessed with killing him. She keeps setting traps for him, hoping her cronies will do the job for her, but she keeps failing." Andrew leaned forward excitedly. "Who has more power than Pecos? No one! So Meli's hunting Pecos, and if she can kill him, violently of course, she'll gain all his power. See?"
Charlie was the first to speak. "He may have a point."
"See? If Charlie says I have a point, you have to listen." Pecos rolled his eyes, and Andrew chuckled.
"There're many legends 'bout warriors consumin' their enemies' power," Charlie said. "A warrior might eat the eyeballs of his enemy because his enemy had powerful vision or his heart if he was strong."
Andrew spit out his coffee. "Say what?! That's disgusting!"
Charlie shrugged and added, "Some say taking a token from your enemy's body, like their scalp or an ornament will also give you some of their strength. It connects you to your enemy, and it's also a sign of your victory."
Andrew grimaced, remembering the owl feathers in his backpack. It had seemed like the right thing to do at the time, but now he kind of wanted to bury them so deep he never saw them again. He was glad he hadn't taken the knife he'd wanted from one of the dead soldiers. He just hadn't been able to make himself loot a dead body.
"So," Pecos drawled. "I die; she sucks up my power." Charlie nodded.

"But why is she hunting ME now?" Andrew wondered. "I get she's mad at me for something, but why waste the time and energy?"
Joe looked at Andrew in disbelief and burst out laughing; Charlie and Pecos joined him.
"What? What'd I say?"
Doyle spoke up, "It ain't like he can see himself."
"See what?"
Pecos cleared his throat. "You, boy!"
"Me what?"
"When you do that thing you do, whatever the hell it is, you glow!"
Andrew blinked. "What?"
"When you started ripping rocks out of the hillside, light was rolling off your hands and streaming out your eyes," Joe added.
Andrew laughed. "Nuhuh! You guys're messing with me!" Joe shook his head. "Really?" Andrew tried to remember, but he'd been so focused on Pecos, he hadn't paid any attention to himself.
"And sometimes when you heal yourself your skin flares white for just a second," Doyle said.
Andrew just stared at them. He hadn't realized. "So wait... you're saying… she wants to eat me?!"
"It weren't my idea," Pecos said. "You're the one who said it."
Andrew opened his mouth. He closed it. He opened it again. "But I'm not anything special; Aylen said I'm not special."
Pecos shrugged. "Maybe you weren't to begin with."
What did that mean? Andrew was confused. He wasn't nearly as strong as Pecos. Pecos could do amazing things, like stop bulls in their tracks and pummel ice giants to death and hold up an entire hillside for three days. Andrew felt small in comparison. It didn't make sense that Meli would even care about him.
To be truthful, he didn't feel special. It was the power that was special. It was the power that could heal, and the power that made him strong. He was just the boy, the meat suit.
You're sellin' yourself short. Hey, I thought you couldn't hear me all the time! You're thinkin' so loud, I can't help but hear you. Oh. There're things you can do I can't. It doesn't really compare, Andrew argued. Pecos snorted.
"What're we doing with the children?" Joe asked.
Glad for a distraction, Andrew asked, "Where'd they come from?"
"Cabin somewhere; brother and sisters," Pecos said. "They followed some sort of wisp into the forest. She lured 'em."
"We should probably take them home right away; before she attacks again," Joe said thoughtfully.
"I'll take 'em," Charlie said.
"No; we stay together," Andrew insisted.
Charlie looked at Pecos; Pecos nodded and said, "We stick together."
"Do we know where they live?" asked Andrew.
"I can find it," Charlie said.
Andrew grinned. "Of course you can." Charlie grinned back.
Pecos stood, and Andrew was relieved to see he looked just as Pecosy as ever. They quickly saddled their horses and packed up. Pecos took the boy up on his horse, Joe and Charlie took the girls. Charlie rode in front. He rode slowly at first, but after an hour or so he sped up.
As soon as the cabin came into sight, the children slipped to the ground and ran to the door. A woman met them with a shriek of joy and gathered them into her arms.
"Where've you been?!" she cried. "Your father's been looking all over for you! Are you alright?!" She held each child in front of her and looked them over. She finally looked at Pecos, tears shimmering in her eyes. "Thank you for bringing them home. We're indebted to you." She hugged them all again before adding, "Would you stay for some stew?"
Andrew's stomach growled, but Pecos just grinned and said, "No ma'am; need to keep movin'." Andrew sighed. Stew sounded delicious. "Don't wander off no more," Pecos told the boy sternly.
The boy nodded. "Yes sir."
Pecos turned his horse and rode out of the yard and back into the woods. Andrew followed with a grin. Pecos Bill the hero, saving children, villages, whatever needed saving! He laughed softly.
"So what's the plan?" he asked when they were out of earshot.
"Don't got one yet."
"Of course not. Maybe we could take the night off."
"Maybe." Pecos rode for another minute before saying, "Doyle, find us a good spot."
"Sure thing," Doyle replied, riding off into the woods.
"That man is a ghost!" Andrew said. "If you don't see him coming, well, you're not gonna see him coming."
Pecos chuckled before asking, "He alright?"
"Not sure. I know who Doyle was now, but you were right."
"Naturally. 'Bout what?"
"I already knew everything I needed to know."
Doyle soon returned and led them to a grassy knoll surrounded by trees. Soon they were gathered around a campfire once more. Joe was playing his harmonica. Doyle was carving. Charlie was sitting quietly watching the flames. Meanwhile, the sun slipped slowly behind a hill, casting deep shadows on the ground.
Andrew sighed happily. He was exhausted, but he was glad to be here. He rolled his head from side to side. "Man, I'm so stiff. I keep forgetting to stretch." He stretched his legs out and touched his toes.
"Boy, every time I think you might not be a sissy no more, you go and do that," Pecos said.
Joe snorted, and Andrew grinned at Pecos. "Stretching keeps you young. Rorion Gracie said so."
"Huh?"
"Never mind," Andrew said, glancing at the sky. Everything had been so crazy he hadn't even had time to look at the stars. He couldn't wait until they came out. He wandered to the edge of camp and sat down on a fallen tree, watching the sky turn a deep black. Stars started to twinkle, one by one, until the whole sky was full of them. They were so bright; Andrew didn't understand how he'd ever lived without them.
He felt more than saw Pecos sit beside him. She attacked us, Andrew thought. He didn't want to say it out loud. He didn't want the others to hear. In person?! Yep. You're alive. Yep. She froze us somehow; we couldn't move, but Doyle somehow broke free and shot her. And? Just pissed her off. I speared her with the power; I think it hurt her, but I'm not sure. How do you do that? What? Shape it; send it out? I really don't know. I just do. That's my line, Pecos chuckled.
Andrew laughed, and then told Pecos most of what had happened. It was easy to talk about the owls and the cactuses, but when he got to the soldiers, he began to struggle. I didn't wanna do it. After I killed the first guy, I was… sick. I didn't want to… well, you know. Sometimes you got no choice, boy. Andrew shrugged. But I still don't… I don't like it. It ain't easy, but it gets easier.
Andrew grimaced. That was part of the problem. It had gotten easier. Andrew hadn't even thought about it after the eighth or ninth guy. What did that make him? He didn't know.
The only parts he left out were the parts that had to do with Doyle. That was Doyle's. Oh. He finally got it. When Grandmother had said it was Grandfather Bear's story to tell he hadn't understood, but now he did.
"Anyway," he said finally, "she was pulling out the stops. First the owls, then the cactuses, then the army guys. I don't think she would've come after us herself if she'd thought we could fight back. I think we surprised her."
"Good."
They watched more stars flash and twinkle before heading silently back to camp. Andrew wanted one good night's sleep before the fighting began. "Should one of us keep watch?"
"Nope. Charlie's got it."
Andrew grinned widely at Charlie. "Of course you do." Charlie laughed.
Andrew pulled his dreamcatchers out of his bag and handed the one with Widow Maker's hair to Doyle. "If you don't use this, I won't use the other one." Doyle narrowed his eyes and growled. "I'm not even kidding," Andrew said. "You dream; I dream." Doyle snatched the dreamcatcher from Andrew's hand and stomped off. Andrew shrugged, plopped down on the ground, tucked his dreamcatcher under his head, and fell right to sleep.




Chapter 12

 
[image: ] 

Andrew woke in the middle of the night absolutely famished. He was sure he'd never been so hungry in his entire life. He didn't understand why he was suddenly so hungry. It was getting ridiculous, but he couldn't help it. He was simply starving.
The moon was slowly waning, but its light still shone across the clearing. He couldn't quite remember how far away the stream was, but he didn't think it was far.
He slipped quietly to his feet. He hadn't removed any of his weapons, he never did, so he just grabbed his backpack and walked quietly out of camp towards the stream. Widow Maker followed him.
"Thanks for coming," Andrew whispered. "I'm so hungry; I have to eat." Widow Maker nickered. "No, Doyle's biscuits aren't enough," Andrew snapped. "I need something else, something real. I want more fish." Widow Maker nickered again. "But I don't wanna wait!" Widow Maker snorted. "Doyle'll only be mad if he finds out, which he won't."
He could hear the stream rushing merrily up ahead. He'd never fished at night; he didn't even know if fish bit at night. Maybe they were all sleeping, but he had to try.
He sat on the bank, baited his hook by feel, and cast it into the stream. Except for the sound of the water, it was eerily silent, but the night felt calm, right. Nothing was wrong or out of place. He heard an owl shriek, and he jumped to his feet, guns in hand, but the owl flew past and into the woods. After a moment Andrew sat back down.
"What you doin', boy?!"
Andrew jerked, then snapped, "Damn it, Doyle! You're like a sneaky ninja ghost! Don't do that!"
Doyle chuckled and sat on the bank beside him. "Why you fishin'?"
"I'm starving! I gotta eat!"
"Didn't use to be so hungry, did you?"
"I don't know. Maybe it's a growth spurt." Andrew was silent for a moment as his mind turned, thinking. "Do you think..."
"What?"
"Well, I've been using the power a lot lately, maybe…" He shook his head. "Nah, that doesn't really make sense. It never did that before. Can you feel it, like Pecos can?"
"What?"
"The power."
"What makes you think I have it?"
"Aylen said everyone has it. And Pecos said you and Charlie and Joe use it more than most people. And furthermore, have you seen the way you..." Andrew stopped. He didn't really want to talk about how good Doyle was at killing people.
Doyle was quiet for a while. "Maybe there's a whisper of somethin' sometimes. When I ride into battle or when I sight a gun. When I'm huntin'. I never thought 'bout it."
"When I close my eyes and concentrate, I can see it," Andrew said. "I can reach out and touch it. It's really hot, like liquid fire. A bottomless well of fire." Andrew pulled in his line and cast again. "Anyway, that's the way it is for me. It's not like that for Pecos."
"I… I…" Doyle cleared his throat, struggling to speak. He finally said, "I haven't talked about them since… it happened." His voice was soft, without any trace of his usual gruffness.
"Raina had the most beautiful smile," he said, lips turned in a grin that wasn't wolf-like at all. "Almost too wide, but perfect. And when she laughed, it was like music. She was so happy, and Rolf was just like her. All smiles and laughter." He laughed softly. "Every time I came back to them I was coming home. I despised leaving them, but I told myself I was protecting them by protecting the Union."
"You couldn't have known."
"No, but if I'd been there, I could've stopped it."
"Maybe."
"What?"
"Maybe the guy would have just done something else, like shot her in an alley." Andrew hated saying it, but it needed saying. Doyle wasn't to blame. "Or pushed her off a staircase."
Doyle was silent for a long time. Andrew felt a tug on his line and pulled in a fish. His mouth was watering, but he cast his line again. He would wait. He would wait until Doyle was ready.
"Rolf would be twelve."
Andrew nearly dropped his line. That probably explained why Doyle had avoided him after Aylen had pulled him out of Pecos's body. He wasn't much older than Rolf would have been.
"There was so much I wanted to teach him, to show him." Doyle's voice cracked, and he stopped speaking.
After several minutes of silence Andrew pulled in his empty line. "Look, Doyle, I need to know, is this a whole rules two and ten thing or do you wanna talk? You don't have to. You don't have to tell me anything. But do you want to? Do you want me to talk about them? To ask questions?" Andrew had to know, because he didn't want to walk around Doyle avoiding his eyes and worrying about saying the wrong thing all the time.
"It would be nice," Doyle said slowly, "to talk about them every now and then. Raina would like it I think."
"Good," Andrew said, smiling. "Now seriously, I have this huge, fat fish, and it's just begging me to eat it. Can we go cook it?"
Doyle chuckled as he stood. "Let's go, boy."
Andrew quickly built the fire back up and cooked his fish. He ate it before it had even cooled, burning his tongue and fingers. He sighed in relief, giving Doyle a crooked grin across the fire.
"Thanks for keeping me company. And thanks for not chewing me out. Widow Maker said you'd be mad." Andrew snorted. "But what does he know?"
Doyle grinned his particular wolfish grin. "Quite a lot actually," he said as he lay back down. "I think rule number five applies in the mornin'."
"Wait, what? Which one's number five?" Andrew quickly ran through the list. "Crap, it's not like that, Doyle. I was hungry! You can't beat me up 'cause I needed a snack!" Doyle raised an eyebrow. "Fine, but only the first two hits are free," Andrew grumbled as he crawled under his blanket, but he fell asleep smiling.
Charlie woke Andrew with a shake just before dawn. "What's up?" Andrew mumbled as he stumbled to his feet.
"It's time," Charlie said.
"Oh, for what?"
"War."
"Already? We haven't even eaten yet."
Joe slapped him on the back. "You've got to stop thinking with your stomach, boy."
"I'm not; I just can't think at all when I'm hungry." Doyle shoved a biscuit into Andrew hands. "I meant hungry for real food. Like a plate of Enrica's sopapillas or her tortillas with meat or anything with meat really. Meat... yum."
"Rule number eight," Pecos snapped.
"Sorry, forgot," Andrew mumbled, shoving the biscuit into his mouth and chewing in silence.
"Charlie said something's movin' towards us. Something unnatural," Pecos said. "We ride."
Andrew shrugged. If Charlie said it was so, it was so. He saddled Widow Maker. "Impossible to get a real meal around here," he grumbled in Widow Maker's ear. Widow Maker pawed the ground. "How many times do I have to tell you? I don't eat grass!" Widow Maker shrugged.
Andrew pulled himself into his saddle and followed Charlie. They rode silently through the forest. There were no birds chirping, no branches creaking. Everything was deadly still.
Charlie motioned for silence as they rode towards the top of a hill. The sun was just breaking the horizon, bathing everything in shadows and light. Charlie dismounted and crawled forward, and the others followed.
Beyond the hill, several hundred yards away, a group of men were marching through the forest. They were dressed in blue army uniforms and marching as one without any regard for the terrain, crashing through brush and falling over little ledges. But no matter what stood in their way they just kept marching.
Andrew stared at them in disbelief. "Hey, Doyle," he whispered, "Isn't that the lieutenant?" Doyle nodded, looking just as dumbfounded as Andrew felt. "Didn't you kill him?" Doyle nodded again. "Are you sure?" Doyle glared at him. "Never mind; of course you are."
Andrew looked across the front line of men. He hadn't exactly looked into the eyes of any of the men he'd killed, but if he wasn't mistaken, these were the same squadron of soldiers Doyle and he had already killed. Their faces were slack, their eyes unfocused; and most of their uniforms had rusty red streaks down the fronts or sides.
This was not good. In fact, it was really, really bad. "Oh crap!" Andrew gasped. "It's a zarmy!"
Pecos shot him a look. "What?"
"A zarmy. A zombie army."
"What the hell you talkin' 'bout, boy?" Pecos hissed.
"Look, these guys are all dead! Doyle and I killed them. They're zombies, walking dead, and they're army dudes, right? So it's a zarmy." Doyle slapped him over the head. "Fine," Andrew muttered. "If you have a better name, I'm all ears."
"CAPTAIN SAUER!!" The lieutenant yelled.
Andrew gasped. "Only zombies don't usually talk," he whispered.
"I know you're here. She told me you would be. Come out and face me."
Doyle stood up. "You always were an idiot, Lieutenant."
He talkin' to Doyle? Yep. Didn't know he was in the army.
Captain even? Yep. Huh; that kinda surprises me. Yeah, surprised me too. What else did you leave out? Can't say. Humph.
"I should have been a captain!" the lieutenant screamed. "No! I should have been a colonel by now! The only reason you were promoted was because of your father," the lieutenant sneered. The zarmy had stopped moving and was standing silently behind him.
"Even now, after all I've done, I still haven't been given my promotion! But I'll show you; I'll show them; with her power, I'm unstoppable!"
"Seems like we've heard that before," Andrew muttered. Beside him, Joe chuckled softly.
"You're makin' a mistake," Doyle snarled.
"FIRE!" the lieutenant yelled.
Andrew watched in shock as the zarmy lifted their weapons to fire. Zombies didn't use weapons. They usually just walked after people with their arms hanging and mouths open.
Doyle pulled Andrew to the ground, and they laid there as a volley of bullets ripped over their heads. Andrew was beginning to think his knowledge of zombies may not be particularly useful.
"How do we kill zarmies?" he asked Pecos.
"Start with bullets."
"But..." Andrew paused and shrugged. What did he know? Maybe bullets would work.
As soon as the volley died down, the others popped up and fired into the zarmy, and Andrew joined them. He'd already killed some of these guys once, so what did it matter if he did it again?
His aim was true. He saw one of his bullets rip right through a soldier's head. The soldier jerked but kept reloading his gun. Bullets zero, zarmy one, Andrew thought dejectedly. They dropped back down as the zarmy began to fire again.
"They're moving forward," Doyle said. "Won't be long before they take the hill. We need to flank them and try a different tactic."
"Like what?" Pecos asked.
"What about um… head removal?" Andrew suggested.
Doyle frowned. "Could work." The bullets had stopped flying, and Doyle peeked over the hill. "They're coming." He crawled off the rise and ran towards the horses. The others followed him. They mounted up and circled around, popping up behind the zarmy as it marched steadily up the hill.
Doyle swooped in, sword drawn, and neatly sliced off a soldier's head. He took three more heads before falling back. The headless soldiers paused, but they didn't crumple to the ground like Andrew had expected. They just stood there doing nothing.
"Well, they ain't dead," Pecos drawled, "but they ain't shootin' neither."
The lieutenant seemed to sense something was wrong. He turned around and surveyed his troops. "Soldiers!" he yelled. "About face!" The zarmy swung around as one. The headless soldiers were now in front. They reached down, picked up their heads, and slammed them on top of their necks.
"So much for that," Joe commented.
"FIRE!" The soldiers fired into the trees.
Andrew held tight to Widow Maker's neck as the bullets whistled around him. He definitely preferred fighting dust devils or cinder wolves or even the ice giant. The soldiers paused to reload.
"Fall back!" Doyle commanded.
They rode quickly through the woods and off to one side. Doyle changed directions several times, then pulled to a stop. "We need to kill the lieutenant," Doyle said firmly. "He's giving the orders."
Pecos nodded and asked, "What's your plan?" Doyle shrugged. "We'll play it by ear then." Andrew rolled his eyes. As far as plans went, stupidest plan ever.
Doyle led them back to the zarmy, hissing when he saw them, and Andrew immediately saw why. The lieutenant must have realized he'd given himself away. He was now in the middle of the zarmy surrounded by soldiers. There was absolutely no way they'd be able to get to him.
Doyle backtracked several hundred feet, leaped from his horse, and pulled out his rifle. He loaded it, then stood absolutely still, and fired. He fired and reloading six times. Six bullets ripped through the lieutenant's head, but the lieutenant didn't even stumble. Instead he threw back his mangled head and laughed.
Charlie loosed several arrows, and they ripped through the lieutenant's chest and out the other side, leaving gaping holes. But he didn't drop dead like Andrew had hoped. He didn't even flinch.
Well crap, Andrew thought. So much for that plan.
"FIRE!" the lieutenant yelled again. Bullets shredded the trees around them, tearing off branches and exploding bark. Andrew and the others laid low on their horses and didn't move. When the bullets stopped they rode.
After an hour or so, they stopped. Doyle immediately dismounted and began pacing. "Here's what we know," he said crisply. "They can't be killed by gunshot, arrow, or beheading. The lieutenant's still commands them. Logically, if we remove their commander they'll be at least aimless."
"True, but you still got the problem of how to get rid of 'em altogether," Pecos stated.
"How much lead do you think they have?" Joe asked.
"Enough," Doyle said.
"Lead?" Andrew asked.
"Bullets."
"Oh."
"So riding through them to get to the lieutenant is out of the question," Joe stated. "At least until we run them out of lead."
"Well whatever you do, don't let them bite you," Andrew said.
"What?" Doyle stared at him in confusion.
"If a zombie bites you, you turn into a zombie. For real!"
Pecos laughed. "That's ridiculous!"
Charlie raised an eyebrow. "Actually..." he started to say.
"Yes?" Andrew said excitedly.
Charlie grinned. "That is ridiculous."
"Come on, Charlie! You couldn't even back me up?" Charlie winked at him.
A bullet whizzed past Andrew's head, slamming into a tree beside him. He whirled around, but Doyle grabbed his arm and pulled him behind a tree.
"Runners," Doyle hissed.
"Runners?"
"They run up ahead sometimes. Scouts. Fast. Only ones who could've caught up with us." Several more bullets ripped through the woods, then it was silent. Doyle motioned for Andrew to stay put, then he slipped from behind the tree and eased along the ground, taking cover behind bushes and trees as he went.
Doyle quickly returned with a handful of pouches and two rifles. "What'd you do?" Andrew asked.
"Now they're headless and gunless," Doyle replied with a grin.
"Won't the lieutenant just rise them back up?"
Doyle shrugged. "Right now we keep movin'. The lieutenant won't be far behind."
Charlie was strapping several more guns onto one of the spare horses. Andrew frowned. They'd never fought people before, and he'd had no idea they were so good at killing people. He should have known; he'd just never thought about it. But he supposed if he was going to fight an undead army, he was glad he was with them.
"We should call them zoldiers," he said thoughtfully.
"Boy…"
"Zombie soldiers. Zoldiers."
Doyle shook his head. "Let's ride." They quickly mounted and rode on. Andrew didn't like it at all. It was like they were running away, and Pecos never ran.
Why're we running, Pecos? We ain't. It sure seems like we are. Just thinkin'.
This is one time we really oughta have a plan. I guess. 'Sides you can't always fight somethin' head on.
Look at Septimis. Andrew shrugged. If it had been Pecos instead of him, Pecos would have fought Septimis head on, so he didn't think Pecos had made his point, but he didn't say so.
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Andrew focused on riding. Widow Maker was doing all the work, but since they were riding somewhat pell-mell through the forest Andrew had to pay more attention than normal or else he was going to end up on the ground. He could hear Doyle mumbling to himself, working through the angles. Every now and then he'd shake his head in disgust.
When they stopped again to rest the horses, Pecos said, "Charlie, can you keep an eye out?"
Charlie closed his eyes for a moment. "Not sure; the animals are hidin'."
Andrew looked around. At first he didn't see what he was looking for, but then he spotted one. "Hey Charlie, what about the ravens?"
Charlie looked up and saw the raven perched high in one of the trees. He grinned, and after a moment Andrew saw the raven lift into the air and soar over the forest. Several other ravens joined it as it went.
"That'll help, but we still gotta keep watch," Charlie said.
The others switched out their horses, but Andrew just patted Widow Maker on the shoulder. "You don't need a rest, do you, boy? You could just go and go and go." Widow Maker nodded.
Andrew dismounted and wandered off a bit to pee. The forest was so quiet; he didn't hear anything except the beat of his own heart and the raised voices of Pecos and Doyle. He hoped they came up with a better plan than this. Being stalked by zombie soldiers was not his idea of a good time.
He was suddenly tackled from behind and pulled to the ground. Several zoldiers crawled on top of him, holding him down, shoving his face in the ground, grasping for his neck, trying to kill him.
Panic clawed at him. He pulled his knives and stabbed wildly behind him, but if he hit anything it made no difference. He tried to roll over, to somehow gain control, but they were too heavy.
He couldn't breathe. He couldn't scream. He stabbed again and again. A zoldier finally managed to wrap its cold hands around Andrew's neck, squeezing tightly.
Andrew felt the world going dim, and he wondered vaguely if this was one of the men he'd killed. And if it was, did he know Andrew had killed him? He shook his head, trying to focus. Where was the power? Where? He saw it, and he reached. He pulled it forward. He tried to channel it into his hands, but it was getting harder and harder to think.
Suddenly the weight was gone, and his throat was free. He gasped for air and sat up, wheezing. "Why didn't you call?" Pecos snapped, glaring at him.
"Don't know," Andrew gasped, still trying to get a full breath. "Didn't think."
Doyle opened his mouth to say something, but stopped and turned towards the zoldiers. They were sitting on the ground, roped together, struggling against the rope.
"It's the runners," Doyle said in disgust. "Ashley must've given them very specific orders this time."
"Whadda you mean?" Andrew asked struggling to his feet.
"Picked up their heads and kept coming. Must be faster than normal now too."
Andrew shuddered. He was starting to really hate the zoldiers. He stared at them curiously. They looked just like men. Their skin was pale, but the wounds that had killed them were hidden. If he met them on the street, he wouldn't even think they were dead. But their eyes… Their eyes were black and vacant. And there was just the faintest line where their heads had been removed from their necks.
"How do their heads stay on?" Andrew asked, not interested in going any closer to inspect them.
Pecos shrugged. "Wondered that myself."
Charlie circled the zoldiers slowly. He reached out and grabbed a handful of one's hair and jerked. Its head stayed in place. The zoldier didn't even seem to register that anything had happened. It just kept struggling against the rope. Charlie loosened the rope and let one zoldier free.
"What're you doing?!" Andrew yelped.
Charlie quickly sliced the zoldier's head clean off, and Andrew fought a gag as the head tumbled to the ground. There was no blood; the zoldier didn't even fall. It just bent over, felt around for its head, picked it up, and slapped it back on. Something black and skinny slithered through the zoldier's neck, back and forth, in and out; and as quickly as that, its head was stitched back on.
Bile climbed up Andrew's throat. She was inside them. Maybe not her exactly, but part of her. Part of her was inside every single zoldier, keeping them moving, keeping them together, keeping them from being dead. How could they possible defeat that? How could they possibly win?
"We need to move," Doyle said.
"Bring a couple," Pecos said before walking back towards the horses.
Andrew raced after him. "Bring them? Why?"
"Gotta figure out how to kill 'em."
"So you're gonna experiment on them?!"
"Huh?"
"What're you gonna do, cut them into little pieces and see what happens?"
"If we have to."
"That's sick! It's not right; they're men; they're human!"
Pecos turned and looked Andrew in the eye. "No; they were men, and they were human; now they're just meat sacks with her inside! Get it?"
Andrew didn't. To him they were still men. Granted they were zombie men, but still men. He frowned, but quickly mounted, looking away as Charlie and Doyle lashed three of the zoldiers onto extra horses. The zoldiers struggled in vain.
"Let's ride," Pecos said.
They rode for several more hours. Doyle changed directions often, and Charlie dropped behind every now and then.
"He's covering our tracks," Joe explained to Andrew. Andrew nodded. "Doyle's hoping to throw them off so we can gain a few hours. He's not sure how fast they can move." Andrew nodded again. "They're not alive anymore," Joe said softly.
"I know," Andrew mumbled. "I killed some of them."
Joe shrugged. "You had good reason."
"But they were just following orders! The lieutenant was probably the only bad one."
"So you'd just follow orders to kill some random kid?" Joe asked.
"What? No! That's crazy." Joe shrugged. "It's not the same!" Andrew insisted. "The lieutenant probably fed them some line about me being dangerous or something."
"Maybe. Maybe they didn't even ask. Point is they were going to kill you. Plain and simple. You did what needed done."
Andrew sighed. It was easy for them to say, but it was hard for him to believe. They were obviously used to killing people, but he wasn't. He'd never thought he would. He'd thought that was a line he'd never cross.
"But what about what Pecos is planning now…" Andrew couldn't go on. He couldn't even say it.
"We don't kill them, who does?" Joe said softly.
"We'll obviously kill them; we just don't experiment on them first to figure out how."
"Alright. How do you kill one?"
"What?"
"Bullets, knives, and beheading don't work. What's your plan?"
Andrew opened his mouth. He shut it. Unfortunately, Joe had a point. Andrew didn't know how to kill them. At this point they seemed unkillable. He shrugged, and Joe winked, slapping him on the back.
After a while, Doyle stopped. "See anything?" Pecos asked Charlie after he dismounted.
Charlie closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them with a frown. "They've split into several groups. The ravens are trackin' two groups, but there're only ten men in each."
"That leaves thirty-three unaccounted for," Doyle muttered.
Pecos nodded and said, "Keep your eyes open."
Andrew was shoving biscuits in his mouth, but between bites he asked, "What now?"
"Now we try to figure out what kills these things."
Andrew grimaced. "Can I go fishing or something?"
"No!" Doyle snapped. "Don't you 'member what happened the last time you wandered off? The rest of 'em have guns."
Andrew shrugged. "Not like I can't heal a gunshot."
Doyle snorted. "Yeah, but you can't heal dead, can you?" Andrew paled. He hadn't thought of that. If he was killed on impact he was dead, end of story.
Pecos suddenly pulled one of the zoldiers to the ground and shot it point blank in the head. Its skull ripped apart, splattering black and grey junk everywhere.
Andrew wished he hadn't been watching. He especially wished he hadn't been eating. He wished he could erase it from his mind, but he knew he'd never forget this moment. The zoldier's head swiveled upright, and then he went for Pecos's throat.
"Damn it," Pecos muttered, knocking the zoldier to the ground with an easy backhand. Joe tied it to a tree, and the four of them stood facing it, discussing what might actually kill it.
Andrew turned away. He may have to stay here, but he didn't have to watch. He sat on the ground beside Widow Maker, facing the opposite way. He could still hear them talking though, and Charlie said something about seeing if it could put itself back together if it was in a bunch of little pieces.
Andrew started humming, turning inward as far as he could. He watched the power burn and pulsate, but he could still hear. Maybe he could use the power to stop his ears. He channeled the power into his ears and grimaced. That definitely hadn't helped.
He visualized the woods, trying to push his hearing out, past Pecos and the others, past where he could hear what they were doing. He heard the whisper of the wind through the branches of the trees. He heard a pine needle snap and float towards the ground. He heard the gentle plunk of it landing on the soft earth.
He couldn't believe all the things he could hear. No wonder Charlie was always listening. There was so much to listen to. He channeled even more power into his ears, focusing solely on hearing everything he could hear.
He heard the trees stretching as the heat of the sun melted into them. He heard the sigh of the grass as the breeze floated across its blades. Then he heard something else, something that didn't belong. A soft crunching. A rhythmic padding movement through the grass. His eyes popped open.
"They're coming," he said.
"What?" Pecos snapped.
Andrew jumped to his feet. "They're coming; they're on their way; we need to move!" He started to point, but he wasn't sure which way they were. He tried to visualize where he'd been, but he hadn't actually been seeing, just hearing. "I don't know which way," he blurted, glancing at Charlie.
Charlie's eyes were closed, and when they snapped open again, Charlie pointed north. "They must have circled 'round us, ten maybe fifteen of 'em."
"Mount!" Doyle snapped.
Andrew glanced towards the tree and struggled not to retch. Pieces of the zoldier were lying all over the ground and long, spiny, black threads were reaching out, pulling it back together bit by bit. Zarmy six, Pecos zero, he thought, before leaping into his saddle.
They rode quickly south, but not before the zoldiers burst from the trees and started firing. One of the spare horses went down, and Andrew quickly sliced its lead and kept going. Another group of zoldiers charged through the trees in front of them, and Doyle turned to the east.
The zoldiers leaped at the horses, knives in hand. One grabbed Doyle's reins, but Doyle pulled his sword and sliced through the zoldier's arms before it managed to stab anything. The arms fell to the ground, but the zoldier kept running after them.
Pecos punched a zoldier trying to grab his horse in the face so hard the zoldier flew into a tree with a crash. Andrew hugged Widow Maker's neck, trying to stay tight behind Doyle and the others. He could feel Widow Maker straining and knew Widow Maker wanted to run ahead. "We have to stay with the others," he whispered in Widow Maker's ear.
Something heavy suddenly crashed into him, crushing him into the saddle. Andrew almost fell to the ground, but he managed to hold his seat.
An arm wrapped around Andrew's neck, and he felt something cold slip into his side. He blinked in confusion. Had he just been stabbed? He pulled his knife with a jerk and sawed through the arm around his throat, but the zoldier just switched arms. Warm blood oozed down Andrew's sides, both of them.
Pecos! I need you! he yelled in his mind. Pecos turned abruptly and rode back towards Andrew. As he rode by, he reached out an arm and ripped the zoldier from Andrew's back, tearing the zoldier's head off as he rode and hurling it into the forest.
Andrew flinched as pain rushed up his sides. He'd never been stabbed for real before, just dream stabbed, and he thought it might actually hurt worse than being shot. He wondered how deep the knife had gone. He glanced at his side. There was so much blood.
Was he dying? How fast could a knife wound kill you, anyway? He knew the answer to that. The zoldier just hadn't gotten him in quite the right spot.
He was feeling woozy all over, but he jerked upright when Pecos pushed his shoulder, straightening Andrew in the saddle. "Hold on, boy," Pecos snapped. "And heal yourself, damn it!"
Widow Maker jumped a fallen log, and Andrew gasped as fiery pain shot through him. He closed his eyes and focused on the pain, reaching for the power, asking it to heal him.
The power slid into his sides and stitched his wounds closed, healing him. Andrew sighed in relief, but wobbled in the saddle. He must have lost a lot of blood. He had to figure out how to focus the power to heal while he was under attack. One of these days he was going to get into trouble.
They rode hard and after a while left the zoldiers behind. Charlie soon reported that the ravens were following both groups that had attacked them, which meant there were only ten men unaccounted for.
After another hour or so Doyle stopped so they could switch horses. "We can't keep doing this," Doyle said. "The horses need some actual rest, and they need to eat."
"Whadda you suggest?" Pecos snapped.
Doyle shrugged and pulled the remaining zoldiers off the spares, slicing off their heads as he did and tossing the heads into a bag. Then he tied the bag to one of the horses and slapped it on the rump, sending it running into the woods. He dragged the headless zoldiers to a tree and tied them to it.
"It's possible they can use them to track us," he said as he finished the last knot.
"Damn it!" Pecos growled. "I didn't even think of that."
They mounted and rode again.
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They rode and rode and rode. And as they rode, Andrew tried not to think about anything, but he couldn't help it. His mind kept running over and over the events of the last few days, starting with his idiotic decision to run away and ending with their crazy crisscrossing retreat through the woods.
Never in his wildest imaginings did he imagine fighting zombies. Certainly these weren't zombies like in books and movies, but they were walking dead guys, so yeah, they were zombies.
His mom never let him watch those types of shows, so he couldn't remember how they killed zombies or if zombies could even be killed; he didn't think they could. It served him right in a way. He and Doyle had killed all those men in cold blood, and now they'd be running forever.
Andrew was so drained he could barely hold on, so he slumped in his saddle and closed his eyes, wishing he could sleep. They hadn't eaten all day, not really, and he was so hungry. He couldn't remember what it felt like to not be hungry anymore. He felt like there was an army of gnomes inside his stomach eating away at his insides.
He hoped at least his mom was happy now. He hoped she wasn't worried about him and she simply moved on, forgetting about him if she could. He didn't care what the Grey Shaman said. Even if he had to go back he wasn't going home. He'd stay in the woods forever if he had to.
He vaguely noticed that as evening grew closer the sun disappeared behind a thick wall of clouds, and a silky, grey fog crept from the ground and drifted over the trees. Andrew nudged Widow Maker closer to Pecos's horse. The last thing he wanted was to get separated in a creepy fog when zoldiers were hunting them. He shuddered, feeling the cold, and hoped it was a natural fog.
Finally Doyle stopped, saying they'd have to risk it and rest for a while. Andrew was so hungry his vision was blurry and the only things keeping him in his saddle were his stirrups. The stomach-eating gnomes had moved into his head and were busy jackhammering his skull into pieces. He slipped off Widow Maker, falling face first on the ground.
"What's wrong, boy?" Pecos asked as he hauled Andrew to his feet.
"Food," Andrew muttered. Joe handed him some biscuits. Andrew took a bite and spit it out. "No!" he snapped. "I need real food! Meat!" Pecos was still holding him upright, because when he'd let go, Andrew had fallen again. Joe dug out some dried meat and gave it to Andrew. Andrew ripped into it, barely even chewing before he swallowed.
"Slow down, boy," Pecos urged. "You're gonna choke." Andrew shoved him away with a snarl.
"What the hell's wrong with him?" Doyle asked softly.
"Don't know," Pecos replied.
Andrew ignored them. He was just so hungry. He needed more. He couldn't think; everything hurt; he just needed a little quiet. He had to get away. Away from them, away from their questioning stares, away from the hunger eating his insides. He pushed past Joe and ran blindly into the woods.
"BOY!" Doyle yelled. "Get your ass back here!"
Andrew kept running. It was almost dark, but all of his senses seemed heightened. He was starving, he needed meat, and he needed it now. He dropped to his knees and started crawling through the grass. He could smell blood. There was meat somewhere up ahead. Then he saw it. A fat squirrel sitting on the ground chewing on a pine cone.
Andrew pounced, grabbing it in his hands and twisting its head until he heard its neck snap. He ripped its head off, peeling the fur back with his teeth, then sunk his teeth into the squirrel's still-warm flesh.
He tore meat off the bone and swallowed happily. It was so good, so full of life. It was delicious, and with every bite his pain faded, his strength returned, and he felt more himself. In mere minutes, he'd stripped the last bone clean.
He sighed in relief, feeling better than he had all day. He could finally think now that he wasn't so hungry, and his eyes slowly focused on the scene in front of him. His hands were coated in blood, and there were tufts of fur lying on the ground.
He gagged, realizing exactly what he'd done. He'd eaten raw meat! No worse! He'd killed a poor defenseless squirrel with his bare hands and stripped its bones clean with his teeth. What the hell was wrong with him? He dry retched into the grass.
"Easy, boy," Pecos said, grabbing Andrew's shoulder and pulling him to his feet.
"But…" Andrew stuttered. He wanted to throw up. He wanted it out of him.
"Easy."
Andrew took a deep breath. "I ate it raw!" he exclaimed.
"So?"
"SO?!"
Pecos shrugged. "I didn't eat cooked meat 'til Joe told me I oughta try it."
"But… why?"
"Coyotes, remember?"
"Oh." Andrew's stomach was rolling, but at least he could stand without being held up. He sat back down and buried his face in his hands. "I just couldn't think; I was so hungry. I wanted meat so bad. What's happening to me?"
"Couldn't say. Thing is, you were hungry, you ate."
Andrew laughed bitterly. Then he looked up with horrified eyes. "What if it was a talking squirrel?"
"What?"
"What if it could talk? That would be… be… like eating a human!" Andrew felt his stomach pushing up his throat. He never wanted to eat meat again. How had he not even thought about animals being able to talk? What if he'd eaten other talking animals?
Pecos was silent for a long time. He finally said, "Don't guess I ever thought of that."
Andrew stared at him in disbelief. "You never thought of it?! How could you never think of it?!"
"Just didn't. There ain't that many, really."
"Many what?"
"Talkin' animals. I've only met one coyote. Figure you'd know, and if you didn't, well, they all taste the same, I reckon."
Andrew blinked. "They all taste the same? Do you even hear yourself?!"
Pecos chuckled. "It's an eat or be eaten world, boy."
Andrew wanted to cry. Maybe he didn't belong here after all. Maybe he did belong in the modern world. Where animals didn't talk and all the food came in fancy little packages.
Something snapped in the trees in front of them, breaking the silence. He and Pecos dropped to the ground at the same moment right before the tree behind them burst into splinters. Andrew rolled to the left; Pecos rolled to the right, and as soon as the gunshots paused, they both leaped to their feet and rushed forward.
Andrew tackled a zoldier, punched its face into the ground, and swung his feet around to trip another. He sprang to his feet and tackled a third, ripping the gun from its hands as he did and flinging it into the forest. He tripped another zoldier and threw its gun into the woods too. The zoldiers were crawling to their feet, but at least they didn't have guns.
Andrew spared a glance for Pecos. Pecos had literally knocked the heads off three of the zoldiers and was tying the other three together with his rope. In that quick distracted moment, the four zoldiers Andrew had tackled dog-piled him pushing him to the ground, shoving his face into the dirt.
Andrew fought against his panic. He hated being crushed. Meli was always crushing him. He'd felt his ribs snap time and time again. He gasped for air, and the panic swelled. He tried to roll and buck, but he couldn't. He couldn't get them off his back.
He grasped frantically for the power. It burned his hands, but he held tight. All he could think was he wanted them off his back now! The power bloomed like a flower then burst out like a bomb. Andrew screamed as it tore through him, melting him. It was so burning hot he felt as if he was being drenched in lava.
The heat faded, and Andrew lay on the ground panting. The forest was still, and the weight on his back was gone. He rolled over, breathing deeply, and opened his eyes carefully. Pecos was staring at him, mouth agape. All the zoldiers were gone. Not blown apart or ripped to pieces. Utterly and completely gone.
Charlie, Doyle, and Joe were standing about ten feet away, shocked expressions on their faces. "What happened?" Andrew asked in a whisper, not sure he really wanted to know.
No one answered for a moment, but Joe finally said, "We were coming to help, but then you started to glow, well, almost burn really, a bright white." Joe struggled to find the words to continue. "I don't know how to explain it. The light came off you and the… what do you call them, zoldiers just pooffed! Gone."
Doyle pulled Andrew to his feet. "You alright?" Doyle asked, blue eyes wary.
"I think," Andrew said carefully. He felt fine; he just didn't understand what had happened. And he was terribly hungry again.
Back at the horses, Andrew sat on the ground and buried his face in his hands. He had no idea what was happening. He was turning into some kind of monster. He was so hungry, and all he could think of was meat. Any type of meat. Cooked meat, raw meat, it didn't matter. He needed it.
"Here, boy, eat," Pecos said placing a packet of dried meat in his lap. Andrew almost sobbed with relief. He didn't want to find himself sneaking through the woods, ripping small woodland creatures apart ever again. He shoved a piece of meat in his mouth and chewed.
"Now we know where the last group was," he heard Doyle say. "So if the ravens can keep track of the other four, we won't get snuck up on again."
"And we know what can kill them," Joe added. They all looked at Andrew.
"What?" he snapped. "I'm eating!"
"How'd you do it?" Pecos asked.
Andrew swallowed a huge hunk of meat. "I don't know. I was totally freaked out, and I panicked. I'm not sure what happened, and I have no idea if I can do it again."
Andrew shuddered. You alright? They were crushing me. I hate being crushed. It's an awful way to die. Die? You know, oh, never mind. I just don't like it. Pecos raised an eyebrow, but left it alone.
"What about fire?" Joe asked.
Pecos frowned. "What 'bout it?"
"Well if we burn them, they wouldn't have bodies. No bodies; no zoldiers."
Andrew's heart skipped a beat, and he shot a glance at Doyle. Doyle's face was hard, but other than that, he didn't seem affected.
"We'd have to have an awfully hot fire," Charlie pointed out.
"Be hard to make a fire that hot," Pecos mused. "But we can give it a try." He grinned. "See, boy, we got a plan; fire trap."
Andrew groaned. Maybe it was better when they didn't have a plan. He polished off the meat, but he was still hungry, and his concentration kept slipping. He heard the others talking, but he didn't understand what they were saying.
Worse, he could smell the blood pumping through the horses beside him. He had to get away. He had to get away before he did something terrible. He stumbled to his feet and walked off towards the stream. Maybe he could catch a fish with his bare hands and devour it like some sort of monster. He started laughing, feeling like he was losing his mind.
A hand touched his shoulder, and Andrew turned quickly, sweeping his foot out and grabbing the hand with his hands. He tumbled to the ground, realizing as he fell it was only Doyle. In that moment, Doyle flipped him over and put Andrew in a choke hold. Andrew was too hungry to remember how to get out of it.
"Damn it, Doyle. Let me go!"
Doyle didn't loosen his grip. "Listen to me, boy; you've got to take control."
"I don't know what you mean," Andrew hissed.
"This power, whatever you call it, it's controlling' you, eatin' you up. You're not thinkin' straight."
Andrew could feel tears gathering in his eyes; he didn't think the power was controlling him. But something was. Intense, horrible hunger. His stomach growled. "Get off me!" he snapped.
Doyle didn't move. "Take control."
A tear slipped from Andrew's eye. He blinked, trying to hold them back, but more tears fell. "I don't know how. I'm so hungry. I killed a squirrel with my bare hands, and I ate it… raw..." Andrew was terrified. He felt like he was being eaten alive from the inside, and all he could think about was meat, cooked meat, raw meat, meat dripping with blood.
Doyle released his hold and pulled Andrew to his feet. "Let's get you some food," he said. "We'll start with biscuits." Andrew growled. "AND, Charlie'll hunt you up some game."
Andrew followed Doyle back to camp and sat in a daze while Doyle made some fresh biscuits and boiled a pot of coffee. Andrew ate the biscuits mechanically, hating their taste, feeling barely better. But in a short time Charlie returned with some small game, and Doyle quickly skinned, gutted, and cooked it on the fire, then handed it to Andrew. Andrew ate everything they gave him. He ate until he finally felt satisfied and he could think again.
Doyle was studying him seriously. "You can't keep doing this," he said firmly. Andrew didn't respond. What could he say? It's not like he was doing it on purpose. He didn't even know what was happening. All he knew was the longer he went, the more he was injured, the more power he used, the hungrier he got.
"Let's get a couple hours rest," Doyle added. "Then we'll find a spot to set a trap."
Pecos nodded, and they all four closed their eyes and fell sleep. Andrew snorted. Cowboys. Apparently they could sleep anywhere, in any type of situation.
Andrew wasn't sure he ever wanted to sleep again. He wasn't sure if even the dreamcatcher could hold back the things he'd seen today. He noticed the corner of his dreamcatcher peeking out from underneath Doyle's head and smiled slightly. This was surely the worst trip back he'd ever had, but he knew if he was offered a choice, he'd do it again. Seeing Doyle smile when he talked about his wife and son made it worth it, even if it did make Andrew sad.




Chapter 15
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Andrew sighed and adjusted his blanket under his head. Fog was still covering everything, and he couldn't see the stars. It made him antsy. He hated it when he couldn't see the stars. He knew he needed sleep, but he couldn't sleep without closing his eyes, and every time he closed his eyes he saw the bits and pieces of the squirrel he'd eaten.
He cringed, remembering tearing the squirrel apart with his teeth. How could anyone be that hungry? What was wrong with him? Everything was spiraling out of control. He'd gone from mucking the barn and survival training to killing an entire army squadron and ripping small woodland creatures apart with his bare hands. But no matter how hungry it made him, he couldn't stop using the power; he couldn't. He was nothing without it.
His breath caught as he had a horrible thought. What if she had somehow infected him with a sickness? He'd never been hungry or crazed before. He frowned, trying to think of the first time he'd had trouble. But once he started tracing it, he realized it went back much further than he'd realized.
He'd first started using the power a lot at Pecos's ranch, and he remembered being weak after using it and having horrible headaches. He cringed as he recalled exactly how much of Enrica's cooking he'd eaten.
But then he'd gone back, to his own time, and things had gotten worse. He remembered that first day how sick and terrible he'd felt. He'd been hungry then, but his mom wouldn't take the time to let him eat.
He hadn't used the power much at home, but he remembered having horrible headaches and craving meat a lot. So he supposed it wasn't very likely Meli had infected him. If he had to guess he would say he was using the power more than ever and his body just needed more fuel to sustain it. But he wasn't going to rule it out. She was sneaky, and it would be just like her.
"Walk with me," a voice said from inside the fog.
Andrew sighed. Just what he needed. "You know," he said as he stood, "you're like a question mark wrapped in an enigma shoved in a burrito."
The Grey Shaman chuckled. "Sounds tasty."
"I doubt it," Andrew muttered, following the Grey Shaman out of camp. He felt Doyle's eyes trailing him as he went. The shaman paused in a small clearing and took a seat on a fallen log. Andrew thought about asking him what he wanted, but he was just too tired.
"You absolutely fascinate me," the Grey Shaman said.
"Glad to be of amusement."
The shaman chuckled softly. "Never like that, Andrew. In any case, I believe a compromise is in order."
"A what?"
"A compromise. Pecos has had years, since birth, to build his strength. But you have had only a year or so." He paused to puff a smoke ring into the foggy, night air. "You are like a newborn, but you invite more and more energy into yourself every moment. You are burning."
"So what exactly are you saying?"
"Go a little slower."
"I don't know how!" Andrew exclaimed. "I'm in control! I ask it and send it where I want it to go. It does what I want it to do! Isn't that control? Isn't it?"
"I did not say anything about control, did I?"
Andrew frowned. "No, but Doyle did. He said it was controlling me, and I had to take control."
"Ah."
"You know I hate that."
"Ah, true." Andrew growled, and the Grey Shaman chuckled softly. "I said, you invite more and more in."
"Yeah, but sometimes I need to use all of it, or as much as I can, because otherwise… I'm not strong enough." He paused. "Just…"
"It leaves you with quite a hunger.
Andrew burst out laughing. "An understatement, but yes."
"Victory is in the preparation, you know," the Grey Shaman said with a light chuckle. "And remember, just a dab will do you."
"What?! What does that mean?" Andrew growled, but the Grey Shaman was gone. "Damn it," Andrew snapped. He'd wanted to ask him if it was possible the Black Shaman had somehow infected him with something. A parasite or a… Andrew didn't know what. "Shamans and their damn shamaning," he muttered as he walked back to camp.
"What'd he say?" Doyle asked quietly.
"Tsk, tsk, Doyle. Rule number ten."
"I don't give a rat's ass 'bout your rules, boy! What'd he say?"
Andrew laughed as he lay back down. "He said to slow down. And something about victory being in the preparation and, in typical Grey Shaman fashion, 'just a dab will do you', whatever the crap that means."
"Huh. Go to sleep."
"Good night to you too," Andrew hissed before closing his eyes and finally nodding off.
It seemed as if he'd just fallen asleep when Charlie shook him awake. It was still dark, but at least the fog had cleared and he could see the stars. Charlie handed him a plate with biscuits and dried meat, and Andrew ate sullenly, but smiled as he inhaled Doyle's coffee. It was simply the most wonderful smell in the whole world. They should bottle it and sell it. Nah, they should just drink it. He grinned as he drained the last drop and jumped to his feet.
"Morning, boy!" he said, quickly saddling Widow Maker. Widow Maker tossed his head. "Well, I know it's not actually morning, but we're up, so it basically is." Widow Maker shook his head emphatically, and Andrew shrugged. "You're right. Totally not morning. Blame Charlie or Pecos or somebody else; just don't blame me." Widow Maker narrowed his eyes and snorted. Andrew rolled his eyes and walked away.
Doyle was laughing when Andrew joined them. "What's so funny?" Andrew asked.
"You. The way you talk to that horse; funniest thing I ever saw," Doyle snorted.
"I'm glad everyone is so amused by me," Andrew snapped, recalling his conversation with the Grey Shaman. "So what's the plan?"
"The ravens sent warnin'; the soldiers are closin' in," Charlie said.
"And I know where we can set a trap," Pecos added.
"So what, we're just gonna set them on fire? I don't think that's gonna work. It's not like we have gasoline or anything."
"Gaso-what?"
"Gasoline, it's like lamp oil; it's flammable."
"Doyle's got it covered," Pecos said. Andrew shrugged. He should have known. If there were two hundred and fifty ways to kill a man, Doyle probably knew at least two hundred and forty-nine of them. And Charlie probably knew all two hundred and fifty, plus another twenty or so.
Before he mounted, Andrew touched his toes and twisted side to side. Pecos groaned, but Andrew just tossed him a grin and jumped onto Widow Maker. Widow Maker reared and bucked and kicked his feet left, then right, then skyward. Andrew grabbed Widow Maker's mane and held on tight. His feet almost slipped from the stirrups, but he managed to keep them in place.
When Widow Maker finally settled down, Andrew hissed, "I told you not to blame me, you big fit thrower!" Widow Maker kicked his back feet up so high, Andrew almost flipped off. "I'm sorry!" Andrew yelled. Widow Maker stopped and tossed his head. "You have every right to be angry," Andrew soothed. "It's terribly early." Doyle's laughter echoed through the forest as they rode into the dark.
It was several hours before the sun even peaked over the horizon. Andrew smiled as it washed the trees with orange. In the city the sun didn't hit things all at the same time; buildings were always casting shadows and blocking light. Here, in the woods, things just started to glow. It was amazing.
Doyle dropped back beside him. "I've been thinkin'," he said. Andrew didn't respond, just waited. "You said the power is like a bottomless well, right?" Andrew nodded. "Well, you ain't."
"What? I don't think I follow."
"You ain't a bottomless well. You're like a jar, you know?"
"No."
Doyle sighed in frustration. "You can only hold so much before it starts spillin' over."
"Oh. I guess."
"The shaman, he said 'just a dab'll do you'. Maybe he means just pour a bit into the jar. Don't try to fill the whole thing."
Andrew tried to visualize what Doyle was saying and nodded slowly. "I think I see what you mean. I've been trying to grab all of it. Trying to empty the well, but I can't."
"And it's eatin' you up."
What Doyle said made some sense, and Andrew didn't really have a better theory. He wasn't sure how to only use a little, but he would try. "But what do you think he meant by 'victory is in the preparation'?"
"Every good leader knows he's got to prepare for battle. His men have to be armed. They have to be trained. They need plenty of supplies: food, powder, lead, guns, ropes, whatever." Doyle leaned to the side to avoid a passing tree branch. "Anyway, the way I see it, he meant it one of two ways. One: you need to be more prepared. You need to practice, harness the power, figure out how to use it. Or two: you need to make sure you got plenty of supplies."
"Huh?"
"Food! You need to eat as much as you can. And we clearly need to be huntin' game."
Andrew nodded. Everything Doyle said made sense. The only thing he didn't understand was why he needed to harness the power. Pecos didn't have the power harnessed. It just rushed through him like mad doing whatever Pecos was doing. If the power was like a bottomless well in him, it must be like the ocean in Pecos.
Pecos? Yep. Does the power feel hot to you? Nah, warm maybe, like coffee. Andrew snorted. Doyle's coffee was always boiling hot. He wondered how hot something would have to be to be hot to Pecos. Do you ever try to grab more? Told you; can't touch it the way you can.
It's just there.
"Can you touch the power?" he asked Doyle.
"Don't know. Don't 'spect I ever tried."
"How do you do it? The whole Doyle who rides with Pecos verses Captain Sauer?" Andrew held his breath; it was the first question he'd asked Doyle about anything real, and he wasn't really sure Doyle would answer.
"How do you mean?"
"Your voice, your accent, your whole demeanor changes. When you take command and start ordering everyone around… you just act different."
Doyle shrugged. "As far as I'm concerned Captain Sauer's dead. I ride with Pecos. That's who I am. But I suppose some habits die hard."
Andrew didn't ask anything further. Oddly enough he understood what Doyle meant.
They rode for a while longer, then they left the cover of the forest for an empty plain. "Why're we out here? Wouldn't we be safer in the forest?" Andrew asked.
"Don't wanna burn the whole damn forest down," Pecos replied. Andrew's cheeks heated; he honestly hadn't thought of that.
A shadow passed overhead, and Andrew glanced skyward. Four ravens were flying above him. He grinned widely and waved at them. He didn't know why they had picked him or whatever, but he was glad they had. He remembered how the raven had brought him a rabbit after the owls had attacked and wondered if they could hunt for him. Or if they would.
He rode up beside Charlie. "Hey Charlie, do you think, would it be alright, I mean, do you think you could ask the ravens to hunt for me? I mean, we're kinda busy, but it would be good to have some fresh meat, so I don't go all, um, meat hungry, you know?"
Charlie grinned and said, "I'll ask." He closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, he added, "They agreed."
"Cool! How do you do it?"
"What?"
"Talk to them?"
Charlie was quiet, then he said, "I find 'em first."
"Whadda you mean?"
"I close my eyes, and my spirit soars out. I can see all the living creatures around me; they pulsate with life."
Andrew's eyes grew wide. "That's seriously cool."
Charlie's grin deepened. "It's not cold really, but warm."
"No, I mean, neat, awesome, incredible."
"I'm kiddin'," Charlie laughed.
"Oh," Andrew blushed. "Then what?"
"If there's an animal I wish to speak with, I send my spirit to it and ask what it's seen, and it shows me. Or doesn't. Depends on the animal."
"That's amazing!" Andrew exclaimed, then he frowned. "Charlie… you don't do that when we play cards do you?"
Charlie laughed. "What?"
"You know, spider on the wall behind us? Flea in our hair? Mouse on the floor?"
Charlie laughed so hard it took him a while to stop. Finally he said, "No; I don't. I'm just really good at cards."
"Humph. I'm watching you," Andrew said, wondering what else Charlie could do. "Can you see people too?"
"Yes."
"Can you talk to them?"
"I might be able to speak to some people, like Grandmother, but I've never tried."
Andrew's mind was whirling. The power had so many secrets. Doyle and Charlie and Pecos all used it in different ways. He wondered how it affected Joe. "How do you make it do what you want?"
"What?"
"The power, 'cause that's what it is, what you're using. You're using the power, the energy inside."
Charlie was quiet for a moment before he softly said, "Suppose I am." His brow furrowed. "I don't control it, neither does it control me. I ask."
"That's the way it is for me most of the time, but lately... if I... I mean, if I get upset... it's a little wild." Andrew knew upset wasn't the right word, but he didn't want to admit to Charlie how terrified he was sometimes.
"Perhaps it's a bit like a wild horse. You must approach it softly and slowly."
Andrew sighed. "So everyone keeps saying; I just don't know how."
"You'll learn. You're quick."
Andrew hoped Charlie was right. On one hand the power was a bottomless well and he was a jar he was trying to fill, and on the other hand it was a crazy, wild bronco he was trying to ride. He frowned. The idea that the power was a bucking bronco he couldn't control didn't sit well with him. There needed to be a relationship, a give and take.
Like Widow Maker. Widow Maker had never actually tried to kill him, even if he did buck around a time or two. Maybe he needed to talk to the power like he did Widow Maker, but he already did that. He was always talking to it, asking it. He shook his head in frustration, feeling a bit like he was losing his mind. He rubbed his head. All this thinking was making it hurt.
He wasn't paying any attention, so he was surprised when Widow Maker stopped moving. "What's up?"
"We're here," Charlie said.
Andrew looked around. If any place deserved the name desert, this was it. Barren, dry, ugly, brown. It was hideous, and Andrew hated it. There was a deep, wide bowl gouged into the earth in front of them with steep sides. It was big, bigger than Andrew's house and yard put together. More than big enough for forty or so zoldiers. He shuddered.
"So what exactly's the plan?"
"Well, Doyle'll rig the hole to catch fire. The zarmy comes after us..." Pecos paused. "It's a right catchy name, boy." Andrew grinned widely. "Anyway, the zarmy comes; we get 'em in the hole and burn 'em."
As far as plans went, this one seemed sketchy at best. Andrew raised a brow. "Seems like you're kinda glossing over some steps." Pecos just shrugged. "How do we rig it?" Andrew asked Doyle.
"There's a bunch of gunpowder in those bags we took from the lieutenant's camp. We'll use that. How much time?" Doyle asked Charlie.
After a moment, Charlie said, "Hour at most."
Doyle dismounted and started rummaging through the bags, pulling out several white sacks, which Andrew could only assume were full of powder. He followed Doyle into the bowl where Doyle started shaking a bag and spreading the black powder across the crusted dirt.
"What can I do?" Andrew asked.
"I want even coverage that way we can set the whole thing on fire. Joe's making some fire balls."
Andrew gulped. "Fire balls?"
"Material drenched in oil."
"That was in the bags too?"
"They were prepared."
"Prepared for what?" Andrew muttered, grabbing a bag of powder and walking in a pattern across the bowl, shaking the powder as he went. Between the two of them, they quickly covered the entire area, and then Doyle heaped the remaining powder in the middle. Meanwhile, Joe brought down a soaking bag and handed it to Andrew. It stank just like gasoline.
"Guess I was wrong," Andrew said thoughtfully. "We do have gasoline."
Doyle piled some of the balls around his powder hill and threw the rest around. "What now?" Andrew asked when Doyle was done.
Doyle turned in a circle. "All we can do."
When they reached the others again, Andrew asked, "How do we keep them from shooting us?"
"We don't," Pecos said.
"What?"
Pecos grinned. "They got guns, boy; lots of 'em. Chances are one or all of us is gonna get shot."
"This plan sucks," Andrew muttered, wondering why five relatively smart people couldn't come up with a plan that didn't involve them getting shot.
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"They're coming," Charlie said, halting further talk of how crappy their plan was. Andrew squinted the way they'd come. The desert plain was wide open, and he didn't see anything, but he did notice the extra horses were gone. As he wondered where Charlie had hidden them, he saw a dust cloud in the distance. It started out small and grew and grew until it seemed like it was filling the entire horizon.
Why's there so much dust? he asked Pecos. It's just forty some dead dudes; it doesn't seem like they should be kicking up that much dust, does it? Don't know, Pecos responded shortly.
And then Andrew saw it. It wasn't just forty some dead dudes. It was forty some dead dudes fused together to make one gigantic monster dead dude with Lieutenant Ashley as its head. This was worse than every zombie movie Andrew had ever heard about combined. And not only that, but they still had their damn guns!
Andrew turned to Pecos and said, "This isn't gonna work."
"Only plan we got."
"You can't be serious. Look at that thing! It's…" Andrew couldn't go on.
It was more terrifying than anything they'd faced so far. He felt sick. This was the end. This was where they died. Stop bein' such a damn sissy, boy! Look at it! Just a man. It is not JUST a man! It's a bunch of men, stuck together, with a bunch of guns, and they're unkillable! Nothing's unkillable; you just gotta find the sweet spot.
Pecos never changed. Nothing was ever too big or too bad for him to face. We don't kill it, who does? Andrew sighed. I know, I know. It's up to us. Pecos grinned, and Andrew fought the urge to punch him. Rule number five was finally starting to make sense to him.
Pecos motioned for them to mount. The other horses were skittish, but Widow Maker stood still, completely unruffled, a true war horse. Andrew wondered briefly if his mom would miss him. He snorted. Maybe she'd miss the old him, but not the real him. It was probably better this way; and she'd never know. She could just go on living and assume he was okay somewhere, being crazy violent or whatever it was she thought of him.
"So whadda we do?" Andrew asked, dreading the answer.
"Wait 'til it's close; get it in the hole. And make sure you ain't in there when Charlie lights it up."
Andrew groaned. "I hate all of your plans. That should be a rule even. Cowboys make terrible battle plans."
Doyle shoved a handful of dried meat at Andrew. "Eat," he commanded.
Andrew smiled weakly. The last thing he wanted to do right now was eat. What he wanted to do was run. He wanted to wake up from this horrible dream. In fact he'd welcome the sound of an alarm clock right now, but he took the meat from Doyle and started chewing.
The monster lurched closer. Wait, he thought. Monster? Zonster! Yes! It was a zonster made of zoldiers. He turned to tell the others, but they were watching the zonster with tense expressions. Maybe later, he thought.
Andrew shuddered as he watched the zonster lumber towards them. It was easily as tall as the ice giant had been, but it didn't move like a man. Instead it moved like an ape, using its arms almost like legs to propel itself forwards. Before long it was close enough that the zoldiers started firing.
Andrew tried not to flinch as the retort of guns sounded over and over. What would it feel like to be shot to death? Duke hadn't managed to kill him, but it had hurt like hell. Andrew wished they had a better plan, one that involved him not getting shot. He hated getting shot.
Pecos unrolled his long rope and started spinning it in the air. "Ready boys?" he asked. Andrew shook his head no. "Let's ride!" Pecos shouted. Pecos's horse whinnied as it shot forward, and the others followed.
Widow Maker paused for a moment, whinnying softly. "Of course I don't wanna go," Andrew growled. "It's a damn stupid plan! But I have to." Widow Maker shook his head. "I do; you know I do. Let's just go." Widow Maker shrugged and started running forward. Andrew almost wished he hadn't.
Bullets whizzed into the ground all around them shooting clods of dirt into the air. Andrew felt one zip past his ear and ducked lower in the saddle. Why were they riding towards it anyway if the plan was to get it into the bowl? Shouldn't they just let it come to them?
Andrew saw Pecos's rope fly through the air and settle firmly around the zonster's shoulders. Pecos jerked, and the zonster fell forward, but caught itself with an arm. It ripped back at Pecos, but Pecos held firm, slowly backing away. Lieutenant Ashley shouted something, and the zoldiers shifted position within the zonster and started firing directly at Pecos.
Andrew knew his bullets wouldn't hurt the zoldiers, so he nudged Widow Maker, and they zoomed in and under an enormous arm made of zoldiers. He flicked his whip into one of the zonster's humongous, grotesque legs with a sharp crack. The whip wrapped around a zoldier's face within the leg and came away, ripping flesh as it went.
Bullets whizzed past Andrew's face, one grazing his cheek bone. The zoldiers were firing right at him, but apparently aim was one of the first things to go because the bullets were mostly going wide.
Andrew wrapped his whip around a zoldier's arm and ripped, channeling just the ittiest bit of power as he did. The zoldier jolted, but then to Andrew's surprise, it tore right out of the zonster and leaped at him. Widow Maker reared up, kicking out his front legs, and the zoldier stopped with a snap as Widow Maker's hooves slammed into its head.
The zoldier's head was decimated, but it crawled to its feet and started shooting wildly with its revolver. "Crap!" Andrew yelled, cracking his whip out and slashing the gun from the zoldier's hand. Now at least it's gunless, Andrew thought as he started cracking his whip fiercely into the zonster again. Flesh tore off the zoldiers, but it didn't matter. They simply didn't care.
Andrew flinched as a bullet finally found its mark, ripping through his thigh. The headless zoldier grabbed Andrew's foot, pulling him towards the ground, but Andrew kicked it off, and Widow Maker spun and trampled it into the dirt.
Andrew glanced toward Pecos. Pecos had dismounted, and he was pulling the zonster towards the bowl. Andrew guessed that was one way to do it. Charlie was on the ground behind Pecos, shooting arrows into the zonster, and Joe and Doyle had flanked Pecos and were firing into the mass of zoldiers, but the zoldiers were still firing back.
The zonster was moving slowly forward, but they were a long way from the bowl. A bullet tore through Pecos's arm, and Andrew flinched. It was stupid to just stand there getting shot at. There had to be a better way.
He circled behind the zonster. Zoldiers shifted to follow him, firing at him. A bullet tore through his shoulder, and he healed himself, concentrating very hard to use the least amount of power possible.
Just as he was done, another bullet ripped through his arm. He healed himself again as he pulled out his rope. He knew he wasn't the best at roping, but maybe if he could rope one of the zonster's legs and pull it out from under it, Pecos would be able to rip it into the bowl. It was worth a shot.
Andrew twirled his rope over his head, waiting for the right moment. Bullets screamed past his face, but he held still. Finally the zonster lifted a leg trying to steady itself, and Andrew let his rope fly. He hissed in irritation when it landed uselessly on the ground.
Just as he was about to pull it back in, the zonster stepped down, leg landing right inside Andrew's loop. Andrew grinned. That totally counts, he thought as he jerked the rope tight. It was even the leg I was aiming for.
A bullet tore through his hat, jolting him into action, and he started pulling backward. The zonster didn't move an inch. Andrew dismounted and settled his feet in base, calling the power up and sending it into his arms so he could give the rope a really hard jerk. Widow Maker nickered beside him. "Just watch my back," Andrew murmured, focusing.
He waited until the zonster shifted his weight, and then he ripped as hard as possible. The zonster stumbled, and probably would have fallen except for one thing, Andrew had forgotten it was using its arms as legs.
Several zoldiers ripped out of the back of the zonster and rushed towards Andrew. "Crap!" Andrew yelled, dropping his rope and pulling his knives. Widow Maker reared in the air and started kicking out with his hooves, catching one zoldier in the chest. But the others slammed into Andrew so fast he fell to the ground.
Panic tried to overwhelm him, but Andrew focused on their heads. He slashed his knife across throat after throat, ripping at the flesh, tearing heads from necks. But their hands had found his throat and were squeezing, so he started cutting through hands, but even after the hands were detached from the arms, they continued to squeeze.
His vision was fading, and breath was tight in his throat. Andrew gasped, closing his eyes, and turned towards the power, reaching out. It flowed through him, blazing, burning hot.
Andrew's eyes popped open, and he grinned for just a second before white light flared off him, disintegrating the zoldiers as it went. Air rushed into his lungs, followed by a wave of dizziness so intense he nearly vomited. He crawled to his feet but stumbled, falling to his knees.
Widow Maker nudged Andrew in the shoulder. "I know; but I can't." Widow Maker snorted. "I AM trying!" Andrew grasped one of Widow Maker's stirrups, trying to pull himself up, but his fingers wouldn't stay closed. How could he be so weak? Pecos and the others needed him. He had to be strong. He had to shake it off. The sounds of gunfire echoed around him, and dirt sprayed across his face. That's when he smelled it. Meat. Fresh meat.
His eyes popped open. Where was it? What was it? He glanced around frantically, grimacing when he saw Charlie's horse lay dead not fifty feet away. He couldn't eat Wind Runner. That was just wrong.
Cold pain sliced through his back. He glanced down. Blood was seeping through his shirt. He tried to grasp the power to heal himself. It burned but then slipped away. His eyes swam, he could barely see, and the scent of blood was overwhelming. He had to eat.
He pulled himself across the ground towards the dead horse, but he was barely moving. Widow Maker's teeth brushed Andrew's back and picked him up, dragging him by his shirt and plopping him down beside Wind Runner's corpse.
Andrew laid his face against her side. She was still warm. He couldn't do this; he'd watched Charlie ride her for the first time. He'd watched Charlie talk to her and train her. He tried to stand, but his knees buckled. His stomach howled; his back burned; his head throbbed.
He pulled a knife and sliced open her side. He closed his eyes and bit into the meat, tearing it off. It tasted so good, and for a moment everything faded away. The sounds of battle, the heat of the day, the pain of his bullet wounds. He licked his lips, tasting the blood, and tore off another bite and another.
His head cleared, and strength rushed through his limbs. He breathed deeply, pushing power into his back as he did. The pain ebbed as the bullet holes closed and his flesh healed. He took two more bites, before standing and mounting Widow Maker. He felt fantastic. Never mind he wanted to vomit because he'd just eaten Charlie's horse; his body felt absolutely amazing, and his head was crystal clear.
Andrew rode back towards the others. Pecos was bleeding from several places when Andrew reached them, but he was still pulling on the rope. They were closer to the bowl than before, but not close enough. Joe had roped a different part of the zonster and was pulling too.
Doyle and Charlie were still shooting into the mass. Andrew watched one of Charlie's arrows rip through a zoldier's arm, taking the zoldier's hand and gun with it.
"Do you have another plan?!" Andrew yelled to Pecos.
"Nope."
Suddenly Pecos fell backwards several feet, and Andrew looked towards the zonster. He closed his eyes for a minute. Crap, double crap, no triple crap. He opened them again.
The zoldiers were shifting inside the zonster. They were moving and after a second Pecos's and Joe's ropes were free, and the zonster was bounding towards them. Bullets flew through the air, whizzing past Widow Maker and Andrew, slamming into the ground. A bead of blood welled on Widow Maker's shoulder, but Widow Maker didn't even flinch.
"Time for plan b," Pecos said mounting his horse.
"I didn't think you had a plan b?"
"I don't."
Andrew laughed; it was either that or cry. They fell back against the edge of the bowl; the zonster right behind them.
"How about we trip it like we did the ice giant?" Joe yelled. "Doyle, you and Andrew ride into the bowl; Pecos and I'll trip it. You ride out; Charlie lights it up."
Doyle nodded sharply, and Andrew rolled his eyes, wondering why they hadn't done that in the first place. Pecos threw Joe the end of his rope, and they rode towards opposite sides of the bowl. Andrew and Doyle stayed posed on the lip as the zonster barreled towards them. They fired into it, aiming for hands and guns. The zoldiers returned fire, and Andrew saw Doyle jerk as a bullet ripped through his arm, but Doyle kept firing.
Andrew wished he could close his eyes, but he couldn't. The zonster was terrifying. The zoldiers barely resembled men they were so torn and broken, and Andrew wanted to ride away and never stop, but he held his ground. Lieutenant Ashley was screaming orders from the top of the zonster, his face a fleshy mask of hate.
"NOW!" Doyle finally barked.
They turned and rode down the steep sides into the bowl and across the center. They skidded to a stop near the pile of gunpowder and held still. The whole point was for the zonster to follow them. It did. It lumbered after them as fast as it could, and when Joe and Pecos snapped the rope taut, it tumbled over its legs and arms and rolled into the bowl. Doyle and Andrew rode rapidly up the other side, dust from the crash following them.
Andrew held his breath as he watched Charlie raise his bow, flaming arrow notched. Now! Andrew thought. The zonster moved, lifting itself up and raising one arm as if to punch. Andrew gazed, dumbfounded, as the zonster punched towards him, zoldiers flying off its arm as it did.
The zoldiers landed between Andrew and Doyle. Doyle's horse shrieked, blood bursting from its side and collapsed taking Doyle to the ground with it. Andrew leaped from Widow Maker's back.
"Widow Maker, those!" he yelled, pointing. "I'll get the rest!" Widow Maker reared and started kicking out and slamming down with his hooves. Andrew flicked his whip into the zoldier nearest him and ripped its arm clean off. If Doyle was hurt, these stupid zoldiers were going to pay.
Andrew punched a zoldier in the face sending it flying back into the pit. He couldn't see Doyle yet, and he kept pushing forward, slashing his whip across three more zoldiers at once, tearing their faces to ribbons. He punched one in the stomach sending it tumbling backwards. There were still more though. He flung a knife with such force it went in one side of a zoldier and out the other, ripping it off its feet.
He could finally see Doyle. He was fighting several zoldiers at once, sword flashing swiftly through arms and heads, but there were so many. Doyle stumbled, and the zoldiers grabbed him and dragged him quickly into the bowl.
Andrew looked frantically for Charlie. Pecos was shielding Charlie, knocking zoldiers back into the pit. Pecos's mouth moved, and Charlie raised his burning arrow once more.
"NOOOOO!!!!" Andrew screamed running forward. He slammed through two zoldiers and rushed towards the bowl, sliding over the edge and ramming into the pack of zoldiers dragging Doyle down.
The zoldiers toppled, falling backwards, and Doyle fell to the ground. Andrew grabbed him, but he was too heavy; Andrew couldn't lift him. From the corner of his eye, he saw the flaming arrow fly towards the center of the pit. He reached, he grabbed, he didn't think, he didn't slow down, he just gripped the power, pulled Doyle from the ground, slung him over his shoulder, and ran. He blasted over the top of the bowl, landing with a crash just as the bowl exploded into fire.
"Doyle!" he yelled. "Are you okay? Answer me!" Doyle's eyes were closed, his face ashen, his entire face and shirt covered in blood.
Andrew was just about to slap him across the face when a hand grasped his shoulder. Andrew rolled to the side, jumping to his feet. Lieutenant Ashley was standing behind him, gun in hand, body on fire, what remained of his face peeling, rage pouring off him.
Andrew leaped, tackling the lieutenant's legs and taking him to the ground. As soon as they hit, Andrew jumped on top of the lieutenant, ripped the gun from his hand, and started punching him in the face. Charred flesh stuck to his hands, but he just kept punching.
"If you killed Doyle…" he yelled, but he didn't finish; he just punched and punched.
Another hand grabbed Andrew's arm. He flipped around, knife in hand, but it was Doyle. Relief flooded him; Doyle was alive.
"Think you made your point, boy," Doyle drawled. Andrew glanced down. Lieutenant Ashley's head was gone, but his body was still flailing under Andrew's weight. Andrew shuddered, jumping to his feet, and Doyle kicked the lieutenant's body, rolling it into the flaming pit with the others.
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Andrew stared into the bowl. The zoldiers were burning, but they were still alive or undead, whatever they were, and they were writhing like a mass of worms. It was disgusting.
"It's not working, is it?" he asked.
"Ain't hot enough," Doyle replied.
Andrew's stomach growled, and he wondered. Just maybe. There were an awful lot of zoldiers left; and he honestly wasn't sure he could burn them all, but he had to try. It was the only way.
The zoldiers weren't writhing as much now, and the fire was dimmer, beginning to fade away. Some of the zoldiers were even on their feet, moving unsteadily towards the rim. He'd sort of killed the lieutenant, but the zoldiers weren't going to stop. Not ever.
Andrew backed towards Widow Maker and swung into his saddle, yelling to Doyle as he rode, "You can punch me later!"
Doyle's reply was lost as the wind sung past Andrew's ears. He rode away from Doyle towards the other side of the bowl. When he'd gotten far enough he was sure Doyle couldn't stop him, he pulled Widow Maker to a halt, dismounted, and stood right on the edge, staring into the pit at the mass of undead men.
He closed his eyes and gazed into the whirling well of power. How much was a dab? Could he even do it with a dab? Go big or go home, right?
He reached, and the liquid heat ran down his arms into his fingers. He shaped it in his mind, first it was an arrow, but then he decided a ball would be better. He could pitch a ball right into the middle of them. He made it bigger and bigger; a fire ball, a ball made of absolute fire. A ball of melting hot lava. It was so hot he felt as if his entire body was on fire. He fought not to throw it; he waited, adding more and more layers, making it bigger and bigger, hotter and hotter.
Andrew opened his eyes. He was so infused with power that he could see the individual specks of dirt in front of him. He saw the green of a lone plant trying to force itself through the hard desert ground. He saw a black cloud of death whirling in the bowl, infusing the zoldiers with movement.
He shifted his feet into his pitcher's stance, holding the ball in his right hand. He cracked his neck side to side, and then he threw it. The ball went whizzing from his core, ripping from inside him, into the world, into existence.
He gasped in pain as it burst out of him. Heat rolled off it, scorching the dirt as it passed. It slammed into the middle of the bowl with a sound like the roaring of a jet plane and exploded, bathing the zoldiers in scorching flames.
The explosion was so bright, so intense, Andrew turned his face away and closed his eyes. When he opened them, the zoldiers were gone. The bowl was black as pitch but empty, completely devoid of anything at all.
Andrew gasped in relief. He'd done it! He'd decimated the zonster! He'd actually done it. He turned to look for Pecos, but his legs trembled, his eyes rolled into his head, and he fell. He didn't even feel Doyle catch him before he hit the ground.
He came to a few minutes later because Doyle was slapping his face and yelling, "WAKE UP, BOY!"
Andrew blinked blearily, struggling to keep his eyes open. He opened his mouth to speak, but he couldn't. He was so empty, so cold, so weak. He tried to lift his arm, but he couldn't feel his body. Was his arm even there? He couldn't remember what had happened; his head hurt. And he was hungry, so terribly hungry.
His eyes slipped closed, and Doyle slapped him again. "Damn it, boy; I'm gonna kill you!" Andrew almost grinned, but he couldn't. It hurt too much to move. Doyle pulled Andrew upright and held him there. "Eat," Doyle snapped, shoving a biscuit in Andrew's face. Andrew shook his head. "It's all I've got! EAT!" Andrew wouldn't. He hated those damn biscuits.
He started to slip away again, drifting towards the pleasant black of nothingness. He dimly heard something plop on the ground beside him. He smelled meat, but he couldn't open his eyes.
He heard Doyle muttering something to himself about "idiot boys and their idiotic ideas" as Doyle pulled open Andrew's mouth. Andrew started to turn his head, but then he tasted meat, fresh meat. He chewed, barely managing to swallow, he was so exhausted. Doyle gave him another piece, and after a minute, Andrew pried open his eyes.
The first thing he saw was half a rabbit lying on the ground beside him. He cringed, wishing Doyle had taken the time to cook it. Doyle handed him another piece, and Andrew took it, smiling weakly.
"Sorry," Andrew whispered.
"Sorry?!" Doyle growled. "If you think a damn sorry's gonna fix this, you're crazy!"
"I did say you could beat me up." Andrew looked Doyle in the eyes. "I really am sorry. I didn't see any other way."
"That's what you always say after you do somethin' stupid." Doyle's eyebrow was twitching.
"I know, but…"
"Enough," Doyle interrupted wearily. "Eat."
Andrew watched Doyle warily but picked up the rabbit and finished ripping the meat off. He was still terribly hungry, but it would do.
"Just keep in mind, boy," Doyle said softly as he stood. "I'd rather not… I'd prefer… Damn it, boy, if you get yourself killed I'm gonna kick your ass!" Then he stalked off to join Pecos at the edge of the bowl.
Andrew scrubbed his eyes, knowing exactly what Doyle meant. The fear he'd felt when he'd thought Doyle was dead was… well, he'd just try to be more careful.
He crawled slowly to his feet. He still felt incredibly weak. He may have used a bit more than a dab. A raven croaked nearby, and Andrew turned, searching for it. "Thank you," he whispered. The raven nodded and took off into the sky.
"I'd say that did the job," Pecos said as Andrew walked up. Everyone looked a little worse for wear, but Andrew guessed if they were up and walking they must be okay.
Andrew looked into the burned out bowl and grinned. "You guys know what this is, don't you?"
They looked at him. "What?" Joe asked.
"It's an incredi-bowl!" Andrew held out his hands like a bowl and gestured towards the bowl. "Get it? A bowl, that's incredible? Incredi-bowl!" Doyle smacked him over the head. "Ouch," Andrew muttered. "I thought it was funny."
"Pecos," Charlie said, "Wasn't the fire out?"
"Yep," Pecos replied.
Charlie pointed. In the middle of the bowl, a flame was growing. They watched as the flame grew larger and larger. For an instant it flamed pitch black, then burst out and up, growing taller and taller until it was a huge raging inferno, complete with legs, arms, and a huge, gaping, hungry mouth. Andrew blinked, hoping he was seeing things, but when he looked again, it was still there and it was moving towards them.
"Pecos?" he gasped.
Pecos looked totally dumbfounded. "I…" Pecos stopped. "I don't know. Can't kill fire."
The heat from the fire was bursting off in waves. Even from as far away as they were, Andrew could feel the hot air brush his face.
Why couldn't she just stop, go home, take a nap, eat some cookies? But he knew she'd never give up. Not as long as he and Pecos were still alive.
He felt a whisper of despair as the fire grew bigger and bigger. Then he remembered something his mom had once told him and grinned. "Actually, you can kill fire," he said. "You just have to find the sweet spot."
Doyle stared at him. "What?"
"Fires need air, right? Without air, they die."
"So?"
"We get rid of the air."
"And how," drawled Pecos, "do you suggest we do that?"
Andrew struggled to think. He was still very weak, and he was having trouble putting his thoughts in order. There was a way; he knew there was. His stomach growled. Shut up! he thought. I have to focus!
The fire was getting closer and closer to the edge of the bowl. It wasn't moving very fast, but it was growing as it went.
"If you ran really fast around it, would you pull the air out of it?" Andrew asked. "Kinda like a reverse hurricane?"
"What?"
"Like a vacuum, you know!"
"This ain't the time for jokes, boy!" Doyle growled.
"No, listen! Pecos is fast, right? Faster than anyone alive." Andrew paused, trying to remember what he was trying to say. "Right, so all he has to do is run around the fire as fast as possible until it goes out." Doyle raised a brow; and the others looked dubious, but the fire monster was almost to the edge of the bowl. "Hurry!" Andrew urged. "You should do it while it's still in the bowl."
Pecos stared at the fire monster for just a moment. I hope you're right, he said before Andrew saw his shoulders drop and then he was gone. Dirt hung in the air behind him leaving a trail, but Andrew barely saw him slip over the edge of the bowl he was running so fast. And then Andrew couldn't see him at all. There was just a blur streaking along the slope, around and around the blaze.
"Damn!" Andrew gasped. He couldn't believe anyone could run so fast. But Pecos was, and Andrew hoped it was fast enough. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and he leaned against Doyle, eyes slipping closed. Andrew shook his head, snapping his eyes open and standing up straight. He had to focus. What if Pecos needed them?
Pecos was running faster and faster. He was running so fast Andrew couldn't even see the blur of him anymore. The fire faltered, seeming hesitant to cross Pecos's path. But it was still growing, larger and larger. It was as tall as a several story building now and growing larger by the second.
"How long do you think he can run?" Andrew asked worriedly.
"As long he needs to," Joe said.
The fire shuddered, and Andrew saw it shrink, just a bit. It's working! he yelled in his mind. It's shrinking, keep going! Pecos didn't respond.
Andrew stepped forward; he should help Pecos. He couldn't run as fast, but maybe between the two of them they could get it. But as he stepped, he stumbled and would have fallen except Doyle grabbed him.
He could barely walk, let alone run. He hated this, this watching, this standing here and watching Pecos run, hoping it would work. He tried to remember how many bullet wounds Pecos had had, but he couldn't. He only knew there'd been more than one.
A whirlwind of dirt was rising around the fire, but Andrew couldn't see Pecos in it. The fire howled, twisting and shrinking, but it was still huge. Andrew held his breath. Come on, Pecos. You can do it! The fire shrank more and more. Suddenly with a terrible howl, the fire shrank drastically, shuddered, then blew apart with a resounding crack and an explosion of dirt and ash.
You did it! Andrew screamed in his head, searching for Pecos in the cloud of dust. There was a terrible snap, and Andrew watched in horror as Pecos tumbled across the bowl, flipping head over heels, and rolled to a stop at the bottom.
"PECOS!" Andrew yelled.
He forgot his hunger, his weakness, he forgot he couldn't walk, and he ran down the edge of the bowl and fell on his knees beside Pecos. Pecos's eyes were closed, there was blood everywhere, and his leg was twisted unnaturally.
"Pecos! Can you hear me?!" Andrew cried. He grabbed wildly for Pecos's wrist and felt for a pulse. It was there, faint, weak. Would the power inside Pecos heal him? Andrew checked one of Pecos's gunshot wounds, but it was still a bloody hole. Despair filled him. Pecos couldn't die; he just couldn't.
Andrew hissed angrily. The Black Shaman wasn't going to win. Not this day and not this fight. He wouldn't let her. Andrew placed his hand on Pecos's chest, feeling his weak heartbeat. He closed his eyes, looking for Pecos's spark, like Charlie did. It was pulsating weakly, dimly. Andrew looked towards his own well of power. "I need you," he said. "Pecos needs you."
The power rippled in response. Andrew held out his hand, and the power flowed from the well into it. Andrew looked at Pecos again. He could see everything that was broken, everything that was bleeding. He pushed the power out, towards Pecos, into Pecos. "Heal," he whispered.
The power flowed from him, like a burning rope ripping through him. It snaked into Pecos, filling him with light. Andrew wobbled as dizziness rushed over him, and he tightened his hand, drawing strength.
Pecos was glowing; he was glowing; the air around them was glowing. Andrew held the power in place, struggling not to let go, struggling to stay upright, and watched as the power stitched Pecos back together. Every wound closed, and every bone moved back into place.
The power made one final sweep through Pecos before slamming back into Andrew. Andrew gasped as the heat tore through him, ripping at his limbs, his eyes, his very being. The last bit crashed through his chest with a tremendous whoosh, knocking Andrew to the ground with a thud.
Andrew rolled gasping to his side. The heat was fading, but when he opened his eyes he saw his hands were smoking. He shook them rapidly and stared at Pecos.
Pecos? Are you there? Did it work, boy? Sure did! Andrew grinned widely. Pecos was alive! The power had healed him. And Pecos had defeated the fire creature. They'd won!
The air around Andrew was suddenly freezing, and an icy hand wrapped tightly around Andrew's body, squeezing. A voice ripped through his mind; a voice he knew well, a voice he hated, her voice.
"I will eat you while your blood seeps from your bones!" she snarled. Then the cold was gone, and the air was hot again. Andrew collapsed to the ground and into quiet darkness.
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Andrew soared swiftly through the air. His wings beat steadily; air rushing over them pushing him higher, higher, higher. He glanced to the side. His brothers, the ravens, flew with him.
He grinned, turning and flying towards the ground. The air swept past him; he flipped over and flew up again. His brothers surrounded him. They flew past the sun; they flew past the moon. They flew and flew and flew.
Andrew struggled to wake. He was so tired; he wasn't sure he would ever be able to wake up, didn't know why he wanted to. It was quiet and peaceful here, but someone wanted him to wake, so he clawed his way through cobwebs and fog. He clawed until he reached something real. A smell. The most delicious smell he'd ever smelled in his entire life. The smell of cooking meat mixing with the smell of Doyle's coffee. He sighed happily.
"WAKE UP!" Doyle yelled.
Andrew sat up with a jerk. "WHAT?!"
"Damn it, boy! I am so damn sick of this!" Doyle growled, thrusting a plate full of meat into Andrew's hands.
Andrew grinned at Doyle, and a thought flickered through his head. This was home. Not a place, not a time, this. Andrew shoved a piece of meat into his mouth. He closed his eyes and chewed happily for a moment. It was delicious.
"Whlklle ommm mofm?" he asked, mouth full.
Doyle snorted. "Well… it's like this… you'd already eaten some, so… anyway."
Andrew choked. "Really? Please don't say…" Doyle shrugged, and Andrew stared at his plate for a moment, trying to decide how he felt. But what did it matter, really? He had already eaten some of Charlie's horse. Raw no less. And he was really, really hungry. He sighed. He'd just imagine it was beef.
When his head had cleared, and the strength return to his body, Andrew asked, "Is Pecos alright?"
Doyle nodded. "Good as new."
"You? Joe? Charlie?"
"We're fine."
"But you got shot. Like a bunch of times! Are you sure you're okay?"
Doyle grinned, teeth gleaming in the sunlight. "We heal up quick."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Course you do. Coffee?" Doyle handed him a cup, and Andrew breathed deeply. "Your coffee makes everything better," he sighed. Doyle shook his head but grinned. "So we won?"
"Looks like. Still the runners though."
"Huh?"
"The runners. Who knows where their heads are by now."
"You don't think they were part of the zonster?"
"The what?"
"Zonster. Zombie monster. Get it?"
Doyle shook his head. "Sometimes I wonder 'bout your head, boy. And I don't know. Can't be sure."
Andrew nodded. It was hard to believe they had actually won. The zoldiers had been damn near invincible. It was only by accident Andrew had realized he could burn them. In fact, if he hadn't panicked, he wouldn't have known. He wondered what other secrets the power held.
He finished his food and breathed deeply. He felt good. His head was clear, and he was wide awake. He felt like he could run a marathon if he wanted to. He stood and stared down into the bowl. There was a deep grove cut through the earth where Pecos had run. Incredi-bowl indeed. He chuckled softly to himself.
He waved at Pecos. You alright, boy? Yep. You? Yep.
Thanks… you… I know. Andrew grinned, and Pecos grinned back.
Charlie was sitting alone, eyes closed, and Andrew walked slowly towards him. "I'm sorry about… well, I'm sorry about Wind Runner." He paused. Charlie's eyes were still closed. "And then… I'm sorry I, um, ate her," he finished in a rush.
Charlie looked up with a sad smile. "Wind Runner was a good horse. I am sad she is gone."
Andrew felt completely ashamed. He remembered the anguish of losing Dewmint. He would have been irate if Doyle had suggested eating her. "I…" he started but stopped. What could he say? He'd eaten the man's horse.
"I am glad her strength helped you. It gave her death meaning."
Andrew frowned. "Are you saying you're not mad at me?"
Charlie stood with a grin. "Why would I be mad?"
"Because… oh never mind." There were some things Andrew would never understand. He and Charlie joined the others, and Andrew said, "Let's go find those zunners!"
"Boy," Pecos growled. "I give the orders 'round here! Mount up boys!"
"Zunners?" Doyle hissed. "Oh never mind; I don't wanna know."
Andrew laughed. Widow Maker nudged him from behind, and Andrew hugged him. "Widow Maker! You were awesome! You made zoldier soup! You're the best war horse ever!" Widow Maker nickered happily. "When we get home, I'm gonna fill Enrica's biggest bowl with molasses oats, just for you!" Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "I won't forget!" Widow Maker stamped his foot. "Fine, IF I forget, which I doubt, remind me." Widow Maker shrugged.
Andrew mounted, and Widow Maker reared into the air, slamming his hooves so hard into the ground they gouged a deep hole. Then he tossed his mane and nickered loudly.
"Point taken," Andrew whispered. Widow Maker neighed. "You have my word." Widow Maker shrugged a shoulder, and Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine, I absolutely will not eat you; unless I really, really need to. Good?" Widow Maker nodded, and Andrew glared at Doyle. "Stop laughing," he snapped, but Doyle just threw his head back and laughed even harder.
They rode slowly back to the forest, keeping an eye out for stragglers. They swept through the forest all day, searching. At some point, Andrew nudged Widow Maker up beside Joe.
"So Joe..." he started.
"Boy."
"How's the power work for you?"
"What?"
"The power, in you, how does it work? How do you use it? What can you do with it?"
Joe grinned. "What makes you think I have power?"
"Don't you guys ever listen? Aylen said everyone has it. And furthermore, Pecos said you use it." Joe shrugged. "Come on, Joe, you can tell me."
"You think this mustache curls all on its own?" he asked with a chuckle, pulling out his harmonica and beginning to play.
"Humph." Andrew glared at him. Joe won't tell me how he uses the power, he complained to Pecos. So? So?! I wanna know. Don't need to know. Whatever. Would you believe what he says? What? He says, "you think this mustache curls all on its own?" Pecos burst out laughing, and he laughed so hard the birds flew from the trees.
"What's tickled him?" Joe asked.
"Nothing," Andrew muttered, listening to Pecos laugh. "How do you do it?" he blurted.
"What?"
"You're so cheerful, you laugh; all of you laugh and joke, but you've seen so many… horrible, awful things. And you've done…" Andrew stopped.
Joe smiled sadly. "We just do. Nothing else to do. Can't dwell on it."
"Why?! Why do you do it? Why not just stay on the ranch and be cowboys?"
Joe looked around the silent forest. "Why're you here?" he finally asked.
"'Cause the Grey Shaman sent me."
"No; that's how you got here. Why're you here?"
"What?" Andrew didn't see the difference.
"You don't have to ride with us, why do you?"
"But…" Andrew frowned. Of course he had to ride with them. What else would he do? He grimaced. He supposed he didn't HAVE to ride with them, not really, but he did. Back home he was just a boy. No one expected him to do this, to take all this on, but he had. Because… because why? He didn't know, and all this thinking made his head hurt. "Just do," he finally said with a sigh. Joe grinned and went back to playing his harmonica.
They didn't find anything all day. No sign of zoldiers or zombies or walking dead. No sign of plain old dead soldiers either. They couldn't even find the ropes they'd used to tie them up. And if Charlie couldn't find the ropes, they weren't there. When it got too dark to search, they stopped for the night.
As they ate their dry, slightly burned biscuits with fresh, slightly burned squirrel meat and drank their coffee, Andrew grinned. It's just like old times, he thought, watching the others laugh, tell stories, and jokes which Andrew didn't think were any funnier than his. Andrew sighed happily, standing to walk outside the camp so he could see the stars better.
"Bright tonight," Pecos said, joining him.
"It's always so beautiful here, so open, no matter where we are. Back... well, you know…" Andrew couldn't call it home anymore. It was the place he was from, but it wasn't home. "Anyway, back there, it's kinda like living in a box. You just see a bit of things, something else is always getting in your way."
"I wanted to say, well…" Pecos stopped talking out loud. You saved my life; twice.
Thanks. Andrew shrugged. You know we don't say 'thanks', Pecos. Makes things awkward. Pecos chuckled softly.
Andrew didn't think Pecos needed to thank him anyway. Pecos would have done the same for him if things had been reversed. He'd only done what he had to. That ain't true.
Never been true.
That first time you came, you could've just dug in your heels and said 'no'.
What could I've done?
But ya didn't.
Andrew laughed. "I was just trying to be you, you know. I thought I had to do what you would do if I could. Then when I was out, I just didn't ever wanna let you down."
Pecos chuckled. "I don't think you ever could, boy."
Andrew's chest tightened. It meant more than he could say that Pecos thought so highly of him. Pecos was the most incredible person Andrew had ever met. It was hard to believe they were... friends.
They sat in silence a moment longer watching the stars twinkle and pop before Andrew asked, "Do you think I'm okay?"
"Whadda you mean?"
"I don't know. Eating raw animals, eating Charlie's horse." Andrew shuddered. "It just seems, maybe, I'm… I don't know."
"Coyotes eat 'cause they gotta."
"Okay?"
"My point is you ate 'cause you had to. It weren't for the pleasure of it. You ate to live, to survive."
Andrew guessed that made sense. He hadn't killed Charlie's horse, and he certainly wouldn't have. He'd only eaten her because she was there and she was already dead.
"When I ran with my pack I ate horse couple times. Even killed a horse. Fact is horse tastes pretty damn good. You're alright, boy." Andrew laughed softly, feeling an odd sense of relief. At least he wasn't alone. He'd thought the horse was delicious, but he'd felt kind of bad for thinking so.
They walked back to the fire together. Charlie was in the middle of telling one of his stories about his village. They always seemed to end with Grandmother stepping in and taking care of business. Andrew sat and listened with a grin. He fell asleep watching the stars twinkle overhead and listening to the cheerful notes of Joe's harmonica.
He woke gasping for air. His chest was so tight he couldn't breathe; he was dying, being crushed to death. It was too much; everything was too much. The weight of all those bodies, all those men, piled on top of him, crushing him, drenching him in blood.
He'd killed them, and they wanted his blood. His ears were full of their screams, the screams of them dying, their screams of terror. But their silence was more terrifying. Their silent approach, their silent but purposeful intent to kill, to kill him, to take him to her, the Black Shaman.
Andrew clawed at his throat, but there was nothing there, no cold, dead hands strangling him. How could he get free? How could he breathe?
Large, warm hands, alive hands, suddenly gripped his shoulders, holding him still. "Easy, boy," Doyle said. "Easy." Andrew stilled; Doyle was here. Doyle would save him. "You're alright, boy. Just open your eyes."
Andrew opened his eyes and saw there were no zoldiers, no bodies, no blood, just Doyle and the dim glow of the campfire. Sobs tore past Andrew's lips, and he buried his face in Doyle's chest.
"You're alright," Doyle said again.
"I'm not!" Andrew cried. "I can't… They're dead! It's my fault." He was shaking, but he couldn't stop, and tears poured down his cheeks. "I killed them!" How could he have killed them? How could he have killed them and then ate and laughed and continued to live as though nothing had happened?
Doyle pushed Andrew back, forcing Andrew to look at him. "Look at me, boy, and you listen; you listen good, 'cause I'm only gonna say this once." Andrew swallowed a sob and stared into Doyle's hard, blue eyes.
"You didn't do nothin' wrong." Andrew fought to shake his head, but Doyle held him still. "You didn't! This is war. Those men knew what they were doin'. They choose to do it. You choose to live. It was the right choice."
"But…"
"No! No buts. There's nothin' wrong with choosin' to live. You hear me? You're alive. Be glad. Laugh. Tell your stupid jokes. But whatever you do, don't you ever think you did anything wrong. You didn't. You hear me?"
Andrew blinked back tears and nodded. He trusted Doyle. He trusted all of them, and they were all saying the same thing. If he hadn't trusted Doyle, he'd be dead right now. And he didn't want to be dead. He had so much more living to do.
"Now eat a damn biscuit and go back to sleep," Doyle growled.
Andrew grinned weakly. He didn't want to eat a biscuit, but he did anyway, because Doyle said to and because maybe, just maybe, he was a little bit hungry.




Chapter 19
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Morning dawned bright and clear. The sun broke through the trees, bringing color to the forest. Birds chirped and sang, chipmunks raced around, and Andrew and the others sat around the fire and ate dried biscuits.
"If I 'member right," Doyle drawled, sipping his coffee, "you were supposed to cook this time, boy."
"What?" Andrew frowned. "You're the cook."
"Actually..." Charlie spoke up.
"Damn it, Charlie! We don't need you interfering; this is between Doyle and me," Andrew snapped.
"Actually," Charlie said again, "Doyle's right. You complained, so now you're the cook."
Andrew grimaced. "I don't think you guys are ready for that."
Pecos chuckled. "Can't get much worse."
"Hey, I thought of another knock knock joke," Andrew said, trying to change the subject. "You wanna hear it?" Doyle groaned, but Charlie sat forward excitedly. "Okay, here goes. Knock, knock."
"Who's there?" Charlie asked.
"Cargo."
"Cargo who?"
"Cargo, beep, beep," Andrew said laughing. No one else laughed.
"I don't get it," Joe said.
"You know, a horn on a car. Oh wait. Never mind. You guys wouldn't get that one. Sorry."
Doyle smacked Andrew over the head. "You need to learn some new jokes, boy."
Andrew grinned. "What's the plan?"
"Keep lookin'," Pecos said. "We gotta be sure they're gone."
Andrew nodded, finished his coffee, and saddled Widow Maker. They rode all day, backtracking and looking everywhere they'd fought the zoldiers, but they didn't find anything. Not a trace.
"Don't sit well, not knowin'," Pecos growled as they set up camp for the night.
"None of the animals have seen anything," Charlie said. "I think they're gone."
"You sure?"
"No."
"Damn it!" Pecos snapped.
Andrew sat beside Doyle. Doyle looked at him expectantly. "What?" Andrew asked.
"Where's the grub, boy?"
"Seriously? We're really doing this?" Doyle grinned. "Fine," Andrew growled. "But you asked for it. I don't know how to make biscuits. Are there any left over?"
"Nope," Doyle said.
"You gonna show me how to do it?"
"Nope."
Andrew sighed. "Do we have any of those emergency beans?"
Doyle shrugged. "You're the cook."
Andrew rolled his eyes and started to dig through the saddle bags looking for pans, beans, meat, anything edible. He wished he'd taken the time to catch some fish. It'd taste a lot better than dried meat. Be easier on the teeth too.
He tossed Doyle the coffee pot and grounds. Doyle chuckled and started the coffee as Andrew slammed the pans onto the fire. He'd found the emergency bean stash, so he opened several cans and dumped them into a pan.
"Not a very cheerful cook, is he?" Joe asked.
"Not at all like Enrica," Doyle agreed.
"Maybe if he sang a little," Pecos drawled. Andrew rolled his eyes, stirring the beans.
"I was really looking forward to biscuits," Joe said sadly.
"Soft, fluffy biscuits," Doyle added.
"Soaks up the bean juice," Pecos said. "Wasteful without 'em."
Andrew sighed and dumped some flour into a pan, stirring some water in. He wasn't sure what biscuits should look like. His mixture looked kind of like… playdough. He dropped some dough into another pan to cook. They weren't fluffy or soft, but neither were Doyle's. And most importantly, they weren't burned.
When everything was cooked, Andrew dished the beans and biscuit-cracker things onto plates with chunks of dried meat. "Here you go, fellas. Enjoy."
Doyle chuckled as he ate. "Not bad, really. Beans aren't even burned."
Andrew snorted. "Not like it's hard to heat up beans."
"You'd think," Pecos said. "'Member that one cook we had from Oklahoma?"
Charlie and Joe both grimaced. "Weren't that bad," Doyle said.
Pecos laughed. "Had to eat the beans with a knife. He was a much better wrangler than cook."
Andrew looked around the campfire and grinned. It was the perfect night; he wished he could live this moment forever. Just as he was laughing at something Doyle said he saw the Grey Shaman emerge from the woods.
The Grey Shaman tapped his wrist, and Andrew paled, breath catching in his throat. It was time. He didn't want to go. He wanted to stay here, always. He stared at each of them in turn, trying to etch their faces into his memory. Maybe it was better not to know. He stood slowly and cast a crooked grin at Pecos.
"Looks like my ride's here."
"No," Doyle said, standing.
"I have to," Andrew said softly. "I have to go back."
"No." Doyle's hand wrapped around his gun.
"Look, don't, please. I have to go."
"Why?"
Andrew shrugged. "I don't know. But he'll send me one way or the other. You can't stop him; you know you can't. At least this time I get to say goodbye." For a moment, the crackling of the wood in the fire was the only sound. "Can I… is it okay… if just this once I broke rule number one?"
Before anyone had answered, Doyle hugged Andrew tightly. "Be careful, boy," Doyle said. "Eat lots. Don't do anythin' stupid."
Andrew nodded, smiling shakily, and hugged Pecos, Joe, and Charlie. He ran to the horses and hugged Widow Maker, burying his nose in Widow Maker's mane and breathing deeply.
"I have to go, boy. Remind Charlie to give you your oats." Widow Maker whinnied. "I know, I know, but I have to." Widow Maker rubbed his nose on Andrew's cheek and glared at the Grey Shaman, nickering angrily as Andrew turned away.
Andrew walked past the fire towards the Grey Shaman. He didn't want to go. If he ran as fast as he could would he be able to stay? He turned and looked back at them. They stood tall and dark; the fire crackling behind them. Andrew ran back quickly and flung his arms around Doyle, holding him tightly for a moment, before turning and running past the shaman. He didn't stop running until he couldn't see the glow of the fire in the night sky.
He leaned against a tree and waited, tears streaming down his checks. He was doing away with rule number fifteen. It was a stupid rule anyway. He started when the Grey Shaman patted him on the arm.
"Next time, if there is a next time," Andrew mumbled, "I don't think I wanna know. It's better not knowing."
"Bringing you back, it has changed things in ways I did not expect," the shaman mused.
"Is that good?"
"Who's to say what is good?" he answered softly. "You hurt her. She is angry, and she is weeping."
Andrew cringed. He didn't enjoy the idea of her weeping in the dark. In spite of everything, part of him still saw her as Meli, a girl who was murdered, a girl who had died all alone.
"There is much death coming; she will soon be strong again." The shaman smiled his cryptic smile. "I spoke with your mother."             
"You what?!" Andrew screeched.
"I think you will find her more adjusted than when you left."
"Thank you? I guess? When are you sending me back? I mean, how much time will have passed?"
"Several weeks."
"Really? I've only been here," Andrew tried to remember, but he couldn't. "Not even a week, I think."
"Your mother needed some time."
Andrew snorted. He didn't imagine his mom would be any different, but he wasn't going to argue. "Will there be a next time?" he whispered, dreading the answer.
The Grey Shaman was silent for a long time, and just as Andrew was beginning to think he wasn't going to answer he said, "I do not know."
Grief wrenched through Andrew, ripping at his insides, tearing at his soul.
The Grey Shaman tapped his pipe on Andrew's arm, "Remember Andrew, preparation and just a dab."
Andrew opened his mouth to ask what exactly the shaman meant, but it was too late. The woods were gone. The stars were gone. The silence was gone, replaced by the hum of electricity and the distant sound of cars. Andrew buried his face in his hands and sobbed.
A soft hand touched his shoulder, and he opened his eyes to his mom's concerned face. Her eyes were cautious, questioning. Andrew threw his arms around her, hugging her tight, crying. She patted his back and shushed him softly.
After a long time, he wiped the last of the tears from his eyes and let go of her. "Why're you being nice?" he asked as he stepped back.
She flinched a little, her hands fluttering slightly. "Do you want something?" she asked. "Water, coffee, soda?"
"Coffee, really? Who are you and what have you done with my mom?" She giggled nervously. They were standing in the kitchen, and Andrew glanced out the window at the grey half-light. Must be night, he thought, already missing the stars.
"Are you okay?" she asked, concern wrinkling her brow. "You're covered in dried blood."
Andrew looked down. His clothes were coated in dirt and blood, but he smiled weakly and said, "I'm fine."
"Sit," she pleaded. Andrew sat. She pulled out a chair and sat across from him. "I'm sorry," she said. "I was wrong."
Andrew blinked. "What's going on?" he asked confused.
"When you disappeared from the hospital, I freaked out. Things were just starting to get better between us; you were acting normal again." She paused, remembering. "I called your dad and asked him to come help look for you." She sighed. "He didn't come. He sent divorce papers instead."
"He WHAT?!" Andrew jumped out of his chair. "That bastard! After all he's done to you, he abandoned you?! Where is he? I wanna talk to him!"
Mrs. Rufus shook her head. "No, Andrew, I don't care about me; I'm sorry for you. He abandoned you, and I'm sorry. He's a terrible father."
"What?"
"When he left, he left you behind, and he never looked back, and I couldn't stand it. What kind of man leaves their son like that?" Andrew sat back down, smiling slightly. All this time he'd thought she was languishing. He'd been worried about her, and here she was worried about him.
"When you came home and told me all that crazy stuff, I just fell apart. All I could think was I needed everything to be normal, the way it had been. I needed to be normal. I needed you to be normal." She paused. "I went a little nuts." Andrew raised a brow. "Okay, I went a lot nuts. I'm sorry."
Andrew wanted to leave it at that, but he couldn't. "It wasn't just that, Mom. You're scared of me."
"I'm not…" she started to insist.
"You are. I could see it in your eyes. I would never hurt you, Mom. NEVER! How could you even think I would? How?!"
"Andrew… I'm so sorry… I just… you know how I feel about violence."
"I'm not violent!" Andrew insisted, tears welling in his eyes. He wasn't even sure he could say that now. He was violent. What other fourteen year old had killed that many men? Twice! Once wasn't good enough; he'd had to kill them again for good measure. She was right to be scared of him. He was crazy. He pounced on animals and ate them raw. He snuck up behind men and stabbed them in the back.
"I have… I mean… there's a place for violence," she stuttered. "I just never wanted… you're my baby. I don't want you to see those things." Andrew wished he hadn't seen those things either, but that would mean not knowing them, and that he couldn't do. "You were shot, Andrew! How can you expect me to just be okay with that?!"
"I don't… I mean…"
"I'm not scared of you. I'm not. I'm terrified of what happened to you. When I hear you scream during the night, I cry for you. I want to take it all away. I want you to be my little boy again!"
"But… but I can't."
"I know. I've been seeing a therapist since you've been gone, and he's helped me accept that."
Andrew groaned. "I don't suppose his initials are G. A. O.?"
"How'd you know that?" she gasped.
"Just a wild guess."
"He's really helped me, Andrew. Do I wish you'd never gone, yes! But, you have, and it's part of you." She grabbed his hand over the table. "I'm your mother. I want what's best for you. I want to help you and support you. Whatever you need, I'm here for you."
Andrew stared at her. She was serious. He wondered if the Grey Shaman had hypnotized her. If he snapped his fingers would she wake up? He wasn't going to find out. He guessed he owed the old man a thank you after all. He'd have to get him something nice. Like a golden pipe or something.
But he should probably test her first, make sure she was serious. "You said something about coffee?"
"Oh, do you want some? It was weird actually. We were talking about your father, and Dr. Olderham got started on a rant about how coffee is actually medicinal and quite good for you. Then he said 'Well, not this modern coffee; that stuff will kill you.'" Andrew laughed out loud, and she grinned at him. "But then he told me a place to get 'good' coffee. Anyway, so if you want some, I'll make it for you."
"A cup would be nice," Andrew said, still laughing. Olderham, Oldman; how did he come up with these names anyway? He wondered fleetingly what Grey Shaman's real name was.
She hopped to her feet and started a pot of coffee. "It's called Raven's Brew," she said offhandedly as she dumped the grounds into the pot.
Andrew froze. Raven's Brew? Really? What was the deal with the ravens anyway? Why couldn't anyone tell him?
"Here you go," she said, snapping him out his thoughts and placing a steaming cup of coffee in front of him. "Black alright?" Andrew nodded, wrapping his hands around the cup and inhaling the scent, then lifting it to his lips for a sip. It didn't taste anything like Doyle's. But it was warm, it was black, and the smell was just coffee enough that Andrew could pretend it was real.
"So now what?" he asked.
"You tell me," she replied. Andrew grinned. Forget the thank you note. If he couldn't find a golden pipe, he was going to send the Grey Shaman a whole box of the most expensive chocolate he could find, because that just seemed like something he would appreciate.
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Andrew and his mom spent the next several hours talking. Andrew gave her a very sparse kiddie version of events, which she seemed to easily accept. He made sure to tell her he was going through a growth spurt and really craving meat lately and asked if she could start cooking it more. She nodded and said she'd make a trip to the store tomorrow.
He knew he needed to continue to be normal in the outside world, so they negotiated which activities he would continue. "I hate baseball!" he said emphatically.
"But Andrew, you love baseball! It's your dream to play pro!"
Andrew shrugged. "Not anymore. Since I'll be starting high school this year, I'm not gonna play. The new principal can't force me the way Principal Banks did."
"He didn't force you."
"He did!"
She frowned. "Fine; no baseball."
Andrew hated even thinking about staying here forever, but he had to face reality. There was a chance he was never going back. He blocked the pain from his mind and kept going. "I want to do jiu jitsu." She frowned even deeper, but nodded again. "And I'm not hanging out with Chuck. He's an ass."
"Andrew! Watch your mouth!"
"But it's true! He's a bully. I can't stand him."
"Are you sure you can't just fake it? You guys have been friends since kindergarten."             
"I'm sure. 'Sides, kids are always dropping friends. It's totally normal."
"I guess, but you'll need to find some new friends to hang out with."
Andrew frowned. He didn't want friends. He already had friends. But since his friends were a good hundred and fifty or so years away and he knew he needed to be like everyone else, he sighed and said, "Okay. I'll work on it."
By the time morning came they'd worked out an arrangement that suited both of them. Andrew could talk about it if he wanted to, but for the most part, they were going to pretend it hadn't happened and go back to the way things were before. Before he'd come back and told her the truth.
"Oh," Andrew said as his mom was getting up from the table to make breakfast, "I wanna see Aylen."
"I don't like that woman," she said with a slight growl.
"I do."
She pulled some eggs out the fridge and banged around the pots and pans for a minute before responding. "Fine, but a reasonable amount of time. Okay?"
"Sounds good. She's a terrible cook, you know."
"Really?" Mrs. Rufus smiled slightly. "How terrible?"
"I'd go so far as to say she'd probably one of the ten worst cooks ever." She laughed and poured him some more coffee.
"Um… so what'd you tell Chief Vick?"
Mrs. Rufus blushed bright red. "I told him you were visiting your father."
"And he bought that?"
"I don't know," she said with a shrug.
"He's a nice guy," Andrew said, thinking maybe this didn't have to be a whole Pecos and Aylen thing after all.
"I know."
Andrew grinned. "I wouldn't mind spending more time with him."
"I'm not sure if you'll have time to do an internship during school, but we'll see."
They ate their meal in silence. Andrew figured it would take a while for them to be comfortable with each other again, but at least they'd gotten everything out of the way. She was going to work that morning, and she'd agreed to let Andrew stay home alone. She even told him that she'd removed all the alarms she'd had installed.
When she was ready to leave they stared at each other for a moment before Andrew gave her a tentative hug. As he let go, she gasped, "Are those guns?"
Andrew grimaced. He was still wearing all his gear. "Um… yeah?"
"Andrew…" she started.
But he cut her off. "No, I won't get rid of them. I'll put them away, but they're mine."
She opened her mouth to argue, but he shook his head emphatically. She frowned. "I don't ever want to see them," she finally said.
"You won't."
She sighed, but left without further argument.
Once she was gone, the house felt empty and strangely quiet. Andrew wandered listlessly up the stairs to his room. Now that he was back, he could smell himself, and it wasn't pretty. He smelled worse than… well, he smelled pretty bad.
He started to pull everything from his pockets, his hanky, his carvings, Joe's watch, Doyle's carving knife? How had that gotten there? Then he remembered that he'd felt Doyle slip something into his pocket when he'd hugged Andrew, but he hadn't checked to see what it was.
He sat down on his bed and held the knife in his hand. It had a smooth wooden handle with a small insignia burned into the wood. Andrew closed his eyes and remembered how Doyle's hand had held it as he fashioned a block of wood into a work of art. Tears welled. He already missed Doyle. He missed his coffee, his wicked grin, he even missed his gruff anger.
He wished they'd had more time to talk about Raina and Rolf. He wished they'd had time to train or carve or do anything other than just kill. He wished Doyle had had the chance to beat him up. He certainly deserved it after everything he'd put Doyle through. He smiled sadly. Maybe someday they'd have more time or maybe they wouldn't. He didn't know.
He pulled off his clothes and slipped his moccasins off his feet, placing them under his bed. Then he stepped into the shower and let the water pound over his skin, closing his eyes tight so he didn't have to see the reddish-brown circling the drain, knowing it wasn't all his blood. He relived the last week over and over again in his mind as the water crashed over his head.
Suddenly something inside him snapped. Everything had happened so fast the last week he hadn't really processed anything; he'd made it a point not to process anything, but he couldn't ignore it any longer. He slipped down in the corner of the shower, burying his face in his hands, and he wept.
He felt there must be some part of his soul missing, laying in the forest with the blood of all the men he'd killed. He knew Doyle was right; he knew he'd had to kill them; he had to if he wanted to live, but why? Why had they been willing to hunt him down? Why had they been willing to kill him? Shouldn't they have asked why? Shouldn't they have protested, questioned orders? But they hadn't. They hadn't. And he'd won… or he hadn't lost anyway. But the price, oh the price, it was high.
The sudden cold water shocked him, breaking him out of his trance. He turned off the water and stepped from the shower, staring at his face in the mirror as he dried himself.
His eyes had changed. They were older. Tired. But he wasn't going to let the Black Shaman win. He wouldn't let Lieutenant Ashley win either. He'd fought, and he'd won. And regardless of whether or not he'd broken some unwritten moral code, he hadn't done anything wrong. He'd just learned to survive.
He walked into his room to dress and rolled his eyes when he saw the slender box sitting on his bed. Couldn't the Grey Shaman ever just knock on the door like a normal person? Andrew laughed out loud at the thought and flipped the lid off. A note written on crinkly brown paper lay on top, and he lifted it and read it.
"Andrew, I wanted to return your possessions. I left one of your dreamcatchers with Doyle. I believe he's become rather fond of it; in any case, as long as you are in your own room, you won't need the dreamcatchers. I have taken steps to protect you from Meli's interference. I also thought you might enjoy a few tokens, so I took the time to collect them for you. No need to thank me. I know you appreciate my efforts. Regards and salutations, G. A. Oldman."
Andrew chuckled as he set the note aside and started to reach into the box. His hand froze. He hadn't understood what the Grey Shaman had meant by tokens, but now he did. He didn't want to touch them, but part of him really did. They were his, and he wanted them. He traced a feather softly with his finger but stopped himself. What was he doing? He should just throw the box away and be done with it. But he couldn't. Instead he dumped it out on his bed and looked over the contents.
The owl feathers he'd collected lay beside a button that had clearly come from an army uniform. But there was more. So much more. A pearly white canine tooth that Andrew suspected had come from one of the coyote skinwalkers, a shard of grey stone that looked like a piece of a gigantic snake scale, a curled cactus spine, a slender bottle filled with ash and topped with a cork, and a distorted piece of glass. Andrew didn't understand the glass until he saw a tiny note attached to it. "From the ice creature."
Andrew stared at everything for a moment, unsure what to do. Then he dumped some rocks out of an old wooden box Grandpa Lester had given him and gently shoveled everything inside. He snapped the lid shut and put the box on his dresser. If he never looked at them again, it would be like they weren't even there.
He lay down on his bed, but he couldn't sleep. He was restless. He wanted to run, but he'd have to wait until dark. He and his mom hadn't talked about that. He figured it was best if he snuck out like he had before. He was still only fourteen, and there were certainly limits to his mom's new "I want to support you" attitude.
He didn't see the point in going outside. He would just be assaulted by sounds and smells and people. He needed a distraction. If he kept thinking about them, he'd go insane. The not knowing if he'd see them again was terrifying. He tried to remember something funny Doyle had said, but instead he remembered Doyle's look of anguish when Meli had spoken about his family.
Andrew suddenly jumped off his bed and ran downstairs, grabbing his laptop and typing like mad. It didn't take him long to find what he was looking for. After all his time at the library he'd gotten pretty good at finding what he wanted. Once he'd found it, he waited impatiently for his mom to get home.
"Will you take me somewhere?" he asked as soon as she walked in. "It's a couple hours away, but I really need to go there. Please?"
She looked ready to say no, but clearly unwilling to break their tender truce she sighed and nodded. "Let's make some sandwiches for the road," she said heading to the kitchen.
Several hours later she pulled through the gates of a large spread-out cemetery. The trees were enormous, and everything was immaculate. Andrew had her drop him off in Lane C, and he walked across the soft grass until he reached Lane D, row twelve.
There, towering above the other stones was a large, pure-white gravestone. He stared at the back for a moment before realizing that the insignia carved in the stone matched the insignia on Doyle's knife.
He walked slowly around to the front. There were three names scored into the stone. "Raina Sauer, loving wife and mother. Rolf Sauer, beloved son. Captain Doyle Sauer, loving husband and father."
Andrew dropped to his knees and stared at Doyle's name, tracing it with his finger. He knew Doyle wasn't there, but seeing his name so black and white, so permanent, so dead; it was real, and sorrow overwhelmed him.
Doyle was dead. Joe and Charlie and Pecos; they were all dead. They'd died a hundred years ago or more or less; he didn't know. They could have died the moment he left and he would never know. Did they have graves somewhere? Did anyone visit them? He wanted to scream. He leaned his forehead against the stone and mourned for them.
He sat there for a long time, crying, thinking of Doyle and the others and wishing he was with them. Somehow he felt Doyle was there too, in some different time, crying because someone he loved was dead and gone.
It was well after dark when he heard his mom calling, "Andrew, we need to get going."
He cleared his throat. "Coming, Mom," he yelled. He wiped his face on his shirt and stared at the stone. He wished he could blot Doyle's name out, erase it, wipe it away. But he imagined if Doyle's name had to be somewhere, Doyle would want it to be here, with them.
Andrew slipped his Widow Maker carving out of his pocket, rubbed his thumb over it one last time, and placed it gently on the stone beneath Rolf's name before turning and striding into the dark.              
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"You are being cruel."
Grey sighed. "And they call me meddlesome."
"You are!" Aylen snapped. "You are breaking his spirit. You could at least allow him to stay."
"I would if I could."
"Why can't you?"
"There is no use explaining it to you. You know nothing of time." He wondered if there was a way to avoid interfering sisters. If there wasn't, he should devise one.
"He will die if he keeps using it the way he is."
"I have warned him."
She snorted. "Did you say 'stop using it like this or you will die'?"
"Not in so many words."
Aylen snorted scornfully and disappeared, leaving Grey alone with his troublesome thoughts.
Deep in the cold underground, a girl whimpered. It hurt so much. Everything hurt so much. Why wouldn't the pain go away? For once she wished she were dead. She closed her eyes and tried to make everything go away, but the pain stayed. The pain, the hunger, and the hatred.
She wanted to kill Andrew Rufus even more than she wanted to remake the world. And she would; she would. She just needed to be patient, and patient she was. She sighed in relief as spilled blood soaked through the earth, covering her face, her hands, her body. Soon, soon, she'd have all the power she needed.
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No, no, no! If he collapsed here, he was dead. He had to keep fighting. He was completely surrounded, and the owls were advancing warily. Triple crap!
Andrew’s nose twitched. He could smell blood, and it wasn’t his own. He glanced down. There was a dead owl lying at his feet. For a second he wasn’t sure he could do it, but he wanted to survive, didn’t he?
He grinned at Death’s son’s son, dropped his pipe and grabbed the owl. He ripped a handful of feathers out and rolled quickly to one side as the owls tried to pounce on him, slamming his back against a wall and ripping into the dead owl with his teeth.
He lashed out at the attacking owls with one hand and held the dead owl with the other. He didn’t bother chewing, just ripped off some meat and swallowed.
He felt the dizziness fade, and the exhaustion slipped away, replaced by raging energy. He pushed the power out to heal himself, taking several bites as he did, then tossed the bird away and stood.
He blinked in surprise. He could see everything so clearly. He could see each individual feather on the owl swooping down on him and the tiny strands of each feather. It was incredible.
He jolted as several owls dropped on him from above. He ripped them apart with his bare hands as he ran across the rooftop, crouching to grab his pipe off the ground. He swung upright and started bashing owls left and right. Feathers and blood rained down on him.
He speared one owl with the rusty tip of the pipe, then swung the pipe around, bludgeoning another and another as he went. The remaining owls clawed him, pecked him, tore at his skin, but he didn’t stop. He just kept ripping, smashing, spearing, and bashing until they were all dead. All but one.
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A Note to My Readers:

 
Thank you so much for reading BURIAL GROUND. 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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