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A Special Note to My Young Readers

 
When I was a kid I read a ton of books, and many of them came from my much older brother. Some of them I wasn't ready for yet. Some I'll never be ready for! But I read them anyway. Maybe I thought I'd be a wussy if I didn't finish; I don't know. It took me years to learn that if I'm uncomfortable with a book I need to stop reading. Even now, at my ripe old age, I sometimes put a book down.
You're the only one who knows whether or not you're ready for a book (or a show or a movie). Pretend you're reading a book that all your friends are saying is "amazing and awesome and the best book ever", but you don't like it. Maybe it scares you, maybe it makes you uncomfortable, maybe you just don't like the writing. PUT IT DOWN!!! Even if it's my book. It doesn't make you a wussy; it makes you brave and individual and wise. You'll know when you're ready.
 
Happy Reading!
 
M.M. Crumley
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Prologue

 
[image: ] 

Roanoke was silent. There was no life, no breath, no sighs, no smoky trails, no wooden beams, no bits of cloth, no cinder ash. Whatever had been, whoever had lived there, was gone without a single sign or footprint left behind. The only evidence that anyone had been there at all was the word "Croatoan" carved deeply and carelessly into the trunk of an evergreen tree. That was what they had sometimes called her people, and she didn't want her revenge to go completely unnoticed. They had killed her people; she had killed theirs. And in doing so, she had been born again. Today she breathed. Today she was alive. And they were all dead.
Many years later, hundreds of years in fact, Grey sat quietly, observing the currents of time. He did not like what he saw. He never did.




Chapter 1
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Andrew Rufus stood on the very edge of the tallest building in the warehouse district and wondered what would happen if he fell. Would the ravens that followed him everywhere save him? Would they have time to save him? Would they want to?
He wanted to fly so badly. He wanted to leap from the roof and take flight. He'd fly as far as he could; he'd fly and fly until he was free. He closed his eyes with a sigh. He'd never be free. Not here. Not now.
He felt a whisper of despair and dropped from the building feet first. He landed with a hard thump and started running. He fought the urge to glance behind him. Sometimes he still felt like he was running from them. Sometimes he could still feel their cold, dead hands around his throat.
He ran and ran and ran. When he stopped, he glanced behind him just to make sure. There were no zombies or zoldiers. There was no Black Shaman. It was just him. Just him in a filthy, stinky alley in the dark.
Even though a month had passed since he'd killed them, he could still feel their blood on his hands. He could still feel his fear when they had pulled him to the ground. He could still feel his bone gnawing hunger. And it scared him.
He knew he'd done what he had to do. He'd chosen to survive, and he couldn't regret that. But why? Tomorrow he'd begin high school. Tomorrow he'd pretend he was a child who had never bled, who had never killed, who had never faced evil and lived.
How he wished it were different. How he wished the Grey Shaman would just leave him there. This back and forth was tearing him apart. He missed them. When he was all alone, he wasn't as sure of himself.
A raven croaked above him, and he glanced toward the sky. He'd been out much longer than he'd meant to be. He had to get home before his mom noticed.
He ran down the streets towards home, wishing he was riding Widow Maker, wishing he was anywhere but here.
Before long he was eating breakfast with his mom. "Coffee's good," he said, sipping it slowly and enjoying the scent.
She smiled, topping off his cup. "Thanks. I can't believe I thought it would stunt your growth. I think you've grown another two inches over the summer."
Andrew shrugged. "It's the meat."
"I'm gonna have to get a loan to keep feeding you," she joked.
"We could sell Dad's vinyls."
Mrs. Rufus laughed. "Do you think we could get anything for them?"
"Probably not."
"That reminds me, he said he'd be coming by sometime in the next couple weeks to pick up all his stuff." She raised a shoulder. "I doubt he'll actually show, but I didn't want you to be surprised if he did."
"Whatever." Andrew hoped he did show up so he could beat the crap out of him, but he wasn't going to share that thought with his mom.
"Andrew, you know I hate that," she said testily.
Some things never changed, he thought with a grin as he finished off his coffee.
It was weird how easily they'd fallen back into their old routine. It was hard to believe that less than two months ago she'd been scared of him and had virtually locked him in his room. He couldn't imagine what the Grey Shaman had said to her in her sessions, but he'd love to know. 
"Do you want me to take you to school?" she asked anxiously.
"No; it's even closer than the middle school."
"I know, but it's your first day of high school. I feel like I should be there. My baby's getting so big!"
"Mom! I'm not a baby."
She pinched his cheek. "You'll always be my baby, baby."
Andrew rolled his eyes, gave her a tight hug, and bolted out the door.
He rode his bike slowly down the street. Now that he'd left the house, he was in no hurry to actually reach the school. He watched several matching cars pull out of their driveways and drive towards the interstate. A car horn screeched a street over, and he grimaced.
He honestly didn't understand here and now anymore. He'd lived ten straight months in the past, and it had marked him more deeply than all his years in the present ever had. He longed for quiet, for stillness, for bright stars at night. He longed to hunt, to be free.
He sighed, clearing his mind and pushing away his thoughts of the past and Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, and Joe. He had to accept that he may never return. This was where he lived. This was his life. He pulled up in front of the high school and locked his bike in place.
He stood staring at the entrance for a minute, dreading going inside, dreading the noise and unrealness of it all, but he knew he didn't have a choice. He dragged his feet as he walked through the school doors, then pasted a grin on his face and nodded at the kids he knew. I can do this, he thought. I only have to be normal on the outside.
He sat through his first class, mechanically listening, wondering all the while what Pecos was doing. Was he hunting the Black Shaman? What would happen when he found her? Would Pecos win? Of course Pecos would win; he was Pecos. But then why had the Grey Shaman involved Andrew? Maybe Pecos needed Andrew there to win for some reason. That seemed stupid, but what other reason could there be?
"Mr. Rufus?"
Andrew jerked upright. "What? Sorry; I missed the question."
The other kids snickered, and Mr. Jenkins, the English teacher, said, "I asked you to define past participle."
"Really? On the first day of class?" The other kids laughed out loud.
"Mr. Rufus."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Jenkins. Um, past participle is, um, you know, when you've like already done something. It's in the past." Andrew smiled widely.
"I suppose that is mostly accurate, Mr. Rufus; try to pay closer attention."
Andrew nodded. Then he imagined riding Widow Maker through a humongous puddle.
Somehow, in spite of not paying any attention, he managed to make it to lunch time without any more embarrassing incidents. As he entered the lunch room he scanned the crowd.
He'd assured his mom he'd find some new friends this year since he was on the outs with Chuck and Ed, and he supposed he may as well start looking. He quickly eliminated the entire high school baseball team since Chuck and Ed were on the team. Not to mention he wasn't playing baseball anymore.
He didn't want to hang out with drama kids, too dramatic. Preppy kids and popular kids were too self-interested and annoying. Science nerds, too sciencey. This was going to be harder than he'd thought.
He grabbed his lunch tray, and that's when he saw her. Sitting in the far back corner, nose buried in a book. He vaguely remembered her from last year. She'd moved here just a bit before school had ended. There was no one sitting with her, and if he wasn't mistaken, the book she was reading was Wuthering Heights.
He headed her way, placed his tray on the table, and sat down beside her. She didn't look up. "Is that book any good?" he asked. "I read a line or two once, but I just wasn't in the right place."
She peeked at him over the top of the pages, blue eyes huge inside a round pair of plastic glasses. "It's a classic," she said flatly.
"Yeah, but is it good?"
She blinked. "It's a classic."
"I get that. But do you like it?"
She stared at him for a moment before closing the book and putting it to the side. "Why're you talking to me?" she asked.
Andrew shrugged. "I wanted to know if the book is any good. I've never known anyone who actually read it. Well, maybe I do, but we didn't talk about it."
She frowned at him. "You honestly want to know about the book?"
"Honestly."
"It's dreadful."
"Really? But you said it's a classic!"
"I don't know why," she snapped. "It's broody, and everyone is positively self-centered and simply ridiculous. If I wrote a book the heroine wouldn't be such a dingbat!"
Andrew pushed something unidentifiable to the side of his plate and took a bite of soggy carrots. "Then I'm glad I didn't bother. Why're you reading it?"
"Duh! It's a classic."
He burst out laughing, and she glared at him. "I'm Andrew Rufus," he said.
"I know. You're the boy who ran away."
"Is that really what they call me?"
"It's either that or the star pitcher, but I prefer the boy who ran away."
"Me too," Andrew said with a grimace.
"Clara Morgan."
Andrew grinned. "Nice to meet you, Clara."
She shrugged. Apparently she hadn't decided whether or not it was nice to meet him. "Do you read?" she asked.
"No, I mean, well; I read a lot last year, but it was all history and research stuff. I don't read any more."
"Why not? Reading's wonderful! It takes you to amazing places you could never go in real life."
"Don't I know it!" Andrew muttered with a snort.
"What?"
"Nothing," he grinned. "Anyway, I just realized what I was looking for wasn't gonna be found in books."
"What're you looking for?"
Andrew paused. He didn't know Clara Morgan. In fact, he'd just met her. Two minutes ago to be precise. He certainly shouldn't be talking to her about important stuff. He stared at her for a moment, trying to read her, evaluate her. There was just something about her. He felt like he'd known her forever. And the way she spoke, harsh and short, made him want to smile. He liked her. He didn't know why; he just did.
"Something real," he finally said. "Unlike this meatloaf," he added gesturing to his plate.
She smiled, and her smile grew wider until she finally laughed a loud musical chuckle.
They spent the rest of the lunch break talking about silly nonsense things like cowboy jokes and Mr. Jenkins' continuous use of the word "literally". At the end of the day, Andrew walked her out to her bike and rode two blocks with her, before splitting up to go home. He whistled as he rode. He'd found a friend. She was funny; she was booky; she was perfect.
Maybe she's too perfect, he thought, stumbling over his bike pedals. What if she was evil in disguise? Maybe she was a spy for the Black Shaman. He wasn't sure that made sense, but now that he'd thought about it, he couldn't get it out of his head.
The Black Shaman knew when and where he was, but he didn't think she could actually affect things here. The Grey Shaman had said she didn't understand time, but Andrew knew for a fact she could appear in his dreams. And wasn't that a sort of time travel?
He needed to test Clara, but how? As he was riding past Aylen's house, he slammed his brakes. Aylen could help him. Surely she could tell if someone was evil just by looking at them.
He rang the bell, and Aylen answered with a soft smile. "Tea?"
"Sure. How do you do that?"
"What?"
"Always know I'm coming?"
"Just do."
"Humph; you learned that from Pecos."
"Maybe Pecos learned it from me," Aylen said with a grin.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Can you sense evil?"
"What?"
"I met this girl today at school, and she's perfect. I was thinking maybe she's too perfect. If she's evil can you tell?"
"No. I cannot sense evil."
"But you're the White Shaman!"
"I do not see how that relates."
Andrew sighed. Shamans never understood.
"Did she approach you?" Aylen asked.
"No."
"Did she seem overly eager to talk to you?"
"No."
"Did she follow you home?"
"No." Andrew was beginning to feel a little foolish.
"Bring her by for tea one day."
"Okay; thanks." Andrew sipped his tea in silence. "Did you talk to Pecos after I left?" he asked finally.
"We met not long after you returned from the, what did Pecos call it, zarmy war?"
Andrew grinned. "He got that from me."
"Naturally."
"How were they?"
"They were fine. Andrew, I know it is hard, but you are here, this is your time, you must be here. Live here."
"I'm trying." Andrew pushed back a tear that tried to slip out. "But I miss them, and I miss being there. Do you know, do I go again?"
"I cannot tell you."
"You mean you won't," Andrew muttered.
"I won't, and I can't."
"Fine." Andrew watched a squirrel out the window, and his fingers twitched. He'd only had squirrel once, and he couldn't remember how it had tasted. "Can you help me with the power?"
"What do you mean?"
"I don't know. I'm having trouble, not right now because I'm not using it; but before, with them, I kept getting really weak and needing to eat. Meat, specifically meat." Aylen didn't look surprised. "You already knew, didn't you?"
She smiled. "I am White."
"But you can't sense evil?" She shrugged, and Andrew snorted. "So can you help me?"
"I do not know, but I will try. Come by Friday."
Andrew nodded. "Your brother, he said Meli doesn't understand time, but she can come to me in my dreams; how is that not time travel?"
"The dreaming is timeless, unrelated to time in any way, disconnected. You could meet anyone in any time in a dream, if you knew how."
Andrew stared at Aylen in total shock. "What? I mean… are you saying… Okay, if I wanted to meet, say Alexander the Great in a dream, you're telling me I could?"
Aylen laughed. "No; not you. But I could, perhaps."
Andrew blinked. "But… But… I mean… how is that not messing with time?"
"It would be if you attempted to change things. Although dreams can be a bit limiting, and there are very few who can travel through them. My siblings and I are three. There are perhaps a handful of others throughout history."
"So you can just visit anyone you want? Tell them something or ruin their night?" Andrew was having a hard time processing dream travel. For some reason it seemed even crazier than time travel.
She frowned. "It is not quite like that. I have to have some sort of direct link to the person or an object they owned or have met them in person to find them. Otherwise I would just be lost in the dreaming, searching aimlessly. The chances of finding someone that way are slim."
"So you could dream meet Pecos."
She paled. "I could."
"Why don't you?"
"To what end? To watch him grow old and die? I think not," she whispered.
Andrew could see her point. "Could I dream met the others?" he asked. "Doyle, Joe, and Charlie?"
She shrugged. "I do not know how you and Pecos meet since neither of you are… are…"
"Shamans?" Andrew provided.
She rolled her eyes. "If you insist," she said.
"I missed you," Andrew said. She smiled, but didn't respond. Aylen was very strict about rule number two. "I'd better get home; I'll see you Friday." She nodded, and Andrew stood to go. 
"How'd it go?" Mrs. Rufus asked as soon as Andrew walked in the house.
"Good."
"No fights?"
"Of course not!" Andrew snapped, rolling his eyes and grabbing the milk out of the refrigerator. He poured himself a glass and gagged it down. He hated store milk. It tasted nothing like real milk, milk straight from a cow, but he tried not to say things like that to his mom. She may have accepted everything he said as truth, but she still didn't want to hear about it.
"Gonna do my homework," he muttered and ran up the stairs to his room.
He lay on his bed for a long time, wondering. Had they won at some point in the past? Was that why there wasn't anything weird wandering around like dust devils and skinwalkers and cinder wolves? But would their winning get rid of all those things? The Black Shaman wasn't responsible for everything bad; she just liked to use them as her pawns. 
Maybe there were still skinwalkers and weird stuff like basket women; just like Joe had once said. Maybe most people just didn't see them. Or live to talk about them. Maybe Andrew just hadn't seen them. It's not like he'd been looking for them. He raised his eyebrow. Looking for them... Now that was an idea.
He was stuck here in the future, but that didn't mean he couldn't be like a modern day Pecos Bill. He may not be able to run cattle, but he could hunt down bad things and give them a good talking to. Not like normal bad things, he'd leave those to the police, but supernatural bad things like, well like… He didn't know. But he could find out.




Chapter 2
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Andrew spent nearly the entire night searching through news articles online, but he didn't find anything that seemed out of place or weird. He searched city, state, even national publications. He drifted off to sleep disappointed and angry, hating how useless he felt.
He dreamed of hunting with his brothers. He swooped from the sky and grabbed a squirrel in his long black claws. His brothers gathered around him, and they feasted.
He woke hungry. Very hungry. And he wanted something fresh. He shook his head. What was wrong with him? He'd eaten plenty last night, and he hadn't used the power; there was no reason why he should be so hungry.
He rode to school and sat through his classes, feeling more useless by the second. He waved to Clara as he passed her in the halls. At least he could look forward to lunch, not the food, but the company. He really hoped she wasn't evil.
When lunchtime finally arrived, he hurried into the lunch room and saw her immediately. Stuffed away in her corner, reading. He grabbed his tray and sat beside her. "Why are you still reading that? I thought you hated it."
"Classic, remember?" Her nose was still inside the book.
"What's a classic you do like?"
Her eyes emerged, followed by her nose and her mouth. "I'm sorry?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I said, 'what's a classic you do like'?"
"I don't."
"What?"
"Like any of them."
"Seriously? Then why are you reading them?"
She tilted her head to the side. "Do you listen? CLASSIC!"
"But why waste your time?"
Clara frowned. "It's not a waste of time."
"It is if you don't like them."
"There're things about them I do like; I would just write the story differently."
"So do."
"Do what?"
"Write them differently."
Clara looked shocked. "I can't rewrite them!"
"No, but you can write your own story."
"I can't…" Her eyes grew wide. "You're right! I could write my own story, just the way I want to." Her voice rose in excitement. "I could write the best story ever!"
Andrew grinned. "Sure; why not?"
"That's utterly brilliant! I can't believe I never thought of it. What should I write about?"
Andrew laughed. "How should I know?"
"What would you write about?"
"I don't write."
"But if you did?"
"Um... I don't know." Andrew thought for a moment, then said, "I'd write an epic story about Pecos Bill."
"Really? The cowboy guy who was raised by wolves?" She looked surprised. "Why him?"
"It was coyotes."
"What?"
"He was raised by coyotes."
"Okay, but why him?"
"I don't know. I just think he must've been a really cool guy."                
"But he's made up."
"Whadda you think's in the mashed potatoes today?" he asked, changing the subject. "I've never seen grey ones."
"They're much better than the mashed potatoes at my old school!" Clara exclaimed.
Andrew grimaced. "Good thing you moved then."
"Good thing."
After supper that night, Andrew realized he hadn't thought about the past all afternoon. He was both relieved and horrified. If he was going to live here forever, it would probably be best if he didn't think about them and the ranch all the time, but on the other hand, how could he act like this life was normal?
He fell asleep clutching his carvings, hoping he would dream of Pecos. He dreamed of zoldiers eating his brains instead. He woke covered in sweat and terribly hungry.
The first week of school passed quickly. Andrew spent every lunch break with Clara laughing about the classics and talking about what kind of book she should write.
When Andrew suggested a book about time travel, Clara's eyes lit up. "That would be awesome!" she declared excitedly.  
By the time Friday came around, Andrew was pretty convinced she wasn't evil, but he still wanted to make sure. "Do you have a few extra minutes?" he asked as they left the school behind.
"Sure; why?"
"I'm gonna visit a friend. She's a librarian. Thought you might wanna come."
"That's cool. Let's go."
They rode swiftly to Aylen's house, and Andrew knocked on the door. When Aylen answered, Andrew smiled and said, "Hi! This is my friend, Clara Morgan. Clara, this is Aylen."
"Nice to meet you, Clara," Aylen said, smiling and opening the door wide.
"Every damn time," Andrew muttered when he saw she already had a tea tray set out with three cups. Aylen winked at him. As they sat, Andrew whispered to Clara, "Don't eat the cookies."
"So, Clara," Aylen said, "Andrew said you're new here. Where did you move from?"
"Here and there," Clara replied with a shrug. "We never stay anywhere very long."
Andrew choked on his tea. That seemed suspicious. Why wouldn't she say where she was from? "Clara likes to read," he said, filling the silence.
"What is one of your favorite books?" Aylen asked.
"Winnie the Pooh."
"What? The chubby bear in the woods?" Andrew asked incredulously, accidently taking a bite of cookie. He grimaced, washing it down with the rest of his tea.
"A. A. Milne writes the best dialogue," Clara stated. "I simply love the way he portrays all the animals. And the last story where Christopher Robin goes off to school… perfect description of the loss of childhood."
"I absolutely agree!" Aylen said enthusiastically. "I thoroughly enjoyed reading them when they came out." She paused, blushed, and added, "The reprints, I mean. Did you read his poems?"
"Of course!"
Andrew sat and listened in baffled silence as Aylen and Clara chattered on and on about how brilliant A. A. Milne was, how developed his characters were, how much he must have understood humanity. He shook his head; he didn't even know who A. A. Milne was. He doused a spark of jealousy that flared and stood to leave.
"Um, I guess I'm gonna take off," he said.
Aylen nodded and poured Clara another cup of tea. Andrew frowned. So much for training. At least he knew Clara probably wasn't evil. He let himself out and rode home. That hadn't gone at all like he'd planned. It didn't seem like anything ever did.
He nodded at the ravens sitting in the tree outside his window. He enjoyed their silent company. If nothing else, they reminded him that not everything was as it seemed.
That night he did something he'd never done. He invited the ravens in. Two flew down and perched on his window sill. "Do any of you talk?" Andrew asked. They didn't respond, and he wondered if he could do Charlie's thing.
He closed his eyes and concentrated on where they were. He started in surprise and focused more intently when he saw a glow of life pumping through them. It was beautiful; not as powerful and bright as Pecos's life spark, but so vibrant and fluid. He reached out a hand to touch it before he remembered it was only in his mind.
He wasn't sure how to talk from here. He sometimes talked to the power, but he'd never tried to talk to anything outside of the power but through the power. At least he guessed it was through the power. He didn't really know.
He should have asked Charlie more questions when they'd talked about it. Andrew wondered if the power was what made him able to talk to Pecos when they were both in the past. And was it the power that allowed him to dream meet Pecos?
He stared at the ravens in the pulsing brightness of his mind. Hi, he thought. The ravens stared back at him. Can you hear me? Nothing. Maybe he wasn't doing it right.
Am I using the power right now? he thought as he watched life course through their bodies. He tried to look at himself, but he couldn't tell if he was using the power or not. It wasn't burning him, and it looked to him as if it was firmly inside its well, but how was he seeing the ravens if he wasn't touching it?
His head began to throb, and he opened his eyes. His head hurt a lot when he thought about things he didn't have answers for. "You guys can stay here. Whatever you want. I like having you around." One of the ravens nodded, and Andrew grinned. At least they understood him, even if they couldn't talk.
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That night Andrew dreamed again of flying. He woke somewhat discontented that he had to walk and would never fly, except in his dreams. He smiled when he saw the two ravens were still perched on his window sill, eyes closed.
He slipped out of bed, quickly dressed, and snuck out of the house. It would be morning before long, but he wanted to run.
He glanced up and down the street. He knew he was taking a risk, but no one was around, and all the houses were still dark. Just a quick zip around the block; just this once. Surely that would be safe enough.
He closed his eyes and looked carefully at the power. I don't need all of it, not for a quick run, he thought. Just a dab. He held out his finger and dipped it into the well. Heat seared him, and he ground his teeth. It hurt, but for some reason he didn't mind as much as he used to. He liked the whoosh as it ran through his body, the intensity it gave everything, the sharpness and clarity.
He opened his eyes. Power whistled happily through his veins, warming him, powering him, making him more. He grinned and took off so fast dust swirled behind him. His feet padded softly on the pavement, barely touching before he moved them. In no time at all, he was thirteen blocks away, and lights were starting to flick on behind closed curtains. He turned around and ran home.
It hadn't been enough. He felt like he'd just circuited his cage. He wanted more; he wanted to run free, he wanted to run across the empty plains.
He stretched on the lawn, touching his toes, bending his waist side to side, imagining what Pecos would say if he could see him stretching where anyone could see him.
He watched the light of the sun spread across the sky as somewhere behind all the houses and buildings the sun actually rose. It was pretty enough, but it lacked the vibrancy, the glaring beauty he was used to. He shrugged and went inside.
He started the coffee, dumping in twice the grounds his mom did, and made toast and eggs. His stomach grumbled, so he added some bacon she'd already cooked. His stomach grumbled again, and he added some sausage.
He was already done eating and had cleaned the kitchen before his mom wandered in. "You're up early," she said in surprise. "You okay?"
"Yep; just looking forward to the weekend."
She smiled. "Thanks for making breakfast."
"Toast and eggs, my specialty. The toast isn't even burned." He wasn't a particularly good cook, but at least he was better at it than Doyle. He'd even learned how to make biscuits, and they were actually fluffy. So now he knew how to do something Doyle didn't.
Andrew searched news articles for most of the morning, but he still couldn't find anything that seemed off or supernatural. When he'd gone through all the newspapers, he searched randomly, looking at blogs and postings online, but he couldn't find anything that looked like the real deal.
Maybe there wasn't anything anymore. Maybe everything had been run off by cars and electricity. Or maybe no one reported it. Or maybe it left no trace.
He tapped his fingers irritably. He was going stir crazy. This was ten times worse than waiting for the Black Shaman to attack. At least then he'd known she would eventually attack. Here he was just waiting for something, anything; he didn't know what. But he did. He was waiting to be sent back.
He went upstairs. The ravens from last night were gone, and there were two different ravens in their place. Andrew wasn't sure how he could tell them apart; he just could. He wondered if he should name them. They probably already had names. He'd have to ask Charlie if animals had names. He tamped down a flare of panic. He would see Charlie again. He knew he would.
He wanted to go out running, but he had to wait until dark. There was no reason to languish in his room though. There was plenty of work to be done, so he spent the rest of the day doing yard work. After he had the yard spick and span, he cleaned the gutters, the back patio, and the garage. When he was finished he decided they needed a bigger yard.
He went to bed early. He wasn't tired; he was waiting. He removed his modern clothes and donned his real ones. It had taken him three days, but he'd finally gotten the blood out of everything. He wouldn't have been able to wear his clothes if they'd still been stained with those soldiers' blood. He buttoned his vest, decided against his hat, and slipped on his moccasins, enjoying the feel of the soft leather against his feet.
He waited impatiently, channeling the power into his ears until he heard his mom's breathing change. He waited a minute longer, then slipped out the window.
"I'm going for a run," he told the ever-watching ravens. He grabbed his bike and made it to the warehouse district in less than ten minutes. He wasn't sure his bike was made for such fast speeds, but it had made it. He dumped it by the ladder, climbed his favorite building, and stared at the night sky. It was grey, not black, and the stars twinkled weakly.
He shrugged, dropping off the building to the pavement below and started running. He ran for hours, enjoying the feel of the air on his face. Maybe someday he would race Widow Maker. He laughed. Widow Maker would win, of course, but it would still be fun.
He skidded to a stop near his bike. His growling stomach reminded him of something he'd forgotten. Food. Victory is in the preparation, he thought laughingly.
He wanted one last look at the sky before he went home, so he quickly climbed to the top and sat on the ledge, looking out over the city.
He heard the soft flutter of wings settle behind him. He hadn't thought the ravens had followed him, but he was glad they had.
"It'd be pretty in another time," he joked.
"What would?" a voice asked.
Andrew jerked to his feet and spun around. There was an enormous owl sitting on the roof behind him, staring at him with huge yellow eyes.
"Um… Death?" He didn't think owls lived that long.
The owl shook his head. "I am the son of the son of Death. You are Not-Pecos."
"Really? We're still doing that?" Andrew felt a draft of air as owls settled all around him on the building, so many owls he stopped trying to count.
Crap. And damn. And some other things. He casually scanned the rooftop looking for anything he could use as a weapon. About twenty feet away lay an old piece of metal pipe. Thank you, Charlie, he thought, wondering if he would have noticed it without Charlie's lessons.
His stomach rumbled. "Not now," he hissed. "I'm busy." He grinned at Death's son's son and then dashed across the roof as fast as he could. He felt the air move above him, and he rolled the rest of the way, grabbing the pipe in his hands as he jumped to his feet.
They were right behind him, dozens of them. He slammed out with his pipe, smashing into the owl nearest him. Feathers exploded across the rooftop.
He raised his pipe again, but before he could swing, several owls landed on his back. He ripped them off with his free hand, slamming them into the ground as he swung his pipe to the side again. Warm blood oozed from his neck down his collar.
He swung his pipe around smashing three owls at once, but then he was thrust down from behind. They were swarming him, and their weight was too much for him. Andrew buried his face into the roof to protect his eyes and ripped an owl from his head, wrapping his hand around its neck and snapping it. He channeled the power into his whole body. Forget a dab, he thought. He just needed to get the job done.
He ripped another owl from his back, reducing the weight and rolled quickly to the side, popping to his feet again, pipe in hand.
How could there still be so many? He should have finished counting so he could have kept track like Doyle did. A wave of dizziness washed over him, blurring his vision. Not now! he thought worriedly.
He swung the pipe, but missed, and an owl sliced its talons across his face. His arm was tiring, so he channeled more power into it. Blood was seeping through his shirt; and his arms, neck, and legs were ripped and torn. He needed to heal himself if he wanted to keep fighting. He tried to push the power out, but he couldn't. Blackness edged his vision.
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 ripped 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 tore 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 more 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.
Death's son's son glared at Andrew and the carnage spread across the roof. "I have failed this time, Not-Pecos," he snarled, "but I will not fail again." He spread his wings to fly and began to lift into the air.
"No way," Andrew muttered. "We're finishing this." He raced across the rooftop and leaped into the air, grabbing Death's son's son's talon. The owl struggled with Andrew's weight, but kept flying, moving slowly but steadily up and away from the roof as Andrew wrenched himself up its leg.
"You kill me, you kill yourself," the owl hissed angrily.
"Gotta finish the job. Lesson number two." Andrew wished he had just one knife. They were high above the buildings now, and he knew if he killed the owl in flight he'd fall to the ground.
What would Pecos do? he wondered. He'd ride it, that's for sure. Andrew grinned, watching the ground move below him. It really was amazing; almost as good as his dreams.
He used the owl's leg to swing back and forth and then flipped himself up onto the owl's back. It dropped several feet and rolled trying to tip Andrew off, but he held tight, wrapping his arm around Death's son's son's neck and squeezing.
They were falling now, but Andrew squeezed harder and harder until he felt the owl's neck snap. As they plummeted towards the ground, Andrew channeled so much power into his body he glowed. He watched the ground come closer and closer, then rolled just as they hit.
He slammed into the ground with a loud thud, his wrist snapping as he did because he'd forgotten to tuck it. He didn't stop, but rolled down the alley, bouncing over a rock and cracking several ribs. He careened to a stop against a filthy dumpster and stilled his body, laying there, staring at the grey sky, breathing as shallowly as possible. His whole body hurt.
Maybe that hadn't been his best plan, but he'd finished the job. Doyle would be proud. That probably wasn't true. Doyle would be pissed. Andrew grinned weakly, pushing the power carefully through his body, feeling it knit everything back together, grimacing from the pure heat.
When it was finished, he rolled to his stomach and pushed himself gingerly to his knees. He still hurt. He hadn't had quite enough juice to finish the job. There was plenty of power. There always was; he just couldn't hold it, couldn't push it, couldn't tell it where to go. It was too hot, and he was too tired, too weak, too spent.
Death's son's son was sprawled on the ground several feet away, and Andrew crawled towards him. He was starving, and there was no sense letting good meat go to waste.                
The stars shifted slowly as he sat in the dark alley eating Death's son's son. Food hadn't tasted so good since... Since he'd eaten Charlie's horse. It didn't occur to him until he was finished that he'd just eaten a talking animal.
A wave of disgust rolled through him. How could he? It was practically the same as eating a human. Wasn't it? Or was it? He didn't know.
All he knew was the owls had attacked him. And Pecos was right; talking animals didn't taste any different. If anything, they tasted better. He frowned. Had he crossed another line? He shrugged. So what if Death's son's son talked? Andrew had chosen to live.  
It was nearly morning now, and Andrew needed to get home. He stood, pausing when he realized his vision was so sharp he could see all the individual bricks in the buildings and the tiny specks of gravel on the pavement. He saw five mice scurrying along the alleyway three blocks away, and his fingers twitched. He wondered if he was fast enough to catch a mouse. He shook his head. He'd discover how mouse tasted another day; right now he had to get home. He stared down at the mass of feathers surrounding him.
He supposed there might be questions if someone found an enormous mostly-eaten owl in an alleyway. He cringed imagining someone discovering all the owl carcasses on top of the warehouse. But what could he do with them?
He picked up what was left of Death's son's son and carried it back to the warehouse. He climbed the ladder and dropped it on top with the others. He'd think of something. Just not now; he didn't have time.
He stared at Death's son's son for a moment admiring his enormous talons and yearning to take one home with him. The thought sickened him, but he wanted it, so he leaned over, ripped the talon off, and stuffed it into his pocket before climbing down the ladder and riding his bike home.
He got home just moments before dawn. There were ten ravens sitting in his tree waiting for him. "And where were you?" he snarled. One of the ravens shrugged. "I could've used your help, you know." They blinked. "Sorry; bad night. Not your fault, but could you do me a favor?" He waited, but there was no response so he went on. "There's a bunch of dead owls on a warehouse that way," he said, pointing. "Could you make them disappear?"
One raven nodded, and they lifted from the tree with a whoosh. That's one problem taken care of, Andrew thought with relief.
He climbed his tree and slipped through his window. At least he was home and no one had seen him. He reached for his vest buttons and realized with a sigh that his clothes were covered in blood and feathers. It was going to take him forever to get everything clean again.




Chapter 4

 
[image: ] 

Andrew quickly stripped, shoving his clothes under his bed so he could deal with them later. He held the owl's talon for a moment, gasping as his vision sharpened again, before slipping it into the box with the tokens the Grey Shaman had sent him. Then he fell into bed exhausted and went to sleep.
"A bit careless, don't you think?"
"Can't you just come over for a visit like a normal person?" Andrew groaned. The Grey Shaman had never visited him in a dream before.
The Grey Shaman shrugged. "Lacks panache."
"Pan-what?"
"What advice did I give you?"
"I know, I know; preparation and just a dab."
"Well?"
"Well what?!" Andrew snapped. He just wanted to sleep.
"Were you prepared and did you use just a dab?"
"You know damn well I wasn't and I didn't!"
"Hum." The Grey Shaman filled his pipe with tobacco and lit it.
Andrew waited impatiently, tapping his fingers on his thigh. The Grey Shaman puffed, slowly, closing his eyes and breathing out. "What's your name anyway?" Andrew demanded. "It's kind of clunky calling you 'the Grey Shaman' all the time."
The Grey Shaman stared at him. "What?"
"Your name? What else can I call you? How 'bout Gary?"
The Grey Shaman cringed. "Uck, such a flat, boring name."
"Well?"
"People do not usually ask my name."
"Probably because you're so annoying they hope they'll never see you again, but I know better."
The shaman chuckled. "I do enjoy our conversations."
"That makes one of us," Andrew muttered.
"My name is Ahanu," Ahanu said with a laugh.
"Ahanu. Slightly less bulky than Grey Shaman." Ahanu laughed again. "Why did you choose me?"
"What do you mean?"
"Me, why me? Aylen said there isn't anything special about me. So why me? And why? Does Pecos need me? Do I need him? What is the point of all this?"
Ahanu puffed his pipe. "To be completely honest, which I'm often not, there were a hundred others I might have chosen. But I am partial to your name. Has a very nice ring to it."
Of all the possible answers Andrew had expected that wasn't one of them. "My name?" he asked incredulously.
"It's a very good name. Heroic even." Ahanu grinned. "And I have never regretted choosing you. You are absolutely fascinating to watch."
Andrew laughed hollowly. "You rewrote my entire life. I will never be normal because of you, and all you can say is I'm 'fascinating to watch'?"
Ahanu shrugged. "Just remember what I told you." And he was gone.
Andrew sat in the greyness of his dream, alone. It was just like Aylen had said. There wasn't anything special about him at all. Ahanu could have chosen anyone to send back to Pecos; he'd only chosen Andrew because he liked his name.
Who did that?! Who changed the entire reality of a person based on their name? Pecos had never really needed Andrew's help. Pecos was stronger than Andrew could ever be; and, frankly, all Andrew ever did was get in the way.  
Anger rushed through him. Red, hot, flaming anger. He'd been irritated before, mad even, but now he was livid. The Grey Shaman, Ahanu, G. A. Oldman had changed the course of his entire life. He'd given Andrew the opportunity to be something more, so much more, and then he'd stripped it away. Why? Because he could! Maybe there was someone else who could send him back. Maybe it didn't have to be Ahanu, because what did he know? He had picked Andrew because of his NAME!
Andrew forced himself awake. He was so angry he wanted to punch something. What could he punch? He needed a good fight, that's what he needed. He needed Doyle. But Doyle wasn't here.
In the end he settled on yard work. Yard work was almost as good as punching someone. He decided to plant a tree and spent the entire day digging a hole three times as large as he needed. He didn't even have a tree to put there, he just wanted to dig.
By evening, his hands had blisters, his back was sore, and he was totally disgusted with himself. He'd been taking it too easy here in the present. He needed to work harder, needed to train harder. He may not be special, but that didn't mean he shouldn't keep trying.
The night passed slowly, each second ticking away one at a time as Andrew stared at the ridiculous, fake stars on his ceiling and tried to figure out what to do. It was hard to train as a party of one.
And between school, jiu jitsu, and homework, he wasn't sure how he was going to make the time. He knew how to run, but how did that help? His biggest problem was his lack of focus, his inability to send the power into two directions at once. And his biggest weakness was how the power drained him, left him craving meat and vulnerable to blacking out. Passing out was not an option.
So what could he do? How could he prove, that in spite of his name and the fact he wasn't special, that he was worthy, that he was capable of riding with Pecos? Part of him knew he was being silly. Pecos, Doyle, Joe, and Charlie had always accepted him, had never once made him feel like he was less. But he wanted to prove it to himself; needed to know he hadn't made things worse, but better.
Monday was a blur. Andrew went through the motions of caring, the motions of being there, but he wasn't. He was thinking. He was thinking about how he could train, how he could prepare, how he could overcome his weaknesses.
"Are you okay?" Mrs. Rufus asked as they sat down for dinner.
"Huh? What?"
"Are you okay?"
Andrew shook off his thoughts and looked at his mom. She had that wrinkled look of concern around her eyes, and he hated that look. He forced a smile. "I'm fine. Why do you ask?"
"You've been odd today."
"Sorry; I was thinking about something. How was your day?"
"It was… different."
"Different?"
"Dr. Istman took on a new patient."
Andrew raised an eyebrow. "Isn't that what dentists do?"
"Uh-huh." The corners of Mrs. Rufus's mouth were twitching, like she was trying not to laugh.
"Okay… so?"
"It's a dog!"
"Sorry what? Did you say dog?" She nodded, laughing so hard she couldn't talk. "But she's like a people dentist, right?"
"Yep," Mrs. Rufus snorted. "But the dog's owners insist on the best for Pumpernickel, so Dr. Istman it is."
"Pumpernickel?" he repeated.
"Uh-huh."
"Please tell me it's a cute little frou-frou dog?"
She shook her head. "It's a Great Dane! Weighs over a hundred and eighty pounds!"
Andrew was laughing now, imagining this poor Great Dane named Pumpernickel lying in the dentist chair. "That's terrible!"
"It is," she giggled. "What about your day?"
"Well, I haven't told you about Clara, have I?"
"Who's Clara?"
"If you make me coffee, I'll tell you."
She frowned. "Coffee at night?"
Andrew shrugged. "I mean, if you don't wanna know…"
She chuckled softly and stood to make the coffee. "So, go on."
"I met her last week. She likes to read. She reads all the classics."
"Eww. I hate classics."
"So does she!"
"Then why does she read them?"
"Ah, to quote Clara, 'Duh! They're classics!'"
Mrs. Rufus laughed. "She sounds fun."
"She is. So anyway, found my first new friend."
Mrs. Rufus was beaming. "That's wonderful! Bring her to supper sometime."
"Sure." Andrew hugged his mom, grabbed his coffee, and ran upstairs. He'd forgotten for a moment that he needed to be normal. He couldn't let his true self show, couldn't let it reflect on the outside. He simply had to be more careful. He couldn't even remember what Clara and he had talked about at lunch; he just hoped Clara hadn't noticed.
He went to sleep and dreamed of owls. Owls from generation after generation after generation, hunting him down, hunting him, waiting, watching, sneaking up on him when he was old and grey and feasting on his flesh like he'd feasted on theirs. He woke gagging.
He took a long shower that morning, trying to center himself, reminding himself that today he was normal. He was cheerful; he was shallow; he was nothing but a fourteen-year-old boy. Just like every other fourteen-year-old boy.
He paid attention during class, even raising his hand once to answer a question. Chuck lobbed a paper wad at his head when the teacher's back was turned, and later when Andrew passed him in the hall Chuck hissed, "You a teacher's pet now?" Andrew didn't bother to respond, just rolled his eyes and kept walking.
At lunch he and Clara talked about Pumpernickel. Clara giggled so hard her glasses fell off her nose. 
After school, Andrew rode to his jiu jitsu class. He hadn't taken a class in months, and he couldn't wait to get started, but he soon realized he wasn't going to enjoy it as much as he had. During their first move, Andrew quickly gained control and put Coach Ethan in an armlock.
"You've been practicing," Coach Ethan said in a shocked tone after he'd tapped out.
Andrew shrugged. "A bit."
Each time they worked on a move, Andrew had to struggle not to gain control too quickly. He'd trained with Doyle for months and months, and they hadn't held back but had fought viciously for control. Andrew couldn't do that here. He needed to appear normal, regular, powerless, like everyone else.
Wednesday and Thursday passed much the same, but on Friday when Andrew walked out the doors with Clara he saw Chief Vick sitting in the parking lot.
"I'm gonna go talk to the chief; I'll see you Monday," Andrew told Clara before heading towards the chief's car. It still bothered him that he'd run off without telling the chief goodbye or giving him an explanation or something.
Chief Vick stepped out of his car when he saw Andrew approaching and extended his hand to shake Andrew's. Andrew shook it, not sure what to say.
"Good to see you," Chief Vick said, filling the awkward silence.
"Sorry I left without talking to you," Andrew said softly.
"Your mom said you went to visit your dad again."
"Right," Andrew said, grinning widely.
"If you ever want to tell me what's really going on, I'll listen."
Andrew laughed. "I don't think so."
The chief shrugged. "Doesn't hurt to offer. Anyway, just finished a nice chat with the Stratmeyer twins, not that they ever listen. I hear coffee's on the menu nowadays. What about donuts?"
"Officially?" Andrew asked hesitantly.
"Nah; off the clock. You can even call me Vick. But only when I'm off the clock," the chief added with a wink.
Andrew stared at him in surprise. "Why?"
"Why? Do I have to have an ulterior motive?" Andrew nodded. "Smart boy. As it happens, I don't. Just kinda got used to having you around."
Andrew wasn't sure he believed him, but coffee sounded good, so he nodded. "Hop in," Chief Vick said. "I'll bring you back by afterwards."
They rode to the coffee shop in silence, but as it always was with the chief, it wasn't awkward or forced. The chief ordered two black coffees and a whole dozen donuts.
"Your mom said you've been hungry lately," he explained, setting the box on the table. "But you have to leave me at least two or three. Maybe even four if you can handle it."
"I'll try," Andrew said with a laugh. The coffee wasn't as good as his mom's and didn't hold a candle to Doyle's, but the company was good, so Andrew didn't mind.
"Have you given any thought to your career path?" the chief asked after he'd polished off his third donut.
Andrew stopped himself from saying "cowboy" and shrugged. "I'm not sure. I used to want to play in the major leagues, but I'm not interested in that anymore."
"Why not?"
"I'd rather do something that mattered, that made a difference."
"You thought about law enforcement?"
"What?" Andrew asked in surprise.
"Why not? You'd certainly make a difference."
Andrew stared at his coffee cup, imagining himself as a police officer. He immediately realized he'd never be able to do it for two reasons. One, he didn't think he'd be very good at following orders, not when he knew he could do things others couldn't; and two, he knew he'd never be able to hold back and not use the power. He didn't think he'd be able to escape notice for very long, especially if he got shot and healed the wound.
He shook his head slowly. "I don't think that'd be a good fit for me."
"Maybe not," Chief Vick said amiably. "But if you ever change your mind…" Andrew grinned and nodded.
Andrew rode home slowly, thinking about what Chief Vick had said. It was hard to imagine himself in any career. He'd just assumed he'd have time to figure it out. He shook his head. He had enough to worry about without trying to figure out how to spend the rest of his life.
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Saturday morning Andrew woke early and started rearranging the garage. If he stacked his dad's boxes against the wall maybe he'd have enough room to make a little workout area. He wasn't sure how that would benefit him, but at least it was something.
He worked quickly and silently, stopping only to sip his coffee every now and then. When he was almost done, he heard the doorbell ring. His mom had gone shopping, so Andrew wiped the sweat off his forehead and went to open the door.
Andrew didn't recognize him for a second. It had been a long time since he'd last seen his dad, maybe a couple years, he couldn't actually remember, but he didn't look the same. He looked older, paler, weaker, and his hair was dyed an awful blond color.
Andrew leaned on the doorframe and raised an eyebrow. "What?"
"Is Emily here?" Mr. Rufus asked, looking a little confused.
"No."
"Who are you?"
Andrew grinned mockingly. "Really?" He couldn't believe he'd ever called this man "Dad". He tried to remember the last time he'd seen him, tried to remember if he'd ever been the dad Andrew sometimes remembered, the dad Andrew had loved.
He'd wanted to punch him, but seeing him, he realized he didn't actually care. "Your crap's in the garage." Then he closed the door in Mr. Rufus's face.
He hadn't planned to watch, but decided he'd better just in case the jerk took it into his mind to take something that wasn't his. So Andrew opened the garage door and sat in a lawn chair, sipping his coffee and watching Mr. Rufus struggle to lug his precious possessions out to his moving trailer.
He felt like he should be angry that his dad had come to pick up a bunch of dusty, old vinyls and who knew what else when he couldn't be bothered to help search for his own son.
But he wasn't. He didn't care a bit. He didn't care because his mom had searched for him. She had looked and looked for him, and she hadn't stopped. And he didn't care because he knew that Pecos, Joe, Charlie, and Doyle would have looked for him, and they wouldn't have stopped until they'd found him.
He considered being furious on his mom's behalf, but he honestly thought she was better off without him. Now that Mr. Rufus was gone maybe she could find a real man, like Chief Vick.
After Mr. Rufus had lugged his last box to his trailer, opening up a lot of space for Andrew's workout room, he shot Andrew a resentful glare.
"It would've gone faster if you'd helped! Who are you anyway? Do you live with Emily and Andrew? She didn't tell me anyone was living with them."
Andrew couldn't help it. He laughed. "It wouldn't be any of your business if there was. And anyway you must be getting senile if you can't recognize your own damn son!" Then he hit the button and let the garage door close in Mr. Rufus's gawping face.
After the door clanked shut, Andrew turned to stare at his empty space. Now that he had it, he wasn't sure what to do with it, so he decided he'd figure it out later and went to see Clara.
He enjoyed spending time with Clara more than he'd imagined. She was funny, if a bit dry, and she never looked at him like he was weird or unhinged.
She had already started writing a book about a girl who time traveled throughout history, and occasionally she'd read a bit to him. He thought it was pretty good, but what did he know? He'd never read any of the classics.
"Does she change things in the past?" Andrew asked, lying on Clara's couch and tossing a pillow into the air.
"Whadda you mean?"
"Like if she shot Hitler would World War II still happen?"
Clara looked confused. "You mean change history? I don't think time travel works that way. Time has already happened, so whatever she does up until that point, everything will still turn out the same."
"Huh, that's kind of a letdown isn't it?"
"Why?"
"Because then you already know what's gonna happen."
Clara frowned. "I guess. I hadn't thought of that."
"It'd be cool if she changed something."
"But how would she know?"
Andrew shrugged. "Maybe she changes a specific event she already knows the outcome to. You know?" Clara nodded, but Andrew could tell she wasn't listening anymore. She was thinking.
After hanging with Clara a while longer, he went to see Aylen. They'd only had two lessons so far, but since her power came from the earth and life, she was having a hard time understanding exactly what his problem was.
She'd made him meditate and focus on making a small flame in the palm of his hand, but that was easy. He could do that ninety times in a row, no problem. But that didn't help him learn to control it in the moment, in a fight or battle, or learn to split it so he could both heal and fight at the same time, which was what he really needed.
"I don't see the point of this," Andrew huffed, blowing out his flame and staring across the table at Aylen.
"You want to learn to focus, right?"
"Yes, but I know how to focus when I'm just sitting here. I need to be able to focus and split it when I'm fighting or something."
"Split it?"
"Yeah, like when the owls attacked me, I had a hard time healing myself and fighting at the same time. So I ran out of energy, or whatever allows me to hold onto the power, and I almost blacked out. But then I ate that one owl, and I was all good again."
Aylen's eyes were wide, and Andrew wished he'd kept his mouth shut. "Maybe this is a bad idea; I'll figure it out on my own." He started to stand, but Aylen stopped him with a gentle hand.
"Sit. What is it like?"
"What?"
"The power inside you."
Andrew closed his eyes, staring at it. "It's a humongous well full of seething, hot energy, like lava. I reach out to it, and it comes to me, infuses me, burns; damn it burns. And then I ask it or visualize what I want it to do like power my legs or heal a cut and it does. Lately I've been using it to look at life sources, like my ravens."
"But it is not part of you all the time?" Aylen asked, sounding confused.
"No; only when I ask it to be, when I touch it, or hold it."
"Are you sure?"
"Pretty sure."
"What else can you do?"
"I can use it to sharpen my senses, but I haven't worked a lot at that yet. I've made a spear out of it and fire balls, and I healed Pecos."
"You healed Pecos?!" she gasped.
"Yeah, I mean he probably would have healed on his own alright, but he was pretty banged up, and I wasn't sure." He suddenly realized her face was even paler than usual. "I'm sorry. I didn't know you didn't know."
"It is… it is alright. Andrew, you are… I don't think… you must try to be careful. Please? Your body…"
Andrew shook his head. "I have to; I want to be ready. Anyway, I'd better get going. Mom'll be waiting for me." He didn't want to talk anymore about the power. There was no way he could stop using it. He just couldn't. Without it, he was just plain old Andrew. With it, who knew?
As he stood to go a thought occurred to him. "Do you know where Pecos's ranch is?"
"What?"
"His ranch; do you know where it is?"
Her expression grew guarded. "Andrew, you have to stop looking to the past."
"I'm not. I just wanna know. Can you show it to me? Pull it up on one of those aerial maps?"
"I thought you needed to go."
Andrew frowned. She was trying to get rid of him now. Something was wrong. "I got a minute yet. Pull it up."
"No."
"Why not?"
"I… you… I do not want you to see it."
"Why not?" he ground out.
"It will… upset you."
Andrew's heart slowed. "Why? Isn't it still there?" She shook her head slightly. "Whadda you mean? How can it not be there?!" She shrugged. "How do you not know? What happens to Pecos? To Doyle, Joe, Charlie? What happens to them?!" His heart was pounding so hard he almost didn't hear her soft reply.
"I cannot tell you."
"Cannot or will not?!" he snapped angrily.
"Cannot! I do not know. At some point… I… I left, and Pecos never sought me out. By the time I came back… everything was gone. I do not know what happened."
"Ask Ahanu!"
"Don't you think I did?!" Her eyes were blazing bright with tears. "He said 'the story has not ended yet', but that was all he would say. I have not spoken to him since."
"Show me," Andrew whispered, dreading what he'd see. Terror was ramming into him, but he pushed it back. How could the ranch not be there? What had happened?
She opened her laptop with trembling fingers. The screen soon showed an aerial of a suburban area covered in smallish houses and tiny green lawns. Andrew didn't recognize any of it.
"What part is this?" he asked.
"The ranch house."
No. It couldn't be. The ranch house was gone. The ranch was gone. Widow Maker's hill was gone. Everything was gone, buried under tons of concrete and asphalt and power lines. Andrew blinked back tears and stumbled out the door in shock. He shouldn't have asked. He wished he hadn't asked. 
He rode home slowly, trying to compose himself, trying to push his grief deep inside so it wouldn't show, so his mom wouldn't notice. He felt sick. He felt empty. He felt as if he'd lost his home.
Where were they? Where were Enrica and Carmina? They'd all owned it. How could it all be gone? He wanted to crawl upstairs and hide forever, but he parked his bike, took a deep breath, smoothed his face, and went inside, greeting his mom with a smile.
Mrs. Rufus looked up from her frying pan with a grin. "I'm trying something new tonight. Fried shrimp." Andrew nodded, not really hearing. "Do you like shrimp?"
"Huh?"
"Shrimp? Do you like shrimp?"
Andrew finally realized what she was asking and looked into the pan. "Um… is that it?"
"Yeah."
"Do they taste better than they look?"
"I hope so," she said with a shrug.
"Hum."
"You okay? How was your day? I haven't seen you all day."
"It was alright." He opened his mouth to tell her that he'd gone to visit Clara and Aylen, but stopped. He couldn't talk about Aylen right now. Anything but Aylen. "Um… I cleaned out the garage. Dad…" Andrew cringed; he hated calling him that. "…came by."
"Oh! I'm sorry I wasn't here."
"Be glad you weren't."
"Did it go okay?"
Andrew's lips twitched. "Well, it did for me." She raised an eyebrow. "He didn't have such a good time."
"Why not?"
"For one, I didn't help him with the boxes, just sat and watched him."
"Andrew," she chastised.
"And two, well… he was all confused. Couldn't figure out who I was."
Dismay crossed Mrs. Rufus's face. "Oh Andrew… I'm… I'm so sorry."
"Don't be," Andrew said. "You should've seen his face when I finally told him, right before I shut the door on him."
And suddenly they were laughing. They laughed so hard and for so long the shrimp burned.
Mrs. Rufus finally wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes and said, "I'm so sorry, Andrew. I wish I'd been here. I would have slapped him and burned his stupid boxes." She hugged Andrew tightly.
"It's okay, Mom. I was gonna punch him on principal, but I realized I didn't care. And I figure you're better off without him. Now you can… you know… spend some time with Chief Vick if you want."
She blushed furiously. "I… um… I… I can't."
"Why not?"
She scraped the shrimp from the pan, throwing it in the trash. "Sorry about supper. I'll order pizza."
"Why not?" Andrew asked again.
"It's complicated."
"It's not."
"Maybe, someday, in the future, I'll be ready, but right now… I just need to be me for a while. Not Mrs. Rufus, but Emily. And your mom, of course," she said, ruffling his hair.
Andrew grinned at her. "I got you. Just don't wait too long. I actually like Chief Vick."
She laughed. "Me too."
That night Andrew dreamed of faceless shadows chasing him through the dark. Some called his name, sounding like Enrica or Pecos or Doyle, but when he turned to greet them, only darkness was there.
Then dust devils came, destroying everything he loved, ripping the ranch house, the corrals, the horses to shreds. When he woke his heart was pounding and tears were streaming down his cheeks.
He brushed the tears away angrily. He was reinstating rule number fifteen. He wasn't a child. He couldn't spend his life crying. He had to be strong.  




Chapter 6
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For a couple weeks everything was as normal as it had ever been. Andrew went to class, did his homework, worked in the yard, ran fifty miles or so a couple times a week, rearranged the garage again, still not sure what he wanted to do with it, and waited. Waited for anything. For a Pecos dream, for an unexpected trip to the past, for a Black Shaman nightmare. Anything that would make it all seem like less of a dream.
As angry as he was at Ahanu, Andrew still tried to take his advice. Every time he snuck out to run, he took meat sandwiches with him so he could recharge if he needed to, and he also started wearing his knives just in case he was attacked again.
One night he woke up sweating. He'd been dreaming about two enormous dogs, muzzles coated in blood, running loose around town and attacking anyone they came across.
He tried to go back to sleep, but he couldn't. They reminded him of the coyote skinwalkers that had attacked him. He sometimes still had nightmares where he lost and they dragged him under the water. He shuddered just thinking about it.
He walked to his window and stared out over the city. He'd been toying with the idea of occasionally patrolling the streets for a few weeks now. He didn't like having so much power at his fingertips and not being able to do anything with it, to affect anything, to protect anyone.
And since he couldn't sleep, tonight seemed like a good enough night as any to give it a try. Maybe he was enough like Pecos that trouble would just find him.
Andrew slunk around town, slipping from shadow to shadow. It was late enough that there were very few people out, just some homeless, a few night workers, and some clubbers. It was actually a little boring, not exciting like he'd thought it would be.
He hoped to come across something unusual, but he'd even stop a normal crime if he saw one. He watched some men exit a bar, hoping they might try to break into a jewelry store or something, but they climbed into a taxi and drove off. He laughed at himself, feeling silly.
He was headed home when he saw them. The dogs from his dream. He gawked in surprise, then slipped into the shadow of a trash bin and watched as they loped up to an apartment building and ran inside.
That's odd, Andrew thought, following them. They ran all the way up the stairs, where they stopped outside a door. Without warning, one tore at the skin on his head, ripping it off and revealing a man underneath.
Andrew gasped. They really were skinwalkers. He absolutely hated skinwalkers.
He watched them enter the apartment, and then he ran down the stairs and back home. It was just what he'd wanted. Something weird, something supernatural. But now that he'd found it, he was unsure. He'd never made plans on his own. Pecos was always the one in charge. And this was the modern world. Maybe he should just call Chief Vick.
He started laughing. "Hello, there are two skinwalkers in town. Can I give you their address?" He didn't imagine he'd get too far with that line. He frowned, thinking it was a little odd he'd gone out looking for trouble and trouble had actually found him. Was that really how it worked? He wished he could dream meet Pecos and ask him.
Andrew wondered briefly if it was some sort of trap, but it just didn't seem logical. He had occasionally had dreams that pointed to some type of danger, like when he'd dreamed about fire before he'd gone back and found out Pecos was hunting fire wolves. He rolled his eyes. Cinder wolves.
It was possible, if not totally probable, that he was a trouble magnet. Or that he was turning into a trouble magnet. The owls had found him here. The ravens followed him. He'd found the skinwalker dogs completely at random. There was really only one thing to do. He'd watch them tomorrow night and see what they did.
"What's up with you?" Clara demanded during lunch the next day.
"Huh?" Andrew asked, looking up from his gooey vegetable mash.
"You're all quiet and gone and staring off into vegetable nothingness."
Andrew laughed. "Sorry; just thinking about a project I need to work on tonight."
"Need help?"
"No! I mean, it's a solo thing."
Clara shrugged. "I've been doing research for my book. Did you know the French eat horses? That's so gross!"
"It's pretty good really." Andrew froze. Had he just said that? Surely he hadn't. He looked at Clara. She was staring at him, wide-eyed, mouth open in shock. He grinned and added, "Least that's what I hear."
"I don't see how anyone can eat a horse," she said with a shudder. "They're like pets. It'd be like eating Lassie or something."
"Meat's meat." Andrew almost smacked himself on the head. What was he doing? Why wasn't he just agreeing with her? The problem was she'd lured him into feeling like he could be himself around her. He lifted a shoulder. "I mean, that's what they say, right?"
"Uh-huh," Clara looked him over. "You sure you're feeling okay?"
"Yep, right as rain." Clara frowned, but the class bell rang before she could say anything further. When school ended, Andrew slipped quickly out the doors and rode home. He'd deal with Clara later; right now he had bigger problems.
That night he ate an enormous supper, and when his mom wasn't looking, he wrapped several sausage sandwiches and put them in his backpack. Then he went to his room and lay in bed waiting for his mom to fall asleep.
She had a new book, so it took even longer than usual. As soon as her breathing changed, Andrew strapped his knives in place, considered his guns, but decided against them, and slipped on his moccasins. He didn't think he needed anything else, so he stole out the window and into the night. A single raven followed him.
He didn't have to wait outside the skinwalkers' apartment for long, and when the two dogs ran down the street, he followed, keeping to the shadows, trying to channel Doyle's sneakiness. There was no way he'd ever be as sneaky as Doyle, but he could try.
Andrew followed them for hours. All they did was run around town. It didn't make any sense. Why would they bother with dog skins just to run around? They could have easily done that as humans. What was their game?
Suddenly, without any warning whatsoever, the dogs jumped a man walking down the sidewalk. They pulled him to the ground and ripped out his throat before Andrew even managed to move forward.
Andrew stared in stunned surprise. He couldn't believe he'd just stood there and watched them kill a man. He should have stopped them, but he hadn't known.
He swallowed a gag as he watched them stand over the man, licking the blood from his throat. He approached quietly, not exactly sure what his plan was, but before he was close enough to do anything the dogs turned towards him, snarling, blood dripping from their teeth.
He held up his hands. "Look, just give me the skins, and I'll let the regular police take care of you, alright? It doesn't need to be a big thing." He glanced past the dogs and grimaced. The dead man's throat was just a fleshy mass of blood; and his head was nearly gnawed from his body. He glanced back at the dogs, feeling totally sick.
"Forget it," he hissed. "I changed my mind."
The dogs jumped at him, but Andrew already had his knives out. He slashed as they lunged towards him, catching one's face. It yipped, falling back and growling angrily. The other snapped at Andrew's hand, but Andrew was too fast.
He sliced out, catching the dog's eye with the side of his knife. It collapsed to the ground, scrambling backwards. Both dogs snarled angrily at Andrew before whipping around and running the other way.
"Oh no you don't," Andrew muttered, running after them.
He tackled one, pulling it to the ground and stabbing his knife deep into its neck, ripping it out the front. He dropped its body and scrambled to his feet. The other dog was already far ahead.
Andrew pushed the power into his legs and ran as fast he could. The dog turned down an alley, and Andrew followed. He was running so fast, he almost fell over as he skidded to a halt. The dog wasn't there. Andrew looked up and down the alley, but the dog was gone. Where had it gone?
He felt its teeth sink into his neck just before its weight pushed Andrew to the ground. Andrew rolled to the side, but he couldn't shake the dog loose. Blood gushed from his neck, slicking the pavement beneath him, and alarm pierced him.
If he didn't heal himself fast he'd bleed out and die. But he couldn't exactly heal himself with the dog's teeth still inside his neck. He dug his fingers into the dog's fur and ripped as hard as he could. Pain tore through him as the flesh in his neck tore, spurting blood onto Andrew's face. He smashed his fist through the dog's face before collapsing on the pavement.
Blood was pulsing out of him. He could feel it. His heart wouldn't stop beating, and with every beat more blood poured onto the ground. His heart slowed, and the well of power dimmed, falling away.
No, not yet, Andrew thought, lunging after the power and grabbing it out of the well. Heal me, he begged. The power blazed, and fire poured through him, burning him. All he could feel was heat, terrible heat, and then it was done, and he lay gasping in a pool of his own blood.
He was so tired he could barely open his eyes, but he knew he couldn't pass out in the alley next to a dead skinwalker, so he rolled over and fumbled with his backpack, pulling it off and ripping the zipper down. He grabbed one of his sandwiches and ate it quickly, not even bothering to sit up. He looked searchingly at the milky grey sky, wondering why his plans always seemed to go awry.
He shook his head, sat up, and ate another sandwich. Maybe he shouldn't even bother trying to wash his clothes. It seemed like he was always going to almost die. Every single time. If it weren't for the power, he'd been dead ten times over by now. He snorted. Some hero he was turning out to be.
He stood and stared at the dead skinwalker. It looked just like a dog to him. There wasn't any evidence it was a skinwalker. It's not like they did autopsies on dogs, right, so no one should ever know. He noticed the raven sitting on a fire escape.
"Whadda you think? Leave him?" The raven nodded. "Cool, let's go."
Andrew crept through shadows all the way home, slipped into his room, showered, and fell into bed. He stared at the stars on his ceiling wondering how he'd ended up here.
Not here as in his room, but here as in he'd just killed two men, not dogs but men; and he wasn't feeling very bothered by it. Shouldn't he feel bothered? Shouldn't he be plagued by guilt or angst or at least wonder if he'd done the right thing?
A vision of the dogs lapping the murdered man's blood flashed into his mind. He didn't know the why or how to any of it, but he knew they were evil. It was just like Pecos had said. Why would you hide beneath an animal skin if you weren't planning on doing something wrong? And they had, hadn't they?
He searched his mind, looking for guilt or sadness or tears, but he honestly couldn't find any. He'd done what he had to do. He could have let them keep going as they were, but then blood would actually be on his hands. He'd stopped them from killing anyone else, and that was good.
His head was starting to hurt, just like it did anytime he tried to think out unthinkable problems. He glanced out the window. Dawn was still a little ways away. Maybe, if Ahanu didn't show up, he could squeeze in a couple hours sleep before he had to get up again.
He hadn't smelled air this fresh since… Andrew's eyes popped open. "Pecos?" he yelled. "Are you here?"
"Quit your shoutin', boy."
Andrew spun around. Pecos was standing behind him, framed against the full moon, every bit as tall as ever. Andrew hugged him tightly, but quickly let go and stepped back, grinning from ear to ear. "What're you doing? How's it going? How's everyone?"
"Slow down."
"I'm just so excited. It's been a bit, and sometimes I worry that Ahanu isn't going to send me back, so I'm never sure we'll dream meet, and do you know why he chose me? Because of my NAME! Can you believe that?" Andrew was pacing back and forth, gesturing wildly.
Pecos grabbed Andrew's shoulders. "Whoa, boy. Sit." Andrew sat, and Pecos sat beside him. Andrew opened his mouth to say something, but Pecos shook his head. "We're all good," Pecos said. "At the ranch for a bit, then we'll go out huntin' again."
Longing gripped Andrew. He wanted so badly to be there with them, sleeping in his bed, waking to Enrica's singing, drinking Doyle's coffee, making Joe sigh every time he missed the calf's head.
"I'm glad," Andrew said softly. "Tell them hi for me." He didn't ask how long it had been. He didn't want to know. As long as they were okay; that was all that mattered. He paled as he remembered the aerial of Pecos's ranch. He couldn't tell him. Pecos must never know.  
"Who's Ahanu?" Pecos asked, interrupting Andrew's thoughts.
"Oh, that's the Grey Shaman's name. Better than always calling him 'the Grey Shaman', don't you think?"
Pecos shrugged. "So what 'bout your name?"
"He said he chose me because he liked my name best."
Pecos chuckled softly. "Maybe he did."
"I just wish… It's so frustrating. If I'm not anything special, why'd he bother?"
Pecos slapped him on the back. "Quit your complainin', boy."
"But…"
"Get over it. He chose you. What's goin' on?"
"Not much…" Andrew paused. That wasn't entirely true. "Okay, so there are a few things," he admitted with a grin. "But don't tell Doyle everything I tell you. He'd never stop punching me." Pecos laughed, and Andrew told him all about Clara and the owls and the skinwalkers.
"How did you know the coyotes were skinwalkers?" Andrew asked when he'd finished.
"They wore my brother's skins, but they weren't my brothers."
"Oh. So if they had been in say a bear's skin you wouldn't have known?"
"Not unless I checked."
"How would someone check? Just wondering, 'cause I left the bodies behind. I didn't know what to do with them."
"Peel the skin off."
"Huh. I don't think anyone'll be doing that." Andrew thought about it for a moment before shrugging. It was what it was.
The sky was beginning to glow, and Andrew watched as star after star twinkled out. "Did you actually read Wuthering Heights?"
"Yep."
"Did you like it?"
Pecos shuddered slightly. "Nope."
"Oh, good; I just wondered 'cause... well, never mind." Andrew knew he'd wake soon. He didn't want to go. "Tell the guys hi for me," he said softly, trying to swallow the lump in his throat. "And tell Doyle…" he trailed off.
Pecos placed a hand on Andrew's shoulder. "I will. Take care of yourself, boy. Be careful." And then he was gone, and Andrew was alone in his room. Andrew buried his face in his pillow, forgetting rule number fifteen, and cried.




Chapter 7
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Andrew walked through school in a daze, tired from his night, exhausted from crying, so sick of being alone. He ground his teeth through math class because Chuck had managed to sit behind him again, and he pelted the back of Andrew's head with spitballs every time the teacher turned around.
There was a part of Andrew that wanted to jump Chuck outside of school one day and beat the crap out of him. But there was no point; Chuck couldn't actually hurt him. He was just an annoyance. After math, Andrew passed Ed in the hallway and nodded. He wished he hadn't had to cut Ed, he actually liked Ed, but Chuck and Ed were a packaged deal. It had always been that way.
By the time school ended, Andrew was a little hazy on what had happened. He didn't remember what they'd covered in class; he didn't remember anything Clara had said during lunch; he didn't even remember what he'd eaten for lunch.
When he shuffled out the doors Clara was already sitting on her bike, waiting for him,
"What's wrong with you?" she demanded.
"Huh?"
"All day long you've been walking around like some kind of zombie."
Andrew cringed. He hated zombies. "I'm fine, really; just tired and distracted."
"You never did tell me why you ditched me yesterday."
"I did?"
"Yeah, we were gonna study after school, but you just took off."
"Sorry," Andrew said. "I wasn't thinking."
"What's wrong?"
For a second, Andrew considered telling her. If he told Clara and she actually believed him he'd finally have someone to talk to. Someone he could hash out ideas with. Someone… He shook his head.
"I just had something I had to take care of. It's done."
"What was it?"
Andrew grinned. Clara clearly had no respect for rules number two and ten. He'd have to educate her someday. "Dog walking."
Clara frowned, "What?" Then her eyes brightened. "Hey did you hear about those two dead dogs they found downtown? And they think the dogs actually killed a bunch of people over the last couple days."
"Really? I didn't know."
"Yeah; it's got everyone in an uproar. No one knows for sure why dogs would kill like that or who killed them."
"That's crazy," Andrew murmured, mounting his bike. "What're you listening too?" he asked, hoping to change the subject.
She pulled an earbud out of her ear. "Simon and Garfunkel."
"Simon and what?"
"Garfunkel. They're this super old band from forever ago. My grandpa likes them. Here, listen."
She handed him the bud, and he put it to his ear. After a second he closed his eyes and smiled. For some odd reason, the song reminded him of the cowboys. The soft rhythm could easily have been one of the many songs Joe played on his harmonica, and for a second he was sitting in the den with them, listening to them talk, the scent of coffee floating through the air.
"Do you like it?" Clara asked, jolting him back to the present.
"It's nice," he said with a shrug.
"Nice," Clara snorted. "You were smiling like you just found your lost sandwich or something."
Andrew laughed. "Reminds me of some friends I don't get to see often. It just… I don't know."
"Here; take it." Clara said, handing him the player.
"What? No, I can't take your player."
"It's okay; I've got another. Enjoy," Clara said as she jumped on her bike and pedaled away.
Andrew watched her ride off before slipping the other earbud into his ear. He had no idea what the song was about, something about a boxer and a fight, but he liked it. It blocked all the other sounds of the city. He rode home slowly, whistling to the tune.
That night as Andrew watched the ravens sit silently in his tree he decided to name them. Not all of them, there were simply too many, but there were eleven ravens that followed him regularly and he could easily tell them apart. They were the ones in his tree tonight.
"I'm gonna name you," Andrew said softly. "Is that okay?" The largest raven shrugged.
He glanced around his room for inspiration. He'd never named anything except his three horses, but he didn't want to name the ravens after baseball stars. He grinned when he saw his bookshelf.
"My mom used to read me Hardy Boys books when I was younger. They always got caught by the bad guys, but in the end they saved the day. I'll name you after them." He stared at the ravens, trying to decide which was which, but he finally made up his mind.
"I'll point as I say your name, okay? You'll be Frank," he said pointing to one of the ravens who followed him the most. "Which would make you Joe," he said, pointing to another. "But I don't wanna name you Joe 'cause of Joe, so I'll name you Jesse. So instead of Frank and Joe, you'll be Frank and Jesse."
The ravens blinked glittering black eyes, and Andrew laughed. "You probably think I'm crazy. Maybe I am."
He named six more. "You'll be Chet and Biff and Fenton, Tony and Phil. And you," he said pointing to a raven that never croaked or nodded or spoke in any fashion, "I'm gonna call you Nunya." Nunya blinked.
Andrew paused. He had no idea if any of the ravens were girls. He'd just assumed they were boys. "I'll name you Gertrude," he said, pointing to the smallest raven. "Just in case."
There were only two ravens left. These two often sat on his window sill at night. Andrew thought the bigger, sleeker one might be their leader. He was the one that usually nodded when Andrew spoke. "I'll name you Dean," Andrew said. "And your friend can be Sam. There's this show Clara likes about these two brothers…" he stopped. "You're ravens; you don't care."
"Thanks for letting me name you. And for keeping me company." Dean nodded, and Andrew grinned. He was glad they understood him. He liked having someone to talk to.
The next night, Andrew and the ravens patrolled the town looking for something, anything really; Andrew didn't care what it was. He hated being normal. It simply wasn't fair that in one world or time he was a man, riding with the men, stopping evil things from doing evil, but in the other world or time, the one he was presently stuck in, he was just a boy. And the only thing he could do as a boy was go to school.
Part of him knew that if he had to live here, he had to be just like everyone else. He had to go to school, someday he'd go to college, and then he'd get a job. He'd marry, get a house with a white picket fence, or a fancy apartment, and have two point five kids or two point five dogs depending on his mood. He'd grow old and retire, and someday he'd forget the freedom of running across the open, empty plains. Just thinking about it made him dizzy and sick. There had to be a way he could be the real him, here and now.
And so he ran. He ran down street after street, looking for owls or any type of animal behaving weirdly. He listened for cries of distress, for someone, anyone who needed his help. It was a huge city. Surely there was something he could do. Something he could affect.
But in the end, maybe he and Pecos weren't that much alike after all. Because no matter how hard Andrew looked, he couldn't find anything.
After school one Friday Clara came home with Andrew so they could do their homework. Clara liked to get it done right away so she had the rest of the weekend free to write.
Andrew was busy trying to translate a passage of Shakespeare when Clara said, "Do you believe in spirit animals?"
"Spirit what?"
"Animals. I read that some Native American cultures believe that each person has a spirit animal that guides them through life, even sometimes protects them." Andrew stared at her with a blank look on his face. He'd never heard of spirit animals. She shrugged. "Of course, some white guy wrote that book so who knows if it's even true."
Andrew vaguely heard her continue, but he was lost in his thoughts wondering if spirit animals were real, so it took him a minute to process what she said next. "I know what your spirit animal would be. The raven."
Andrew choked on his coffee. "What?" he gasped.
"Ehgh; I don't know how you drink that stuff. And you can't tell me you haven't noticed the ravens."
"What ravens?"
She rolled her eyes. "Everywhere you are there are ravens. I counted seven sitting in your tree when I got here."
Damn she was observant. Was it too much to ask that she not be quite so observant? He wasn't sure how to play this. If he pretended like he hadn't seen the ravens he'd look like a complete idiot. But if he said he had noticed them, what then?
"Um… I do like ravens," he said, deciding to neither confirm nor deny. "What would your spirit animal be?" he asked, hoping to sidetrack her.
Her brow furrowed. "I don't really know. Nothing has ever struck me, you know?"
Andrew did know. He hadn't picked the ravens. They had picked him. He wished Dean could tell him why. He wished that even one of his ravens spoke. There were over fifty of them. He'd met four talking owls, so it seemed like there had to be a couple talking ravens.
"I hate Shakespeare," Clara said, interrupting his thoughts.
"But he's the ultimate classic!"
"I know, I know; but there's just too much death, too much crazy, too much realism. I read to be entertained. Not to be reminded how much life sucks."
Andrew laughed and went back to work.
That night he dreamed of zoldiers stalking him through the school's corridors. They finally cornered him in the gym, and when he reached for the power to burn them away, it wasn't there. He was empty, all alone. They piled on top of him, crushing him, and he woke gasping for air, lungs empty, hands grasping wildly at thin air.
He spent the morning with Aylen, practicing bringing his flame to life and moving it around, without touching it or visualizing it moving. Aylen said the flame should simply respond to his needs, but it wasn't going particularly well. Apparently his needs weren't clear to the flame because it never moved unless he asked it to.
"Perhaps the power is not meant to be used the way you want," Aylen said after his seventeenth try.
Andrew sighed. They had this argument every time they had their "lessons". "Doesn't matter," he said.
"It does matter," she responded, voice stiff.
"Aylen, I need it. Without it I can't... I just can't. Let it go."
She glared at him, which was unlike her, but didn't say anything more.
When Andrew returned home that afternoon there was a car he didn't recognize sitting in the driveway. He hoped his dad hadn't come back for something. He had no interest in seeing his dad ever again.
He walked into the kitchen softly, surprised to see Chief Vick and his mom sitting at the table, drinking coffee.
"Andrew!" Mrs. Rufus said brightly. "Timothy came by to see you."
Andrew raised a brow. "Me?" Mrs. Rufus giggled, and Andrew rolled his eyes.
"I came to see if you want to go to the shooting range with me," Chief Vick said smiling. He looked like a totally different person when he wasn't in uniform.
"Shooting range? As in guns?" Andrew asked blankly, staring at his mom. She hated violence; she hated guns; she hated weapons of all kinds. Furthermore, she knew Andrew knew how to shoot. He had guns hidden under his bed.
"Yep. You interested?"
Andrew didn't look away from his mom as he asked, "Am I interested?"
"I think it's a wonderful idea, kiddo, if you want to." She gave him a genuine smile.
"Do I want to?" Andrew asked her hesitantly. He couldn't figure out if she wanted him to say no. He didn't really want to say no. He wanted to go, but he couldn't imagine her actually being okay with it.
"I'll make you some sandwiches to take in case you get hungry," she said, standing. "Do you want a cup of coffee while you wait?"
Who was this woman? What had she done with his mom? Andrew slipped into a chair and stared at her.
"Coffee?" she asked again.
"Um… sure."
"How's school going?" Chief Vick asked.
"Huh?" Andrew tore his eyes from his mom and looked into the grinning face of the chief.
"School? Good?" the chief asked again.
"Oh, yeah. How're things at the station, Chief?"
"Not on the clock, Andrew. Call me Vick."
"Um… okay."
It wasn't long before Mrs. Rufus handed Andrew a package of sandwiches, and he and Vick climbed into Vick's car. "There's a small range at the station," Vick said, "But I like to use the one out of town when I can."
Andrew nodded numbly. "Did you like hypnotize her before I got there or something?"
"What?"
"Mom. She hates guns."
"She does," Vick agreed.
"So why am I here?"
"Because you didn't say no."
"But why didn't she say no?"
"'Cause you're old enough to make some of your own decisions."
Andrew laughed. "Did you tell her that?"
"No; that's what she told me."
"What?!" Andrew shook his head. "I can't talk about this anymore. It's making my head hurt."
Vick chuckled softly, and Andrew looked out the window. He watched the houses and cars move past and wondered what Widow Maker was doing. Was he running? Was he swimming in the lake? Would he go hunting with Pecos? He felt a surge of sadness thinking of Widow Maker running alongside them, riderless.
The road stretched endlessly, but they were already on the edge of the city, and Andrew could see wide open fields ahead of him. His chest relaxed, and he breathed deeply. He hadn't even realized how tight it was.
"Not much of a city boy, are you?"
"Huh?"
"You look happy."
Andrew grinned sadly, wishing it was the ranch he was seeing.
When they got to the range, Vick pulled a gigantic duffle bag from the back of his car, and they walked through the gates, signed in, and selected an empty stall towards the back. It had a rustic western feel Andrew appreciated.
Vick set up the targets and pulled out his guns, laying them on a bench. Andrew stared. Vick had a lot of guns. Not as many as Doyle probably, but a lot.
"Whadda you wanna try first?" Vick asked.
Andrew didn't know. He didn't know how to use any of these guns. They were slick and black, and the bullets went into long clips instead of cylinders.
"Wanna start simple?" Vick asked, pulling out another gun, a revolver.
Andrew's eyes brightened. "Yes!" he exclaimed. He hadn't touched a gun since he'd gotten back, and he missed his guns.
Vick handed Andrew the gun and a box full of cartridges, and in his excitement Andrew forgot himself. He had the gun loaded and ready to go in seconds, then remembered where he was, paled, and cast a wary glance at Vick.
Vick nodded towards the target. "Go for it."
What now? He'd already given himself away. Should he play it off like it was a fluke and shoot badly? Or should he just accept he'd screwed up and enjoy the moment?
Andrew closed his eyes, feeling the glow of the sun on his face, the slight ruffle of the breeze through his hair. He was aware of the metal growing warmer in his hand. He felt more himself than he had in months. Just this once, he was going to be true.
Andrew lifted the gun and shot all six rounds, dead center in the target.
Vick whistled softly, then said, "I didn't think you'd be quite that good."
Andrew felt lightheaded for a moment. "Whadda you mean? How could you've possibly known?"
"Saw someone startle you once at the station. Your hand moved immediately to your side where a gun would be. You only do that if you've lived with a gun for a while, as an extension of yourself, you know. Not if you just went out target practicing a couple times."
Andrew ground his teeth. "So this was a calculated move?"
Vick laughed. "Of course it was. I wanted some company, and I wanted an excuse to see Emily. Two birds; one stone."
"But why?" Andrew's chest was tightening again.
"Well, I thought it was obvious. I like your mom. And I'm not above using our friendship as an excuse to see her."
"Wait… what? No…" Andrew was confused. Ahanu could learn a few things from Vick. "You think we're friends?"
"Aren't we?"
"You tricked me," Andrew snapped.
"Nah; I just gave you an opportunity to drop the mask."
Andrew glared at him. "Why would you want to spend time with me anyway? I'm just a kid."
Vick smiled gently. "I don't think that's true. And I did already cover the bit about your mom, didn't I?"
"She's not ready."
"I know. I don't mind waiting. So we gonna shoot or what?"
Andrew didn't know what to say. He was mad. He was mad because he felt like Vick had outplayed him. But on the other hand what did it matter? He wasn't trying to get Andrew to tell him anything. So he knew Andrew could shoot; big deal.
"Fine, but in the future if you really wanna know something, just ask," Andrew said.
"Alright. You ever kill anyone?"
Well crap. He'd walked right into that one, hadn't he? Andrew grinned ruefully. "I changed my mind," he said. "Don't ask. How do these guns work? The ones with the clips."
They spent the entire afternoon at the shooting range, falling back into their easy and relaxed silence of before. Vick showed Andrew how to load the modern guns. They weren't that much different than the revolver, but Andrew liked the revolver better. It just felt right in his hand.
He went to bed feeling better and more relaxed than he had since he'd gotten back.
He dreamed of flying into blackness. But no matter how far and how fast he flew, he never emerged into the light again. His wings grew tired, and he plummeted towards the earth. But there was nothing there, and he just fell into darkness forever and ever and ever, flailing wildly, wings breaking away until he was nothing. He woke at the break of dawn, relieved to see the sun.




Chapter 8
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The weeks began to blur together, and everything was so normal it was sickening. Every day Andrew went to school. Every day he smiled and nodded. Every day he laughed at pointless things and pretended he cared about things everyone else cared about. But every day was a day that Pecos and the others might be fighting the Black Shaman. A day that they might be closer to death. A day that he might never see them again.
He wanted to be with them. He wanted to fight by their side. But he couldn't, and he had no idea if or when he'd go back. So he focused on preparation. He dropped his jiu jitsu classes and started training at home. He hung a punching bag in the garage, and used it every day, trying to channel different amounts of power into his punches.
One day, after deciding he was never going to get anywhere because punching bags didn't punch back, he asked Sam and Dean to attack him while he worked the bag. He punched the bag a few times then Sam and Dean swooped across the garage, talons scraping across Andrew's face.
Blood oozed from his cuts, blurring his vision. The bag swung towards him, and he landed a palm strike, but it was sloppy, and the bag started swinging sideways. As he was trying to heal himself and wipe the blood from his eyes, the bag flew back, crashing into his head and knocking him flat on the ground.
Andrew struggled to hold onto consciousness, lying on the floor, completely dazed, wondering why everything was so difficult.
The ravens watched him silently from the shelves. "Stop laughing," Andrew hissed, healing himself. Dean shook his head. "I know you are; I can tell."
Andrew pulled himself to his feet and tried again, but Sam and Dean were so distracting he couldn't keep the bag from hitting him and heal himself at the same time. He finally gave up and ate a hamburger instead.
He went to bed grumpy, angry at himself for being so weak and out of control. He shoved his earbuds into his ears, closed his eyes, and let Simon and Garfunkel's song of silence pull him into sleep.
"What exactly are you hoping to achieve with the ravens?"
Andrew sighed deeply. If he wasn't going to get any sleep he'd prefer to hang out with Pecos. "Don't you have anything better to do than watch me all the time?"
Ahanu chuckled. "But you are so entertaining."
"Is that really what you do?" Andrew hadn't really ever thought about how Ahanu always knew what he was doing. He'd just assumed it was some kind of shaman trick, but the idea of Ahanu, or anyone, watching him all the time made him sick to his stomach.
"No; I just catch a glimpse here and there."
Andrew wasn't sure if he believed Ahanu or not. He glanced around curiously. This dream wasn't grey like his other dream with Ahanu had been. They were sitting in the woods, surrounded by baby pine trees, and the ground beneath Andrew's feet was covered in plush grass. Andrew dug his toes in and took a deep breath.
"I hate modernity," he said emphatically. "Clara taught me that word. She likes words."
"Why?"
"Why do I hate it or why does she like words? I don't really know why she likes words or how she knows so many, but…"
"No; why do you hate it?"
"They're not here for one," Andrew said with a sad smile. "Two, it's too loud and there's not enough living stuff; too much concrete. But mostly it's because I feel so damn useless here." He paused, thinking of something Charlie had said long ago. "I'm a cowboy without a horse."
Ahanu was watching Andrew, listening intently, the normal twinkle in his eyes gone. "Why can't I stay?" Andrew whispered.
Ahanu placed his long-fingered hand gently on Andrew's shoulder. "You are never useless. Remember that." He smiled, the twinkle back. "And the end is not yet written." He was gone before Andrew finished rolling his eyes.
Then he remembered he was angry at Ahanu. Oh well, Andrew thought with a shrug. It was hard to stay mad at him. Ahanu was just too… something. 
He sat there, alone, in that beautiful, quiet place until his alarm woke him. A part of him had come to enjoy his talks with Ahanu; the other part of him wished that just once Ahanu would stop talking in riddles and give him a straight answer.
His morning went the same as every other morning. He ate breakfast, rode his bike to school, and sat through his classes.
During his break, Andrew went to the school library to consult a dictionary, and he walked down an aisle past Chuck. He was a little surprised, although he shouldn't have been, when Chuck stuck out his foot to trip him.
Andrew stumbled, but caught himself, grit his teeth, and kept walking, determined to ignore him. Nothing good could come from beating Chuck to a pulp. But he stopped suddenly when he heard Chuck hiss "sissy" under his breath.
Andrew turned with a wide grin. "Say it to my face," he said softly.
"What?" Chuck stuttered.
"Call me 'sissy' to my face," Andrew said, walking right up to Chuck.
Chuck stared at him for a moment. "Sissy," he finally sneered.
Andrew had already checked and both librarians were out of sight. He stepped close to Chuck, so close he could actually hear Chuck's frantic heartbeat. He lifted his hand and dropped it onto Chuck's shoulder, channeling power into it and squeezing hard, feeling Chuck's bones beneath his fingers. Chuck's eyes bulged.
"I'm sick of you," Andrew said. "I'm sick of your mouth; I'm sick of your face; I'm sick of spitballs on the back of my head. From now on, you don't speak to me, you don't look at me. If you pass me in the hall, you put your head down and walk around me."
Andrew squeezed harder, and Chuck began to whimper. "Annoy me in any way, any way at all, and I'll wait for you outside your house, knock you out, and put you someplace where no one will ever find you. Do you understand?" Chuck nodded his head frantically. "No," Andrew said. "I want you to say, 'yes, sir, I understand'."
"I understand," Chuck whispered, a tear slipping down his cheek.
Andrew frowned. "I didn't hear a 'sir'."
"Yes, sir, I understand," Chuck whimpered, heart beating so rapidly now Andrew was surprised it didn't explode.
Andrew squeezed just a tiny bit harder. "I don't like you. You're an ass. But I'll leave you alone if you stay far, far away from me." Chuck nodded again, and Andrew grinned. "I'm glad we had this talk," he said, releasing Chuck's shoulder and giving him a hard pat on the back, then went to find his book.
"You okay?" Clara asked at lunch, peeking over the edge of War and Peace.
"Huh?"
"You haven't said anything all lunch."
"Sorry; just thinking about a paper Mr. Jenkins assigned."
"I love writing papers. What's it about?"
"We have to pick a word and write about how or if it's changed over time and how it's used or if it's used today."
"Wow; that is so awesome! I hope he gives us that assignment too."
"Seriously?"
"Absolutely!" Clara's eyes were sparkling. "Just think of all the fun words you could choose from."
"Such as?" In Andrew's opinion words were just words. He was partial to "crap" and "whatever", but he didn't think that's what Mr. Jenkins had in mind.
"You could use bandoline or bindlestiff or zooterkins. Of course, I don't know if those words have changed in meaning. I personally think I would use egregious. That's just a fun word to say."
Andrew blinked. "Um… do you actually know what all those words mean?"
"Of course I do. Why wouldn't I?"
"Why would you?"
"Or you could just use a word like 'dog'."
"What? Dog?"
"Sure; it used to mean a big, fierce dog, but now all dogs are dogs."
"What?"
Clara frowned at him. "You know what you need?" she asked pointing at his chest.
"No, but I'm sure you'll tell me."
She grinned. "A scopperloit!"
"A scopper-what?"
"A break." She winked at him. "Let's go see Aylen after school instead of studying."
Andrew's head was still spinning from all the weird words she'd used. "Okay, if you want." The bell rang, and Andrew stood. "Wait, did you tell me what a scooper-thingy was?"
Clara laughed loudly. "A scopperloit, you zounderkite. It means break. You need a break."
"Oh, okay, but what's a zounderkite?"
"Idiot!" Clara yelled as she ran down the hallway.
Andrew laughed softly to himself, imagining Pecos calling him something as ridiculous as zounderkite. He shook his head; Pecos probably had a rule against fancy words.
A few days passed uneventfully. Chuck avoided Andrew, didn't lob spit balls at him during class, and didn't make eye contact when they were near each other. It was so nice Andrew wished he'd done something sooner.
But that didn't stop Chuck from being an asshole Andrew realized when he opened the bathroom door between classes to the sounds of a struggle.
"Please don't," someone stuttered.
"Don't what?" Chuck sneered.
Andrew sighed and stalked quickly to the last stall where Chuck was pushing a tall, gangly kid's head towards the toilet. The kid was sobbing and holding onto the back of the toilet, but he was no match for Chuck. Andrew cleared his throat loudly, and Chuck jumped losing his hold.
Chuck paled when he saw Andrew, but his jaw tightened and he didn't move. "Chuck," Andrew said softly. "Thing is I like…" he glanced at the gangly kid and raised his eyebrow.
"Fred," the kid stuttered.
"Fred, that's right; I like Fred. Good kid. So same rule as applies to me, applies to him. You understand?" Chuck nodded tightly, letting go of Fred who skittered quickly out of the stall. "And you know... I just don't like bullies." Andrew stared at Chuck, wondering if a broken finger or two would help make his point. He frowned, knowing his mom wouldn't approve.
"So I guess what I'm saying is," Andrew drawled slowly, "if I catch you bullying someone, anyone, I'm gonna break your fingers into little, tiny pieces." What color had remained left Chuck's face, and Andrew grinned widely. "See you in math class," he added, punching Chuck's shoulder with enough force to slam him into the back wall.
Andrew turned and winked at Fred. "So Fred, tell me about yourself."
Fred stammered incoherently for a second before he finally managed to say, "I like computers."
"Oh? Tell me about it on the way to class." Andrew pointed towards the door, not trusting Chuck enough to leave poor Fred alone with him.
Fred's face lit up, and he started gushing about numbers and codes and algorithms as he walked into the hallway. Andrew rolled his eyes. Teach him to break rule number ten.  
The next day when Andrew passed Chuck in the hallway, Chuck glared at him for a moment before he remembered to look the other way. His face turned bright red, and Andrew saw him shrug when the girl he was walking with asked him a question. Andrew cringed. Chuck was hanging out with Essie Stratmeyer. Nothing good can come from that, he thought when Essie sent him a venomous glare.
He passed Fred soon after and waved at him. Fred's face lit up, and he waved back excitedly, crossing the hall and walking beside Andrew. "What ya doing?" Fred asked.
Andrew grinned. "Walking to class."
"I wanted to say thank you; I mean, it was really nice what you did."
Pecos was right. Saying thanks did make things awkward. "Yeah," Andrew replied. "I don't see you in the lunch room."
"I have permission to spend lunches in the computer lab."
"Eating?"
"No," Fred said with a laugh. "I just work on the computers."
"Oh, well if you ever end up in the lunchroom, you can sit with Clara and me."
"Really?" Fred gasped. "Thanks, I mean, no one..."
Andrew interrupted him. "Look, Fred, if we're gonna be friends, you have to stop saying 'thanks'."
"Friends?" Fred said in surprise.
"Yeah."
"But you're... you know and I'm... you know."
"No, I don't know. Anyway, here's my class. See you later." Andrew left Fred standing speechless in the hallway and slipped behind a desk with a chuckle. Now he could tell his mom he had two friends.    
Several more weeks passed, and in spite of Andrew's best efforts to attract trouble nothing unusual happened. Things were normal; so normal that Andrew began to think maybe this was all there would ever be.
But was that so bad? His life was probably the best it had ever been. He enjoyed spending time with Clara and his occasional conversations with Fred. He liked working in the yard, raking leaves, and shoveling the rare snow. His grades were better than they'd ever been, even though he still didn't see the point. He enjoyed quiet dinners with his mom. And going to coffee, shooting, or just hanging out with Vick was fun, even if Andrew did have to be on guard.
But he had the feeling Ahanu wasn't quite done with him. Why else would he be visiting Andrew in his dreams? That didn't feel like the kind of thing you did when you were done using a person. It felt like the kind of thing you did when you were definitely still using a person. But what did Andrew know?
Did he really need to return? Did he want to? His life was right here. But when Andrew thought that, his stomach clutched and his heart ached, leaving a hollow, lonely feeling inside him. So he pushed thoughts of never returning to the back of his mind.
He found himself opening his token box every now and then and looking at the objects inside, reliving his battles, sometimes thinking how he could have done something different. He liked his tokens, more than he wanted to, but he simply didn't see the point of them. It was weird. Pecos didn't have tokens. At least not that Andrew knew of.
For some unknown reason, he started carrying the button in his pocket. One day at school Andrew was rolling it over the backs of his fingers when Clara startled him by asking, "What's that?"
"What's what?" She pointed at his finger where the button was sitting. "Um, a button."
"It's an army button, isn't it?"
"Yes…"
"Did someone in your family serve? It looks like an old design, maybe, what, Civil War era?"
Andrew sighed. He'd never understand why Clara had to be so smart and observant. "No, I mean, not that I know of. It was a gift," he stuttered. "Did anyone in your family serve?"
"Actually my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandpa fought for the Union," she said, counting it off on her fingers.
"Wow. Is that the actual number of greats or did you make that up?"
She laughed. "It's the actual number. Anyway, his whole family served in the military, his dad, his brother, all their ancestors and descendants. All the way down to my dad."
"Is that why you move so much?"
"Used to be." She didn't go on, and since Clara talked about everything extensively Andrew figured rule number ten applied here, so he didn't bother asking.
He wondered if any of his family had served in the army. If they had, what would happen if he accidentally killed one of them? Would he disappear? Was Clara right, could he not actually change time? Was time set? Whatever the history books said happened, was that what would always happen? Was everything he'd done, everything he did, already set in stone?
After school he pedaled to Aylen's house. She opened the door before he even knocked.
"You could at least pretend to be surprised," Andrew growled. "Can I change time?" he asked. She opened her mouth. "I mean, could I go back and say accidentally kill my grandpa and disappear?" She opened her mouth again. "Or could I prevent a tragedy from happening? Or Pecos's ranch?! Could I stop that?"
"Andrew!" she finally snapped.
"Sorry."
"I do not know. I do not understand time, and I do not meddle in time. I would suggest you not even think about meddling in time. Who knows the damage you've already done!" Aylen's brows were furrowed. "He should have never sent you back. He plays a dangerous game."
"So you don't know?"
"No; I do not know."
"Where is he?"
"What do you mean?"
"Where's Ahanu? Do you know where he is?"
"No. I told you. I have not seen him in years. Besides, he comes and goes as he pleases."
"I've got to go," Andrew said running back outside and jumping on his bike. He rode home as quickly as possible, ran into the house, pulled out his mom's business card box, and started flipping through the cards. There! Dr. Olderham. He noted the address, then ran out the door, and rode across town, skidding to a stop when he saw the building was boarded up.
"Damn it, Ahanu!"
That night he ran all the way outside of town. He didn't stop until the stars were almost clear, then he plopped to the ground and stared at them for a long time, listening to the wind rustle the leaves and breathing the crisp winter air.
The idea that everything he'd done or would do was already scripted and set drove him nuts. He wasn't an actor in a play. It couldn't be that way. Because what if Ahanu had never sent him back? What then? Everything couldn't have happened the same way because he wasn't there. There was a reason Ahanu had sent him back, but if he'd always been sent back there wouldn't be a reason. Andrew shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts.
He was sure there was some purist out there somewhere, someone who thought they knew every theoretical aspect of time travel, who would insist that he'd always been there, because he'd been there, but he wasn't sure that was true. There was surely some reality, some timeline, some existence where he wasn't there.
His head began to pound, and he closed his eyes almost drifting off to sleep, but he snapped awake. He couldn't go to sleep outside of his room without the protection of his dreamcatcher. He wasn't taking any chances with the Black Shaman. None at all.
He ran home, borrowed his mom's computer, and spent an hour searching for Lieutenant Ashley. He finally uncovered an old government document charging Lieutenant Ashley and his entire squadron of men with desertion. Another document showed an appeal filed by the families of some of the men trying to remove the stain of desertion from their names.
Andrew felt sick. He had no idea if Lieutenant Ashley had been missing before he went back last time; he'd never read about him before. But he'd found clear proof that he did have an effect on time and people's lives. He'd orphaned children and widowed women and left those men's families with a blemish on their names.
He wanted to feel guilty. He wanted to feel awful, like he was a horrible person, but he couldn't. They were going to kill him or hand him over to the Black Shaman; he wasn't sure which. And he'd fought back.
Doyle had said Lieutenant Ashley would hunt Andrew until he found him, and Andrew believed him. Just like he believed it when Doyle had told him he hadn't done anything wrong. 
He crawled into bed, feeling sad, and shoved his earbuds in so Simon and Garfunkel could drown out the droning sound of the electricity. He hoped he dream met Pecos, but he didn't. He dreamed about talking squirrels begging him to eat them. He woke hungry for squirrel and more than a little scared.




Chapter 9
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Andrew dragged himself out of bed, wishing more than anything he was smelling Doyle's coffee. He dressed, ate a meat-loaded breakfast, and pedaled to school. It was a warmish winter day, but he wished it would snow. He wanted to see the sun glistening off huge drifts of snow. He wanted to see trees leaning under the weight of gleaming wet crystals. He sighed. Even if it did snow, it wouldn't be like that.
He arrived at school hungry. He should have eaten more breakfast, or maybe he shouldn't have run so far last night. His head was already starting to throb. Maybe he needed to start sneaking sandwiches into school. He thought about asking to go home sick, but he remembered his mom had stayed home to do some kind of conference call, and he didn't want to bother her.
He waved at Clara as he passed her in the hallway and glared at Chuck when he passed him. Chuck kept his eyes trained on the floor, which was just as well, because Andrew wasn't in the mood to deal with him. Andrew slid into a desk and sat through his history teacher's boring lecture on feudalism.
By the time class ended, Andrew's head was pounding. So instead of going to his next class, he asked to go to the nurse.
If the nurse had a refrigerator full of meat, she might have actually been able to help him, but instead she gave him some pain pills and told him to lie down. He slipped the pills into his pocket and stretched out.
He was exhausted, but he knew he couldn't fall asleep here. He should carry his dreamcatcher in his bag along with the extra sandwiches. That way he could sleep anywhere, even here on this cold, hard cot. He laughed softly, imagining the police's drug hounds tearing into his backpack, searching for meat. That was a conversation he didn't want to have.
He stared at the ceiling tiles and wondered what Doyle was carving. Maybe another cow, he thought with a grin. Doyle carved an awful lot of cows. Andrew wondered what Doyle had carved for Rolf. Maybe dogs or horses.
He was accidentally drifting off to sleep when he heard gunshots followed by terrified screaming. The nurse grabbed his arm and tried to pull him behind her desk. "Hide!" she whispered frantically.
Clara.
Andrew ripped his arm from the nurse's grasp and ran into the hall. He glanced up and down the halls trying to figure out which way to go. He had no idea what period it was. Where was Clara? Where was the shooter? He reached into the well, grabbed the power, and pushed it out. Heat waved across his skin, and he started running, running towards the screams.
He slammed through the lunchroom doors, saw the shooter, and tackled him. Momentum carried them across the lunchroom, through the floor to ceiling windows, and out into the lawn. Glass showered Andrew as he landed on his knees on top of the shooter. The shooter still had his gun so Andrew ripped it away and slammed it into the shooter's face. Blood splashed into Andrew's eyes, momentary blinding him.
Andrew swiped a hand over his face and held his breath as he checked the shooter's pulse. Had he killed him? He hadn't meant to. The shooter was just a kid, and he looked familiar. Andrew knew him from somewhere; he just couldn't place it. Andrew breathed a sigh of relief when he finally felt a faint pulse. He'd just knocked the shooter out cold.
A gun fired, and Andrew jerked in surprise as a bullet pierced his back. He stared down at the seeping blood as a second bullet tore through his shoulder. Burnt crap biscuits. Now he remembered how he knew the shooter. He was Billy Stratmeyer. Which meant he'd just been shot by Essie, Billy's twin.
Andrew pushed power out to heal himself as he rolled to the side. More shots fired, slamming into the ground beside him. Andrew leaped to his feet and ran straight at Essie, plowing into her and dragging her to the ground.
She pulled a handgun and tried to shoot him again, but Andrew wrenched it away. She punched at his face. "Damn it! Why're you doing this?!" Andrew hissed. "Stop fighting me!"
She drew a knife from her belt, and Andrew barely managed to grab her hand in time. He'd never hit a girl before, but she was trying to kill him. If he were anyone else, she would have killed him already. And who knew how many of the students she'd already killed. He paled thinking of Clara and slammed his fist into Essie's face, feeling her collapse beneath him.
Everyone inside was still screaming. Did that mean someone was dead? Lots of someones? Andrew could hear sirens now, and they were close. He had to get out of here before anyone saw him. He dragged Essie over to her brother, using her belt to tie them together.
Then he ran. He ran as fast as he could all the way home, changed his clothes, ate a sandwich, and ran back to school. There were policemen everywhere, including Chief Vick. Students and teachers were streaming out the doors, and Andrew merged with a group as soon as it was near enough, searching frantically for Clara. Where was she?
Finally he saw her, and she saw him. She ran to him and threw her arms around him. "I'm so glad you're okay," she sobbed. "I didn't know where you were."
"Me too," Andrew said. "I mean you. I mean…"
"I know."
Andrew stepped back. "You okay?" She nodded. "Do you know… did anyone… are there…"
"I don't know," she whispered.
They sat huddled in the parking lot, waiting to hear, waiting to know if anyone was dead. Andrew breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Chuck, Ed, and Fred among the other students. He may not like Chuck, but that didn't mean he wanted him dead.
Mrs. Rufus came and hugged them fiercely. Other parents arrived, and everyone started going home, but Andrew waited. He needed to know. Clara sat and held his hand, and his mom wrapped her arm around his shoulder.
He finally caught sight of Chief Vick leaving the building. "Chief Vick," Andrew called, running towards him. "Is everyone… did anyone… can you tell me…"
The chief looked tired, and his lips were set in a hard line, but they softened when he saw Andrew. "No one was killed. Ten students and one teacher were wounded, but nothing critical."
Andrew nearly collapsed in relief. "Good… I mean… Anyway." Chief Vick nodded and squeezed Andrew's shoulder before he walked past him to speak to one of the other officers.
Andrew staggered back to his mom in a daze. He was suddenly exhausted; he hadn't realized how hungry he was. His headache was back in full force; so much so that his vision was starting to fade to black at the edges.
"I need to go home," he mumbled.
Mrs. Rufus grabbed his hand and led him to the car. Andrew laid his head against the seat and breathed. His head was pounding so hard he almost didn't hear Clara ask him if he was okay. "I'm fine," he mumbled. "Just need to eat."
"Call me," she said as she jumped out of the car and ran into her house. Andrew didn't respond. It was taking all his effort not to black out. He had to stay conscious. He didn't know what would happen if he didn't.
Mrs. Rufus practically carried him into the house. She sat him at the table and handed him a container full of cooked hamburgers. Andrew ate them all. His head finally stopped throbbing, and the blackness eased away. He laid his head on the table in relief.
"Are you okay?" his mom asked quietly.
"Yeah. Sorry. Didn't eat enough this morning, and then… well, you know."
"Do I? I heard a policeman mention that someone took out both shooters, then disappeared. And those aren't the clothes you were wearing this morning."
Andrew looked at her, trying to decide what to say. What did she want him to say? Did she want him to deny it; did she want him to tell her what he'd done?
She smiled gently. "I'm proud of you. I don't know what you did or how you did it, but I'm proud of you. You kept it from being a lot worse. Who knows how many lives you saved." She paused, worry clouding her face. "I just wish... I don't want you to get hurt."
Andrew didn't know what to say. He couldn't promise her he'd never get hurt. He'd been shot after all. But he couldn't just stand by and let people die. Not if he could stop it.
A boy's face materialized in his mind, terror glazing his eyes, and Andrew shook his head, wishing he'd been able to save him, still feeling a ghost of guilt that the boy had been crushed beneath Septimis's scales, that he hadn't been able to stop it. 
"I can't... I mean... I have to," Andrew said softly. She nodded and handed him a cup of coffee, hand shaking slightly. Tears glistened in her eyes, and Andrew wished he could take them away. "I… I love you," he whispered.
She jumped from her chair and wrapped her arms around him. "I love you too. I was so scared when I heard there had been a shooting. You never think…" She kissed his head. "I'm just so glad you're okay."
"Me too." He sniffed the coffee. "You put in extra grounds."
She grinned. "I know you like it strong."
After a bit, he called Clara. "Are you okay?" she asked anxiously. "You kinda spazzed out there."
"I'm good. Just didn't eat enough."
"Huh. Where were you?"
"Nurse."
"Oh."
"Clara…"
"Yeah?"
"You okay?" Andrew was breaking rule number ten, but he didn't care. He hadn't been there. He couldn't imagine what it must have felt like to be sitting there, eating lunch, and suddenly have someone shooting at you, knowing there wasn't anything you could do to defend yourself. Because they hadn't been taught to survive. No one was taught to survive. But he did remember his own stunned surprise when Duke had shot him. His confusion, his wondering why. Why him? 
"I'm alive."
"I know, but are you alright?"
She was quiet for a moment before she said softly, "Every time I close my eyes, I see them. I see everyone scrambling to hide under the tables. I see blood. And I hear the screams. The gunshots and the screams." She paused. When she spoke again her voice was strained. "I'm not sure I'll ever be able to walk into the lunchroom again. But I'll be alright."
"Just let me know… if you need anything."
"K."
Andrew wasn't overly surprised when Chief Vick showed up for supper that night. Andrew ate silently, watching Vick and his mom smile at each other and felt like groaning. If they kept sneaking glances at each other for years like Pecos and Aylen he was going to kill them.
After supper, Vick stood and said, "I feel like a walk. Keep me company, Andrew?"
Andrew followed Vick out the door. They walked down the street and past several street lights before Vick finally spoke.
"The Stratmeyer twins aren't talking; which isn't surprising. They never did know what was good for them."
"What'll happen to them?" Andrew asked.
"Not sure. They have enough of a record that a judge could make it pretty hard on them, even though no one was killed. But since their mom's a police officer, well, that could either make it better or worse for them. Hard to say."
Andrew hadn't gotten a good look at Billy before he knocked him out, but he remembered all too well the absolute hate and fury in Essie's eyes when she'd kept fighting him, trying to kill him. He cringed, hoping they were sent away for a long time.
"We have several eyewitnesses who say they saw a streak of blue run into Billy and carry him out the windows, but it's sketchy at best," Vick continued.
"A streak, huh?"
"Yep. You weren't in the lunchroom."
"No; I was in the nurse's office."
"Ran out though, when the shooting started."
Andrew rolled his eyes. Chief Vick was always fishing. "Is there a question in there?"
"Not really."
"Good."
"You okay?"
He would be as long as they locked Essie up for a long time, but he didn't say that. "Sure."
"You need to talk, you know where to find me."
"I know."
"How's your mom doing?"
Andrew shrugged. "Good, I guess. Seems alright."
"Think if you asked her to go see a play, she'd go?"
"Really? A play?"
"I like plays."
"But you want me to ask her. Is this a play I'm interested in? It's not Shakespeare, is it?"
"Nah, can't understand what they're saying in Shakespeare plays. It's called 'The Importance of Being Earnest'. Supposed to be a classic."
Andrew groaned. "Can Clara come? She loves classics."
The next day Andrew's school announced that winter break would start immediately. No one wanted to go back to school after the shooting. The Stratmeyer's were in custody, but they wouldn't say why they had done it, not that it mattered.
Andrew watched the news footage of them being arrested, cringing at the hatred on Essie's face, and wondered if he should have killed them when he had the chance, especially Essie. Doyle would be disappointed in him, but they were just kids, barely older than him. He just hadn't been able to do it.
He couldn't believe it was winter break already. It had been so long since he'd seen them. He wondered if he'd forget what they looked like someday, if he'd forget the sound of their voices, the sound of Joe's harmonica, Doyle's snort, Pecos's laugh, Charlie's soft instruction. Would he forget the feel of the wind on his face when he rode Widow Maker?
The thought made him so depressed he couldn't stand it. He brewed a pot of coffee strong enough to walk and spent his entire day in the garage punching the bag. With every punch he tried to remember something about them. And he tried to burn it into his mind so he'd never forget.
The next day, Mrs. Rufus decided to take Clara and Andrew to the zoo. Andrew had no idea why she picked the zoo. Maybe she thought it would distract them from everything that had happened, but he hated the zoo. He hadn't been there since he was six, and he'd seen all the birds inside their cages. He hadn't understood how anyone could cage something that was meant to fly. But he didn't want to hurt her feelings, so they went.
He shuddered as they walked through the African exhibit. Something about seeing all those beautiful animals in cages made him stir-crazy. He wanted to break them all free, and apparently Clara didn't like zoos any more than he did.
"They should be arrested," she muttered angrily. "Look how tiny the cheetah cage is. Cheetahs are made to run."
Andrew remembered Charlie saying horses were meant to be free and smiled sadly. He knew no one had asked the cheetah if it wanted to be caged. Mrs. Rufus was oblivious to Clara's distress. She smiled and pointed and gasped.
At the bison enclosure, Andrew held back. "Why don't you guys find some hot cocoa or something?" he said. "I'll be there in a minute."
He stared at the majestic creatures sadly. He remembered how many of them there had been when they'd fought against Septimis. He remembered how brave they were. How powerful! He wished they were free. He wished there were more of them. He wished he could change time and stop them from being slaughtered. He sighed deeply, wondering if he even could.
Andrew considered ripping the fence down, but where would they go? They were in the middle of the city.
A bison bull turned his head to look at Andrew, and Andrew waved. It was a pathetic gesture, but he didn't know what else to do. The bison moved toward him. When it was quite near, it asked, "Why are you sad?"
Andrew jumped, then looked quickly around. There was no one near. "Should you be talking? What if someone hears you?"
The bison smiled. "You hear me."
"Yeah, but I know... I mean I've heard animals talk before. Why're you here?"
"Where else would I be?"
"I don't know. Free somewhere, roaming."
"There is nowhere left to roam."
Andrew leaned his forehead against the fence links. "I know," he said sadly. "I once saw a herd of bison defeat a gigantic snake," he whispered. "It was amazing."
"You were there?" the bison asked breathlessly. "How many were there?"
"Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. There were so many I couldn't see the end of them." The bison closed his eyes, and Andrew continued. "Their hooves shook the entire earth. The sound was like thunder." The bison smiled. "It was incredible, and I owe them my life."
The bison looked at Andrew solemnly. "Thank you. Your words warm my heart."
Andrew heard Clara calling for him. "I have to go," he said. "I… it was nice meeting you."
"Safe travels."
Andrew nodded and ran off, tears stinging his eyes. It just wasn't fair. Such a noble creature should be free. He shouldn't be caged; he should be allowed to run, to breathe, to see the stars.
Andrew tried to smile as he took his hot cocoa from Clara. "It's chocolate-vanilla," she said. "Best of both worlds."
"Thanks." He drank it mechanically, hating the taste, hating the cages, wishing everything here was free.
They followed Mrs. Rufus through the rest of the zoo, but Andrew didn't see anything. He couldn't forget the bison's large, sad eyes. Or the way he'd smiled when Andrew had told him about the herd. He wished he could free him, but he knew there was no point.
"Wanna talk about it?" Clara asked.
"Huh?"
"You're awfully quiet."
"Oh, I just... the bison made me sad. There used to be millions of them roaming the plains."
"I know."
"Of course you do. Is there anything you haven't read?"
"I don't like sci-fi, and mysteries aren't my favorite. And I don't really like westerns."
"Wait, what? Why?"
"Too sad." She shrugged.
"Yeah." Now they were both silent. 
Andrew didn't particularly want to go into the reptile house, but Mrs. Rufus did, so he followed her. There were glass cages set into the walls full of all kinds of creatures, lizards, frogs, snakes, spiders, scorpions. Andrew wandered up to an enclosure and glanced inside, then stepped back with surprise.
The snake curled up within bore an eerie resemblance to Septimis, only miniature by comparison. It raised its head and stared at Andrew, and Andrew wondered. Did it know he had killed its father? If the glass was gone, would it strike at him? The snake watched Andrew curiously, tongue flicking in and out.
Andrew felt a sudden rush of rage. He wanted to break the glass, all the glass, and free them. How could anyone justify shoving them in little glass cages where they never saw the sun or felt the wind or the rain? It was too cruel. Man was too cruel. Even the owls in their bone strewn Owl Haven would never have caged an animal until it forgot what the moon looked like.
He had just raised his hand to break the glass when Clara touched his shoulder. "It's time," she said.
"I'm sorry," Andrew whispered before following her towards the door. 
As they left the reptile house, Andrew felt the hairs on the back of his neck tingle. Someone was watching him. He looked around, but everyone was busy looking into the glass boxes, and no one was paying attention to him. He shrugged, thinking his imagination was playing tricks on him. This whole day was making him antsy.
They left the zoo, but Andrew simply couldn't shake the feeling. Something or someone was watching him. 
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Andrew kept checking behind them all the drive home. "Are you okay?" Clara whispered.
"Yeah, I just… do you have the feeling you're being watched?"
"What? No."
"Huh, never mind."
They soon dropped Clara off at her house and went home. Andrew went right upstairs. He hadn't enjoyed his day, and it hadn't made him forget about the twins. It was going to be a while before he forgot the look of pure hatred on Essie's face right before he knocked her out.
He hoped the rest of winter vacation was more fun. Maybe he could hunt down some dust devils to fight or something. He chuckled to himself thinking how very different he was from when he'd first met Pecos.
He waved at Frank and Jesse and flopped onto his bed, pulling out Doyle's whittling knife and a block of wood. He was trying to carve a butterfly to give Clara.
"I met a talking bison at the zoo," Andrew said to the ravens. "I can't... I mean I couldn't... At least you guys are free." He sliced a bit of wood away. "You are free, right? I mean you could leave the city anytime. Why do you stay? If I was you I'd fly far away. Somewhere open and empty."
Frank and Jesse just stared at him. Andrew shrugged and kept talking. "Anyway then I had this weird feeling like I was being watched. Still have it to be honest, but that's impossible, right? I'm mean, I'm home. How could anyone be watching me?" He paused, but they didn't say anything. Not that he had expected them to. He wasn't that crazy.
After a while he held the wood up so he could look at it. It looked nothing like a butterfly. It looked like a block of wood with rounded corners. He obviously needed another lesson. He flicked off the light and went to sleep.
He dreamed of dark lairs and deep underground tunnels. He dreamed of chain link fences and dead bison. He dreamed of bleached bison bones, lying in the sun. Thousands and thousands of bones. And he dreamed of blood.
When he woke, his room was dark and the hairs on his arms were standing on end. He knew he was being watched. He looked carefully around the room without moving his head. He didn't see anything. Frank and Jesse were still perched on the sill, but he could tell by the tilt of their heads they were sleeping. So what the hell was watching him?
He closed his eyes, wrapping a bit of the power around his finger and trying to see, trying to see everything that was alive in his room. He swallowed a gasp. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of spots of life surrounding him, even on him! What were they? He opened his eyes, trying to see them, but he couldn't, not even with the power; it was too dark.
He was going to have to turn on the light. He was going to have to reach out his hand and flip on the switch, but the switch was covered in somethings. His arm was covered in somethings. There were somethings on his head! His breath came faster and faster, and he tried to slow it down.
On the count of three, he thought. One, two, three. He snapped his hand out and flipped on the switch. Light flooded the room, and he gasped. There were spiders everywhere. On his bed, on his ceiling, on him, everywhere!
They were staring at him, and he wanted to jump up screaming and run away. One spider was creepy, but a thousand? Horrifying! He didn't move, just held himself perfectly still, waiting. Then the largest spider he'd even seen climbed over the foot of his bed.
Andrew gulped. It was bigger than a basketball. Spiders shouldn't be allowed to be that big. Andrew cringed as its hairy legs settled on Andrew's feet.
"Whadda you want?" Andrew whispered.
"You." The spider's fangs dripped white ooze. "The Dark One promised much for your life."
Andrew's heart skipped a beat. She had found him! How had she found him? "But how?" Andrew gasped.
"Standing bounty," the spider purred. "Been in place ever since… huh… well a very long time."
Andrew felt a wave of relief roll through him. She hadn't found him. She just wanted him dead no matter what. He could deal with that. He needed to move, but he felt like he was frozen. The spiders had so many eyes, and they were all holding Andrew in place. He needed to move.
Doyle's voice echoed through Andrew's mind, "Damn it, boy, if you get yourself killed I'm gonna kick your ass!" Andrew grinned. He certainly wasn't going to give Doyle any reason to beat him up. 
The talking spider was walking up Andrew's body now, the weight of it making Andrew ill. Andrew took a deep breath and grinned.
"I hope she paid you in advance," he said, snapping his body upright and landing on his feet. Spiders skittered down his collar and up his sleeves, biting him as they went. Andrew kicked the huge spider sending it flying into the wall. It bounced, but landed on its legs.
Frank and Jesse still weren't moving, and Andrew suddenly realized they were dead. He hadn't seen their life sparks when he'd looked around the room. He felt a rush of grief followed by hot, sharp anger.
"You killed my brothers," he hissed. He jumped to the floor and stamped his feet madly, popping spiders beneath him.
Inside his clothes their sharp little fangs were piercing his skin, and he could feel their poison seeping into his system. He pushed the power out to heal and turned to face the monster spider. "How do you know about me anyway?!" he demanded.
"Every creature of the dark knows you," the spider hissed. "Standing bounty, remember?"
It tossed a long, thick strand of web towards Andrew, snagging his hands. The webbing was like super glue; Andrew couldn't pull his hands apart. The spider dragged him closer, and Andrew dropped onto his back, rolling from side to side. Spiders squished under his weight. There were spiders on his face now, biting just as quickly as they could, forcing venom into him faster than he could heal.
He healed himself again and again, rolling side to side, smashing. The monster spider crept closer, and Andrew kicked his leg out, thrusting it backwards. He rolled under his bed and grabbed a knife, twisting it in his hands and shoving it through the webbing. He felt the knife slice his skin as he did, but in a second he was free.
As he rolled out from under the bed, the huge spider jumped on him. Andrew punched it before it could sink its fangs into his skin. It hissed as it crashed into the ceiling then landed with a thump on the floor. Andrew leaped to his feet. There were so many spiders. They were everywhere. How could he kill them all?
He healed himself again, slapping spiders off his face. The monster spider shot another string of webbing at him, and Andrew dodged, picking up his knife and throwing it quickly, pinning the big one to the wall with a loud thunk. White ooze gushed from its body and dribbled onto the floor.
One down, eight hundred million to go, Andrew thought as he tore his hands down his arms, killing the spiders under his sleeves.
Andrew jumped in surprise as screaming suddenly filled the room. Who the hell's screaming? he thought. He glanced quickly around his room, hissing in dismay when he saw his mom standing in his doorway, screaming at the top of her lungs.
"SHUT THE DOOR!" Andrew yelled when he saw the spiders scuttling across the floor towards her bare feet. She just kept screaming. She would die. They would bite her, and she would die. He had to do something.
He grabbed the power and imagined a bomb, a bomb detonating and spraying liquid fire across the room. Liquid fire that only killed spiders. The heat gathered within him, molten hot. The spiders had almost reached her toes when Andrew let go. Light burst through the room, erupting and popping spiders as it waved across.
When it was finished, the power rushed back into Andrew, taking his breath away, burning his insides as it went. He gasped in pain, wobbling. He grabbed his dresser and surveyed his room.
It was clean, not a spider to be seen. His knife was buried deep in the wall, but the monster spider's corpse was gone. His mom was safe. She was still screaming, but she was safe. He grinned before he blacked out and fell to the floor.
"Andrew, wake up!" She was screaming again, but this time she was screaming at him.
"Wha?" he asked groggily.
"You're covered in bites. Should I call 911?" She stared at him anxiously.
Andrew tried to focus. The venom was slowing his brain, but he knew there was something he needed to do. "Nah; I'm alright."
She didn't look convinced. How could he convince her? That's right; he needed to heal himself. He gazed at the power and shuddered. Why was it always so hot? Just once he'd like to grab hold of it without burning himself. He sighed and dipped his hand in. Heat flared through his body. He felt the venom burn, and then everything went black again.
He wept. He wept for his brothers. He wept for the past. He curled into himself in the cold, lonely dark and cried for everything he had lost. For everything that was gone. For the bones of his family buried somewhere deep underground, but he didn't know where.
When he woke, he was famished, and Mrs. Rufus was sitting beside him on the floor, staring at him. "Hi, Mom," he whispered.
She jumped. "Andrew! Are you okay?! I was just trying to decide if I should call an ambulance."
"Need food. Meat."
She scrambled to her feet and ran downstairs, returning quickly with a plate full of cooked sausage. He shoved a whole patty in his mouth and swallowed.
Before long his head cleared, and he was able to think. "So, about that…"
"Please, I don't want to know. They're gone, right?"
"Yes…"
"Then I don't want to talk about it."
Andrew sighed. He guessed it would always be this way. It would be nice to have someone to talk to. He instantly thought of Clara but pushed that thought aside. He'd tried to tell a friend once and look how that had turned out.
Mrs. Rufus mumbled something about coffee and left the room. Andrew carefully stood. His room looked totally normal. The only thing out of place were the two stiff birds sitting on his window sill. He ran his hand over Frank's silky, soft feathers, tears sliding down his cheeks.
He looked out the window. The sun was just rising, and Dean was the only raven sitting in the tree. "I'm so sorry, Dean," Andrew whispered. "They're gone. I…" He brushed his hand across his face. "I… It's my fault."
He wished he hadn't named them. It would be so much easier if they were just raven one and two or five and six. He pushed back tears, suddenly understanding why Doyle numbered his horses.
"What should I do? Bury them?" Dean shook his head. "Burn them?" Dean shook his head again. "What?!" Andrew yelled. Dean just stared at him. "What?" Andrew asked softly. He closed his eyes and looked at Dean. Dean's life force beat strongly within him, sending out little waves of energy.
"What?" Andrew asked again. Instantly he saw a picture. A picture in his mind of the woods, Frank and Jesse high in the branches of a tree where the wind could rock them, the rain could wash them, and the stars could shine on them. Andrew nodded. "Thank you."
He carefully placed his dead brothers in his pillowcase, pulled on his clothes, and walked downstairs. "Mom, can you drive me out to the woods?"
She looked up from the coffee pot. "I can't Andrew; I have to work today."
"Please. I need this."
She sighed. "I'll call in sick." She made the call while Andrew ate all the cooked bacon in the refrigerator. Then they walked to the car together.
They drove in silence for a couple hours before Andrew finally said, "Pull over here. I'll be back."
He left the car and walked until he was out of sight. Then he ran deep into the woods as fast as his feet could carry him, hearing the beat of wings high above him.
There was a clearing up ahead, and the sun was beaming down in it, bathing everything in pure white light. Andrew found the tallest evergreen tree on the edge of the clearing, tied the pillow case to his belt, and climbed to the very top of the tree.
Ravens surrounded him. They were in the trees, in the air, and on the ground. Andrew opened the pillow case and carefully placed Frank and Jesse in a pine bough, tucking them into branch crooks as tightly as possible.
He closed his eyes and imagined them flying through the air, the wind sweeping under their broad wings and ruffling their feathers.
"Fly, my brothers, fly," he whispered. The wind carried his words away, and the living ravens swooshed into the air as one and flew away.
Later that day, Clara called. "Where are you? I thought you were coming over."
"Um, I got a spider bite, so Mom wanted me to stay home. Sorry I forgot to call."
"You okay?"
"Yeah."
"What kinda spider was it?"
"I don't know for sure, but it was big. Nasty looking thing."
Clara shuddered. "I'm glad you're okay. Did you squash it?"
"Dead as a doornail."
"I never did get that expression."
"Me either, but it seemed right."
Clara laughed, and they spent the rest of their conversation discussing phrases that didn't make sense.
That night Andrew thought about closing his window. He was sure the spiders had climbed in through it, but he didn't want to. He hated the idea of being closed in all the way, and besides, he was certain the spiders could have found another way in; that had just happened to be the easiest. So he left it open.
Dean flew in the window and settled on the sill. "You should go," Andrew said. "It's dangerous here." Dean shook his head. "But Frank and Jesse... they'd still be alive... I mean..." Andrew closed his eyes. He couldn't believe how much he missed them. They didn't even talk! How could he miss them?
He wiped tears from his eyes and tried again. "I don't want you to stay. Shoo!" An image suddenly popped into Andrew's mind of Dean pecking his hand. Andrew frowned. "Are you saying if I try to make you leave, you'll peck me?" Dean nodded. "But it's for your own good!" Dean shook his head. "Fine, you stubborn bird," Andrew muttered, turning his back to the window.
He flopped back over and stared at Dean. "So you understand me?" Dean nodded. "And you can send me images? How do you do it?" Dean shrugged. "What the hell do you mean 'just do'?! You can't..." Andrew closed his eyes and flopped back onto his pillow, wondering why everyone in his life was so difficult.
He didn't fall asleep right away; he kept closing his eyes and looking for spiders. But there weren't any. They were all gone. He finally drifted off to sleep.
"Andrew, Andrew. It's like I do not even talk."
"I'm trying; damn it!"
"What exactly seems to be the problem?"
Andrew sighed. Shamans. They never understood. "One, I can't seem to focus on two things at once, although I didn't do half bad this time. I healed myself half a dozen times or more before I finally blacked out."
Ahanu nodded. "And?"
"Two, a dab never does it! It does if I'm just hanging out or doing something on my own, but when I'm in the middle of a fight, it's all or nothing. And I prefer all."
Ahanu nodded again. "I see."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "No you don't. You don't get it at all, do you?"
Ahanu shrugged. "I understand what you are saying."
Andrew laughed. "Why are you here?"
"I enjoy talking to you."
"I doubt that," Andrew said with a snort. They sat in silence for a moment; the Grey Shaman smoking his pipe, and Andrew wondering when sleep had become so unsleepish. "How does all this crap find me anyway?" Andrew demanded.
"Crap?"
"You know, creatures of the dark, owls, spiders, whatever."
"Ah. Owls are not technically creatures of the dark. In fact, some argue that no creature truly belongs to the dark. Although I have always thought some creatures do tend to lean that way."
Andrew sighed and rolled his eyes simultaneously. "You know what I mean."
Ahanu shrugged. "All they have to do is look."
"What?"
Ahanu grinned and puffed slowly on his pipe, and Andrew knew that was all the answer he was going to get. "Aylen says you're playing a dangerous game."
"Does she?"
"She says you shouldn't meddle in time."
Ahanu smirked widely. "She never did get me."
Andrew had no idea what that meant; he wanted to ask more, but he knew Ahanu wouldn't give him any answers, so he watched Ahanu's smoke swirl into the air. After a minute he tried one last time. "Can I affect time?"
"What do you think?"
"I think you're so annoying to talk to. Thank you for the coffee by the way. Makes things easier."
"I am sorry about your ravens."
Andrew blinked back a tear. "Anyway. Do you like chocolate?" he asked, trying to change the subject.
"Chocolate? I've heard of it, but I've never tasted it. Why do you ask?"
"No reason," Andrew said with a grin. "Just making conversation."
Ahanu laughed loudly. "I do enjoy our conversations," he said chuckling. Then he was gone.
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When Andrew woke it was still early and a cold breeze was drifting through his window. He hoped it would snow. If it did, maybe he and Clara could have a snowball fight.
"Good morning," he said to Fenton and Gertrude, relieved to see them on his window sill, happy they hadn't left him. "You guys sleep good?" They didn't answer; he hadn't expected them to, although now he was wondering if they could all send him images like Dean could.
It was a weekday so he had the house all to himself. Clara was spending the day with her dad; Aylen was working; so it was just him and the ravens. And the power, if he wanted to get technical.
He wandered into the kitchen and made himself a pot of coffee. His mom had already left, so he ate a raw package of hamburger while he read the newspaper. There was nothing interesting.
He wished the days weren't so long and so boring. He watched the clouds drift outside his window and yawned. Since he couldn't run during the day he hadn't been sleeping much at night.
After an hour of sitting alone, searching for weird things on the internet but finding nothing reliable, Andrew had had enough. He grabbed his backpack, filled it with sandwiches, and started riding. He didn't have any specific destination in mind; he was just riding. Snow started to fall, lightly coating the ground with white, but Andrew kept peddling and peddling.  
When he finally stopped he was surprised to find himself at the open gate to the cemetery where Doyle's wife and son were buried. He didn't know why he'd come here. He didn't even know how he'd known the way. And he realized he must have sped up at some point, because it had taken a couple hours by car, and he didn't think he'd ridden much more than half a day. He rode his bike slowly down the lanes, then leaned it against a sign and walked over to Doyle's grave.
The Widow Maker carving was still there, standing black against the white stone. Andrew sat against the gravestone and wondered what Raina and Rolf had been like. From everything Doyle had told him they were happy and laughed a lot. Andrew smiled, imagining them welcoming Doyle home after he'd been away.
He couldn't imagine how Doyle had felt when he'd known they would never welcome him home again, they'd never smile at him again, he'd never wrap his arms around them in a hug.
What kind of man was his own dad that he'd been able to just walk away from Andrew and his mom? That he never cared if he hugged Andrew again? Had he never really loved them? How could he have?
You didn't love someone and then just walk away. Love didn't die. It may change, but it never went away. Andrew didn't love his mom the same way he had a couple years ago, but he still loved her.
He had even loved her when she'd been crazy; he just hadn't understood her. And she still loved him. She may wish things were different, but she loved him. She'd sat by him and waited for him to wake up. She hadn't left him. She'd never abandon him. Not like his dad had. 
It was colder now, and Andrew glanced at the sky. It was much later than he'd realized. The sun wouldn't be up much longer, but he didn't want to leave. Here, in the quiet of this place, he could almost feel Doyle beside him, hand on his shoulder, silently watching the snowflakes fall.
Andrew closed his eyes and dreamed for just a moment he was with them and he never had to leave again. Then he opened his eyes to reality.
"I wish you were here," he said softly. "No, I don't; I mean I wish I were there. I'd never wish for you to be here. You'd hate it."
Andrew walked to his bike startling when he realized it was covered in a sheen of ice. He hadn't realized the snow had turned into freezing rain. Now that he noticed, it occurred to him that he was very cold, and his clothes were soaking wet.
He pulled power out of the well and pushed it through his body, imagining hot coffee and warm muffins. Steam poured off his clothes, and heat seeped into his bones. He grinned widely. It was really, really cool having a super power; even if he didn't always know how to use it and nobody knew about it and he wasn't a hero.
He mounted his bike and rode slowly through the freezing rain. His tires slipped, and his bike swung sideways. He corrected and kept riding. It was late enough and he was far enough off the main roads that there were no cars out, just him and the rain.
He couldn't see very far ahead, and now that he was trying to get home, he couldn't remember how he'd gotten to the graveyard in the first place. Maybe this hadn't been his best plan. Of course, he hadn't actually planned it; it had just sort of happened.
He kept riding, but he knew it would take him forever to get home at this rate. The road was so slick if he tried to go any faster his tires spun.
He rode for what seemed like hours, hoping he was going the right way. He should have brought Dean with him. But Dean wasn't an idiot; he probably wouldn't have come. He doubtless had some kind of bird sense that told him when it was going to ice-rain.
Andrew's hands were covered in ice so he sent the power through his body again. The ice melted and dripped to the ground. When his hands froze again, he accepted the futility of continuing and started looking for a sheltered place to stay for the night. There weren't any houses nearby, not that he'd knock on some random door anyway, but he could see the shape of a dilapidated barn up ahead. He just hoped there weren't any spiders in it.
He wished he hadn't left his phone behind; his mom would worry. She always did. He walked his bike across the ice covered field and pulled open the edge of the barn door, slipping underneath and into the dark, musty shelter.
"Be nice to have a flashlight," he said out loud. Then he smiled. "Thank you Aylen," he muttered as he asked the power to illuminate in his hand. The flame was burning hot, especially now, since he was freezing cold and wet. He held up his hand to survey the barn. It was empty, just some broken boards, old straw and hay, and the remnants of an old stall.
He pushed the power through himself, warming his bones, melting the ice, drying his clothes, and sighed in relief when it was done. The searing heat of the power was much more enjoyable than the seeping cold. Cold reminded him of her. He shuddered at the thought.
He decided to explore because he couldn't very well sleep. He'd intended to put his dreamcatcher in his backpack, but he hadn't. He wished Doyle were here to smack him over the head for being such an idiot. Or a zounderkite, he thought with a grin.
He investigated the entire barn but didn't find anything more interesting than musty straw and an old leather shoe. He paced the length of the barn; he did sit-ups and pushups; he juggled balls of power, wondering if they would set the barn on fire if he accidently dropped one.
The rain continued, and then it turned into soft, flaky snow. Andrew watched it from the doorway, wishing he had a fire and a hot cup of coffee. He chuckled softly remembering the time he'd nailed Doyle in the head with a snowball and wondered if Doyle had ever had a snowball fight with Rolf.
He watched the flakes collect on a far-off fence post, the silence and beauty of it lulling him to sleep. His knees buckled, and he jerked awake. No, he thought grimly. He ran in place, did pullups off an old beam, practiced his jiu jitsu moves, ate a sandwich, and measured the inside of the barn.
Somehow he felt as if he'd never been so sleepy in his entire life. Everything felt heavy. He held his arms above his head and tried to remember every detail of the ranch. He woke when his arms fell.
He grabbed his bike and opened the door again, determined to walk all night if that's what he had to do. At least then he'd be awake.
The howling wind pushed him back. It was snowing so hard now he couldn't even see. And he hadn't had the least idea which way to go in the first place.
He did jumping jacks and wrote a letter to Clara in the dirt. In it he told her all about Pecos and the others. He fell asleep just as he was signing his name.
"Boy…" the cold hissed.
Andrew blasted the power out, burning the cold and dark away and waking himself up. He jumped to his feet. She was there, waiting. She'd always be there. Oh, how he hated her! He tried climbing the walls, but just fell on his ass. He sang all the Simon and Garfunkel songs he knew. He fell asleep somewhere between parsley and thyme.
Icy fingers clawed at him. Andrew screamed in frustration, pulling the power out and pushing it everywhere.
When he woke his heart was pounding. He had no idea what time it was. It might only be eight or nine for all he knew. The entire night was in front of him, and he knew without a doubt he wasn't going to be able to stay awake. Everything was too quiet, too soft, too cozy; it was singing him softly to sleep with every flake.
He found a broken piece of wood and sat against it. As long as he held himself upright it didn't hurt, but as soon as he relaxed it stabbed into his back. But when he drifted off for the twentieth time, he was so far gone he didn't even feel the piercing pain.
Blood was everywhere. Red, sticky, warm blood. The black was eating it, slurping it up like a dog, consuming it until there was nothing left but black, oily, tainted black. "Come closer," the black crooned.
Andrew slapped himself with power, waking himself up, falling off the stick and landing on the floor with a thump. His face was burning, and he could feel the imprint of his own hand. It was going to be a long night.
He pulled Doyle's whittling knife out of his pocket and started carving words into the flesh of his leg. He flinched as his skin opened and blood welled out. He fell asleep after the fifth row of "don't fall asleep".
The darkness had teeth this time, huge, black, jagged teeth. As they closed over him Andrew exploded a ball of power, annihilating the black and waking him to a cold reality where he was slowly bleeding and the chill from the storm was seeping into his bones.
He was exhausted, and his head was starting to hammer relentlessly. He ate his last sandwich; he should have packed more. Ahanu was going to be so disappointed. He healed himself, gasping as the heat tore through him, obliterating the cold.
He stood and braced his arms on the broken stall, holding himself up like he was going to do a pushup. He thought about Widow Maker and how Widow Maker wouldn't let him ride any other horse. He woke when his face slammed into the splintered wood of the stall. He ignored the pain in his nose and stood, locking his arms in place once more.
This time he tried to remember everything Charlie had taught him about survival. He cried out in pain as his nose hit the board again. He pushed himself to his feet, braced his arms and tried to imagine what he'd use as a weapon if someone attacked him right here, right now, in the barn.
This time his broken nose started bleeding. Andrew hoped there wasn't such a thing as too broken. He braced himself again, dreading the pain, knowing he'd fall asleep within minutes and slam into the board again. And again. And again.
After the fifteenth fall, he healed himself and steadied himself above the board once more. A broken face was better than a dream meeting with the Black Shaman any day of the week, but this time he didn't wake when his face smashed into the board, breaking his nose and knocking several teeth loose. This time he fell to the floor unconscious.
When he opened his eyes, the stars were shining brightly and the moon smiled down on him. Andrew closed his eyes in relief. He may be freezing to death, going into hypothermia, but at least he was safe, safe with Pecos.
"You alright, boy?"
Andrew laughed. "You have no idea how glad I am to see you right now." He stood and turned to face Pecos. Pecos looked just the same as always, absolutely brimming with life. "You won't believe this. I'm stuck in a snow storm, and I can't stay awake. I've fallen asleep no less than thirty damn times now and every time I do she's waiting for me." Andrew shuddered.
"Not this time," Pecos stated.
"No; not this time. What you doing?" Andrew tried to count the stars for a moment, then gave up, and sat down on the ground, leaning against a fallen tree trunk, and staring out across the plains.
Pecos sat beside him. "Waitin' for supplies."
"Cool."
"What're you doin'?"
"You mean besides freezing to death as we speak?"
"'Sides that."
Andrew shrugged. "Not much. Not much to do. It's not like it is here. I just sit around all day, doing nothing."
"You ain't trainin'?"
"I try, but it's not the same. Ravens help though."
"Ravens?"
"Yeah, they follow me everywhere here too; I mean in my time. Except today. Traitors. I named some of them, but I wish I hadn't."
"Why's that?"
"Died."
"Sorry."
"It's like you said, right? Just ravens." Andrew bowed his head, wishing that were true. Wishing he didn't miss them. Wondering if he'd always miss them.
"Sure."
"Anyway. That's about it, I guess. Spiders are apparently bad, but seems like everyone knows that."
"What?"
Andrew laughed. "Never mind." He wished he'd thought to check for spiders in the barn. They could be all over him now, biting him, killing him. Oh well.
"Do you have a rule against fancy words?" he asked Pecos.
"What?"
"Clara uses all these big, fancy words, and I was wondering if there should be a rule against it."
Pecos shrugged. "Why work so hard to say somethin' when a simple word'll do?"
"That's what I thought! We'll make that rule number sixteen or seventeen; I can't remember anymore."
"As long as you hold to the important ones, I don't 'spect it matters," Pecos said with a soft chuckle.
"Isn't that the truth? You have no idea how much I wished I had my hat today."  
They both laughed and then lapsed into a comfortable silence. The moon slowly crossed the sky, slowly tucked itself in bed, and the sun slowly began to take its place. "Thanks for keeping me company," Andrew said just before the sun turned everything pink, and he woke.
At first he wasn't sure why he couldn't move, then he realized he was frozen. His body was so cold he couldn't even feel it. His mind was fuzzy, clouded, and slow, but he closed his eyes and turned to look at the well.
It was so hot, and he was so cold he didn't want to touch it. He knew it would hurt, but he also knew he'd die without it. He reached out one finger and just barely touched the seething power.
Heat scorched through his body, scorched through the fuzz in his brain, scorched every bit of coldness from his bones, and left him feeling hot and hollowed out inside.
Light was shining through a crack in the barn's wall, illuminating the floor next to Andrew's hand. He reached out gingerly and touched it. He'd never been so happy to see light in his entire life. He jumped to his feet and ran to the barn door, pulling it open, and laughing out loud when he saw all the snow, the brilliant, white, beautiful snow.
It was going to take him forever to get home, but it was worth it. The snow was so beautiful with the morning sun sparkling off it; it looked like a field of diamonds. He watched the sun move over it for a minute before removing his belt, strapping his bike to his back, and heading home.
It took him all day. He'd expected his mom to be frantic by the time he got there, but when he opened the door, she looked surprised to see him.
"Andrew!" she gasped. "I thought you were gone." She frowned. "Not gone gone, just gone."
Andrew smiled. "I get it, Mom. No; I was stranded in the snow."
"Why didn't you call?!" she demanded.
"Left my phone. Sorry."
"Andrew, you can't do that! I wasn't worried about you, I mean I was, but I thought…"
"Sorry, Mom," Andrew said, hugging her tightly. "I'll be more careful, and I won't leave my phone again."
"I'm glad you're okay," she said softly, hugging him back. "Oh! You're freezing and soaking wet! Go take a hot shower. I'll make you food."
Andrew headed for the stairs, but paused, looking back with a grin. "Mom?"
"Yeah?"
"Love you… and don't forget the coffee."




Chapter 12
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Andrew spent the next day at Clara's house. They sat lazily on the couch tossing a ball back and forth. She was somewhere in the middle of her novel, and she was asking him questions about what he thought her character should do next.
"Does she go into the haunted castle?" she asked, catching the ball with her left hand.
"Why wouldn't she?"
"It's haunted."
"Does she have a reason to go in?"
"No."
"Give her a reason."
"Like what?"
"A little kid wandered in, he's stuck on the battlement, and she's the only one who can save him."
"Wow; that's good." Clara dropped the ball and grabbed her notebook, quickly scribbling a line or two. "Does she get rid of the ghost?"
"Is it bad?"
"Why wouldn't it be?"
"Are all ghosts bad?" Andrew asked with a shrug. After everything he'd seen, he didn't take anything for granted.
"Hum… I don't know. I always thought they were."
Clara was silent for a couple minutes while she scribbled her notes, and Andrew closed his eyes, pushing the power into his ears. He could only see live things when he closed his eyes, so he couldn't see the ball, but he could hear it. He ignored all the other sounds and focused on the sound of Clara's pen scribbling across her paper. Suddenly the writing stopped, and he heard the rush of air as her hand moved and she picked up the ball.
He heard the ball leave her hand, he heard it hiss through the air, and then it was in his hand. He tossed it back. She tossed it again, back and forth; and every time he caught it simply by listening to the sound it made as it moved.
"How do you do that?" Clara asked, breaking his concentration.
He jumped as the ball hit him in the face and opened his eyes. "Do what?"
"Catch the ball with your eyes closed? I've been watching you, and I know your eyes are closed 'cause I made a ridiculous face and you didn't even laugh."
Andrew shrugged. "Just do."
"That's not an answer."
"Sure it is."
"It's not."
"What did you write?"
"Oh, I just wrote myself a note about the ghost. I thought maybe there should be a good and a bad ghost. Really mix things up, you know?"
Andrew grinned and nodded. Clara might ask a lot of questions, but she was also super easy to sidetrack. It was really one of her most endearing traits.
They spent the entire afternoon working out details of her book, and then Andrew walked home through the snow. He wished he'd asked Clara to play in it with him, but she hadn't seemed excited by it. He got the impression she felt she was too old to play in the snow. Which was too bad. He would have loved to have a snowball fight or build a snowman or a snow fort.
He grinned when he saw Vick's car sitting outside their house. He and Vick had spent a lot of time together lately, but Vick usually managed to find a way to see Andrew's mom while he was at it.
Andrew walked into the kitchen wondering what Vick's excuse to come over today was but skidded to a halt, eyes glued to the blood-covered knife in Vick's hand. Part of his mind processed the steaks Vick was cutting, but the rest of Andrew was there again, in that silent forest, knife stabbing and sticky blood oozing, covering his hand, his knife, his clothes.
Andrew heard a gasp of breath pass over lips as the man he'd just slid his sticky knife into died and the body slipped lifelessly to the forest floor. He stood over him, watching the dead man's eyes glaze, watching the red blood pool on the soft brown needles.
A hand wrapped around his arm and steered him away from the dead man. He didn't fight it. He was so sick of watching them die. Over and over and over. Cold, fresh air hit Andrew's face, and his vision cleared. He was standing in the back yard, and Vick was standing beside him, staring up at the passing clouds.
Andrew waited for Vick to speak, but he didn't. He just stood there. Then he lifted his hand and pointed towards a large cloud. "That one looks like a horse," he said. Andrew followed his finger. It did. It looked just like Widow Maker rearing in the air.
Andrew opened his mouth to agree, but instead blurted, "I'm sorry."
"What for?"
Andrew started to say he didn't know, but that wasn't what came out. "I don't feel guilty or sorry or bad," he insisted. "I did what I had to. I did. I just… sometimes… I see them, over and over and over again, and I think about their families waiting for them to come home, and I know they'll never come, and I feel! I just don't know what I feel."
Vick didn't respond, but he put a hand on Andrew's shoulder and squeezed. "I just wish I would stop seeing them," Andrew whispered.
"It'll lessen," Vick said softly.
"Should it?"
"Maybe not, but it will."
Andrew hoped so. He was so sick of guilt following him around everywhere he went. He hated seeing the faces of all those people he hadn't saved. He hated seeing the faces of all those men he'd deliberately killed.
"Do you ever wonder..." he stopped. It was a stupid question to ask.
"What?"
"Never mind."
"Do I ever wonder?"
"Is there a moment in your life that you know changed everything? Do you ever wonder what would've happened if you'd taken a different path?"
"I wouldn't have met you," Vick responded without any hesitation.
For a second Andrew couldn't speak. That's exactly how he felt about Pecos and the others. And in a way, it was how he felt about himself. He couldn't imagine the Andrew who hadn't gone back in time, the Andrew who still followed Chuck's shadow.
"Yeah," he finally said. "You're alright too."
Vick chuckled. "And since we are here... together... we may as well have some steak."
That night, Andrew did something he rarely did. He hung his dreamcatcher. He'd just dream met Pecos when he'd been stuck in the barn, and he didn't figure he'd meet him again tonight. After falling asleep in the barn and seeing her and having his horrible flashback when he saw Vick holding the knife Andrew wanted just one good night's sleep.
He woke feeling more refreshed than he had in a long time. It wasn't quite morning yet, and Andrew watched the glow of the sun touch the sky.
Winter break was already half over. He'd finished Clara's butterfly, and he was going to give it to her for Christmas. It looked nothing like a butterfly, but Andrew was proud of it. It was the first carving he'd done completely on his own.
He'd bought a cast-iron skillet for his mom, the best tea he could find for Aylen, and a box of very expensive dark chocolate bars with only four ingredients for Ahanu. He'd gotten Enrica an apron with twelve pockets and Carmina a wooden horse with wheels and a string, but he didn't know what to get for the cowboys. It probably didn't matter, because he'd probably never see them again, but he wanted to get them presents. They were his family.  
He spent the day looking for presents online, but nothing was right. Everything he found was too modern or too ugly or too useless. But he did find a leather bound edition of Sherlock Holmes that he bought for Vick. He felt it was appropriate since Vick was always making deductions out of nothing and, according to his mom, that's exactly what Sherlock did.
After dark he set up an obstacle course through the warehouse district and had the ravens attack him as he tried to run through it. Most of the snow had already melted, but there were some slushy puddles that made for tricky footwork.
The ravens dive bombed him, clawing at his face and arms. Nothing was off limits. He kept running, trying to heal himself as he did, but whenever he tried to focus on healing, he tripped and fell.
"DAMN IT!" he roared after his seventeenth try. His body hurt all over. He'd tripped and fallen into a wall. He'd slipped on his way over a bucket and slammed his face into the pavement. He'd even fallen into a dumpster full of sticky, smelly goo. Why couldn't he get this? Why couldn't he be like Pecos? Pecos would have zipped through in no time flat.
He sat on a rooftop and sulked. He was covered in stinky goo and blood was running down his arms. He didn't even bother to heal himself. What was the point?
His stomach grumbled. "Yes, I know you're hungry. You're ALWAYS hungry!" He was so sick of meat patties and bacon. They were the equivalent of dried meat, and they were disgusting.
He looked at the sky. Tonight he couldn't see any stars; there was simply too much light. "I JUST WANNA SEE THE STARS!" he shouted angrily.
Dean pecked him on the shoulder. "What?!" Andrew snapped. Dean gestured towards the alley, and Andrew gazed down noticing a couple rats rooting through the trash. Andrew cringed. "Rats? I don't know. Don't they carry diseases and junk?" Dean shrugged. "I get your point, but still."
Andrew checked his pocket watch; it was just a little past one in the morning. If he was fast, he could run outside of town, hunt something down, and be back in time for breakfast.
"Come on, boys, let's go hunting," he said with a wide grin.
He dropped the thirty feet off the roof, landing on the balls of his feet. The ravens swooped behind him, and he ran. He ran through the buildings and out of town. He ran until he saw trees silhouetted against the grey sky.
He wasn't sure how he was going to hunt since it was night. Maybe he hadn't thought this through, but maybe he could hunt like Charlie did. He closed his eyes and focused his mind on all the living things.
He saw himself, he saw the ravens, he saw a bunch of tiny things he assumed were insects or mice or something, and he saw something else. It might be a little bigger than he needed, but the ravens were with him, and he wasn't sure how much they ate, so he decided to go for it.
He crept through the trees silently, stopping every so often to relook. He couldn't see the creature with his real eyes, only his mind, but he was getting closer.
He crawled across the forest floor, measuring each movement, breathing as noiselessly as possible, and then he was there. But he still couldn't see it. Then he realized he was looking too low. He followed one skinny leg up and up. He'd been tracking a deer. A huge buck, with enormous and pointy antlers.
Little too big, he thought, backing slowly away. His stomach grumbled. He was very, very hungry, and apparently his stomach wanted deer. No, he thought sternly. It's too big; I can't eat that much! His stomach roared loudly. Shut up, he hissed, but it was too late. The deer spotted him in the brush and snorted.
Andrew quickly stood. "Look, I'm leaving, so no worries, yeah?"
The deer pawed the ground and lowered its head. Well crap, Andrew thought just before it jumped forward and charged him. Andrew rolled to the side, but one of the antler points caught his back, gouging deeply. He swallowed a yelp and popped to his feet. "I don't wanna kill you!" he hissed. The buck charged again, swinging its antlers wildly. "Fine! We'll do it your way."
Andrew watched the antlers move from side to side and right when the buck was upon him, he grabbed one side of the antlers and flung himself over them and onto the deer's back.
He wrapped his arm around its neck as it spun violently, trying to throw him off. With his other hand, Andrew pulled a knife and buried it deep into the deer's throat. It only took a few seconds for it to stop fighting and tumble to the ground.
Andrew ignored the slight terror he felt as the blood touched his hand. The deer wasn't a man, and Andrew was so hungry. He could smell the wet blood on the ground, and it smelled lovely.
He looked into the trees. "Eat my brothers!" he yelled. The ravens swooped down and surrounded the dead deer, pecking at it with their long, black beaks. Andrew cut off a hunk of meat and began to eat as well.
He sighed with contentment. Finally real meat. When Andrew finally felt satisfied he sat back against a tree to watch the ravens but flinched as his back touched the rough bark.
He'd forgotten to heal himself, and his back was screaming in pain. Andrew pulled the power up and pushed it out. Heat sizzled through his bones and sinews, healing as it went, and then the power rushed back into the well.
Andrew stretched his arms over his head and smiled. He felt fantastic, like he could run for miles and miles and miles and never grow tired. Deer was absolutely delicious.
There was still some meat left, and he didn't want to leave it to rot. The deer had fought well, and it deserved to be eaten completely. No waste in its death. He looked at Dean. "Will you bring the others?" he asked. "I don't want any to go to waste." A picture filled Andrew's mind of many more ravens feasting, all full and satisfied, and Andrew grinned. "Thanks."
He cut off another section of meat to take with him, dumping his sandwiches and putting the meat in his bag. He felt like he should feel awkward or guilty or something for eating raw meat again, especially when he didn't have to, but he shrugged the thought away. He had to eat, and so did his brothers. It was what it was.
He stared at the buck for a moment. Its antlers were huge, and he wanted to take them with him. He knew that was ridiculous, but he imagined how cool they'd look hanging on his bedroom wall. And they would always be there to remind him of his first hunt. Well, maybe not his first, but close enough.
He pulled his knife and sliced the top section of skin away, the part holding the antlers. He chiseled them loose from the skull, and they tumbled to the ground. Then he picked them up and began to run. It was nearly morning, and he had a long way to go.
He reached his house just before the sun popped over the buildings. He quickly climbed the tree and slipped his leg through the window. As he was pulling his body through, the door opened and his mom stepped in.
Andrew froze. She stared at him for a moment before stepping back out and closing the door. Andrew pulled himself the rest of the way in, quickly stripped, showered, dressed, and ran downstairs. Mrs. Rufus was sitting at the table eating a piece of toast.
"Do you want some breakfast?" she asked, using her everything's normal tone.
"Already ate, but I'd take some coffee."
"Help yourself," she said.
"Mom…"
"Nope; don't wanna know. What're you doing today? Are you seeing Clara?"
Andrew sighed and poured his coffee. "I thought we might go to that new vendor market downtown."
"Sounds fun." She gazed out the window as she finished her toast. "Have you noticed all the ravens around lately?" she asked offhandedly.
"Um… ravens?"
"Never mind," she said, laughing softly. Andrew shrugged and finished his coffee; he was getting a little sick of rule number ten. It would be nice if they could at least talk about some stuff, like how much he missed Frank and Jesse. Was it weird to miss a bird? She would probably think so.
"I invited Vick to Christmas dinner," Andrew said causally.
"You what?!" she exclaimed.
Andrew shrugged. "He doesn't have any family here, and he only had Christmas day off. I didn't think you'd mind."
"Of course I don't mind; it's just, well now I have to figure out a whole new set of menus."
"Why? Aylen, Clara, and her dad were already coming; what's one more?"
She blushed bright red. "Well, I had planned for simple… you know."
"So?"
"I haven't cooked for him before."
"So?"
Mrs. Rufus was turning deeper red by the second. "Um… I…"
Andrew grinned. "Never mind. I get it. You'll figure it out."




Chapter 13
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Later that day Andrew wandered the market with Clara. "What're you looking for?" Clara asked.
"Don't know."
"Okay; who're you looking for?"
"My friends. They're… um… cowboys."
"Really? Where'd you meet cowboys?"
It was funny really. He wished his mom would ditch rule number ten, but he wouldn't mind a bit if Clara embraced it wholeheartedly. "Out west," he muttered.
"Cool. So what're they like?"
Andrew frowned. "Manly."
Clara laughed. "What does that even mean?"
"Let's just walk, okay?"
Clara nodded, and they walked between the booths. She oohed and ahhed, picking things up and looking at them. Andrew shoved his hands in his pockets.
He wasn't used to getting presents for grown men. Vick's present had just sort of happened. He'd seen it and thought it was the perfect gift, but he'd only ever gotten lame things like ties or wallets for his dad. He hadn't really known his dad. Hadn't had the slightest clue what he would like.
He didn't really know what Pecos and the others would like either. But he knew them. It's stupid to want to get them anything at all, he thought as he walked past a booth full of delicate, glass trinkets. It probably even violates a rule or something.
It took all day, but he finally found something for each of them. He bought Charlie a pack of playing cards with old forties pinup paintings on them. For Joe he found a hand-carved pen with a vein of purpleheart wood wound through it. For Doyle he picked out an ornate silver belt buckle with crossed, smoking six-shooters embossed on it. And for Pecos he found an old book of tall tales that had all the standard Pecos Bill stories.
When he caught up with Clara again, she was buying a cactus. "What're you doing?!" Andrew exclaimed.
"I've always wanted a pet cactus."
"A pet cactus?" he shuddered. "Why would anyone want a pet cactus?"
"It's cute! Don't you think?" Clara held the cactus up to Andrew's face.
He backed away. "Absolutely not! I despise cactuses!"
"Really, why?"
"Um…" When would she ever stop asking questions? "I got pricked by one once," he said quickly, knowing he sounded totally lame. "Or twice or fifteen hundred times," he muttered quietly.
"This one's nice; it would never prick you. Carry it for me," Clara said, handing it to him.
Andrew stared at it. He hated it with its little prickly arms, but he carried it for Clara and he didn't drop it, although he seriously considered it.
Christmas day dawned quiet and warm without a hint of snow. Andrew and his mom opened their presents early, and Mrs. Rufus laughed when she opened the painting he'd bought her of daffodils.
"I know you like them," he said. "And these're allergy free!"
"I'll hang it in the kitchen," she said happily, stacking it on top of her new skillet.
There were a bunch of presents for Andrew; but they were all new clothes. "I honestly didn't know what you'd like," Mrs. Rufus said worriedly as he opened the last box. "So anyway, I bought you a new bike. Your old one looks a little worn out." She took him to the garage and uncovered a black bike with beefy all-terrain wheels that would probably even run on snow.
"I love it!" Andrew exclaimed. "It's perfect!" She smiled cheerfully, and after he'd taken the bike for a ride around the block, they drank super-strong coffee and ate cinnamon and sugar muffins until they were stuffed.
Mrs. Rufus spent the rest of the day in the kitchen, cooking furiously, and Andrew wrapped his presents for everyone else. Predictably, Vick showed up early, and he helped Andrew set the table. Clara, her dad, and Aylen all showed up right on time.
Mrs. Rufus served dinner in the dining room on fancy plates with fancy silverware. Even Andrew was impressed. He couldn't remember the last time they'd used china or if his mom had ever cooked twelve different dishes all at once. He grinned as he ate, wondering why she didn't just admit she liked Vick and get on with it.
After dinner, they sat in the living room, watching the tree lights twinkle and drinking hot cocoa. Andrew gave Aylen her present first.
"What's this?" she asked, a confused look crossing her face.
"A present," Andrew said.
She blinked. "But… I did not get you anything."
"That's okay. Open it." She carefully peeled off the silver wrapping paper to reveal a tea tin. "I don't know anything about tea," Andrew said. "But the lady at the tea shop said it was the best they had."
Aylen's eyes shimmered, and she swallowed before saying softly, "Thank you Andrew; it... it is the nicest gift I have ever received." She gave him a quick hug before sitting down, clutching the tin in her lap.
Andrew frowned. The nicest gift she'd ever received? It was a damn box of tea, and she was like five hundred years old! He clearly needed to have a talk with Pecos.
He handed Clara and Vick their presents, grinning at Mr. Morgan. "Sorry I didn't get you anything, Mr. Morgan."
Mr. Morgan shook his head. "Dinner was present enough. I won't need to eat for a year!" Mrs. Rufus laughed, but Vick cast Mr. Morgan an annoyed look.
Clara opened her present and held the butterfly carving delicately in her hand. "What is it?" she finally whispered.
"It's a… well, it's supposed to be a butterfly." She turned it over, and Andrew shrugged. "It's my first solo carving; it didn't turn out quite right, but it still makes me think of you."
She gave him a brilliant grin. "I love it! I just don't think it's a butterfly."
Andrew laughed and opened her present to him. It was a book titled Fahrenheit 451. "It's a classic," Clara explained. "But I thought you might actually enjoy it."
"Thanks. Now I can mark 'read a classic' off my bucket list." She giggled.
Vick laughed when he opened Andrew's present. "I've always wanted to read Sherlock," he said, turning the volume over in his hands.
"You haven't read it?" Clara asked. "It's like the ultimate detective classic!"
Vick shook his head. "Never found the time."
"He doesn't need to read it," Andrew said. "He's like a modern Sherlock."
"Really?" Clara asked.
Andrew suddenly realized he shouldn't talk about Vick's detective skills, since the only ones he'd ever witnessed involved him. He flashed a grin at Vick across the room and quickly changed the subject by asking Clara about her plans for New Years.
The evening was perfect, and as all perfect things passed much too quickly.
When Andrew finally wandered upstairs, it was well past midnight. He was full of pie and happiness and very sleepy. He rolled his eyes when he saw the green envelope sitting on his bed, picked it up, and slipped the note out to read it.
"Andrew, In the spirit of the season, I have decided to give you a gift. You have exactly five minutes. Season's Greetings, Ahanu."
"SHIT!" Andrew dropped the letter and scrambled for his backpack, shoving his clothes and moccasins in it, knowing he didn't have time to change. He pushed all the presents he'd bought everyone and his dreamcatcher on top, slammed his hat on his head, buckled his knives and gun belt in place and glanced around his room.
What else did he need? He felt the clock ticking down in his head and knew he didn't have much more time. He wanted his tokens. He didn't need them, but he wanted them. So he opened his token box and dumped them into the front pocket of his backpack.
Meat! He needed meat. He ran down the stairs and flung open the refrigerator. Crap! It was full of pie; they'd eaten all the ham and there was nothing else. He ran towards the garage thinking there might be something in the freezer, flung open the door, flipped on the light, and then everything went dark.
Andrew stood totally still. It was so dark he couldn't see a thing. He looked up. There were no stars, and it was cold. Damp and cold. Where the hell was he?
His eyes hadn't adjusted yet, so he closed his eyes and looked around with his mind, searching for life. There was life everywhere. All around him. A shiver ran down his spine. He hoped this wasn't a spider cave.
He needed light. Not that he particularly wanted to see, but he supposed he may as well get it over with. I'm gonna have to apologize to Aylen, he thought. Her lessons are actually coming in super handy. He held out his hand and thought of a flame. A bright, yellow flame flickered to life, casting light and shadows all around him.
Andrew blinked in the brightness. His eyes adjusted, and he dropped the flame. Crap, crap, crap! He definitely wouldn't be sending Ahanu a thank you note. Andrew focused, and the flame came to life again. He tried smiling. Maybe they weren't bad.
"Hi; um, could you show me the way out?"
The largest scorpion tapped his pitch black claws together menacingly. "Why would we do that?"
"'Cause I'd like to leave?"
"But we would like you to stay."
"Oh. As a guest?"
"As dinner."
His flame wobbled, and Andrew laughed silently. Always with the eating. He looked around him. He was in a cave or simply deep underground; he wasn't sure. And there were hundreds of scorpions. Some of them were so tiny he couldn't even see them with his eyes open. Others were as large as those dogs people carry around in purses. And all of them were freaky, claws clicking, stinger tails waving slightly.
He couldn't see an exit. He would have to fight. He would have to fight and keep his flame going. He would have to fight and keep his flame going and heal himself all at the same time, because unless he was wrong, scorpions were poisonous. He was going to punch Ahanu next time he saw him.
Andrew closed his eyes and moved his flame from his hand to his chest. Keep burning here, he thought. He opened his eyes and saw the scorpions closing in. He heard their claws skittering across the ground. He knew they were all around him, even above him. There was no way he was going to escape this injury free.
He reached for his guns, but paused. Doyle had once mentioned that bullets could ricochet, and the last thing Andrew wanted to do was shoot himself by accident. Knives it was.
He slammed one foot down and heard scorpions snap under his shoe. He grinned. First blood was his. But then he shuddered as legs skittered across his head and neck. Stingers buried deep into his flesh, and pain seared through his scalp and down his neck.
His flame shivered and went out. Andrew jumped up and down trying to crush anything coming towards him and pushed power out into his body, burning the poison away.
His flame burst into life again. The biggest scorpion was right in front of him. It leaped onto Andrew raising its stinger high. Andrew punched with his knife, ripping the scorpion in two. Guts splattered his face, and Andrew retched, slashing his knife down his sleeve to knock the scorpions off his arm.
They were all over him, stinging him everywhere. He healed himself again, this time without losing his flame.
A bunch of the large ones rushed him at once. Andrew kicked one into the cave wall so hard it burst into pieces and at the same time threw one of his knives pinning another to the ground. He punched a third, crushing its head into the rest of its body, but the remaining scorpions dragged him to the floor with their pinchers and drove their stingers deep into his chest.
The cave went dark. The pain was so horrible, Andrew couldn't even breathe. He could feel the venom attacking him, paralyzing his joints, fogging his mind. He struggled to move, but they stung him again.
He closed his eyes and stared into the well, begging it to come to him. He wasn't going to die like this, alone, in the dark, without the stars. The power poured over the edge of the well, and he grasped it just as the darkness slid inside him. He pushed the power out, all of it, all he could reach. The poison burned, the darkness faded, and the scorpions skittered away.
Andrew stood. The light from his eyes blazed so brilliantly it was as if the cave was in full sunlight. The scorpions fell back against the walls, hiding their heads and cowering.
Andrew grinned. "Nowhere to run, little guys." He fashioned the power into balls of fire and tossed them one by one into the scorpion clusters. As soon as the fire hit, the scorpions burst into flames.
He threw burning blades of pure power at the larger scorpions, slicing right through them and disintegrating them on contact. A few smaller scorpions tried to hide under crevices and rocks, but Andrew found them all. He crushed them with his feet and his palms; he killed until there were no more sparks of life in the cave at all except his own.
He was feeling dizzy, but he held onto the power a moment longer. He could see a small tunnel leading upwards now, but it was too small for him to fit through, so he pushed the power into his hands and dug.
Dirt rained down on him, and the skin on his fingers tore as he ripped deep into the earth and pulled himself upwards, but he kept digging. He could smell the air now and see a far distant light.
Blackness tried to claim him, but he pushed it aside and kept digging. He dug until his eyes saw the source of light, then he pulled himself out of the ground hissing, "I hate you," before falling face first onto the dirt.
He woke to the smell of meat cooking and coffee boiling. For a moment he thought he was home, but then he realized it didn't smell like Doyle's coffee at all. His stomach rumbled, and he opened his eyes.
Ahanu held out a cooked rabbit on a stick. Andrew sat up, grabbed it, and ripped into it with his teeth. He ate in silence for a moment before throwing the rabbit carcass to the side and growling, "What was that?!"
Ahanu shrugged. "I was curious to see how you are doing."
"Bull! You know exactly how I'm doing! Scorpions?! I even got you a present, you know, but now I'm not gonna give it to you. You don't deserve it!"
"A present?"
Andrew snatched another rabbit from the fire and started to eat it. "Yeah, and I can see why Aylen said a box of tea was the best present she'd ever gotten. Five hundred years old and the woman tears up over a tin of tea!"
Ahanu raised his eyebrow. "What do you mean?"
"You said you were giving me a gift. Scorpions are NOT a gift!"
Ahanu chuckled. "The gift was the five minutes warning."
Andrew sighed and rolled his eyes at the same time. He wiped his hands, dug into his backpack, pulled out Ahanu's present, and threw it to him. "Here," he snarled.
Ahanu looked genuinely surprised. He stared at the silver wrapping paper as if a scorpion might bust out of it and sting him. It would serve him right, Andrew thought, pouring himself a cup of coffee and tearing into a third rabbit. He was absolutely famished.
Ahanu slowly peeled the wrapping paper back. He started to chuckle, and soon he was laughing. Andrew ignored him. He was still pissed. Those scorpion stings had hurt like hell. He rubbed his chest absently, remembering the pain. He never wanted to see another scorpion in his life, and if he did, he was smashing it on principal. He shuddered, running a hand over his head, brushing away imaginary scorpions.
Ahanu carefully opened one of the chocolate bars and broke off a section. He took a nibble, closing his eyes and smiling. "Perfect," he said. Andrew watched as Ahanu slowly savored each and every nibble. Andrew had polished off his fourth rabbit, by the time Ahanu was finished with his first square of chocolate. He held the bar out to Andrew. "Would you like a piece?"
Andrew shook his head. "You seem to be enjoying it, and it's not meat."
Ahanu grinned. "You do have a hunger."
Andrew sighed. "Look, I'm trying, but I don't know how to do what everyone wants me to."
"I thought you might want this," Ahanu said, reaching across the fire to hand Andrew a scorpion tail.
Andrew wanted to toss it into the fire, but he didn't, he couldn't. "Why?" he whispered.
"Why what?"
"The tokens?"
"Why not?"
"They're creepy."
"Throw them away."
"I wish I could."
"Perhaps they might be useful someday," Ahanu said with a shrug. "Are you ready?" he asked standing.
"For what?"
"You will see."
Andrew fought back a snarl and stood. Ahanu waved his hand and the fire was gone. Not simply out, but gone. As if it had never been.
Andrew followed Ahanu across the open plains into the twilight. They walked in silence for several hours. Andrew enjoyed the fresh air. He smiled at the stars. He listened to the silence.
It had been so long, and he'd missed it with every fiber of his being. He'd told himself over and over he needed to live in the present where he was; but always, in the back of his mind, he knew this was where he belonged. Ahanu hadn't said where they were, but Andrew knew. He could feel it.
He closed his eyes and walked, following Ahanu by the sound of his footsteps. He'd forgotten how quiet it could be. How he could hear every little detail, every tiny bug's movements, every breath. He just hoped Ahanu let him see the cowboys before he sent him back. He wanted to go home.
Andrew knew Ahanu could simply snap his fingers and send Andrew anywhere he wanted him to go, so he wasn't sure why they were walking. But they were. It was dark now, but Andrew could still see. A glow surrounded the shaman, emanating out and into the blackness.
"Where does your power come from?" Andrew asked, breaking the silence.
"What?"
"Your power. Aylen's power comes from the earth and life. And…" Andrew paused. He hated calling her Meli. She wasn't a person anymore; she didn't deserve a name. But he wasn't going to call her the Black Shaman all the time like he was scared to say her name. "Meli's power comes from violent death, from spilled blood. Where does yours come from?"
Ahanu didn't answer right away. But after some time he said, "From everything in between." Andrew frowned. He didn't know what that meant. What was in between life and death? "You never cease to amaze me," Ahanu continued. "You… you're just so much more than I thought you would be."
"What'd you think I'd be?"
"I hoped you would push Pecos to become more than he was, giving him the strength to defeat her."
"Have I?" Andrew asked breathlessly. "Does Pecos win?"
Ahanu tsked softly. "The end, Andrew."
"I know, I know," Andrew growled. "Has not yet been written."
The dark disappeared, replaced by soft, yellow light, pulsing from a fire, and Andrew blinked. He couldn't see yet. Where was he? But before he could open his eyes again, arms wrapped around him, squeezing him tight.
He froze for a moment, but then he smelled coffee and wood. Doyle. He smiled and hugged Doyle back as hard as he could.
"Let me see you, boy," Doyle growled.
Andrew stepped back. They were all there, in Pecos's den, gathered around the fire. He grinned widely. Doyle had hugged him! Andrew was ditching rule number one. He'd always hated that rule anyway.
"You've grown," Doyle said, grinning.
"It's the meat," Andrew said sheepishly. "What're you guys doing?"
Pecos slapped him on the shoulder. "Ridin' out tomorrow. You're just in time. Glad you didn't freeze to death."
Andrew smirked. "It was damn close! How long's it been?"
"Two months about," Joe said with a grin, giving Andrew a shoulder hug.
"Wow; it's been longer than that for me."
"Good to see you," Charlie said softly with a wink.
Andrew stared at each of them in turn. They all looked exactly the same as they had. Vibrant, alive, larger than life. He smiled, pushing tears back. He hated that they were dead.
Here they were so alive, but there, when he was from, they were gone. He shoved that thought away. Here and now they were alive. And he was here and now.
"I got you presents!" he exclaimed. "It's Christmas back ho… there. Sit down; I want you to open them."
Andrew dropped his backpack on the floor, opening it and pulling out the four presents, giving Charlie his first. He felt a little foolish, but he just grinned crookedly and urged Charlie to open it.
Charlie tore the paper off revealing the pack of playing cards. He held it up with a confused expression. "They're playing cards," Andrew explained, "but see they have paintings of forties pinup girls on them."
Charlie raised an eyebrow. "They used to pin up posters on the walls of these hot girls, so they're called pinups," Andrew continued. He shrugged. "I just thought you might like them."
Charlie chuckled softly. "Now I'll certainly win because you'll be distracted."
Andrew laughed. "You always win anyway."
"Well now I'll enjoy winning with these."
Andrew handed Joe his present next, and Joe pulled off the wrapping paper and opened the box. He took out the pen and admired it in the light, then stood, walked to the desk, and wrote something. "Very nice," he finally said. "Thank you."
Andrew grinned, handing Doyle his present. Doyle stared at it for a moment, and Andrew wondered if he'd gotten a present since Raina and Rolf had died. Probably not. Who would have given him anything? Doyle carefully popped open the wrapping paper and slid out the silver belt buckle.
"It made me think of you 'cause of the guns. The guy said each buckle is different, so that's the only buckle just like that."
"It's... nice," Doyle said softly, not looking up from the buckle.
Andrew turned and handed Pecos his gift. Pecos opened it and read the title out loud. "Tall Tales of the American West".
Andrew grinned. "All the typical stories about you are in there. Even how you supposedly die from laughing to death."
Joe raised an eyebrow. "Laughing to death?"
"Yeah, something to do with a city slicker and doggies. Anyway, you've gotta read the one with Widow Maker first. It's the best." Widow Maker. Andrew paled. He hadn't gotten anything for Widow Maker.
"You alright, boy?" Pecos asked.
"I just realized I didn't get Widow Maker anything."
"He's a horse," Doyle snorted.
Andrew shook his head emphatically. "Please, don't any of you let on I brought you gifts. Widow Maker'll buck me so high I'll never come down."
Doyle started laughing, and the others joined in. Andrew grinned weakly; they could laugh all they wanted. They wouldn't be the ones riding Widow Maker. He just hoped Widow Maker never found out. Damn, it was good to be home. 




Chapter 14
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After sitting a moment longer, enjoying the fire and the company, Andrew jumped to his feet. "I've gotta go see Widow Maker now, if I don't…" he trailed off. The others laughed, and Pecos nodded towards the door. Andrew slipped off his sneakers, put on his moccasins, and ran out into the dark yard.
Somehow the sky had never looked so beautiful. The soft mooing of distant cattle had never sounded so sweet. He was going to buy Ahanu even more chocolate. So much chocolate he never ran out, even if he lived five hundred more years. Andrew flew across the yard and up Widow Maker's hill, but he wasn't there. Andrew whistled, and his whistle echoed through the night.
Soon Widow Maker was nudging Andrew's back. Andrew turned, flinging his arms around Widow Maker's neck. "I missed you!" Widow Maker nickered. "Did Charlie give you your oats?" Widow Maker nodded. "Let's ride!" Widow Maker nodded again and knelt down. Andrew climbed onto his back and off they went.
Andrew laughed joyfully. He could never run as fast as Widow Maker. Widow Maker made cars look like tortoises. Hell, Widow Maker made jets look slow. They ran and ran and ran.
The wind whipped across Andrew's face, and the ranch spread out before them endlessly. They could ride for days in any direction and never leave Pecos's land. It was the most magnificent thing Andrew had ever seen. He refused to think about the ranch not being there in his time. In his mind, the ranch always was.
They rode all night long. Andrew never tired of riding, and Widow Maker simply never tired. You comin' back someday, boy? Andrew laughed, then whispered to Widow Maker, and they turned towards home.
Dawn hadn't quite begun when they arrived back at the ranch. Andrew brushed Widow Maker and fed him a bunch of oats. He scratched Widow Maker's ear and closed his eyes. He could see the life pulsing madly through him.
Hi, he thought. Widow Maker looked at him, and Andrew instantly saw a picture of them riding through a river and up a hill covered in tall, green grass. He chuckled. "Yeah, that's all right for you," he said. "But what am I gonna eat?" Widow Maker threw back his head and neighed.
Doyle was waiting for him on the porch steps, whittling in the dark. "I made Clara a butterfly, but it didn't look much like a butterfly," Andrew said sitting beside him.
"Takes practice. Who's Clara?"
"I met her at school. She's cool," Andrew explained with a grin. "She's smart; she's funny; she's writing a book. She has a pet cactus though."
Doyle shuddered. "Why would anyone want a pet cactus?"
"That's what I said! And she has no respect for rule number ten. Course, she doesn't actually know about rule number ten, so there's that."
Doyle grunted. "Things been alright?"
"Yeah, I guess. I ate an owl. And another owl. And a deer." Andrew frowned. "Raw."
Doyle slipped his knife into his vest pocket. "You been trainin'? Learnin' to control it?"
Andrew tried not to sigh. "I still use too much power when I'm fighting. I don't mean to, but I do. But my focus is getting better. When I fought the scorpions, I managed to keep a flame burning so I could see."
Doyle turned to face him, raising an eyebrow. "Scorpions?"
Andrew smiled. "I'm gonna nix rule number ten too."
"Too?"
"I'm doing away with rule number one. You hugged me first."
Doyle snorted. "You'd have whined if I hadn't."
Andrew laughed. "I'm so glad to see you." He sobered quickly; Doyle's grave swimming in his mind. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't forget it, couldn't erase it from his mind. Sometimes he even dreamed about it. Dreamed Doyle was actually there, under that stone, deep in the ground.
"I visited your grave," he whispered. He felt Doyle still, and tears filled Andrew's eyes. "I wish I hadn't. You're dead. All of you are dead. And I'm all alone."
Doyle stared at him for a moment before saying, "We're here now."
Andrew grinned lopsidedly, swiping a tear from his eye. "Yeah, so you wanna hear what all happened?"
"Do I?"
Andrew grinned. "I never lost." Doyle laughed and listened as Andrew told him everything that had happened in the last several months. When he was finished, Andrew waited for Doyle to punch him in the arm.
But Doyle just grunted and said, "You did good, boy."
Andrew beamed. He'd kind of felt like he was flopping at everything he did, so to hear Doyle say he did all right was awesome. "You don't think I should've killed the twins?"
"Didn't say that. Just said you did good."
Andrew shrugged. A compliment was still a compliment. "I think you'd like Vick. He has a lot of guns, he doesn't mind silence, and he pretty much respects rule number ten. More or less."
"Glad he's there then."
"Yeah, he's alright," Andrew said, wondering if Vick would miss him or if Andrew wouldn't be gone that long. "You think Enrica's up yet? I'm so ready for one of her breakfasts."
"Let's go see," Doyle said with a chuckle.
Enrica was up, and she was thrilled to see Andrew. When he gave her her present, she squealed with delight. "I've never seen an apron with so many pockets. Gracious, Andrew. It's wonderful!"
Carmina seemed to like her horse too. She still didn't talk much, but she grinned and started playing with it right away.
Enrica filled a plate with tortillas, beans, and eggs and plopped it down in front of Andrew; Doyle poured him a cup of coffee; and Andrew sighed happily. "I am so glad to be home," he said before digging in.
The others came down before long and started talking about plans. Andrew listened with one ear, but he was thinking. He was thinking about Clara and what she'd said about time. Why couldn't time be changed? It was like Ahanu had said "it hadn't happened yet".
"What year is it?" he asked, burying his nose in his coffee cup.
"1870," Joe said.
"Huh, what month?"
"April."
"Day?"
"16th."
Andrew took a huge sip and sighed happily. It was perfect. Doyle simply couldn't make anything but perfect coffee.
What you thinkin', boy? Andrew grinned. Damn if he hadn't missed Pecos's voice inside his head. I wanna change time, he thought back. What? I'm trying to think of something I know happened, and I wanna see if we can change it. You sure that's a good idea? Nope. Pecos chuckled.
Andrew tried to remember everything he'd read about the year 1870. There had been Indian wars all over the place. Had there been any in Texas or New Mexico? What about Oklahoma? "Are we closer to New Mexico or Oklahoma?"
"New Mexico," Charlie said.
So New Mexico or Texas. He frowned, not sure that he'd be able to place a date on anything. Then he remembered a truly disgusting account he'd read of a Native American village that had been slaughtered by a mob. He remembered it because there had been photographs.
The mob had decapitated some of the villagers and stuck their heads on poles outside the village. Andrew shuddered. The story had given him nightmares for weeks.
What had the date been? He couldn't quite remember. He visualized the page. He remembered the title of the story: "The White Plains Massacre of 1870". But what was the damn day? He had it! May, May 3rd, 1870.
"I've got it!" he said triumphantly. "Let's change history!"
Doyle choked on his coffee. "Let's do what?!"
Andrew grinned. "Change history. Listen…" He told them all the details he remembered about the massacre.
Charlie nodded as he spoke. "I know the village."
"I knew you would," Andrew said, and Charlie grinned. "So whadda you say, Pecos? Should we ride over there and stop this thing?"
Pecos thought for a moment. "Aylen wouldn't approve," he said.
"I know."
"But…"
"Yes…?"
"Why the hell not."
"Yes!" Andrew jumped up. "Let's go now!"
"Sit," Pecos commanded. Andrew sat. "First, a good night's sleep."
Andrew frowned. "I didn't think you believed in sleep. I was gonna make that a rule even."
The others chuckled, but Pecos was serious. "You. You need sleep."
"I'm good," Andrew insisted.
"How's your hunger?" Pecos asked.
"How do you mean?" Andrew replied evasively.
"How do you think I mean, boy?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I still get hungry if that's what you mean." Pecos raised an eyebrow. "Fine; if I don't eat enough or use too much power I still black out. Happy?"
"Round up supplies today; sleep tonight; ride tomorrow," Pecos said firmly.
"Fine," Andrew agreed sullenly.
"We'll round up the supplies," Pecos said with a grin. "You muck the corrals."
"Seriously?! What'd I do? I've been good! Come on!" But Pecos had already stood and was leaving the room, the others right behind him.
Joe threw Andrew a sympathetic look. "It's only been a couple days," Joe assured him.
"Do you know how much those horses crap in just one day?!" Andrew complained.
"A lot," Joe chuckled and left. 
"A lot," Andrew muttered, but he was smiling. There was no place like home.
He spent the entire morning and most of the afternoon mucking the stables. In spite of all his efforts to train in his own time he'd gotten soft. He had blisters on his hands and his back was covered in sweat, but he refused to use the power. He wanted to do this on his own. When he was finally finished his back hurt so badly he could barely stand up straight.
You done yet, boy? Just. Took you long enough. Andrew rolled his eyes. I'm not you, you know. Pecos chuckled. Meet me in the den.
Andrew found Pecos standing in the den looking out one of the windows. They sat facing each other, and Andrew waited for Pecos to talk. "She comin' then?" Pecos finally asked.
"I don't know, but I don't think so. Ahanu was vague, as usual." Andrew grimaced. "He keeps checking up on me. In my dreams. Like he's trying to get me to do something differently, but I don't know what."
"It's hard to train on your own," Andrew added with a sigh. "I've gotten better at concentrating, but I still have a hard time doing more than one thing at a time, and I always use too much. And I do mean ALWAYS."
He stared at Pecos. Pecos was always just fine; he had just as much as he needed; he never used more than he had. He was like the damn energizer bunny. Andrew laughed. "That's what I need, a battery."
"What?"
"A battery, something that holds energy. It's ironic really. The power gives me more energy or power or strength, but it takes energy away. When I use it I'm strong, but then I'm weak and I need meat. It's like using it eats away at me and I have to replace what it took. You're not like that at all. You and the power aren't separate; you're one thing." Andrew struggled to wrap his mind around it.
"It's not that I'm not in control, because I am! The power does what I ask it to do. It goes where I want it to go. But in exchange it takes something from me. That's the part I can't control." Andrew stood and started pacing. "I need to figure out why it's separate, or if there's a way it can not be separate, or…" he stopped and sat back down.
All he knew was the more he used the power the more it took from him. The more it took from him the more he needed. He'd known for a while that regular store-bought meat wasn't quite cutting it. He'd been hungrier and hungrier lately, and he'd been dreaming of hunting, of eating, of feasting on fresh, bloody meat.
There was a fear, in the back of his mind. Aylen had said to stop. Ahanu had said to slow down. But he couldn't. He couldn't, but he was scared. Scared one day it would take too much.
Andrew cleared his throat. "Anyway, I can't tell you anything about the Black Shaman. Ahanu protected my room, so I haven't seen her, not really. I mean she featured briefly in my dreams in the barn, but I woke myself before I could see anything. I don't know if she's regained her strength. Ahanu said she would, but he didn't say when."
"Why do you wanna change time?"
Andrew shrugged. "I wanna know if it can be done. If we can change time, maybe we can shift things, make things better." He shuddered. "If you only knew half the horrors that are coming."
Pecos's eyes narrowed. "Do you really think we can change your history?"
"I don't know. But we can try."
Andrew wasn't being entirely honest. He really wanted to know if he was making a difference, if his path was set, if what he did had always been done. He wanted to know that he wasn't just a point on a time path. That he wasn't just living a line already laid out for him.
If he could change time, maybe he could do more than help Pecos defeat Meli. Maybe he could save the ranch. Maybe he could… he didn't know what else.
He spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning his guns. He hadn't cleaned them at home because he hadn't thought of it, so they hadn't been cleaned since the zarmy. He cringed, thinking about the nightmares he'd had. They were worse than the actual zarmy, but he'd rather face a nightmare zarmy every night than not see Pecos.  
That night they sat in the den and played cards. Charlie won. Easily. Pecos and Joe were too busy looking at the cards to pay any attention to their hands, and Andrew and Doyle were too busy laughing at Pecos and Joe to pay attention to theirs.
Charlie snorted when the game was over. "I'm not sure I can use these."
"Why not?" Andrew asked.
"I like a bit of challenge."
"But you always win."
"Still."
Andrew laughed. "How 'bout a game of blackjack? I won't even look at the ladies."
Charlie shrugged. "Only if we play for money."
"You know I don't have any money."
Charlie looked at Pecos, and Pecos shook his head. "I ain't givin' him his pay just so he can lose it to you."
"What pay?" Andrew asked.
"Your pay from before, when you worked the ranch," Pecos explained.
"You're gonna pay me? Why?"
"You worked hard, and everyone gets paid."
"Sweet. How much did I make?"
"Joe?" Pecos asked.
"Four hundred and eighty dollars," Joe said without looking up from his book.
"What?!" Andrew exclaimed. "Is that all? I was here for ten months! I make more than that in two months working part-time for Aylen!"
"How much does a bag of flour cost?" Joe asked.
"What?"
"A bag of flour, how much does it cost?"
"I don't know; like a couple bucks for five pounds."
Doyle spit his coffee clear across the room. "A couple bucks?! For five measly pounds?"
Andrew shrugged. "Yeah. How much is it here?"
Joe finally closed his book. "Ten dollars a barrel or three cents a pound."
Andrew blinked. "Three cents a pound? Seriously?" Joe nodded. "So a five pound bag would be like fifteen cents?" Joe nodded again. "Wow. That's like… well, wow."
"It's called inflation," Joe said. "The wages increase, but so does the cost of goods."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Who cares what it's called? It's damned expensive is what it is." Doyle laughed.
"You were paid a dollar sixty per day, which is forty-eight dollars a month," Joe continued. "That's a good wage." He stood and walked to the desk, pulled open a drawer, and tossed a bag to Andrew. It was heavy, and Andrew could tell right away it was full of coins, not paper money.  
He hadn't expected to get paid, and it made him feel good. Like he'd done a good job, but he didn't know what to say. Did you say "thanks" when someone paid you a wage? He opted for distraction instead. "You should read us one of the stories, Pecos."
"You think?"
"Yeah, the guys'll like 'em."
Andrew grinned as Pecos reached for the book of tall tales. He flipped a couple pages, but he finally picked the story where he supposedly roped a train because he thought it was some kind of monster.
Andrew closed his eyes and listened to Pecos's voice as he read. Pecos was a natural story teller, but Andrew had never heard him read anything. He read the story just as animatedly as he told one, and when he reached the end, Andrew grinned widely. He couldn't believe he'd just listened to Pecos Bill read a story about the legendary Pecos Bill.
Pecos was laughing softly, but soon he was laughing out loud, laughing so hard tears rolled down his cheeks. Andrew laughed because Pecos was laughing. Soon they were all laughing like mad. After a bit, Pecos wiped his eyes.
"That there's a damn good book," he said with a final chuckle.
Andrew nodded in agreement, then yawned hugely. He hadn't slept in over forty-eight hours, and he was tired. Go to bed. Andrew nodded, but before he went, he needed something. "Joe, would you play something? Please."
Joe grinned. "Sure." He pulled his harmonica from his pocket and began to play. Music flowed, filling the room, and Andrew smiled, closing his eyes. It was so beautiful. He'd missed Joe's music. Especially at night when the electricity was so loud he couldn't even hear himself think.
His head jerked, and Doyle nudged him with his boot. "Go to bed, boy."
Andrew stumbled to his feet and mumbled, "Night," before walking up the stairs, hanging his dreamcatcher above his bed, and falling into a deep and dreamless sleep.




Chapter 15
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All too soon Charlie was shaking Andrew awake. "It's time," Charlie said.
Andrew mumbled something and rolled out of bed. It was early. Like so early people somewhere had just gone to bed and expected to sleep for hours. He grinned widely and opened his closet, pulling out fresh clothes. He dressed quickly, grabbed his backpack, and dashed down the stairs into the kitchen.
Everyone else was already there. "Morning!" Andrew said, plopping down beside Joe. "Isn't it a wonderful day?" Andrew started shoveling food into his mouth.
"You sure are chipper," Joe said laughingly.
"I'm here, aren't I?" Andrew said around a mouthful.
Pecos grinned and said, "I was sayin' if we ride hard, it should only take us five, six days to get off the ranch and then another six days to reach the village."
Andrew laughed. "See, I told you no sleep would make a good rule. Joe said it takes at least ten days of hard riding to get off the ranch."
Pecos snorted. "That's for normal people. We ain't normal."
"Yeah, 'cause normal people stop at night to sleep."
"You complainin', boy?"
"Not even a little; just making a point." Andrew grinned across the table at Pecos.
Pecos shrugged and went on. "If everything goes good, we should get there four days early. Gives us some time to figure out the lay of the land. Do you 'member how big a party it was?"
Andrew tried to think. He knew both numbers had been in the hundreds somewhere. A hundred and some people slaughtered and a hundred and some people doing the slaughtering, but he couldn't remember the exact number. "It was over a hundred. Is that too many?" Doyle snorted. "Guess not," Andrew muttered.
"As we ride, Charlie'll teach you to hunt," Pecos added.
"Sweet," Andrew said. "So are we ready?" He could hardly wait to get started.
"Yep," Pecos said.
"Cool! I'll go find Widow Maker." Andrew hugged Enrica and Carmina and dashed out the door. He was ready to ride. Sleeping under the stars or no sleep at all, it didn't matter, they were going riding. They were going to change history. He couldn't wait to tell Clara. Wait; he couldn't tell Clara; she didn't know. But that was okay because he would know.
He whistled, and Widow Maker galloped into the barn. "Morning, boy; let's get you saddled." Widow Maker stomped his foot. "Hey, don't blame me. I'm not the one who doesn't believe in sleep. That's Pecos." Widow Maker snorted. "No, you can't bite him. That's not nice." Widow Maker nickered. "Okay, maybe just a tiny bite." Widow Maker grinned.
Andrew quickly saddled him and grabbed his saddle bags, his whip, and his rope, which he had actually been successful with one time. Never mind he hadn't actually roped the zonster leg, more like just got the rope in the right place at the right time. No one needed to know that, and it had all worked out.
He hooked everything in place and grinned. He was ready to go. Then the others entered the barn, and Andrew just stared, suddenly feeling totally weaponless.
Doyle had his sword strapped to his side, his rifle slung across his back, his whip, all eight six-shooters, and two knives that Andrew could see. Charlie's bow was slung over his shoulder and his quiver was completely packed with arrows. He had not just one, but two tomahawks strapped to his belt, and Andrew lost count of his knives. Pecos just had more of everything. Only Joe looked normal. He had four six-shooters and one knife, but his mustache did look extra curly.
Was that for real how he used the power? Andrew wondered briefly, then shook his head. That was ridiculous. 
Charlie handed Andrew a bow and a quiver from the tack room. "Take these; you'll learn to hunt with 'em ."
Andrew grinned. More weapons. Now he just wished he had a sword and maybe a rifle and a couple more six-shooters. "How do you guys even move with all those weapons?" he asked as he swung into his saddle.
"Just do," Doyle grunted. Andrew rolled his eyes. Why did he even bother to ask questions?
The cowboys mounted and rode out of the yard, taking more spares and packhorses than Andrew had ever seen before. When Pecos said 'ride hard', he meant ride hard.
Charlie set such a hard pace through the day Andrew didn't have time for anything but riding. The others switched horses every so often, but Andrew never switched. Widow Maker enjoyed sleep, but he didn't need breaks. Ever.
Every time they stopped, Joe handed Andrew a slice of meat from one of the packs. It hadn't been cooked, but Andrew didn't care. Frankly, he preferred it raw.
Do you think this is a bad idea? Andrew asked Pecos after they'd switched horses for the third time. Do you? I don't know. It's either a really good idea or a really bad idea, right? Don't know. If you're doin' it, don't be afraid. If you're afraid, don't do it. You afraid? Andrew rode for a moment without answering. If they could save the villagers, it seemed like they should. They were the good guys after all. Good guys saved people. No, he finally thought. I'm not afraid.  
They rode and rode and rode. Sometimes they rode past ranch stations so fast Andrew barely had time to wave. But as they rode, Andrew drank in the endless beauty of the landscape. He'd actually missed the cactuses and the shrubs. He'd missed the endlessness of the horizon, the smell of the dirt, the feel of the sun, the way the trees followed the water. He'd missed it all.
They stopped about an hour before dusk. "We'll stop to hunt and train, sleep an hour or so, then ride," Pecos explained. Andrew nodded. It was just like the beginning when they'd been riding to stop Septimis. Ride, train, sleep, ride, train, sleep.
Andrew unloaded the packs and brushed down the horses, humming as he did. He wondered if Joe could play Simon and Garfunkel. He snorted. Of course he could. Joe could play anything.
When Andrew was done, Charlie told him to grab his bow and follow him. Charlie walked away from the camp, stopping several hundred yards from a small dirt hill. "We won't hunt tonight," Charlie said. "We got meat, and it'll last through tomorrow. Tonight, you'll learn the bow."
"That's cool. Is it easier than knives?"
Charlie laughed. "No. You're a quick learner, but the bow takes time. To use a bow you must have patience and control."
Andrew humphed. He wasn't sure he had either of those in spades.
"If you learn control here, it will help you control elsewhere."
Andrew knew Charlie was talking about the power, but he couldn't see how controlling a bow was the same as controlling the raw, hot power that lived inside him.
Charlie named each part of the bow and showed Andrew how the string attached; then he removed an arrow from his quiver and pointed to the feathers adorning the end. "My arrows have different fletching's, but yours are all the same. The feathers are slightly turned to straighten the arrow in flight."
"Why can't we just hunt with our guns?"
Charlie shrugged. "We could." Andrew waited. He knew there was a "but" coming. "But…" Andrew grinned. "Bow's better for larger game. A pistol shot won't take down bear or a deer unless you get it just right."
"Are we hunting bear?" Andrew didn't want to hunt bear. Bears were scary huge, and he was pretty sure he'd never be able to eat a whole bear. There was just too much there. But now that he thought about it, he was kind of curious to know what bear tasted like.
"No," Charlie grinned. "Bow's a quiet weapon; very useful in a sneak attack."
Andrew sobered, wishing he'd had a bow when he'd killed all those soldiers. Then he wouldn't have had to feel their warm blood on his hands. "So whadda I do?" he asked.
Charlie notched an arrow. "Your bow has a slight shelf for the arrow. Grip the bow here." Charlie wrapped his hand loosely around the shaft of the bow level with the shelf. "When you draw back, the bow needs to tilt slightly, so your arrow stays in place." Charlie drew. "Keep your hand steady." Charlie hooked his thumb knuckle behind his jaw. He let the arrow go, and it flew through the air spinning through a cactus, ripping it apart, and slamming into a clump of high ground several feet behind it.
Andrew stared, mouth agape. "It went right through that cactus!" he gasped.
"Yep. Run get it."
Andrew ran over to the arrow and jerked it out of the hill where it had burrowed into the dirt. Bows were super cool. Like a cross between a knife and a gun, only even better!
Charlie handed Andrew a leather sleeve. "Put this on."
Charlie had always worn leather cuffs on his forearms, but Andrew had never thought to ask what they were for. He had assumed they were some kind of style thing; he should know by now they never did anything for style.
"What's it for?" he asked, tying it around his forearm.
"So your sleeve don't get caught in the string."
Charlie made Andrew practice drawing the string and releasing it for over an hour. Never once did he allow Andrew to touch an arrow, let alone shoot one. He corrected the tilt at which Andrew held the bow; he adjusted Andrew's grip; he adjusted Andrew's stance. "Relax your hand; the bow'll do the rest."
Andrew rolled his eyes. He was relaxing his hand. Maybe, probably, whatever. By the time Charlie let him quit, Andrew hated bows. He hated bows more than ropes, and he hated ropes a lot.
They walked back to camp in silence. Andrew wasn't tired yet, but he knew if he wanted any sleep he'd have to get it now. Maybe he should go for a quick run. Maybe Pecos would race him. He cheered at the thought, but then he saw Doyle sitting by the fire and grinned. "Hey, Doyle!" he called. "Wanna try to beat me up?"
Doyle's teeth flashed in the fire light. "Naturally," he replied.
Andrew found a cactus-free section of ground and faced Doyle, but Doyle gut punched him before Andrew had even lifted his hands. "No fair," Andrew gasped. "I wasn't ready."
"Lesson three," Doyle said, as he nailed Andrew hard in the jaw. "Always be ready."
Andrew growled as his head snapped back. He quickly tackled Doyle, and they rolled across the ground, struggling for control. He used a new move he'd learned, putting Doyle into submission. Doyle struggled for a moment, but soon tapped out.
"That's a new one," he said with a grin.
"Yep."
"Teach me."
They rolled for a while before Pecos shouted, "Quit your sissy huggin' and get your butts to bed!"
Andrew popped to his feet with a grin. He hurt everywhere. He'd rolled into a cactus, and he was pretty sure he still had spines in his back. His jaw ached, and his arm was sore from when Doyle had almost broken it with a submission hold. Doyle slapped him on the back, knocking him forward, and Andrew laughed. He'd missed fighting Doyle, maybe even more than he'd missed Doyle's coffee.
He curled up next to the fire, tucked his dreamcatcher under his head, worried about his mom for a minute, and fell fast asleep. And then Charlie was shaking him awake.
"Widow Maker's gonna kick your ass," Andrew mumbled, yawning. Charlie chuckled, and Andrew stumbled to his feet. He was so stiff. He touched his toes with a groan. Were his toes always so far away? Pecos booted Andrew in the rump as he walked by, and Andrew tumbled face first onto the ground.
"That there's just a lesson 'bout why we don't stretch," Pecos drawled as he sat down and dug into his plate of food. Andrew growled and pulled himself to his feet.
"Next time you cook," Doyle said, handing Andrew a plate of cooked meat and a cup of boiling coffee. Andrew shrugged; it's not like he was that much worse than Doyle, and anyway, he knew something Doyle didn't.
He stared out past the fire as he ate. It was pitch black. There was no moon, but the stars twinkled brightly. Andrew heard a coyote howling in the distance, and he smiled. Pecos turned towards the sound, and for an instant a look of longing crossed his face, but then it was gone.
"Your face's blue, boy!" Doyle growled.
"You punched me!"
"Why don't you heal it?"
"I just don't. I try not to use the power when I'm doing regular things. Feels like cheating."
Doyle raised an eyebrow. "That don't make no sense."
"Let's ride," Pecos said before Andrew could respond.
Andrew saddled Widow Maker and mounted. Widow Maker growled. Andrew stared at Widow Maker's twitching ears in surprise; he'd never heard Widow Maker make that sound before.
"Quit your whining," Andrew said. "You know you love it." Widow Maker shrugged and pranced after Charlie.
Andrew had enjoyed yesterday. He loved riding and training, but all the training had worked his body, not his mind slash power. Training his body was all well and good, but he wasn't going to defeat the Black Shaman in hand to hand combat.
The power was what gave him his real strength, and that's what he needed to focus on, but how could he? He tried really hard not to use the power unless he needed to. He used it when he ran and when he fought, but he didn't use it do the dishes or dig holes or muck the stables. His eyes narrowed. Maybe that was part of the problem.
He somehow doubted Pecos ever thought to himself, "I'm just driving a nail; don't need power for that". It was just part of him. He probably used it all the time, and he never once thought about it. Maybe the key was right there in front of him.
Widow Maker bucked distracting him. "What?!" Widow Maker tossed his head, and Andrew looked up.
The sunrise was breathtaking. It covered the entire horizon which ran as far as Andrew could see. The colors were so bright, they hurt. Orange spilled across the ground, dancing with pink and purple. The sky above was a bright, startling blue. Andrew gazed at it in wonder.
This was what he'd been missing. This moment right here when the sun bathed everything in light, made everything sharp and clear, washed away the blackness and the night. He grinned and whooped out loud.
Widow Maker jumped ahead and ran towards the sun so fast Andrew almost believed they might catch it. Slow down, boy. Widow Maker tossed his head when Andrew pulled back. "Pecos said so," Andrew said sternly. Widow Maker snorted but slowed his pace to a walk, allowing the others to catch up with them.
The day passed much the same as yesterday. They rode, stopping only to change horses, and their pace was so fast, Andrew didn't do anything other than ride. When they stopped for the day, all his bones hurt. After he brushed the horses down, he started stretching to loosen his muscles. He froze mid-stretch.
Pecos? he thought. What? Are you ever sore? I told you, boy. I don't get sore. Okay, but like the first time you rode a horse, were you sore afterwards? Pecos snorted. Course not! First time YOU rode a horse, yes! Damned annoyin'.
Andrew ignored that, sitting on the ground beside Widow Maker. He needed to think. Charlie came to collect him for his lesson, but Andrew waved him away. Then he called him back. "Charlie, are you ever sore?"
"What?"
"Do your muscles ever hurt?"
"No."
"Not EVER?"
"No."
"What if you did something really difficult or you fell? Have you ever tumbled down a big hill?"
"No."
"Never mind. Joe, Doyle," Andrew called. "Are you ever sore?"
"What?" they said at the same time.
"Do your muscles ever hurt or ache or pull? Does your back hurt or your neck, anything?"
"Nope," Joe said. Then he kicked his feet up and started playing a very slow tune on his harmonica.
Something was there. Tickling Andrew's mind, but he was having trouble grasping it. Doyle sat beside him. "What you thinkin'?" Doyle asked.
"How many times have you been shot?"
"What?"
"Can't you guys just answer questions?! I know you heard me! How many times have you been shot?"
"Stopped keepin' track."
"When?"
"When what?"
"Did you stop keeping track, damn it!"
"After 'bout the tenth time."
Andrew frowned. He was pretty sure normal people didn't get shot ten times and live to talk about it. Even if it was ten totally separate times. Probability was if you got shot ten times, one of them was going to kill you.
"How fast do you heal?"
Doyle shrugged. "Pretty quick."
"Like how quick? If I shot you right now, how many days until the hole closed and the pain was gone?"
Doyle was silent for a minute. "Two days," he finally said. "Maybe less."
"DAMN IT!" Andrew exclaimed, jumping to his feet. "It's been right there in front of me this whole time!" He walked out of camp, walked and walked, thinking, wondering how he could be so dense. When he turned to go back, the sky was already dark and Pecos was right behind him.
"You're just as sneaky as Doyle!" Andrew snapped, irritated he hadn't noticed him.
Pecos grinned. "I have my moments. So?"
"So what?"
"You know what."
"Fine. All this time I've been looking at the power as something separate. Something to be used when needed. Something available, like a pair of baseball shoes."
"What?"
"You only wear them when you go to play a game. The rest of the time they sit in the closet. To me you're Pecos Bill, legendary cowboy warrior. Plus the power. Which makes you even more legendary. But that's not right at all. You're PECOS BILL!"
"I ain't followin'."
"Of course not! You and the power are one thing. ONE THING! You're not separate. You don't ride without the power but fight with the power. You don't eat without the power but stop bulls with the power. Everything you do is infused with power! EVERYTHING!"
Pecos raised an eyebrow. "I thought we already knew that."
Andrew sighed. "We did; it's just I'm finally getting it. You're NEVER sore because the power doesn't let you get sore. It's always healing you. I have to ask it to heal me." Andrew thought for a moment. "Well, at the beginning, when I was first feeling it, realizing it was there, it did heal my leg, but ever since then, I've asked it."
"Ain't that good? You heal yourself real quick. I can't do that."
"It is good. It's also bad. Power is constantly healing you, making you… you. It's doing the same for Doyle, Joe, and Charlie. No one heals from a gunshot wound in two days. It takes weeks maybe months. You guys are super human!" Andrew frowned. "It explains so much. I've been so stupid."
"Get to the point," Pecos demanded, slapping the back of Andrew's head.
"Oh right. In me the power is separate. Totally and completely separate. We're two totally different things. Andrew Rufus and the power. When we merge I'm amazing, but it takes a toll because my body isn't used to it. I've been trying really hard to only use the power when I need to. But every time I use it, it takes away from me."
He paused. There had been a nagging worry running around in his head for a while now, but he hadn't given voice to it. He shook his head, pushing it away. He was probably wrong.
"Anyway, I need to learn to use the power continuously, like you do."
"But won't that make your problem worse?"
"Probably." Andrew shrugged. "But I've got to try."
"Huh." Pecos was silent for a minute. "Why?"
"Why what?"
"Do you have to try? You've already proven you're worth more than ten men. You ride the fastest horse in the world; you can shoot and fight just as good as any of 'em. Why you need more?"
Andrew stared at Pecos. That was the nicest, most complimentary thing Pecos had ever said to him. He hadn't known Pecos thought that. He fought the urge to grin. Pecos thought he was worth more than ten men. He wished he could tell Clara.
Pecos was waiting for an answer, but Andrew wasn't sure what to say. The power was important. Somehow it was the key. Ahanu had said he'd hoped Andrew would push Pecos to be more, but Andrew didn't know if he had or not. As far as he could tell, Pecos was just the same as he was when Andrew had met him. Because Pecos always had enough. How could he be more?
But Andrew? Andrew could be more. He could. He just had to figure out how. And when he did he'd be ready; he'd be ready to help Pecos; he'd be ready to win.
Andrew didn't see how he could explain all that to Pecos, so he just grinned and said, "It's as good as any of your plans."
"Not what I asked, boy."
Damn. Too bad Pecos wasn't as easy to distract as Clara. "Just 'cause," Andrew said.
"Huh."
He and Pecos walked back to camp in silence. Charlie had hunted down a couple rabbits, and Doyle had already cooked them.
"Thought I was supposed to cook," Andrew said.
"Wanted something edible," Doyle said, grinning.
"Oh, so Charlie cooked?" Charlie snorted with laughter, and Doyle punched Andrew in the arm
After they'd eaten, Andrew stared into the fire for a while before lying down. He hadn't told Pecos, but he didn't just crave meat after he used the power. He craved it all the time. His dreams were filled with blood. Not the blood of all the men he'd killed, although he dreamed about that too, but the blood of animals. Squirrels, rabbits, deer. You name it, and he'd dream eaten it.
Part of him longed for the power he gained by eating a deer and the sight he gained by eating an owl, and that terrified him.
Some part of him knew Pecos was right. What he had should be enough. But it wasn't. He needed more. But the power gave and the power took. Every time he used it, he came away hungrier and hungrier. He didn't like it at all. The idea of trying to use the power all day made him want to curl into a ball and cry, but he couldn't keep going like this. He had to find a balance, a comfortable place. He had to find a way to survive. He had to survive… because he had to help Pecos win.




Chapter 16

 
[image: ] 

In a few hours, they were up again. Instead of stretching Andrew simply pushed the power through his body, warming it and removing his soreness at the same time. He ate the last of the meat Joe had brought and mounted Widow Maker.
They rode through the remaining night and into the dawn. Andrew held the power inside him, engaging it, pushing it into his ears and his eyes, into all his sinews and bones. It burned, but it didn't hurt.
When they stopped that evening to train, Andrew sent the power into his fingertips, but as he tried to listen to Charlie the power slipped away. He sighed in frustration, shoving away his mounting hunger, and pushed the power out again. But he couldn't focus. His head was throbbing, and his stomach was growling. If there were a rabbit right in front of him he would pounce on it in a second. He grimaced.
"You ain't listenin'," Charlie scolded.
"Sorry, Charlie. I'm hungry. And I can't think when I'm hungry."
Charlie frowned. "Didn't you just eat?"
"Maybe; did I?"
"Let it go."
"What?"
"Let the power go."
"But… I'm trying to…"
"Let it go." Andrew sighed and let go. The power pooled together and slithered back into the well leaving him cold. "Let's hunt," Charlie said.
Andrew glanced around. It was nearly dark, but he knew that wasn't an issue for Charlie. Charlie motioned for Andrew to follow him and started slipping from shadow to shadow. Andrew crept behind him. He should add a seventeenth rule; cowboys are unbelievably sneaky.
He smelled the rabbit before he saw it, and his stomach growled fiercely. Charlie was already drawing an arrow back and twang; the rabbit was dead. Andrew pounced on it, ripping into it with his teeth. He hadn't meant to, but damn, he was hungry! After a couple bites, he stopped and turned to look at Charlie.
"Sorry," Andrew mumbled. "I…"
"Eat. I'll find another," Charlie assured him before melting into the dark.
Andrew sighed. This wasn't how he'd imagined his life going. He thought he'd grow up to be a baseball star, not eat raw rabbits on the empty plains with nothing more than his teeth.
When he was finished, he wiped the blood from his face and sat back on his heels. His experiment hadn't gone well, but he wasn't giving up on it. He'd try again, but he'd wait until he had a bunch of meat to munch on. Victory was in the preparation after all. He shook his head, wondering what Ahanu was doing and if he was still enjoying his chocolate.
Andrew returned to camp, and Charlie showed up a minute later with several rabbits and birds attached to his belt. "How do you do that?" Andrew asked.
"Do what?"
"Hunt at night, and come back with all that?" Charlie grinned widely. "Let me guess," Andrew sighed. "Just do?" Charlie nodded, and Andrew rolled his eyes. "Never had bird before." He flushed, remembering a certain alley and a dead owl. "Well, I mean… What is it?"
"Quail." Charlie quickly skinned the quail and laid them on a spit over the fire. They smelled absolutely delicious. Andrew couldn't wait to eat them.
"So how'd your experiment go?" Pecos asked as he poured himself a cup of coffee.
Andrew grimaced. "Not great. Got hungry."
Doyle sighed. "Why don't you just leave it alone, boy?"
"Seriously? Just be Andrew Rufus without the power? You're out of your mind! Do you know how many times I've nearly died? If it wasn't for the power, I'd be six feet under."
Doyle shrugged but didn't say anything more, and Andrew tried to concentrate on making his biscuits. He wanted them to be just right. He measured the flour and some of the baking powder he'd brought in his backpack, and then he groaned out loud.
"What's wrong?" Doyle asked, brow furrowed with concern.
"I just realized I can't make biscuits."
"You're just now realizing that?"
"No! I mean, I can. I learned," Andrew said, fighting the urge to stick his tongue out at Doyle. "But I can't. We don't bring butter on the trail."
The others stared at him for a moment before laughing uproariously. Andrew frowned at them and went back to making his biscuits. Maybe they'd still be good without the butter. In any case, he could at least not burn them like Doyle always did.
They weren't buttery, but they weren't bad either. A lot better than Doyle's biscuits, Andrew thought happily as he wolfed down a biscuit and three quail. He couldn't believe how delicious quail were. They were every bit as good as they smelled.
When they were finished eating, Pecos cleared his throat. "I say we take a vote," he said. "When the boy's with us, he makes the biscuits."
"Agreed," Doyle said.
"I'll second that," Joe said, and Charlie nodded.
"Wait, what?" Andrew said. "But Doyle makes 'em faster."
"Yeah, but yours are a heap better."
Well, crap. That's what he got for trying to show up Doyle. "Fine," he grumbled, but he grinned. They liked his biscuits.
He fell asleep to the lingering scent of coffee and the sound of Joe playing a soft, sad song. 
They slept, and then they rode. Andrew watched the landscape change and wondered what it looked like in modern times. He shuddered, thinking of Pecos's ranch getting hacked into tiny pieces and turned into a housing development. He wished there was something he could do to stop it, but he didn't even know what happened, and he certainly couldn't ask Pecos.
He didn't touch the power as they rode. He was scared of it. He knew he needed it, knew he needed to find a balance, but he'd wait.
When they stopped for the night Charlie actually let Andrew touch an arrow, but just for a second and only to show Andrew the arrow head.
They slept and rode again, finally leaving Pecos's ranch. They had six more days to go before they would reach the village.
"You hunt tonight," Charlie said one evening after Andrew had pretended to shoot an arrow fifty times.
"You coming?" Andrew asked.
"No."
Of course not, Andrew thought with a sigh. "So I can't use the bow and guns are too loud, how do I do it?"
"The old fashioned way," Charlie said grinning.
Andrew frowned. "Of course."
"Let the power guide you. Hunt with your eyes closed."
"You know I can't see like cactuses right, just animals and people and stuff?"
Charlie looked surprised. "Really? You should definitely keep your eyes open then."
"You can see everything?" Andrew asked with astonishment. Charlie shrugged. "How's it any different than having your eyes open then?"
"Just is."
Andrew rolled his eyes. He was hungry, so he guessed he'd go hunting. Biscuits alone would never take the edge off his hunger. He closed his eyes and looked across the prairie with the power. He could only see a little ways, but there were bunches of little spots of life.
He headed towards the sunset, crouching low, and sneaking as best he could. He pounced through a bush, grabbing at a speck of light, but there was nothing there. The life was there, pulsing in his mind, but no animal that Andrew could see.
He frowned, but then noticed a hole in the ground. Something was there; it was just underground, but Andrew couldn't tell the difference. He sighed and started sneaking towards the next bit of life. This time he tried to get a visual on it before pouncing. Nothing was there.
He snuck up on four more life sparks with similar results. Everything was in the ground, hiding. How did Charlie do this? He closed his eyes and focused on them. Was there anything different? Was one brighter than the others? Finally he found a light that pulsed more than the surrounding ones, so he hunkered low and slipped across the ground, pausing mere feet away.
A rabbit. Sitting there, just waiting to be eaten, only inches from its burrow. Andrew frowned. He was going to have to be fast. He jumped forward, but the rabbit was faster, and Andrew landed face first in the dirt.
Damn it! If he'd had a bow, he'd have gotten it. Why wouldn't Charlie let him touch the arrows anyway? What was so different between a knife and an arrow? Wait… of course. He smiled and found another pulsing bit of life and padded softly towards it. Another rabbit. He slipped a knife from its sheath, aimed carefully, and threw.
The sound of the blade must have given him away. The knife buried uselessly into the ground right where the rabbit had been standing a split second before. Andrew growled. Hunting was stupid. Who needed it anyway? He sighed. He did. Just the thought of dried meat and biscuits made him sad.
He tried again. This time he snuck all the way up to the rabbit. Stupid things were fast. The next thing he found was a quail. Those were not only fast, but they had wings. Where was a gigantic deer when you needed it?
After five more tries, Andrew finally decided biscuits would have to do and turned to go back to camp. Dark had completely fallen without him realizing it, and he'd walked a long way. He could just barely make out the flicker of the campfire in the distance.
As he trudged back, he wondered what he'd say to Charlie. He couldn't think of anything that didn't make him sound like an idiot. Maybe he'd just go for a grunt. He smelled the meat long before he reached camp. He frowned when he saw they'd already eaten and had coffee in their hands.
"What the hell?" he snapped at Charlie.
"I told you to hunt," Charlie said grinning. "I didn't actually think you'd get anythin'."
"Can I hit him?" Andrew snarled.
"If you think you can," Pecos said with a shrug.
"How come Doyle gets to use rule five all the time, but I can't?" Andrew complained, plopping down next to Doyle and glaring at Charlie across the fire.
"Didn't say you couldn't," Pecos said.
"It was implied. So? What'd I do wrong?"
"Nothin'," Charlie replied. "Just takes time. You'll learn."
"Great," Andrew muttered. "I'll catch a rabbit the same day I shoot an arrow I suppose." Charlie laughed.
Andrew tore into the rabbits with gusto, enjoying every bite. Pecos, Charlie, and Joe went to sleep, but Doyle stayed up, whittling while Andrew ate.
Andrew wished he could figure out the missing piece of the puzzle. The piece that would show him how to work the power or how to be one with it. The piece that would finally make everything make sense.
"What's it like for you?" Andrew asked Doyle. "The power, I mean."
"Just is," Doyle said thoughtfully. "Never really thought 'bout it until you asked me."
"Can you see it?"
Doyle frowned. "How you mean?"
"Close your eyes and look inside. Is it there?"
Doyle put away his wood and knife and closed his eyes. He was silent for a long time. "Everything's just kinda rainbow," he finally said.
Andrew leaned forward. "Rainbow? That's cool. It's yellow for me, like fire or molten steel."
Doyle shrugged. "I don't know how to help you. Wish I could, but I just… don't."
"It's okay. I honestly don't think anyone can help me. I'm beginning to think it's totally different inside every person. It's almost like it's alive. Or has a personality. Or is a reflection of your own personality." Andrew lifted a shoulder. "I don't really know."
Andrew stared into the fire. "Are you okay… not dreaming about them?" he asked softly.
"I miss seein' 'em," Doyle replied just as softly. "But they weren't good dreams." He poked a log with his toe, and the log fell, sparks lifting into the night sky. "Raina wouldn't have liked it."
Andrew nodded. "Better get some sleep, I guess. Charlie'll be waking us in about ten minutes." Doyle chuckled, and they both stretched out on the ground. "Night, Doyle," Andrew said quietly, then drifted off to sleep.
Andrew groaned when Charlie woke him. It felt like he'd only been asleep for a second. "Thanks, Charlie. You're the best alarm clock ever," he mumbled, fumbling for his saddle.
They'd been riding for hours when the dawn came, bright and clear, bursting over the horizon with golden warmth. Joe smiled as the sun touched him, and Andrew wondered if he missed his watch. He wasn't going to ask. He needed the watch. It helped him not feel so alone when he wasn't with them.
"The article I found about you said you disappeared on the night of your engagement party," Andrew said, not really asking a question, but wondering if Joe would say anything.
Joe grinned widely. "Annabelle."
"Annabelle?"
"My would-be fiancée."
"Would-be?"
"Never went to the engagement party, did I? Never asked her to marry me."
"You didn't?"
"Nope. Our fathers drew up the contract. Annabelle sought me out the day of our engagement party and gave me all the money she had. 'Get out of here,' she said. 'If you show up at the party, I'll kill you!'"
"No! You're making that up!"
"Nope. She was a hell of a woman, and she knew I didn't want to be there any more than she did."
"So you left?"
"Hell yes! Caught the first train out of town and never looked back."
Andrew grinned, knowing he'd do exactly the same thing if he had the chance. A couple years ago, he wouldn't have liked leaving his mom, but now that she knew and Vick was around, the idea didn't bother him at all. She'd be all right without him. But of course, it wasn't up to him. It was up to Ahanu. And Ahanu had made it clear he could never stay.
Joe pulled out his harmonica and started playing. Andrew laughed softly, knowing that was Joe's way of saying the conversation was over.
The next couple days passed much the same. They rode, and while they rode Andrew traced a million thoughts about the power and how it worked but never discovered any answers.
They stopped to train, and after training Charlie would send Andrew hunting. He had yet to catch anything, and when he'd return to camp in defeat, Charlie would have meat cooking and Doyle would have coffee brewing, and all Andrew had to do was make biscuits.
After supper, Andrew and Doyle fought. Andrew tried to use just a little power, but Doyle fought so fiercely, Andrew usually had to let the power go and just fight as Andrew. Since jiu jitsu wasn't about who was the strongest, they were still pretty evenly matched.
One night after Doyle had shoved Andrew's face in the dirt and forced him to tap out, Andrew laid back on his pack and stared at the stars. Star gazing never got old. He felt awkward for not missing his own time more. He thought of Clara and his mom. He even thought of Vick and Aylen, but for all he enjoyed them, for all he loved his mom, it didn't quite compare. When he was here, he just felt… right. Like a missing puzzle piece that had found its place. He wasn't sure how he fit here or why, but he knew he did.
"Joe?" he asked.
"Yep."
"Could you play a song if I hummed it?" Joe nodded, and Andrew hummed "The Sound of Silence". Joe listened for a moment before lifting his harmonica and beginning to play. Soft notes drifted through the stillness of the night, and Andrew grinned. Simon and Garfunkel were good, but they didn't have anything on Joe.
It was still dark when Charlie shook Andrew awake. It always was. "How do you wake up in the middle of the night anyway?" Andrew mumbled as he started saddling Widow Maker.
"Just do."
Andrew rolled his eyes. He was going to rename them Just Do One, Two, Three, and Four.
When the sun finally rose, Pecos moved his horse over to Andrew and Widow Maker. "Did the attack happen at night?" Pecos asked.
Andrew frowned. "I don't remember. Not sure it said."
"So we gotta get there by tomorrow evenin'. That way we can watch through the night."
"Are we gonna make it?"
Pecos grinned. "Sure thing."
In the morning, on the first day of May, they reached the edge of a grey, dilapidated village. "Is this the right place?" Pecos asked, but Andrew didn't respond.
He was staring at the rickety roofs, seeing a vision in his mind of what was to come, of heads mounted on sticks, right here, in front of these huts, heads of these people, but they weren't there yet. Andrew nodded grimly. They were doing this. They were going to change history.
When they rode into the village, the children scattered, running into the huts and hiding. Women and a few old men crowded together and stared at the cowboys with frightened eyes. One very old woman stepped forward as Charlie jumped from his horse. Charlie spoke in his lyrical tongue first, but the woman didn't respond.
"We're not here to harm you," he finally said in English.
"Then why are you here?" she replied, words coated in a thick accent.
"Someone's gonna attack, and we're here to stop 'em."
"How do you know this?" she demanded. "Have you seen a vision?"
"The boy did," Charlie replied, gesturing towards Andrew.
Andrew jerked in surprise. He hadn't seen a vision; he'd read a damn book. He cringed, beginning to wonder if this was a very bad idea.
"Where're your warriors?" Charlie asked.
"The few left to us are searching for food."
Andrew glanced around the village. He didn't see a single man capable of fighting. There were only boys younger than him and a few old men. He felt sick. Someone was going to kill, slaughter, all these… innocents. They surely hadn't done anything to deserve it. How could they have?
The village was in the middle of the dry plains, practically in the desert, surrounded by cactuses, dirt, and heat. Everything was covered in dust, and there was nothing green as far as Andrew could see. He saw a dog slink behind a hut, but other than that he didn't see a single animal. The children staring out of the huts were wide-eyed and skinny.
They're starving, Andrew realized, glancing at Pecos. Do we have enough supplies to feed them? No.
Pecos dismounted, and everyone's eyes followed him. Even just standing he emanated something, something that told everyone this was the man to listen to. "You got some boys who can ride?" Pecos asked.
"Why?" the woman asked guardedly.
"I'd like to send 'em back to my ranch with a message. My men can bring some cattle for you."
"We cannot buy your cattle. We have no money."
"I don't need money."
"What do you want then?"
"Nothin'," Pecos replied.
She snorted. "White man never does anything for free."
"I do," Pecos said firmly. "Thing is, I'd rather not send one of my men; there's a fight comin', and I need 'em."
The woman looked torn, but just then a baby wailed loudly. She turned with a sigh and said something rapidly in a language Andrew didn't understand. Two boys, not more than six years old, stepped forward. A woman wailed loudly, but the older woman shushed her with a harsh sounding word.
"Pecos, you can't send them," Andrew argued. "They're just boys."
Pecos grinned. "You said the same thing 'bout yourself once."
"Yeah, but I was at least old enough to stay home alone."
"Whadda you mean?"
"I was thirteen; they're like six!"
"So?"
"So?!!! They're too young!"
Pecos shrugged. "I was on my own 'bout their age."
Andrew snapped his mouth shut. Pecos was right. Sometimes he forgot how different it was here; and furthermore, these people needed food and the only way they were going to get it was if those two boys rode. It's not like there were enough rabbits on the plains to feed them all. Well, there probably were, but it would take a while to hunt them down. What about prairie dogs? They looked kind of tasty. Focus, he thought, shaking his head.
Charlie was already unhooking the supply horses. He filled a saddlebag with dried meat and water and handed it to the taller boy. "You ride bareback?" Charlie asked. The boys nodded, eyes wide. Charlie closed his eyes and stared at the horses for a moment. "They know where to go," he finally said. "All you have to do is ride." The boys nodded, looking scared but determined.
Joe handed Pecos a piece of paper and a pencil, and Pecos wrote a note on it and handed it to the boy with the saddlebag. "The horses'll take you to the closest ranch station. Give this to Daniel, and he'll round up some cattle and come back with you. Got it?"
The boy nodded, and Pecos grinned, lifting the boy up, dropping him onto one of the horses, and slapping the horse on the rump. It took off back towards to the ranch, the other one following behind, the boys clinging to their manes.
Andrew watched, horrified. He knew it would take them at least seven or eight days to get there. Maybe more. They were all by themselves, alone, and on the endless plains.
He shuddered. He wouldn't want to do that now, even after all he'd done and been through. And even if he did, at least Widow Maker would be with him.
He realized Doyle was talking, so he turned from the boys to listen. "There's no way to fortify. It's hardly a town, just a bunch of huts." Doyle turned in a circle. "There's no cover for miles, and absolutely nowhere to hide 'em during the fight. Five of us to a hundred and some. We'll win, but we'll lose some in the crossfire."
Andrew frowned. He didn't want to lose anyone. There had to be a way to save them all, but Doyle was right. The ground was flat, and the village was totally exposed. The little huts barely looked strong enough to withstand the wind, let alone a volley of gunfire. This wasn't going like he'd planned. Things never did.
And what would they do after the fight? Just ride off and leave the villagers to handle all the dead bodies? What if a posse or the army came and found them? They needed to get rid of the bodies, and they needed to save all the people.
"Do you have any shovels?" Andrew asked the old woman.
"No."
Crap. There had to be a way. What you thinkin'? "I'm thinking we need a big, multipurpose hole."
"Multipurpose?" Pecos asked.
"Yeah. One, to hide everyone in; and two, to bury the bodies in."
"I like the way you think, boy," Pecos said with a grin.
"But we don't have any shovels," Andrew said.
"Then we'll do it the old fashioned way."
Andrew rolled his eyes. He hated it when they said that. "With our hands," he quipped before Pecos could finish.
Pecos grinned. "Exactly."
Doyle spoke up, "A trench'd be better."
"Where do we put it?" Andrew asked.
"Two closest towns are west and south," Charlie said. "Makes sense they'd come from one of them."
"So we put the trench on the north side," Doyle said. "Maybe six by twenty."
Pecos nodded. "Let's get to work."
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Doyle scoured the village looking for tools while Andrew and Pecos made a shelter out of canvases for the horses. Andrew took the saddles off and brushed all the horses down, saving Widow Maker for last.
Widow Maker nickered angrily. "Look, I know you don't like hanging out with the other horses, but I don't have time to make you your own shelter, and it's hot. But you do what you want." Widow Maker narrowed his eyes. "I'm gonna pay for this, aren't I?" Widow Maker nodded, and Andrew sighed, rubbing Widow Maker's nose. "Just remember, you like me."
Widow Maker rolled his eyes and stepped haughtily under the shelter. The other horses shied away, leaving Widow Maker a huge, empty space. Widow Maker nickered. "Play nice," Andrew hissed. 
Andrew joined the others just outside the village. "We don't want it to be far away," Doyle explained. "We need to be able to protect them." He'd managed to find two hoes and a pickax, and Joe had rounded up a couple boards to use as shovels. Doyle marked off a section, and they got to work.
Andrew didn't want to use the power, but he knew he'd be able to work much faster if he did, so he channeled the power into his arms and started shoveling with one of the boards. The dirt was hard as rock and filled with actual rocks. He pushed power down his arms, slamming the board into the ground, loosening clods of earth with each stroke.
For all its benefits, the power was starting to freak him out. He hoped they had time to hunt, because if they didn't he was going to be in big trouble. He scanned the sky looking for ravens, but for some reason he hadn't seen them since he'd come back. He missed his ravens, especially Dean.
He pushed all his thoughts away and concentrated on the board in his hands, glad for the gloves Joe had loaned him. Splinters still found their way through, but the power pushed them out without him even asking.
He glanced at Pecos and gasped. Pecos was using the pickax, and every time he drove it into the ground, the ax sunk deep into the earth. When he ripped it back out, dirt came flying out all around him, leaving a huge hole which Joe and Charlie cleared with the hoes. Pecos was breaking up twenty or thirty times as much dirt as Andrew. Andrew rolled his eyes. Just enough indeed.
It didn't seem like Pecos should even need their help since he could apparently dig a trench around an entire village in mere minutes. But maybe since they weren't in any particular hurry, Pecos wasn't going as fast as he could. Andrew didn't really understand how Pecos used the power, all he knew was that whatever Pecos needed, however much he needed, it was there. 
They piled the dirt on both sides, creating a barrier around the trench. After they'd dug ten feet or so, Doyle decided it needed to be even bigger so they could fit the horses in too. Andrew wished he'd thought of a plan that didn't involve digging. The sun burned down on them, and it was so hot he was soon soaked in sweat. Just another reminder why cowboys always wore hats.
"Wish it was the rainy season," Andrew muttered, breaking open another chunk of dirt. He grimaced remembering all the mud. Never mind. He'd rather dig in the heat than try to dig a gigantic trench out of mud.
By the time Doyle declared the trench big enough, Andrew's stomach was growling fiercely and his head was aching. He dragged himself out of the hole and collapsed on the ground. Doyle nudged him with his toe.
"You alright, boy?"
Andrew let go of the power and shivered. His body felt cold and lifeless without it. Blackness edged in on him. He blinked. What had Doyle asked? "Fine," he whispered. "Hungry."
"Damn it, boy! I'd punch you if I weren't so mad at you!"
Andrew smiled weakly and pushed himself upright. "I'll go hunt something." He just hoped he could stay vertical long enough to do it.
Doyle gripped Andrew's arm, steadying him. "Charlie's already gone."
Relief washed over Andrew, and he sank back down, letting the darkness take him while he waited. He didn't mind the dark as much as he used to. It was actually kind of pleasant. He sighed deeply and just floated, humming along with the music floating around him.
"What?!" Andrew gasped, jerking upright to avoid the boot kicking him in the leg.
"Food," Doyle growled.
Andrew took the plate and started eating. The meat was so fresh he could still taste the life in it. His headache faded, and his hunger ebbed. He looked up. It was already dark. How long had he been out?
There were children watching him, and they looked terribly hungry. Andrew wanted to feed them, but he needed to eat. If he didn't eat he couldn't defend them. And they would all die. He wondered which one's heads he'd seen impaled. He closed his eyes and tried to push the image away. They wouldn't fail. They would save these people.
He ate the rest of his food quickly. The others were talking, but he hadn't been listening. "What's the plan?" he asked.
"Well," Pecos said, "Doyle's got some ideas for making blinds and shields tomorrow. They'll lose a few huts, but they'll have their lives," Pecos stated with a shrug.
Andrew wished they didn't have to destroy the huts. The village was already so ramshackle, and he could tell the villagers were more scared of them than they were of any supposed mob coming to kill them. It was just too hard to explain the future to people. He just hoped he wasn't wrong or the event hadn't been recorded wrong. He hadn't thought of that. What if the date was off by a day or two days?
"We may as well sleep," Pecos said. "Not much we can do in the dark."
Andrew nodded. He was exhausted. Using the power all day had drained him, which he still thought was terribly ironic. He wondered what Clara would say about it. He grinned, imagining she'd come up with a crazy theory that actually made sense. Joe had already pulled his hat over his face, so Andrew hummed softly to himself until he drifted off.
Andrew shivered in the cold and sat up. It was so much darker than it had been when he'd laid down. Had the fire gone out? Charlie never let the fire go out. He looked for them, but he couldn't see anything. "Pecos?" he hissed. Nothing. Pecos?! Still nothing. Where was everyone?
The darkness moved, and there she was, in all her beautiful, dark glory. "Andrew," she purred. "I have found you." Her words were like slivers of ice, slipping underneath Andrew's skin, into his mind, freezing his insides. What had she done with the others?
"I am so looking forward to consuming you," she said silkily, stalking towards him. "With your power, I will finally be able to remake the world."
Andrew found his tongue. "Why?"
"Why?" She laughed. The sound was brittle and hollow, filled with anger instead of merriment. "Because I can," she snarled.
Andrew leaped to his feet and grabbed his pistols, only his pistols weren't there. Where were his pistols? He never took them off. He reached for a knife, but his knives were gone too. Was he already dead? He looked up, and she was right beside him.
She traced an icy fingertip down his cheek. "You always think you can hide, but I always find you. You are mine."
Anger broke his icy panic. "No."
"No what?" she laughed, running a nail down his arm. Blood welled, slithering across his skin.
Andrew tried desperately to think of a way to make his death pure, so she couldn't feed off of it, but there was no one to defend, no one to protect, just him and her. She was going to eat him, and then everyone would die.
"I don't have nearly as much power as Pecos, you know," he said, stalling for time.
"But I like your power better. It is so raw and fresh." He shuddered as she lifted his arm and licked the blood from it, sighing with satisfaction. "Perfect," she said, licking her lips.
Andrew fought the urge to run screaming in terror and held his ground. He knew he'd never be able to outrun her. If he was going to die today, he'd do it well, not sniveling like a scared little boy.
"When I am done with you I will eat Pecos anyway."
She couldn't. Pecos was too strong. But would he be if she had already eaten Andrew? He couldn't let her win, but there was no way to fight her. She was simply too powerful, too strong, too everything.
"I never heard anyone call it power before you." She looked at him slyly. "Why do you call it that?"
Andrew shrugged carelessly. "Whadda you call it?"
"Me."
He frowned. "That doesn't make any sense. It's part of you, but it's not you."
"Isn't it?"
"Is it?"
She grinned. "You tell me. If I eat you, do I not eat the power with you?"
Andrew blinked. She was going to eat him. She was going to take his power. She was going to take his power, kill Pecos, and remake the world. Why wasn't he fighting her? He closed his eyes and lunged for the power.
"No," she said, clutching his throat. He gasped, and the power slipped away. He clawed at her hands, but she didn't move, didn't even blink. He tried to break her hold, but she was too strong. His lungs ached, and blackness washed over him.
When he came to, she had tied him to something. Everything was dark so he couldn't see what. The bonds were so tight his wrists were bleeding; he could feel the warm blood dripping off his fingertips.
She held a cup, made of her own darkness, in her hand. "Did I not say I would eat you while your blood seeps from your bones?" She laughed and sliced a fingernail across his exposed arm. Blood rushed out, dripping into the cup.
Andrew could only feel the pain and the cold. He couldn't seem to think past it, couldn't see past her. He was drowning in her hatred, her blackness, her death. Pecos? he thought desperately, but Pecos wasn't there. There was no one here but him and her.
She raised the cup to her lips and took a long, slow sip. "Ahhhhh," she sighed, eyes closed, joy filling her face. "I can feel it coursing through me. You are delicious. Every bit as delicious as I imagined. So many years… so many, since I have tasted anything so… delectable."
Terror pounded at Andrew. He felt queasy and weak, and his head was throbbing. He watched helplessly as she drained the cup and then stabbed him in the leg. More blood ran. Andrew closed his eyes and breathed, trying to focus. The well was shimmering, but it was so far away, and with every drop of blood he lost, it moved even farther.
She kept drinking, cup after cup. His vision blurred. He could barely even see her face, her hideous, twisted face. This isn't how he wanted to die. He should have fought her. Why hadn't he fought her; how could he have fought her?
He screamed as her claws ripped through his chest, tearing through his muscles and breaking his ribs. He felt her hand push deep inside; he felt her icy fingers wrap around his heart.
His head jerked, and his lip began to bleed. Hot pain flared across his face, again and again. He felt as if he was being punched. He blinked in confusion, trying to think through the pain, through the terror. Her hand tightened, but she flickered and faded slightly with every wave of hot pain.
I'm dreaming! he realized with a gasp. This is a dream! Her fingers tightened and began to pull. Andrew dived towards the well, grabbing the power, feeling it burst through him, burning the darkness, burning her, burning it all away and freeing him.
Her furious screams faded as Andrew lurched awake, gasping as pain tore through his face, slamming his head into the ground. Someone was sitting on him, punching him in the face.
"I'm here!" Andrew yelled. The hand stopped in midair, and Doyle collapsed to the ground beside Andrew, breathing heavily. Andrew's face felt like he'd just walked into a speeding semi-truck. "I think my nose is broken," he muttered.
"You alright?" he heard Pecos ask.
Andrew opened his eyes. Joe, Charlie, and Pecos were staring at him, concerned looks on their faces. Doyle had sat up, but his forehead was on his knees.
"I'm alright," Andrew choked. "Look, it was just a dream; I don't know how she got through, but I'm okay." They didn't look convinced. He reached for Doyle's shoulder, but froze, staring numbly at his arm. His arm was fine, the skin wasn't cut, but there was a long line of sticky blood running down it.
He suddenly felt dizzy, and his stomach rolled. He felt hot; he felt cold. He felt as if all the air in the world had suddenly disappeared. He ripped open his shirt. There was blood on his chest. Lots of blood. His blood. He couldn't breathe. He started gasping for air.
"Boy!" Doyle sounded very far away. Rough hands grabbed Andrew's face and forced it up. "Look at me!" Andrew looked, and Doyle's ice blue eyes burned into his. "You're alright, boy. It's over."
"But… it was… a dream…" Andrew was going to be sick. She'd drank his blood. So much of his blood. Her hand had been wrapped around his heart. She had been killing him. In a dream. Aylen had said she couldn't hurt him there. Aylen had lied. "Doyle… she…"
Doyle pulled Andrew into his arms, and Andrew sobbed into Doyle's chest, still feeling her icy claws around his heart. He was never going to sleep again. He was never going to close his eyes. He was going to jump on Widow Maker and ride until the Black Shaman could never find him. He was going to ride to the end of the earth and hide there.
After a while, Andrew calmed down enough to push away from Doyle and ask, "What happened?"
"You screamed; woke me up," Doyle said. His voice was gruff, and Andrew could tell he was livid. Andrew grinned weakly. He was just glad Doyle was on his side. "Anyway, I slapped you, but you didn't wake up. And then blood started… well, you get the idea." Doyle shook his head. "Where the hell's your dreamcatcher?!"
"In my bag," Andrew said, reaching into his backpack and pulling it out. He gasped, mind blanking when he saw all the strands had been snipped. "But how?" Andrew whispered.
Charlie examined the dreamcatcher carefully. He sniffed it. He closed his eyes and simply held it in his hand. He finally shrugged and said softly, "Knife."
Doyle hissed angrily, and Andrew said, "Are you saying…?" Charlie nodded. "Who?"
Charlie shook his head. "One of the women. She must've done it when we were diggin'. Ain't no way she snuck up while we were sleepin'."
"Well, crap." Andrew's stomach turned over. "I'm gonna be sick."
Doyle squeezed Andrew's shoulder. "Let's get you something to eat."
"No. I can't," Andrew argued, fighting a gag. "Not now."
"You flared up like a bonfire. You'll eat."
Andrew grunted, knowing Doyle was right. "Fine; but how 'bout just biscuits and coffee?" He never wanted to eat again, especially not raw, bloody meat. He shuddered. He didn't think he'd ever be able to see blood without seeing the look of satisfaction on her face as she had licked the blood from his arm.
Andrew stood and dumped some water on his handkerchief. He wiped the blood off his arm and tried to scrub the blood off his chest, but it was pointless because his shirt was soaked. He was definitely staying awake tonight. He froze, realizing if he'd fallen asleep for long in the barn, she could have killed him.
He glared at the huts suspiciously. Was it the old woman or someone else? He'd come here to save them. How could they? What kind of sick lunatic helped the Black Shaman?
Doyle handed him a plate and a cup. "Thanks," Andrew muttered. "For everything," he added. Doyle nodded.
Charlie was leaned over the dreamcatcher replacing the strands, braiding Widow Maker's hair into it. "Here," Doyle said, handing Charlie a strip of material. "Raina made it."
Charlie nodded and took the cloth, wrapping it around the base. "Doyle," Andrew stammered. "You shouldn't."
Doyle shrugged a shoulder. "She'd want me to."
Charlie sliced off a long strand of his own hair and weaved in through the center. Andrew watched curiously. "Are they kinda like tokens?" he asked.
"How do you mean?"
"You know, if you were in battle and you took a token, like that?"
Charlie frowned. "I guess in some ways, but you'd never use tokens on a dreamcatcher. You use tokens for war."
Andrew leaned forward. "How?"
"The whole point of a token is to capture some of the strength of your enemy. By wearin' tokens into battle, you carry their strength with you."
"Do you have tokens?" Andrew asked breathlessly.
Charlie glanced up slyly. "A few."
"How do you wear them?"
"Token pouch."
Andrew's eyes lit up. "A pouch. That makes sense."
"Want one?" Charlie asked.
"Um… well," Andrew glanced sideways at Doyle. Doyle's eyebrow was raised, and Andrew grinned widely before turning back to Charlie. He really wanted one, but he didn't want Doyle thinking he was crazy. He even thought he was crazy. "Um… yes, I'd like one if you know… anyway." Andrew cringed, but Doyle didn't say anything.
"Maybe one of the women'll trade us somethin' tomorrow," Charlie said, handing the dreamcatcher back to Andrew.
"Ain't lettin' him nowhere near those devil women!" Doyle snapped.
Charlie shrugged. "I'll keep watch tonight. You sleep."
Andrew laughed. "I wouldn't go back to sleep if you gave me a million dollars! I'll make sure the fire stays lit. You sleep."
"Suit yourself," Charlie said.
"Oh, and thanks Charlie." Charlie nodded and lay down. Pecos and Joe were already asleep. Cowboys really could fall asleep at the drop of a hat, Andrew thought ruefully.
He stared at the fire, watching the flames consume the wood. He still felt cold inside and his nose throbbed horribly, but he wasn't touching the power. He didn't want to have to eat.
"I failed," he whispered after a minute.
"How you figure?"
"She caught me off guard. I wasn't ready. You said always be ready, but I wasn't. I thought I was protected, she attacked me, and I totally froze." Andrew was so mad at himself. "I could have blasted out of there before she even touched me, but I didn't realize I was dreaming. I thought it was real. And before I knew it, she had me tied up, and I couldn't seem to reach the power."
"Now you know."
"Know what?"
"That you keep fighting, no matter what. You freeze, you die."
Andrew snorted. "Is that lesson four?"
Doyle didn't respond. The fire popped loudly, and Doyle threw on another stick. "I froze once," he said softly, pouring himself another cup of coffee. When he spoke again, his words were crisp, the inflection of Captain Sauer, not Doyle. "First battle of the war, we rushed onto the field, firing and yelling. I was running, leading my men. Then I saw someone I knew on the other side."
The darkness seemed to creep closer for a moment. Doyle lifted a shoulder. "I hesitated for just a second, and he shot me in the chest. All I could think was, if I die Raina and Rolf will be all alone. So I shot him in the head and kept pushing forward." The firelight cast long shadows on Doyle's face making him look more fierce and wolf-like than ever. "I never froze again," he added softly.
Andrew watched the fire wrap around a stick and burn it into ash. "Who was he?"
"A classmate. We used to hunt together."
Andrew closed his eyes. "There's no good in anything, is there?"
"Sometimes you just have to look for it."
Andrew didn't respond. All the sudden he wondered what Clara was doing. Had any time passed? Did she know he was gone? What would she say when he got back? "Clara's good. I mean, she's not evil," he blurted.
"That's somethin'," Doyle replied, his drawl back in place.
"Whadda you think she sees in the cactus though? She says it's cute. Have you ever seen a cute cactus?"
"Nope."
"Yeah, so that's a mark against her, but other than that, she's awesome. Well, she does ask a lot of questions, which can get awkward, but since I haven't explained rule number ten yet you can't really hold that against her."
"Nope."
"Thank you, Doyle."
"Yep."
"Do you think it's weird I want a token bag?"
"Nope."
"I think it's weird, but…"
"Shut up, boy."
"Okay." Andrew drank his coffee in silence. The remaining night passed slowly, but peacefully, and he and Doyle watched the sun rise. Andrew thought it had never looked so beautiful.




Chapter 18
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As soon as it was light, Doyle took charge once again. "Boy, you and I'll take down a hut and build some blinds. Pecos and Joe, I want you to build up some dirt mounds throughout the village. That'll give us additional spots to take cover." He paused for a moment, thinking, then he added, "Build a tall one up on the northern side, a bit away from the trench." No one questioned him or even seemed surprised at his brisk orders.
"Why can't we just use the huts for cover?" Andrew asked as they started to dismantle one.
"Round," Doyle stated. "Wouldn't work good. A straight blind'll work much better." He said it with such authority, Andrew knew he knew. 
The women and children huddled together silently, watching, fear wafting off them, and Andrew wished there was something he could say to reassure them, but he knew there wasn't.
Charlie was out hunting. Andrew wasn't looking forward to eating meat, but he had to be realistic. He needed it. He still hadn't healed his broken nose because he didn't want to use the power, but there was no way he could fight without it. And if he used it, he had to eat.
He cringed, remembering how he'd ripped into the warm flesh of the deer he'd killed, how he'd licked the hot blood from his lips. Just like her. It made him feel sick.
By the time he and Doyle were finished, Andrew was exhausted. He hadn't slept, he'd barely eaten, and he hadn't touched the power all day. He was sore, hot, sweaty, irritable, and very, very scared.
Pecos, Andrew thought as he was feeding the horses. Yep. How am I any different than her? What the hell you talkin' 'bout, boy?! She drank my blood. Andrew shuddered, wishing he could just forget everything that had happened last night. She drank my blood because she wants to consume my power. What's your point?
I've torn a squirrel apart with my bare hands and eaten it raw because I wanted its power. How's that not the same thing? I've killed a deer and eaten so much of its flesh I felt fantastic. Like I could run for days. How's that not the same?! Andrew felt like weeping. He couldn't leave the power alone. He couldn't. There was no way he could help Pecos if he was just Andrew.
Pecos was silent for a moment before he finally said, Meet me at the trench. Andrew walked slowly towards the trench, dreading what Pecos was going to say. What if he said Andrew was right? That he was a monster. He was basically a cannibal after all. Okay, not really, he thought with a shudder. He couldn't stand the smell of people blood; it was rancid. There was no way he would ever eat people. Not even if he was stuck in a cave and they died first. He'd figure out a different way. 
Pecos was waiting. "Come on, boy," he said. Pecos was barefoot, which confused Andrew. He'd never seen Pecos without boots.
"Why're you barefoot?"
"I said come on."
Andrew shrugged and followed Pecos past the trench. Pecos suddenly started running, and Andrew ran behind him. Pecos ran so fast he was just a dot on the horizon before Andrew realized he was going to have to use the power.
He grabbed it, pushing it into his legs, and ran as fast as he could. Pecos didn't slow down, so Andrew had to run faster and faster. He ran faster than he'd ever run before. The power surged through him, burning and burning, but Andrew kept running. Pecos finally stopped, and Andrew skidded to a halt behind him, tripping and tumbling onto the ground.
It was still full day, but Pecos threw back his head and howled. His howl rolled across the desert prairie, on and on. Answering howls rolled back. Soon Andrew and Pecos were surrounded by coyotes.
Pecos dropped to all fours, and the coyotes gathered around him, pushing and shoving, nipping playfully. Andrew watched, astounded. He didn't say anything, just watched Pecos yip and yap and the coyotes yip back.
After a moment, Pecos turned to Andrew. "Keep close," he said, and off he and the coyotes ran.  Andrew grabbed the power and ran after them. The coyotes weren't as fast as Pecos, but they ran and ran. Andrew struggled to keep the power pulsing. His head was throbbing, but he kept running.
The lead coyote stopped and sniffed the air. He yipped softly, and several coyotes circled off to either side. Andrew followed Pecos. Pecos dropped to all fours again, so Andrew did too. It was weird trying to walk on his hands and feet; he felt awkward and clumsy, but Pecos was just as Pecosy as ever. The coyotes were absolutely silent, but Andrew heard a rustling just ahead.
Suddenly the coyotes all moved at once, leaping through the air and pouncing on several prairie dogs that hadn't noticed their soft approach. By the time the dust settled, there was a pile of dead prairie dogs on the ground.
The coyotes yipped excitedly and tore into their meal. Pecos joined them, and Andrew sat back on his heels, horrified. What the hell was Pecos doing?
Eat boy. No, I can't, I just… He was so tired, he wanted to lie down right there and go to sleep. Then he remembered her. He was never going to sleep without his dreamcatcher. Ever.
He looked behind him. They'd run so far he couldn't even see the village. It was a long way back, and he knew he'd never make it without using the power. Which he wasn't sure he could. His head was pounding. He could smell the meat. He could smell the blood. And it smelled good. He was a monster. How could he think it smelled good? After what she'd done to him?
The coyotes had stopped eating and were sitting on their haunches staring at him. There was one prairie dog left. They had saved him one. The lead coyote motioned towards it, but Andrew shook his head. The coyote growled and motioned again.
Andrew closed his eyes. The dizziness was getting worse. Could it be hotter? Somewhere along the way his hat had flown off, and he missed it. He was about to black out, and he knew he needed to eat, but he just couldn't. He didn't want to be like her. He would find another way.
Pecos lifted the last dead prairie dog in his teeth and dropped it in front of Andrew. Eat, he ordered.
It looked delicious, and Andrew wanted it so badly. His eyes rolled into his head, and he started to slump forward. Pecos growled and bit Andrew's arm. Andrew jerked upright. Did you seriously just bite me? he snapped. Pecos growled again, motioning towards the prairie dog, blue eyes snapping.
Andrew was in no condition to argue, so he picked up the prairie dog and stared at it. It was kind of cute and totally dead. Blood stained its coat where a coyote's teeth had pierced it. Andrew swallowed a gag and used his knife to peel down the hide, exposing warm flesh. A wave of nausea washed over him, and he struggled not to gag. Pecos nudged him, and Andrew lifted the prairie dog to his lips and began to eat.
The relief was so intense he nearly cried. The throbbing faded. The dizziness subsided. Even the heat seemed to wane. He finished eating and sat back on his heels with a sigh. The coyotes were gone, and he and Pecos were all alone with a bunch of stripped prairie dog bones.
He glared at Pecos. "So what was the point of that?" Andrew snapped.
"You ain't nothin' like her."
"How do you figure?!" Andrew yelled. "I ate it, didn't I?! And now I feel great! Fantastic really. I feel like I could scale a mountain. How's that any different?!" He wanted to vomit. He wanted to cry. He wanted to curl into a ball and stay there.
"'Cause you didn't want to."
Andrew blinked. "What?"
"You were 'bout to black out. You were so weak you probably couldn't've stood. You knew you'd never make it back to the village unless you ate, but you didn't. You sat there, stubborn and thick headed."
"But then I ate it."
"Of course you did. You'd be an idiot not to," Pecos said, rolling his eyes. Then he grinned. "I haven't hunted with my brothers in years. I've missed it."
"Why don't you?" Andrew didn't want to get distracted from the point, but he wanted to know.
Pecos shrugged. "I've the heart of a coyote, but the body of a man. I don't belong in either world. It's easier to stay where I blend in."
There was a note of sadness in Pecos's voice. "Why do what's easy?" Andrew asked.
"Easier on everyone else," Pecos said with a slight grin.
"Oh." Andrew got that. It was easier on his mom if he pretended he was normal. So he pretended to be normal even though it ripped him to do it.
"I'm not a raven, but I still dream of flying," he said softly. He didn't know why he said it. He just did. Pecos nodded.
They sat in silence for a moment. Then Andrew said, "But seriously, back to the point, I'm still not getting it."
"You're such an idiot, boy. You have to eat to live. Just a fact of life."
"Yeah, but I could eat biscuits and beans all the time."
"You and I both know that ain't true." Pecos had him there. "You don't kill for fun. You don't kill for power. You don't kill for hate. You kill to live, to survive. That's all you do, and there ain't no shame there. Stop tryin' to make there be."
Andrew stared at Pecos, feeling the beginnings of relief, wanting to believe Pecos, but was it too easy? "Are you sure?" he asked.
"Of course I'm sure!"
"But what if I enjoy it?"
"You enjoy drinkin' Doyle's coffee?"
"Duh!"
"Why shouldn't you enjoy eatin'? Or the hunt?"
Andrew felt a weight slide from his shoulders and fall into the dust. He felt as if Pecos had freed him from a prison. He felt free. He felt light. He wasn't like her. He was… like a coyote. He didn't mind that. Andrew grinned widely, said, "race you," and then he took off back towards the village.
Pecos won by a long shot, but it was fun to try. It was nearly dusk, and Joe, Doyle, and Charlie had finished prepping the town. No one asked where they had been or why.
As they sat around the fire that night, Pecos turned to Doyle. "So what's our plan?"
"Charlie's gonna keep watch. First sign of approach, he'll let us know. If they come from the west or south like we suspect, I'll use the hill you built as a sniper's post. The rest of you'll spread out through the town. Our objective, take no prisoners," Doyle finished with a wolfish grin.
Andrew stared at him. It wasn't hard to see that Doyle must have made an excellent captain. He was brutal. He was calculating. He could figure every angle. And he didn't ever freeze.
But now that the time had come, Andrew felt queasy. What if he was wrong? What if there was a compelling reason for the mob to come? He shook his head. No reason justified murdering women and children. These people weren't harming anyone. They were starving. Left alone, they'd probably die over the winter. He watched Charlie sharpen a knife and Doyle double check his guns. I can do this, he thought. It needs done.
"Everyone 'cept Charlie should get some shut eye," Doyle was saying.
Andrew jerked. "I'll keep Charlie company," he said.
"You should rest."
"No, I can't, not yet. I ate lots today, and Charlie saved me some rabbits. I'll power up, and I'll be fine."
Doyle frowned but left it alone. After the others began to snore, Charlie handed Andrew a soft leather pouch with a long shoulder strap. There was an image designed with beads on the side, and Andrew held it up to the light so he could see it. It was a raven flying across the sky.
"Thought you'd like it," Charlie said.
"What'd you trade for it?"
"Your rope."
Andrew laughed. "Awesome. Now Joe can't make me practice."
"I didn't think you'd mind."
"How do you keep watch?" Andrew asked.
"I keep my eyes and ears open. Both sets."
Andrew nodded, understanding exactly what Charlie meant. He opened his backpack and dumped it out. He shoved the clothes back in and lined his tokens in a row, examining them, then slipping them one by one into the bag. "So what now?"
"Wear it in battle, but not peace."
"But how do I know the difference?"
Charlie grinned. "You'll know."
Andrew nodded and slipped the bag over his head. As its weight settled against his side, he felt a rush of energy. "Thanks," he said. Charlie nodded.
"So what's your story?" Andrew asked.
"Whadda you mean?"
"Pecos said you just followed him one day. Is that all there is to it?"
Charlie was silent for a minute, face solemn in the flickering fire light. Then he grinned and said, "One day, when the fire and the stars are just right, I'll tell you."
Andrew chuckled. "I'm sure you will."
They sat in silence, both watching and waiting for the remainder of the night. Nothing happened. Nothing happened until dawn.
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"They're comin'," Charlie said softly just as the horizon turned blood red.
Andrew stretched his mind and looked as far as he could. "Which way?" he asked.
"West."
Andrew looked west, straining his mind eye as far as he could. He finally saw them; a huge mass of life moving towards the village rather slowly. He bit his lip. There were a crap load more than a hundred.
"You think there's too many?" he asked anxiously.
Charlie just chuckled and handed Andrew a bunch of rabbits. "Wake the others," he said, walking toward the huts.
Andrew shook Pecos and Joe awake, but Doyle's eyes popped open as soon as Andrew stepped toward him. "How do you do that?" Andrew hissed.
"What?"
"Wake up like that."
Doyle grinned. "Just do, boy."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "They're coming from the west."
The others nodded, standing and triple checking their weapons. Andrew sliced the heads off the rabbits, then tied them to the back of his belt where they'd be out of the way but he'd have them with him. His token bag bumped against his side. It was in the way of his guns, so he took off his vest and put the bag underneath. Now he was ready. He was terrified, but this was his idea. They were doing it for him.
"Shall we?" he asked, grinning a grin he didn't feel.
Charlie had woken the old woman, and she was ushering the others into the trench. Charlie led the horses to the trench, but Widow Maker ignored him and pranced through the village towards Andrew.
"Widow Maker, you have to go in the trench," Andrew insisted. Widow Maker shook his head. "But you might get shot." Widow Maker tossed his mane. "What do you mean 'so what'?" Andrew snapped.
Andrew closed his eyes for a moment, trying to be calm. "Look, I need you in the trench. This isn't the kinda fight you can help with. Please; for me?" Widow Maker glared at him, eyes narrowed, and Andrew sighed. "Yes, I understand that if you go into the trench I will pay for it later."
Widow Maker smiled. But then he stomped his hoof. "Fine, if I get hurt because you weren't there to protect me, I'll know you were right." Widow Maker reared into the air and dashed off to the trench, and Andrew sighed. Sometimes it was hard belonging to such an incredible horse. But only sometimes.
Charlie doused the fire. The sky was just beginning to lighten, but it was still dark. Doyle squeezed Andrew's shoulder, and then he was gone. Andrew followed Charlie, Pecos, and Joe to the western edge of the village, and they each took position behind a blind.
Andrew was scared out of his mind. They were about to kill a hundred, maybe two hundred people, completely unprovoked. Because, a hundred and fifty years or so in the future he'd read in a book that they had slaughtered this town, which they hadn't actually done yet.
He was certain people were supposed to commit the crime before you punished them. But why? If you knew they were going to do it, you should stop them, not wait and kill them afterwards. What good would that do?
But what if he was wrong? What if he wasn't? He held his hand out to the well of pulsing, burning power. "Come; make war with me," he whispered. The power rushed over the lip of the well and into his body. Andrew breathed, letting the heat permeate him.
He nudged the power into his eyes and looked. He could see them skulking across the plains, sticking to the shadows, avoiding the light. He pushed more power into his eyes, but it wasn't enough. He slipped his hand into his bag, wrapping it around Death's son's son's talon. His eyes suddenly sharpened, and he could see the individual whisker hairs protruding from some man's neck.
Andrew gasped, reaching for his gun, before he remembered they were still too far away to shoot. He gazed into their faces and immediately knew they were men intent on slaughter. He could see it in their eyes, in the set of their mouths. All of them. He looked again, and confusion spiraled through his mind.
Pecos? he thought. Yeah? There's an Indian. What? In the mob, coming to kill these people. Why would there be an Indian? I thought they'd all be white dudes. Andrew scanned more faces looking further and further back. Certainly most of them were white, but some weren't. Why? he asked. What could these people possibly have done?
Mobs don't need no reason, boy. Sometimes they got a reason, but it don't excuse the way they go 'bout things. Ain't no one here causin' harm.
Andrew thought about that. There was someone here who had hurt him. He sighed. Could he really blame her? What did these villagers know of white men? Lies and deception. Why would he be any different?
These people didn't deserve to die. They were starving and tired and weak. They were just people trying to survive. How dare anyone try to take that from them!
The men were closer now. But not quite close enough. Andrew began to sing softly, to calm himself, to help him hold still. Waiting until the right moment. He heard a whistle zip through the air, and the first man dropped dead. Andrew held himself completely motionless, whisper singing to himself; it wasn't time yet.
Doyle's rifle fired again and again, and every time a bullet whistled through the air a man dropped to the ground. Andrew pulled his guns. The mob was running pell-mell towards the village, and they were almost close enough. They were frightened now and angry. Andrew could see it in their faces. They weren't going to run away. They were going to keep coming, and they were going to die.
More bullets whistled, more men fell, and the rest of the men kept running, firing wildly into the huts. It was time.
Andrew aimed; he fired. Blood blossomed on a man's chest, and then he was dead. The sound of the guns should have been overwhelming, but all Andrew could hear was the soft crone of Simon and Garfunkel singing to the dark.
He emptied his guns and turned to run into the village as he reloaded. He slipped from hut to blind, firing behind him as he went. The mob had reached the village and were crashing into huts, looking for whoever was shooting at them. They were looking for women and children, but there were none of those here.
Andrew stepped up behind a man and stabbed him in the side. The man dropped, and Andrew slid behind a hut before anyone noticed him, humming as he did. He heard a soft footstep behind him, and he ducked and turned, throwing his knife. It sank deep into the chest of the man who had been about to shoot him in the back.
Andrew retrieved his knife and slipped behind another blind. For the first time, the power was humming with him, pulsing through his body, and everything was within his reach. He could see and hear everything.
He heard a man's last gasp as he dropped to the ground dead. He saw sweat bead on a man's scalp before Doyle's bullet tore through his chest. He saw death; he heard death; he was death.
He fired, killing two more men and wondered how many were left. He shrugged and kept going, slipping from hut to blind to dirt mound, killing every man he saw, humming softly.
The mob was so confused and outraged, fighting an enemy they couldn't see and not killing who they wanted to kill, that they never regrouped. Andrew and the others picked them off like fish in a barrel.
Andrew passed a young man on the ground, struggling to reload his gun, shot him in the head, and kept moving. He heard a man shout "Let's get out of here!" but it was too late. Andrew shot him before he even started to run.
He reloaded, searching the village for someone else to kill. There were bodies all over the ground, but he didn't see anyone walking or running or hiding. He didn't hear any gunfire or screaming or shouts of terror.
He blinked and turned in a circle. The sun was breaking over the huts, casting golden light on the ground, illuminating the dead men strewn throughout the village, guns clutched in their hands or lying by their sides. They'd come to murder, to slaughter, and instead they had been killed by wraiths, ghosts they never saw.
Andrew waited to feel sick, but all he felt was jubilant. They'd done it! They had actually changed history, and they'd saved an entire village in the process. He couldn't summon even a bit of guilt. He'd seen their faces. They'd deserved to die.
He saw Charlie walking through the village, touching bodies. Occasionally, he stabbed one, and Andrew realized he was checking to make sure they were dead. Andrew rolled over the last two men he'd shot. They were both very dead.
One was wearing an old confederate uniform, and Andrew sliced a button off the coat and slipped it into his bag. He started to move on, but he noticed a knife handle beneath the second man's vest. Andrew pulled the knife and looked at it. It was thin and long, perfect for sliding between ribs. He pulled the sheath, attached it to his own belt, and then moved on to the next body.
The power was still rushing through him, but he hadn't used it the way he usually did, so he didn't feel weak or hungry. He felt energized, alert, ready for more. He saw Doyle shoot a not quite dead man in the chest and walked towards him, checking several bodies as he went.
"What now?" Andrew asked, when he caught up to Doyle.
"Make sure they're all dead. Dump 'em in the trench. Bury 'em."
"That went good, didn't it?"
Doyle grinned wolfishly. "Did you expect something else?"
"No, it's just... we've never done this before."
"You've never done this before."
"Oh," Andrew looked around. "I see." He shrugged and kept checking bodies. He only found one who was still alive, and he didn't hesitate to finish him off. When they were finally done, Charlie told the villagers it was safe to come out, and they left the trench slowly, gazing at the carnage with horrified eyes.
The old woman finally spoke. "We must thank you for our lives."
"No need," Pecos said.
She stared at him searchingly. "You are not like other men."
Pecos grinned. "That ma'am, is thanks enough."
Widow Maker leaped out of the trench and ran to Andrew, kicking his hooves as he did. "See, everything's totally fine," Andrew said. "I didn't get so much as a scratch." Widow Maker gestured towards Andrew's shoulder.
Andrew glanced down. It was covered in blood. "Wow, I didn't even notice." He pulled his shirt back to look. His skin was pink and tender, but the bullet hole was gone. "Sweet, the power healed me without me even asking!"
"Quit your talkin', boy, and get to work," Pecos commanded.
"Say what?"
"Bodies ain't gonna move themselves."
Andrew sighed. This was going to take all day. Pecos slung a body over his shoulder, carried it to the trench, and tossed it in. Andrew bent down to pick up the body at his feet but stumbled under the weight. Even with the power coursing through him, he still didn't have the "just enough" Pecos did.
"Here," Charlie said, picking up the other end. They carried it to the trench and tossed it in.
"Should we check their pockets? What if they have something these people could use?" Andrew asked.
"Too dangerous. If they were caught with anythin'…" Charlie didn't finish. He didn't have to. Andrew knew what he meant. Then all this would be for nothing.
It took them longer to haul the bodies to the trench than it had taken to kill them. When they were done, they pushed the dirt on top, all the dirt, making a large mound. "Shouldn't we make it flat so it matches the rest?" Andrew asked.
"Ground'll settle," Doyle said, shrugging.
Andrew nodded, staring at the mound. He wished they'd burned them. He didn't like the idea of all those men just lying there in the ground, weapons and all.
What if the Black Shaman was still hanging around? What if she raised them like she'd done the army guys? He paled, thinking how many more men there were. What if she waited until they were gone and the dead men pulled themselves out and slaughtered the village anyway?
"We should burn them!" he burst out.
Doyle lifted a brow. "Little late; 'sides we ain't got the stuff."
"What if…?" Andrew couldn't finish.
"I shielded the trench," Charlie said. "She won't be able to use them."
"Really?" Charlie nodded. "Are you sure?" Charlie grinned. "Of course you are. Good." He wasn't sure how Charlie had done it, but if he said he had, he had.
Andrew wanted to get as far away from the village as possible. He was tired, and he wanted to sleep, but one of the women here wanted him dead. He shuddered. He wasn't sleeping here, so they had to go. Where would they go next?
"Hey, Pecos, what now?"
"Go huntin'."
Andrew grimaced. He was afraid of that. He wasn't in a hurry to face her again, but Pecos's plan made more sense than waiting around for her to attack them. Doyle and Charlie made one final circuit of the village; then they saddled their horses and mounted up.
Andrew stared at Widow Maker for a long moment. "Are we cool?" he asked cautiously. Widow Maker grinned. "So we're not cool. How 'bout I ride one of the other horses? You know, until we're cool again." Widow Maker scowled and nudged him towards the saddle. Andrew sighed. Doyle was chuckling, and Andrew glared at him. "Remind me to punch you later," he snapped. Doyle threw back his head and laughed.
Andrew took a deep breath. "Just don't kill me, okay?" Widow Maker shrugged. Andrew rolled his eyes and shoved his foot into the stirrup. He barely had time to mount before Widow Maker tore across the ground bucking and kicking and twirling. Andrew wrapped the reins around his hands and tried to go boneless.
He grabbed the power, pushing it out. No way he was going to be sore all day just because Widow Maker wanted to throw a fit. Widow Maker reared so high, Andrew slipped backwards, then he flung his back feet up so high, Andrew slipped forward. Even with the power healing them, his hands felt totally squashed by the time Widow Maker settled down and started walking.
"Are you done?!" Andrew snapped. Widow Maker shrugged. "It was for your own good!" Widow Maker snorted. "Fine, you make your own decisions. In the future I just won't worry about you. You wanna get shot, go for it!" Widow Maker tossed his head. "Ha! You don't know any more than I do!" Widow Maker rolled his head, and Andrew snorted.
"I'm sure glad you survived, boy," Pecos said with a chuckle, riding up beside him. "Weren't sure you would."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Why wouldn't I? The spurs weren't even enchanted. I'm just that awesome." Widow Maker kicked his heels out. "Yes, you were right; I was wrong. Happy?" Widow Maker neighed and shot forward across the plains. 
It was already almost dark, but they rode for a couple hours before stopping. Doyle built a fire and cooked the rabbits Andrew hadn't eaten, and Andrew made a batch of biscuits. They ate quietly, and Andrew watched the stars twinkle overhead, feeling a little restless.
He sighed happily as he took a long drink of coffee. He spit it out. "Damn it! Charlie, did you make the coffee?"
Doyle chuckled. "Told you he'd notice." Charlie shrugged and handed Doyle a silver coin.
"You guys bet on it? That's sick! I need coffee, real coffee!" He pointed at the coffee pot. "Doyle; coffee!"
Doyle stood with a grin and added more grounds to the pot. After a few minutes Andrew was sipping happily. "Perfect. Charlie, you're not allowed to touch the coffee pot."
Pecos snorted. "You'd think you were the boss."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine; Boss, what're your thoughts on Charlie touching the coffee pot?"
"Charlie, don't touch the coffee pot," Pecos ordered.
Andrew laughed, but stopped abruptly. The hair on the back of his neck tickled. Someone was watching him. Andrew turned and saw Ahanu standing in the dark, his eerie glow surrounding him, and Andrew's heart jumped. Was it already time? Ahanu shook his head, and Andrew gasped in relief. He hadn't been ready. He was never ready.
He stood and said, "I'll be right back."
Doyle was looking past him at Ahanu. "You sure?" he growled.
Andrew nodded, following Ahanu across the plain. For a long time they didn't speak. Finally Ahanu stopped. He lit his pipe and stared at the stars. He pointed with his pipe. "I always enjoyed that one. White men call it the swan, but personally I think it resembles a raven. You?"
Andrew looked at the cluster of stars and grinned. It looked exactly like a raven. He'd never noticed. "It does," he said. "Do you think we could call them Europeans?"
"What?"
"White man just sounds so derogatory. Especially the way your family says it. I think European would be more accurate, don't you? Or European Americans?"
Ahanu chuckled. "I don't think it will catch on."
"No, probably not," Andrew sighed. "Aren't you guys half white, anyway?"
"Can you really be half of something if you were never part of it?"
"What?" Andrew asked. But then he thought about it. Was he half his dad? Definitely not. 
"You have been a very busy boy." Ahanu tsked. "Changing time. Bold."
"You were the one who said it hadn't happened yet," Andrew insisted.
"For me. I haven't lived past this moment." The Grey Shaman winked. "You live far past this moment. There are many things that have happened for you that haven't happened for me."
Andrew paled, suddenly feeling so sick he could barely breathe. "Should I not have done it?"
Ahanu blew a ring of smoke into the air. "We shall see."
"Don't you know?"
"Weren't you listening? Not past this moment."
Andrew rolled his eyes. Ahanu may not have lived past this moment, but he certainly knew a thing or two about the future. "Are you sending me back?" he asked.
"Not right this instant." Ahanu pulled a square of chocolate from his pocket and took a tiny nibble.
"She nearly killed me," Andrew said quietly. "In a… dream."
Ahanu paused. "Interesting."
"That's all you have to say? Aylen said she couldn't hurt me in dreams."
"She can't."
Andrew snorted. "I woke with blood on my chest from where she'd ripped it open."
"Interesting." Andrew sighed. "I would suggest not sleeping without your dreamcatcher," Ahanu added.
"Duh! One of the women in the village cut the strands."
"Oh. Very interesting." Andrew ground his teeth. Maybe he would punch Ahanu after all. "Do be careful then," Ahanu said smugly, and he was gone, leaving Andrew alone.
One of these days he was going to tie Ahanu to a chair and beat some answers out of him. He sighed. Not very likely. Ahanu would just zap out of the ropes. He laughed quietly and walked back to camp.
"So?" Doyle asked.
"That's it. Rule number ten just went in the trash." Doyle growled, and Andrew grinned at him. "He said I'd been busy and bold. He used the word bold, not me. And he said 'interesting' a lot, but other than that, not much was said." Andrew knew he was leaving some stuff out, but he'd rather they didn't know they may have just screwed up time instead of making it better.
He yawned. He was exhausted. He hadn't slept in two days and before that he'd only slept a few hours at a time. He knew he had to sleep; he just didn't want to. He sat down and stared at the fire. He could feel the heat, but it was nothing compared to the heat that wafted off the power.
If he used the power, maybe he'd never have to sleep. He was almost certain Pecos didn't actually need sleep. He tapped his fingers on his leg. No, that probably wasn't a good idea, because what if he accidently fell asleep someplace without his dream catcher and no one was there to wake him. Always with the preparation. He'd have to sleep now.
There was something bugging him though. It had been bugging him all day, gnawing at his insides while he rode, distracting him from the beauty of everything. He glanced across the fire at Pecos. Pecos's face was covered in shadow, and for once he almost looked sinister instead of heroic. Do you ever feel bad? Andrew asked in his mind.
What? When you kill someone? I feel bad that I don't feel bad. That don't make no sense, boy. Andrew grimaced, trying to put it into words. After the first guy I killed, not the skinwalkers, but the army guys, I was sick. And I've dreamed about them, dreamed about their screams and their blood and their families. I realize I had to kill them. I don't feel bad about it anymore, but I did. But those guys we just killed? I don't feel bad.
Pecos had a perplexed look on his face, like he was trying to work out Andrew's logic. When he spoke, it was out loud. "When I killed my first man I didn't… feel bad, as you say." Joe stopped playing his harmonica and sat forward, listening.
Pecos shrugged. "I was still just enough coyote it didn't make any difference to me." He grinned widely. "Maybe I still got too much coyote in me, boy. I can't quite grasp what you're askin'."
Doyle glanced at Andrew, and Andrew felt his face flush. They didn't usually have poignant fireside conversations as a group. It was a little awkward. They were looking at him expectantly, and Andrew finally sighed and said, "I just… I feel bad that I don't feel bad. Shouldn't I feel just a little bad about killing all those guys?"
Doyle raised an eyebrow. "Those ruffians?" he snorted. "No."
"So what? There's like a scale?"
"Not really," Joe said, "But it seems like who it is and whether or not they had it coming makes a difference."
"Why would I kill someone who didn't have it coming?" Andrew asked.
"Sometimes you kill to survive. Might not be a bad man," Charlie said softly.
Andrew wasn't sure this was helping. "So you're saying I should only feel bad if I kill someone who wasn't bad?"
"You should never feel bad," Doyle said.
"What?"
"If it has to be done, it has to be done," Pecos added firmly.
Andrew slumped, wishing they made a little more sense. "Never mind. Just forget I brought it up. Okay?" Joe shrugged and started playing his harmonica once more, and Doyle went back to whittling. Cowboys, Andrew thought disgustedly.
He really did wish he hadn't brought it up, but at least he knew he wasn't alone in not feeling bad about it.
He yawned and pulled out his dreamcatcher, looking it over carefully. Every strand was fastened. He ran his finger over the fabric Doyle had added. He didn't know anything about sewing stuff, but he knew it was beautiful. Two rose plants had grown side by side and entwined to make a heart. Raina must have loved Doyle very much to follow him everywhere. Very much indeed. He could feel Doyle's eyes on him, but he didn't look up. He was fighting tears, and he didn't want Doyle to see.
You alright? Yeah, I just… I'm a little scared. Don't be. I know. You guys are here. I'll be fine. I'll keep watch. Andrew's terror stopped clamoring. If Pecos stood guard, he'd be okay.
Joe was playing a light, happy song, and it reminded Andrew of Clara's smile and Enrica's sopapillas and riding through the night on Widow Maker. He took a deep breath and smiled, staring at the stars. He listened to the crackling of the fire and the lilt of Joe's music. He'd be all right. He didn't know why he'd even been worried. He slipped the dreamcatcher under his head and fell fast asleep.




Chapter 20
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When Andrew opened his eyes again, it was still dark, but he could tell it was almost morning. He looked around and saw Pecos standing behind him, gazing out across the prairie towards the east. Andrew stood and stretched towards the sky.
Thanks, he thought. Pecos nodded, and Andrew stood silently beside him, waiting for the sun to rise.
Andrew thought there was just a glimpse of sadness in Pecos's face as he stared into the vast openness. He simply couldn't forgot the image of Pecos running across the desert, barefoot, and how he'd howled for all the world like the coyote he was. It was hard to live two lives. It was hard not to think about one while you were living the other and vice versa.
He'd thought a lot about Clara since he'd been back. He'd wondered briefly about his mom and how she was holding up, but Clara just kept popping into his head at random intervals. He'd want to tell her something or he'd wonder what she would say about something. And then he'd remember he couldn't tell her because she didn't know. She didn't know because there was another version of himself buried deep inside, beneath the other him. He shook his head. It was too early for this crap.
"Sleep good?" Pecos asked.
It was such a pedestrian question that Andrew grinned. Two years ago, Pecos would never have asked him if he'd slept good. Rule number ten was officially dead. "Yep. I feel like I even dreamed," he added with a frown. "But it was a good dream. What now?"
"We hunt."
"I get that, but where?"
"Don't know."
"Do we know anyone who does know? Besides Aylen and Ahanu, because they clearly aren't telling. Oh, and that reminds me..."
"What?"
"Aylen. You've got to get that woman a gift."
"What?"
"Come on Pecos, I know you like her. She likes you. I don't get what you guys are doing, just looking sadly at each other like you do." Pecos grunted. "Anyway, I gave her some tea for Christmas. Tea, Pecos. Not even coffee, tea. And she CRIED. Said it was the nicest gift she'd ever gotten."
Andrew could see the ittiest bit of the sun now, slipping over the flatness of the horizon. Pink surrounded them. "Now, I've been on the receiving end of one of Ahanu's gifts, so I can see that with him. But seriously, get the woman something nice!"
"She won't take nothin' from me," Pecos said softly.
"But why not?"
"She's beautiful, isn't she?" Pecos said with a wide, toothy grin.
"Um, I guess... I mean I haven't really… you know."
"I'm gonna die."
"What?!" Andrew's heart stopped beating and blood rushed to his ears.
Pecos chuckled. "Not right this minute, boy. Eventually. Someday. I'll die." Andrew still couldn't breathe. Where was Pecos's grave? And Joe's, Charlie's, Doyle's actual grave? Where were they? Why did they have to die? Pecos laid a hand on Andrew's shoulder, calming him. "It's part of life, boy."
Andrew blinked back tears. "When I'm from, you're already dead. All of you. I don't even know where you are."
Pecos shrugged. "Don't know, but I can say this. Spirit, life, don't stay with the body. It soars out, free!" Pecos stared out past the prairie, past the horizon, past the sun. "So don't look for us. We're everywhere."
Andrew didn't like this conversation. How had they even gotten here? Oh right, Aylen. He cleared his throat. "So Aylen?"
"She won't."
Andrew frowned. "Won't what? Oh, die." That made sense. She was in Andrew's time. She was alive. She was five hundred years old. Oh. He was starting to get it.
She and Pecos were going to go on looking at each other sadly until Pecos died someday. That sucked. Really, really sucked. He'd always known he guessed, but he just hadn't thought it out.
"I'm sorry," he said quietly.
"Me too."
The sun burst fully over the earth and spread its light everywhere. Dark shadows fled, creatures of the night hid, the scent of Doyle's coffee filled Andrew's nostrils; day had begun.
Andrew ate in silence, thinking. Finally he spoke up. "The problem is we don't have anything to go on. The Grey and White Shaman aren't gonna tell us anything, which I don't get, 'cause they clearly want us to win."
"Shamans," Pecos said with a shrug as if that said it all.
Andrew nodded and looked at Charlie. "Is there anyone else we can talk to?"
"We could check with Grandmother again; maybe she's seen somethin'. Or she might know who to ask," Charlie said.
"Alright!" Andrew glanced at Pecos, and Pecos nodded. "Let's ride!" Andrew said.
"I'm gonna start callin' you Pecos Jr.," Doyle drawled as he stood.
Andrew grimaced. "Widow Maker was right; that's a horrible name!"
"Hey!" Pecos snapped.
"Just the Jr. part; the Pecos part is amazing, and all yours!" Andrew ran off snickering before Pecos could slap him on the head.
"How many days will it take to get to Grandma's?" Andrew asked Charlie as they rode.
"Five or six."
"So, you gonna let me shoot an arrow today?"
Charlie laughed. "No."
Andrew rolled his eyes. It couldn't be that difficult. He rode in silence for a while, thinking about the village and the people they had saved. He wondered what the history books would say when he got back. Clara would freak. Well, she would if she knew, which she didn't, so she wouldn't.
It bothered him just a little that it had been so easy. Most of the men he'd killed hadn't even seen him first. But he'd learned that if you want to win, if you want to survive, if you want to be the one to end up alive, it was better if they didn't see it coming.
"So it really never bothers you?" Andrew asked. "Killing people," he added.
"Just once," Charlie replied.
Andrew wondered how many men Charlie had killed. He'd certainly killed more than Andrew had. And he'd killed at least two men that Andrew knew of just to put them out of their misery. "Only once?" he asked, wondering what could be worse than a mercy killing.
"I killed a man who hadn't done nothin'."
"Why?"
"Needed his horse," Charlie said with a shrug.
"For real? You couldn't have just taken it?"
"Not without killin' him."
Andrew tried to fit that in with what he knew of Charlie. He frowned. "You must have really needed that horse."
"Did."
"So it bothers you?"
"Not anymore. Thing is, I'd do it again."
Andrew nodded. He'd lost track of how much blood was on his hands, but it's not like he'd do anything differently. He couldn't. "Damn it!" he gasped. "I just realized we actually fed her by killing all those guys."
Charlie nodded. "But I think she gained less from them than she would've from the village."
"How do you figure?"
"They were intent on evil, so their death is balanced. The village didn't do nothin' wrong. Their death would offset the scale."
"Huh…" Andrew spent a long time thinking about Charlie's words. Charlie had a way of saying things that was both simple and complex at the same time, and Andrew didn't always understand what he meant.
Was it possible that not all violent death gave her the same amount of juice? Andrew guessed it made sense that the more wrong a death was the more it would feed her. He shuddered, remembering the scrape of her tongue along his arm.
The landscape blurred as they rode. Desert and plains turned into plains and scrub brush. Large cactus stands turned into sage and yucca. Finally Doyle called out, "Found a spot," and they stopped for camp.
Charlie and Andrew worked with the bow until the sun went down. But Andrew didn't get to touch the arrows. He was starting to get annoyed at Charlie, but he held his tongue. After all, Charlie likely knew three hundred different ways to kill him, and he'd probably start by making the coffee. Andrew shuddered.
When they were done, Charlie sent Andrew to hunt. The landscape was different here with more places for things to hide. Andrew snuck quietly up on a pulse of light, stood totally still, watching it with his mind, focusing on the light, watching it pulse. He sent the power to his hand and arm; then he snapped his hand out as fast as possible and wrapped it around the light.
He dropped it quickly, scrambling to his feet and jumping backward. The rattlesnake he'd dropped lifted its head high and stared at Andrew with glittering eyes, tail rattling madly.
"Sorry," Andrew said, hands wide. "Didn't know you were a snake. I… um…"
The snake struck at Andrew, and Andrew leaped back, tripping over a rock and falling flat on his hind end. The snake hissed its tongue and flicked its tail once before slithering away.
That could've gone worse, Andrew thought with a sigh. Since it was already dark, he headed back to camp empty handed. I did catch it though, he thought happily as he trudged towards the fire light.
"That was quick," Joe said in surprise when Andrew sat beside him.
Andrew shrugged. "Caught something; didn't want it; thought I'd try again tomorrow."
Charlie looked up from skinning a rabbit. "What'd you catch?"
"Rattlesnake."
Charlie grinned. "Rattlesnake meat's good."
Andrew shuddered, thinking of Septimis. "I don't know about that. Can you tell what things are when you look at them through the power?"
"Whadda you mean?"
"I mean if you were looking at it through the power, and you saw the life spark or whatever you call it, would you know it was a rattlesnake and not a rabbit?"
"Yep."
"Weird." Andrew sharpened a stick to use as a spit. "Must be broken in me."
"Broken, what do you mean?" Joe asked.
"Charlie can see everything when he looks with the power; he can even tell what things are. All I see are bright pulses of light."
"Just different in you," Joe said matter-of-factly.
Andrew grinned. "So how's it look for you, Joe?"
"Look?"
"Can you see the power?"
"What power?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I'll figure it out someday. Wouldn't it just be easier to tell me?"
"Tell you what?" Joe said with a wide grin.
Andrew sighed and asked a question he'd been wondering about. "The owls are super serious about their whole 'hunt me down and kill me' thing, and I just killed one of their old ones, not their father. But I've never had a snake try to kill me. Why not?"
"Do you want snakes to try to kill you?" Doyle asked, eyebrow raised.
"No! Of course not, but I just don't get it."
"If you'd like I can hunt down a talkin' snake and we can ask 'im," Doyle added.
Andrew sighed in irritation. "I can see you're not taking this seriously."
"That's a good idea though," Joe put in. "Be nice to know where they stand on the 'killing the boy' issue."
"Ha ha. You guys think you're real funny. I ask a serious question, and all I get is this crap."
"Actually..." Charlie said.
"Yes?"
"I think I know where we could find one."
Pecos started laughing, and it wasn't long before the others were laughing with him. Andrew watched them with disgust. When they finally stopped, he said, "Doyle, I think you owe me a round."
"Fine by me, boy," Doyle said with a chuckle.
Andrew showed Doyle a headlock escape, and they practiced it several times before sparring. Andrew tried to channel just a bit of the power into his body. He didn't use it, just kept it humming there, ready. Doyle landed five punches, but Andrew actually managed to land a palm strike to Doyle's face.
"I got you!" Andrew crowed, but then Doyle slammed his fist into Andrew's stomach, knocking out his breath. "Done," Andrew gasped.
"Don't ever lose sight of your goal, boy," Doyle advised. "You'll get punched in the gut."
Andrew rolled his eyes and wheezed, "I'll note that as lesson five."
Doyle grinned widely. "That was a good hit. Jarred my teeth and everything."
Andrew grinned too. If Doyle said it was a good hit, it was a good hit. "Sweet; let's have some coffee to celebrate."
"You know, one of these days you're gonna drink so much coffee you won't be able to sleep for a week," Joe drawled as they sat down with their cups.
"We're cowboys, Joe," Andrew laughed. "Take more than coffee to keep us awake. We can fall asleep at the drop of a hat and wake at the drop of a leaf."
Joe laughed and started playing his harmonica. Andrew closed his eyes and listened to everything, Joe's music, the silence beyond, and all the noises beneath the silence. It was never silent in the woods or the prairie, not really. There were little tiny sounds happening all the time. Mice skittering, lizards crawling, snakes slithering, spiders weaving, beetles digging. But all those noises made a kind of subtle music. It was sweet and lovely and full of life. It was nothing like the sounds of Andrew's time. Nothing at all.
Joe paused. "You should work on your roping while we ride tomorrow."
"Oh… Joe, sorry, didn't you know?" Andrew shook his head sadly. "Charlie made a really bad trade back at that village. He traded my rope for a tiny leather pouch. Can you believe it?" He winked at Charlie. "Anyway, I guess I'll just have to skip rope training. Really bummed out."
"Use mine," Pecos said.
"Damn it, Pecos," Andrew growled. "I can't use your rope; what if I lose it? You ropeless, never!" Pecos just chuckled.
"You'll use Pecos's," Joe said firmly. "You got to learn to rope, boy."
"Why? We never run cattle. Sure there were like those two or three or four times I may have needed a rope," Andrew paused. "Anyway, it worked out, didn't it?" Joe raised an eyebrow. "Fine, but if I have to spend all day roping I wanna shoot an actual arrow."
Charlie grinned. "You rope something, you shoot an arrow."
Andrew shrugged. "I don't know why I come here. It's 'boy, do this', 'boy, do that', 'boy, don't touch that'," he trailed off with a grin. "It's nice to know you guys care." He laughed at their expressions, tucked his dreamcatcher in place, and went to sleep.
The next day was long, but only because Joe made him rope all day. Andrew channeled the power into his arms and his eyes and tried to figure out what he was doing wrong. It wasn't just that he couldn't aim, he couldn't even get it to land in the general area.
What's wrong with you, boy? What? I've seen lil' old ladies rope better than you. Andrew rolled his eyes. I'm trying. Maybe you should stop. What? Roping? I'd love to. No, you idjit! Tryin'. Andrew sighed. How could he stop trying when he was trying? That didn't make any sense. I'll try, he thought and started laughing.
Widow Maker bucked. "No reason," Andrew laughed. Widow Maker tossed his head. "It's too hard to explain." Widow Maker reared high in the air. "Fine!" Andrew yelled. "Pecos told me to quit trying and I said I'd try! Happy?" Widow Maker neighed, and Andrew rolled his eyes. You're all crazy, that's what you are, Andrew thought. High-spirited. Whatever you say.
Andrew didn't rope anything, so he didn't get to touch any arrows. He consoled himself by sharpening all his knives before going to sleep.
The next day he rode with Joe again. Roping as they went. Throwing the rope anyway. Couldn't really call it roping when the rope never actually landed on anything.
"Okay, so when you go to rope, what goes through your head?" Andrew asked, more to distract Joe than anything.
"Never thought about it."
"You said you didn't know how to rope when you first came west. When'd you learn?"
"Pecos taught me."
"How'd you meet?" The others were asking questions now so maybe he could get by with it too.
"Just rode out west and there he was, bigger than life, or at least the britches he was wearing."
"What?"
"He was about thirteen or so, doesn't know his precise age, and his pants were about six inches too short," Joe said with a chuckle.
Andrew couldn't imagine that. He had a hard time imagining Pecos as a boy at all, let alone a boy whose pants didn't fit. He waited for Joe to continue.
"I might have been a bit spoiled, used to everyone taking orders from me. I was a Du Pont after all," Joe said with a shrug. "Anyway, here's this boy, younger than me, running a small herd of cattle all by himself, and I thought, he doesn't even have the sense to dress himself. And then I told him so."
Andrew gasped. "You didn't!"
"I did. Next thing I knew I'd been roped from my horse and dropped in a water trough." Andrew started laughing. "I was steaming mad when I got out, but Pecos was already gone. So I went after him."
Andrew waited for Joe to keep going. He didn't. "Well?"
"I'll tell you the rest after you rope something."
"You've gotta be kidding me! You know I can't rope. I just can't! The rope hates me. It's my mortal enemy, my greatest weakness, my Achilles' heel!"
Joe raised an eyebrow. "You don't want to end up like Achilles, do you?" he said. Then he rode on ahead leaving Andrew alone with Widow Maker and a stupid, Andrew-hating rope.
The next several days passed much the same. The landscape changing slowly the further they rode. Rocks piled high, and mesas and cliffs rose from the earth to touch the endless sky. By the afternoon of the fifth day, they reached Charlie's village. They left their horses at the outskirts and walked towards Grandmother's hut.
Rides the Thunder was sitting in front of a hut fletching arrows. "Hey, Rides the Thunder!" Andrew called with a grin. "What's up?"
Rides the Thunder stared at him in confusion. "You know me?" Then he saw Pecos standing behind Andrew and asked hesitantly, "Andrew?"
"In the flesh!" Andrew said, shaking Rides the Thunder's hand. He couldn't believe his first fight had been with Rides the Thunder. Now that Andrew was here in his own body, Rides the Thunder seemed much bigger and musclelier than Andrew had remembered.
"Sure, you don't try to hug him," Pecos muttered.
Andrew turned red. "It's not the same," he hissed to Pecos.
"Don't see how it's different."
"Really? Not even a little?" Pecos shrugged. Andrew rolled his eyes and turned back to Rides the Thunder.
Rides the Thunder was staring at him curiously. "Charlie told us you had come as yourself," he said.
"It's cool, huh?"
"It's good," Rides the Thunder said with a grin.
"We've come to see Grandmother," Charlie stated, nodding to Rides the Thunder and moving towards the center of the village.
"See you later," Andrew said, hoping he did.
Grandmother was waiting for them, standing silently in front of her hut. She smiled at Pecos before turning to look at Andrew, gasping as her white eyes landed on him. "So hot!" she exclaimed. Andrew felt her gaze pass over him, then she reached out her hand to touch his face, but jerked it back immediately. "Come inside," she insisted.
Andrew followed her into her hut where she waved Andrew towards the bench. "Why so hot?" she asked, sitting down.
"I don't know what you mean," Andrew said. "I'm not using the power right now."
She frowned at him. "Explain."
"I'm not using it. It's not in me."
"It is always in you. The power, as you call it, is part of you."
"Not me," Andrew insisted. "It's separate."
"No."
"Yes. Right now it's sitting in a well waiting for me to ask it to come out."
Confusion crossed her face. "It cannot be separate. It is part of you; you are one."
Andrew shrugged. "I'm just telling you how it is. See, look." Andrew pulled the power out of the well and pushed it through his body. His insides felt like they were melting.
"STOP!!" she cried. He jumped, letting go of the power, letting it fall away. She stared at him, fearfully. "You must never do that!"
"Well, but I kinda have to. I mean, if I don't… well, I have to."
"You will die."
Andrew's heart skipped a beat, but he swallowed his raw fear and smiled sadly. "I kinda figured."
She stared at him. "It is not your time," she said softly.
"Time is kinda relative, don't you think?"  
"What do you mean?"
Andrew pushed back the fear threatening to overtake him. "Look, I've been thinking it through. It's like this. Pecos is the only one who's strong enough to kill the Black Shaman. Without Pecos, she wins. And I really don't think we want her to win," he added with a shudder.
He stood and started pacing. He could tell Grandma all the things that had been swirling around inside his head for so long. The things he couldn't tell Pecos or Doyle. She could tell him if he was wrong. Maybe he was wrong.
"I'm not strong like Pecos. No one is strong like Pecos, BUT I have saved Pecos's life. Three times. Now, maybe if Ahanu had never brought me back in the first place, Pecos wouldn't have needed saving; I don't know."
"But Ahanu did, and Pecos did. So I did." Andrew paused. He was getting confused, but he knew what he was trying to say. He sat down and stared into Grandmother's sightless eyes. "I'll do whatever it takes for Pecos to win. Even if that means… well, you get my point."
She was silent for a long time. "Why are you here?" she finally asked.
Andrew closed his eyes. He wished he'd been wrong. He had so wanted to be wrong.
"We don't know where she is or what she's doing," he said, pushing his fear away. "Can you see anything?"
"I have seen nothing," she said. "Nothing at all." Andrew hissed in disappointment. "You may consider a visit to Grandfather Bear," she added. "Sometimes he hears things I do not."
"Of course. It had to be the bear."
She smiled. "It is nice to see you as you. Please, Andrew, be careful. The gift of life should never be taken lightly." She stood to walk with him to the door.
He hugged her tightly. "Thanks Grandma." He reached his hand out for the door, but paused. "Am I wrong?" he whispered.
"I do not know."
He nodded and joined the others outside. "Seems like we've got a bear to see." Pecos growled, and Andrew smiled sheepishly. "I mean, if that's what Pecos thinks. So, whadda you think, Pecos?"
Pecos rolled his eyes and snapped, "Let's go!"
Doyle slapped Andrew across the back of the head. "Better watch it, boy."
Andrew chuckled as he followed Pecos out of the village.
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They camped outside the village, just as they had that first time so long ago, and Doyle and Andrew used the same hill as a backdrop for target practice. Doyle was teaching Andrew to quick draw, but Andrew kept accidently firing too soon and shooting the ground in front of him. After a while, they took some empty cans and threw them into the air to see who could shoot the can more times before it fell. Doyle always won.
"You know what you are," Andrew muttered as they walked back to camp. "A showoff."
Doyle threw back his head and laughed. "Well, when you're as good as I am," he finally said. Andrew rolled his eyes.
When they reached camp, Charlie was showing his playing cards to a group of warriors. "I don't understand," Rides the Thunder was saying. "What is the point of the women?"
"It's a distraction technique," Charlie replied. "Use these cards and you're almost guaranteed to win. Course, I like a little challenge myself, but they're nice to look at." Andrew laughed at the warriors' expressions.
As night fell, the five of them sat around the fire and talked. Andrew told them about Clara and how she was writing a book. "She's read all the classics," Andrew explained.
"Classics?" Pecos asked.
"Books people say are must-reads from older times. Like Wuthering Heights."
Both Pecos and Joe shuddered. "That book's still around?" Joe asked incredulously.
"Yep; it's a classic."
"Why?"
"Don't know."
Pecos told a story about his first stampede and how he ended up riding a longhorn. Andrew laughed so hard his sides hurt.
Then Joe played a softly lilting song on his harmonica. Andrew fell asleep gazing at the stars and listening to the soft crackle of the fire. He dreamed of flying and laughter.
When Charlie woke him, it was still pitch black, but as they rode it didn't seem to get any brighter. "Why's it so dark?" Andrew finally asked Joe.
"Clouds. Rainy season just rolled in."
"Great. I was looking forward to sleeping in the mud," Andrew muttered. Joe chuckled. "So tell me, Joe," Andrew said, "how do you really use the power?"
Joe ran a hand over his mustache. "Boy, this mustache is a work of art."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Come on."
"And you should see me on the dance floor."
"Fine, don't tell me. But someday I'm gonna figure it out." Joe grinned widely underneath his long mustache curls.
Finally Charlie motioned that they were getting close. "Grandfather Bear doesn't like my singing," Andrew said. "Maybe Joe should just play some music."
Pecos nodded, and Joe started playing a slow tune. The melody spun through the forest, the only noise except for the soft sounds of the horses' hooves.
Just as they neared the mouth of the cave, it started drizzling. The cave looked just as Andrew remembered, bones and all. But with the clouds and fog and drizzle, it was even gloomier and more sinister.
Andrew had hoped he would never see Grandfather Bear again. He scared the crap out of him. He should have thought of a joke. They should have hunted something. They certainly shouldn't have come empty handed.
Andrew dismounted, pulled his oil slicker out of his bag, and put it on. "Pecos, this is a bad idea."
"You got a better one, boy?"
"No, but I don't have any jokes to tell him, and we didn't bring any food; what if he eats you?"
"I ain't goin' in, boy; you are."
"What?! Why? What did I do? Is this because of that thing? I said you're the boss! I know you're the boss. I don't wanna be the boss! This is not like mucking the stables! He could eat me! In one bite!"
Pecos chuckled softly. "Don't think he will."
"Think? That's not good enough." He wasn't going into Grandfather Bear's cave alone. That was insane. He'd done it as Pecos, but he hadn't actually known how huge Grandfather Bear actually was before he'd gone in. And Pecos was twice Andrew's size.
"Boy," Pecos barked. "Get your ass in there."
Andrew sighed. He guessed he was going in the cave. "Hey Doyle, you wanna come with me?"
"Nah, I think you got this, boy."
"You guys suck."
Andrew stepped up to the cave, heart pounding, hoping this time Grandfather Bear would just come out. "Grandfather Bear? Are you there?"
There was a long silence before a low, growly voice rumbled out of the cave. "Come in."
Andrew shuddered. Do I really have to? Quit whinin', and get in there. Andrew sighed. He closed his eyes and pulled the power from the well. He focused, and a flame burst to life in his hand.
He could just make out a shadow at the back of the dark cave. He pushed more power into the flame, making it grow, and walked forward slowly, gasping as Grandfather Bear came fully into view. He was even bigger than Andrew had remembered. Of course, last time he'd met him, he'd been in Pecos's body.
"Good morning," Andrew stuttered.
"Is it?"
"Um…"
"You have grown much since last we met."
Andrew blinked. "But… I was in Pecos, how can you tell?"
Grandfather Bear's lips twisted into what might have been a smile, but Andrew wasn't sure. "I could see you then. I see you now. You have grown."
Andrew wasn't sure if Grandfather Bear was talking about height or not. "I was wondering if you know anything about the Black Shaman? We need to find her."
"The death eater?"
"The death eater?" Andrew mumbled. He hated that name, but it fit.
"Why?" Grandfather Bear asked.
"Um… to kill her?" Andrew hoped that was the right answer.
"If you wait, will she not come to you?"
"Technically yes, but Pecos thought it would be better if we took the fight to her."
"Ah. Perhaps."
That didn't sound positive. "Um, so do you know where she is?"
"No."
"Oh." Part of Andrew was relieved. Maybe they should just go back to the ranch and wait. She'd show up eventually.
"Why did you come to me?"
"Well, Grandma said you sometimes hear things she doesn't. And we don't have any other leads… so… anyway."
Grandfather Bear yawned, and Andrew's heart stuttered, hoping Grandfather Bear had just had a snack. "I'm sorry we didn't bring you anything to eat or anything," Andrew stammered. "I should have thought, I just didn't. I know some more jokes, but Pecos says none of them are funny."
Grandfather Bear chuckled softly. "I was quite amused after your last visit. For that reason alone, I will not eat you. But should you send Pecos in…. well…"
Andrew paled. That was the one thing he was trying to prevent. Pecos couldn't die. Pecos had to live, so he could defeat the Black Shaman. "I can't send Pecos," he stuttered. "He has to fight the Black Shaman."
"It was a joke, child."
"Oh," Andrew gasped, laughing weakly. "It's funny; now that I get it."
"It was not. But it was amusing watching you turn that shade of green."
Andrew wasn't sure how they had gotten here. He'd asked Grandfather Bear about the Black Shaman, but Grandfather Bear didn't know anything. Couldn't he leave now? "Well, I guess I'll be going."
"There is someone who may be able to assist you."
"Who?"
"The Raven."
"Huh?"
"The Raven."
"Where's the raven?"
"No, The Raven."
Andrew frowned. "Okay, so where's The Raven?"
"He is the oldest of us," Grandfather Bear said, stretching toward the ceiling of the cave. Andrew stepped back. He was just glad normal bears weren't so big; if they were, he wouldn't step foot in the woods ever again. "The guide will take you."
The guide? Oh, Charlie. Charlie knew where everything was. Well, everything except the Black Shaman. "Thank you, Grandfather Bear. I appreciate your help."
The bear snorted. "If you appreciate it, next time bring me something to eat."
"I'm sorry; I wasn't thinking. I will."
"Be sure that you do; I may not be in good humor that day, and I will eat you," the bear growled.
"Yes, sir," Andrew said, backing away. "Have a good day, sir. Thank you, sir." He turned and ran from the cave. When he reached the entrance, it was raining. "Oh good. It's raining," he gasped, relieved to be outside again.
"Quit your complainin'," Pecos snapped. "What'd he say?"
"You'd know if you'd gone in with me; and that should be a rule: cowboys don't complain. Or whine, or express discomfort of any kind."
"Cowboys don't feel discomfort, boy. What'd he say?"
"He said to ask The Raven. Emphasis on 'The' and 'Raven'."
"Huh."
"Huh, what?"
"Nothin'; just, The Raven don't usually take visitors."
"Seriously?"
"Buuuut," Pecos added. "I suppose he might see you."
"Why?"
"'Cause you're raven."
Andrew frowned. "Is the raven, sorry, The Raven, an actual raven?"
"Yep."
"Ohhh."
"Let's ride," Pecos said, mounting up.
"Where're we going?"
"To see The Raven."
Andrew snorted. "Oh, and Pecos?"
"Yeah?"
"Next time we come, Grandfather Bear said to bring food."
"Should 'ave thought of that," Pecos grunted. "Good thing he didn't eat you."
"Nah, he wasn't interested in me. You, though…" Pecos laughed loudly before riding up to talk to Charlie.
Andrew shivered as the rain jumped off his hat and splattered his face. He was very glad Pecos had managed to find his hat in the desert, because without it he'd be soaked. Rule number three was permanent. No take backs. Cowboys wear ridiculously big hats, and that was that.
The sound of the rain was soft, and the horses' hooves made a gentle clop. They weren't galloping or even running, they were just walking softly through the forest as if they had nowhere particular to go.
Andrew tried desperately to rope something, anything, but the rain didn't make it any easier. He really wanted to know how Joe's story ended. He knew Joe was trying to help him, trying to make things easier on him, but he didn't see why it mattered. He'd worked the ranch for ten months and made do without roping. It's like Joe and Pecos thought he couldn't actually be a cowboy unless he could rope.
Andrew frowned. He'd show them. He'd learn to rope. Somehow… he just didn't know how. He wished he could see things like Charlie could. Then he could rope with his eyes closed. He tried it anyway.
You aimin' for that cougar, boy? Andrew jumped, accidently jerking the rope towards him. His eyes popped open as he fumbled for his gun, and the others started laughing.
"Should probably rope with your eyes open," Pecos said with a chuckle.
Andrew frowned. "Not cool, Pecos. You shouldn't abuse the mind connection that way."
Pecos just kept chuckling and riding. "I wish you could teach me to rope," Andrew whispered to Widow Maker. "At least you wouldn't make fun of me." Widow Maker tossed his head and snickered. "Really? I can't believe you! I don't ever make fun of you!" An image popped into Andrew's mind of Andrew trussed up in the rope, rolling on the ground. Andrew's eyes narrowed. "Now you're abusing the mind connection? I'm walking."
Widow Maker reared and shot off through the forest, bucking and slamming Andrew into tree limbs. "I WAS KIDDING!" Andrew yelled, ducking a pine branch. Widow Maker finally slowed to a walk and nickered softly. "I'd never walk," Andrew muttered, pushing power out to heal his broken arm. "It's just not dignified." Widow Maker nodded in agreement.
They didn't make camp until dark. Andrew had never camped in the rain before, and he wasn't sure what they were going to do. But apparently the canvases they had used earlier for shade were waterproof. Andrew grinned as he helped Doyle spread one over the horses.
"Rule number eighteen: cowboys are always prepared," Andrew said. Doyle chuckled.
Charlie and Joe made a snug shelter between two trees with a slight awning, just like they'd used when they had camped in the snow. Andrew wasn't looking forward to a cold, dark evening, but apparently they could even start a fire when everything was soaking wet.
"How'd you do it?" Andrew asked Joe suspiciously.
"Just did."
Andrew frowned. They said "just did" a lot. He was beginning to suspect even they didn't know how they did half the things they did. But at least they had a fire. Andrew sat beside it watching the light of the fire glisten on the falling raindrops. He closed his eyes and listened to it pound on the canvas above him and smiled.
"There's nothing like silence," he whispered.
"Not with you around," Pecos grunted.
I can be quiet, Andrew thought irritably. Prove it. Damn you, Pecos! I'll prove it; I'll prove it right now! Andrew stopped thinking; he stopped talking; he just stared at the rain.
"What the hell you doin', boy?" Doyle snapped.
"Shh! Can't you see I'm being quiet?!"
Doyle started laughing, and soon they were all laughing. 
As they crawled under the shelter for the night, Andrew spoke up. "It's a good thing I already did away with rule number one, because this is borderline." Somehow they all four managed to hit him on the head at the same time. He fell asleep grinning.
It was cold in the morning, and everything was wet. They didn't bother trying to pack the canvases back up, just folded them a few times and draped them across the pack horses.
As they rode, Andrew talked to Charlie. "I've been dreaming again." Charlie looked startled. "It's okay; they're not bad dreams, good actually, but is that normal?"
Charlie shrugged. "Grandmother can make a dreamcatcher that only catches the bad, but mine usually work on all dreams. One of the things I added might've opened it to allow good dreams through."
Andrew nodded, thinking about Raina. From everything Doyle had said she had been happy and beautiful and sweet, and he wondered if she had somehow opened it.
"Is she really your Grandma?" Andrew asked suddenly.
"Grandmother? Yes. She's also my mother."
"Wait, what?"
Charlie grinned. "She raised me."
"Oh. I got you. What happened… never mind."
Charlie nodded, and they kept riding. About mid-afternoon they reached the edge of a large clearing full of fog. Andrew couldn't see a thing. He couldn't even see Widow Maker's head the fog was so thick. As they rode into it, the sound of the rain became softer, and the birds stopped singing.
I don't like it here, he thought. Dangerous place. Um, I was kinda hoping for a 'quit whining boy'. Pecos chuckled. Maybe later.
The fog started to thin, then suddenly it was gone, but only in front of them. A huge rocky tower broke from the ground going up, up, up. Andrew leaned as far back as he could, but he still couldn't see the top because it disappeared into the fog.
Charlie dismounted. "Um... why are we stopping?" Andrew asked.
"Here," Charlie said.
"Where?" Charlie pointed up the enormous rock tower. "And, may I ask how we're gonna go… there?"
Pecos chuckled. "We ain't goin' nowhere. You are. And the old fashioned way, I 'spect."
"You're kidding me."
"Nope."
"You expect me to climb that?!"
"Yep."
"I've never climbed anything in my entire life, 'cept that damn tree, and look how that turned out! What if I fall?"
"I wouldn't."
Andrew sighed. Clearly this was going nowhere. "Can I at least know why I'm climbing this monstrosity?"
"The Raven lives on top."
"Of course he does. Doesn't he ever come down?
"Nope."
"Does he believe in elevators?"
"What?"
"Nothing." Andrew dismounted and walked to the base of the tower. He was going to die. Not in battle, not from old age. He was going to slip on the soaking wet rocks and fall hundreds of feet to his death. What a day. He wished Clara were here. She could at least write about it.
Doyle didn't look much happier than Andrew felt. "You don't got to," he said.
Andrew grinned. "You know that's not true. But I think we should at least prepare, right?"
Doyle nodded. "Let's go."
Andrew and Doyle found their way back to a stream they had passed on the way and sat down to fish. "Do fish bite in the rain?" Andrew asked.
"Sometimes even more." They each cast a line. "I took Rolf fishin' once," Doyle said.
"Did he like it?"
"Didn't catch a single fish. He fell in, then he wouldn't come out." Doyle chuckled. "He loved water. Raina only gave him a bath once a week 'cause of the terrible mess he'd make splashin' 'round."
Andrew grinned. "He would have enjoyed the rainy season then."
Doyle nodded. "What's your family like?"
Andrew stared at his line. Doyle had never once asked him about his modern life. He thought for a moment. "It's just me and Mom," he finally said. "Mom's… Mom. She's a wonderful mom, really, but she pretends everything's normal, so we act like all this never happened. Last time I really saw my dad was a couple years ago. Saw him a few months ago, and he didn't even recognize me."
"What kinda man don't even recognize his own son?" Doyle asked angrily.
"I don't even think of him as my dad anymore," Andrew said softly. "He's just some dude who looks like my dad used to look." Andrew stopped talking. At least he knew that not only would Doyle always recognize him, he would also never, ever leave him behind. None of them would.
They caught five fish, then headed back to the others. Charlie was just returning with some rabbits and a squirrel. Andrew pulled out his backpack. Charlie handed him the skinned game, and Andrew stuffed them in his bag, then frowned at the fish. His backpack was going to stink forever, but he put them in anyway, as well as a skin of water.
Andrew checked his guns to make sure they were loaded. His belt was full of bullets. His knives were all in place. He shoved his hat down tight on his head. It would probably be easier to climb without his slicker, but then he'd be soaked. He shrugged. He'd just have to try it.
He stared up the towering, black rock. He guessed he was as ready as he'd ever be to scale a gigantic rock with no top and meet not just a raven but The Raven.
He grinned at the others. "Well, I guess this is it. See you soon or sometime. I don't know."
They all looked a little concerned now. "You… be careful," Pecos said awkwardly, and Andrew nodded, turning and gripping a piece of slick rock in his hands and pulling himself up.  




Chapter 22
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After about ten feet, Andrew looked down. The fog had rolled back in, and it was so thick he couldn't see the others at the bottom. "You guys still there?" he yelled. He heard some type of muffled response, but he couldn't understand what was said. You there? he thought. Yep. Right here; not goin' nowhere. Good.
Andrew continued to climb. The rain pelted down on his head and arms, sliding up his sleeves. His shirt was totally soaked, and the bulk of his backpack was weighing him down. He pulled the power out and pushed it through his body. Heat poured through him, rolling off his skin.
He wished the power could make his fingers stickier. He laughed to himself, then gasped. As soon as he'd thought it, his hands had gotten tacky, sticking to the rocks in spite of the water. He paused, amazed at how incredible the power was, how intelligent.  
Tacky fingers made it much easier to climb, and Andrew made it several feet before he had to pause again. He looked above him, trying to figure out where to put his hand next. There weren't any good finger holds, and the rocks had become steeper and slicker.
He moved his foot up, stepped on his slicker, and almost tumbled into nothingness. Sweat rolled down his back, and he gripped a rock high above his head and pulled himself up. His foot slipped, and he channeled more power into his hand, yanking himself one-handed up to a narrow sloped ledge. He huddled against the rock wall, trying to catch his breath.
If he fell, he would die. There was no way he wouldn't. No matter how much power was coursing through him, it wouldn't keep him from being mashed flat as a pancake. He had no idea how far he'd climbed. It felt like hundreds and hundreds of feet. The fog was following him, so he couldn't see more than three feet in any direction. All he knew was he'd been climbing for a long time, maybe two hours or more, so he had to be pretty high.
The power was helping his hands stick, but the weight of everything he was wearing was dragging him down and getting in his way. He didn't know how much further he had to go, but he needed to lighten his load. He frowned, but slipped his slicker off, unbuckling his guns and tucking them underneath it.
He removed his backpack, taking out a fish and rabbit as he did. He pushed the backpack under the slicker and sat in the pouring rain, eating. They were cold already, but still good. He ate one more rabbit just to be safe, even though he wasn't hungry, then he stood, ready to climb, but he still felt fifty pounds heavier than normal.
His knives and hat joined his guns under the slicker, and then his moccasins and socks and vest. The only things he was wearing now were his pants and shirt.
He warmed himself with a burst of power, concentrated on sticky hands and sticky feet, and started climbing again. He climbed and climbed and climbed, wondering how he got into these messes. He wasn't Pecos anymore. Shouldn't Pecos be the one going in to chat with Grandfather Bear and climbing rocks to talk to The Raven? Why was Andrew doing it? It's not like he knew what he was doing.
The fog never left him; the rain never ebbed. He couldn't tell what time it was or how long or how far he'd climbed. He was starting to tire. The power was taking more and more focus to maintain, but he couldn't let it go; it was the only thing keeping him alive. He pulled himself onto a ledge and looked up.
The fog was breaking above him, and it didn't look as if he had much further to go. Charlie had once told him if he thought it looked like ten feet, it was thirty, and if it looked like thirty, it was ninety. So he figured he only had sixty or so feet to go.
His stomach growled. He should have brought a fish with him; Ahanu would be very disappointed. He breathed deeply, pushing his hunger and weariness aside, and continued to climb. And climb.
All of the sudden the sun burst through the fog, blinding him. He pulled himself over the ledge he was climbing and blinked warily. It was so bright.
When his eyes finally adjusted, he felt as if he could see the entire world stretched out beneath him, and a wave of dizziness washed over him. He was certain he'd never been so high in his life. He was so high trees looked like toothpicks and the stream looked like a tiny silver string. If he fell he would have a long time to think about it before he finally hit the bottom. He shuddered, pushing away a rush of queasiness.
He scanned the top of the rock tower looking for The Raven, and when Andrew's eyes finally found him, he gasped, stepping backwards accidentally. His foot slipped, and he scrambled not to fall over the edge. When he found his feet, Andrew just stood there and stared.
The Raven made Grandfather Bear look small. Andrew couldn't believe he'd thought the old owl was big. The Raven was HUGE! He was so big Andrew imagined Widow Maker would be a light snack. The Raven turned his gigantic head towards Andrew, immense beak sparkling in the sunlight, and motioned Andrew forward.
Andrew tripped over his feet, but managed to move towards The Raven a couple feet before stopping again. If The Raven decided to eat him, there was nothing Andrew could do to stop him. He should have brought food. His heart hammered in his chest. How could a bird be so big?
The Raven blinked and said, "Welcome, Pale Feathers. I have looked forward to our talk." His voice was deep and rumbly, like a rock sliding down the side of a hill.
Pale Feathers? Andrew looked behind him, but he was the only one there. "My name's Andrew," he whispered.
"My children have named you Pale Feathers."
Oh, that's kinda cool, Andrew thought, walking just a little closer, wanting to be nearer. The sun spiraled over The Raven's feathers making them shine all the colors of the rainbow. Andrew couldn't stop staring. He was beautiful. He was the most beautiful thing Andrew had ever seen. More beautiful than a sunrise or a sunset, more beautiful than the full moon shining over a sparkling, icy lake.
"Hunt with me," The Raven said softly, his voice flowing over Andrew like water. He spread his wings, and Andrew gazed in absolute awe, feeling the cool shade of his shadow.
"How?" Andrew stuttered. The Raven smiled, touching Andrew with the very tip of his wing. Andrew felt a whisper of energy pass through him and then his body began to shift and turn and twist. When he looked down, he was no longer Andrew. He was no longer a boy. He was Pale Feathers. He was raven.
The Raven dropped off the edge of the rock tower and spread his wings, soaring over the forest. Andrew followed him. Never for a moment did it occur to him that he didn't know how to fly. He'd flown so many times in his dreams, he knew. He just knew.
The wind rushed past his face, sweeping under his wings, lifting him higher. Andrew flapped his wings and turned upwards, going even higher, higher. Rain hammered his back and slid off his feathers. He could see everything. His eyes had never been so sharp. The Raven called him, and he turned and followed.  
Here, in this form, he couldn't see the power, but he could feel it coursing through him, powering his wing beats, sharpening his eyes. As a raven they were one. Not separate, not divided, but joined in a unity that made Andrew want to weep.
The Raven dived, and Andrew followed. The earth grew closer and closer. Andrew saw the enormous buck. He saw every detail of its hide. Every tuft of fur out of place. He saw The Raven swoop in front of the buck and slash out with his talons. He saw blood spurt from its neck, but the buck didn't fall yet so Andrew did as The Raven had done but from the other side, and the deer dropped to the earth.
He knew The Raven could have killed the buck with one swipe, but he'd asked Andrew to hunt with him. He'd let Andrew land the final blow. Andrew landed softly on the ground beside the dead buck and waited. The Raven surveyed their kill, decided it was good, and buried his beak into its hide, ripping off a strip of meat and eating it.
Andrew joined him, relishing the ease with which his beak ripped the meat apart. The meat was hot and full of blood. Never had anything tasted so good, so right, so full of life, so perfect. He and The Raven feasted, and when they were done, Andrew's brothers flocked down from the sky and feasted as well.
The Raven soared into the sky again, and Andrew followed. They flew into the sunset, past the stars, over forests and mountains, lakes and streams. They coasted over a herd of bison for miles and miles before reaching the end. Andrew wondered briefly how one might taste, but he was satisfied, full, and content, so he just flew right above them, appreciating their beauty.
He wished he could fly forever, leave the ground behind and live permanently in the sky. His dreams had been pale in comparison, barely scratching the surface. The Raven flew up towards the moon, and Andrew followed, feeling the silvery light of the moon glide over his feathers, feeling the moon power his wing beats. Then suddenly The Raven dropped, circling the valley one final time before settling at the very top of his tower.
Andrew wanted to keep flying, but he alighted next to The Raven and looked out around him. The rain had stopped, but fog still blanketed the vale below. He could neither see nor hear the others, but right now, he didn't care. He was raven.
"Why'd you pick me?" Andrew asked, wanting to know what he'd done to warrant this gift. He was nothing special. Why had the ravens chosen him?
"Is that the question you came to ask?"
"Well, no, but…"
"I will answer one question," The Raven said firmly.
Andrew closed his beak. There were so many questions he wanted to ask. He wanted to know about the power; he wanted to ask why the ravens followed him; he wanted to know if he would ever fly again, if he'd ever be a raven again; he wanted to know if he would live.
He stared out at the night sky, feeling as if he could touch the stars. He wondered if he dared try, but before he could spread his wings again, The Raven touched him, and Andrew's form changed back.
He fought the urge to weep; the loss of his wings was intolerable. He stared into the night, mourning them, wishing he could be raven forever. He knew that for as long as he lived, he'd always remember the rush of the wind on his face and under his wings.
"You will always be Pale Feathers," The Raven said softly. "But you must also be Andrew."
Andrew nodded, pushing his sorrow aside. He knew he had to ask the question he'd come for. "Where can we find the Black Shaman?"
"She will find you."
Andrew sighed deeply before asking, "But if we wanted to find her first?"
"It is not to be. The time has not yet come. Her strength will soon be fulfilled, and she will arise, ready to lead an army."
Andrew didn't like the way any of that sounded. "BUT," he tried again. "If we found her first, we could do away with all that."
The Raven smiled. "Persistent." He ran his beak down his back, smoothing his feathers. He lifted a wing, pulling out a single feather, small and soft, black as night, glistening slightly in the moonlight. "Take this," he said, using a claw to lift Andrew's necklace from underneath his shirt.
Andrew nodded, understanding what The Raven wanted. He took off his necklace and intertwined the feather with the others. He felt the feather settle on his chest, felt the power, knew The Raven honored him. He started to say "thank you", but before he could The Raven said, "It is time."
"Time for what?"
The Raven didn't respond, just lifted into the air and wrapped a single claw around Andrew's waist, picking him up. He carried Andrew down through the fog all the way to the base of the tower. As Andrew's feet touched the ground, The Raven released him and flew away. Andrew wanted to call him back. He wanted to stay, to bask in The Raven's splendor a while longer, but The Raven was gone. And Andrew was stuck on the ground. 
It was so foggy and dark he couldn't see. But then the fog lifted, and the moon bathed everything in brilliant light. Where are the others? he thought, glancing around. And why is the ground moving?
Without warning, the ground rolled beneath Andrew's feet and the earth rose in front of him, mud slopping and dripping, rocks spewing. The mud morphed into the figure of a gruesome, monstrous man, with a huge gawping mouth filled with jagged rock teeth and long horrible arms, with boulders for fists.
Andrew stared in shock for just a moment, before reaching for his pistols. And that's when he remembered something he'd forgotten. He'd left all his stuff halfway up the rock tower. He rolled quickly to the side as the mud man stomped towards him, fists raised.  
"PECOS!" Andrew screamed, jumping to his feet and running. He skidded to a stop. He was completely surrounded by mud men. They're men! he thought frantically. Wait, that didn't work. The first letter needed to be different. He dodged a rock one of them tossed at him and shook his head. He'd have to figure out a name later.
"PECOS!" he screamed again. PECOS!!!! he thought. He couldn't see Pecos or the others anywhere. Where were they? The mud men were closing in on him, and he tried to count them, just to know how many he had to fight. He'd reached twenty when thick clouds suddenly covered the moon casting everything into shadow.
Blinded by darkness, Andrew dropped to the ground. "Come out and play," he whispered to the power. It slipped hotly into his veins, and heat seared through his bones. A flame popped into his hand, and he moved it above his head. Now he could see.
The monsters were nearly on top of him. Andrew grinned widely. "Guess I'll have to do this the old-fashioned way," he said, pushing up his sleeves as they oozed closer.
He punched the first mud man so hard its entire form exploded, spraying Andrew with mud and rocks. He slammed his elbow into a second one, knocking off its muddy head. He ducked a boulder fist flying towards him, laughing as the fist knocked another of the mud monsters to the ground. He popped back up, gut punching the monster as he did and delivering a hard uppercut as it slumped, breaking it apart.
He double punched one, knocking it back and off its feet, but another grabbed him from behind, startling him, and his flame went out. He struggled fiercely against the monster's grip, but the more he struggled, the deeper in it drew him. Mud was about to cover his face, but he pushed his panic aside and stilled his body. The power was pulsing. He just needed to focus. He couldn't win if he panicked. He calmed his breathing and started humming to calm his mind. The power hummed with him.
He dropped his weight, pulling himself free from the mud then spun his leg out and knocked the monster down. It splattered when it hit the ground. Andrew visualized his flame burning above his head, and it was. He grinned and kept humming.
He moved quickly, snapping his hands out, busting the monsters apart one by one. He was covered in wet, sticky mud, and it had started drizzling. He could barely see, but he knew there were more. His neck tingled, and he glanced behind him. He was completely surrounded. He was going to have to work fast.
He punched left and right as fast as he could, but he wasn't fast enough. The mud men slid closer and closer. He'd explode one, but another was there. He tried to jump away from them, but it was too late. They were already piling on top of him, oozing over him until he was completely encased in mud.
The mud tightened around him, creeping closer and closer. He couldn't move; he couldn't breathe. His flame flickered. It was going to go out, and he'd be in the dark, suffocating alone in the dark. Andrew forced himself to stop struggling, to breathe, and focused on his flame. It grew brighter and brighter, bigger and bigger. Heat rushed through his fingers into the ball of light. The mud shuddered around him, growing tighter.
His flame grew so big and so bright, sweat poured from Andrew's face. But he gazed at it, pouring more and more power into it, ignoring the tightness in his chest, his lack of air. A clump of dirt dropped on his head, and he stared at the thick wall of mud surrounding him, then realized it wasn't mud anymore. It was dirt. Hard, dry dirt.
He grinned and channeled the power into his hand, punching the dirt encasement as hard as he could. Relief rushed through him as his hand ripped through the dirt and out the other side. Dirt exploded off him like a bomb, and Andrew gasped, fresh air filling his lungs as he peered quickly around him.
The moon was illuminating the valley, but all Andrew could see was mud. Not moving mud or mud men, just plain mud. The mud monsters were gone; he'd destroyed them. He breathed deeply, glad it was over, but then alarm filled him. Where were the others?
He ran across the clearing, searching and yelling. He knew they hadn't left him; they'd said they would stay. Panic clawed at him. What if the mud monsters had taken them off guard and killed them? What if they were deep underground somewhere, encased in mud, dying?
That was just ridiculous. There was no way a bunch of stupid mud monsters could ever beat Pecos. Andrew ran to the base of the tower, circling it until he found the place he'd climbed from. And there they were, right where he'd left them, underneath the shelter, slumped against the rock, fast asleep. Andrew's panic evaporated; relief and anger filling its place.
He cleared his throat, and Doyle jerked awake with a grunt. "What?"
Andrew tapped his mud covered, shoeless foot. "You were sleeping that's what! While I fought a bunch of mud men or mud monsters; no way to make either of those into a cool name by the way."
"Mud men?" Joe muttered, rubbing his head.
"Yes, lots of them, like a hundred, okay maybe fifty, I don't know; I didn't finish counting."
Doyle frowned. "Damn boogieman came by. Said we looked tired and needed a rest. Last thing I 'member."
"Me too," Pecos growled.
"Boogieman? Oh, Ahanu. He put you to sleep and attacked me with a bunch of mud monsters? That seems super counterproductive." Andrew sat on the ground with a huff. It was still dark, but he wasn't tired. Fear and adrenaline were making him jittery. For one stupid second he'd honestly believed he'd lost them.
"Make me coffee," he snapped. "I deserve it." Doyle grunted and started making a fire. "And damn it! I'm hungry! I need meat!"
"Somebody's grumpy," Pecos grunted.
"Damn right I'm grumpy! Need some damn coffee, some damn meat, my damn shoes and guns and knives and a dry shirt!"
"Where're your guns?" Doyle asked.
"Half way up that damn rock!"
"So…" Pecos drawled carefully. "What'd The Raven say?"
"Ha! He said, and I quote, 'she will find you'. And I said, 'but what if we find her first?' And he said, 'The time has not yet come. Her strength will soon be fulfilled, and she will arise, ready to lead an army'. The end." Andrew stared into the fire for a moment. "So I guess all this was for nothing."
The others were silent. "Damn it," Andrew muttered as it started drizzling again. "I'm going to bed." And then he realized something else. His dreamcatcher was sitting in his backpack, halfway up the rock. He started laughing. It was either that or cry.
Doyle handed him a cup of coffee, and Charlie gave him a rabbit. Andrew grunted, taking a slow sip. It burned. "Perfect," he breathed, feeling more relaxed already. Maybe he was addicted. He shrugged; surely there were worse things than being addicted to coffee.
He sat quietly, watching the fire. The others sat silently around him. It seemed so anticlimactic. He wanted to mount up and ride out, hunt the Black Shaman down in her lair and be done with it. But no. They were going to mount up and ride home. Because there was nothing else to do.
He grinned happily. He loved the ranch. He loved the quiet openness and the rhythm of it all. Doyle was right; it wasn't boring at all. It was... perfect. Maybe he could finally go on a cattle drive. And he'd train. He'd find a way to channel the power without getting burned to a crisp. He would; there had to be a way. And he'd learn to rope, and he'd finally, finally get to shoot an arrow. And hear the end of Joe's story.
They watched the sun rise slowly over the trees, burning the fog away as it went. The drizzle finally stopped, and Andrew stood with a sigh. "Well, I guess I better go get my stuff." Pecos grunted, and Andrew rolled his eyes. "After all this, not one of you are gonna volunteer to go for me?"
Nothing. "Fine, I'll do it. Don't have anything else going on." Doyle started laughing, but Andrew shook his head and stared up the rock face. He had no idea how far up the ledge was. He didn't even know which way he'd gone. Everything had looked exactly the same when he'd climbed it yesterday. He dipped his fingers into the well. Sticky hands and feet, he thought, and then he began to climb.
The rocks weren't so wet this time, and he had a little experience now, so he felt like he was climbing much faster than before. He climbed and climbed and climbed, looking down and searching for his bag, but he finally reached the ledge where he'd left everything. He pulled himself onto it and looked down.
He instantly wished he hadn't. Looking down made him want to vomit. He was already so high up. Had he seriously climbed this thing? How was he going to get down? He sat with his back against the rock, breathing steadily. One breath in, one breath out. Maybe he was a little scared of heights or something. Then he remembered he was raven. He wasn't scared of heights. He loved to soar.
He was tempted to climb the rest of the way, to see The Raven again, to stare at his wonder, to beg him to let Andrew hunt with him again, to fly again. But somehow he knew the moment was gone. Today he was Andrew, and he belonged with Pecos and Doyle, Joe and Charlie. He belonged to the earth.




Chapter 23
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Andrew strapped on his gear and began the long climb back down. Before long sweat poured off his forehead. It was harder coming down than going up. He was glad The Raven had given him a ride last night.
When he finally reached the bottom, the others were waiting, ready to go. "So what now?" Andrew asked, wishing Doyle would brew some coffee before they headed out.
"Home," Pecos said simply.
Andrew nodded. It felt like defeat, but he supposed it wasn't really. Not as long as they didn't admit it. He saddled Widow Maker, but Widow Maker snorted wildly, fighting him the entire time.
"That's not fair!" Andrew snapped. "It's not like I had a choice, besides you run without me all the time." Widow Maker tossed his head and kicked out his hooves. "It is too the same! All I did was fly around a bit. How did you even know?"
Widow Maker shrugged. "Just did? Really? Anyway, you run and run and run without me all the time. If anyone should be mad, it's me!" Widow Maker narrowed his eyes and blew air out his nostrils. "But I'm not," Andrew soothed. "See?" Widow Maker humphed.
Andrew sighed and mounted quickly. He was afraid Widow Maker was going to buck him halfway to New York, but Widow Maker didn't. He just stood still.
"Are we going?" Widow Maker shook his head. "What, so you're just gonna stand here?" Widow Maker nodded. "Fine, I'll ride Jeter then." Widow Maker neighed, tossing his head and kicking his feet out four ways at once. He jumped in the air and started running through the woods. Andrew held tight, ignoring the sounds of laughter behind him.
They rode all day. It rained intermittently, but it was beautiful. Andrew thought all the birds in the world must be singing. When he was ready, he rode up beside Pecos. "He turned me into a raven," Andrew said.
"And?" Pecos asked.
"It was fantastic, amazing; I almost wish he'd left me that way." Pecos grinned. "Is there a head coyote or a father coyote or whatever?"
"Yep."
"Have you met him?"
"Yep."
"Well?"
"Well what?"
"What was it like?"
"He didn't turn me into a coyote," Pecos said with a chuckle.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine, don't tell me." Pecos laughed. "I'm gonna ride with Doyle. So there!" Pecos just laughed louder.
Andrew dropped back to ride with Doyle. Andrew was quiet for a while, then he finally asked, "What kinda army do you think she'll have?"
"Don't know."
"Could be anything I guess."
"Could be."
"Are you ever scared?"
"Not anymore."
"But you used to be?"
"Only 'cause I knew they were waitin' for me. No one's waitin' for me now."
Andrew looked sideways at Doyle. He remembered how terrified he'd been the first time he'd seen Doyle. He'd been so mean looking and serious and grumpy, and he was still all those things. But there was more. He was Doyle.
"I don't think that's true," Andrew said softly. "Not true at all."
Andrew watched the sun glisten on the raindrops. Everything was so beautiful, so pure. "So you honestly don't… oh never mind."
"Spit it out, boy," Doyle said.
"You've seriously never felt bad about killing anyone?"
"I never said that. I just said YOU shouldn't feel bad 'bout it."
"What's the difference? You know those soldiers we killed? They were charged with desertion."
Doyle shrugged. "They're dead."
"Yeah, but their families aren't."
"We did what we had to," Doyle said with a sigh.
He didn't go on for a while, but then he said, "You can't be a soldier and not ever do somethin' you regret. When you're under orders, like those men we killed, you're not supposed to think. You're just supposed to do. I've killed men under orders I certainly wouldn't have killed otherwise."
"But the thing is, orders ain't always right," Doyle said regretfully. "Some of the things I did for the sake of preservin' the Union… It's just best not to think about it."
Doyle's face turned bitter for a moment. "I honestly wish I'd never been a soldier," he said emphatically. "Nothin' good ever came from it. I killed people defendin' what was theirs, killed my friends, my neighbors, my fellow soldiers, and lost my wife and son."
Andrew wished he hadn't asked the question. They'd all been so emphatic about how he shouldn't feel bad about killing that he hadn't expected Doyle to have regrets. Not really. He hadn't expected Doyle to follow orders that he didn't agree with.
But the Doyle who had done those things wasn't the same as this Doyle, the Doyle Andrew knew. This Doyle would never follow orders he didn't agree with; and Pecos would never expect him to.
"Why do you want it so bad?" Doyle demanded suddenly.
"What?"
"The power."
"It's like I already said; I'm not anything without it," Andrew replied with a shrug.
"That's bull! When you worked the ranch you hardly ever used it. And you don't use it when we fight, 'cause you always come out bleedin' and worse off than you went in."
"So do you," Andrew snorted.
"Never said I didn't. So why do you want it?"
Andrew closed his eyes and felt Widow Maker step quietly through the forest. He felt the power shimmering in its well, waiting for him; he touched it carefully, feeling the heat sear him, feeling the sharpness, the exhilaration it gave everything, and he knew the answer wasn't simple. But this was Doyle; he deserved an answer.
"It's not as simple as just one thing," Andrew said. "For one, it's a lot like your coffee. Addicting. When I touch it, everything's clearer and sharper; I can see things and hear things and do things that I could never do without it." He shrugged a shoulder. "On one hand, I could say I'd be dead without it, but if I never had it I wouldn't have done those things that almost killed me."
"But that's not it," Andrew said emphatically. "Not really. Ahanu brought me here for a reason. To Pecos for a reason! He won't tell me why, but I know there's a reason. You've seen her, Doyle. You know what we're fighting. She's terrifying, and she's only getting stronger!"
He was lost for a second, remembering that moment when her hand had wrapped around his heart. He shook it off and continued. "Ahanu said he meddles in time because he hasn't lived past this moment, but I'm certain he can SEE past this moment. He can see things that have or could or would happen. And what if he's seen…" Andrew paused.
"Pecos has to win," Andrew said firmly. "If he doesn't, she'll remake the world, and I don't know what that means, and I don't wanna know. But I think… I think I have to help him. Somehow."
Doyle didn't respond right away. When he did, his voice was low. "Just make sure you win the war, not just the battle."
When they stopped to make camp, the sun was still shining, but they put up the shelters anyway. Just in case.
Andrew found a piece of wood, and Doyle was helping him carve a raven shape when Andrew saw Ahanu standing near a drooping pine. Andrew jumped to his feet. "Be right back," he said, striding off into the woods.
"That was so uncool," Andrew snapped. Ahanu shrugged. "Are you testing me?!"
"Perhaps."
"Did I pass?"
"Did you?"
"How the hell should I know?! I don't know what I'm being tested on!"
"Did The Raven tell you what you wanted to know?"
Andrew shrugged. "Yes, no, I mean, I guess. He answered my question; let's just put it that way."
Ahanu grinned. "He's a wily, old bird."
"Look who's talking," Andrew said, rolling his eyes. "Why're you testing me?" he asked. A strange look crossed Ahanu's face, and it terrified Andrew, because for that moment, just that slightest second, Ahanu looked scared.
But then it was gone, and Ahanu was grinning. "Have you learned anything?" he asked casually.
"You mean about the power? No. Well, yes, but not the way you mean. What is it anyway?"
"The power?"
"No, the damn Klopman Diamond! Yes the power!"
Ahanu chuckled, then said with a breath of awe in his voice, "It is everything; it is life; it is breath; it is laughter; it is sorrow; it is essence."
Andrew blinked, waiting, but Ahanu didn't say anything more, just blew a smoke ring over a nearby tree branch. "Thanks," Andrew sighed. "That really cleared things up for me."
Ahanu winked. "Glad I could help." And then he was gone. Andrew rolled his eyes. Shamans had to be the most irritating people on the face of the earth.
When he returned to camp he sat down beside Joe. "So Joe, how 'bout you finish that story you started telling me the other day?"
Joe grinned. "I'm pretty sure you haven't roped anything yet."
"Come on, you know I'll never be able to rope anything. Tell me the story already!"
"Nope."
"I'll tell you lots of jokes if you don't."
"Tell 'im the damn story!" Doyle snapped.
"See, Doyle wants to hear it too."
Joe didn't respond, just pulled his harmonica out of his pocket and began to play something really cheerful. Andrew frowned and went back to carving. No reason to torture Doyle with jokes if Joe didn't care.
That night he dreamed of a little boy with laughing blue eyes.  
The next morning as they rode leisurely towards the ranch, Andrew tried having a conversation with Pecos's rope. "Look rope, I know you don't want to do anything for me, but if you would rope just one thing, just ONE, I could hear the end of Joe's story, shoot an arrow, AND rid myself of the shame of not being able to rope." He paused. "Do you think you could do that for me?"
You talkin' to a rope, boy? No! Yes, well, maybe. What of it? Horses I can excuse, but you must be goin' loco if you're talkin' to ropes now. You talk to anythin' else?
Andrew frowned. You mean besides ravens? Ravens? What? You talk to coyotes! I heard you! Not in people talk I don't. Andrew sighed. They understand me. Just like Widow Maker.
But does the rope? Does the rope what? Understand you? Damn it, Pecos! You know it doesn't! It's not like I go around talking to my knives and stuff, but I can't rope! What the hell could it hurt?! Your image, Pecos said with a soft chuckle.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "It's not like it could get any worse," he muttered before tossing the rope towards a broken stump.
The rope landed an easy six feet away. "Stupid damn rope. Stupid damn Joe," Andrew hissed under his breath as he pulled the rope in.
Suddenly Charlie paused, sitting perfectly still and listening. Andrew and the others stopped and waited. "Something's wrong," Charlie whispered, closing his eyes. His eyes popped open, and he hissed, "Grandmother!" before swinging his horse a different way and riding off at a full gallop.
Widow Maker tossed his head, neighing, and took off after Charlie. "What is it?" Andrew yelled to Charlie.
"Don't know."
"How far away are we?"
"Hour or so," Charlie replied, mouth set in a hard, grim line.
Andrew frowned. What if an hour was too long? He and Widow Maker could make it in twenty minutes, maybe less, but then it'd just be him and Widow Maker, and Andrew wasn't sure that was a good idea. What if they were being attacked by the Black Shaman? But wouldn't Grandma have seen that coming? She saw everything coming. Didn't she?
He sent an image to Widow Maker of both him and Pecos riding Widow Maker. "Can you do that?" Andrew asked. Widow Maker bucked so hard Andrew almost flew off. "I just wanted to check first!" Andrew snapped.
He pulled alongside Pecos and Jiminty. "Pecos! Come with us." Andrew didn't figure he needed to explain why. Pecos nodded, tucked Jiminty's reins around his saddle horn and suddenly he was behind Andrew on Widow Maker. "Grandma's village; fly," Andrew whispered to Widow Maker, and he did.
Widow Maker charged through the woods so hard and so fast, everything passed in a blur. Andrew bent down low over the saddle horn. It felt weird riding a horse with someone else, but Andrew didn't want to go on his own. Pecos could do just about anything, so if there was a fight going on he'd rather Pecos be with him.
It didn't take long for Andrew to see the large outcroppings of rock up ahead. Rocks that meant Grandma's village was near. He didn't hear screams or gunshots. He didn't hear any sounds of terror, but then he saw them and his chest constricted. A line of blue uniforms along the west end of the village, and the villagers grouped together in front of them.
Why was the army there? What did they want? Andrew knew the answer before he even thought it. Widow Maker tore through the empty village and skidded to a stop between the villagers and the line of military.
Andrew leaped from Widow Maker's back. Ignoring the army official, he ran to Grandmother. "Grandma! What's going on?"
Grandmother's face was sad. "The White Chief demands we move."
"Move where?" Andrew snapped, again already knowing the answer.
"There is land set aside for us."
"You mean a reservation!" Andrew spat. Grandmother shrugged.
"See here," a voice said loudly. "Who are you?"
Andrew turned. The army official had moved forward. His face was stern, but Andrew looked past him to the men behind, estimating a number. About three hundred? he thought. What I figured.
Andrew faced the man. "You've no right to move these people. This is their land, their home!"
The officer smirked. "The United States government owns this land. These people must move."
"Did they sell it to you?"
That seemed to confuse the commander, but he quickly recovered. "This land was purchased long ago."
"From men who had no right to sell it!" Andrew shouted.
He felt a firm hand on his arm and turned to face Grandmother. "We are peaceful people, Andrew. We will go."
Of course they would go. Because they were peaceful and because they believed the lies they were told.
Andrew shook his head. "No! Do you understand what'll happen?"
"We will live."
"No, you won't! You'll be starved, and your children will be taken from you. They'll be forced into schools where their hair will be shaved off and their feet will be forced into hard, unforgiving shoes, and they'll be beaten for trying to hold on to any part of your culture, any part of your beliefs, any part of who you are!"
Andrew knew he could be wrong. He knew there was a chance that wouldn't happen to these people and these children, but it didn't matter. There was a chance he was right too.
Grandmother looked at him with grief in her sightless eyes, tears pouring down her cheeks. "What would you have us do?" she whispered.
"I would have you fight," Andrew replied so quietly he couldn't be heard by anyone but her.
"I must ask my people." She stepped forward. "May we have a moment, Captain, to say our goodbyes to the land?"
The captain was watching Andrew suspiciously, but since he wanted them to go easily, he nodded. "Be quick about it."
"Of course," Grandmother said, turning towards the center of the village and walking into the courtyard. She was instantly surrounded by warriors, and they spoke in hushed tones.
Andrew could feel the captain growing nervous. "So Captain," he said, hoping to distract him. "Do you enjoy the rainy season?"
"What?"
"The rainy season. I'll admit I didn't like it at first, all that mud and grey clouds, but it grew on me." What in the name of tarnation are you doin', boy? Distracting him. Couldn't come up with a better topic than the weather? You wanna step in? Nah.
Andrew fought not to roll his eyes. "So, do you?" Andrew asked.
"Do I what?" the captain replied.
Andrew sighed and ground out, "Enjoy the rainy season?"
"Of course not!" the captain snapped. "Who are you? What is your business here?"
Andrew felt Grandmother turn back to him. He felt her nod, even though he didn't see her, and he grinned, feeling profound relief.
"I'm Andrew; no one of importance." He started speaking louder, very loud. "This here, though, is Pecos Bill. Don't know if you've heard of him?" There were a few ripples of sound from the soldiers surrounding them, and Andrew knew they had.
"This village is home to a friend of Pecos's. Good friend." What're you doin' now? Getting ready to fight. You know this is a bad idea, right? Yeah. You with me? Absolutely.
Andrew grinned wider. The rumblings in the ranks were louder now, and Andrew saw movement as some of the soldiers stepped backwards. They weren't stupid.
"Now, if you would all just turn around and leave," Andrew suggested. "I'd be okay with that."
"We have orders to take these people to the reservation," the captain insisted.
"Well your orders are wrong!" Andrew yelled. "Are you still gonna follow them?!"
Confusion crossed the captain's face for a second before it cleared, and he shook his head as if Andrew was an idiot for even asking. "Of course."
"Too bad," Andrew said, readying himself.
Andrew heard the whistle and knew the others were there. A second whistle sounded before the first bullet tore through the captain's chest.
The warriors behind Andrew surged forward just as Andrew and Pecos drew their guns and started firing. Arrows, knives, and tomahawks flew through the air, killing solider after solider. The soldiers were so shocked by the turnabout that a full half of their number lay dead before they started fighting back.
Charlie and some of the other warriors surrounded Grandmother and the women and children, but everyone else surged forward, fighting for their rights, for their lives.
Andrew quickly reloaded and looked for Widow Maker, grinning when he saw Widow Maker was guarding his back. "Good boy," Andrew praised, grabbing the saddle, pulling himself up. "Charge!" he yelled, and Widow Maker leaped forward, hooves splitting a soldier's head in half as they went. Andrew took careful aim and fired, each shot hitting true. He estimated there were only fifty soldiers left.
Doyle rode into the fray, sword flashing red in the sunlight. Joe and Pecos were in the middle already, back to back, firing quickly, mouths grim. Andrew ran out of bullets and jumped from Widow Maker's back, knives in both hands. He stabbed a soldier in the back just as he raised his rifle to shoot towards Pecos. He ducked the end of another soldier's gun and rolled to the side, closing his eyes against the spray of blood from Widow Maker's hooves tearing through a soldier's chest.
Andrew stabbed another, grabbing the soldier's revolver as the soldier fell, but it wouldn't fire, and Andrew quickly realized it wasn't like his. He dropped it and kept moving forward.
A bullet tore through his spine, stealing his breath. He stumbled but pushed the power out to heal it, turning as he did and tossing his knife, only watching long enough to see it sink deep into the soldier's chest.
Out of both bullets and knives, Andrew unbuckled his whip and started cracking it from side to side. The metal shards ripped through one soldier's arm as he tried to reload his gun and tore off the front of another's neck.
And then all of the sudden it was quiet, except for the groaning of dying and injured men. The gunfire stopped, the yelling stopped, and it was over.
Andrew stared around in astonishment. The ground was covered with red and blue, not a single soldier was left standing. He saw an Indian warrior lying on the ground, and his heart quickened as he looked for Pecos and the others. He slumped in relief when he saw they were all still standing.
"Told you it was a bad idea, boy," Pecos said, stepping over a body to stand beside Andrew.
"Did you have a better plan?"
"Nope."
"I wasn't going to let them take them. They don't know… it's not…"
"I know what it's like, boy."
"It would be better…" Andrew struggled to think what to say. He knew what it was like to be free. And he knew what it was like to be caged. He knew if he was asked, if he had to choose, he'd rather die free any day than live caged. I know. Andrew nodded, glad he didn't need to say it, glad Pecos understood.
"Um… what now?" Andrew asked, feeling uncertain again.
"Check for live ones."
Andrew grimaced, wishing he hadn't asked. He checked the soldiers near him, finishing off two of them before stepping forward. If this was what war was like he wanted nothing to do with it. What a useless waste of life. Why couldn't they just have left?
He paused to check an Indian, rolling him over, and groaning as he recognized Rides the Thunder. He knew instantly Rides the Thunder was dead. He felt a wave of grief, followed by guilt. He had killed him; he had killed Rides the Thunder.
If he hadn't interfered, if he'd let them go peaceably like they had planned, Rides the Thunder would still be alive. But to what end? To die fenced in on a tiny piece of land that wasn't even big enough for him to hunt on? To die knowing that his entire culture had been lost? To die knowing his children would be stripped of their identity, their culture, their faith, their family? To die ripped from the land he belonged to, the land he loved?
Andrew reached out a trembling hand and carefully closed Rides the Thunder's eyes, mourning in his heart that Rides the Thunder would run no more. He lifted Rides the Thunder's body and carried him to Grandmother, laying him gently at her feet.
"I'm sorry," Andrew whispered, before turning back to the battle ground to check the remaining soldiers, keeping his eyes carefully trained on the blue uniforms, not wanting to see any others, not wanting to recognize them, not wanting to care.
When all the dead and dying had been sorted, Andrew stood at the edge of them, wondering what he'd done, wishing he hadn't done it.
"We've gotta get rid of the bodies."
"What?" Andrew said, turning towards Doyle.
"The bodies. Need to bury 'em or somethin'. Can't leave 'em here like this. The army'll be up in arms if we do"
Just another thing Andrew hadn't thought about. He nodded numbly. "How'd you know?" Andrew asked.
Doyle shrugged. "Just did."
"So what do we do?"
"Get to work."
Doyle decided it would be best to bury the bodies underneath the floor of the lodge, since they'd be least likely to be found there, so Pecos and Andrew started digging while Joe and Doyle moved the bodies. Grandmother came just as they were getting ready to fill the hole in and tossed a blue powder into the pit, muttering words Andrew couldn't understand. Then she nodded to Pecos and left.  
It took the rest of the day, but by evening, the only way Andrew could tell what had happened was the darker color of the ground outside the village and the keening calls of the villagers as they mourned their dead.
Everyone was gathered in the center courtyard, the dead warriors laid out before them. Charlie stood beside Grandmother, his face an unreadable mask, but Andrew knew Charlie could name every single man lying dead on the ground.
Andrew closed his eyes, holding back tears. He hadn't known Rides the Thunder. Not really. But he'd liked him. He would have liked to hang out with him one day. Race him or go hunting with him, but now he was dead.  
Andrew tried not to count, but he did. Five. Five warriors had died. They were all nameless to Andrew, except one. Andrew swallowed his anger, his grief, his hatred, his rising guilt. He pushed it aside, along with his horrible hunger, the hunger he knew he needed to feed.
Grandmother spoke in their lyrical language, and several warriors stepped forward, each pair carefully raising a dead warrior between them. Charlie and another man picked up Rides the Thunder, and they began a slow procession out of the village. Pecos, Andrew, Doyle, and Joe trailed behind. They weren't part of this; they were outside, but they needed to be there.
They walked for a while through the trees until they came to a large plain filled with shorter trees. The trees were full of planks, and not all of the planks were empty. Andrew squinted, then realized this was their graveyard, their burial ground. Only they didn't bury their people in the ground, they placed them in the trees. Where they could feel the wind and the rain and the sun on their faces.
Andrew paused at the edge. He didn't want to go forward. He was covered in blood, and he was bearing his weapons of war. War didn't belong here, not in this place. But he wasn't ready to set his weapons aside, so he sat, and Pecos, Joe, and Doyle sat with him.
They didn't speak, just watched as the villagers placed the warriors on empty boards. Andrew felt a breeze slide past him, dancing through the trees, filling the whole area with a sweet song.
The Indians filed back past, on their way to the village. Some of the women were weeping, some of the children were crying, and Andrew wondered. He wondered if one of them was Rides the Thunder's wife or his sister or his mother, but he didn't want to know. It was so much easier not to know.




Chapter 24

 
[image: ] 

"We fought," Grandmother said to Andrew across the fire that night. "What now?"
Andrew hadn't thought that far ahead. He really needed to start thinking things out better. Pecos? he thought a little desperately.
"You'll come to the ranch," Pecos said simply.
"And live off your land?" Grandmother asked.
Pecos shrugged. "Already a couple other villages tucked away on it. One more won't make any difference."
Andrew's mouth dropped open. There were? He'd been there for months, and he hadn't seen any villages. Of course, Pecos's ranch was huge. He'd have to ride in a grid for years to see all of it.
Grandmother's lips were pursed. "I do not see the difference between that and the reservation. It is not ours. We will be forever beholden to you."
"But you can keep your culture, your lifestyle," Andrew insisted.
"Perhaps."
Where could they go? They certainly couldn't stay here. The government had decided to move them off this land and wouldn't stop until they were gone, one way or another. "You could go to Canada," Andrew suggested.
"Canada?"
"Yeah, I mean, I'm pretty sure the British aren't as aggressive. I think if you go up to the northwest, you can settle in the territories. I'm not sure. I don't remember a lot of what I've read. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have interfered. I should have just let you… but... I just…"
Grandmother raised her hand. "None of this is your fault. The warriors wanted to fight, but I convinced them not to. You simply showed us the right way." Andrew wasn't sure about that.
"Actually, Canada's not a bad idea," Joe said softly. "I've read some about it recently, and I think the boy's right. If you stay to the middle or the northwest you might be alright."
"Is there nowhere here that is safe?" Grandmother asked sadly.
Andrew shook his head. "In my time, or even twenty years from now, no one is left. All the Indians get pushed, moved, and shoved onto reservations. Those who resist are… killed. Even some who don't resist are killed. I'm sorry."
"Our way of life is over then," she said with a note of finality. "We will leave in the morning." She stood, reached her hand out to Charlie, and he followed her to her hut.
Andrew didn't sleep all night. He stood on the edge of the village and kept watch. He didn't think anyone would come so soon, but he didn't want to take any chances. Doyle brought him a cup of coffee and a couple of rabbits, and they sat together in silence watching the shadows in the forest move.
"Was I wrong?" Andrew asked as dawn began to break.
"Probably not."
"You said not all orders are right. They have no right to move them off this land. It's theirs!"
"You get that, I get that, a couple other folks get that, but most don't."
"Why not?" Andrew whispered, feeling absolutely drained.
"Greed. Hate."
"Is that all? It always comes back to those two?"
"And control."
"Well that one's new at least," Andrew muttered. Doyle chuckled softly.
Before long the Indians were ready to leave. The village looked eerily empty and sad without children running between the huts laughing and screaming and smoke drifting from the chimneys. Charlie hugged Grandmother tightly, but stood beside Pecos as the Indians began their trek in the opposite direction.
Andrew fought tears, knowing Charlie would never see her or any of them again. Charlie wouldn't even know if they made it, if they lived, if they prospered. They were gone.
As the villagers disappeared over the side of a hill, Charlie mounted his horse and waited for the others to join him. Andrew didn't speak, just mounted Widow Maker, and followed Charlie out of the village.
Andrew tried to resist the urge, but he glanced back, just once. The village was quiet, empty, lifeless, no smoke curled from chimneys, no horses neighed, no one laughed. Andrew turned forward again, catching Charlie's damp eyes.
He wanted to say something to Charlie. Anything that would make him feel better, but Andrew simply didn't know what to say. What did you say to someone who had just lost their entire family? He still had Pecos, Joe, Doyle, and Andrew, but Andrew wasn't sure it was the same.
"I'm sorry," Andrew said softly. He didn't know if he was apologizing or offering consolation. Maybe both.
"In your future," Charlie asked, voice flat, "Is there a place for us?"
Andrew blanched. How could he possibly tell Charlie the truth? How could he lie? "You were the first Indian I ever met," he said awkwardly. "I've never met an Indian in my time that I know of."
"Grandmother told me what you said. Is it true? Would the children have been taken?"
"I don't know," Andrew said honestly. "But I do know it's happened, time and time again to many other tribes."
"Our way of life is already gone!" Charlie exclaimed. "It was gone as soon as the white man landed on our shores. The white man changed the landscape, stripped our land, poisoned our water, killed our food."
"Is she right then?" Andrew asked, because the question sometimes plagued him. "We're fighting to stop her, but what if she's not wrong?"  
Charlie didn't answer right away, and Andrew held his breath. What if Charlie said she was right? What if he said the entire world would be better off without the white man? How could he argue? Look at what they'd done.
"No," he finally said. "But it chafes to not be free."
"Aren't you free?"
"Is anyone who works free?" Charlie asked bitterly. "For ages my people roamed these hills, hunting and gathering, finding and making everything they needed. They answered to no one, were responsible for only themselves, and were free. I choose to stay with Pecos. But I am not free."
Andrew wanted to argue. This was as free as he'd ever been. Being with Pecos was being free. But the more he thought about it, the more he could see Charlie was right. No one was free; not even Pecos. 
After a few hours of easy riding, they stopped beside a stream to make camp. For once an air of total depression filled the campsite. It made Andrew sick. He just wished he knew how to lift it, how to make them laugh again, make the corners of their eyes crinkle.
Andrew dismounted, then stared in horror at Widow Maker. "Damn it! Did you have to get so much blood on you?!" Widow Maker raised an eyebrow and sent Andrew an image of him saving Andrew. "I know, but still." Widow Maker nudged Andrew. "What?" Andrew looked at himself and sighed. "Fine, so we're both covered in it. The stream it is."
Andrew stripped Widow Maker's saddle and his own vest, chaps, moccasins, and weapons. He started to walk into the stream but paused. There was a fish swimming near the bank. A big, fat fish, just sitting there.
All of Andrew's hungry reared inside him, and the need to eat nearly overpowered him. He dropped to all four and crawled slowly towards the bank, careful to keep his shadow away from the fish.
At just the right moment, he channeled power into his hand and snatched the fish right out of the water. In a mere second, he'd ripped its head off and torn into it with his teeth. It tasted fantastic.
"Look at him, all grown up," Joe drawled slowly.
Andrew paused, glancing up. They were all four watching him with amused expressions. "What?" he asked around a mouthful of fish.
"Not quite yet, I think," Doyle said. "Still can't rope." Andrew growled.
"It's time," Charlie said softly. "Tonight you can shoot an arrow."
Andrew swallowed the last bite of fish and jumped to his feet. "Seriously? You're gonna let me shoot an arrow?" Charlie nodded, and Andrew frowned. "But why?"
"You were hungry; you've been hungry for hours. But when you saw the fish, you were patient. You thought like a hunter."
"That's all you've been waiting for? Why didn't you just tell me?!"
Pecos laughed. "Where's the fun in that, boy?"
"You guys are ridiculous. Someone make coffee. WAIT! Doyle, make coffee! I've gotta clean a high-spirited horse." Andrew heard them chuckling as he followed Widow Maker into the water.
It took Andrew forever to get the blood out of Widow Maker's hide. The water around them was so red, it looked like a river of blood. "Exactly how many did you kill?" Andrew muttered as he cleaned the last of the blood out of Widow Maker's mane.
Widow Maker shrugged. "A bunch, huh?" Widow Maker nodded. "Good job. I'll feed you the biggest bucket of molasses oats I can find when we get home." Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Whadda you mean I didn't last time? Charlie did, didn't he?" Widow Maker shrugged one shoulder. "It is too the same. You got fed." Widow Maker narrowed his eyes and stared hard at Andrew.
Andrew grinned. "You're right. It's not the same. I miss you too." Widow Maker nickered softly, then shook wildly, spraying Andrew with water, before trotting out of the river.
Andrew dunked himself, scrubbing his hair, then walked onto the bank. His clothes still had blood on them, but at least he didn't stink anymore. The others were sitting around a fire, drinking coffee, and eating. Andrew filled his cup and sat beside Doyle.
"Get away from me!" Doyle snarled. "You're soakin'."
Andrew grinned. "You wanna hear a water joke?"
"No," Doyle groaned.
"Sure," Charlie said, grinning.
"How do you make holy water?"
"Holy what?" Pecos asked.
"Water," Andrew explained.
Pecos rolled his eyes. "Ain't no such thing."
"It's a joke, Pecos. Anyway, you boil the hell out of it." Andrew started laughing but remembered to duck right before Doyle smacked him in the head.
"Move your soakin', bad-joke-tellin' ass away from me," Doyle said, pushing Andrew off the log.
Andrew fell to the ground with a splat. "I think it's funny," Andrew said as he brushed himself off.
"Can't rope, can't tell jokes, can't even sit right," Pecos muttered as he finished his coffee. Andrew just laughed.
He felt naked without his gear, so even though he was still wet he buckled on his chaps and gun belt, buttoned his vest, and slipped his knives into place. He paused, feeling as if someone was watching him, and turned towards the sun. Ahanu was cast in shadow, sun glaring around him.
Andrew frowned. "I'll be right back, guys," he said heading towards Ahanu.
"You sure?" Doyle asked.
"It'll be fine," Andrew responded. He wasn't sure it would be, but he wasn't going to tell them that.
For a moment he walked with Ahanu in silence. "You seem to have gotten over your hesitance to kill," Ahanu finally said.
Andrew grimaced. "It's not… I didn't want to… I mean, if they had just left."
"Naturally."
The guilt Andrew was trying not to feel rushed through him. "They were just following orders, you know. Terrible orders. Did it ever occur to them NOT to?"
"Obviously not."
"I just don't understand people."
"In three hundred years I have never met anyone I understood."
Andrew sighed. "I don't even know what I'm fighting for, who I'm trying to protect."
"Maybe you are fighting for yourself."
"That doesn't make sense."
"Doesn't it?"
"No! Am I even good?"
"Aren't you?"
Andrew sighed. Talking to Ahanu was not always easy. "Why did you bring me this time? If she's not here to fight, why am I here?"
Ahanu frowned, looking very serious for once. "I fear… you are not quite ready."
"Ready for what? Whadda you mean?"
"The end, Andrew, not yet written and all that," Ahanu said with a shrug. "Have you changed your mind?"
"'Bout what?"
"Do you want to know?"
Andrew froze. It couldn't be over already. He'd just gotten here. He didn't want to leave. But he never did. He sighed heavily. "Will I see them again?"
"Yes."
"Then no, I'd rather…"
Andrew looked around. He was standing in the garage, clothes still soaking, backpack he hadn't even had with him in hand. "Not," he finished.
Damn it. How long would they sit by the fire waiting for him? Would Ahanu at least tell them? He should have said goodbye. No, he shouldn't have. He hated saying goodbye. He steadied himself on the wall. This was getting old. The going back and forth. Why couldn't he just stay? Did it really matter if he stayed? What could it possibly hurt?
"Andrew, is that you?" his mom called out.
"Yeah, Mom."
He wished he could just sneak upstairs and go to bed. He could cover his head with the blankets and cry and no one would ever know. He sighed and turned around. His mom was standing in the doorway, and she smiled hesitantly at him. "Are you okay?"
"Sure." He wasn't. He'd never be okay. Not as long as he was here. "Has it been long?"
"A month."
Another gift from Ahanu. "Sorry," he said with an awkward grin.
"It's okay… I mean… I knew… but you missed some school." He nodded. "And Clara's been pretty upset. I didn't know how to explain why you weren't calling her. I'm sorry." She patted his arm.
He closed his eyes. He'd forgotten about Clara. She was probably pissed. No crawling into bed for him. "I guess I should go see her."
"You're not going to tell her, are you?" she asked, eyes widening.
"No! Like she'd believe me. You didn't even believe me, and you've known me all my life."
She laughed nervously. "Just be careful, okay?"
"Always."
He turned to go upstairs, but she stopped him and gave him a hug. "I missed you," she said.
Andrew smiled. "Me too, Mom." He'd never tell her he hadn't missed her. Not really. Not like he used to. This wasn't home anymore. It never would be. She was part of it, and he loved her, but he'd rather be there.




Chapter 25
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Andrew was surprised when he walked into his room and saw his window was still open and Dean was sitting on the window ledge. "Dean!" Andrew said happily. "I missed you."
Dean glared at him, and Andrew sighed. "Really? Are we doing this? I'm sorry! I didn't have time to say goodbye." Dean frowned. Andrew hadn't realized the ravens could frown.
"Look, I don't know if you realize this, but I travel through time…" Andrew rolled his eyes. "What am I doing? You don't care." He closed his eyes and sent Dean an image of Andrew flying as Pale Feathers with The Raven, flying, hunting, free. "I was free," Andrew whispered.
An image came back of Andrew and Dean hunting together. "I'd like that," Andrew said, adding the rest of the ravens to the image. "But first, I have to take care of something." Dean nodded his head, and Andrew smiled. "Thanks for staying," Andrew said before going into the bathroom to get clean.
Andrew quickly showered and changed, leaving all his gear under his bed and dressing in stiff, uncomfortable clothes. Then he ran downstairs, grabbed his new bike, and rode towards Clara's house.
But he didn't go there. He wasn't really ready to see her yet, to talk. So he just rode. He tried to count how many days he'd been gone. A couple weeks, maybe three.
When he was there, in the thick of it, he didn't have time to think, but here, where he was nothing, all he could do was think. And all he could think was what had he been thinking?
Change time? Oppose the United States Army? Who did that? He wondered how many things were different because of him. How many children grew up without their fathers? How many other children had lived? Did it balance? Could it?
Andrew didn't even know where he was anymore; he was just peddling down street after street, but then he heard someone shout his name, and he stopped. A car pulled up beside him, and Chief Vick leaned out the open window.
"So you're back," he said. Andrew nodded. "Did you have a good trip?"
Andrew laughed, suddenly pushing back tears that wanted to spill. "No, yes, I don't know." Had he enjoyed being with them, riding Widow Maker, being free, yes! But had he enjoyed all the killing, the cries of pain and death, and being nearly eaten alive by the Black Shaman? Not so much.
"Coffee?" Vick asked.
"I'm on my way to Clara's." Vick raised an eyebrow, and Andrew looked around him. "So maybe I got a bit turned around."
Vick laughed. "Toss your bike in the trunk. We'll grab coffee, and I'll take you to Clara's."
Andrew nodded, shoved his bike in the trunk, and climbed in the car. Vick ordered coffee from a drive-thru joint and then parked his car near a walking trail. "So you alright?" Vick asked.
Andrew sniffed his coffee, but he couldn't drink it. It wasn't Doyle's. It was weak, watery, and smelled wrong. "How do you know if you've gone too far?" Andrew asked softly.
"Too far by your definition or the world's definition?"
That was the problem, wasn't it? Andrew knew he'd gone too far by the world's definition. Way, way, way too far. But what was his definition? "Mine," he whispered.
Vick sipped his coffee. "Hard to say. Some would say if you thought to ask the question, you've gone too far."
Andrew fought the urge to vomit. How many had he killed? He didn't know. He hadn't even counted. Then he'd buried them, without even mourning them. Just tossed them in a hole and left them to rot.
"But," Vick continued. "Others would argue, if you thought to ask the question, you're still on the side you need to be." Andrew grinned, then burst out laughing. "Why's that funny?" Vick asked.
Andrew snorted. "Did you go to shaman school? And if you did, did you study under someone named G. A. Oldman or Olderham or something weird like that?"
"What?" A thoughtful look crossed Vick's face. "You know, I think I met a guy named Mr. Oldman when I was a kid."
"Of course you did," Andrew gasped, laughing so hard he almost cried.
"But I still don't get what's funny."
"Thank you," Andrew said sincerely.
"For what?"
"Talking. You actually helped."
Vick smiled. "Well I thought I had a real nugget of wisdom there."
Andrew snorted. "You did. Did you really know someone named Oldman?"
"I think so. I remember him 'cause I thought his name was funny, 'cause he wasn't old. I was just a kid though."
Vick finished his coffee and drove Andrew to Clara's house. "You gonna be alright?" he asked as Andrew got out of the car.
"If Clara doesn't kill me," Andrew said with a laugh. "Thanks for the ride." Andrew grabbed his bike and knocked on the door. Clara opened it and stared at him with an annoyed expression.
"Where the HELL have you been?!" she demanded, blue eyes snapping.
"I'm sorry Clara, I would have called, but I was… out of range. With my dad."
"That's what your mom said, but how could you be out of range? There're cell towers everywhere!" She was livid. Her hands were on her hips, and her eyes were hard.
"We were in the woods."
"In January?!"
"It was warm there. Kinda. Rain was cold." She glared at him. "I'm so sorry. I should've called you before I left, but I didn't have time. Please forgive me."
Her eyes narrowed. "I'll forgive you once, but don't ever do that to me again. I was worried about you!" Andrew tried to smile, but that was one promise he knew he couldn't make.
Clara suddenly smiled brilliantly and dragged him into the house. "Come see my dad's present!" she said. "Grandpa sent it for Christmas, and Dad just hung it up. It's super cool."
Andrew grinned, relieved Clara wasn't mad at him. He had been terrified she wouldn't listen, that she'd send him away, that she'd never talk to him again, and he couldn't lose her too. That would just be too much.
She walked into the living room still chattering, but Andrew wasn't really listening to what she was saying; he was just enjoying the sound of her voice. He felt like he hadn't seen her in forever. He looked where she was pointing, and his vision blurred. He felt as if he was falling.
"Who did you say it belonged to?" he finally stammered.
"It was my great-great-great… well, you know, grandpa's. Isn't it cool?"
Andrew sat. There was no couch behind him, so he simply dropped to the floor and stared. "Are you okay?" Clara asked. "You don't look well."
"I'm fine," he mumbled.
He couldn't take his eyes off the sword hanging on Clara's wall. There was a family crest engraved right below the hilt, and it was exactly the same as the crest on Doyle's carving knife. Exactly the same as the crest on Doyle's grave. And he knew, he didn't know how he knew, he just knew, that the sword was identical to Doyle's sword. "What was your great, you know's name?" he asked, holding his breath.
"Liam Sauer."
The air around Andrew evaporated. He couldn't breathe. Now he knew who Clara reminded him of. He had to get out of there. He stumbled to his feet. "Andrew, are you sure you're okay? Should I call your mom to come get you?"
"No, fine; just need air. I have to go." Andrew ran out the room and out the door. He forgot his bike and just ran down the street. He heard Clara shouting behind him, but he didn't hear her words. He just ran.
His mind was whirling so hard, he couldn't even think. He didn't even know where he was going, but when he stopped, it was dark and he was standing in front of Doyle's grave.
He fell down beside it. A flame flared above his head, and he stared at Doyle's name. How was it possible? How could Clara be related to Doyle? How could Andrew have met her? It wasn't possible. There were simply too many variables. He must be dreaming, or it was a nightmare. Maybe nothing had happened. Maybe it was the night after Christmas, and he was lying in his bed dreaming.
He pinched himself so hard he drew blood. Nope, not dreaming. Probably, maybe. He didn't know. He rested his back against the stone and stared into the night sky. He couldn't see the raven constellation. It was lost amongst the lights of the surrounding cities.
Running had left him exhausted. Leaving them again had left him exhausted. How he wanted to yell and rail and cry, but what good would it do? Who would hear him? What would it change?
He heard a mouse skitter beside him, and without even looking he snapped his hand out, catching the mouse and breaking its neck in a single motion. He chewed thoughtfully. He preferred deer, but mouse really wasn't bad.
He held onto the knowledge that he would see them again. For all Ahanu's faults, he wasn't a liar. Of course it may not be until the Black Shaman rose to fight. Would they be strong enough to defeat her?
Five guys against a powerful, immortal, crazy shaman and her army of anything she wanted. He hated those odds. What if they had their own army? Like when they'd fought Septimis. An owl hooted, and Andrew twitched. He couldn't help it. He didn't care what anybody said; he hated owls, all of them.
He'd changed history, time, events. He felt like he should feel excited or happy, but what good had it done? Even with Pecos's help those villagers were going to starve. There was nothing for them there. Or anywhere else. And what was the point of changing time anyway if it didn't help the people he loved?
They weren't happy. Sure, they were happy, in the same way he was happy when he was hanging out with Clara, missing them. But they weren't happy. Doyle wanted to be with his family. Charlie wanted to be free with his people. Pecos, well, it was hard to know what Pecos wanted. He wanted to run with the coyotes, but Andrew thought it was possible Pecos wanted to be with Aylen even more. And Joe… Andrew frowned. Maybe Joe was actually happy; Andrew didn't know. He wished he could help them. He wished he could change time for them.  
It was quieter here than other places. The hum of electricity didn't quite seem to reach inside the graveyard gates. And the roar of cars was just a distant hum. Andrew's eyes slipped closed. He snapped them back open. Not here. He sat up, feeling the cold of the stone against his back.
Had they won? Surely if they hadn't won, everything would be crazy and dust devils and cinder wolves and a whole bunch of other crazy stuff would be running around killing people. The Black Shaman would be raging around doing whatever she wanted. Or she would have remade the world, and Andrew wouldn't even exist. So they must have won. Unless…
Andrew's heart skipped a beat, and he jumped to his feet and ran home as fast as he could, faster than he should have, so fast everything blurred past him. The power raged through him, powering his legs. Hunger clawed at his insides, but he pushed it aside.
He needed to know. He had to know. He burst into the house. His mom was sitting in the dark at the kitchen table, but he ran past her into the office. He opened her laptop and googled "The White Plains Massacre of 1870". Nothing.
Maybe it just wasn't online. He tried to remember the title of the book. He had it. He quickly typed it into the search bar. The book cover pulled up, and he searched the index page. Nothing. They had done it. They had changed history. The White Plains Massacre never happened.
Andrew felt sick, absolutely and horribly sick. His head throbbed, and he knew he needed to eat. But he didn't think he could. He'd changed time. He'd changed the course of history. And in doing so he'd proven that this moment in time wasn't set. Anything they did, anything he did, could change it. Anything at all. Like losing to the Black Shaman.




Epilogue
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Deep underground blood pooled thick, and the Deatheater smiled in her sleep. Blood spilled above ground. So much blood. So much blood that even the cries of the mourners reached her, like a lullaby. And the power, the power that came with it! The power that came with all those millions of deaths, human and animal alike, soon, soon she would be strong enough. Strong enough to kill Andrew Rufus and remake the entire world to serve her. Just a little more, a little more death, a little more blood, a little more power, just a little more was all she needed.
Elsewhere, as far away as he could be, Grey continued to watch the currents of time. He frowned, unsure whether or not the new ripples were promising. Time would tell. It always did.
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Andrew faced the cage. The cage with the Death Bots. The bots of death. Fred had installed a large yellow button that said "start" on the inside of the cage, but there wasn't a "stop" button. Maybe Fred really was trying to kill him.
He stepped inside, closed the door, took a deep breath, and pushed the button. It didn't take him long to figure out why Fred had named them Death Bots. Their punches were so lethal they'd give Doyle a run for his money. Andrew would dodge one just to be hit by the other. It took him seven punches each, at full power, to shut them down. And by that time his right eye was swelled shut, his jaw was dislocated, and he had a broken nose, several broken ribs, and a broken wrist.
He lay on the floor, gasping. Everything hurt. He could feel the power slowly knitting, but he pushed it out with intent, groaning as the unbearable heat washed over him and swallowing a cry as his ribs snapped back into place. As soon as the last bone was fixed, he let the power go.
He felt cold when it was gone, empty and vacant; but he couldn't hold it any longer. It was just too much. He still didn't move, just laid there, coming up with a list.
One, he hated Fred. Two, he needed to be faster. Three, he had to be able to heal himself without stopping and thinking about it. Four, the robots needed a new name.
After several minutes, he walked unsteadily to the refrigerator and grabbed a package of meat, sitting at the bar and eating it quickly. He sighed, wishing for the umpteenth time Doyle was there, and then he walked back into the cage. He closed his eyes and pushed the start button again.
Fred must have programed them to cycle through fight routines, because this time they attacked totally different. Andrew focused on not getting hit, but it wasn't easy. They were really fast. He wondered if they were really on easy mode as he ducked a double punch. He was just glad they didn't have legs.
Every time he got hit, he tried to heal himself as he kept fighting, but that just resulted in getting hit even more often because he was distracted.
By the time he punched the robots out, he was more torn up than the first time. He dragged himself to the cage door and out into the open space. He didn't want to die next to those damn robots.
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A Note to My Readers:

 
Thank you so much for reading DEATH SONG. 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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