
        
            
                
            
        

    This one's for my boy.

 
May you always triumph over Darkness.
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A Special Note to My Young Readers

 
When I was a kid I read a ton of books, and many of them came from my much older brother. Some of them I wasn't ready for yet. Some I'll never be ready for! But I read them anyway. Maybe I thought I'd be a wussy if I didn't finish; I don't know. It took me years to learn that if I'm uncomfortable with a book I need to stop reading. Even now, at my ripe old age, I sometimes put a book down.
You're the only one who knows whether or not you're ready for a book (or a show or a movie). Pretend you're reading a book that all your friends are saying is "amazing and awesome and the best book ever", but you don't like it. Maybe it scares you, maybe it makes you uncomfortable, maybe you just don't like the writing. PUT IT DOWN!!! Even if it's my book. It doesn't make you a wussy; it makes you brave and individual and wise. You'll know when you're ready.
 
Happy Reading!
 
M.M. Crumley
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Prologue
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"Well, are you quite satisfied?"
Grey sighed. "I thought you didn't interfere? And yet here you are."
"Someone has to talk sense into you. You are playing with fire, just like you did as a boy."
"I didn't burn down the village then, and I somehow doubt I will burn down the world now," he said with a dry chuckle.
"Ah, but you do not know. She burns with anger, even more than before. What if you have given her the final thrust she needs? What if you have given her the power?!"
"Then I shall hope I gave the boy the same."
"The boy?!" White exclaimed. "But… You were trying to make Pecos stronger? He is the powerful one, not the boy!"
"Yes," Grey tilted his head thoughtfully. "I thought that as well. Tea?"
She snorted. "You never could make a good pot of tea."
"Still…"
She sat, and brother and sister sipped their tea in silence.




Chapter 1
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Andrew Rufus was no longer a boy. He was Pale Feathers, raven; and he was flying. The wind glided over his wings as he soared over the hills and valleys, looking for Pecos and Doyle, Joe and Charlie. Looking for Widow Maker so he could race him.
But Pale Feathers didn't find them, any of them. He found The Raven, and they flew so high Pale Feathers could feel the heat of the sun singeing his feathers.
The Raven swooped towards the ground, and Pale Feathers followed. They flew over the crisp surface of a mountain lake. Pale Feathers felt the cool of the spray on his beak as he ran his claws through the mirrored surface.
A moose grazed peacefully on the far side of the lake, and Pale Feathers felt his heart quicken. He'd never eaten moose. What would it taste like? Different than deer? More powerful, less?
The Raven landed on the bank, dwarfing the moose, and snapped its neck in half with one vicious snip of his beak. Pale Feathers landed beside him, waiting. The Raven gouged his beak into the moose's side, tearing off a strip of meat and swallowing it whole. And only then did Pale Feathers join him.
Moose was delicious. Powerful, but subtle. Strong, but sneaky. He ate until he was full, and then he and The Raven flew again. They flew over sand and cactuses, they flew over evergreen trees and rocky mountains, and still Pale Feathers looked for them.
The alarm clock beeped, and Andrew woke. No longer Pale Feathers, just a boy. He slapped the off switch on his alarm clock and closed his eyes, trying to remember the feel of his wings. He sent Dean and Sam, the ravens sitting on his windowsill, an image of the three of them flying together, flying with The Raven.
Dean sent back an image of them eating a cat, and Andrew laughed. "That wouldn't even be like an appetizer for The Raven." Dean sent a new image of just the three of them eating a cat without The Raven, and Andrew laughed again, rolling out of bed.
Normally when he woke, he was hungry. He was always hungry, and usually after dreaming of hunting he was ravenous. He and the ravens always went out hunting on those mornings.
But this morning he wasn't. He felt full and satisfied. He felt strong. He'd never dreamed of The Raven before; it had almost been like a dream meeting with Pecos. If he tried he could still taste the meat on his tongue.
He was beginning to wonder if not all dreams were dreams. But although he marveled at the idea that he could meet The Raven in his dreams, he didn't enjoy the idea that his dreams had become real. He could still feel the Black Shaman's icy claws around his heart, and it made him sick.
"You're on your own this morning," he said to Dean as he started getting dressed for school. Dean sent him another image of just Dean and Sam eating a cat. "Whatever you want, Dean," Andrew chuckled. "Just no pets."
Andrew sighed as he slipped his watch and carvings into his pocket and pulled his necklace over his head. He ran his finger lightly over the feather The Raven had given him and wondered if it actually protected him. And if it did, how? He still didn't fully understand how objects and tokens could have power. They were just things, but they weren't. He knew for a fact Death's son's son's talon made his vision sharper, but what did the other tokens do?
Andrew shook his head to clear it. He felt like he was having a conversation with Ahanu all the time. Is it? Isn't it? How? Why? Don't you know? He rolled his eyes. Stupid shamans.
He slipped downstairs and started the coffee. Was the coffee maker even here? Was he even here? Maybe he'd never been born. No! he thought angrily, slamming his hand on the counter. He was here. He existed. Maybe he was worried for nothing. Just because they'd changed history, didn't mean anything. Did it?
His head was beginning to pound, and he wished for the nine millionth time that he had never suggested they try to change history. He wished Pecos hadn't agreed. He wished he'd never read that stupid history book. He wished he had someone to talk to.
"Andrew," Mrs. Rufus said as she walked into the kitchen. "You're up early."
"Morning, Mom," Andrew said, giving her a hug.
"You want breakfast?" she asked as she walked towards the refrigerator.
"Already ate." Andrew cringed, wishing he hadn't said that. "Got up a while ago."
Mrs. Rufus just hummed and starting making herself a piece of toast. Andrew rolled his eyes. Maybe he could talk to Aylen. He shuddered. Better not. She would not be happy if she knew they had changed time.
After a bit, Andrew grabbed his bag, told his mom goodbye, and left for school, riding his bike mechanically, walking into school mechanically, sitting down at his desk. He'd been able to fake it before, to pretend like everything was real and this life mattered. But everything seemed so insignificant now. Reality had changed. Time had changed. In a different present this moment might not even happen.
He simply couldn't wrap his mind around the problem, and he couldn't figure out what he should be doing. He just couldn't believe it, couldn't process it, didn't understand it.
They could lose. They could fight the Black Shaman, and they could lose. Everything he knew, the entire world, could change. The Black Shaman could rip everything apart and remake all reality. And everything they had done, everyone they had saved, everything, would be lost.
Andrew dropped his head into his hands. Jackhammers were pounding in his skull. The lights, the other students, the chairs, everything was so loud. He just wanted some quiet so he could think.
"Mr. Rufus."
Andrew's head popped up. "Sorry, Mr. Jenkins. I have a headache."
"Again? Do you need to see the nurse?"
"No; I mean, yes, that might be good."
"Go ahead."
"Thanks." Andrew grabbed his books and stumbled towards the door. He didn't really want to see the nurse, there was nothing she could do, but it got him out of class.
"Andrew," Nurse Kim said when he stepped into her office. He smiled weakly. "Another headache?" He nodded. "Have you talked to your mother? You need to see a doctor." Andrew shrugged. "I'll call her later today," she said. "Lie down, and I'll get you some pills."
Andrew took the pills with a nod and slipped them into his pocket. He never actually took them. He had the first time she had given them to him, but they hadn't helped his head, and they slowed down his thinking, making everything that much worse.
He breathed deeply, trying to calm his overwhelming panic. He needed to be training, getting stronger, not sitting through boring history lessons that may or may not ever happen. He snorted. Wouldn't it be ironic if the thing that removed Hitler and Stalin and Castro from the equation was the Black Shaman?
The lunch bell rang. "Feeling better?" Nurse Kim asked. Andrew nodded, but he didn't. He wouldn't feel better until he figured out how to win. He walked to the lunch room, sounds and motion blurring past him, and sat down beside Clara.
He stared at his plate but didn't eat. He couldn't. His body didn't want it. It wanted real food. Meat. Not this junk, whatever it was. He pushed his plate away.
"What's going on with you?" Clara asked. "Ever since you got back from your trip with your dad, you've been… weird."
He tried to force himself to focus. Clara was talking to him, and she deserved an answer. But maybe Clara wasn't even here. Maybe he wasn't here. Maybe they were here right this minute, but later everything would be re-written and they'd be gone. He focused to consciously slow his breathing. Panicking was not going to help.
"Sorry; just got a lot on my mind." She glared at him, but then she started talking again. That was one thing about Clara. She knew how to fill the silence.
He needed to train, had to get stronger, better, more Pecosy, but how? How could he find the time; how could he even train? The ravens would help, but was that enough?
What really astounded him was that what he did actually mattered. There was a possible, alternate past or reality where Septimis had won and he kept eating cities and towns. Or a reality where the cinder wolves just kept burning and killing and burning.
There was a reality where Pecos was dead. Not of old age or laughing to death, but alone in a dark cave or fried to death by an evil, lightening giant. There was a reality where an entire squadron of men went home to their families instead of dying in the woods. It frightened him how much he'd done, how much he'd affected, how much he'd changed.
Clara said something, and Andrew's head snapped up. "What?" he asked.
"A kill card."
"I'm sorry; I think I missed something. A kill what?"
Clara rolled her eyes. "I was saying I think everyone should be issued a kill card when they turn twenty-one."
"What the hell's a kill card?"
She grinned. "It's a get-out-of-one-kill-free card. Everyone can kill one person in their life without getting into trouble. Isn't that a great idea?"
Andrew frowned. "Why is that a great idea?"
"Come on, think about it. Think how much politer and nicer everyone would be. Yelling bosses, gone! Crazy drivers, gone! Bullies, gone!"
Andrew wasn't following. "Why?"
"Because, you zounderkite, everyone will know that everyone else has a kill card, so they won't want to piss off anybody on the off chance they decide to use their kill card on them. It's brilliant!"
"But wouldn't there just be a bunch of people going around killing people?"
"No! That's the really epic part. Everyone only gets one. So most people'll save it because they don't wanna waste it on just anyone. Most people'll probably die of old age without even using it."
"Huh." She actually had a point. "But the rich people would just go around buying up all the cards and doing whatever they wanted," he argued.
"They do that anyway," Clara said.
"So it wouldn't really be any different, I guess." Clara looked bummed. "I mean, maybe it would work," Andrew added. "I guess they could put a chip in the card to identify it as uniquely yours and only you could use it."
Her face lit up. "I like that! Maybe I'll use it in my book."
"Isn't your book about time travel?"
"Yeah, but why can't she go to the future where kill cards exist? She could solve a mystery."
"I thought you didn't like mysteries."
"I don't when other people write them, but I might like my own."
Andrew grinned, glad he had Clara, wishing he could talk to her, wishing he could tell her everything. Every time he looked into her ice-blue eyes that reminded him so much of Doyle he wanted to. But he didn't.
The bell rang, and he sighed deeply. He couldn't keep doing this; this barely living, this half-survival. He couldn't figure out how to win with so many things pounding on him and demanding his attention. He had to figure out how to win. There had to be a way.
Just as he was sitting down in math class he heard two girls behind him talking. "Did you hear about Macy?" one girl asked.
"No; what about her?"
"She was dating Billy Stratmeyer, and after that whole shooting thing, her parents actually pulled her out of school and are homeschooling her! Can you believe it?"
"Oh! She must be going out of her mind!"
Andrew stopped listening. It was so easy he felt stupid for not thinking of it before. He didn't want to be homeschooled. No, that would involve his mom. But he was certain he'd once heard about correspondence schools where you did all your school work online. That just might work, he thought with a grin, head feeling better than it had all day.
Once he got home he spent the rest of the afternoon online researching, and by supper time he had all his information laid out on the table and his arguments ready.
He made sandwiches and brewed coffee, and he sat at the table waiting. When his mom came in, they'd eat their supper, and then he'd calmly tell her what he wanted, cleverly bypass all her arguments, and win her over to his side.
She walked through the door right on time. "I wanna stay home," Andrew blurted out. Damn it! That wasn't the plan!
"What do you mean?" Mrs. Rufus asked.
"Please sit; I made supper."
"Andrew, are you okay? You look pale, and the school nurse called. Why didn't you tell me about your headaches?"
"Sit, Mom." She sat. "Look, there's nothing you can do about the headaches. I'm dealing with some stuff. Pretty heavy stuff. Like if we don't win a certain battle at some point the entire world changes, but maybe we do win; I don't know." She stared at him. They never talked about the past or his time with Pecos; she didn't like it. She liked to pretend Andrew was normal.
"Look, I know you don't like hearing about this stuff. But I can't do this. All the pretending is… I'm… I need…" Andrew took a deep breath. "I looked up correspondence schools. There's one you can enroll me in for free. I complete all my work online, I can go all the way through high school, and I even get a diploma at the end."
She opened her mouth, but Andrew rushed on. "I can't… I need this. I need you to do this for me. Please."
"But Andrew…"
"Please."
"What about your friends?"
"Friend, Clara. We'll still hang out." He didn't bother to mention Fred since they never hung out outside of school.
"I thought maybe you'd start baseball again."
Andrew cringed. "I hate baseball."
"But you used to love baseball! You wanted to be a professional player when you grew up," she said, wringing her hands.
"I know. But things… I've changed. I don't know what I wanna do now." If he got to do anything at all. "Mom, please; I'm begging you."
She was quiet for a while before she sighed. "Alright. If that's what you need. I'll look through the information tonight."
Andrew let out a rush of air; he'd been holding his breath, just a little. He'd been so scared she would say no. He was sure if she just looked at the information she'd agree.
He wanted to talk to Pecos and Doyle, Joe and Charlie. He wanted to tell them what he'd learned. But he couldn't. He hadn't dream met Pecos since he'd returned. Every night he went to bed hoping, and every morning he woke disappointed. Most nights he spent soaring through the skies with his brothers, hunting and eating, and he woke hungry.
He snuck out pre-dawn nearly every morning to hunt. It was tricky in the city, but he usually managed to find something, even if it was just a mouse. He was glad Charlie had taught him to hunt; his body needed fresh meat, without it... There was no point thinking about it.
He fell asleep feeling more hopeful than he had in a long time.
He dreamed he arrived at Charlie's village before the army, and they ambushed the soldiers, killing them before they even knew what happened. And so no one died. None of the villagers anyway.
The Indians still had to go away, but Rides the Thunder was alive, and he went with them. But then Andrew woke, and he knew Rides the Thunder was dead and would never run again.
He wept silently; cursing the Black Shaman, cursing the dark, cursing white man's hatred and greed, and wondering if he'd only been stronger if he could have somehow saved Rides the Thunder's life.




Chapter 2
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Andrew could tell his mom wasn't happy about correspondence schooling, but she did it. She pulled him out of school on Friday, and Monday he was officially home based. As she left Monday morning, she looked at him sternly.
"You follow all the guidelines, okay? I'm sorry I won't be here to help you, but the school said you could call if you got stuck and they'd walk you through it."
Andrew nodded. "Everything's gonna be fine. You'll see."
She hugged him and left for work, and Andrew spent the day hammering his way through all the information he was supposed to learn. He completed every single exercise. It took him all day, but it didn't matter; this was only stage one of his plan.
He rode his bike to the school about fifteen minutes before it let out for the day and waited, watching from the shadow of a parked truck. It was time for stage two.
The bell rang, and Andrew scanned the crowds. Finally he saw Fred leave the building and walk down a sidewalk. Fred was a super-genius, computer nerd. Even the teachers asked him to fix stuff instead of calling IT. Rumor had it Fred could do anything, and Andrew was about to find out.
He rode behind Fred at a distance, following him through a few neighborhoods until Fred entered a shabby duplex on a run-down street.
After about twenty minutes had passed, Andrew knocked on the door. A middle-aged, tired-looking woman answered, and Andrew smiled widely. "Afternoon, ma'am. I'm Andrew; I'm here to see Fred."
"He's in his room," she said, gesturing up the stairs.
"Thanks, ma'am," Andrew said, stepping past her and running up the stairs two at a time. He knocked on the door with the sign announcing "the computer geek is in", and after a second Fred peeked out suspiciously.
"Oh, Andrew!" he said. "Hey." Fred looked confused, but he opened the door wide. "Come in. What's up?"
Andrew grinned. "I need a favor."
"Sure; anything."
Andrew really hoped he meant it. He needed Fred; he couldn't complete stage two without him. "So here's the thing, my mom just enrolled me in a correspondence school."
"Sweet!" Fred said. "I've always wanted to do that."
"Yeah, but I've got something else I need to be doing. So I wondered… could you possibly do it for me?"
"Whoa, that's kinda… I dunno. Is that even legal?"
"Who's gonna know?"
"But… what about school?"
"What about it? Some of the most successful people never finished school," Andrew said with a shrug. He was thinking of Pecos, but he knew there were quite a few millionaires out there who had less than a high school education.
"I guess," Fred agreed reluctantly.
Andrew could tell he was thinking about it. "I've got four hundred and thirty-two dollars in silver dollars. I'll give you two a week if you do this. It's not much, but I figure they're probably worth more than that. They're over a hundred years old."
Fred's eyes popped. "Can I see them?" Andrew nodded, pulling a bag from his backpack and dumping the coins on the bed. Fred picked up one, and his jaw dropped. "This is an 1870 seated liberty dollar!" he gasped.
"So?" Andrew didn't have any idea what that meant.
"It's worth like a hundred thousand dollars!"
"What? No way!"
"I'll do your schoolwork until you graduate for this."
"Really?" Andrew asked, and Fred nodded. "You could've not told me," Andrew said sheepishly. "I wouldn't have known the difference."
Fred shrugged. "Yeah, but that wouldn't have been cool. After all you did save me from a bunch of diseases." He shuddered. "Most of these are from 1860," he said as he flipped through the coins. "They're not worth as much. But you've got three or four of the seated liberty."
"Sweet. How do I prove I didn't steal them or something?"
"You didn't, right?"
"No, they were… a payment."
"You just say they're a family heirloom. No one can prove they're not."
Andrew nodded, tossing Fred a couple 1860 coins as a bonus, and shoved the rest of the coins back into his bag. "Do we have a deal?"
Fred grinned. "Absolutely!"
"I brought my laptop, I thought you could copy the IP or whatever it is so they would think it was me. You know, right? 'Cause I don't. I'm just making crap up."
Fred nodded, taking Andrew's laptop, connecting it to his own, and typing furiously, doing things Andrew didn't understand. Andrew wrote down his school's information, his login, and password. He couldn't believe it could really be this easy. Nothing was ever this easy for him.
He also couldn't believe how much money he had. He was glad Pecos had paid him, and he was really glad he hadn't had time to play Charlie for money.
"It doesn't matter when you do it," Andrew added. "Just that it gets done. I don't know if there's some type of timer to see how long I've been on, maybe you can trick it."
"No worries; I got this."
"Oh, and my grades are, you know, just so-so, so you're gonna need to dumb it down."
Fred laughed. "It's okay; I'll just make an algorithm."
"A what?"
"An algorithm. It'll do most of your school."
Andrew had no idea what Fred was talking about, but what did he care as long as the work got done. After a few minutes, Fred handed Andrew back his laptop.
"So we good?" Andrew asked, feeling awkward.
"Yep." Fred was typing on his own laptop now.
"Um, call me if you need anything. For the school or for you, whatever."
"Yep."
"I really appreciate this."
"No problem."
Andrew frowned. He hadn't expected Fred to agree so readily. He'd thought he'd have to argue or lay down the guilt or beg. He shrugged. Fred may be a nerd of few words, but he clearly knew what he was doing, and he seemed good with it.
Andrew let himself out and biked home. Finally he would be able to get some real work done.
The next day passed uneventfully. Even a little boring. Andrew had absolutely no idea what to do with himself. He paced his room. He punched the bag. He looked for spiders with the power.
He even opened his token bag and held each of his tokens in his hand, trying to figure out what they did. But with the exception of the owl talon he couldn't tell anything. The best he could guess was that they just made him more. More of what, he didn't know.
He ran up and down the stairs, then he paced his room again, trying to figure out a plan or course of action. He couldn't roam around town, not in the daylight, so he had to stay home. But how could he train at home?
He wasn't sure using his punching bag or running was really all that helpful. It certainly didn't help him focus. He needed a more sophisticated system.
He hissed in frustration and pulled out a piece of wood to whittle. There had to be a way to train here, all alone, with nobody's help. He was attempting to carve a horse while discarding various bad ideas when Clara burst into his room
"WHAT THE HELL?!" she yelled.
Andrew froze. He'd forgotten to call Clara, and she was mad. He wished he could freeze time. His six-shooters were lying on the floor where he had left them after cleaning them. What were the chances she wouldn't see them? This was Clara, so chances were not good.
"Um…" he stuttered, trying to think.
"I had to hear from Mr. Jenkins that you left school! You didn't even tell me!" Clara was steaming mad. She was pacing and gesturing wildly. "I thought we were friends!"
"We are! I just didn't think… I've been distracted… I'm sorry, Clara." Andrew stood slowly, trying to figure out how he could slip his six-shooters out of sight without her noticing.
"Whatever! You don't even listen to me anymore. You don't do homework with me. You totally ignore me when we're together! What's going on?!"
Clara stopped pacing and turned to face him just as he was pushing his guns under his bed with his foot. "Is that a gun?!" she shrieked. Andrew grimaced. "WHY do you have a gun?!"
"Let me explain." He bit his lip. He needed an explanation. Something truth like, but what?
Clara was staring at him like he'd lost his mind. Maybe he had. He ran his finger nervously over his knife handle, trying to figure out what to say. He should put the guns away first and then come up with an explanation. He closed his knife and stood to shove the guns under the bed.
"Hold it!" Clara ordered.
He froze. Please don't notice; please don't notice, he begged silently.
"Why does that knife have the Sauer family crest on it?!" she demanded. "And where did you get it?"
Damn it! She'd noticed. Andrew shoved his guns the rest of the way under his bed and stood, slipping the knife into his pocket and smiling widely. "Sauer family crest? What're you talking about?"
Clara glared at him. "Don't treat me like an idiot."
Andrew sighed. Nothing with Clara was ever easy. "Would you believe me if I told you it was a gift?"
"No."
He rolled his eyes. "Well, it was. As for the Sauer family crest, that's easy to explain." He paused. She put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot. When she was mad her eyes sparked just like Doyle's. He wondered if she'd stop being mad at him if he let her hit him. Worked with Doyle.
"I'm waiting," she snapped.
Andrew sighed. There was really no good way to handle this. He could have explained the guns away somehow. But not the knife. Maybe she'd believe him. Maybe she wouldn't. If she did he'd finally have someone to talk to. If she didn't he'd lose his only friend. Well, his only living friend. He shook his head. As plans went, it was a pretty bad one, but he guessed he was going to do it.
"So, um, what were we talking about?"
"The knife, Andrew. Tell me where you got it; right now."
"Right. No pulling the wool over your eyes, huh?" She glared at him, and he smiled. "It was a gift." She snorted. "Seriously. Your great-great-oh whatever, you know like ninth-great uncle gave it to me."
"Captain Doyle Sauer? Right…" she drawled sarcastically. "And when did he do that?"
"Let's see, I think it was still 1869, but I'm not a hundred percent on that."
"Bull crap! He died in 1862. I've seen his grave."
"Didn't. His wife and son were murdered, so he killed the men responsible, but instead of charging him, his dad covered it up and said he died, with honors of course, on the battlefield."
Clara paled. "But… how? Hell's bells! I bet the belt buckle was for him! Was it?"
"What?" Andrew asked, dumbfounded.
"I figured the book was for Pecos, but I didn't know who the other stuff you bought was for."
Andrew blinked. "What?" He felt like he'd just stepped off the top of The Raven's tower and was plummeting a long way down.
Clara rolled her eyes. "Come on, you talk about Pecos Bill like he's real, you keep disappearing to visit your 'dad', you have mysterious cowboy friends, and you seem off balance all the time, like you just can't figure how you ended up here. Not to mention you sometimes say the most bizarre things. Like have you really eaten horse?"
Andrew nodded, totally astonished. "Why didn't you…"
But Clara wasn't finished. "And Aylen, she's totally cool, but she's clearly not from around here. I mean REALLY not from around here. And every time we talk about time travel, you light up like a Christmas tree. So what's the deal anyway?" She was jumping on the balls of her feet with excitement.
"So you knew?"
"Well, I didn't KNOW. I just suspected. It's not a good idea to just go around asking people if they time travel. That kinda thing could get you locked up."
"Don't I know it," Andrew muttered.
"And that also explains why you about passed out when you saw my great, you know's, sword. So what's Doyle like anyway?"
Andrew grinned. "Incredible. He's grumpy and mean; he knows like three hundred ways to kill a person; he's always ready for anything; he's just really… cool."
"I always thought he would be. His kill record is supposed to be over a hundred. He was a legend during the Civil War."
Andrew snorted. "Just a hundred? That's an insult."
Clara's eyes widened. "Really?"
Andrew shrugged. Maybe Doyle had only killed a hundred men during the Civil War, but he somehow doubted it.
"That's incredible!" Clara exclaimed. "Grandpa said he was a sharpshooter, and nobody could outshoot him."
"Now that's true."
"Is Curly Joe real?" Andrew laughed and nodded; he'd forgotten Joe's name in the tale tales. "Oh, and what about Pecos's horse, Widow Maker?"
Andrew grinned widely. "Widow Maker's definitely real, but he's not Pecos's. He's mine." He paused. "Or I'm his. I'm not sure which."
"Are you serious?" Clara asked, eyes humongous. "You've ridden Widow Maker?"
"I do. All the time."
"Aren't you scared out of your mind?"
"Totally. The first time I was sure I'd die, but I didn't have a choice."
"Why not?"
Andrew remembered Dewmint's torn side and her moans of pain and smiled sadly. "Just didn't." Some things he'd never share.
Clara sat down on the bed and rubbed her hands together excitedly. "This is so cool. Tell me everything. Start from the beginning!"
He laughed, feeling just a little giddy. He couldn't believe she had suspected all along. "Okay, let's see, the beginning was almost two years ago. Two years ago here, before you came, I fell out of a tree and broke my leg. There was this enormous grey cat that jumped out… Crap biscuits! I can't believe I never put that together!" he exclaimed, shaking his head in disbelief.
"What?" Clara asked impatiently.
"I just realized my accident wasn't an accident. There's this guy called the Grey Shaman."
"Oh that's cool."
"Yeah, well, he's a pain in my ass. His name is actually Ahanu, but Pecos calls him the Grey Shaman. Anyway, he's a triplet," Andrew explained. "His sisters are the White Shaman and the Black Shaman. Aylen is the White Shaman."
"No way!" Clara exclaimed, her eyes as wide as saucers.
"Yep."
"Can she do magic and stuff?"
"I don't think they call it magic but yes. Although Aylen has some pretty strict rules about not interfering. So she kinda doesn't. Ahanu has no such rules; he meddles with everything. He's the one who sent me back in time."
Andrew paused to take a breath. "So Ahanu writes this book about Pecos Bill, and I'm laid up with a broken leg, and my mom brings me the book. I'm not much of a reader, but I was bored out of my mind, so I started reading and BAM! I'm in Pecos Bill's body."
"Wait, what? IN his body?"
"Yep, and he's on his way to fight this gigantic snake, the father of all snakes, who's destroying all these towns. And he wants me to do it. 'Cause I'm in control of his body, you know."
Clara was clutching Andrew's hands now. "So what'd you do?"
"I did it. Well, I mean, I had help. At first I thought it was all a weird dream, but it wasn't." So with many interruptions from Clara, Andrew told her about Pecos, Joe, Charlie, and Doyle and his first adventure with them.
"Wait, how big did you say he was?"
Andrew shrugged. "I'm not great at height, but he was at least a couple stories tall."
Clara shuddered. "I hate snakes. I'm glad it was you."
Andrew laughed. "I don't like snakes too much now either."
The further in he went, the more Andrew didn't tell her. She didn't need to know all the details. There were things he left out and things he glossed over, but he told her the gist. Time passed quickly, and before Andrew knew it he was almost to the end.
"So anyway, you know how you said that thing about how time couldn't be changed? If you were there, you were ALWAYS there, and so events were set. Well I thought why does it have to be that way? And so… we changed time."
"You what?!" Clara gasped.
"I changed time. I remembered reading something about a village that was massacred, and it happened to be right after I returned this last time, so I said 'Let's stop it'. So we did." He hadn't thought Clara's eyes could get any bigger, but they did. "Anyway, so I got back, and I checked, and the massacre never happened."
Clara opened her mouth. She closed it. She opened it again. "Well; everything I thought I knew about time travel just went out the window," she said finally.
"But if time can change, I don't know if we win," Andrew said seriously.
Clara was silent for a minute before saying, "Oh, I see what you mean."
"What if we don't win and everything changes? What if we don't win and she destroys the world?" Andrew didn't expect Clara to have an answer, but it was such a relief to finally be able to talk to someone. Someone who believed him. Someone who didn't need him to be normal.
"I don't know," she said, shrugging helplessly. "So what's your plan?"
"I haven't made one up yet," he said. "I need to train; I need to be more like Pecos."
"Do you think I have the power?" Clara asked breathlessly.
"Aylen says everyone does."
"That is so cool." She closed her eyes. After a moment she said, "I don't see anything."
Andrew shrugged. "I don't know how it works. It's different for everyone, and it took me a while to figure out how to do anything."
"Do something."
"What?"
"With the power."
"Right now?"
"Why not?"
Andrew didn't know what she expected, so he did the only thing he could think of; he thought a flame into his hand.
She gasped, staring at it, then reached out to touch it. She jerked back. "Crap! That's hot! How're you holding it?"
He looked at the flame. It was hot. It was so hot it was burning, but he hadn't noticed. It was always hot. It always burned. He let the flame slide away. "Just do I guess," he said softly.
"Wow. This is just so cool! So mind-blowingly awesome. I have to go home and process."
Andrew's heart leaped. "You believe me?" he asked anxiously.
"Of course." She smiled widely. "Even if I didn't, I'd never tell anyone. You're my friend. But I totally do."




Chapter 3
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After Clara left Andrew felt totally relaxed. He hadn't felt this good since the last time he and the cowboys had sat around the campfire swapping stories. He was so glad she had believed him. He was so glad he had someone to talk to. He was just glad.
But he was also going crazy. He knew he needed to train; he just couldn't figure out how. What he'd been doing before wasn't enough. He needed to be ready. He needed to be epic. He needed to make sure they won.
By the time night came he had to get out. He needed away from the house and its four walls that seemed to be closing in on him. He needed to run. His mom finally fell asleep, and he was out the window and down the tree. Sam and Dean followed him, brushing silently through the night air.
It was so cold out he could see his breath, and there was a thin layer of frost on the ground. His foot slipped, but he caught himself and channeled power into his feet. Sticky feet, he thought. He slipped again. Damn. It apparently didn't work on shoes.
He wanted to run fast, so he sat down on the sidewalk and slipped off his shoes and socks. It was so cold the frost stuck to his feet. He pushed power into them. Warm and sticky, he thought.
And then he ran. He ran so fast he was on the warehouse roof, feet dangling over the edge long before Sam and Dean arrived.
"Little late, guys," he chuckled. Sam chirped softly.
They sat there watching clouds roll across the sky, and Andrew closed his eyes, pretending he had wings again and was soaring over the city with Sam and Dean at his side.
After a while, Andrew realized he couldn't feel his feet. He'd forgotten to keep the power warming them, so he pushed the power down, gasping as it burned the cold out. He felt as if he'd just put his feet in molten lava. Maybe next time he'd aim for just a dab. And this was exactly why he needed to train. Would Pecos's feet have gotten cold? No; they wouldn't have.
For a moment he was gripped with longing, but he pushed it aside. He couldn't afford to feel sorry for himself. He couldn't afford to miss them. There was a war coming, and he needed to be ready to fight it.
He dropped from the roof and ran. He ran and ran and ran. He circled the warehouse district time and again. Suddenly he skidded to a halt in the middle of an alley. He smelled something different, something new and fresh. What was it?
He stared across the alley, but he didn't see it. He closed his eyes and looked again with the power, searching for life. There was something rooting around in the dumpster. Did he eat things that had been in a dumpster? He wasn't sure about that. He sent an image of the dumpster to Dean.
Dean swooped over the dumpster and sent Andrew a clear image of a raccoon digging through food scraps. Well, this was a quandary. He'd be willing to try raccoon, but dumpsters were nasty.
Whadda you think? he asked Dean. An image of a squirrel materialized in Andrew's mind, and he laughed.  Okay, squirrel it is. Let's go.
He ran back towards home. It was too dark to hunt for squirrel now; they'd have to sneak out just before dawn. He grabbed his shoes and shimmied back up the tree and into his room. His room was stiflingly hot compared to the brisk night air, so he opened his window even wider.
"Wake me to hunt," he whispered to Sam and Dean, and then he tumbled into his bed and fell asleep.
Andrew frowned. He wasn't flying, and it didn't have that dark nightmare vibe. It wasn't dark at all; it was grey. So it wasn't a Pecos dream. He and Pecos always met at night when the stars were bright and brilliant. He sighed, missing Pecos, missing his laugh and his gruff "just dos".
Andrew glanced around curiously, and the grey mist opened to reveal a cabin covered in hanging grey moss and surrounded by grey sagging trees. Of course, Andrew thought, rolling his eyes.
The cabin door swung open, and Andrew peeked inside. Ahanu was sitting in a chair, smoking his pipe. "Come in, Andrew."
"You know, you could just come over for supper or something. Mom would probably be happy to talk with Dr. Oldenheim again."
Ahanu shrugged. "Could."
"I changed history."
"I know."
"I wish I hadn't."
"Why? You saved that entire village."
"I know, and that was good. I think." Andrew honestly wasn't sure. What if that woman who tried to kill him kept serving the Black Shaman? What if one of the children grew up to be a horrible murderer? What if; what if? He hadn't thought it all out at the time, but he knew without a doubt that every single man they had killed deserved it. And he was glad they were dead. He didn't regret that for an instant.
"It's just… We could lose. I always thought we won because everything seemed normal, but it's not set, is it? We could lose, and everything could change."
"There are many possible futures."
"Have you seen them? Do you know what happens?"
The Grey Shaman smiled sadly. "Tsk, tsk, the end is not yet written."
Andrew sighed and watched the smoke swirl towards the roof. If time wasn't written, time could be changed. Which is what he'd been struggling with this whole time; but could he change something he wanted to change?
"Can I save Doyle's wife?" he asked breathlessly. "And Rolf?" Ahanu raised a brow. "Can you send me back to save them?"
"You would lose Doyle."
Grief tore through Andrew, but he pushed it aside. "I know. Can I?"
"No."
Andrew blinked. "But why not?"
"He is needed."
"But isn't there a way? Can't we do it without him?"
"No."
"You suck; you know that?"
"I do enjoy a nice pipe," Ahanu said with a chuckle.
"You know that's not what I meant." Andrew felt ashamed at the relief that rushed through him. He would have done it. He would have done it for Doyle. But he was so glad he couldn't.
"Time is like liquid," Ahanu said, twirling the smoke around his finger. "Hard to grasp."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I'm always more confused after I talk to you. Did you attend a special shaman school where they taught you to talk in circles?"
Ahanu chuckled. "No, but I enjoy the idea."
"You would."
"What are you doing?" Ahanu asked.
"Talking to you."
"Now who's being evasive?"
Andrew sighed. "Fine, I don't know. I don't know what to do."
"The worst thing you can do is nothing at all."
Andrew woke to the sound of a beak tapping on his headboard. He rolled over and squinted at Dean. An image of a squirrel popped into Andrew's head, and he chuckled. "Alright, let's go," he said.
Andrew slipped out the window, and an image of a yard three houses down slid across his mind. He jumped over the fence. It was still freezing cold, and he'd forgotten his jacket, so he sent the power through his body. He tried to send just a little bit. It was hot, but it didn't feel like he was burning. A dab is nice; I'll work on that, he thought.
He smelled the squirrel before he saw it. It was digging in the ground beside a tree. Silent, he thought. I am a shadow. He pounced and snapped its neck. The squirrel never even saw him.
They quickly returned to Andrew's back yard, where Andrew skinned the squirrel and cut off two pieces for Sam and Dean.
They sat together on the cold, hard ground and feasted. The warmth and blood of the squirrel fed the hunger that was clawing at Andrew's insides. He finished with a happy sigh.
"Good hunt, boys, but next time we need something bigger." Dean sent him an image of a cow. "Too big," Andrew laughed. But then he shrugged. "We'll see."
Andrew spent the day thinking. When he was with the cowboys he simply trained with them. They were his teachers; they led the way, formed the lessons, told him what to do. He hated being on his own.
He cleaned his guns. He sharpened his knives. He punched the punching bag and practiced his jiu jitsu moves. He sorted through his token bag, enjoying the feel of them, remembering how he'd won them, wondering how to use them.
And all the while he wondered what he should do. What could he possibly do to get himself ready to face the Black Shaman? How could anyone ever be ready to face her? She was… evil, powerful, immortal. "The worst thing you can do is nothing at all," he repeated over and over.
He jumped when Clara banged his door open. "Don't you knock?" he snapped.
She laughed and sat down beside him. "You need a secret training room."
"A what?"
"A training room. All superheroes have secret training rooms."
"One, I'm not a superhero; two, where? It's not like we have a hidden staircase leading to a giant cave or something. This house is only like twenty years old."
"I don't know," Clara said. "I just know you need one."
Andrew frowned. "So back to square one."
"Maybe, but you have to do something."
"I know," Andrew growled. "I've been sitting here thinking and thinking, but I've got nothing." He paused. He may not be a superhero, BUT he did know a super nerd. "Hum…"
"What?"
"Hang on; I'm thinking." He needed a space to train. And he needed help, like training robots or something, something as mean as Doyle. It was possible… maybe… He grinned. "Come on."
"What? Where're we going?"
"To visit a nerd."
"What? What does that have to do with anything?"
"You'll see." Andrew grabbed his backpack and shoved a few things in. Then he ran down the stairs, Clara on his heels. They grabbed their bikes and rode across town to the old and worn duplex.
Andrew knocked, and Fred opened the door, jumping when he saw Clara. "Who's she?"
"This is Clara. She's my friend. Clara, this is Fred. He's my nerd. Sorry, Fred, is that okay?"
Fred shrugged and opened the door. "What's up?"
"Can we go up to your room?"
Fred nodded and led the way. Once the door was closed behind them Andrew said, "I know I already asked you for a favor, but I need to ask you for another one. I'll pay you of course."
"Whadda you want?"
"I need a house. There's this house down the street from me that went into foreclosure; it's pretty trashed. Anyway, I wanna buy it." Clara and Fred both stared at him. Clara opened her mouth but nothing came out. Andrew fished out his bag of coins. "I want you to sell these and buy the house for me."
"But you're fourteen!" Clara exclaimed. "You can't buy a house."
"Fred?" Andrew could tell Fred was thinking. He had a calculating look on his face.
"Well," Fred paused. "Yeah, I don't see why not. How much?"
"Whatever you want. You name the price."
"What?" Clara gasped. "You can't just go around letting people name their own price. You'll get totally screwed over."
"This is Fred," Andrew said with a grin, as if that explained everything. Clara snorted.
"I'll do it. Does it have to be the house on your street?"
Andrew considered. "No; any house will do as long as it's not too far away. I wanna be able to get from my house to it in less than fifteen minutes. And I'd prefer a junker, nothing too fancy."
Fred nodded. "Get outta here; I gotta work."
"Thanks Fred," Andrew said, heading towards the door."
"Wait," Clara said. "He didn't name his price."
"It's okay," Andrew said. "He'll get to it."
"Are you crazy?!" Clara demanded once they were outside. "You're just giving him carte blanche?"
"Carte what?"
"Anything he wants!"
Andrew shrugged. "I don't know. It's just like with you. I trust Fred."
"You…" Clara frowned. "I get why you trust ME, but why do you trust him?"
"Don't know. Just do."
"Fine. So what now?"
"We wait."
"I hate waiting," she huffed.
Andrew laughed. "Me too."
That night he finally dream met Pecos. He opened his eyes and there Pecos was, standing in front of the moon, head tilted back as if he was going to howl.
"Pecos!" Andrew exclaimed.
Pecos turned and grinned at him. "Boy."
Andrew laughed. "What're you doing? Where're you guys? What's up?"
Pecos shook his head. "Slow your horses."
"Oh, how's Widow Maker? Is he okay? Is he mad at me? Sorry I didn't come back. I didn't know Ahanu was going to send me, he just did. He can be such an ass!"
"Shut up boy," Pecos said with a chuckle. "Doyle followed you, so we knew the Grey Shaman sent you back. Good thing the old coot's fast, 'cause Doyle took a few shots at him."
"You're kidding?! If he'd killed Ahanu I'd be stuck!"
"Weren't aimin' to kill."
"Oh…" Andrew shrugged. "That's okay then."
"We're back at the ranch. Gonna take a herd of cattle up to Denver here in a couple days."
"Business as usual then."
"Yep."
Andrew wished he were with them. He missed the ranch. He missed sitting in the den, listening to their voices, their laughter. He closed his eyes and for a second he was there, watching Doyle whittle and Joe fill out paperwork. Watching Pecos read and Charlie listen to the sounds of everything around them. Then Joe put away his pen and started playing his harmonica. Andrew grinned.
"Pecos, can I ask you something?"
"I thought we did away with rule number ten?"
"We did, I just…"
"What?"
"How'd you get your ranch? I mean, it's an awful lot of land. It's huge. And it used to be part of Mexico, and… I just…"
"You wanna know if I stole it?"
"No! I never thought... I just… crap, Pecos."
Pecos chuckled. "It's alright. It's a fair question. The land had already been stolen by the time I got there. Won it in a bet."
"What?!"
"There were these six landowners, not exactly ranchers, but they weren't real nice. Treated everyone real bad. So, anyway, they started havin' coyote trouble."
"Really," Andrew said sarcastically.
"Yep, sure thing. Well, I said I could get rid of all those coyotes, and they said I couldn't. A fight of some sort occurred, and when the dust settled, the terms had been laid. If I could get rid of the coyotes, the land was mine. If I failed, I'd work for 'em forever."
"Those are terrible terms; they make no sense whatsoever."
"Sure didn't, but they'd already signed, and there was a bunch of witnesses."
Andrew laughed. "I'm sure there were."
"As it happened, I managed to rid the entire area of every single coyote. Not a coyote to be found. And that's how I ended up with the ranch."
It sounded almost too ridiculous to be true, but it really was just the sort of thing Pecos would do. "I suppose the coyotes wandered back in once the landowners had been run off?"
"Well, I suppose one or two might've," Pecos agreed with a wide grin.
Andrew laughed as he traced stars in the night sky, looking for the raven constellation. He soon found it; it was even brighter than he remembered.
"What you been doin'?"
"Nothing," Andrew sighed. "I'm just… I'm trying… I'm figuring it out." He flicked a piece of grass into the air. "We changed time."
"That's good, ain't it? It's what you wanted."
"Yeah. But then I realized that time isn't set. Anything could change. For instance, we could lose. I always assumed we won. 'Cause it was in the past. You know?"
Pecos was quiet for a long time. "I see," he finally said.
"I shouldn't have, I mean, it's good we did, I just…"
"I know."
"So I'm trying to figure something out. Good news is I got funds."
"Huh?"
"That money you gave me, my pay, worth a butt load!"
"A butt load?" Pecos said frowning.
Andrew laughed. "Yeah, a lot."
"What's that gotta do with butt?"
Andrew shrugged. "It's just an expression. I don't get lots of expressions. Like 'good grief'. When is grief ever good? And 'best thing since sliced bread', I mean, is that the best we can do? Sliced bread?"
Pecos chuckled softly. "It's good to see you."
Andrew grinned. Pecos didn't usually just come right out and say it. "It's good to see you too. It's lonely in the future, but not as much as before. Clara knows. She kinda already suspected. Get this, she's Doyle's great-great, ahck, nine times great niece. Can you believe that? She even looks like him when she gets mad."
"Really?"
"Really."
"Well I'll be damned."
"They say the world's a small place. I mean, what are the chances, right?" Andrew paused. What were the chances? It did seem as if there were an awful lot of coincidences going on.
He shook the thought away and went on to tell Pecos all the little things that had happened. And Pecos told Andrew all the little things that had happened there. Like Carmina's list of words and a new foal being born.
Andrew smiled, imagining everything. Before long the black of the sky began to fade to grey. "Tell everyone hi," Andrew said softly.
"Will."
"Be careful."
"Will."
Andrew grinned. Pecos faded into the light, and Andrew woke to another day.




Chapter 4
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Now that stage three was in motion Andrew was impatient to get started. He wasn't good at waiting in the best of circumstances, so this was pure torture. He started patrolling the neighborhood streets at night, just to give himself something to do.
Night after night it was quiet. He'd never realized how unfortunate it was that he lived in such a peaceful neighborhood.
Finally after three nights of patrolling, he ran onto someone trying to steal a car. Andrew watched for a minute, just to verify that the guy was in fact trying to steal a car and not just trying to get into a car he'd locked himself out of.
He really didn't know what to do with normal criminals. The rules were surely a little different; he couldn't just shoot him, could he? Stealing a car surely wasn't a killable crime. Maybe stealing a horse, but a car? No.
While he was trying to decide what to do, the criminal finally got the car door open and started trying to start it. Andrew sighed. Maybe he should just knock the dude out. Then did he call the cops? Maybe he should scare him straight. That sounded like fun.
Andrew pulled the power into himself, filling his veins and his muscles, and then he ran. He ran to the car, ripped the criminal out of the seat, tossed him over his shoulder, and ran until he was outside the city. Then Andrew dumped him onto a frozen puddle.
"Stealing is wrong!" Andrew growled, eyes glowing with power. "Don't let me catch you doing it again!"
Then Andrew ran away, trying hard not to laugh out loud. The look on the guy's face had been priceless. He wouldn't be surprised if the guy needed some brown pants. He started chuckling but stopped when he stumbled slightly, tripping and flying head over feet across the frozen ground.
He lay there quietly, breathing. He hadn't realized how much energy he'd used carrying the guy out of town. He hadn't seemed that heavy. He really should have brought a snack. It was going to take forever to walk back.
He heard the soft flutter of wings and sighed in relief as Fenton landed beside him, a dead mouse clutched in his beak. Fenton dropped the mouse next to Andrew and stepped back.
"Thanks Fenton," Andrew said before eating the mouse in two bites. It wasn't much, but it would be enough to get him back to town.
"Let's go," he said, standing. He flinched, realizing his ankle was sprained. He healed it and dashed back home; Fenton flying high in the sky behind him.
Andrew crawled into bed and stared at the silly stars on his ceiling. What would his life have been like if he'd never met Pecos? Would he still be friends with Chuck and Ed, still be playing baseball? Would he miss his dad? He didn't know. He'd never know. As much as part of him wished he could just be normal he wouldn't change it. Even if he never saw them again, Pecos, Charlie, Joe, Doyle, and Widow Maker were the best parts of his life.
That night he dreamed of Septimis wrapping around him, squeezing him until his insides broke. He woke gasping for air.
The next morning he decided not to patrol for a couple days. He was honestly a little worried that one day he would just black out somewhere totally unprotected. He took the precaution of storing his dreamcatcher in the front of his backpack. As long as he remembered to always take his backpack, even if he did black out, at least he'd be safe from her.
That afternoon, not long before Mrs. Rufus would be home, there was a knock on the door. Andrew opened it and smiled in surprise at Chief Vick, or Vick since he was wearing a sweater and jeans and clearly off duty.
"Can I come in?" Vick asked. Andrew nodded, walking into the kitchen and starting a strong pot of coffee brewing. "So how's school going?" Vick asked as he sat down.
"Alright," Andrew said with a shrug. "Mom tell you she signed me up for a correspondence school?"
Vick smiled, reminding Andrew somewhat of a cat for a moment. "She did. So how is Fred?"
Andrew's mind blanked. What did that mean? Did he know? How could he possibly know? "Um…"
"Seems like a good kid. Had a hard go of it."
"Um… I don't know Fred really well, but he's cool."
He waited for Vick to say something further, anything that would indicate he knew what was going on, but he didn't. Instead he nodded towards the coffee pot and said, "I think it's done."
Andrew jumped up and quickly poured two cups of coffee. Vick sipped his and sighed happily. "That's one damn good cup of coffee. All we need now is a donut."
Andrew didn't think it was all that good, but it was better than his mom's. For some reason she believed adding more than one spoon of grounds per cup was too much.
"So you just stopping by for coffee?" Andrew asked.
"Nah, wanted to see how you were doing and ask you if you think your mom would go out to dinner with me this weekend."
"Why're you asking me?"
"Well for one, are you okay with it?"
"With you taking my mom out?"
"Yeah."
Chief Vick astounded him and sometimes irritated him, but Andrew liked him. Really liked him, and he knew his mom liked him too. "I don't mind," Andrew said.
"Glowing endorsement."
"Don't wanna give you a big head," Andrew said with a grin.
"Do you think she's ready?"
Andrew shrugged. "That I don't know. You'll just have to ask."
"It's hard on her when you're gone."
"Is it?"
"She stays up late and worries."
Andrew felt a pang of guilt. He didn't worry about her when he was gone. He just figured she'd be all right. But if he never came back she'd never know what happened. She wouldn't know if he died or if he'd just been left there or anything. Anytime he didn't come home on time she probably wondered if he was coming home at all. He'd have to be more careful, letting her know when he was gone and when he'd be back.
"She shouldn't," Andrew said finally. "I'm alright. I'm always alright. And even if I wasn't alright… It'd be alright." He knew that didn't make sense, but it was true. "Anyway, it'd be nice if she had someone… no, scratch that, someone won't do. It'd be nice if she had you."
Vick grinned. "There's the endorsement I was hoping for."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Just don't keep her out too late. She has a job, you know."
"Yes, Dad."
"And no necking. Keep it PG."
"PG?"
"Yep, no kissing, no looking longingly into each other's eyes, no hand holding; this is my mom we're talking about here."
Vick chuckled softly. "So I can ask her out?"
"Yes." Andrew tapped his fingers on the table for a minute. "But just remember, I know where you live." He smiled widely, showing all his teeth. He knew Vick would treat his mom right, but it didn't hurt to add a little threat.
Vick nodded. "I'd expect nothing less."
After only five days of rest, or hiding, Andrew's break was over because as it turned out Fred really was a super nerd. As in possibly the most super nerd in the world.
It had only taken him a week and a half to line everything up. Andrew was now the proud owner of a piece of junk house three blocks from his own. Andrew almost couldn't believe Fred had done it, but as they met outside the house for the first time and Fred handed him the keys, he knew it was real.
He stared at the house in stunned surprise. He couldn't believe he owned it. It was one of the older houses in the neighborhood, and it wasn't nearly as big as some of the new ones, just a one story with a loft upstairs. Andrew thought it was just right.
He grinned at Clara, and the three of them walked up the steps and opened the front door. Andrew looked around. There were holes in the walls, and the floor was stained and torn.
"Sorry 'bout the condition," Fred said. "But I got it pretty cheap. No one wants a house a drug dealer lived in."
"No worries," Andrew said with a grin. "It's perfect."
"Perfect?" Clara said doubtfully.
"Perfect."
"So what's your plan?" Fred asked as they walked through the living room.
"Well Fred, I'm glad you asked. Do I still have some money?"
Fred laughed. "If you want, you can rip this piece of crap down and build a mansion instead."
"Perfect. Here's what I want. I wanna completely gut the lower portion of the house. We'll leave the kitchen and any beams needed for support, but I just want a big open area. Can you make that happen?"
"I can make anything happen," Fred replied.
Andrew slapped Fred on the back. "I knew you could. You're like Charlie, but with computers."
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Can I offer a piece of advice?" Fred asked.
"Absolutely!"
"I'm not sure what your plan is here, but you should fix up the outside, make the house and yard really nice and keep it maintained. You'll be the mysterious neighbor no one sees, but everyone'll like you 'cause you upped the value of the neighborhood."
Andrew nodded. "Sounds good. Make it happen. No, you're actually like Joe. Huh, maybe you're like a Jolie." He laughed to himself. "Sorry that doesn't work at all."
Fred stared at him in confusion, and Clara shot Andrew a glare before slapping him over the back of the head. Andrew laughed and wandered upstairs while Fred and Clara looked around downstairs. His breath caught as he stepped into the loft. It was perfect; he could see them all so clearly here, in this room.
After Clara left, Andrew pulled Fred upstairs and told him what he had in mind for the loft. Fred said it was doable and that he could get a crew inside the house that very day.
"But you gotta stay out of the way," Fred added. "I can't have the crew seeing you and wondering who you are." Andrew sighed but nodded. He was back to waiting.
That night he ate supper with his mom, wondering if she could tell he was different, that he owned a house now, that he had even more secrets. But she didn't seem to notice.
Sometimes if he thought about it for too long it bothered him that she didn't want to know him. He had no doubt she loved Andrew Rufus, just the Andrew Rufus he'd been before. So she loved part of him just not the whole of him. How could she? She didn't even know the new him.
He was getting sick of having ridiculous conversations with himself. Maybe this was how Ahanu had gotten to be so mysterious, by spending way too much time alone with his own thoughts.
"So you going out with Vick tomorrow?" Andrew asked.
She blushed. "What do you think? Should I?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I already told him he could ask you. I did add stipulations. No kissing, no hand holding, no eye gazing, and back before midnight."
She turned a deep shade of red. "This is weird," she mumbled.
"Look, I like Vick. If you wanna go out with him, do it. And if you find out he makes you happy, grab hold and don't let go." Someone should get to be happy.
She stared at him with wet eyes. "When did you get so wise?" she whispered.
"I'm not. I just want you to be happy. Anyway, wanna watch a movie?"
She nearly choked. "A movie? You want to watch a movie?"
"Yeah," he shrugged. "Why not?"
"We haven't watched a movie together in forever. You feeling okay?"
"We don't have to."
"No! I do! You pick something; I'll run out to the store and get ice cream."
Andrew cleaned the dishes, then picked what looked like a thought provoking movie. His mom loved those. He was bored within minutes, but it helped pass the time.
He had a hard time falling asleep that night. His room seemed overly hot, even with the window wide open, and the noise from the electrical wires seemed louder than ever. He unplugged his alarm clock and buried his head under a pillow, hoping for a Widow Maker dream. He breathed deeply, imagining swimming in the lake with Widow Maker, and drifted off to sleep.  
"Getting into real estate now? How interesting."
"Don't be ridiculous," Andrew snapped. "It's a training lair."
"I've always liked the word 'lair'. Has such a sinister ring."
Andrew frowned. "Fine. A training house."
"I prefer lair," Ahanu said.
"Why are you here?"
"Why is anyone here?"
"Damn it! I am so sick of circular conversations! Did you know I can't even talk to myself anymore without ending up back where I started?"
Ahanu raised a brow. "Talking to yourself is one of the first signs of insanity, you know."
"How long have you been talking to yourself then?"
"Two hundred and eighty years. Give or take."
Andrew laughed. "Seriously, what do you want?"
"Andrew, you wound me. I only seek the pleasure of your conversation."
"And?"
"And… I was curious to know your plans."
"I don't have any plans yet. I hope the plans come to me when I see everything finished. I just need privacy and room. Maybe some robots or those rubber sparring partner things." Andrew stared across the grey landscape. "What I really need, Ahanu, is them. I can't train without them. Send me back."
"No."
"Why not?!"
"Some journeys are meant to be traveled alone."
"It's lonely," Andrew whispered.
"I know," Ahanu said, his voice suddenly more serious than Andrew had ever heard. And then Andrew woke to the sounds of ravens squawking quietly outside his window.
He spent the next several days researching tokens and dreaming and dreamcatchers online. He wanted to know why she was able to hurt him now. He wanted to know how he could eat in a dream and be full. He wanted to know if he died in a dream if he was dead. And he wanted to know how dreamcatchers worked and why the hell he was carrying a bag of tokens around with him.
But if the knowledge had ever existed, which he was sure it had, it was gone now. Or hidden so well he couldn't find it, and he wasn't about to go looking for people to answer his questions. He didn't trust anyone.
All he could find were websites and articles that were so confusing they could give Ahanu a run for his money. The only interesting thing he found was someone suggesting that the dreaming world was more reality than reality.
When Fred finally texted Andrew to say the house was finished, Andrew was relieved. Truth would never be found in books or in words. Truth was in life, in living, in being.
After dark Andrew, Sam, Dean, and Nunya went to see it. They crept into the backyard, sneaking up to the back door. Not that they needed to sneak. It was Andrew's house, but he felt awkward, like a thief in the night. He slipped his key into the deadbolt and typed 1870 into the separate keypad lock. Fred was nothing if not thorough.
Andrew stepped inside, flipped on a light, and gasped in surprise. It was incredible. The house had been transformed into a large open space. LED lights were installed overhead illuminating everything in a soft yellow light. Andrew was relieved they didn't hum like the fluorescent lights at the school. The walls were stark, but painted a soft green with wood trim, and the floors were polished wood. Andrew's only requirement had been that it be utilitarian, but apparently Fred hadn't agreed.
The kitchen had been completely redone with sleek countertops and functioning appliances, and there was a freestanding bar with six barstools surrounding it. Fred had explained to Andrew that it was necessary to maintain appearances.
"You can be eccentric," he'd said, "But everyone needs to eat and crap." Andrew had to admit that Fred was right. It was perfect. He checked the bathroom and grinned. Pecos would be so jealous. His tub was bigger than Pecos's by a lot.
He walked slowly up the stairs to the loft, holding his breath and closing his eyes. He took the final step and opened them. There were no lights, just the glow from the lights downstairs.
A real, wood-burning fireplace had been built into the back wall. There was a book shelf, a small table with chairs, a desk, oil lamps standing on little, wooden tables, and several large, cozy-looking leather chairs.
His very own den. He smiled sadly. It wasn't the same as Pecos's den. What made Pecos's den so perfect was their presence, but Andrew could sink into one of these chairs and pretend.




Chapter 5
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It was somehow harder for Andrew to believe that he owned a house than that he'd traveled back in time. He sat on the top step and just stared at everything, taking it in.
It was like he'd walked into some kind of parallel universe. He tried to remember his life two years ago, before he'd gone back, but he couldn't. He couldn't remember what it felt like to be normal, what it felt like to care about normal stuff.
In a different time he'd be playing a video game right now or pigging out on pizza with the guys. In a different time he wouldn't know about the power or the Black Shaman. In a different time he wouldn't know what it felt like to kill a man. He wouldn't know guilt or triumph or terror. 
He shook off his thoughts and walked through the house one more time. For the first time in weeks he felt a glimmer of hope. This was the perfect place for him to train, to learn, to improve. He could see himself here, gaining mastery over the power, learning how to use it, learning how to be Pecos.
"Whadda you think, guys?" Nunya shrugged, and Sam sent him an image of a tree standing on a hill. Andrew rolled his eyes. "That'd make an epic house for you, but I need a space to train. Anyway, didn't you see that sweet tree out back? Bigger than the one at my house." They all three shrugged.
He headed for the door with a sigh. It was time to go see Aylen. He hadn't seen her at all since he'd gotten back. Her refusal to get involved annoyed him to no end, but something else was holding him back. He didn't want her to know that they had changed time. But it was possible she already knew. And anyway he needed her help, and he honestly missed her.
It was already well past midnight, but as always she opened the door and asked him in for tea. Just once he'd like to get the drop on her. He sat down, resisting the urge to hug her, and stared at her for a moment. She looked different. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but she seemed softer somehow, even though her eyes were just as sad as always.
"So, how's it going?" he asked cautiously.
"Fine; is that why you came? To see how I am?" she asked serenely as she poured the tea.
He cringed. "Sorry I haven't been by; I've been… distracted… then busy… and, you know." He took a sip. "I was wondering, I know you don't like to interfere, but I was hoping you could do something for me."
She raised an eyebrow, and he grinned. "I bought a house, and I was hoping you could ward it or hide it or whatever it is you do to things, you know. Just in case."
"You bought a house?"
"Yeah, I need a place to train."
"Train?"
"I need to get stronger. I need to be able to help Pecos. We need to win, Aylen. We have to win!" He sat forward in his seat. "I don't know any more if we win, so I need to be ready."
"Alright."
Andrew's jaw dropped. "Alright?! Are you feeling okay? You seem… different?"
"I am fine. What is different?"
"Well, I was expecting an argument, a 'no, I do not interfere', blah blah blah."
"True, but this is not interfering; it is just doing something."
"Okay… If that works for you." Andrew stared at her. She was smiling. Why was she smiling so much? It's not like she never smiled, but this was over the top. Something was going on. He drank his tea in silence, staring at his cup.
"What's the nicest gift you've ever gotten?" he asked suddenly.
Her tea cup clattered as she put it down, and a red stain crossed her cheeks. "Why do you ask?"
"It wasn't tea, was it?"
"No, I… What are you asking, Andrew?"
Andrew placed his tea cup down carefully, struggling to breathe evenly. He'd changed the future not once, but twice. Who knows how many times? Who knows what all those people from the village went on to do? But that wasn't all.
He'd changed Aylen. With one little sentence, one tiny string of words, he'd changed her. She was different. She was not quite the Aylen he knew; she was a slightly different Aylen.
He wanted to vomit. He could still remember her tearing up and telling him that the tea he'd given her was the nicest present she'd ever gotten. But that had never happened. Not now. But he didn't have a different memory to replace it. What if he had other memories that were wrong?
He dropped his head between his knees and focused on breathing, trying to force the bile back down his throat.
"Are you alright?" she asked worriedly. "What is wrong?"
"It's nothing," Andrew mumbled. How did you tell someone you changed their life, their future, their past, their entire existence? He couldn't see Aylen taking that well. And not only that, but it proved everything he already knew. He had to get to work. He had to be stronger. He couldn't be weak.
He lifted his head and gave Aylen a wry smile. "It's all good; just didn't eat enough today." She looked at him with concern, but he just grinned, writing his new address on a piece of paper and handing it to her. "I really appreciate it."
"I am glad to help."
Andrew laughed; new Aylen was going to take some getting used to. "I have to go; I'll see you later." He paused at the door. "Oh, and thank you for the lessons. They really came in handy."
He walked outside. It was late, but he needed to run. He needed to do anything. Anything but sleeping and wondering how much he'd changed and if it had been the right thing to do.
He ran through town, his feet taking him downtown instead of to the warehouse district. Everything was mostly closed down for the night, but he could hear music playing a block or two away. He could hear people laughing as they left the club, and he wondered briefly what it would be like to be normal, to just go out and have fun.
He turned away from the club and ran the other way, slowing down when he heard men shouting and detouring down an alley towards their voices. There were three men yelling at a fourth man. Two of them had guns, and one of them pushed the fourth man to the ground.
"I don't know where it is…" he babbled as he fell.
Andrew didn't stop to think. He just ran down the alley, ripping the guns from the men's hands, breaking their wrists as he did. He palm struck the third man in the face and ran away, leaving the last man untouched on the ground. Surely the guy could figure out the rest on his own.
Andrew ran down another alley, then paused, and looked at the guns. He didn't really need them, but he supposed he could keep them at the house. It wasn't really possible to have too many weapons, and they might come in handy someday. He tucked them into his waistband and kept running.
He ran through town until nearly morning, but it didn't help him feel any better. He'd changed things, people, events, and he had no way of knowing whether it was for good or bad.
Before going home, he stopped by his new house and dropped off the guns. Then he ran home and climbed in through his bedroom window. Nunya was waiting for him, and he pointed his beak towards a dead rabbit on the floor.
"Thanks!" Andrew said with relief. He'd run hard all night long, and his stomach was growling. He skinned the rabbit, tossed a piece to Nunya, and dug in.
He really should have taken some time to sleep. It was Saturday, and he had a big day. He had to take Clara by the house, he needed to work out some more details with Fred, and he had to see his mom off on her first date in over twenty years.
He sighed, wishing he could remember what it had felt like to sleep in. Wishing he could remember what those dreamless nights had felt like.
After eating breakfast with his mom, Andrew met Clara in front of his new house.
"So?" she asked eagerly.
"It's amazing!" Andrew opened the door, and Clara stepped inside.
She gasped. "Andrew! It's… WOW!" She ran all over the house, looking at everything. "The fridge works!" she yelled.
"I know."
"And the stove!"
Andrew grinned. "Let's go upstairs," he said, leading the way.
When she stepped onto the landing her eyes grew wide. "It's the den!"
"How'd you know?"
"You described it in such detail. It's lovely." She sat in one of the chairs. "I can totally imagine Pecos sitting here reading a book. Not Wuthering Heights though," she said with a shudder. "So what now?"
"I need some training gear. Fred's coming over."
"You have to tell him."
"Fred? Why?"
"Come on. You know why."
"But… What if he doesn't believe me?"
Clara smiled. "He'll believe you."
"So you like Fred?"
"Yeah."
"I didn't think you did."
"I didn't at first, 'cause… well, I was a little jealous," Clara mumbled. "But I like him. He's cool."
Andrew wished he could tell her she didn't need to be jealous, that she was his best friend, but he couldn't. So he said, "Alright, but if it backfires, I'm blaming you."
Fred arrived precisely at that moment. "Whadda you think?" He asked when Andrew opened the door.
"It's perfect. Better than I ever imagined. You're absolutely incredible." Fred grinned widely. "Anyway," Andrew continued. "I wanna talk to you upstairs. There's some more stuff we need." Fred followed him, dumped his laptop on the desk, and sat in one of the chairs.
Andrew cleared his throat, trying to think where to start. What if Fred laughed at him or called an insane asylum? Andrew cringed as he imagined being strapped into a strait jacket. Clara squeezed his hand gently.
"Um… So Clara says I should tell you what's going on." Andrew paused, and Clara nodded. "I've kinda traveled back in time." Fred's eyes grew bigger and bigger as Andrew's words set in.
"Bull..." Fred paused and an odd look crossed his face. "Well damn. Let me guess, 1870?"
Both Andrew and Clara's mouths dropped open. "What?" Andrew stuttered. "How'd you know?!"
"I didn't, but as soon as you said it, it made sense. Nobody has that many coins from 1870. And in mint condition too, just like they were brand new."
"Well they were when I got them," Andrew said sheepishly. 
"So what's it like?" Fred asked excitedly.
"Quiet." Andrew closed his eyes for a moment, dreaming. "The stars are so bright. In some places, you can see forever, like the world has no end. It's beautiful." Andrew opened his eyes. "Sorry," he said ruefully. "That's probably not what you meant."
"You have to start at the beginning," Clara said. "With the Grey Shaman dude and the tree."
"Alright," Andrew said, grinning and launching into it. Fred hardly ever interrupted, just listened, filing everything away.
Clara, however, interrupted often, sometimes just to say, "Hey, you didn't tell me that!" But eventually, Andrew got through everything.
"You didn't say how you stopped the massacre," Clara observed when he was done.
"Didn't I? We rode over there and gave 'em a good talking to," Andrew said with a crooked grin. Clara frowned at him but didn't say anything more.
Fred was quiet for a long time. Finally he said, "So this is your training room. What do you need?"
Andrew smiled happily. He couldn't believe how easy it had been to convince Fred and Clara. Maybe it had been too easy. They hadn't even questioned. They'd just accepted. Not like Chuck and Ed. Not like his mom.
Should he worry that it had been so easy? He watched their excited faces for a moment as they chattered back and forth. Nah. He was glad he had them. It made this, whatever this was, a little less lonely.
"Here's what I'm thinking," he said. "I need an archery range, but I'll also use it for knife and target practice. And can we get some kinda training robot? Do those exist? If not, just one of those weird sparring bodies will have to do. I also need a bow, arrows, maybe some modern gear just for fun, and a mat for jiu jitsu training. I could do it on the floor, but I don't think you guys would like it."
"Wait, what?" Fred asked, looking up from his typing. "Like what?"
"Rolling on the floor."
"Who said anything about rolling on the floor?"
"You're gonna help me, right?" Andrew winked at Clara.
"Well, yeah, but I was thinking with the computer and stuff, not physically. I'm not really all that physical, you know."
Andrew looked Fred in the eyes. "I can make sure no one tries to shove your head in the toilet ever again."
"Really?" Fred asked breathlessly.
"Really."
"Okay, but be nice?"
Andrew grinned. "Always."
He stared at the wall for a minute, imagining his first arrow burying into its target and felt a wave of sadness. If only Ahanu had let Andrew stay just one more day or even just a few more hours, Charlie would have been there when Andrew shot his first arrow. He could have told Andrew if it was a good shot or not. He could have raised or lowered Andrew's hand or told him something weird like "use the breeze". Who knows what he would have said. But Charlie wouldn't be there. Andrew would be alone.
Fred and Clara were waiting for him to go on, and Andrew smiled sadly at them. It was nice they were here. He was so glad he had them. The band that had been tightening around his chest had loosened since he'd told Clara, but it wasn't the same as having the cowboys with him. He still felt totally alone.
"Oh… and I need a rope."
Fred's brow wrinkled. "A rope? What kinda rope?"
"You know, a rope for roping."
"Huh?"
"Like cattle."
"Why would you wanna rope a cow?"
Andrew sighed. "I don't. BUT I need to be able to."
Both Fred and Clara looked confused. "I need to rope something, anything really," Andrew explained. "Or else Joe will never tell me the end of his story."
"What?" Clara asked.
"Never mind, just order me a rope. Some people call it a lasso, but don't ever tell Pecos I called it that. And a bullwhip."
"Okay?" Fred said with one raised eyebrow.
Andrew frowned, trying to imagine what Pecos would do, but the problem was Pecos didn't need to do anything. He just was, and he always had been. And he always had enough. But would enough be enough?
"The problem is," Andrew said thoughtfully, "although I need to train physically, I'm pretty good at all that stuff. What I really need to do is learn to control the power. I need to become one with the power, like Pecos. I need to be able to fight, heal myself, and see life sparks all at the same time. I need to have just what I need when I need it. Just like Pecos."
He thought of all his failed attempts to train. He thought of what was at stake. He had to do this. He had to master the power. "Can you help me?"
Fred grinned. "I'll figure something out."
"Awesome," Andrew said, returning his grin. If Fred said he'd figure it out, it was as good as done. "So what're we gonna call the house?"
"What?" Clara asked.
"Don't you think it needs a name?"
Clara burst out laughing. "You could call it Wuthering Heights!"
"I'll pass."
"How about Raven's Nest?" Fred asked. "You know, 'cause of the ravens that always follow you around?"  
Andrew grinned. "Perfect!"
That evening, Andrew opened the door when Vick came to pick up his mom. Andrew didn't talk, just frowned at Vick in that way Doyle sometimes frowned at him, like "you better not screw this up". Vick grinned, lighting up when Andrew's mom walked into the room dressed fancier than Andrew had ever seen her.
"Love you, Mom," Andrew said, walking her to the door. "Midnight," he hissed at Vick.
Vick gave him a mock salute. "Yes, sir."
Andrew stayed up, waiting, drinking coffee, pacing, hoping they were having a good time, wondering what they were talking about. When he heard Vick's car pull into the drive at five minutes until midnight, he grinned, flicked off the light, and went upstairs to bed.




Chapter 6
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Andrew woke early Sunday morning and went hunting with Nunya and Gertrude. He was longing for something large and powerful. He knew they'd have to make a foray into the forest soon, but right now he'd settle for a squirrel or a couple mice or even a fat pigeon.
Gertrude sent him an image of a large cat. "We don't eat pets," Andrew said firmly. Gertrude shrugged. "I know you would, but I don't. There needs to be some lines." He realized he was making up his lines as he went, and he supposed if he was in a bad way, he'd totally eat a pet, but he wasn't, so he wouldn't.
After hunting, he took a quick shower and wandered downstairs. His mom was drinking coffee, sitting at the table reading the newspaper. He grabbed a cup and sat across from her, taking a huge sip. It was weak compared to Doyle's, but still coffee. He was about to swallow when he glanced at the paper. Coffee spewed everywhere as he grabbed the paper from his mom's hands.
"Andrew?! What?" Mrs. Rufus sputtered.
Andrew ignored her and stared at the photograph. It had been fairly dark, but he was certain this was the fourth man from the alley the other night.
"What's the deal with this guy?" he asked, pointing to the photograph dominating the front page of the paper.
"He robbed a bank yesterday morning; he killed the guard and a couple other people. The police are looking for him."
Andrew's vision tunneled. All he could see was the face of the man he'd saved in the alleyway. He couldn't prove he'd saved the man's life, but he'd had a gut feeling that only three guys were going to leave that alley.
Had he changed time again, made a new possible future? If he hadn't interfered would that guy be dead and the bank people alive? A wave of nausea rolled over him.
"I've gotta go," he mumbled, stumbling to his feet.
His mom grabbed his hand, concern masking her face. "Are you okay, Andrew? You look pale."
"Fine, Mom; just need to take care of something."
He ran out the door, grabbed his bike, and rode to Aylen's house, knocking frantically on her door.
She opened it with a smile. "Come in, Andrew. Tea?"
"No, I don't want tea!" he snapped. "I want answers."
"I do not know if I can give you answers. What do you want to know?" she said as she sat down at her table.
Andrew plopped into a chair and dragged his hand through his hair. "I changed time," he whispered.
Aylen sighed. "You changed time simply by being in the past. Ahanu changed time, not you."
Andrew cringed. "That may have been true up until last time, but last time I specifically changed an event that I knew happened to see if I could."
Aylen paled. "You what?!"
"I wanted to know if time was set. If everything was what it was because I'd always been there."
"That's ridiculous!"
"I see that NOW, but I didn't then." Andrew stood and started pacing. "We saved a village from being slaughtered. It was a good thing to do," he insisted. She raised an eyebrow. "I think. I don't know anymore. Anyway, I got back and boom, slaughter never happened. Which made me realize that our victory isn't set; we don't necessarily win. She could win!" Andrew pushed back the panic those words made him feel.
"I see."
"But the other day I saved some dude in an alleyway. And the next day he went out and killed innocent people. Is that my fault? I changed an event, and now people are dead." Andrew sat down. His head was throbbing horribly. "I can't… I can't fit my head around it. It's too much."
She laid her hand on the back of his head, and a wave of soothing heat washed over him. He sighed, feeling as if his head had just been released from a vise.
"Time is delicate," she said softly. "Life is delicate. There is no telling the chaos our actions can cause." She poured herself a cup of tea. "I will tell you a story." Her face was sad, and her eyes far away.
"When I was very young, just a handful of years after our rebirth, I was wandering the woods and happened upon a young man dangling over the edge of a ravine. I saved his life. How could I not? He was surely going to die, and I could not stand there and watch it happen."
"He was so grateful. He thanked me, and we parted ways. Several days later I visited one of the many villages I provided with remedies." Aylen paused. Her lips twisted sadly, and her eyes were agonized.
"They were dead. All except one. A young boy. I held him in my arms as the life leaked from his chest and he died. I had not yet learned the extent of my skills; I did not know I could heal him," she said sadly. "I asked him who had done this horrible thing, and he described a man leading a group of warriors. I knew instantly who the man was, and that I had saved him from death."
Andrew swallowed a gasp. Just like he had done. He waited for Aylen to finish. "I wept with guilt. If I had let him die the village might have lived. Who was I to make the decision of who should live and who should die? I swore that after I corrected my mistake, I would never interfere with life again."
She was quiet for so long, he thought she was finished, so he finally asked, "What'd you do?"
"I could not do it, so I asked Meli to kill him, to restore the balance, and she was happy to do so." Aylen shook her head sadly. "I removed myself far away from anyone, watching people live and die from afar and not changing the way things were meant to be."
Andrew needed to think, so he poured himself a cup of tea, just to give his hands something to do. Aylen wasn't completely cut off. She had interfered at least four or five times since he had known her. "But you interfered with me and Pecos?"
She smiled, eyes brightening. "I am sometimes weak."
Andrew could read between those lines. She liked Pecos very much. "So what're you saying? That I should do nothing?"
She shook her head. "I am saying nothing of the kind. My decision put me on a lonely, futile path. In five hundred years what have I done?" A look of disgust crossed her face.
Andrew was smart enough to recognize a rhetorical question when he heard one; so he kept his mouth shut and waited. "I have changed nothing," she said bitterly. "Not for the good or for the bad. You do what you do. But you must live with the consequences."
Andrew frowned. So he'd live with the consequences. But he was also going to take care of it. Restore the balance as she'd said. "Thanks; I think." Shamans.
He rode to the Raven's Nest and called Fred. "Hey, did you see the guy on the front page of the paper?"
"Yeah."
"Can you find him for me? He's got something that belongs to me."
"No problem."
Andrew grinned. It was so cool having a super nerd on his team. He bet Fred could even tell them where the Black Shaman was. He laughed at the thought.
Fred called him back a couple hours later. "Got him," he said, rattling off an address, then adding, "Be careful, man; he's got a rap sheet a mile long."
Figured. He would save a bad guy. He was going to have to be more careful who he saved from now on. No point saving murderers from murderers. Let them sort it out.
He wanted to wait until night time, but he wasn't sure the guy would still be there, so he grabbed his knives and left. He rode his bike, stopping a block away from the address Fred had given him and hiding his bike behind a dumpster. The guy lived in a rough part of town, and Andrew didn't want to have to walk home.
He breathed deeply and channeled the power into his body. The power fused to him like hot lead. He pulled it back just a bit, trying to reduce the heat from full burning to gently boiling. Just a dab, he thought.
He breathed in and out. Sneaky feet; I am a shadow, he thought. He'd never done this before, and it was a little nerve wracking. He wished Doyle was with him. Doyle would know exactly what to do.
Andrew opened the outer door and slipped silently up the stairs. How Fred had found this guy he had no idea. Maybe that was how Fred used the power. He'd never thought of that. Why couldn't Fred use it that way? Why couldn't the power be used any way?
The door up ahead said "318". That was the one. He closed his eyes. He didn't have x-ray vison, but he was sure he'd be able to tell if there was life behind the walls.
He saw pulsing life sparks, but there wasn't just one, there were three. What were the chances that the bad guy was hanging out with two other bad guys? Andrew wished he'd read the article. Maybe he'd had accomplices.
He thought about waiting for the guy to leave and handling him then. Or he could just ask them. What would Doyle do? Andrew grinned and knocked on the door.
His guy opened the door just a crack, and Andrew knocked the door off its hinges with a well-placed palm strike. The robber flew backwards, landing on a table covered in cash. The table spilt in half, and money spewed everywhere.
The other two guys jumped from their chairs, pulling out guns. Oh good, they're all bad, Andrew thought with a grin.
"I gave you a second chance at life," Andrew growled. "You shouldn't have wasted it." He pulled his knives, throwing them quickly. One sunk deep into the chest of the man he'd saved, and blood spurted from his lips.
The other knife went all the way through another one's neck, killing him instantly. Andrew felt a bullet rip through his chest, but he ignored it, leaping over the table, ripping the gun out of the last man's hand, and slamming his fist into the man's face, breaking his teeth and knocking his head backwards.
Andrew fell to the floor with him, landing on top of him. He lifted the man's head and smashed it into the floor. There was a crunch, and blood spurted across the cracked linoleum.
Andrew vaguely felt a pulsing pain in his chest, and he looked down, surprised to see blood seeping into his shirt. It didn't hurt much, not really. Or maybe it was just numb. He pushed the power into his chest and watched as it spit the bullet out and knit the hole shut.
He made a mental note to kill whoever had a gun first next time. He frowned. Why was he already planning on a next time? This was a one-time thing. Wasn't it?
He stood, scanning the room and listening. Everything was quiet and still. The money was strewn everywhere, but he didn't care about the money. Did he?
He sat in a chair and stared at it. He was sure the building was filled with criminals. If he left it, other criminals would use it for their own purposes. That was bad. He couldn't give it to the poor; it was probably marked. What if I just burn the whole damn building to the ground? But what if there were children? He shook his head; he guessed he'd have to return it.
He shoved the money into a bag, retrieved his knives, shoved the guns into his waist band, and snuck down the stairs. Sneaky feet, he thought, feeling the power pulsing through him. Not burning, but there.
He retrieved his bike and rode towards the police station. He waited in the shadows until dark, then dropped the bag on the steps, and rode off to the Raven's Nest.
He slipped in the back door and shoved the guns in a kitchen drawer with the others. He was covered in his own blood. Doyle would be mad. Doyle would have snuck in through a window and killed them before they'd even known he was there, but Andrew wasn't ready for that. He didn't particularly like sneaking up on people, although he'd rather sneak up on someone than get shot in the head.
He filled the tub with hot water and slipped in. He washed the blood off his chest, then leaned his head against the back of the tub and closed his eyes. He was unsettled by how easy it had been for him to kill them. He wanted to be bothered by it. He wanted to remember how many people he'd killed, but he simply couldn't.
He'd lost track that first day in the woods with Doyle, and there was no going back. He'd just have to accept that he'd killed lots of people. And he was probably going to kill some more. He couldn't see any way around it. In that he was like Pecos; trouble just found him.
He frowned. If he were honest, he'd admit that he went looking for it. Life was a little flat without trouble, but he wasn't being honest, so he pushed that thought aside. 
He dried himself off and stared at his ruined shirt. He needed some clothes here so he could change without his mom seeing his ruined ones. He'd bring some over next time he came.
He grabbed his phone and texted Fred. "Also, need coffee maker and Raven's Brew coffee."
Fred texted back, "Sure thing."
Andrew laughed, thinking how weird it was to be tossing out orders and have Fred reply "sure thing" just like one of the cowboys would if Pecos told them to do something. He didn't really have the right to order Fred around; but on the other hand, he was paying him. No point in being all nice and "pleasing" and what not. If it needed done, it needed done.
It was freezing out, but shirtless and cold was better than covered in blood, and his jacket was still mostly clean. He biked home and snuck through his window, surprised to see his mom standing in his room.
"Where have you been?" she demanded.
"Um… I went to see Aylen, then I spent some time talking to Fred, then I went downtown for a while."
"Who's Fred, and where's your shirt?" She was tapping her foot.
"Oh, didn't I tell you about Fred?" Andrew slipped off his jacket and pulled a fresh shirt over his head, hoping he could distract her. "I met him at school. He's a super nerd. He's helping me with one of my school projects."
Her eyes narrowed. "You never mentioned him."
"Sorry; I thought I had. He's a good friend."
Her face softened. "I'm glad you're making friends."
"Yeah, he's super smart."
"I wanted to spend some time with you today."
"I'm sorry, Mom. I didn't mean to be gone all day. Time just got away from me."
"I feel like I hardly see you anymore. Can we make Sundays a special you and me day?"
Andrew smiled. "Absolutely! I'd really like that."
"We'll do pizza and ice cream; whatever you want."
"Sounds great, Mom." Andrew gave her a huge hug. "By the way, how was your date?" Her face turned bright red, and Andrew grinned. "That good, huh?" he said laughingly.
"It was… I mean… I…" she stammered.
Andrew snickered. "Never mind. I'll ask Vick later."
Her eyes widened. "No! I mean, it was good. It was a good date."
"Love you, Mom. Glad you had fun."
"Love you too, kiddo."
Andrew held his breath until she was gone and his door was shut. That had been too close. He had to be more careful. She seemed cool, but if she found out what he was really up to, he wouldn't put it past her to lock him in the basement. They didn't actually have a basement, but she'd find a way.
He hadn't meant to be gone all day, and he'd certainly meant to keep in contact with her better because he didn't want her to worry. He had just been so focused, and all he could think about was fixing the mess he'd made. He scrubbed his hand through his hair. It was hard to still be a kid when he wasn't really a kid anymore. He'd have to do better.
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It only took Fred a handful of days to get all the things Andrew wanted for the Raven's Nest. "You can do anything with a bunch of money," he commented stoically when Andrew exclaimed how amazing he was.
Andrew wanted to get started right away, but Fred asked for a couple days to set up everything before Andrew checked it out. He didn't want to wait any longer, but if Fred wanted a couple days, Fred would get them.
After pacing for an entire day, Andrew told his mom he needed a day or two to himself.
"What about your school?" she asked.
"I'll make it up."
"But…" She wanted to argue but stopped herself.
It would have been easier to lie, to say he was going to Fred's or something, but he couldn't do that. "I've gotta get out of the city," he said emphatically.
Her face tightened, but she finally said, "I'm still your mother; I want to protect you. But you're… I don't know. You don't need me."
"That's not true, Mom," Andrew said earnestly. "You're my mom. I'll always need you."
He figured that was a universal statement. He didn't really need her, but he would never say that. Besides, legally, here, he couldn't exactly live without her, and he did enjoy her company. If he was offered the chance to stay in Pecos's time forever, would he leave her behind? He was afraid the answer was yes.
She smiled at him sadly. "You're not my baby anymore."
Andrew didn't know how to respond to that. She always called him her baby. "Mom, I…" She shook her head, gave him a quick hug, and left. Andrew wasn't sure that was a yes, but it wasn't a no either, so he packed a few things in his backpack and headed out on his bike. Six of the ravens followed him.
He rode along the road until he reached the edge of town, then he stashed his bike in a ditch and continued on foot until he was far enough from the road he could run. It was still cold, but it was warm enough he didn't even need his jacket, not with the power pumping through him.
He was only using just a little bit of power, but it still kept him warm. He was trying really hard to only use a dab whenever he could. Every time he wanted to reach for it all, Grandma's voice echoed in his head. "You will die; you will die; you will die." It was inevitable; he just hoped he made it to the end.
He pushed thoughts of dying from his mind and ran swiftly through the dry grass. He almost felt like his feet had wings, but he knew flying and this was nothing like it. How he envied his raven brothers. What he wouldn't give to have his raven wings back for even just an hour.
He ran faster, pushing himself as fast as he could go with the little power he was using, then he pulled a bit more out of the well and went even faster. He wondered how fast he could go if he pulled it all. But the well was bottomless; it had no end.
He ran until he reached the woods, then he started walking softly. He focused on being sneaky and soft footed, like a shadow moving from tree to tree. He slowed his breathing, he slowed his heart, and he moved silently deeper and deeper into the woods. The hunt was on.
The ravens flew above him, swooping soundlessly through the air, sometimes landing, but always moving forward. He followed their pattern. After a while, Fenton sent him an image of a large buck grazing beyond some bushes. Andrew sent back an image of a deer without antlers. Fenton sent him the same image again.
"I don't know why you guys wanna make this hard on me," Andrew muttered. He glided silently forward. Soon he could smell the deer. He closed his eyes and watched the deer's blood pump through its veins. It was a huge deer, much bigger than the last one he'd killed. He wondered how he should do it. He slipped out his long, thin knife. Its weight felt right in his hand.
He crouched low and moved forward slowly. His eyes were open, but he was still watching the deer through his mind, watching its heartbeat, waiting to see if it noticed him.
He stepped closer; almost there now. The deer's heart sped up slightly, and its head lifted. Andrew leapt forward, but the deer swung its head catching Andrew in the chest with its antlers. It pushed, and Andrew flew backward several feet.
Andrew landed on the balls of his feet, warily watching the gigantic deer. Its antlers were as wide as a semi-truck's grill. Andrew considered walking away, but he was hungry. The power burning through his veins needed fed. He narrowed his eyes and stepped closer.
"Find something else to hunt, human child," the deer said softly.
Andrew nearly dropped his knife. "You speak?"
"Why not?"
"It's just… I don't know. I didn't figure there were all that many of you. I wouldn't have hunted you if I had known."
"What makes me different from my brothers? Do they not think like I?"
Andrew frowned. "I don't know. Do they?"
The deer shook his head. "Hunt, eat; you are different than us. Like the cougar you crave meat and are not satisfied with the never ending grass."
"Um…" Andrew didn't know what to say. He had to eat; that was a fact. And no, he wasn't satisfied with grass no matter how tasty Widow Maker insisted it was. He slipped his knife into its sheath and backed slowly away.
Fenton sent him an image of them feasting on the deer. No, Andrew thought. He speaks; I can't. Fenton sent him the same image. No. I won't.
They continued to hunt, but now Andrew felt awkward, like he should be asking animals if they could speak before he killed them. Pecos would say that was stupid, he thought. And they do all taste the same.
So when the ravens found him another deer, he didn't hesitate. He simply snuck up behind it and slipped his knife into its neck, slicing down. The deer dropped without a sound.
"Call our brothers," Andrew said.
He sliced off a chunk of meat and began to eat. He knew he could cook it. He wasn't so hungry he couldn't take the time, but he honestly didn't want to. He liked it raw. He liked eating with his brothers, as they ate. So they sat and feasted.
Many ravens came. Ravens Andrew didn't recognize and didn't know. They ate for a long time. When they were done there was still meat left. A coyote slinking through the trees caught Andrew's eye. His brothers were full; why couldn't he feed Pecos's brothers as well?
He sent the coyote an image of coyotes eating the rest of the deer. The coyote stared at him for a moment before fading into the trees. Andrew grinned, knowing it would return with others. He sliced off another chunk of meat, shoved it into his backpack for later, and turned to walk deeper into the forest.
He walked until the sun dipped into the earth. Then he pulled a blanket from his backpack and laid it on the ground. He sat quietly, watching the colors change and the sun completely disappear. He watched the stars blink into existence.
He wished they were here with him. He wished Joe's music could fill the night air. He wished Charlie had been the one to find the deer. He wished Doyle would smack him over the head for telling a stupid joke. He wished Pecos was watching them all with that half-smile on his lips.
He closed his eyes, pretending they were there, and lay on the ground, tucking his dreamcatcher under his head. The silence of the forest, which is never truly silent, greeted him. A soft breeze drifted over his face. He smiled, trying to keep the power humming a little and part of his mind awake and focused. He knew for a fact nothing could sneak up on Charlie or Doyle, so why couldn't he do it to?
He dreamed of a white picket fence and a tiny, green yard. He played war with a blond-headed, gap-toothed boy. The boy had soldiers carved of wood.
Andrew woke with a gasp, heart pounding, fingers still curled as if he was holding a wooden soldier, knowing without a doubt he'd dreamed of Rolf.
He closed his eyes for a moment and remembered the grin on Rolf's face. He felt the wooden soldiers, soldiers he knew Doyle had carved. He ran his finger thoughtfully over Riana's stitch work, then he tucked the dreamcatcher into his bag and stretched with a smile.
He glanced at the grey sky and realized he'd slept all night. He'd slept better than he had in weeks or months. As long as it had been since he'd been back, even if he had dreamed. He grinned widely. He liked being out here. Free. Roaming. Sleeping under the stars. One more hunt.
A day later he returned home much more relaxed. Waiting didn't seem as much like waiting when he wasn't here, in the city, without the stars.
Not long after he got back, Fred texted him saying, "I'm done." Andrew texted his mom that he'd be spending the evening with Fred, hopped on his bike, rode as fast as normal people could, jumped the back fence, and ran to the door. When he walked inside the house, he couldn't believe his eyes.
Fred had completely transformed it. Along one of the long walls there were rows and rows of stacked straw bales with various targets attached to them. There was a huge section of flooring covered with mats. But most amazing of all was a fenced in area towards the front of the house that surrounded two weird looking robots.
"You actually found robots?!" Andrew gasped.
"Sure," Fred said carelessly. "I've programed them with thirty different fight routines, and they can vary those together as well. Should keep you busy for a while. When you figure it out I'll reprogram them."
Andrew turned in a circle, taking it all in. "Did you do all this on your own?"
"Clara helped with the setup but not the programing. That girl's got no aptitude for computers," Fred said, shaking his head sadly.
Clara popped out from behind one of the robots. "Like it?"
"Like it? I love it! Why'd you guys do all this? I could've helped."
"We wanted to surprise you," Clara said. "Just 'cause."
"Well, mission accomplished."
"Just you wait until you see what else Fred has in store for you," Clara said ominously.
Fred smiled widely. "I got some drones, and I've programed them to attack you while you're fighting the robots."
"Oh great; that sounds great." Andrew was starting to worry a bit. At least Doyle was human. The robots looked very metally and hard.
"Now I've only got the two robots," Fred continued. "And you said you need to learn to use less power, so it'll give you an opportunity to dial it down but still keep from getting killed. Because if you jack up my robots, I'm gonna be mad."
Andrew stared at Fred to see if he was joking, but he didn't look like he was. "I'll do my best," Andrew promised.
"Alright; let me show you how it works."
Fred spent the next two hours showing Andrew how to set up a training cycle. "I made it self-functioning so you can use it on your own. That way you can train anytime." Fred looked extremely proud of himself.
"It's super amazing," Andrew said. To be honest, he was a little overwhelmed. He really wasn't that techy. Maybe he should have just bought a boxing kangaroo or a gorilla.
"Wanna try it out?"
Andrew cringed. "I feel like I'm gonna get my ass kicked."
"Probably, but isn't that the point?"
"What?"
"Getting your butt kicked so you can get better?"
"I guess." Andrew studied the cage uneasily. It looked a bit too much like a cage at the zoo, and he really didn't want to step in there. He looked at Clara and Fred. Their faces were open and excited. They were his friends, and they weren't trying to hurt him. They were trying to help him. He could trust them.
"Okay, just try not to kill me," he said with a grin.
"Nah," Fred said dismissively. "It's got levels remember? We'll start with easy." Fred started pushing buttons, and Andrew laughed softly. Fred's levels were "easy", "medium", "hard", and "death". Andrew didn't think he'd ever be ready for "death". He stepped into the cage, flinching as Clara slammed the door shut behind him.
"To keep the drones from escaping," she said.
Andrew nodded, keeping his eyes on the robots. They weren't attached to the floor, instead they were free-rolling, and they had long arms with large metal hands. He grimaced, wishing Doyle was here. If Doyle was here, they could just fight the old-fashioned way.
The robots' eyes turned red, and they started moving. Andrew just stared, dumbfounded. The robots moved closer. One punched, and Andrew dodged on instinct and jumped to the side, but when he came up, the other robot punched him hard in the face. He fell back, stumbling over his feet.
"Should I fire up the drones?" Fred called out. Andrew shook his head. He wasn't ready for drones yet. He dodged another punch. "Was that a yes?" Fred yelled.
"NO!" Andrew snapped, landing an uppercut to one robot's chest. Pain wrenched through his hand. Robots were harder than people. He suddenly realized he'd forgotten to channel the power and shook his head in disgust. Why couldn't he ever focus?
He pulled the power out of the well and pushed it through his body. The pain in his face and hand melted away, replaced by solid, pulsing heat.
Fred had explained that the training simulation ended when Andrew landed enough punches hard enough that it would take out a large, muscly man. Andrew pushed the power into his hand and punched one of the robots in the head. The head flew backwards, caught, and slumped forward.  
"Not so damn hard!" Fred yelled. The robot's eyes went dark, and it powered down. Andrew guessed just that one hit was enough. He grinned and dodged another punch, punching towards the robot's chest, trying to use less power than before.
The robot bounced and powered down, and Andrew grinned. That hadn't been so hard. Sure he'd had some problems at the beginning, but he'd worked it out. He glanced at the others. Fred was frowning and glaring at the computer screen. Clara was staring at Andrew, wide-eyed.
"I need to make some adjustments," Fred muttered. "You hit harder than I was expecting." Andrew grinned wider.
"I think that's an understatement," Clara said softly.
"I'll tweak it over the next couple days," Fred said, looking up. "I'll let you know when it's ready."
"Thanks guys," Andrew said. "I can't tell you how much... Anyway, thanks."
Clara and Fred both grinned. "Glad you like it," Fred said. "By the way, here's your credit card. You don't have a limit, but I would keep it reasonable."
"Credit card?" Andrew asked dumbly.
"Yeah, that way you can order the stuff you want. I looked, but I honestly wasn't sure what kind of bow or rope or anything you wanted. You can figure it out," Fred said with a shrug, handing Andrew a shiny blue card and a manila folder.
"What's all this?" Andrew asked.
"Your driver's license, birth certificate, social security card, everything associated with your identity."
"I'm sorry, my identity?"
"Yeah, Andrew Rufus isn't twenty-one yet, but Wes Andrews is."
Andrew blinked. "You're bamming me? Right?"
"No."
Andrew opened the folder and pulled out a driver's license card. It had his picture on it, but his name and birthdate wasn't the same. Fred was so much more than he'd ever imagined. "You're… That really is how you use the power, isn't it?"
"What?" Fred blinked, confused.
"Never mind. Thank you, Fred. Whatever I'm paying you, you're worth it. Double it, if you want."
Fred grinned. "I'm good. I'd only use your credit card online. You look a little young for twenty-one." Andrew nodded. He couldn't wait to start shopping. "Alright, I gotta go," Fred said, shoving his laptop into his bag. "See you later."
After Fred was gone, Andrew turned to Clara. "I am so glad I saved him from the toilet."
She nodded. "He's pretty useful. And he's nice too."
"He's awesome," Andrew agreed with a grin.
"I gotta jet," she said, grabbing her bag and heading out the door.
Andrew took one last look around, then rode home to eat supper with his mom. He spent the evening picking out a bow and some arrows, a rope, and a bullwhip to be overnighted to the Raven's Nest. He charged it all to his new credit card. He wondered where the bill went but figured Fred would take care of it.
It felt good, so good, to finally be ready.
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Andrew was too excited to sleep, so he climbed out his window and went running. He ran to the warehouse district, climbed his favorite building and sat on top. He wondered what the cowboys would think of his training lair. He laughed softly to himself, imagining they wouldn't be all that impressed.
He studied the building across the alley. "How far do you think that building is?" he asked Sam. Sam shrugged and sent Andrew an image of Andrew literally flying over it. "Yes, there is the problem of wings, Sam." Sam shrugged again. "Whadda you think, Dean?"
Dean sent Andrew an image of them eating a squirrel. "You guys are spoiled, you know? Before me it was small rodents and scraps, and now you're like 'feed us, feed us'. Ridiculous!" Dean pecked Andrew's hand, and Andrew laughed. "I'm gonna try it."
He stood and walked to the far end of the rooftop. What was the worst that could happen? He broke something, and he healed it. He reached for the power, pushing it into his legs and feet. I can do this, he thought.
He ran quickly across the rooftop, and when he reached the edge, he jumped, flying through the air and landing feet first on the other building. He wasn't quite ready for the hard landing, and he tripped, rolling head over heels across the roof. When he finally stopped rolling, he jumped up with a shout. "That was awesome! Let's do it again!"
He spent the next hour running from rooftop to rooftop. He couldn't believe he'd never thought to try it before. He learned rather quickly that not all buildings were the same distance apart. He landed short once, but as he began to fall he managed to grab the rooftop ledge with one hand. He hung there for a moment trying to decide what to do, but he finally just let go and fell into the alley. He landed easily and tried again.
Andrew was jumping between the two farthest apart buildings when Dean sent him a strange image of the sky. Andrew paused. What is that? he asked. Dean sent it again. I get there's something there, but what? Dean sent him an image of a little, fuzzy, black thing with wings.
Bats? Andrew frowned and gazed up at the grey sky, trying to see what was going on. The sky was filled with flapping black shapes. He'd never seen bats here before, and he had a feeling this wasn't a social call. He backed slowly towards the middle of the roof, waiting. The shape grew and grew until it resembled one enormous bat, hanging in the air above him.
He watched it warily. Maybe bats were totally friendly. He felt the air from the flapping of their wings, and then they swooped, little claws outstretched, mouths open wide.
"Get outta here!" he yelled to Sam and Dean. "NOW!" He didn't have time to see if they listened; the bats were on him. They were small and quick; they zoomed in, bit, then zoomed away. There were so many of them he couldn't tell them apart; his eyes simply couldn't focus.
He flinched as claws ripped across his face and hands and grasped wildly but caught nothing. They had surrounded him on all sides, swooping in and out, slashing and biting, aiming for his eyes. A claw glazed his eyeball, and he ducked, curling into a ball.
The bats slashed his back and his arms; he felt teeth sink deep into his neck, but he ignored them, slowing his breathing and holding himself totally still. 
He pulled the power into his body and focused on the bats' life forces. He could see them, each little pulsing dot of life as they flew around him. His hand snapped out, grabbing hold of and crushing a bat. Both hands moved at once. Bats crunched as his fingers wrapped around them.
Sticky blood oozed down his face, but he ignored it. He ignored the burning pain covering his body and killed more and more bats. It was taking him too long though. He imagined himself standing on the rooftop until dawn, killing and killing, bleeding and bleeding.
He stopped moving again, gathering the power inside himself, pulling more and more out of the well, wondering if he could control the blast. Was it always completely decimate or could he simply blast enough to kill?
He made a ball, no bigger than a baseball and held it in his hands. It pulsed with heat, and he imagined it exploding, tearing out and killing all the bats. He flung his hands out quickly, ripping the ball in half, blasting the power out, out and all around him.
Heat and light poured off him. It expanded out and out, burning bats as it went. Andrew watched, fascinated. It was beautiful. Raw, hot power illuminated the entire rooftop, scorching all the bats in its path.
Burning bats dropped from the sky, flapping helplessly on the rooftop, and an acrid stench filled the air. The wave of power went out and up, crossing the sky, burning every bat it touched, until finally all the bats were down, writhing on the roof, screeching in pain.
Andrew frowned. That certainly wasn't as efficient as a nice, big, hot wave that blasted everything into nothingness. In fact most of the bats were still alive, so he was still going to have to kill them.
He focused on one of the writhing bats. Why? he asked in his mind. Why? An image filled his mind of a blackness so complete he stumbled backwards. The blackness was moving, morphing into a shape with an open mouth. Eating, eating, always eating and never satisfied. Andrew broke the connection with a shudder. It was her.
He shoved his knife into the bat, killing it. Then one by one he began killing the other wounded bats. Always finish the job, he thought, feeling annoyed at himself for not just using a big blast of power. Maybe Ahanu was wrong. Maybe just a dab wouldn't do.
Loud croaks drowned out the pitiful sounds of dying bats, and a cloud of ravens swooped from the sky. They landed on the roof and began to kill the bats with their beaks and their claws.
"Thanks, guys," Andrew said. They worked together until all the bats were dead, then Andrew looked around. It looked like some kind of bat horror film. "Think you guys can make 'em disappear?"
Dean picked up two bats with his claws and flew into the night, the other ravens following him. Andrew grinned. It was so handy having raven brothers.
His head was throbbing horribly, and one of his eyes was swollen shut, but he wasn't sure he had the energy to heal without eating first. He'd stupidly forgotten his backpack, and he certainly didn't want to black out.
He stared at the remaining bats. He definitely wasn't eating bat. There had to be some rules. He wouldn't mind one of the talony things hanging off their wings though. He snapped one off a dead bat, shoving it into his pocket, and climbed carefully down the ladder.
He was exhausted. He wasn't even sure he could hunt; he'd used a lot of energy jumping from roof to roof before the bats showed up, so he decided to head home since he knew his mom had meat in the fridge. It wasn't great, but it would do.
He ran home as fast as he could. He was so weak he didn't even bother with the tree, just walked in the front door. His mom was sitting at the table drinking a glass of milk and reading a book. She gasped when she saw him.
"Andrew! Are you okay?! You're bleeding!" She grabbed a dish towel and held it to Andrew's neck.
Andrew grinned weakly. "Fine, Mom. No worries. Just need a little meat." He opened the refrigerator.
"I didn't have time to cook anything today," she said worriedly. "I can make you some hamburgers, but we need to stop this bleeding first. You're covered in blood. Sit down."
"It's fine, Mom." Andrew's head was pounding, and he could barely think. He ripped open a package of ground beef and took a huge bite.
He heard his mom gasp. "Andrew… that's raw!"
He shrugged. He was too tired to explain. He ate several bites before he felt his headache ease and his tiredness ebb. He sighed, pulling the power out and pushing it through his body. It burned horribly, but he felt it stitching his skin closed as it went. Sealing the wounds and pushing out anything that didn't belong.
"Ahhh, better," he sighed, finishing off the package of meat.
Mrs. Rufus was staring at him in frozen shock. He grinned crookedly at her. "I'm gonna make some coffee. Want some?" She shook her head. "Sorry 'bout that. I didn't have the energy to hunt, so I just came home. I'll be more careful next time."
"Next time?" she stuttered.
"Yeah, well, you know."
"I don't."
"Just some bats. They like the dark I guess."
"You were attacked by bats," she said flatly. She still hadn't moved, and Andrew hoped she didn't pass out or something.
"Yeah, but it's no big deal."
"I'm going back to bed. This is just a very vivid dream."
Andrew chuckled. "Sure is. Love you, Mom."
"Uh-huh," she said vaguely, wandering off towards her room.
Andrew drank his coffee in silence. He definitely needed to stock the Raven's Nest with meat and stuff. Coming home like this had not been a plan. He just hadn't wanted to pass out somewhere in the city. He couldn't stand the thought of being so vulnerable, even if he did have his dreamcatcher. He grabbed his laptop and ordered some meat from a local grocery store, smiling when he saw it would be delivered tomorrow.
He collapsed exhausted into bed, and as soon as he fell asleep, he had wings. He was swooping through the air, gliding then diving towards the ground. The Raven flew beside him, and together they hunted. They hunted for bison on the plains, but there were none. The bison were gone.
Andrew woke feeling depressed and hungry for bison. He met his mom downstairs, and they ate breakfast together. She didn't say a word. When she left, Andrew went to see Aylen.
It was sunny and warm, so they sat on the patio to drink their tea. "What's it like," he asked "to live for five hundred years?"
"Lonely."
"Why don't you and Ahanu live together?"
She cringed slightly. "We all lived together for the first twenty years or so."
"Even… her?" Andrew couldn't call her Meli anymore; not after what she'd done to him. She was the Black Shaman, dark, evil, nothing else.
"Yes."
"And?"
"And nothing. After a while it became apparent our interests lay in different areas. And after I learned what Meli had done so she might live again, I did not want to be with her."
"What did she do?" Andrew leaned forward; he wanted to know everything he could about the Black Shaman.
"I told you. She stole the life of an entire village."
"Yeah, but what does that mean?"
Aylen looked agitated. "Self-explanatory don't you think?"
"Now you sound like Pecos. Spell it out for me. I need to know everything I can about her. I wanna understand her. I need to."
Aylen sighed. "Fine, she stole their life force and ate their bodies."
Andrew blinked. "I'm sorry… Did you say 'ate'?"
"Yes."
"As in literally?!"
"Yes."
Andrew felt dizzy. She had tried to eat him. She almost had. She wanted his power. She wanted Pecos's power. She would literally eat them to get it.
He guessed it made a twisted sort of logic really. He ate animals for the strength and power they gave him. When he ate deer he felt strong and fast. He felt fleet of foot. When he'd eaten owl his eyes had grown sharper. So it made sense that if she ate him she would partially consume the power that flowed through his veins.
"But she doesn't have to eat people to feed off their death, does she?"
"No, I think it is a bonus, just a bit more, you know?"
Andrew wanted to gag. Never once had he considered consuming human flesh. People didn't smell the same as animals. They smelled rancid and old. He shuddered just thinking about it.
"She was gonna eat me," he whispered. "She drank my blood. In a dream, which wasn't a dream."
Aylen looked shocked. "She should not be able to hurt you in dreams, not in truth!"
"I know, but when Doyle woke me there was blood on my chest. She had ripped it open, and her hand was around my heart." Andrew could still feel her icy fingers gripping his heart and squeezing, ready to yank. "If Doyle hadn't woken me…"
"Her power grows and changes. You must be very careful."
"So are dreams reality? 'Cause I ate with The Raven in a dream, and when I woke I wasn't hungry."
She studied him with narrowed eyes for a moment. "Some dreams are simply dreams, passing moments when asleep. Some dreams are real, in that what happens there, the people you meet, the conversations you have are true, real, like your dreams with Pecos." She paused.
When she began to talk again, her voice was low and serious. "Some dreams are no different than the waking world. But usually, all persons involved must take themselves there. Those types of dreams require great power."
"Oh. So either she's powerful enough to take both of us or I took myself?"
"I do not know."
"Pecos says I'm not like her, but I am a little. Aren't I?"
"What do you mean?" Aylen asked, astonished.
"I need to eat meat, the rawer and fresher the better. If I don't… well. Anyway. The power takes from me, and I take from them. Not really all that different."
Aylen didn't respond right away; instead she poured him another cup of tea. The tea should have been cold by now, but it was the perfect temperature. It was always the perfect temperature. She handed him a cookie, but it looked homemade, so he put it on his plate.
"It only seems the same on the surface," she finally said. "Underneath, your feeding has a purity and balance to it that hers does not. You must accept that."
Andrew shrugged. "Did you go by the house?"
"Yes; it is very powerfully protected. It would take the most direct of attacks to break my wards. It is so well-hidden that if no one knows it is there they would not know to attack it."
"That sounds epic. Thank you."
"Is there anything else you need?"
Andrew was shocked. Aylen was offering to help. Offering! He smiled at her. "No. Thank you. I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"That it's lonely."
When Andrew left he biked to the Raven's Nest. There was a cooler sitting on his front porch, a big long box, and some smaller boxes. He opened the door and pulled everything inside.
This was only the second time he'd been here on his own. It was quiet, and he didn't like it. Training in the future was lonely. He couldn't imagine how Aylen must feel.
He shoved the meat in the refrigerator and opened the box. The bow was long and sleek. It was varnished and slick in his hands. He closed his eyes and remembered the feel of Charlie's bow, no slick varnish, just finely polished wood and weighted just right. He remembered Charlie instructing him and moving his arms and his hands. He chuckled to himself. He still couldn't believe Charlie hadn't let him shoot a single arrow.
Andrew walked in front of the straw bales. He strung his bow, took an arrow out of the box, studied the fletching, then notched it in the string. He leveled the arrow, tilting the bow slightly to the left.
He heard Charlie's voice, telling him just what to do. Andrew drew back the arrow and anchored his thumb on his cheek, sighting down the arrow shaft. He didn't want to let go. He wanted Charlie to be there when he released his first arrow. But he wasn't. None of them were here. He loosened his hold, considering throwing the bow back in its box and never looking at it again, but he couldn't.
"Damn it, Charlie! Why couldn't you have let me shoot just one?" He drew back and released. The arrow whizzed through the air, slamming into the straw bale target, about a foot from where he had aimed.
He smiled sadly. He didn't know what Charlie would say, but he thought it was a pretty good first shot. He drew back another arrow and shot again. And again and again until he'd run out of arrows. He knew it was different here. There was no breeze, no wind. Everything was still and calm, but it was the best he could do.
He retrieved his arrows and tried again, but this time he channeled some power into his hands and his eyes. The whole point of training was to get to where he could use the power consistently, without nearly dying or blacking out.
His arrows flew straighter this time, piercing the target just inches from the center. He wondered if how much power he used made a difference. He channeled more. His arrow flew perfectly into the middle of the target with a hard twang. He grinned. Now he was getting somewhere.




Chapter 9

 
[image: ] 

Andrew spent the remainder of the day practicing with his bow and throwing knives. His aim was spot on, and it was even better if he channeled the power.
He ignored the rope. He didn't have a calf's head anyway. And he didn't think he could spin properly with a ceiling overhead. Pecos and Joe probably could, but he wasn't them.
He hated training without them here to correct him, to berate him, to tell him to stop being a sissy. It just wasn't the same. It was silent, and it was lonely.
By afternoon the constant power usage had taken a toll and Andrew's head was pounding, so he put away his bow and opened the refrigerator. He supposed he needed to bring over a pan so it looked as if he actually cooked his meat.
For everything he'd told Clara and Fred, there was a lot he'd held back, things he'd never tell anyone unless he had to, things he was afraid would change the way they saw him. Eating raw meat was definitely one of them.
He quickly ate the meat, worried they might pop in at any moment. Then he brewed himself a pot of coffee and took a cup upstairs to the den. He slumped into one of his cozy chairs, the one slightly off center, the center chair was Pecos's, and took a sip. Not bad. Not Doyle's and missing that special campfire flavor, but not bad.
Andrew wondered if he should bring his gear here. Aylen said she'd warded it so it was probably safer here than at his mom's. Also, if his dreamcatcher was here he'd be able to take naps or sleep here if he wanted to.
He frowned. He was basically moving in. How much time could he spend here without his mom noticing? They only saw each other at breakfast and supper, the rest of the time they gave each other a respectful distance. So he could pretty much live here without her noticing. He was going to need more stuff.
Fred came in as Andrew was leaving. "I'm gonna reprogram the Death Bots," Fred said. "Should be ready by tomorrow."
"I'm sorry, did you say Death Bots?"
"Yeah, that's what I named them. Do you like it?" Fred asked with a wide grin.
"Not particularly. Considering I'm the one fighting them."
Fred laughed. "You'll be fine." Andrew rolled his eyes. That sounded like the Fred equivalent for "don't be a sissy".
On his way out, Andrew checked the guns in his drawer. He wanted to buy bullets, but he couldn't do that if he didn't know what they were. He was glad Vick had taught him how to use modern guns; otherwise he wouldn't know what he was doing. He pulled the bullets out of them, checking the tops. It looked like he had a couple 9mm's, a .45, and a .357.
"Hey Fred," he said casually. "How could I go about keeping loud noises from being heard outside the house?"
"The walls are soundproof," Fred said without looking up from his computer. "Just close the shutters."
Andrew grinned. He was beginning to think there wasn't anything Fred hadn't thought of. "Thanks."
"Sure thing."
Andrew quickly rode home and ordered some ammunition for all three guns. He also ordered a sleeping bag, some pans, clothes, and other stuff he thought might be handy to have. If he was going to be there a lot he may as well enjoy it.
There were certainly some things he liked about modern times, and overnight shipping was one of them. At the ranch, he'd had to wait months for his gear to arrive.
He fell asleep wondering why Fred had named the robots "Death Bots".
Everything was black, but not the oppressive black that surrounded the Black Shaman. Just the normal, calm, beautiful black of a night sky without any light pollution.
"Pecos?"
"Right here, boy." Pecos was sitting on a log, staring out past the horizon.
Andrew danced around in excitement before he remembered rule number twelve, no solo dancing, and quickly sat beside Pecos. "So how's it going?" Andrew asked as calmly as he could.
"Quiet."
"You okay?"
"Yep. Just don't like waitin'. Not knowin'."
"Do you think you could find her?"
"Nah; don't got the first idea where to look."
Andrew nodded. He knew exactly what Pecos was saying. "You could ask Aylen."
"Did. She either don't know or ain't sayin'."
"Yeah, I get that." Personally he was glad Pecos didn't know where the Black Shaman was. He hated the idea of them hunting her without him. It was hard enough knowing they were just living without him.
"How you doin'?"
Andrew shrugged. "I feel like I've just been treading water, you know, not getting anywhere. But Fred finally got my training room set up so I started training today."
"Training room?"
Andrew explained about the house and the soundproofing and the Death Bots. "I don't like them," he added. "Kinda freaky actually. Who gives something a death mode?"
"You trust Fred?"
"Yeah; he just gets a little carried away. He actually reminds me a lot of Joe. He can make anything happen. Is that how Joe uses the power? 'Cause I know it's not his mustache."
"I don't know 'bout that," Pecos chuckled. "It sure is lookin' mighty curly lately."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Anyway, I got attacked by bats last night."
"Bats?"
"Yeah; it must've been one hell of a bounty she put on my head to still be going a hundred and some years later. I asked one of the bats 'why', and it sent me an image of an awful black shape." Andrew shuddered. "It was her; I'm sure of it. Just like the spiders."  
They sat in silence for a moment before Andrew spoke again. "And whatever present you gave Aylen really made a difference. She's like a new person."
Pecos didn't respond, and it was dark so Andrew couldn't be sure, but he thought Pecos's cheeks turned a little red. Andrew grinned. "How're the others?"
"Good."
"You tell Doyle about Clara?"
"Yep."
"What'd he say?"
"I'll be damned."
"That's it?"
"Yep."
Andrew laughed, imagining he and Pecos were in the den, getting ready to head up to bed. He imagined Doyle sitting somewhere on his right and Charlie and Joe on the left somewhere. All he had to do was turn his head to see them. They were right there.
He woke suddenly to the sound of pecking. He glanced around wildly and saw Dean was pecking his dresser. It wasn't even light out yet.
"Yes?" Andrew asked, irritated he hadn't had more time with Pecos. Dean sent him an image of a fat raccoon skulking along the fence line. "You woke me for food?" he snapped. "In the future, don't wake me unless it's an emergency, okay?" Dean sent an image of the raccoon disappearing into the night. "Still not an emergency," Andrew ground out.
His stomach growled, and he rolled his eyes. "Fine, let's go." He rolled to his feet, and they slipped out the window together.
Andrew padded barefoot across the yards until he reached the trashcan the raccoon was rooting through. It's still eating trash, he thought to Dean. Dean sent back an image of them eating the raccoon together. Okay; I'm game.
Andrew slipped behind the raccoon, reached out, and snapped its neck. He carried the raccoon to his own yard, where he and several of the ravens made quick work of it. "Not too bad," Andrew said, wiping his face. Dean nodded.
Andrew crawled back in his window and slept dreamlessly for the rest of the night. A text from Fred woke him. "Bots, ready. Just push start."
Andrew didn't want to push start. He didn't want to go anywhere near those stupid robots, but Fred had worked really hard, and it was the only way Andrew could think of to train. He was just glad he'd eaten a good breakfast.
When he got to the Raven's Nest that morning, there were already boxes sitting on his front steps. He pulled them in and unloaded everything, putting it in its place.
Then he faced the cage. The cage with the Death Bots. The bots of death. He cringed. 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 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.
He closed his eyes and lay on the floor, breathing as shallowly as possible. He didn't want one of his broken ribs to puncture a lung or something. He finally fished more power out of the well and sent it through his body. The burning was so intense he almost cried.
Nunya had been watching him from the kitchen counter. Nunya never talked, not ever, so Andrew jumped when Nunya sent him an image of the robots burning. Andrew started laughing. "I would love to," Andrew agreed. "But Fred would kill me."
Andrew jumped again when someone knocked on the door. "Delivery," called a muffled voice. "Need a signature."
Andrew looked at his shirt. He was covered in blood. "Just a minute," he yelled. He quickly washed his face in the sink and pulled on one of the new shirts he'd ordered. Then he rushed to the door and opened it.
"Need an adult signature," the delivery man said.
"I am," Andrew replied, pulling his Wes Andrews' ID from his pocket.
The delivery man looked like he was going to argue, so Andrew put on his best Doyle face and raised an eyebrow. The man frowned but handed over the signature pad. Andrew signed, and he handed Andrew a heavy box.
It was full of gleaming cartridges. Andrew grinned happily. He may not know anything about robots, but he did know how to use a gun. He pulled the guns from the drawer and sat them on a work table Fred had set up across from the straw bales.
He remembered Doyle telling him what each part of a gun was and how it worked. But Doyle hadn't told him how to use these types of guns. That had been Vick.
Andrew loaded the .357 first because it was the most like his own guns. He aimed at the target but put the gun back down when he realized he'd forgotten the shutters. He ran around closing them, then picked up the gun again and aimed. He fired. The bullet ripped through his chosen target, just slightly off center. He aimed and fired again. Perfect.
He fired each gun in turn. The .45 was his favorite because it left such a huge hole. When Andrew was done, he unloaded the guns and put them away.
He glanced at the cage and sighed. He really wanted to make it out of there unscathed, but he just didn't have the energy for another go today. He took a quick bath and texted Clara. "Wanna hang?"
"Sure. How'd training go?"
"Yeah."
"That's not an answer."
"I'm alive." She sent him back a smiley face.
He rode to her house, and they sat in her kitchen talking and laughing just like the old days, before she knew. She told him about a plot change in her book. The heroine had a partner now, a boy from the 1600's who traveled with her.
They ate pizza and laughed about Mr. Jenkins overuse of the word "melodramatic".
"He's been saying it for weeks now," Clara giggled.
That night Andrew dreamed of bison, running, running, running. But no matter how far they ran, it wasn't far enough. He woke wishing he didn't know what happened to them, wishing he was oblivious, wishing the white man had never set sail.
He stared out his window, brooding. He knew she was evil. He knew she was wrong. But she wasn't entirely wrong. He knew that too.
He wanted Charlie to be free. He wanted Rides the Thunder to be alive. He wanted the bison to keep running, to always be running across the plains. But he also wanted Pecos to be alive. He wanted Fred to be geeky. He wanted Clara to write, and he wanted his mom and Vick to be happy together.
There was no easy answer. All he knew for sure was that Pecos had to stop her or they would all die. And he was afraid that Pecos didn't have quite enough, and so he would train.
After breakfast he rode to the Raven's Nest and stared at the Death Bots. He hated them. And they hated him; he could feel it. He shuddered as he hit the start button.
It went just as horrible as the day before. This just isn't working, he thought as he lay on the floor, trying to recover. Why wasn't it working? He and the power were still totally separate. If he concentrated on holding the power, it would heal him slowly, but he needed it to heal him quickly, without him specifically asking it.
There had been a few times when he'd felt like he and the power were one. When the power just did what he needed without him even asking. When had that happened? Why had it happened?
He closed his eyes and went through all the fights he'd been in. All of them he'd felt separate from the power. All except two. When they'd saved the village and his fight against the mud men. Both times Andrew and the power had worked seamlessly together. Why? What had been different?
Andrew tapped his fingers on the floor. He'd been humming "The Sound of Silence" in the village, and now it was stuck in his head. He sang the first line softly, thinking about that moment right before Doyle's bullet had whistled through the air and the fight had begun.
He stopped singing, feeling like an absolute idiot. Everything had gone perfectly in the village, and he'd been humming. The power had hummed with him, and they had been flawless. He'd hummed when he fought the mud men too.
He hopped to his feet and grabbed the power. It wasn't enough; he wanted more. He ignored Grandma's voice and pulled more and more out. Heat poured off him. He started humming, and the power pulsed and hummed with him.
He grinned and pushed the start button. It was as if he'd slowed down reality. He saw everything clearer, heard even the slightest noise. He saw the robots tweak forward before they punched. He heard their gears turn as they spun from side to side.
He moved, and the power moved with him. The power moved him; he and the power moved together. And when the robots did land a punch, the power simply healed him without breaking stride. Andrew punched the robots out and danced in a circle, singing out loud.
He'd figured it out! He and the power were one! Mostly. Not one like Pecos and the power were, but as close as Andrew was ever going to get. All he had to do was hum.




Chapter 10

 
[image: ] 

Andrew worked with the robots all day. By the time Clara and Fred showed up in the afternoon, he'd gotten pretty good. The robots had only landed five hits the last time.
He couldn't believe it was as easy as humming. He could have been humming this whole time, ever since the beginning. He didn't have any trouble concentrating on humming; once he got started it just kept going. He never stopped or lost his place.
He'd tried a couple different songs just for fun, but it was actually super hard to hum songs. And the power seemed to like "The Sound of Silence" best. Which made him wonder something he sometimes wondered anyway. Did the power have a personality? Did it have thought? What was it?
"How's it going?" Fred asked, as he opened the cage and came in to inspect the robots.
"Pretty good, actually," Andrew said, wiping the sweat off his brow. He hadn't stopped all day, which had been a mistake because now he was very, very hungry and they were here. Good thing he'd ordered pans.
"Robots are holding up. Little dented. Are you holding back your punches?"
"Hah! I'm just trying to survive. Are you sure they're on easy mode?"
Fred clicked his tongue. "Yep. You said you were fast."
Andrew rolled his eyes. Fred could give the cowboys lessons. "You guys want some coffee?"
"Yuck!" Clara said.
"You still don't like coffee?"
"No, it's nasty."
"Forget it then."
"Forget what?"
"You can't be related to Doyle. It's simply not possible."
"Why not?"
"Doyle loves coffee. Maybe not as much as I do, but still." Andrew chuckled to himself as he filled the coffeepot with grounds. He'd never actually asked Doyle if he liked coffee, but he drank it, so he must. Right? He pulled out a pan and dumped a package of meat into it.
"What're you doing?" Clara asked.
"Haven't eaten yet."
Clara looked in the refrigerator. "All you have in here is meat."
"I like meat."
"Yeah, but no bread, no cheese, no anything else?"
"Didn't think of it." Andrew hoped Clara would let it go. Not that she ever let anything go. So he decided to distract her. "You guys wanna work on some jiu jitsu?"
"I dunno," Fred said. "I should keep working on the robots."
"The robots are fine, Fred. Come on." Andrew's stomach growled fiercely. He dumped the barely cooked meat on a plate and quickly ate it. Clara watched him in disgust. "What?" he said around a mouthful.
"Nothing; you just must be really hungry."
"I've been working all day."
Andrew dropped his plate in the sink and went to the mat. "Come on, guys. We'll start off easy."
Andrew started by showing them base and several wrist releases. Clara's eyes brightened when she pulled her wrist out of his hand for the first time.
"This is so cool. You can't hold me!"
Andrew grinned. He wasn't using any power. He didn't know if power trumped jiu jitsu or not; he was always too busy trying to stay alive to use the power on Doyle.
"Now Fred, pretend you're standing by your locker and Chuck's coming towards you. You know he's gonna shove you, right?" Fred nodded. "Okay, so get your feet in base and just be ready. I'm Chuck." Andrew started walking towards Fred. "I'm so big and bad. I'm gonna push you!" Clara giggled.
Andrew shoved Fred, but Fred didn't move. Andrew pretended to look surprised. He tried shoving Fred again. Fred held firm. "What the hell you doing?!" Andrew yelled. Fred looked confused. "I'm still Chuck," Andrew whispered.
"Nothing; just standing here," Fred said nervously.
"You're gonna pay for this," Andrew said angrily and stomped off a few steps.
"Am I gonna pay for it?" Fred asked with a concerned look.
"Chuck would try to make you pay. But you're not gonna let him," Andrew insisted. "You've got this. He hasn't been messing with you, has he?" Fred's eyes skittered to the side, and Andrew growled. "He has?"
"Well, not much, you know, but since you're not there… you know."
Andrew's eyes narrowed. Looked like he was going to have to remind Chuck that Fred was under his protection.
"What if he tries to shove me in the toilet?" Fred asked.
"Base."
"What if he dumps a lunch tray on me?"
"Trip him."
"How?"
"I'll show you."
The three of them worked through different possible Chuck scenarios for the remainder of the afternoon. It felt good to teach Fred and Clara something that could help them. Even if Andrew gave Chuck a good talking to, there was always another bully, and Fred was an easy target.
"How's school?" his mom asked as they ate supper together that night.
"Good." Andrew had forgotten he was still in school. He wondered how his grades were.
"Where were you this afternoon?"
"I met up with Fred and Clara after school, and we did homework together." That was basically true.
"That's nice. I'd like to meet Fred."
"Sure; I'll ask him over sometime. How's Vick?" Andrew asked, changing the subject.
She smiled widely. "He invited us on a picnic this weekend."
"Us?"
"Yeah, you and me."
"Weird."
"He likes you, Andrew."
Andrew shrugged. "I like him, but that doesn't mean we have to picnic together."
She laughed. "Come on. It'll be fun. Besides, it's family day. You have to."
"I'll be there."
They finished their meal in silence. Andrew went to his room and waited for her to go to sleep before slipping out his window and running to the Raven's Nest. He brewed coffee, then went to the den. He built a fire in the fireplace, turned off all the lights, and sat in his chair drinking coffee.
He unrolled his sleeping bag in front of the fire, slipped his dreamcatcher under his head, and stretched out to go to sleep. He'd never slept here, in his house. It was quiet. He wished Joe was here, playing a song. He wished they were all here. He fell asleep imagining Doyle fighting a Death Bot.
He dreamed of a beautiful, blond woman with a wide, happy smile. She made him biscuits, and they were delicious, like fluffy little clouds. He woke with the taste of honey in his mouth.  
He biked home for breakfast with his mom. Then he biked back to the Raven's Nest to train with the Death Bots.
He fought the Death Bots all morning, humming as he did. He was learning to anticipate their moves, so they landed very few hits. By the time he quit, he felt amazing. Then he reminded himself that Doyle could still kick his ass.
After devouring several packages of meat, Andrew rearranged some straw bales as a course in front of the target practice area. Then he ran through them, dodging, rolling, and jumping as he shot at the targets.
Then he did it again with his knives. And again with his bow, which didn't go quite as well. He tripped over the end of his bow once and ended up face down in a straw bale. But he didn't let that stop him. He pulled the straw out of his teeth and tried again.
He built a straw bale giant and tore it apart with his whip. He tried to work on his quick draw, but after accidently shooting his floor twice, he decided that particular skill would have to wait. He used the power for everything, and he hummed all the time.
He wished they were here so they could train with him. He frowned. No, he didn't. Joe would ask him to rope something, and Andrew still wouldn't be able to. He hated the damn rope. Wasn't there ever a cowboy who couldn't rope? Probably not.
He biked home for supper. After eating, he went upstairs to his room and snuck out as soon as his mom was asleep. He ran to his house, grabbed his rope, and ran to the warehouse district, climbing his favorite building.
He sat on the edge for a moment, watching the smog drift through the lights. "It's ugly here," he said softly to Sam and Dean. "You guys would love the ranch. So quiet, and so dark at night. You can see the stars. And during the day, you can see forever, not a hint of smog. Just open land as far as the eye can see." He sent them an image of them flying over the ranch, soaring over the cattle.
Dean sent him an image of them eating a bull, and Andrew laughed. "No, not one of Pecos's bulls. Sorry."
Andrew stood and surveyed the rooftop. He needed a calf's head. There was a vent pipe halfway across the roof that would do. He let out some rope and started twirling it, remembering the first time he'd touched a rope. He hadn't known them yet, just knew their names and that they were cowboys intent on protecting towns from destruction.
But even then, when he'd barely known them, he'd trusted them, liked them, enjoyed their company. He laughed as he remembered Joe's confused look when Andrew had roped his own feet. Joe had probably never seen anyone do that before. At least not on accident. Andrew hated roping, but at this point he wanted to do it just to prove he could. To make them proud.
He practiced all night, but the rope never once came near the vent pipe. By the time he was done, he wanted to burn it. Hell, he wanted to burn all ropes in existence so he never had to rope again.
"What is your deal?" he hissed at the power. "Why can't you rope?" The power was silent. Andrew rolled his eyes and headed home.
He trained all day, doing rather well if he did say so himself, but by evening he was beat. He hadn't slept much, and it was starting to catch up with him. He ate supper with his mom and crawled into bed, falling asleep right away.
His dreams tormented him all night long. He returned from the past only to find that Clara didn't know him. When he showed up at her door she shut it in his face, calling him a weirdo. Aylen was nowhere to be found. Chief Vick passed him in the police station hallway without any recognition.
Andrew still remembered every moment he'd spent with them, but they didn't know him. Somehow he'd changed something and everything was different. What had he done?
He ran from town out into the woods, hiding in the trees. But he'd forgotten his dreamcatcher or maybe he'd never had one, he didn't know, so he couldn't sleep. No ravens followed him. Everything was different. What had he done?!
He woke, feeling totally panicked. He was in his bed, so it was a dream. It was a dream. Wasn't it? Andrew jumped from his bed and ran down the stairs. It wasn't bright yet, but he knocked on his mom's door.
"Andrew?" her groggy voice called out.
"Mom, can I come in?"
"Of course."
Andrew pushed the door open and stepped into the soft light of her room. He sat on her bed, already feeling calmer.
"Are you alight?"
"Yeah, I just… I had a nightmare."
"Must have been a doozy," she murmured.
He laughed. It surely didn't compare to the Black Shaman ripping his heart out, but it could happen. It had happened. The idea that his memories could be wrong totally freaked him out.
"I just have a question. Do you know Clara?"
"What about Clara?"
Andrew breathed a sigh of relief. "Never mind." Just a dream. Just a horrible dream. "Sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep."
"I don't think that's going to happen," she said with a yawn. "How about coffee and chocolate chip pancakes?"
Andrew grimaced. He'd rather go hunting, but he nodded.
The kitchen was soon warm and full of smells. She'd added bacon and sausage to the menu. So while the meat sizzled in a pan and the coffee dripped steadily into the pot, Andrew flipped pancakes.
She sang a weird song about girls playing with their hair meaning they were probably keen while she set the table with pretty plates and cups. As they ate, Andrew told her his joke about holy water. She laughed so hard she cried. At least someone appreciated his jokes.
When she could finally talk again, she told him about a traveling salesman that had been coming by her office once a week. "He always wears a different suit and has something different to sell. Once it was vacuums, then cleaning products, then office supplies. The name on his cards is always different too."
Andrew laughed. "Why don't you have Vick run him off?"
"Oh, he's harmless enough. I bought some staples from him last week."
Soon enough the sun had risen and the pancakes and coffee were gone. "Don't forget about tomorrow," she said, as she loaded the dishes in the dishwasher. "We leave at nine."
"I'll be here," Andrew said, giving her a hug and running upstairs to get dressed. Dean was sitting on his bed, tapping his claw.
"I'm sorry," Andrew said, struggling not to roll his eyes. "It's not like you couldn't have gone on your own." Dean sent Andrew an image of Dean eating a tiny mouse. "Well that's a good meal, isn't it?" Dean frowned, and Andrew laughed. "Don't be greedy. We'll hunt tomorrow."
Andrew biked to Aylen's house first. Tea was steeping in the pot, ready to drink when he knocked.
"Morning," he said cheerfully.
"Morning," she said.
"Tea?" he asked.
"Tea."
They sat on her patio, sipping their tea. "Spring is here," Aylen said. "I can feel it."
"Do you need me to do anything?"
"What?"
"A chore or anything."
She smiled. "You could move some flower pots for me."
"Okay." For the next hour or so, Andrew did little odd jobs for Aylen. He hadn't helped her much since he'd found out she was the White Shaman, but it wasn't all about him. There was no reason he couldn't give her company sometimes without expecting anything in return.
Maybe Ahanu did just like to talk. It couldn't be easy being hundreds of years old. They probably spent most of their time alone simply because they didn't want to watch people die.
When he'd finished he biked to the Raven's Nest and worked with the robots. Clara had sent him a text earlier saying that she and Fred wouldn't be by because they had a school project to work on, so he worked alone.




Chapter 11
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The next morning, Andrew went hunting early so he'd be ready for Vick's picnic. At nine, he climbed in the back of Vick's car and watched the scenery pass as they drove out into the countryside, listening vaguely as Vick and his mom chattered away about all the little stuff.
When Vick stopped the car, they were beside a pretty little lake surrounded by cottonwoods and dead reeds. The day was warm, and Mrs. Rufus glowed happily as she spread the picnic blanket by the lake.
Andrew wandered off around the lake, picking up a random piece of fishing string and stuffing it into his pocket. He saw a fish swishing lazily in the water and fought the urge to go after it.
He grinned, hearing his mom's laughter float across the water. He didn't remember his dad ever making her laugh like that. She was usually cheerful, but if Andrew was remembering right his dad had actually made her sad sometimes. He hoped Vick and she could make it work.
When he came back he sat down on the picnic blanket, relieved to see Vick had brought plenty of meat, and watched his mom giggle and twirl her hair around her finger. He raised an eyebrow, remembering her song, and grinned widely.
"You wanna go shooting later this week?" Vick asked Andrew as he handed him a plate full of chicken and potato salad.
"Sure."
"I'm off Friday; we'll go then if that works for you."
"I don't understand what you boys see in those noisy things," Mrs. Rufus grumbled.
Andrew shrugged. Some things just couldn't be explained, but that didn't stop Vick from trying. Andrew watched in amusement as Vick and his mom went back and forth for more than twenty minutes before Vick finally gave up.
"You're absolutely right, Emily. Guns are loud, and they do stink."
The rest of the day passed simply. Andrew enjoyed watching his mom laugh and smile. He enjoyed watching Vick make his mom laugh and smile. It was a good day.
He fell asleep hoping for Pecos. He got Ahanu instead.
"It is nice to see you enjoying yourself," Ahanu said slyly, lighting his pipe.
Andrew frowned. "You mean at the picnic? Kinda weird for you to watch us picnicking."
The Grey Shaman tsked. "No. I didn't…" He sighed. "Oh never mind. Your training goes well."
Andrew grinned. It wasn't often, or ever, that he tripped up Ahanu. "So did you watch us picnic?"
"Why would I watch you picnic?"
"That wasn't a no."
"You are getting difficult."
"Too much time spent with you."
Ahanu chuckled loudly. "Let's begin again. Yes, I may have briefly noticed you were picnicking. But, I'm more interested in your metal Doyles."
Andrew laughed. "You mean the Death Bots."
"Death Bots?"
"Never let Fred name anything. He's terrible at it."
Ahanu frowned at him. "Did you happen to start attending that shaman school you were talking about?"
Andrew burst out laughing. "I've started to enjoy you, Ahanu."
Ahanu shook his head in disgust, and then he was gone.
Andrew woke laughing. It had been fun to mess with Ahanu for once. He wasn't sure why he'd done it, he just had.
He frowned, suddenly remembering something he'd forgotten to do. "Gather the boys," Andrew whispered to Dean as he dressed. "We've got an errand to run."
Andrew slipped out his window and ran a couple blocks north. As long as nothing had changed, Chuck's room was on the ground floor at the back of the house. Andrew tried the window; it was unlocked. He looked in, using the power, and saw one large spark of life and several tiny ones.
He sent Dean an image of the ravens coming in the window behind him before climbing over the window sill and creeping silently to the bed. He thought of a flame, and it popped into existence right above his head. Chuck was asleep, drooling on his pillow.
Andrew covered Chuck's mouth with his hand, grinning as Chuck's eyes popped open. As soon as Chuck realized who was holding him down, he started to struggle, but Andrew didn't budge.
"I hear you're still messing with Fred," Andrew hissed. "I warned you not to do that. This is your last warning. Fred is mine, and I protect what's mine." Andrew hadn't forgotten what he'd told Chuck he'd do, but he just didn't have the stomach to break all of Chuck's fingers.
He grabbed Chuck's pinky finger and held it tightly. "This time I'm just gonna break one." Chuck's eyes bulged, and tears slipped down his cheeks. "MINE!" Andrew growled, snapping the finger in half. Chuck screamed, but the sound was muffled by Andrew's hand. He thrashed wildly and tore at Andrew's arm, but Andrew didn't let go.
"Next time, I'll turn you over to my ravens," Andrew said, pushing more and more power into his flame, letting it illuminate the entire room, which just happened to be filled with ravens, dozens of them.
Chuck started whimpering and tried to burrow under the covers. Andrew sent Dean an image of the ravens swooping towards Chuck. He felt Dean nod. "I'm gonna remove my hand now. Don't make a sound or I'll break another one." Chuck nodded his head frantically. "Good boy," Andrew said, removing his hand. "See you around," he added before jumping back out the window.
Andrew heard the ravens move, and a terrified wailing filled the night air. Andrew laughed, waiting for his brothers to fly out the window, then ran home, sneaking into his room and jumping back into bed.
He'd like to be a fly on that wall. Even Chuck was surely smart enough not to go around telling people that Andrew had broken into his room with a whole bunch of ravens and threatened him. If he wasn't, Chuck would be bundled off to a physiatrist without delay. Andrew snickered softly. That would certainly serve him right.  
The next several days passed smoothly. During the day, Andrew worked with the Death Bots and practiced with his guns, knives, and bow. During the night, he hunted and tried, without success, to rope. He slept in there somewhere, but sleep just wasn't as compelling as training, especially since he rarely dreamed of Pecos and almost always had nightmares.
When he hunted he tried keeping one eye open in his mind so nothing could sneak up on him again like the bats had. It was a little disorienting, but he was managing. The hardest part was all the little insect dots of life. They were distracting, and sometimes if a bunch of insects were together they looked like something bigger.
But in spite of all his setbacks and failures, for the first time since he'd met Pecos, Andrew felt like he was actually getting somewhere. His training was going well, he was learning to focus the power in different ways, and he hadn't almost died in weeks. Things were looking up.
After a particularly great day of training, the robots had only landed one hit all day, Andrew headed home for supper. His mom was already there; she'd bought pizza, and she was waiting for him, a huge smile on her face.
"I got you a surprise!"
"Really?" Andrew smiled at her tentatively. Something smelled weird, and it wasn't the pizza. There was something here. Something alive.
She picked up a large box that had been sitting on the floor and handed it to him. Andrew opened the flap, feeling a weird sense of dread. A floppy-eared puppy stared up at him, tongue lolling from its mouth, and damn if it didn't smell delicious!
"No," Andrew said, closing the flap and shoving the box into her arms.
"What? You always wanted a puppy."
"And you always said no. I'm over it." Hurt filled her face, but Andrew couldn't care. He couldn't have a dog. He didn't want a dog.
"But you had that whole list of names picked out."
Andrew shuddered at the thought of naming a puppy, that puppy in particular, that yummy smelling puppy. "I've gotta go, Mom. I can't. I can't have a dog. I'm sorry; I know you were excited and trying to be nice, but I can't. Please get it out of here. Please?"
A tear slid down her cheek, and Andrew wanted to hug her, but he couldn't. He had to go. He needed out of there. He ran out the door and biked to Aylen's house.
"I think I'm getting worse," he said when she opened the door.
She frowned. "What do you mean?"
Andrew followed her to the kitchen and slumped into a chair. "I wanted to eat a puppy," he moaned. "It smelled so good."
Aylen stared at him. "A puppy?"
"I'm a monster! What's wrong with me?"
"You are not a monster," Aylen said firmly. "What is the difference between a dog and a deer?"
"One's food and the other's a pet?"
Aylen burst out laughing, and Andrew stared at her in shock. He'd never heard her laugh before. "Why're you laughing?" he mumbled.
"You! You made me laugh. I haven't laughed in years," she said still chuckling.
"Years?"
"At least a hundred and fifty or so," she said, wiping a tear of mirth from her eye.
Andrew frowned. "I still don't see what's so funny."
"Would you eat a raven?"
Andrew recoiled in horror. "No!"
"Would you eat a coyote?"
Andrew thought for a moment. "Probably not."
"Would you eat a human?"
Andrew gagged at the thought. "Definitely not!"
"You are fine."
"Wait, what?"
"You wouldn't eat your brothers, you wouldn't eat Pecos's brothers, and you wouldn't eat your own kind." She patted his shoulder softly. "Tea?"
Andrew blinked. He was beginning to think shamans didn't look at the world the same way regular people did. But if he got to choose, he'd side with the shamans.
"Sure, but no cookies, okay?"
After tea he went hunting with Dean, and they ate three squirrels together. "Someday we should try dog," Andrew said absently as they sat together on the warehouse roof. Dean nodded. "But not a pet, okay?" Dean shrugged.
When he got home, his mom was asleep and the puppy was gone.
He dreamed of whole peoples dying, staining the earth with their blood and their tears. And he dreamed of the dark laughing.
Andrew and Mrs. Rufus didn't speak at breakfast. Her face was pale, and her eyes sad. Andrew wished there was something he could say, but there wasn't. There simply wasn't any good way to explain that not only did he not want to name a puppy for a variety of reasons, but he also had wanted to eat it.
After she left, he waited around the house for Vick to show up since it was Friday and Vick had said they'd go shooting. Around ten, Vick knocked on the door.
"Done with your school?" Vick asked with a grin.
"As far as I know," Andrew quipped.
"Let's go then."
After a few minutes of silence, Vick said, "I adopted a puppy yesterday." Andrew cringed. "I couldn't tell her no; her eyes were all big and sad, and I just couldn't do it."
"Sorry."
"It's okay. Not sure what to name it; thinking about Dog."
"Sounds good to me. That way when it dies, you won't mind as much."
"Is that the way it works?"
Andrew shrugged. "Once something's named, it changes it."
"That why you didn't want it?"
Andrew tried not to remember how tasty the puppy had smelled. "Sure."
"Huh."
Vick had brought along a hunting rifle this time, and he spent most of the time teaching Andrew to use it. The first time Andrew shot it he remembered the whistle of Doyle's sniper rifle and the certain death that waited whoever stood on the other side.
Andrew's first bullet hit several feet from the center, and he smiled sadly as Vick praised him. Doyle wouldn't have praised him. Doyle would've grunted and said "try again, boy".
Andrew tried to block Doyle from his mind, block everything from his mind, and just focus on the rifle and Vick. He liked Vick. He liked spending time with him. He hated that he ruined it by missing them.
"So the Stratmeyer twins were released on good behavior this week," Vick said conversationally as they rode home.
"They what?!" Andrew exclaimed.
"Released. Good behavior."
"But… They weren't even locked up that long!" Andrew couldn't see Essie Stratmeyer ever being released on good behavior.
"It is a bit odd, but it is what it is. I'll keep an eye on them; just thought you might want to know."
Andrew frowned. "Why?"
Vick shrugged. "Just seemed like you might."
"Why don't you ever just come out and say things? Or ask the right questions or make the right accusations?"
"I'm the chief of police, Andrew. Do you really want me to?"
"No," Andrew said with a sigh. "I really don't."
"Ice cream or coffee?"
"Both."
"Good man."
After Vick dropped Andrew at home, Andrew texted his mom and said he was staying at a friend's house for the night. He just didn't want to deal with her huge, sad eyes. She didn't question him, and he slept next to his fireplace, dreaming of giggles, long flowing skirts covered by a pretty stitched apron, and happy laughter.
The next day he trained with the Death Bots until Clara showed up after lunch. "I need a break," Andrew said. "Let's do some jiu jitsu."
"K," Clara said excitedly. "I've decided to teach my heroine jiu jitsu."
"Cool."
"And sword fighting."
Andrew laughed. "Let's do a trap and roll technique. You'll like those."
Just as Clara was rolling Andrew for the fourth time someone knocked on the door. Andrew ignored it; he wasn't expecting anything, but the knocking continued, so Andrew finally looked through the peep hole. Some skuzzy guy was standing on the steps, so Andrew ignored him. A couple minutes later, he heard someone fiddling with the back door.
"Clara, hide in the bathroom," he said softly.
"Why?"
"Because I told you to."
Clara looked like she wanted to argue, but Andrew had already pulled one of his knives. She turned pale and ran to the bathroom without another word. Andrew held the knife behind his back and opened the door. "Yes?" he said sternly.
The man wobbled a bit. "Didn't think anyone was home."
"Now you know I am."
"What kindda junk you got?"
"I don't have junk. I'm not a drug dealer."
"Ah, come on. Don't hold out on me."
"Leave; spread the word, not a drug house."
"Just a little hit's all I need, man."
"Not happening." Andrew wasn't sure what he should do. If Clara wasn't here he'd just kill the guy and be done with it. He clearly wasn't up to any good. But Clara was here. If he could get him to go away he would.
"Look," the man's eyes turned hard. "I need a hit."
"You do need a hit," Andrew said. "But I'm willing to let you go, if you go now."
"You're willing…" The man's hand moved towards his pocket.
Andrew groaned. He waited until he saw the gun and then shoved his knife through the middle of the man's throat. The man's eyes widened in surprise, then glazed over with death. Andrew ripped his knife back out, and blood splattered onto the ground and all over Andrew's shiny new floor.
"Crap," Andrew hissed, kicking the man backwards so he fell into the yard and glancing around anxiously. No one was peering over his fence, so that was good. He'd never had to deal with a body before. What was he going to do?
He took off his shirt and threw it over the dead guy's head. It wasn't much, but it would have to do. He closed the door, ran to the kitchen, and grabbed a rag. He was glad he'd ordered so much stuff. At the time it had seemed ridiculous. He poured water on it and quickly cleaned off his knife and mopped the blood off the floor. Good as new, he thought, rinsing the rag in the sink. He threw it in the trash and went to get Clara.
"Clara, you can come out now. I need to head home."
"What happened?" Clara asked breathlessly.
"Nothing. Come on; let's get you home." Clara stared at him, eyes huge in her pale face. She hadn't seen him had she? She couldn't have. Was there something he'd forgotten? Like the fact he wasn't wearing a shirt? Or that he probably had blood on his arm? He smiled slowly. "Guess I should find a shirt, huh?"
Clara nodded dumbly. Andrew wasn't sure what she was looking at exactly. He didn't think he had blood on his chest. He looked in the bathroom mirror. He didn't have blood anywhere. So why was she acting so weird? He shrugged, grabbing a shirt out of the drawer and pulling it over his head.
"Let's go," he said.
Clara still hadn't spoken, and Andrew wondered if she was in some sort of shock, but why? If she hadn't seen anything there wasn't any reason to be in shock. She stared at him as she walked past him, mounted her bike, and rode off. He frowned after her. That had been easy, if weird.
He went back inside and grabbed an extra-large trash bag. He stuffed the body into it, leaving it outside. He couldn't deal with it until night time. He'd just have to hope no one around here was interested in his trash.
He rode home and ate a quiet supper with his mom. He told her a joke about a lawyer and a priest, and she laughed, but she still looked just a little sad.
He didn't know why she wanted him to have a dog so much anyway. He hadn't asked for one in years. The only thing he could figure is she was still looking for the old him. She wasn't going to find him; he was gone.
After supper, Andrew waited anxiously for night to fall. Then he waited anxiously for his mom to go to sleep. Finally, he figured it was late enough to take out the trash. He grabbed a shovel, mounted his bike, and rode to the Raven's Nest.
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Andrew stared at the trash bag in annoyance. He was going to have to haul it all the way outside of town. What a pain. Why, just why, didn't anyone ever cooperate with him? Lieutenant Ashley wouldn't walk away; the captain wouldn't disobey orders; the druggie wouldn't just leave.
He sighed, started humming, and pulled the power into his arms; then he bent over and heaved the bag onto his shoulder. He wished the guy had been skinnier. He tried to walk, but the bag was heavy, and it wouldn't sit the way he needed it to.
He dropped it, punching it a few times to break some bones, trying to get it a little more flexible, then he plopped it back on his shoulder. Something gooshed, and he cringed. He was glad he'd ordered the super heavy-duty bags.
He grabbed the shovel and started running. Sam, Dean, and Nunya followed him. He ran through town and out the other side, sticking to the back roads and just hoping no one saw him. He ran until he was in the middle of nowhere.
He finally stopped and dropped the bag on the ground. Dude was heavy! It had taken a lot more power to run here than he'd thought it would. He should have brought snacks. Why was he always forgetting to bring snacks?
A flame flared in front of his chest, brightening the night, and he stared at the bag with disgust. Why couldn't the guy just have gone away? Now he had to dig a hole, and, damn it, he just wasn't in the mood.
He wondered if he could burn him. He'd never tried to focus the power on a human before. Would it work? The power never hurt anyone who was nearby when he blasted out, but maybe that was because the power could tell the difference. He'd never worried that the power would hurt anyone he knew. Somehow he'd always known it wouldn't. But this guy was already dead, kind of like the zoldiers, so maybe it would work.
He gathered the power in his hand and thought of a raging hot inferno. So raging hot, people fell in and immediately burned to ash. The power burned and burned until it was so bright it hurt his eyes.
Andrew dropped the power on the bag, and it hit, exploding like fireworks. Light flared and flashed; black smoke twisted into the air, and then the light was gone. And so was the body.
A wave of dizziness washed over Andrew. "You guys see a snack anywhere?" he asked the ravens. He was glad he'd brought the shovel. It was the only thing holding him upright.
Dean sent him an image of a fox slinking through the woods. "Really? Fox? I don't know. We don't normally eat predators." Dean shrugged. "Fine. But if he bites me I'm not gonna be happy."
Andrew dropped the shovel and started moving slowly through the forest. His footsteps were awkward and louder than he wanted them to be; he was so tired he couldn't channel more than just a tiny bit of power.
He found the fox with his mind and tracked it across the undergrowth. He waited until it was sniffing a hole and pounced, grabbing it from behind and putting it into a headlock. He squeezed, but he didn't have enough energy to snap its neck so he just held tightly until it went limp, then squeezed for a moment longer.
When he was sure it was dead, he let go and slumped to the ground. Dean, Sam, and Nunya flew down and started pecking at the fox's body. Dean ripped off a piece of meat, giving it to Andrew. "Thanks," Andrew said, smiling weakly.
He needed his own set of rules. Rule number one: eat all the time, no matter what; don't ever go out without eating, and always take a snack. Rule number two… He didn't have anything for that yet. Maybe "never stop humming"? He'd get back to it.
He ate the meat slowly. Fox was pretty tasty. He wondered if dog would be just as good. He'd rate fox under deer but above horse. When they had stripped the fox clean, Andrew grabbed the shovel and started running home. Strength hummed through his veins, and his feet felt swift and light.
When he reached home, he tumbled into bed and fell fast asleep.
"You are like a present that never stops giving."
"What?"
"It's like your thing. A question mark, wrapped in an enigma, shoved in a burrito."
"They aren't anything alike. Not really."
Ahanu chuckled lightly. "What have you been doing?"
"Like you don't already know."
"True." Ahanu was sitting on a log next to a flowing stream.
"Are there any fish in there? I haven't had fish in forever." Ahanu handed him a cane pole. "Sweet." Andrew cast a line. "Is this the kinda dream I can eat in?"
"Why not?"
Andrew cringed. That wasn't particularly comforting. Maybe he didn't want fish after all. He watched his line bob in the water. "Aylen says there's such a thing as real dreaming, as in no different than reality. Is that what this is?"
"Not exactly."
"So this is the other kind. It's real, but you can't eat me."
"Why would I eat you?" Ahanu asked with an amused expression.
"She did."
"She and I are not the same."
"I know, I didn't mean to imply... I was just making a point." Ahanu nodded, pulling out a square of chocolate and nibbling it. "Are you still eating that?" Andrew asked.
"Yes."
"Wow. You have wicked self-control."
"In some things."
Andrew laughed. "What's she doing?" he asked softly.
"Waiting, growing, changing."
"Can't you stop her?"
"Me? No."
"How do you know? Have you ever tried?"
"Yes."
"Oh." Andrew's heart stuttered. "Are you two-hundred-and-some-old Ahanu or five-hundred-year-old Ahanu?"
Ahanu laughed merrily. "We are the same."
"That doesn't make any sense."
Ahanu shrugged. "Doesn't it? Your training goes well."
"I guess. The Death Bots are still on easy mode, you know. I'm not looking forward to death mode."
"You trust Fred?"
"Yes, I trust Fred! Why does everyone keep asking me that?"
"Just checking." A fish nibbled at Andrew's line, then swam away. "You neglected to retrieve a token."
"One, I was a little busy trying to dispose of the body; two, who wants a token from a druggie? No power there. 'Sides, I kept his gun."
"Yes, getting quite a collection, aren't you?"
"Bit." Andrew stared at the sparkling water. "What is it? The power?"
Ahanu shrugged. "I told you; it is everything."
"Yeah, but is it alive? Does it think?"
"I do not know."
"It's like it's me, but it's not me. It's my closest friend; it knows what I need, what I want. I don't understand it."
"No one does." Ahanu grinned slyly. "Andrew, it is honestly always a pleasure."
Andrew looked around. The Grey Shaman was gone, and Andrew was sitting alone by the stream with a fishing pole in his hand. "Yeah, I kinda like you too," he muttered.
He woke hungry for fish.
Andrew ate his breakfast slowly and thoughtfully. Why did he trust Fred? Was "just did" a good enough answer? Pecos would say it was. He didn't know anything about his men, but look at Duke. Duke had tried to kill Andrew. Maybe Andrew did need a reason other than "just did".
He called Aylen from the kitchen while his mom was in the shower. "Hey, can you come by the house tomorrow afternoon? My house. I want you to meet Fred."
"Fred?"
"He's my nerd."
Aylen was quiet for a moment. "Your nerd?"
"Yeah. I want... I wondered... Is there any way you can make sure he's on the up and up?"
"Up and up?"
"That he's not trying to kill me," Andrew mumbled, feeling a bit foolish.
"Kill you? Why would he kill you?"
"I don't know!" Andrew exclaimed. "But he has the Death Bots and death mode, and everyone keeps asking me, and I just don't know!"
"All right."
Andrew felt a rush of relief. She hadn't even argued with him; she'd just agreed. "I don't have tea; coffee okay?"
"I will bring tea. I have had Doyle's coffee; it is like drinking tar."
"What makes you think my coffee's anything like Doyle's?"
She laughed softly. "I just do."
Andrew shrugged. It wasn't nearly as good as Doyle's, but who was he to argue? "I'll see you then."
It was family day, but Andrew and Mrs. Rufus got off to an awkward start, staring at each other over the table, neither of them knowing what to say. They hadn't spent much time together since the puppy incident.
Andrew finally texted Vick asking him to meet them at the ice cream parlor downtown, and his mom cheered up after that. They spent the rest of family day walking around downtown, visiting shops, and eating at a fancy steakhouse for supper.
The next morning when he got to the Raven's Nest he found a note from Fred. "Changed mode to medium." Great. Just when he was getting the hang of easy.
"Fred, Fred, are you trying to kill me? I sure hope not. I really like you, and I'd hate to have to kill you." It bothered him that he knew he would kill Fred if he needed to. But he didn't need to; Fred was all right. He knew he was.
Andrew ate a package of meat and tucked a couple of guns into his belt before stepping into the cage. If anything went south, he figured he would just shoot them to death. Fred wouldn't like it, but so be it. He pressed the start button and started humming.
The bots moved faster than ever. They moved so fast, it was hard to get a hit in. Andrew jumped and rolled and ducked. One of the bots nailed him over the back of the head, and Andrew fell to his knees. The other bot punched, but Andrew rolled across the floor, then jumped to his feet and watched them advance.
He breathed deeply, trying to slow his heart. He started singing, and the power hummed loudly. Let's dance together, Andrew thought. The power glowed even brighter. Andrew opened his eyes.
The robots were right on top of him. Andrew ducked and punched up. His palm slammed into the robot's chest, and the robot flew backward and powered down. Andrew spun to face the other robot, ducking forward as he went. He felt the air swish as the robot's arm whizzed through the space above his head.
He punched straight into the robot's jaw, and its head cranked sideways, powering down. He finished singing his song as he left the cage.
Job well done, power. Job well done. Do you have a name? he thought. The power buzzed. I don't know if you're just part of me and my personality or if you truly are separate. Andrew shrugged. Some questions would probably never be answered.
He spent the remainder of the day practicing with his weapons. He leaped over a straw bale and threw three knives before his feet touched the ground. He ran the obstacle course at top speed, shooting smiley faces into all the targets. He sliced one of the straw bales into sixteen pieces with his whip. And after burying one arrow deep into the target, he shot two more arrows into the first arrow's shaft.
He was just drinking a cup of coffee when Fred and Clara came in.
"How was school?" Andrew asked.
"Awesome! I tripped Chuck in the lunch room, and he landed in a tray of mashed potatoes." Fred was positively beaming.
"The grey ones?" Andrew asked.
"Yep! Gravy splattered everywhere. He had to wear stained clothes the whole day, and everyone laughed at him."
"Sweet! Was he messing with you?" He better not have been.
"Nah, I just felt like tripping him," Fred said carelessly. "So how was medium mode?"
"Fred, we need to talk about your rating system…"
Fred laughed and went to check on the bots. "Hey, you're supposed to hold back! This one's head's loose!"
"Sorry; it just happened." Andrew rolled his eyes. "So how was your day?" he asked Clara. She was just standing there, kind of staring at him like she'd never seen him before. "Clara?"
"What?"
"I asked how your day was."
"Oh," she blushed. He'd never seen Clara blush. What was going on? "It was fine," she stammered, her fingers twisting her hair into knots.
"You sure? You had grey mashed potatoes for lunch, so it couldn't have been that good."
She laughed awkwardly. "It was fine."
Okay, so Fred was trying to kill him and Clara was off her rocker. He downed his coffee. "Let's review your trap and roll techniques. Fred, come do jiu jitsu."
"I gotta fix this head."
"It'll wait." Fred grumbled, but he walked over. "Clara and I'll demonstrate the move I showed her the other day."
"We will?" Clara asked.
"What's wrong with you?"
"Huh?" She blushed again. "Nothing."
"Okay; lay down."
She turned so bright red she looked like a cooked lobster. "Can't you do it with Fred?" she asked.
"It'll be easier if he sees it. And you did great the other day."
She laid down on the mat reluctantly, and Andrew sat on top of her, pretending to punch her. She stared at him.
"You need to pull me down so you can trap my arm," he reminded her.
"Right, I knew that." Clara pulled him down, but then she pushed him away and wiggled upright. "I can't do this right now. I gotta go." She grabbed her bag and ran out the door without another word.
Andrew looked at Fred. "What's her deal?"
Fred was grinning widely. "I've no idea," he said laughing.
Andrew's eyes narrowed. "Then why are you laughing?"
"Am I?"
Before Andrew could question Fred further, someone knocked at the door. He hoped it was Aylen, and it was. "Hey. Thanks for coming."
Aylen stared around in shock. "What is this place?"
"Training room. Fred thought of everything. I've got training bots and a practice range. And you have to check out the upstairs." Andrew dragged her up into the den. "See?" he said proudly.
"It's the den," she said softly. "You miss them."
Tears unexpectedly gathered in Andrew's eyes. He pushed them back and nodded stiffly. "Fred's downstairs," he whispered.
Fred was fiddling with the robots again. "Hey Fred, this is my friend Aylen," Andrew called out. He hadn't told Fred Aylen was the White Shaman. He'd only told Clara because she and Aylen were already friends, but maybe he shouldn't have.
Fred turned and greeted Aylen with an awkward smile. People weren't really Fred's thing. He did fine with Andrew and Clara, but he got tongue tied around anyone else.
Aylen smiled brightly. "Hi, Fred, it is nice to meet you. Andrew tells me you are quite amazing with computers."
"Um… well a little," Fred stuttered.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "He's being modest. Give Fred a computer and he could run the world from it." Fred blushed. What was going on with everyone today?
"I am going to make some tea, Andrew; and then we will all sit and chat." She went to the kitchen and soon the soft scent of her tea was drifting through the room. She poured three cups and gestured for them to sit.
"Fred," she said after a moment. "What are your intentions toward Andrew?"
Andrew spit out his tea. "Bit direct, don't you think?" he hissed. She gestured towards Fred. Fred was staring at her, eyes slightly glazed, and Andrew gasped. She'd whammied him! He hadn't known she could do that. Had she ever whammied him?
"I'm trying to help him," Fred said. His voice was sincere, if a bit slurred.
"So you don't wish to hurt him?"
"What?!" Fred's eyes cleared for moment before glazing again. "No. I'd do anything for Andrew."
"Really?" Andrew asked. "Why?"
"Well, for one you saved my face from certain disgust," Fred said with a shudder. "Two, you saved my family. That coin you gave me was worth over a million dollars."
Tea spewed from Andrew's mouth again. He sat his cup down; he just wasn't going to drink anymore. "I've been sending money orders to my mom. She paid off all my dad's hospital bills and quit her second job. She was almost ready to move us into a shelter."
Andrew was starting to feel uncomfortable. He'd known from the beginning he could trust Fred. He didn't know how. He just did. He should have trusted himself. Pecos had said he never liked Duke, and that was the difference. He hadn't trusted his instincts.
He glanced at Aylen and shook his head. She raised an eyebrow. "Stop," he whispered. "I don't wanna know any more." She shrugged, and Fred's eyes completely cleared.
"So you ready for some drones?" Fred asked cheerfully.
Andrew started laughing. He really hated those damn robots, but he really liked Fred. "Sure, Fred, let's add some drones. What's the worst that could possibly happen?"
Aylen left after tea, and Fred urged Andrew to try the drones right then. Andrew stepped into the cage, and Fred fired up the program. Turns out Fred had outfitted the drones with razor blades and knives, so the worse that could happen was pretty bad.
Three drones swooped across the cage, slicing and dicing. Meanwhile the robots moved forward and started punching. Andrew ducked; he jabbed; he flinched.
He was humming faster than he'd ever hummed before. "The Sound of Silence" was a slow paced song, but he needed a bit of speed if he was going to keep from getting murdered. Blood streamed from his forehead, but the power quickly healed him.
It took him over twenty minutes to shut down the program. It had taken him fifteen to realize Fred had programed the drones to protect the robots, so every time he got close to landing a kill shot, the drones attacked him, distracting him, and allowing the robots to land punch after punch.
By the time he was finished, his clothes were shredded, he was covered in blood, his head was throbbing horribly, and his stomach was roaring. He collapsed on the floor and dropped his head in his hands.
"That was AMAZING!!!" Fred shouted, opening the cage door. "You're freaking incredible!!! I didn't actually think you'd last more than a minute. That's why I stayed, to flip the switch, but you totally smeared them!" Fred paused to take a breath, then said, "You're really messed up, man. Are you okay?"
Andrew lifted his head. "It's a very good thing I know you're not trying to kill me."
Fred looked confused. "Why would I try to kill you?"
"Really, Fred?"
"What?"
"That was still medium mode! A normal person couldn't have survived that! It kicked my ass!"
Fred still looked confused. "But you're not normal."
"You've never even seen me fight. All you had to go on was what I said."
"Well, yeah, but…"
Andrew shoved himself up. "It's all good, Fred. It's exactly what I wanted, what I need. Just don't go switching it to death mode anytime soon."
Fred grinned. "Of course not. You've got to master all thirty levels of medium mode first."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Of course I do. Get out of here before I punch you."
Fred ran for the door. "Just push start," he called over his shoulder.
Ha! Andrew wasn't pushing start again today. Maybe never. He hated training. He'd take Doyle over a Death Bot any day of the week.
If Pecos were here, he'd say "Quit your whining, boy." And in response, Andrew would lock Pecos in the cage with the damn Death Bots and see how he liked it.




Chapter 13
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Andrew sat in his den, eating a bowl of raw meat and wondering what his next move should be. Maybe for once he'd go home and get a good night's sleep. Assuming he didn't dream of zarmies or snakes or bats, Dewmint, Rides the Thunder, spiders, scorpions, or dead and maimed children.
There were a lot of maybes there. Maybe he'd go home to see his mom, then come back here, so he could have an actual good night's sleep. No; he didn't like to sleep with the dreamcatcher too often in case he missed a dream meeting with Pecos.
He walked slowly into the kitchen and flicked off the lights. He was exhausted. If Fred were trying to kill him he'd be doing a good job. Andrew yawned as he opened the back door, stepping into the night, and then everything went dark.
He regained consciousness slowly, without moving a muscle. His head ached. Someone had bashed him over the head. He couldn't believe they'd gotten the drop on him. Charlie would be so ashamed. He channeled power through his body, healing his head. He kept his eyes closed, but he could feel his hands were tied to a chair.
He used the power to look at the room. There were two of them, and they were rifling through his stuff. "Where's all the drugs, man?" he heard one of them say. More druggies. He was so not in the mood for druggies. He controlled a sigh as he carefully broke the ropes holding his hands and feet.
Something crashed on the floor, and anger filled him. This was his house, his sanctuary, and they were messing with it. How dare they! Who the hell did they think they were?!
"Should've killed me when you had the chance," he growled softly before leaping from the chair and tackling the man nearest him. The power was howling through Andrew like mad, pouring into every fiber of his being. He ripped the man's throat out with his bare hands before leaping to his feet and advancing towards the other man.
Several bullets slammed into Andrew's chest, but he just grinned and streaked across the room, ripping the gun from the druggie's hand and bashing it into the man's head. Blood splattered across the wall, and the man dropped to the floor.
They were both dead. Andrew didn't have to check to know. Their life spark was gone. It was only him, surrounded by darkness. His chest ached, but he could tell the power had already pushed out the bullets and stitched the holes closed.
"Well crap," Andrew muttered. There was blood all over his walls and his floors, and he had not just one, but two, bodies to dispose of. This was turning into a very bad day. And all he'd wanted was a little nap. Was that too much to ask?
He texted his mom that he was going to be late and pulled a steak from the fridge, tearing into it before he realized he had blood all over his hands.
He gagged, dropping the steak on the counter, and washed his hands with burning hot water. He wanted a bath, but he still had a mess to clean up. He couldn't wait to eat though. The dull ache in his head was turning into a sharp pain.
He stared at the bodies gloomily. There was no way he'd be able to carry them both at once, so that meant two trips to the woods. Unless… He was going to need another steak. He quickly ate two steaks before walking up to the first of the two men.
He drew the power out of the well and looked at it. Okay, listen up, he thought. I wanna burn the dead guy, not my house. Got it? The power hummed, but Andrew didn't know if that was a yes or a no or a nothing.
He gathered the power together into a ball, just like he'd done before. He hummed as he shaped it. He hummed and thought of darkness and silence and raging infernos of nothingness. Then he dropped the ball on the dead guy.
The room exploded with light, blinding Andrew. It was so hot, sweat broke out on his face, but when he opened his eyes again the room was dark and the body was gone. The only thing that remained was a slight black mark on the floor.
He grinned and did the same with the second body, which left him so weak he stumbled to the kitchen and devoured two more packages of meat. Then he carefully cleaned all the blood off the walls and floors. He even checked the ceiling. He was so tired when he was done, he barely had the energy to take a bath, but he did it anyway, washing the blood off him and down the drain.
He was getting a little sick of killing people. He missed the good old days of dust devils and cinder wolves. No blood, no mess, just dead and gone. He wondered what it would feel like to have never killed a man. But he just didn't know.
He used the power to check his backyard before he opened the door. Aylen had warded the house, but the druggies had already known it was there. Andrew was going to have to be more careful, always on the alert, always ready for danger. Always prepared. That was practically a rule even.
He rode home wearily, gave his mom a hug, and collapsed into bed.
He dreamed of rivers of blood. Rivers of blood that seeped deep into the earth, filling dark caves with the weeping of innocents.
He woke with cheeks wet from his tears and ravenously hungry.
He lay there for a while, eyes closed, wondering why. Why him? Why this life? But he didn't have any answers. He wasn't even sure Ahanu could give him the answers he wanted.
His stomach growled, and he peered out the window, deciding he had just enough time for a hunt. Fenton and Gertrude drifted behind as he climbed down the tree and ran a few blocks to a large park where he sometimes hunted. He quickly found a sleeping squirrel, but it wasn't enough. He needed more.
He stared longingly at a fat cat sitting on a tree branch, but he just couldn't. Lines were good. Lines were in place for a reason.
Pecos would eat it, he thought sullenly as he searched the park for life. So would The Raven. He shook his head. He wasn't going to go around eating people's pets. It just wasn't nice. He quickly dispatched another squirrel and headed home, still hungry, still sad, still angry, still wondering what cat tasted like.
He didn't train that day, just sat in his den and brooded. Things had been going so well. He wished Pecos was there to tell him to "quit his whinin'".
He dropped his head back against his chair and sighed. He was just so tired. And he was tired of being alone. Sure he had Fred and Clara, but it wasn't really the same. It's not like he could talk to them about his incessant hunger or all the people he'd killed or the fact that the power was slowly killing him.
Andrew frowned. It didn't matter, not really. As long as he could hold on long enough, nothing really mattered. But he needed to make sure no more druggies came by the house. That would be especially bad if Fred or Clara were here alone. They were his, and he needed to protect them.
He pulled out Joe's watch and checked the time. Just after three. He texted Fred. "If I wanted to avoid a bunch of druggies, where would I not go?"
Fred texted him back an address, along with the message, "A drug dealer and his cronies live here." That would do.
Andrew ate a package of meat and shoved another in his backpack. Rule number one. Always take a snack. He strapped his knives into place and switched out his sneakers for his moccasins. He was ready.
It was already dark, so he headed out. He had decided to walk so he didn't have to worry about his bike. Once he got downtown he climbed a fire escape and ran across the rooftops.
There were still too many people out to run down the streets, and rooftop jumping was a lot faster than walking. When he was a block away, he dropped down into an alley and started skulking, humming in his mind.
The streets and alleys were full of trash, beer cans, broken bottles, cigarette butts, loose paper, ratty clothes, and plastic bags. There were sofas sitting on the corners, and hobos hanging around in clusters.
He wouldn't want to be here if he was anyone else. It smelled like smoke and rotten food and other things he didn't even want to think about. He slipped into a building he was pretty sure was the right one. There were only two of the four numbers above the door, but they matched.
The apartment number Fred had given him was on the top floor. The stairs and hallways were full of grungy men and women, even some kids. Most of them had stringy hair, lined faces, and dirty clothes. It stank even worse inside than out. It was possible this had not been his best plan.
I'm a shadow, he thought, moving through the people. No one even looked at him.
How could any of these people end up all the way across town, buying drugs out of a house in the suburbs? It didn't make any sense. Maybe these people weren't the people who bought drugs from his house. Maybe this was pointless.
But he'd come all this way. And these people smelled a lot like the guys who had showed up on his doorstep. And he did need to make a point. So he kept going.
Once he found the apartment, he stood at the end of the hallway and watched the door for a moment. Several people came and left. But after a while, it seemed quiet.
Now or never, he thought. He closed his eyes and looked inside. He counted nine large sparks of life. Nine was a lot. He'd really only expected four or five. But was it too many? Could he handle nine people all on his own?
Andrew's heart was pounding. He wouldn't be here if he didn't think he could do it; besides, he needed to do it. He needed to do it to protect Fred and Clara. He wasn't really worried he'd get hurt; he always got hurt, although he supposed there was always a vague possibility someone might actually shoot him in the head and kill him.
More than anything he was worried about that invisible line. Was he about to cross it? These guys in particular hadn't done anything to him. Sure, they were bad guys, but they hadn't hurt Andrew.
He imagined Clara being the one to open the door. The one tied to a chair. The one to die.
He knocked on the door. When the door handle turned, Andrew palm struck it so hard it broke off its hinges and hurled the man opening it across the room. Andrew stepped inside and glanced quickly around, backing up against a wall so he could see them but no one could sneak up behind him. He kept his mind's vision open so he could tell if anyone was coming up the hallway.
The room was filled with smoke and the stench of filth. Two women were sprawled on the couch, lit cigarettes dangling from their fingers. Three men were sitting around a table, little bags of drugs laid out between them. The man who had opened the door was on the floor. And they were all staring at Andrew in frozen shock.  
"Who's the dealer?" Andrew asked.
One of the men stood. "You need a hit?"
"No; I need the word spread. There's a house on Vine, in the suburbs. You know it?" The man shrugged. "Do you or don't you?" Andrew asked sharply.
"Yeah, you can get some of the higher end stuff there."
"Not anymore. Anyone shows up at my door, they die. You understand?"
The women started laughing. "You're just a kid, baby face," one of them sneered. "What you gonna do?" The men laughed with them.
Andrew grinned. "Which one of you wants to spread the word?"
"What word?" the dealer asked.
"That no one should mess with me." They laughed even harder. "Guess I'll just pick then," Andrew said with a shrug.
He pulled two knives and sent them flying across the room. One sunk deep into the dealer's head, while the other slammed into another man's chest, knocking him over and onto the floor. Andrew jumped across the room, bronco kicking the man on the floor in the face, snapping his jaw in half and burying a knife deep into the chest of the fourth man. Then he turned to face the women.
He'd never killed a woman before, but he didn't figure it was any different, especially since these two were holding pistols in their shaking hands.
"Don't come any closer," one of the women whispered.
"I choose you," Andrew said to her before running across the room and snapping the other woman's neck before she even had time to fire. He ripped the gun from the live woman's hand and grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at him.
"Spread the word. Anyone comes near my house, dead! You understand?" She nodded frantically. "Somebody drops by, I'm coming after you." Her face turned chalk white, and she nodded again.
Good enough, Andrew thought as he retrieved his knives, grabbed the loose guns, and headed for the bedroom where the other three life sparks were. Three men were stretched out on the floor, sleeping as far as Andrew could tell, needles hanging from their arms. They couldn't hurt him; they were totally passed out. Should he leave them?
The whole reason he was here was to protect Fred and Clara. He needed Fred and Clara to be safe. If he left these three dudes it would be a sign of weakness. So no, his point wasn't finished yet.
He shot each one in the head, then opened the window and jumped out, sailing through the dirty air and landing on his feet five stories below. Point made, he thought grimly and headed home.




Chapter 14
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Andrew dreamed of death. He dreamed of rivers of blood rushing over the earth. He dreamed of red soaked dirt and bloody mud. He dreamed of bodies stacked on bodies stacked on bodies, faces stretched in agony and fear. Women, children, men.
He followed the blood through the earth; he followed it down, down, down. The darkness was there, drinking it up. Lapping it up with a long tongue. The sounds of crying, agony, grief, and terror drifted down into the darkness, and the darkness smiled.
When he woke, he was weeping. He hated her. He hated her so much. He hated them. He hated them for feeding her. He just wanted it to end, but he knew it never would.
He was almost too ill to eat, but he made himself anyway, knowing he needed the strength. "Are you okay?" his mom asked, looking up from her paper.
"Yeah; fine." She shrugged and went back to reading.
He was glad the meat was cooked this morning. He wasn't sure he'd be able to look at blood for a while without puking. He shuddered. After his mom left he rode his bike to Aylen's.
"Can you drive me somewhere?" he asked when she opened the door.
She cringed. "Drive?"
"You can drive, can't you? You have a car."
"I can… I guess… Not very well," she admitted.
"Can you get us there without killing us?"
"Um… I will not die."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I'll risk it."
"I wish you wouldn't," Aylen muttered as she grabbed her keys. She opened the car door and sat on the driver's seat, frowning. "I never can remember what all the buttons are for. I should have bought a car with fewer buttons."
Andrew typed the address into her GPS, then laid his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. He wasn't sure he wanted to watch. After several minutes, his eyes popped open.
"Why won't you die?"
"Huh?"
"You said you won't die if we wreck. Why not?"
She shrugged, and the car swerved. "I cannot die."
"Yes, I get you can't die, but can't you be killed?"
"Um… no."
"Whadda you mean? If I shot you in the head right now, you wouldn't die?" Andrew's heart was hammering.
"No."
"Why not?"
"I do not know."
Andrew couldn't breathe. If Aylen couldn't be killed, the Black Shaman couldn't be killed. "Then how the hell are we supposed to kill her?!"
"I do not know."
"You have to know! There has to be a way! You can't tell me that in five hundred years you haven't thought of a way to kill her?!" All this was for nothing, he thought with panic. They were all going to die, and the Black Shaman would live.
"No."
"No, what?!" he yelled.
Aylen flinched, and the car swerved again. "I haven't thought of a way. The only thing I could ever come up with was to kill myself. But that did not work."
Andrew's ears were ringing. "What?" he whispered.
"It did not work. I tried several times, but I cannot die." She braked violently to avoid running into the back of a car. Andrew flew forward, but the seat belt snapped before he hit the dash.
"You really are a terrible driver," he said softly.
"I tried to warn you."
He closed his eyes again and tried to think. The Black Shaman was not only immortal, she was also invincible. The Grey Shaman had tried to kill her and failed. The White Shaman had tried to kill her and failed. How in the hell was Pecos supposed to do it?
When she pulled into the cemetery gates, Andrew jumped from the car and started running. He ran all the way to Doyle's grave, then plopped down on the soft green grass, and leaned against the stone. "I wish you were here; I need you."
He sat silently, watching a beetle scurry across the grass. He was so tired. He was tired of running; he was tired of training; he was tired of not getting anywhere, of being alone. He knew he had Clara, Fred, Aylen, and the ravens, Vick and his mom, but it wasn't the same. It would never be the same.
"I miss you. All of you." Andrew grinned ruefully. "I heard a joke the other day. I think you'll like this one. What's a pirate's favorite letter?" He paused. "You'd think it would be 'rrrr' but it's the 'c'!" Andrew laughed softly. "I imagine you'd smack me over the head for that one." He closed his eyes for a second, wishing Doyle would suddenly smack him over the head, but he didn't.
"I don't know what I'm doing, Doyle." Tears streamed down his cheeks. "I don't even know who I am. I'm some kinda freak. I kill people without even blinking. How did that happen? HOW?!"
He buried his face in his hands. "We can't win. I don't see any way that we can win, and all this, all this will be for nothing." He pounded his fist into the grass.
"Why?! Why did he pick me? It could've been anyone else. It didn't need to be me. Why?" He leaned his head back against the stone with a sigh, jumping slightly when a soft hand touched his arm.
"He put much on your shoulders, but you are bearing it well," Aylen said, sitting beside him.
"But we can't possibly win. How could we?"
"How can you know? The end is not yet written."
He laughed grimly. "Ahanu always says that. It's annoying."
"It is, isn't it?" She looked at the stone. "I did not know he was married," she said softly.
"He said Raina was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen."
For a moment she didn't speak, just stared at Doyle's name. "You are not alone," she finally said earnestly. "And this is not a task for you alone. We are with you. All of us."
"Even you?" Andrew asked.
"Even me."
He nodded. "What can I do?"
"Just keep going."
"I've killed a lot of people."
She shrugged. "You kill because you must, not because you want to."
"If anyone knew I'd be locked up."
"Your modern world does nothing to honor good men protecting what is theirs to protect. In my village, in my time, you would have been celebrated."
Andrew nearly started crying again. Aylen had called him a good man. He wasn't a man; he was a boy, and he wasn't all that sure he was good. But it felt good to hear her say it.
They didn't speak for a while, just sat there, leaning against Doyle's gravestone. He'd never realized just how similar he and Aylen were. They were both stuck here, in the present, and the ones they wanted to be with were living in the past. Going on without them. Riding and fighting and living without them.  
"You think you can get us home?" he asked after a while.
"Maybe you should drive."
Andrew laughed. "Well, Wes Andrews is twenty-one, you know. He's my secret identity. He's also rich. Which is nice. What the hell; I will drive."
Andrew slipped behind the steering wheel, took stock of the buttons and knobs and gauges. He started the car, slipped it into gear, and took off. He was actually a much better driver than Aylen. Apparently video games did make a difference.
"I don't get the joke," Aylen said after a moment.
"What about it?"
"Why would a pirate care about any letters, let alone have a favorite one?"
Andrew tried to explain, but he was laughing too hard.
He eventually pulled into Aylen's drive, checked to make sure no one was watching, and jumped out. "Thanks, Aylen, for everything."
He grabbed his bike and headed home. When he got there, he called the ravens into his room. "So guys, I know you like to hang around me, but I have a job for you, if you're willing." Dean nodded. "Thank you."
Ever since the druggie incident Andrew had been trying to figure out a way to protect everyone from the trouble that followed him. On the way home from the cemetery it had occurred to him that he had an army at his disposal.
"I need to protect my family," he said. "I'd like one raven to follow each of them, 'round the clock. Clara, Fred, Aylen, and Mom. Also, if a raven can keep watch at the Raven's Nest and here, that would be good." He thought about having one follow Vick, but he knew Vick would notice, and he had a feeling Vick wouldn't appreciate the gesture.
"I just want you to keep an eye out and let me know if anything weird is going on or if they need help." Andrew frowned. "We need to experiment. I don't know how far away you can talk to me. Dean, can you fly north and talk to me at every road crossing?" Dean nodded and flew out the window.
In a minute, Andrew saw an image of a street sign, after another minute it was another street sign. Dean made it five blocks before Andrew couldn't see or hear him anymore.
Once Dean returned, Andrew said, "So we can communicate up to five blocks away. I don't know how you'll warn me; maybe you should always be in pairs. Okay?" The birds nodded. "Thank you," he said, relieved.
It was already late. It had taken all day to travel to the graveyard and back, and Andrew was exhausted. He was so tired of fighting the waves. He just wanted to let go and sink into the darkness. But if he did, there was the risk that everyone else would sink with him.
He curled under his covers and went to sleep. He dreamed of flying but then his wings broke and he plummeted to the ground. He woke with remembered pains of agony.
He lay in bed breathing, trying to shake the pain, trying to shake his fear, his depression, the hopelessness of it all. He couldn't allow himself to mope any longer. He had a job to do, and he was going to do it. So he went to the Raven's Nest and trained all day.
Sometime after lunch, someone knocked on his door. Andrew groaned out loud, loosed the arrow he was aiming, hitting the bullseye, and snuck to the door, looking through the peephole. Of course. He leaned his head against the door. This may be the end, but he wouldn't go without a fight.
He opened the door. "Afternoon, Chief Vick."
"Afternoon."
"Here on official business?"
"Indeed. May I come in?"
Andrew grinned widely, wishing he didn't like Chief Vick so much, wishing he hadn't answered the door after all, wishing he'd just run.
"Be my guest." He stepped back, and Chief Vick stepped inside.
"Quite the place you've got here, Mr. Andrews."
Andrew frowned. What game were they playing? "You can call me Wes," he said flippantly.
Chief Vick sat on one of the stools and looked at Andrew. "This address came up in an investigation." Well crap. Andrew hadn't seen that coming. "A whole roomful of druggies was killed downtown. There was one survivor, and when they escorted her from the scene all she would say was 'he chose me'."
Andrew tried not to flinch, but he was certain his eyelid twitched. He wasn't about to say anything, so he waited for the chief to go on.
"Anyway," the chief said. "This address was mentioned as a known drug house in the interrogation, and the woman went pale and started screaming that no one could go there or the devil would find her and kill her."
Andrew swallowed a snort. He'd never been called the devil before. Chief Vick sighed. "So here I am. Checking it out."
"Here you are," Andrew agreed. The chief had nothing on him. Providing he didn't search the house and find all Andrew's stolen guns.
"Appears you have quite the fortune, Mr. Andrews."
Andrew shrugged. "Inherited some coins."
"Really?"
"Yeah, 1870's seated eagle or something like that."
"Ahh. Rare." Chief Vick drummed his fingers on the counter top. "Why?" he finally asked.
Andrew didn't pretend to misunderstand. He knew exactly what the chief was asking. "To protect Fred and Clara."
The chief nodded, stood and walked toward the door. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Andrews. Sorry to have been a bother."
"No bother," Andrew said, closing the door behind him. He leaned against it with a relieved sigh. He had no idea how much Chief Vick knew, but he knew a lot. Why he hadn't arrested Andrew or locked him up, Andrew didn't know. He was glad he hadn't tried, but he didn't understand why.
He couldn't concentrate on training after Vick left, so he went home early. He closed his eyes as he zoomed down a back street, pretending he was on Widow Maker and they were running across the ranch. But when he opened his eyes, everything was black and grey, no green, no flowing grasses, just pavement. Andrew sighed, missing Widow Maker, missing the wind, the fresh air, the freedom.
When he got home, he pulled out his laptop and Googled "horse treats". He still couldn't believe he'd forgotten to take Widow Maker a present for Christmas. He really couldn't believe he'd gotten away with it. If Widow Maker ever found out, he was a dead man. After a couple minutes looking online, he ordered two pounds of dates and sent them to the Raven's Nest. He'd shove them in his backpack when they arrived; that way he'd always have them.
A few weeks passed with no trouble. Andrew trained every day. He defeated medium mode, and Fred upgraded to hard. Hard was… extremely difficult.
The first couple days did not go well. In fact, Andrew started taking meat into the cage with him, just in case he couldn't make it back out. One day, he even blacked out after he'd defeated the robots. He'd come to right away, but he hated that he hadn't gotten to the point he could just keep going. And he hated his dependence on meat.
Clara was avoiding him, which he didn't understand. He worried that she knew he'd killed the druggie after all and she didn't want to be around him anymore, but he was scared to ask her, so he just pretended everything was normal.
He and Fred spent afternoons working on jiu jitsu, and in spite of Fred's awkwardness, he was getting pretty good. After rolling around on the mat for over an hour one day, Fred tapped out and stood.
"Let's add some more drones," he said, cracking his knuckles and walking towards his computer station.
"Seriously? Why?!"
"You're doing good."
"No; I'm barely surviving."
Fred chuckled. "Nah, you're doing good."
Once Fred got something in his mind he didn't let it go, so Andrew rolled his eyes and stepped into the cage. He tossed his shirt out the door and closed it. He'd realized a while ago that wearing a shirt to fight the drones was just a waste of a good shirt.
Fred powered it up, and six drones whirled into the air. Andrew sighed. And this had started out as such a good day. He pulled the power into his body and started humming.
The robots moved quickly forward. Andrew rolled across the floor to escape the drones, but he still got several cuts on his back. They healed instantly, and as he rolled, he snapped one hand up, knocking one drone out of commission.
He jumped, punching one of the robots in the head. It wasn't hard enough, and the robot kept coming. The drones dive bombed. He ducked and rolled.
One of these days he was going to stick Fred in here. He chuckled as little razors sliced him, but he stayed focused; he kept humming. He moved quickly, so fast the robots blurred.
He rolled to his feet next to a robot and punched hard, powering it down. The drones flew towards his legs. That was new. He jumped, landing on the other robot's back. He hammer fisted, and the robot powered down.
Now he just had five drones to deal with. He wondered what the power could do. He ran across the room, the drones following, but he was faster. He fashioned five spears of power, throwing one after the other. The power went sizzling through the air, sparking, so alive.
The power spears slammed into the drones, exploding them into tiny pieces of rubble. Andrew grinned. Only one of the spears missed, sailing through the fence and disappearing into nothingness on the other side.
Andrew's hands were smoking a little as he ran towards the last drone. It flew towards the roof, and Andrew jumped, grabbing it, pulling it down, and snapping it in half with his bare hands. He landed on the floor with a thump, puffing just a little, and glanced around. He had done good. Damn good.
"You know," Fred said dryly, "You don't have to destroy the drones. I mean that was awesome looking but overdone."
Andrew laughed. "Sorry; I got caught up."
"No worries. I have more."
"Of course you do." Andrew turned towards the cage door, but paused when he realized Clara was standing beside Fred, staring, eyes wide as plates, mouth open.
"Hey, Clara! What're you doing?" Andrew asked, hurrying out of the cage. She hadn't come by in days, and he missed her.
She blinked. "Um, whodawhatahuh?" she stuttered, staring at his chest and refusing to meet his eyes.
"Whoda what? Are you okay?" Andrew asked. "You haven't been coming around. Are you mad at me or something?"
"What? No, I mean, I'm fine." She was bright red.
"Are you sure? You're not acting like yourself at all."
Clara closed her eyes. "Can you just, is it possible… a shirt please?"
"What?" Andrew had forgotten he wasn't wearing a shirt. He didn't see what that had to do with anything, but he picked his shirt off the floor and pulled it over his head. "Better?" he asked.
She peeked at him. "No; it's really not. I've gotta go."
"But you just got here. Can't you stay awhile? We could talk about your book or practice some moves."
Color washed her face. "Nope; gotta go."
Andrew sighed as the door closed behind her. "What's gotten into her? Is there something going on at school?" he asked Fred. Fred started laughing. "Why is that funny?" Andrew demanded.
"Do you ever look at yourself?" Fred asked, typing absently.
"What does that mean?"
"There's a mirror in the bathroom, right? Go take a good look."
"We're talking about Clara," Andrew huffed. "How does looking in the mirror help?"
Fred chuckled. "Just do it. I wanna reprogram this next fight routine." He started typing and muttering to himself.
Andrew frowned. He guessed he should get clean anyway since he was covered in blood and sweat. He wandered into the bathroom. Why did Fred want him to look at himself? Didn't he see himself in the mirror every day? And what the hell did that have to do with Clara? He peeled off his shirt and filled the tub, staring in the mirror for a moment.
He blinked in shock. When had his hair gotten so long? He guessed it had been almost a year since it had been cut. But other than that he looked just the same as always.
Maybe his face was a lot leaner than it used to be, and he had a hard edge to his jaw he was pretty sure he didn't use to have. His nose looked a little crooked; it must not have set quite right one of the times it had been broken.
He leaned closer to the mirror. It couldn't be. It was. Damn if he didn't have tiny, short whiskers covering his cheeks. That was definitely new, but other than that, same old Andrew. He shrugged. Fred was batty. He cleaned up and went back out.
Fred was just finishing up his adjustments. "Well?" Fred asked.
"Well what? I look like me. Andrew."
Fred snorted. "Looks like I'll have to spell it out for you. I'd let you figure it out on your own, but I don't think you will. Now this is just a theory, but I'm guessing from a girl's perspective, which I'm not but Clara happens to be, you probably look pretty alright, or good looking, whatever they call it."
Andrew frowned, but Fred shrugged and went on, "I'm just guessing here, but you've got that six-pack and those huge guns, the arms, not the ones you keep in the drawer, and you're all tan and serious looking, maybe a bit brooding; girls seem to go for that kinda thing. And she does seem to have more trouble when you're not wearing a shirt."
Andrew blinked slowly. "Are you saying… No, you couldn't possibly be saying what I think you're saying. It's me. And it's Clara! It's not like that." He lifted his shirt. "Damn, I do have a six-pack." When had that happened?
He remembered the first time Clara had started acting weird. It was after he'd killed that first druggie. He'd taken off his shirt to cover up the dead body, and Clara hadn't even been able to get a straight sentence out afterward. "No… she can't…"
Fred shrugged. "Like I said, just a theory. I gotta go; see you later."




Chapter 15
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Andrew frowned as the door closed behind Fred. He didn't want to lose Clara. He'd make sure to wear sweaters around her or something, anything to cover his muscles. Did she like his face too? How could he cover his face? This is so stupid, he thought disgustedly.
His stomach growled, and he grabbed a pack of meat and a cup of coffee and headed to the den.
When he finished eating, he pulled out a chunk of half-carved wood and started whittling. Whittling usually helped him think. Only tonight it didn't.
He had to fix this. Maybe if he did something really stupid Clara would think he was an idiot. He looked at his carving. It looked like a drunken monkey had gotten ahold of a knife. He tossed it in the corner with his other drunken monkey carvings. He needed help.
"Mom," he said when he got home. "I think Clara has a… a… crush on me. It's making things weird. Whadda I do?"
Mrs. Rufus's eyes lit up. "Really? That's so cute! You should ask her out. Your first date!"
"No! I can't. I need to fix this. I want things back to normal."
"Why?"
"Because… I don't know… I don't have time for this."
She smiled. "You don't have time for fun?"
"No; I really don't." He wished she understood, but she just didn't.
"Well, just don't say anything then," she said with a sigh. "It'll pass."
"It will?" he asked, relieved.
"Probably. Anyway, your birthday is next week. Invite her over to celebrate. And Fred too."
"It is? Are you sure?"
"Of course I'm sure!"
"How old am I?"
"Andrew! What kind of question is that? You'll be fifteen."
"Right; I knew that." He hadn't. He honestly couldn't remember. In reality, he was older than that. But he didn't know how old he really was either.
"Okay; I'll ask them over. Sunday?"
"Perfect." She stared at him with concern. "Are you okay, Andrew? Do you want to talk?"
For a moment he thought about it. There was so much weighing him down. Clara and Fred were having fun, and they were his friends, but they didn't understand what was at stake. They didn't know he had nightmares every night or that he couldn't go more than three hours tops without eating meat. Shorter if he'd really been pushing it. They didn't know he had blood on his hands. They didn't know him. But neither did she.
"I'm okay, Mom. Just a lot on my mind. Thank you."
"Okay, well if you need anything." She paused. "Um… and Andrew?"
"Yeah?"
"I was thinking, I mean, since your dad's not around… I was wondering..." She sighed, giving him a sad smile. "It was so much easier to be both sides when you were young. If you need a man to talk to about anything, like say, how to shave or something like that, I'm sure Timothy wouldn't mind."
Andrew stared at her in shock, trying to process exactly what she'd just said. One, she clearly thought he needed to shave. Two, she thought he needed a dad or a man in his life. Three… He wasn't sure what three was.
"Okay, um… I'll remember that," Andrew said, giving her a hug and wandering upstairs.
He went to the bathroom and stared in the mirror. Did he need to shave? Maybe. He leaned his head against the cool glass of the mirror, remembering in vivid detail how Doyle had taught him to shave. Remembering how proud he'd felt that he hadn't even cut Pecos once.
He didn't need a man in his life. He needed to get back to the ones he already had. He didn't want Vick to teach him to shave. Doyle already had. He banged his head against the mirror. With a straight edge. He didn't actually know how to shave here, in this time. But he'd be damned if he'd let Vick teach him.
He sighed. He was being ridiculous. What did he care if Vick taught him? He liked Vick. But if he was honest, there was a part of him that resented Vick. Because if Andrew could choose, he'd choose them, not Vick.
When would he go back? It had been nearly five months, but it seemed like so much longer. It also seemed like yesterday. He could still remember laughing with them that last night, right before Ahanu showed up.
He was so sick of waiting. He was sick of training. He was sick of being alone. But was he ready? Was he ready to face the Black Shaman? Was he ready to win? He didn't know.
Andrew ran his hand over his cheeks as he walked into his bedroom and plopped onto his bed. He guessed he needed to learn to shave. It could wait though.
He texted Clara. "Birthday party Sunday. Noon. You and your dad in?"
He almost fell asleep waiting for her to text him back. Finally she said, "Not sure; maybe have something going on."
That was it. He was so sick of this. He slid out the window and dashed over to Clara's house. It was late, but the lights were still on, so he knocked on the door, and her dad opened it.
"Hi, Mr. Morgan, sorry it's late, but I need to talk to Clara. Can I come in?"
Mr. Morgan looked Andrew over with narrowed eyes, and Andrew fought the urge to shift his feet. What was Mr. Morgan looking at? Did he have blood on his clothes or something?
Mr. Morgan finally opened the door wide enough to let Andrew in. "She's in the living room," he said gruffly.
"Thank you, sir." What the deuce was that about? He'd thought Mr. Morgan liked him. Clara was sitting on the couch reading, and she jumped when she saw him.
"What're you doing here?" she asked nervously.
"What? Am I not invited here anymore?"
"No, I mean yes, I mean, yes you can come here; I'm just surprised to see you is all." She was ten shades of red and staring at the sword hanging on the wall.
Andrew rolled his eyes. She was twisting her hair again, and Andrew remembered his mom playing with her hair while she was talking to Vick. Crap; Fred was right.
"Look, we're friends, right?" he said. "I mean, I like hanging out with you. You make things easier, lighter, happier. But you've been avoiding me, and you won't talk to me. What's going on?"
Clara opened her mouth to speak. Shut it. Opened it again. Shut it. She looked like a fish out of water.
"Okay, so here's a stupid theory Fred came up with." He paused. Now he was blushing. This was so stupid. "He thinks you have a crush on me," he said as fast as possible. "Now I know that's dumb, but seriously, what's going on?"
Her eyes were enormous. "Fred said that?" she whispered.
"Is that really it?"
"I… I… It's not like that. I just… you… and then you..."
"That's really it? Why? It's just me. I haven't changed, and then all the sudden you can't even talk to me or look at me?"
She giggled. "You've changed a bit since we met. And then the other day… the shirt… and then…"
Andrew sat down with a sigh. "I need us to be normal, Clara." He realized he sounded alarmingly like his mom. But it was different. This was different.
"I'm trying!" she snapped. "I don't exactly like it either. And why are you acting like it's the worst thing that could happen?"
"What? Why're you turning this on me?"
"Am I hideous or something?" she snapped angrily.
Andrew shook his head mutely. He had no idea what was happening. "Why would you think you're hideous?"
"I'm okay to be your friend, but I can't be anything more?"
"I don't think I know what we're talking about anymore," Andrew muttered. Clara was livid. She was standing in front of him, hands on her hips, blue eyes flashing. Andrew was glad she wasn't holding the sword. "I'm sorry?" he said, trying to fix whatever was wrong.
"You're sorry you don't think I'm pretty?"
"WHAT?!" Andrew jumped up. "I never said that! You are pretty; I just don't…" He stopped. What could he possibly say?
Honestly, she was very pretty. In fact, she was the prettiest girl he knew. Course, he didn't know that many girls anymore, but he remembered what they looked like. Her blond hair was always a little crazy, like it couldn't stand to be tied up, and her blue eyes were like pieces of sky, but what did that have to do with anything?
She looked like she was going to cry. He took a deep breath. "Clara, you're the prettiest girl I've ever seen in my life. Honestly. Your smile is absolutely breathtaking." Her mouth gaped, and her eyes grew wide. "But, I don't have time for this." He shrugged. "I'm not… normal. You know that. I can't… I have to focus… There's no room… I just need you to be my friend."
"I wasn't asking for anything," she whispered.
"I know you weren't. I wanna spend time with you without worrying about you. I mean, I'll try to keep my shirt on and would it help if I got my hair cut? It's a little long."
She shook her head. "No and no."
"What? No to what?"
She grinned crookedly. "I like both the hair and the no shirt."
"But wait, isn't that the problem?"
Clara shrugged. "You know, now that you know, it's not nearly as awkward. As long as you don't mind me gawking at you every now and then, I think we're good."
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
Andrew frowned. He was pretty sure he didn't understand girls or women or females in general. "Okay, then. We good for Sunday?"
Clara smiled brilliantly. "Of course."
"Okay..." he said, backing slowly out of the room. He wasn't sure what had happened. He didn't know if things were better or worse. But at least Clara could look him in the face again, and she wasn't blushing, so that was nice. He'd just get the hell out of here before she changed her mind and hope for the best.
That night he was Pale Feathers flying over huge mountain rivers with The Raven. The Raven dived, seizing a fish in his talons. Pale Feathers dipped his own talons into the freezing cold water and grabbed a fish as well. They feasted on the bank. Fish had never tasted so delicious. Then they rose to the sky again and flew away from the sunset, watching each star blink into existence.
Andrew woke satisfied and well rested for once. After breakfast he texted Vick. "Do you think you could teach me to shave sometime this week?"
"Shave?" Vick texted back. "As in your face?"
"Apparently."
"Sure. This evening?"
"K. Thanks."
Andrew was annoyed at himself for being annoyed at Vick for being willing to teach him. He knew he could just watch a video online and be done with it, but he wasn't an idiot. This was his life, his world, his time. Even if he did go back, even if he did survive, Ahanu was never going to let him stay.
And he liked Vick. He liked how Vick treated his mom. He liked how Vick treated him. He'd been a little nervous that Vick would treat him differently after the druggie incident, but Vick treated him exactly the same, as if it had never happened or as if Andrew and Wes Andrews were really two different people.
Andrew spent all day in the cage with the robots. He hummed constantly, punching and ducking, rolling across the floor. By afternoon, he was sweaty and blood covered, but he'd used up all his anger for the day. He cleaned up and rode home to wait for Vick.
When Vick arrived, he grinned widely at Andrew. "Look at you," he joked. "All stubble coated!"
"Ha ha ha," Andrew replied. "So how we doing this?"
"Well," Vick said. "I think that's up to you. I brought over some stuff; you pick." Vick set a box down on the counter and opened it.
Andrew glanced in and gasped. There was a typical razor like he'd always seen his dad use and a can of shaving cream, but beside it there was a straight edge razor and a dish and brush not very different from Pecos's.
"How do you always know?" Andrew whispered.
"Can't teach you to use that one," Vick said conversationally. "So I hope you already know." Andrew grinned crookedly. "Anyway," Vick said. "You go take care of that humongous beard you've got, and I'll whip up some supper for the three of us. I mean, since I'm here and everything."
Andrew laughed, grabbed the box, and ran upstairs to his bathroom. For some reason it hadn't occurred to him to just order a straight edge. He set everything he needed out on the counter and closed his eyes, hearing Doyle's voice instruct him through every step.
He lathered his face, steadied his hand, hummed just in case, and pulled the razor down his cheek. It felt so weird. He slowly shaved his entire face, cleaned the lather off, and stared at himself in the mirror. Okay, so maybe it was possible he'd changed a little in the last year or so.
When he came down for supper, Mrs. Rufus oohed and awed over his smooth cheeks. "Now Emily," Vick said. "Don't embarrass the boy."
"I'm not, Timothy. He's just so adorable. I can't believe he's going to be fifteen."
"I think maybe I'll eat at Clara's tonight," Andrew said, backing away.
"Oh no you don't!" she said. "You sit down and enjoy this meal Timothy made."
Andrew sat, and Vick soon distracted Mrs. Rufus. Andrew watched them with a grin. He liked Vick even more since he hadn't taught him to shave. Which made no sense, but he didn't care.
That night he dreamed of oppressive blackness. Blackness so thick it covered everything. So thick he could barely breathe. He thought she'd found him, but she wasn't there. When he woke before dawn, he took huge gulping breaths of air and went hunting with his brothers, wishing the air was pure, wishing he could actually breathe.
His birthday celebration was actually better than he'd expected. Aylen, Fred, Clara, Mr. Morgan, Vick, and Andrew's mom were all there, so it was almost like having a family. It would have been perfect if the cowboys had been there. He wouldn't even have minded if Ahanu had dropped by.
But Ahanu did send Andrew a present. A box in the middle of his bed which Andrew approached cautiously. Part of him really hoped Ahanu was sending him back. Part of him didn't, because he wasn't sure he was ready to fight. And if he was going back, he was going to have to bust ass to get to his gear in time.
He opened the box and stared in surprise. Nestled inside was a new pair of moccasins with incredible bead work, taller than the ones he wore now, coming up to mid-calf.
On one moccasin a raven was winging across the sky, and on the other a coyote was slinking through the prairie. They both headed inwards, towards each other, and there was just a bit of black beading along the inside edge of each. If Andrew pushed them together, they created a scene.
He opened the note. "I noticed your moccasins are a bit worn. No doubt they are not meant for concrete. I commissioned a new pair for you. Grandmother sends her regards. Best wishes, Ahanu."
Andrew blinked in surprise. This was quite likely the nicest thing Ahanu had ever done for him. He wondered what the catch was. Maybe there was no catch. But he felt like with Ahanu there was always a catch.
He shrugged and slipped the moccasins on. They were perfect. He wondered if Grandmother was all right then. Or were these from before, when they had still lived in the village? His head throbbed from trying to figure it out, and he shook his head. He didn't think he'd ever understand time.
He climbed out his window. "Let's go hunting, boys." The ravens swooped down from the tree and followed him. Andrew's feet were perfectly silent, and their wings merely sounded like air moving softly from one place to the other. They feasted on raccoon under the light of the full moon.
For once Andrew fell asleep content and happy. But it didn't last because Pecos was waiting and he looked worried. Which was worrying because Pecos never worried. He just did.
"What's wrong?" Andrew asked.
"Don't know."
"Whadda you mean?"
Pecos struggled for a moment, then he finally said, "I've just got this feelin', a tightness in my chest. She's comin'; there ain't nothin' I can do. Can you feel it?"
"I don't know." Andrew tried to be quiet, to listen, but all he could feel was that same ice-cold band of fear wrapped around his heart. "I'm terrified, Pecos. Both Aylen and Ahanu have tried to kill her and failed. What can we possibly do they couldn't?"
"Maybe it makes a difference them bein' connected."
Andrew sat in silence, thinking. He didn't think it was as simple as that. "You know your rule," he said quietly. "The one about solo missions?"
"No."
"But, Pecos…"
"No. Doyle would have to get in line to kill you if you did somethin' that stupid."
Andrew sighed and changed the subject. "I made it to hard mode. Fred's chomping at the bit to up me to death mode."
Pecos chuckled. "Think you'll survive?"
"Who knows? But if I hurt those damn robots, Fred'll kill me anyway, so there's that."
"You've grown."
"What?"
"You look different."
"Really? That seems to be going around. I don't really see it, although I did actually have to shave the other day. Vick brought me a straight edge; I don't know how he knew. That man knows all kinds of things he shouldn't."
Pecos chuckled softly, and Andrew went on. "Anyway, today was my birthday. I'm supposed to be fifteen, but I'm older than that. I just don't know how much. Everyone came, even Aylen. She brought cookies."
Pecos shuddered. "That woman can't bake worth a damn."
"Yeah, you'd think after five hundred years she would've figured it out."
"Good cook, though."
"Really? I find that hard to believe."
"Believe it." Pecos winked.
"If you say so. How's Widow Maker?"
"Damn horse near gone wild. Won't let anyone near."
"Not even you?"
"Nope."
Andrew wanted to be there so badly it hurt. But he couldn't. He was here, wherever here was. Where he couldn't help, where he couldn't ride Widow Maker. Widow Maker needed him, and he needed Widow Maker. He needed all of them. Why couldn't he just go and be there? Why?
"Sometimes I think it would've been easier if Ahanu hadn't picked me."
"Would 'ave."
"What if we're not enough?"
"We gotta be."
"Damn it, Pecos! You can't just choose to be enough and it happens! You either are or you aren't!"
"Sit down, boy," Pecos said, chuckling softly. "You got a better plan?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "No. But pretty much any plan at all would be better than 'just will be'."
They sat silently, side by side. But it was a comfortable silence. Not heavy or sad, just thinking and listening and waiting.
Andrew woke convinced. Training was good, and he had done it. He was better, and he would get even better still. There was nowhere to go but up. But she wasn't going to die from a bullet or a knife. He didn't know how she was going to die, just that she was going to die. He needed to figure out how to kill her, and there was only one person who could possibly know.
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After breakfast, Andrew texted Clara and asked her to meet him at a park downtown after school. He didn't want to ask her for help but knew he'd be stupid not to. He waited for her on one of the swings, and when she showed up she sat on the swing beside him.
"So what's up?" she asked, kicking her feet idly.
"I need to do something, and I need your help."
"Okay."
"It's not a smart plan. It's not a good plan. Pecos doesn't approve, and I don't even like asking you; I just need you."
"Okay."
Andrew cringed, hoping he and Clara were still friends tomorrow. "I might have to do things, may seem weird."
"Okay."
"Seriously?"
Clara pushed off and started swinging. "Look, you're my best friend. You need it, you got it."
He really hoped she meant it. "So here's the deal. Wes Andrews has reserved a room at that big hotel on the corner. He's already explained to the staff he has trouble sleeping sometimes, so there might be some screaming, but he paid them A LOT of money, so they're fine with it. Rich people, gotta love 'em."
"Screaming?"
"Yeah, um, so I'm gonna go to sleep, and you're gonna sit in a chair and watch me. I got you a Taser gun so you can wake me if you need to."
"Wait, a Taser? Why can't I just shake you or something?"
"I'm not super easy to wake up and also a little violent." Andrew hated this conversation, but he had to tell her. She had to know. "You can't come near me, and absolutely do NOT touch me. Okay?"
"But…"
"No! I need your word on this, or I'll call Fred instead."
She frowned. "Fine. But how will I know if I need to wake you?"
"You just will."
"How?"
"If I seem to be… you know… dying at any point that would be the right time."
Clara stopped swinging. "Please tell me you're not serious."
He sighed. "Look, there are some things I haven't told you. Things I'm not gonna tell you. Things I hope you never find out. But I need you. I can't do this without you. I need to know you're there watching over me."
"Okay. I'll be there."
"You can't fall asleep."
"Brew me some of your coffee," she said with a cringe.
Andrew grinned. "Alright, let's do this."
"Just one thing, why a hotel? Why can't we do it at the Raven's Nest?"
"Hopefully she wouldn't be able to find me there. And I wouldn't want her to."
"Who?"
"The Black Shaman."
When they arrived at the hotel, they sneaked up the backstairs and into the penthouse suite. Andrew had come earlier to check things out and stock the mini-fridge with meat. He was taking a risk, a huge risk, with both his life and his friendship. But all the training in the world wouldn't matter if they didn't know how to kill her.
He smiled awkwardly at Clara. "Thank you."
"Anytime."
He brewed a pot of coffee and poured her a cup. He turned off all the lights except one lamp. It was still early, but he knew he could fall asleep. He was a cowboy after all.
He wanted to laugh, but he was too terrified. He wanted to run away. He wanted to hide. He certainly didn't want to be doing this. Maybe Ahanu wouldn't send him back until he was thirty. Maybe by then he'd be ready. But he knew, deep down, he wouldn't survive that long, not with the power eating his insides, destroying him like a cancer.
"I'm scared," he said softly.
"Then don't do it."
"I have to."
"Then don't be scared."
"You sound like Pecos."
"He must be really smart."
Andrew laughed. "I'm glad you're here. Remember, don't fall asleep. And if you need to, just point and shoot."
"But only if you seem to be dying?"
"Yep. Don't wake me for anything else."
"Okay. Be careful."
He'd eaten five packages of meat before he'd met up with Clara, so he figured he was as ready as he'd ever be. He stood and walked to the window, pulling it open and pushing out the screen. He'd feel better if they were there too, watching over him. Sam, Dean, and Nunya flew into the room and perched on the headboard.
He hadn't told Clara anything about the ravens, although he knew she and Fred had seen them around the house. She knew about The Raven, but not the whys of it.
"They're my… friends," he said. He stopped himself from saying "brothers"; he didn't think she'd understand.
"See I told you," she said with a laugh.
"Told me what?"
"Ravens. Your spirit animal."
"Oh. So you did."
He lay down on the bed and started humming softly to himself, and soon he was fast asleep.
"Andrew, Andrew, Andrew… how very nice to see you." Andrew swallowed the terror in his throat and turned to face her. "I did not think you would come again. Not after last time," she purred, licking her lips.
He punched the fear down deep inside himself and smiled. "Thought we could talk."
"About what?" She reached out a cold hand and ran a finger down his cheek. "You have grown."
Andrew shrugged. "Most do. What're you doing?"
"Tsk, tsk, and ruin the surprise?"
"How about you tell me, and then I'll act surprised anyway?"
She laughed; it was not a pleasant sound. "I cannot wait to drink your blood... again."
"Well, that's not on the menu tonight."
"You sound almost like a man," she said, her face twisting. "But you are still just a boy! A dead boy!"
She slashed at him with one of her hands, long claws twisting, but he ducked, using a leg takedown as he moved to the side. She fell, but she was back on her feet in an instant, face a mask of pure fury.
"So this is the game we are playing tonight?" she hissed before morphing into a black hulking wolf and running towards him, jaws snapping, foam spraying, teeth black as night.
Andrew rolled to the side, pulling the power out, pushing it through his body, and humming. I can dance all night, he thought. Let's see what hurts you.
He tried to fashion a spear, but she was nearly on top of him. He rolled again, but she was faster than him. She leaped on top of him, burying her teeth deep into his neck.
Power rushed into his hands, and he wrapped them around her throat, still humming, trying not to scream. The pain was unimaginable. She was ripping at his neck, tearing the muscle and skin off his bones.
Flame suddenly poured from his hands, enveloping her in a shroud of fire. She howled and scrambled away, his blood smeared across her face. Andrew's neck healed, and he leaped to his feet.
Fire ran out his hands towards her, and she backed away but licked her lips mockingly. Andrew knew he hadn't really hurt her, surprised her more than anything. The problem with the Black Shaman was she was a coward. If she thought she could really be hurt she would disappear, run away. So the fact she was still here showed him he needed something more.
He raced toward her. He wasn't going to be the one hunted this time. She morphed into a viper, striking at him, but he leaped over her head, twisting and landing on her back. He fashioned the power into a spear and with a terrific leap drove it through her head. She whipped her head side to side, throwing him off. He rolled to his feet and turned to face her.
She was Meli again. "What are you doing?" she asked, a thoughtful expression on her face.
"Trying to kill you."
She laughed lightly. "Impossible. I cannot die."
"Yeah; I keep hearing that."
"You cannot kill me; I will show you."
She turned into a wall of infinite blackness, rushing towards him. He couldn't roll away or duck, and he wasn't going to run, so he stood his ground. He fashioned a shield of power and held it in front of him, feet wide apart in base, ready to take the hit. She rolled into his shield like a mountain of rock. His feet slipped, but he channeled more power. I am stone, he thought and pushed back.
She howled, outraged, and pushed even harder. He channeled power and light and fire into his shield. More and more. It burned hotter and hotter. So hot he couldn't even feel his hands anymore. He took a deep breath, stepped back slightly, and slammed his whole body forward. His shield exploded, light running down the forever wall of black, burning, burning, burning.
She screamed in anger. Then she was gone, but it was still black. So, Andrew thought; she didn't like that, but did it hurt her? Or was she just playing cautious?
He started hunting. His feet were sneaky, like a cougar padding silently through the dark. His eyes were bright, like an owl hunting prey. He slipped through the darkness, looking for her, listening for her. He hummed silently, and power surged through him, pulsing with the rhythm, waiting to be used.
He could feel her. She was behind him. He turned, a spear made of power in his hands. She was just Meli, the Meli he'd first met, looking at him with sad, dark eyes. "It is lonely here," she said sadly. "Don't you want to play?"
"No." He slammed the spear through her chest, fire bursting from its tip as it exploded out the other side of her. She gasped, and her eyes flashed with hatred and fury before she disappeared again.
Walls surrounded him. Dark walls, forged of black stone. So tall, not even he could jump them. He stood there for a moment, unsure. But then he formed an ax of power in each hand and climbed the wall, sinking the axes deep into the stone to pull himself up, inch after inch. When he finally made it to the top, he was so high, it made him dizzy, but he jumped. He knew he could.
Wings of power erupted from his back, carrying him safely to the ground. She was there waiting for him, waiting with weapons of her own. She carried spears of black and death. She threw them, and they ripped through his flesh, grazing his heart.
He healed without thought; the power churning and churning. He was burning. Fire blazed from his eyes, and his hands were pure light. All around him was bright, and her darkness could not touch it.
Wolves poured from the darkness, surrounding him, dragging him down. Power exploded out, disintegrating them, but not before their teeth had felt his bones and tasted his blood.
She was gone again. Hiding. He hunted her.
Something tackled him from behind, pushing him into a deep, dark hole. Dirt, rocks, and darkness fell on him, trapping him, holding him in, stealing his breath.
Power surged, and he dug. He pulled himself up, ripping through the dirt, rising higher and higher. He gasped as he reached the surface. His hands were bleeding, but they healed. He kept humming. Always humming. Humming and searching.
He searched and searched. She came, and they fought. His light against her dark. She took his blood. So much of his blood, but he kept coming. He had to know what would hurt her. He had to find out.
She stood in front of him again. In Aylen's body, but Andrew knew better. He'd long since stopped being tricked by her. He sliced off her head with a sword of flaming power. Aylen faded into the dark, and Meli reemerged.
"I must say," she purred. "You are beginning to impress me."
"I don't care," Andrew hissed. "I want to kill you."
"And I want to eat you. I do not see how we can both be satisfied." She smiled lazily. "What if I promise to let Pecos and his little ranch hands live? Would that satisfy you?"
Fear pounded in Andrew's ears. Would she actually keep such a promise? His life for Pecos's and the others? He would do it in a heartbeat. But he didn't believe her. She was full of lies and deception.
What hadn't he tried? He didn't have any more weapons. All he had was the power. She didn't like it, but it didn't kill her.
For just a second he stopped humming, and she pounced, pushing him into the ground and ripping at him with her teeth and her claws.
Coldness like shards of ice scraped at him, going deeper and deeper, into his blood and his bones. He closed his eyes. All he had to do was focus. He opened his mouth and starting singing.
The power rushed through him, obliterating the cold, removing any mark she had made. Pure, hot power poured out of him, solid, like a wall of granite, knocking her to the ground and crushing her into it. Harder and harder.
Andrew stood and added more power. More and more power, more and more. He watched her scream. He watched blood trickle from her mouth. Finally! More power, more!
A shocking, horrible heat that had nothing to do with the power jolted through him, disconnecting him from the power, jolting him forward, hurting him. The block of power crushing her faded away, and she rose, infuriated, burning with black anger and hatred.
Andrew stared horrified. She was coming towards him, and he couldn't reach the power. He was shaking. Everything was shaking.
The heat plowed through him again. He heard someone screaming his name; someone screaming and crying. And then he felt a slap. Hard and warm, across his face, and he woke to see Clara standing over him, tears streaming down her face.
"I'm awake," he mumbled. "But I wasn't dying; I was winning; why did you wake me?!" He could barely form the words. He could barely speak. He felt so weak; he was sure he'd never felt this weak in his entire life. But he had to know. "Why?"
Clara couldn't answer. She was lying across his chest, sobbing. Holding onto him like she might never let go. Fred peeled her off gently. "It's okay, Clara. He's awake," Fred assured her.
"Fred?" Andrew blinked. Maybe he wasn't awake. His head hurt, and he could scarcely see. Darkness was trying to creep in on him, and panic slithered down his spine. He couldn't even move. If he fell asleep now, she would have him. He needed to eat. "Fred, mini-fridge."
His words were less than a whisper, but Fred heard him and handed Andrew an open package of meat. Then he pulled and pushed until Andrew was sitting upright in the bed. Andrew lifted the package to his mouth and began to eat. He could barely move; everything hurt, but it was either move or be eaten by the Black Shaman, so he moved and he ate. It didn't take long for the darkness to fade away.
Clara was still crying softly in a chair beside the bed, but Andrew couldn't talk yet. He needed more food. He didn't understand why she had woken him or why she was crying. He swung his feet over the bed, and weakness washed over him. Damn. He must have used way more power than he'd realized.
He tried to stand, but he couldn't. Fred handed him another package, and Andrew tore into it gratefully. When he could finally stand, he walked to the mini-fridge, but stopped and stared at himself in the mirror. He looked like hell!
No; he was certain if hell had a look, it would look better than he did right now. Not only was he covered in blood, but his cheeks were sunken, his hair matted, and he looked as if he'd just crawled out of his own grave. And that was AFTER two packages of meat.
He was starting to understand why Clara had woken him. What the hell had happened? He pulled out all the meat and started eating, eating until he felt whole again.
When he turned around, Clara wasn't crying anymore, and Fred was sitting on the bed watching him, eyes serious. They both looked mad.
"So maybe that didn't go as well as I had hoped," Andrew said. "But…"
Clara held up a hand. Her eyes were red and swollen. She looked awful. "Shut up; just shut up! I absolutely do not wanna hear it!"
Andrew opened his mouth, but Clara jumped to her feet and stalked toward him. "HOW DARE YOU!! How dare you make me watch that! Are you out of your mind?! What could you possibly have been thinking?" He opened his mouth again. "I'm NOT finished!" she yelled. "If you ever think about doing that ever again, I will kill you myself! Do you understand?"
"You're gonna have to get in line," he muttered.
"What?"
"Nothing; yes ma'am. Never again."
She was crying again, and she wiped her face with the back of her hand. "Damn it Andrew, I thought you were dead!" She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly.
He hugged her back awkwardly. "I'm sorry, Clara. I honestly thought I might learn something."
She pulled back. "Well, did you?"
He shrugged. "I'm not sure. Tell me what happened. I thought things were going pretty good on my end."
She laughed hollowly. "Good? Ha!"
"Well, tell me." Andrew sat down on the bed beside Fred and looked at Clara expectantly.
"Fine, so everything seemed okay. You started bleeding a couple of times, but the cuts healed right away, so I thought you were probably fine, but after the first day, I started to worry."
Andrew's breath caught. "Wait, first day?"
"Yeah. Seemed a long time. You didn't say anything about how long you'd be gone; you just said not to wake you."
Andrew was starting to feel sick. He'd had no idea he'd been asleep longer than a couple hours. "How long was I out?"
"Um, I'm not sure. Fred?"
"Three and a half days," Fred said.
"I'm sorry, did you say… but… I don't think… Shit." No wonder he'd looked awful. He'd been running full blazing power for three and a half days. Oh, she was good. He was getting her there at the end, but he'd be willing to bet he would have been the one to give out first and she would have won.
Clara had started talking again. "Anyway, I called Fred, and he came over to help me keep watch because I was scared I'd fall asleep. And then after the second day you just started to look worse and worse. And I kept thinking I should wake you, but I wasn't sure. But then your hair started turning white and your ravens were freaking out, so I tased you."
Andrew thought he might puke. "My hair?"
"Yeah, it just started like fading, I don't know. What were you doing?"
"Trying to kill her," Andrew replied ruefully.
"Was it working?"
"Maybe." He tried to think back. He'd felt so triumphant, so empowered to finally be hurting her he hadn't been thinking. He tried to remember if there had been any warning signs. His head hadn't hurt. He hadn't felt weak or dizzy, but that was probably because he hadn't really been in his body. He'd been in his dream body or whatever, so he hadn't noticed he'd been dying.
He'd almost lost everything because he'd thought he was strong enough to go toe to toe with her. That was the point, wasn't it? He'd never be strong enough because he wasn't Pecos.
"I'm sorry. I didn't know. I… I'm just glad you were here."
She looked like she was going to cry again. He wanted to say something, anything to make her laugh, but he just couldn't think. "And what," she gestured wildly, "Is with the meat?!"
He laughed. It was such a ludicrous question. And after all this it was the last thing he wanted to explain, but the look on her face was priceless: pure disgust. He shrugged. "Sharks gotta eat."
She rolled her eyes and started picking up the empty packages and throwing them away.
"Thank you, guys," Andrew said. "You saved my life. Honestly."
"Anytime," Fred said. "My mom's been worried; I gotta go."
Andrew paled. "What about your dad, Clara?"
Clara shrugged. "I told him I was staying over at my best friend's. It's not my fault he thinks that's Jeanine."
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Andrew returned home wearily. "Andrew," his mom said softly when he walked into the kitchen. "I thought you were gone."
He sat heavily at the table. "I'm sorry, Mom. I wanted to do something, but I didn't think it would take more than one night. I should've let you know."
"Are you okay?"
"Maybe, not really, but I'll be alright."
"You can talk to me, Andrew."
"Okay; I spent the last three nights dream fighting the Black Shaman. She almost killed me, but Clara woke me up by tasing me."
Mrs. Rufus blinked. "Clara knows?"
"She figured it out."
"Oh." She was silent for a minute. "You want coffee?" she finally asked.
"Please." Andrew laid his head on the table with a sigh. So much for talking. He felt her touch his head as she passed.
"I'm so sorry, baby," she said softly.
Andrew drank his coffee and went to bed, falling asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.
"And what exactly were you doing?"
Andrew sighed. "Ahanu, I am really, really not in the mood for shamans tonight. Come visit me tomorrow. I just wanna sleep."
The grey fog surrounding Andrew cleared. Ahanu was lying in a hammock, eyes closed, breeze rustling his clothes.
"You should try this. It's like sleeping on air." Andrew laughed wearily. "Answer my question," Ahanu said, stepping out of the hammock, "And I'll let you sleep in it all night."
"What exactly are you asking?"
"What were you doing?"
"I was trying to kill her."
"Meli?! On your own?"
"I at least wanted to find out what could kill her."
"Did you?"
Andrew sighed. "I don't know. I don't think so."
"That was perhaps unwise."
"Just don't tell Pecos. He told me not to."
Ahanu sat on a tree stump that hadn't been there a minute before and lit his pipe. "Why did you do it?"
"I just wanna make sure we win. If we lose… Do you know? Do we win? And if we don't, can you send me back to fight her again, before we lose?"
"Most people see time as a river."
"What does that mean?"
"Everything happens in a clear, ordered timeline. Part one, part two, part three," the Grey Shaman said, dragging his hand through a lake that suddenly appeared. "In reality, time is like the ocean."
"Are you saying you don't know?"
"I'm saying there are many possible futures, many possible paths. We cannot possibly know which one is in front of us until we are there at the foot of it."
Andrew sighed. He was much too tired for shaman talk. "I answered your question. Can I sleep now?"
"It's all yours," Ahanu said softly. Andrew felt himself shift, felt the hammock give under his weight, and then soft, sweet, empty darkness claimed him.
He woke feeling completely refreshed and went hunting with his brothers. The morning sky was grey, but Andrew could see pink tinges on the horizon. A new day was dawning.
He spent the entire day training with the robots. He used the power as much as possible; sometimes he even closed his eyes and tried to fight blind. It wasn't his best idea, or even a good idea, but he always won, eventually.
By evening he was totally worn out. He thought about not going home, just spending the night in the Raven's Nest, but he got a text from Fred saying Andrew's school was done. That was probably the kind of thing he should pretend to care about, so he rode home and told his mom over supper that he'd finished his school.
"Already?" she said with surprise. Andrew shrugged. He didn't even know what date it was, so he had no idea if he was early. "We haven't talked much about your school," Mrs. Rufus said. "How did it go?"
"Good."
"I noticed your grades improved slightly."
Andrew stopped himself from saying "did they?" and just nodded. He really should have read all those weekly status reports Fred had given him.
"What do you want to do with your summer?"
"Whadda you mean?"
"Do you want to go somewhere? I can take a couple weeks off if you want. Timothy offered to take us somewhere."
Andrew paled. The last thing he wanted was for his mom to take time off. He needed to train. He didn't have time for vacations or trips or a mom who actually wanted to know where he was and what he was doing.
"I'd just like to hang out right now. Maybe we can go somewhere towards the end of vacation."
She looked disappointed, but she nodded. "Sure. Let's celebrate. Get the ice cream out of the freezer, and I'll get the bowls."
They spent the evening side by side, eating ice cream and watching detective shows, but they didn't say a word.
Andrew spent the next several weeks training obsessively. He annihilated hard mode, which absolutely delighted Fred. Fred upgraded to death mode with glee and included eight drones in the fight routine. Everything Fred threw at him, Andrew fought. If he couldn't defeat two lousy robots and eight wimpy drones, what chance did he have against the Black Shaman?  
He designed an even more difficult obstacle course for his target practice, and he ran through it daily with his knives, guns, whip, and bow.
When he wasn't training, he was running with the ravens. And when he was running, he was hunting. He hunted anything he could find. He ate squirrels, raccoons, rabbits. They hunted down another deer, and they finally ate a cat, but only because Dean had insisted it was a stray.
Every couple days, he'd take his rope out to the warehouse district and try to rope something. But he never did. If cowboys were required to rope, he guessed he wasn't a cowboy, because he just couldn't do it. So he'd run over the rooftops instead.
He knew he was using the power heedlessly, but he didn't know any other way to train. He experimented with giving the Death Bots little jolts of power to knock them out. He used power spears for target practice. He ran through the woods with his eyes closed, using the power to guide him. That was still a work in progress. He actually knocked himself out the first time he tried it, but Sam woke him before anything bad happened.
He ate and ate and ate. If he wasn't training or hunting, he was eating. He knew he was asking more of his body than it could give, but he had to be ready. If he wasn't ready, he wouldn't win, and that wasn't an option. He barely slept, just enough to keep him alert and in top form, but no more. He didn't need much, not with the power humming through him.
He and the power were more one than they had ever been, but it was burning him, and it was still separate. He always had to reach for it. Reach down inside that bottomless well and pull it out. And the only way he could stay absolutely functional, flawlessly functional, was if he hummed. If he hummed, the power and he moved as one, thought as one, fought as one. If he forgot or got tripped up, they were separate again. It drove him nuts, but it was the best he could do.
He spent more and more time at the Raven's Nest, only going home long enough to see his mom for meals and sometimes not even then. His mom spent more and more time with Vick, which suited Andrew just fine, but in the back of his mind he knew she seemed happy.
He slept at the Raven's Nest almost all the time. He wanted to be able to train as much as possible, but he was also avoiding Pecos. If he slept at home, he might dream meet Pecos. And if he dream met Pecos he would have to tell Pecos that he had fought the Black Shaman, and that was a conversation he didn't ever want to have.
He'd never been beat up by Pecos, and he never wanted to be. So even though he missed Pecos horribly, he spent his nights at the Raven's Nest, dreaming of coffee and biscuits, wide, shining smiles, and Rolf's merry laughter as he and Andrew ran and played together.
The summer passed quickly, and before he knew it Fred and Clara were getting ready for the first day of school. He supposed, in theory, he was getting ready too.
His mom hadn't taken time off, so he hadn't had to stop training. He was glad, but he couldn't help but notice the sadness that tinged her eyes when they were together.
He wished he could give her what she wanted. He wished he could be normal, that he could go to school, play baseball, ask Clara on a date. He wished that the worst thing that had ever happened to him was his dad leaving them or missing the first day of high school because he got sick or something. But that wasn't the case.
A few days before school started Clara and Fred showed up at the Raven's Nest. "Come on," Clara said, opening the cage door and handing Andrew his shirt.
"What?"
"We're kidnapping you. You need a scopperloit."
Andrew chuckled. "Really, you're still using that word?"
"If the shoe fits," Clara said. "And in this case it does. You need a break."
"For real," Fred agreed. "All you do is train, train, train. I mean, I didn't know you before, but Clara says you actually used to have fun sometimes."
Andrew shrugged. They couldn't possibly understand. Part of him knew that the existence of everything he knew wasn't totally dependent on him, but another part of him, a tiny bit buried deep inside, worried that it was.
But he let them drag him out of the Raven's Nest and down the sidewalk towards Clara's dad's car. "Dad said he'd take us downtown to that new restaurant. They serve raw fish," she added with a whisper.
Andrew's stomach growled. He loved raw fish. "Fine," he grumbled.
Clara beamed at him, and even Fred looked happy. The three of them hadn't spent much time together over the summer. Sometimes Fred and Clara would come by and practice jiu jitsu with Andrew and tell him what they'd been doing over the summer, but for the most part he'd been on his own.
They all climbed into the back of the car, and Mr. Morgan drove across town. Fred and Clara chatted cheerfully, and Andrew listened. He'd almost forgotten how to have a normal conversation. All he did was train and think about the Black Shaman. Beating her. Not losing. Maybe today he'd try to remember how to be normal.
"You guys wanna hear a joke?" he asked. They both groaned. "How come no one thinks my jokes are funny?"
"They're not not funny," Clara said. "They're just not as funny as you think they are."
Fred nodded in agreement, and Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine."
"But you can still tell us," Clara insisted.
"No, no, it's okay; I'll save it."
Clara giggled. "I don't think Doyle will think it's funny either," she said softly.
"No, but at least it's fun to watch him grumble."
She laughed and started telling him about her heroine's trip to France in 1790. "Yuck," he said. "Why would you send her there?" He didn't remember much about world history, but he'd had one teacher who had been somewhat obsessed with the French Revolution, so he did remember that much.
"I thought she could save someone from the guillotine."
"Is she changing history?"
"Why not? You did."
Andrew laughed. "Yeah, but I'm still not sure it was a good idea."
"Why not?"
"I don't know. 'Cause it's impossible to figure all the repercussions."
"Actually," Fred started to say.
"No, Fred, not even with your computer. Some things just aren't calculable."
"But…"
"No."
Fred sighed. "Could I at least try?"
"Knock yourself out," Andrew chuckled.
When they reached the restaurant, Andrew told Mr. Morgan he'd pay for his own dinner, then he tried all the sushi they had. It was pretty good, but not as good as fish straight from the stream. Nothing trumped fresh. But he was full and satisfied and enjoying watching his friends laugh.
Suddenly the hairs on the back of his neck started tingling. He jerked upright and looked behind him, but no one was there. No one was watching him anyway. He closed his eyes and looked around. He didn't see anything out of place. He sent an image to Nunya, who was waiting outside, an image of something wrong, but Nunya hadn't seen anything.
Something was reaching for him, pulling, and he stiffened. Was he going back now? That didn't seem right. He started humming softly, and Fred froze, staring at him with concern. Something yanked, and everything went black.
"Surprise," the Black Shaman whispered in his ear.
Andrew jumped to his feet, except he didn't really have feet; he wasn't really here, not physically. He tried to shoot out with the power, but it didn't work. He wasn't here, not really. Where was he? Where was she? He couldn't see her. He couldn't see anything.
But then a window opened, and he saw it. Laid out before him like a jewel on a plain, and his heart stopped beating.
It was the ranch. She was at the ranch. He could see her now. It was not quite dawn, and there she was, standing just beyond the ranch house, smiling at him, surrounded by minions of her own making and others, so many others, that had chosen to join her.
Her blackness, her death, her army ringed the sleepy ranch house, casting it into dark shadow, ready to destroy. The cowboys weren't awake yet; everyone was still quiet, blissfully unaware of her, of any danger.
"PECOS!!!!" Andrew screamed. "PECOS!!!"
"Attack!" she commanded, and the blackness rushed forward.
Andrew tried to claw at the window, to beat through it, but he wasn't there. It was just his mind or his eyes. He was only watching. She was making him watch. He screamed at the top of his lungs, but there was no one to hear him. The window moved closer, and he was standing in the ranch yard.
Dust devils, bats, and creatures Andrew couldn't even identify starting tearing the ranch yard apart. The Black Shaman ripped off the door of the ranch house herself, but before she could step inside Pecos flew out, tackling her and rolling across the yard with her. His fists flew so fast she couldn't stop him, but then she was gone, and Pecos was punching nothing. He stopped and looked for her, but she was a coward. She would never fight Pecos face to face.
A horde of dust devils engulfed Pecos, but in mere seconds he had destroyed them. Doyle, Charlie, and Joe were with him now, creating a circle of protection around Enrica and Carmina.
But how could they protect them and fight? How? Tears streamed down Andrew's cheeks, and he kept trying, kept trying to claw at the window, but he was nothing.
"Ahanu!!!" he screamed. "SEND ME BACK!! Send me back now!" he begged, but he stayed firmly put.
Thousands of bison that were neither living nor dead stampeded into the barn, knocking holes through the walls, trampling the horses that didn't run fast enough.
Others were waiting for the horses that fled. Buzzards and bats attacked from the air. Scorpions, spiders, and snakes struck from the ground. Horses reared and whinnied. Some made it past; some did not, dying in agony. The grumpy barn cat streaked across the yard towards the hill, but a cougar leaped on it, breaking the cat in half with one bite.
There was nothing Pecos could do; he couldn't protect anything expect Enrica and Carmina. Because if he left their side… Andrew knew he couldn't.
The darkness spread across the ranch, down into the bunk houses, and Andrew heard shrieks of horror and terror as the ranch hands ran from the bunk houses into the chaos of the yard.
"TO ME!" Pecos yelled. Some of them turned and came to Pecos. Others did not.
Andrew heard the war cry of a horse and saw Widow Maker, beautiful Widow Maker, plow through the darkness, hooves slashing and crashing. Widow Maker ran to Pecos and nudged Enrica. Pecos paused, but only for a second, before tossing Enrica and Carmina onto Widow Maker's back. He had a brief argument with Doyle, before Doyle snarled and pulled himself up behind them.
Widow Maker plunged forward carrying them through the swarm of darkness. Andrew couldn't see the other side, but he knew Widow Maker carried them to safety. He knew Doyle and Widow Maker would keep Enrica and Carmina safe so Pecos could fight.
Pecos lifted his hands high above his head and slammed them into the ground. The earth shook and trembled, knocking the army off balance, distracting it, and turning it towards him.
Pecos began to move, Charlie and Joe right behind him, the straggling ranch hands doing the best they could to keep up. Pecos fired until his guns were empty. Then his fists flew left and right, annihilating anything they came into contact with.
He left behind a wake of death, but her army was enormous. Andrew sat weeping, watching, begging Ahanu to hear him. He saw a dust devil tear through Pete, and he screamed in frustration. A few of the ranch hands he didn't recognize, but many of the ones he knew lay dead or dying.
A bear roared across the yard towards Charlie, and Charlie shot an arrow through its eye, stopping it dead in its tracks. Joe roped a couple men, who possibly weren't men anymore, and once he had them, he started swinging. Andrew watched wide-eyed as Joe chucked them into the sky. When they came down, they collided into the middle of her army with a terrific crash.
Pecos and the others weren't winning, but they weren't losing either. They were making a dent, and she didn't like it. Suddenly she was standing right in front of Andrew, death a living cloak around her. "Do you like your surprise?" she asked venomously.
"LET ME OUT!" Andrew yelled. "YOU SICK FREAK!!!" How he wished he had hands so he could break through and kill her.
Anger flashed in her eyes. "Tsk, tsk. You know I cannot. Come out and play, and maybe I will not kill them after all." The window closed, and she was gone; the ranch was gone; Pecos and the others were gone.
Andrew gasped and sat upright. He was laying on the floor, Mr. Morgan leaning over him, concern on his face. There was a crowd gathered around Andrew, and he could hear a siren in the distance.
Pecos needed him. Andrew jumped to his feet, knocking over the table, and started running. He paused at the door, turning back to look at Clara. She was crying. He smiled sadly. "I have to go," he whispered, and then he ran for all he was worth not knowing if she even heard.
He burst into the Raven's Nest and worked as quickly as possible. He changed clothes into his wool pants and a plain cotton shirt. He slipped his token bag over his shoulder and buttoned his vest on top. He pulled on his moccasins and shoved his hat on his head. He strapped on his knives and his six-shooters. He grabbed his backpack and shoved his dreamcatcher into the front part, filling the other part with meat. He ate a package as he went. Rule number one.
He filled a duffle bag with his extra guns and ammo. It wasn't possible to have too many weapons. He slung the duffle over his shoulder, along with his quiver and his bow. He strapped on his whip, and he was ready.
He paused, then grabbed his phone off the counter and made a call. "Mom," he said when she answered. "I'm sorry; I have to go. I love you. Tell Vick… anyway. If I don't... Damn it, be happy! Do you hear me? Be happy!"
He didn't give her a chance to respond, didn't make promises he couldn't keep. He just hoped knowing made it easier on her. Then he ran out the door and sprinted to Aylen's, taking absolutely no notice of the people on the street who stopped to stare at him. What did he care if they saw him? If he and the others didn't stop Meli, they probably wouldn't even exist tomorrow, so he'd risk it. He banged on Aylen's door.
She opened it, turning pale when she saw him. "Where is he?" he demanded.
"I do not know."
"Then find him. Now!"
"Andrew…"
"NO! NOW!!!!" Andrew needed to be there, and he needed to be there now. There was no sense in asking Ahanu to send him back earlier so he could stop it. Andrew knew he wouldn't. He didn't know how he knew; he just did.
"No need," said Ahanu's voice behind him.
Andrew spun. "Now!" he ordered.
"As you wish."
And suddenly the world went black. When it cleared again, Andrew was standing in the ranch yard surrounded by death.
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Andrew looked around the ranch in horror. The Black Shaman and her army were nowhere to be seen, but the ground was littered with bodies. All sorts of bodies: horses, cattle, men, things that weren't men, animals of other sorts, squashed spiders, and scorpions.
It was burning hot, and such a terrible stench rose from the rotting corpses that Andrew gagged. What was left of the ranch house was charcoal black and smoking, little flames flickering and flaming to life here and there. The den walls were still half-standing, but everything was gone. Only Pecos's chair remained, lying on its side, legs broken, huge gouges through the leather.
Tears streamed down Andrew's cheeks, but he swiped them away, turning to look at everything. The barn and the corrals were just piles of flattened debris. Some of the horses were huddled nearby, but so many of them had been killed. Horse bodies were strewn about the yard, and the grey horse Andrew had named Mays lay a mere three feet from him, body crushed, covered in blood.
The bunkhouses were still standing, but only barely. Blood covered the entire front of one building, drying a horrendous black.
He was too late. Everything was gone. On top of everything else, he simply wasn't fast enough. A hand grabbed his shoulder, turning Andrew around.
"Missed you, boy." Doyle said gruffly, before wrapping Andrew in a tight hug.
Relief flooded Andrew. If Doyle had been dead... But the world must be ending because Andrew thought Doyle had said he missed him. He hugged Doyle back, then stepped away, brushing the tears from his eyes. "The others?" he asked shakily.
"Pecos, Charlie, Joe, Enrica, Carmina, all fine." Doyle grimaced. "Quite a few of the ranch hands were killed, but some of 'em made it."
Andrew breathed out in relief; he hadn't even realized he'd been holding his breath in fear. "I brought weapons," he said dumbly.
"That's my boy," Doyle said with a wide grin, slapping Andrew on the back and shoving him towards the house where the others were standing in the shade of the only tree left standing.
They were covered in soot and ash, but they were alive. They were all alive. Alive, but Pecos looked absolutely devastated. Devastated and defeated. Anger pounded through Andrew. She had declared all-out war, and she was going to get it. They would make her pay for everything she'd done.
"Where is she?" Andrew demanded.
Pecos and the others looked up in surprise. "Boy," Pecos grunted.
"Pecos," Andrew replied.
"Andrew!" Carmina shrieked, throwing herself at him. Andrew caught her and hugged her awkwardly. She'd grown, and last time he'd been here, she hadn't talked much. "Are you back?" she asked happily.
Andrew put her down carefully. "Um… I'm back right now."
"To stay?"
"Um… I… I don't know." She frowned, and Andrew tweaked her chin. "I gotta talk to Pecos, okay?" She nodded and ran back to Enrica. Andrew waved at Enrica, and she gave him a half-smile. Her eyes were full of tears, cheeks covered in lines of soot.
The Black Shaman had tried to kill them. All of them. Not just Pecos, but Carmina and Enrica. Doyle, Charlie, Joe, Widow Maker, Jiminty, all of them. How dare she! "Where is she?" Andrew growled.
"Don't know," Pecos said.
"Army took off towards the north after they destroyed the house," Joe added.
"Let's go get her," Andrew said, eyes blazing.
"Now?" Pecos growled. "She just killed half my men, my horses, my cattle, and burned down my damn house!"
"Exactly. She attacked what's yours, and now she's on the run," Andrew said. "She's scared of you, Pecos. Terrified! I'm surprised she even came here. She wants me. She's not scared of me. She thinks she can take me, and she can. But you, she's not sure about you." Andrew grinned fiercely. "So let's go get her. Let's end this."
"Boy, I gotta take care of my people."
"Damn it, Pecos! If we don't end this they're gonna die anyway!"
"We ain't goin'."
"Fine, you stay. But I'm going."
"You just said she could beat you," Pecos snorted
"I can't let her win, so maybe she won't." Andrew waited a beat. "But… if she does, you're totally screwed. 'Cause with my power she'll be unstoppable."
Doyle laid his hand on Andrew's shoulder. "I'm with the boy," he said.
"Let's finish it," Joe said softly. Charlie nodded solemnly.
Pecos frowned, brow furrowed. "So what exactly's your plan?" he ground out.
Andrew grinned. "We ride out there and give her a good talking to."
Pecos snorted. "Stupid plan, boy. Gonna get you killed."
"Pecos, with you on my side she doesn't stand a chance. Come on, we riding or what?"
Pecos shook his head but turned to Enrica. "You're in charge. Organize the ranch hands. Bury the bodies first, then round up what's left of the cattle and the horses. After that you burn all that filth sullyin' my ranch!" Enrica nodded.
Pecos glared at the ranch hands. "You hear me?! Enrica's in charge. She's the foreman. Got it?" The ranch hands nodded mutely. Most of them looked too shocked to do more than sit.
Andrew knew it was hard for Pecos to leave. Andrew didn't want to leave either. But he knew this was it. This was the moment. The final battle. The last stand. Where they either won or went down in a blaze of glory; he didn't know which.
He whistled for Widow Maker. He'd missed Widow Maker so much he could hardly wait to see him. He yearned to ride like the wind again, fly over the earth, soar over the rivers, but that would have to wait.
Widow Maker bowled across the yard, butting into Andrew and knocking him over. Andrew pushed Widow Maker back, laughing. "Stop it; I can't hug you if I'm on the ground!"
"Shouldn't be huggin' anyway," he heard Pecos grumble as he stalked off toward the remains of the barn. As Pecos and Doyle started sorting through the rubble looking for gear, Andrew rubbed his face on Widow Maker's cheek.
"You were incredible!" he praised. "The way you let Enrica and Carmina ride you. I've never loved you more."
Widow Maker whinnied happily, rubbing Andrew's face with his nose. Andrew smiled. "I got you something." Widow Maker frowned. "Nah, it's a good thing." Andrew dropped his backpack to the ground and pulled out the dates. He took one from the package and held it out to Widow Maker.
Widow Maker sniffed Andrew's hand cautiously. "They're good." Widow Maker snorted. "No, I didn't try them, but horses are supposed to like them." Widow Maker stomped his foot. "I know you're not like other horses!" Widow Maker tossed his mane. "Damn it! Just try it!" Widow Maker's eyes narrowed. "Of all the things," Andrew muttered, shoving the date in his mouth.
He chewed for a minute before swallowing. "It's good. In fact, I think I'll keep them for myself." Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Whadda you mean I only like meat? I like sweets." Widow Maker snorted. "Fine, here you go." Andrew pulled out another date, and this time Widow Maker took it. After he'd eaten it, he shrugged. "Seriously?" Andrew growled. "Teach me to get you presents."
Widow Maker made a weird sound, almost like a chuckle and rubbed his head against Andrew. Andrew laughed. "I missed you too. I gotta help the others now. Stay close." Widow Maker nodded and pranced behind Andrew as he headed towards the destroyed barn.
Andrew helped Doyle and Pecos move half the barn searching for saddles. Andrew honestly couldn't believe ghost bison had done this. Why were they on her side anyway? And then he thought about it, and maybe that made sense after all.
"Carmina's bigger," Andrew said as he hoisted a beam out of the way. "How long's it been?"
"Little over a year," Pecos replied. "The shaman's a little… more… different than I expected. Powerful."
"Yeah," Andrew agreed. He'd forgotten that of all of them Doyle was the only one who had ever seen her. "She is that. She's also angry and evil and full of hate and death. I hate her."
"So that's what she's like when you… you know… dream of her?"
Andrew shrugged. "She's always MORE in person, but basically."
Pecos stared at him for a moment, face grim, before asking, "What makes you think she's scared of me anyway?"
"She won't fight you face to face," Andrew explained. "She's a coward. If she thinks she can win, she'll fight. Makes her feel powerful. But if she's in doubt she'll stay away. As soon as you tackled her she made herself scarce."
Pecos's head swiveled. "How'd you know I tackled her?"
"She 'let' me watch. Wasn't that nice?" Andrew grimaced, remembering how helpless he'd felt, how useless. "And once she was sure she had my attention, she told me to come play and then took off. She had no intention of fighting you."
Andrew looked around at the total destruction. "She was just trying to make a point."
"What point?" Doyle asked.
Andrew shrugged. "That she can and will destroy everything I love, with the implication that maybe she'll let you all live if she gets me."
"So this whole thing is a trap?" Doyle asked. "To get to you?"
"More or less."
"And you CAME?!" Doyle's eyes were snapping.
"Of course I came. We end this together. I can't fight her on my own. We all go. And we can't lose, so we win."
"You can't just say that and make it happen," Doyle growled.
Andrew grinned. "You can if you listen to Pecos."
Doyle snorted. "Who listens to Pecos?"
"Standin' right here," Pecos snarled.
"So? Boy's crazy as you."
"You know guys, I have a name. It's Andrew. Not that I don't enjoy 'boy', I just wonder sometimes if you actually know my name."
Pecos rolled his eyes. "Course we do, boy."
Andrew laughed, dragging a fifth saddle to the surface and tossing it onto the dirt. He wished he could enjoy this moment forever. The snipping and the laughter. He wished he could just bask in being here, but he couldn't. The time had come.
"You sure 'bout this?" Doyle asked as they saddled up.
"No, but I'm sure we're the only ones who can stop her."
"Good 'nough."
Charlie brought over the spares he'd rounded up, and they loaded the supplies Joe had managed to find. Widow Maker was chomping at the bit, ready to go.
Andrew jumped onto Widow Maker's back without even slipping a foot into the stirrups first. He wanted to ride hard and fast, but he knew he and Widow Maker would outstrip the rest and that would not be a good plan. Andrew versus the Black Shaman and her entire evil army. Odds, not good.
Once the others were mounted, Andrew turned to Charlie. "Well?" Charlie grinned and nodded his head northwest. "Let's ride!"
Charlie kneed his horse, and they pounded out of the yard, up over the ridge, and down the other side. Charlie set a fast pace, pushing the horses as fast as they could go.
Andrew glanced back at the ranch, wishing it were whole so he could see it one last time. He hadn't said goodbye to Enrica and Carmina. That would have made it too real, too final. He wanted to ride off like he'd just be gone for a while, like he'd ride back in anytime.
Andrew didn't need Charlie to see which way she'd gone. She'd left a swath of death behind her, dead cactuses and bushes, cattle stripped to the bones, black, filthy ground. Andrew didn't know where she was heading, but anywhere she went she took death and destruction with her.
He was terrified, but he was more angry than scared. She had threatened what was his. She'd killed what was his. And he wasn't going to let her get away with it. He was going to protect his own.
He honestly didn't know how they were going to kill her. Especially with her army around her. Not only that, but she could zap away whenever she wanted. Damn shamans.
You were right, he thought to Pecos. 'Bout what? We should have kept that damn rope. Pecos laughed out loud, and Andrew was glad to hear it. He couldn't possibly lose. Not with these four at his side. Five if he counted Widow Maker, which he felt he must.
He rode up by Charlie and yelled over the pounding hooves. "Do you know of any way to hold her still?"
"Hold her? Like a trap?"
"Exactly!"
"Let me think."
Andrew left it at that. It was the best he could do. He honestly had no idea what they would do when they caught up with her. He reckoned he had about six hours to figure it out.
He dropped back to ride by Pecos. I'm sorry, Andrew thought. I wanted to help, but I couldn't get here in time. Ain't your fault, boy. Should 'ave seen it comin'. How? How what? How could you have seen it coming? Just should. It's my job; I'm supposed to protect the people on my ranch, but I failed. Didn't keep 'em safe.
Andrew was quiet for a while. If one of the guys smashed their finger with a hammer or got thrown from a horse would that be your fault? Pecos snorted. No; how's that relate? Just follow me here. What about if you went on a cattle drive, and one of the guys got trampled in a stampede? You'd be upset for sure, but would you feel like you failed? No, but I still… Wait for it, Andrew thought.
It's part of life, right? You don't get to pick and choose who lives or dies, who gets thrown from a horse and who doesn't. Who get sick and who stays healthy.
He paused, remembering the look on the woman's face as he'd snatched her gun from her hand, and she'd realized he wasn't going to kill her. Everyone else, but not her. The relief had been so visible. The pure and absolute relief at being granted life.
Alright, maybe sometimes we do pick who lives and dies. But that's not the point. The point is some things are beyond our control. And no matter how much we wish we could control them, we can't.
You did everything you could to protect your ranch. And it wasn't your fault. It's her fault. She's a cold-hearted, life-sucking, hate-breathing monster, and we have to kill her.
Pecos grinned slightly. I think I must be gettin' old, he finally said. What's that got to do with anything? One, you're actually makin' sense; two, I think you're runnin' this here show. Andrew laughed out loud. I don't think so. You'll always be the boss around here.
They rode in silence for a while, Andrew's eyes following the wake of death as far as he could. He wasn't sure what her game was. She obviously wanted to be found. Was she hoping he would be stupid enough to come alone?
When they stopped to change horses, Charlie approached him. "About your trap..."
"Yeah?"
"I once heard a story 'bout a man tryin' to catch a trickster, but the trickster always shifted and changed, movin' 'bout. The man finally begged help from one of the old ones, and the old one cast a spell on the trickster bindin' 'im to an object, but the trickster didn't know. He could shift and change, but he couldn't move away from the object, so it didn't take long for the man to find 'im."
"So you're saying maybe we can tie her to an object, so she can't zap around like she does?"
Charlie shrugged. "It's only a story, but there may be some truth to it."
"So an old one… like…?"
"Grandfather Bear."
"Or The Raven?"
"Yes."
"Hum… Thanks."
They mounted and rode again. The Raven was miles and miles away. Hundreds of miles. But maybe, just maybe. Course it might not work. But if it did.
Andrew closed his eyes and pictured The Raven, sitting on his enormous tower of rocks. He used the power to sharpen every aspect, to rainbow the feathers just right, and to glitter the eyes until it looked like a living, breathing image of The Raven.
He wrapped his hand around his necklace, feeling the warmth from The Raven's feather. Please, he thought. I need you. Pale Feathers needs you. Please. He sent an image of The Raven soaring over his head. He didn't know if it worked, but at least he tried.
They switched horses again. Andrew could see a dark cloud far in the distance. The longer they rode, the larger it grew. They were getting closer, but as far as plans went he didn't have one. He thought he would sound too much like Pecos if he said the plan was to ride in and kill her. But that was his plan. It was all he had. This time she didn't walk away.
They rode and rode. Widow Maker never tired, and when they stopped to switch horses, he bounced around impatiently. Even he seemed to know it was the end.
Andrew sent Widow Maker an image of them rolling down a grassy slope together, and Widow Maker tossed his head with a whinny. "When this is over, we're gonna spend all day riding, just as fast and as far as we want," Andrew whispered, hoping it was true. Widow Maker jumped in the air.
The carcasses of the cattle they passed were picked clean to the bones. Pecos grew grimmer and grimmer as they rode and pushed faster and faster, but Andrew knew it was already too late. They would never make it in time.
He smelled the smoke before he saw it. Then they breached a small hill, and a ruined ranch station lay before them. Building half-burned; horses dying, writhing in agony. Pecos galloped down the hill, but Andrew knew there would be no one to save. There was no one there. The ranch hands were gone, and that could only mean one thing. They had been added to the undead ranks of the Black Shaman's army.
Doyle and Charlie quickly killed the horses, switched their own horses; and they took off again, riding harder than before.
How far to the next ranch station? Andrew asked Pecos. Pecos didn't answer. It didn't matter. Andrew already knew the answer. It was too far. They would never make it in time. The horses simply couldn't run fast enough.
Well, one horse could. But if he did that he'd be alone. Just him and her. Andrew shuddered, glancing sideways at Pecos. Pecos's jaw was set; his eyes hard, and he was setting a neck-break pace. If he were the one on Widow Maker he wouldn't hesitate. But Pecos wasn't riding Widow Maker; Andrew was. Crappy, crap biscuits.
Andrew knew Widow Maker could carry both him and Pecos, but then the Black Shaman would know Pecos and the others were with him, and he'd rather she didn't. The only way she'd fight is if she thought he was alone.
"Widow Maker," Andrew whispered, "let's run." Widow Maker nickered in confusion. "We gotta distract 'em," Andrew said. "We're the only ones fast enough. Come on." For a second, Andrew didn't think Widow Maker would go, but then he burst forward, quickly running past the others.
"Whadda you think you're doing, boy?!" Doyle yelled, but Andrew just waved and kept riding.
He hugged tight to Widow Maker's neck, and they flew over the ground. Widow Maker ran so hard, sparks flew from the ground when his hooves actually hit, which wasn't often. They rode and rode and rode, and Andrew tried to ignore the panic clawing at his insides. He didn't have to fight her, not for real. All he needed was a distraction.  
Andrew could smell the death, and he knew they were getting closer. There were men in her army that were dead and walking. There were half rotting animals. There were the ghosts of millions of bison. There were skeletons of men, women, and children. There were monsters made of mud, of dirt, of ice. There were walking cactuses and spinning winds. There were animals of many kinds, walking side by side; all united under her banner of hatred and destruction, her banner of death.
He looked to the skies, searching but saw nothing. The Raven either hadn't heard him or wasn't coming. So he'd figure it out on his own.
They rode closer and closer. The stench was so awful it was hard to breathe. Andrew figured he was only a mile or so away, but he wasn't really sure what to do now that he was here.
The only thing he knew for sure was that he hadn't passed another ranch station which meant he'd made it in time. Now all he had to do was make the entire army turn around.
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Andrew supposed the best thing to do was get her attention. Once he had it he would get her to chase him the other way, away from the next ranch station. Or maybe he could occupy her long enough for Pecos and the others to catch up.
Either one sounded awful. He wasn't ready to fight her, didn't want to see her face to face. Couldn't forget the absolute pleasure on her face as she'd consumed his blood.
As far as he could see to the left and to the right her army went on and on. She definitely wasn't trying to be quiet or sneak anywhere. He figured it had taken a considerable amount of energy to zap the entire army outside Pecos's ranch.
Maybe she simply didn't have the juice for another long distance move. Or maybe she just didn't care. She'd been feeding off death for well over a year now, lots and lots of death, horrible, terrible death, growing and growing. Maybe she was so strong now she wasn't scared. Maybe she didn't need to be scared.
He rode right behind the marching army, but he wasn't noticed. He was just a small thing outside of an enormous thing. How could he get himself noticed?
He pulled his guns and started shooting into the ranks of animals and monsters. He shot down a buzzard and several bats, but the army just kept marching.
"MELI!!!" Andrew shouted. "Where are you?! I've come to play!" He hated saying her name, but there was no way in hell he was calling her the Black Shaman to her face.
Widow Maker pranced along the line, shooting out his hooves and smashing anything he could reach. Andrew uncoiled his whip and cracked it, wrapping it around a fleshless skull and ripping, tearing off the skull and throwing it behind him.
Still no one paid him any attention. Andrew didn't see her, but he knew she was there. "MELI!!!" he yelled again. "You wanted me here! Are you too much of a coward to face me in real life?!"
That did it. Suddenly she was in front of him, riding a monstrous black horse of her own creation. Everything about it was pitch black, and it drifted across the ground rather than walking because it had no legs. It was just a shadow, just an extension of her.
"You are nothing," she hissed. "You are like a spider beneath my heel."
"Did you hear that, all you spiders?" Andrew yelled. "She hates you. Thinks you're nothing! Like me!"
She laughed sharply. "You cannot turn them against me. They are mine!" The army came to a halt and turned as one to face him.
He fought back a shudder. "I doubt if they signed up for free," he said flippantly. "You had to promise them something. They didn't just do it 'cause they like you. No one likes you." He wanted to keep her talking. He needed to keep her talking. He needed to give Pecos time.
"I mean, not even your family likes you. That's why I'm here, isn't it? Because Ahanu wants to get rid of you?"
Her face turned dark with fury. Maybe that had been pushing it a bit. The army stepped forward, and Widow Maker reared, kicking out his hooves and bashing a dust devil that had been sneaking up into thin air.
"My brother is weak," she growled. "Sentimental. My army, everyone who follows me, I will give them a new world! One without the pestilence that is the white man!"
"I'm not sure skin color really factors in," Andrew said shrugging. "I mean, you suck, and you're only what, half-white?"
She hissed vehemently, her eyes narrowing to thin angry slits. "I am NOT white! The white man is a plague, a disease! They spread like rats! They would not know how to keep a promise if their life depended on it!"
Andrew smiled slowly. "I don't know about that. We'll just have to see, yeah?"
Her brow wrinkled. "What do you mean?"
"Nothing. So you need me to bring all this about, huh?"
"Need you? I do not need you!" she snarled.
"Weird; I really thought you did. I mean you went through all this trouble to drag me out here and burnt up a bunch of your power building this big ol' army. You must be getting something for your trouble."
"Hear me, boy," she said in brittle tones. "I do not NEED you. I could remake the world right this moment. But first, I will suck you dry." Her face twisted, and Andrew felt a rush of fear. Time was running out. She wasn't going to talk forever.
"So all my power that you'll eat along with me, that's just a bonus, right?" Andrew taunted. She growled, irritation crossing her hideous face, and Andrew swallowed hard. "We doing this mano a mano?" he asked cheerfully.
"What?"
"You gonna kill me yourself or are you scared?"
"I have never been scared of you, child," she hissed.
"So you keep saying."
Widow Maker was chomping, ready to go, but Andrew held him back. He was waiting, waiting for her.
She fashioned a spear of black, smiling widely. "Your family is dead. When I am done sucking the blood from your bones; I will suck it from theirs as well."
"Look who's not keeping their promises now."
She snarled, lips curling back, and her black mount leapt forward. Widow Maker stepped nimbly to the side, and Andrew raised a shield of power, deflecting her spear to the side. She rushed towards him again, but just as she was upon him, she morphed into a black cloud and twisted around him. Twisting in on him, tighter and tighter.
He didn't struggle. He stayed perfectly still, humming softly. He hadn't been sure she could transform in the real world, but now he knew. He didn't want her to run away, but he needed out. She was suffocating him, drowning him in death.
He weaved the power around him and Widow Maker, protecting them, creating a protective layer around them, pushing her back. She slammed uselessly against it, clawing with her fingers, gnashing with her teeth. But then she suddenly stopped, and the blackness withdrew. Andrew opened his eyes to find her staring at him slyly.
"You use it so much differently than Pecos," she purred. "Why?"
Andrew gestured towards the army. "We having tea and conversation now? I thought we were fighting?"
"There is always time for fighting. I want to know how you learned to use it like you do. Tell me."
"Why would I?" Andrew knew this was an opportunity to drag it out longer, talk instead of fight. But if she wanted to know something, he wasn't going to tell her. He'd rather fight.
"I would spare one of them. Who shall it be? Captain Sauer? You seem fondest of him."
Andrew knew she was lying. She always was. "So if I tell you how I do what I do, you'll let Doyle live?"
Her eyes promised destruction, but her lips said, "You have my word."
"Come closer, and I'll tell you."
She stood still for a moment, and then her black beast rose beneath her and carried her to Andrew's side. He leaned close and said softly, "Just do," before thrusting a dagger made of power between her ribs. The power exploded within her, bursting out, but her blackness quickly swallowed it up.
Her hand snaked out, wrapping around Andrew's throat and lifting him from the saddle. Widow Maker snarled, turning his head and sinking his teeth deep into her leg. She jerked, startled, dropping Andrew.
Widow Maker spun around, leaped into the air, and cracked his hooves out over and over, slamming them into her chest, knocking her backwards and off her mount. She rose to her feet, eyes like great pools of blackness, fury vibrating off her.
Andrew decided it was time to retreat; he just hoped she would follow him straight to Pecos. He whispered, and Widow Maker ran. Andrew knew she could zap up in front of him or on top of him at any time, but he was betting she didn't want to get too far away from her army. She could always be counted on to be a coward. So he kept his head low, and Widow Maker ran.
After a few seconds he glanced behind him and laughed with relief. It had worked. They were following him. The ranch hands were safe. At least for now.
They flew across the plain, death trailing behind them. When they finally reached the others, Andrew nudged Widow Maker around and they ran again, the others following close behind, this time towards death. Andrew figured he'd rather she didn't see them coming, so he motioned to the right and started a long circle around.
When they stopped for the others to switch horses, Doyle punched Andrew in the arm so hard Andrew's teeth rattled. "Fool boy," Doyle muttered.
"Well?" Pecos asked.
"I made it in time. She's coming this way now, which is why we're circling around." Pecos grinned widely, and Andrew rubbed his arm, shooting Doyle a look. "I have a plan," Andrew added. "And before you say anything, it is just as good as every single one of Pecos's plans."
"Which means it's awful," Joe said, grinning.
"Exactly."
Pecos shrugged. "I get the job done."
"Yes, you do. So, that's what we're gonna do. The only way I can figure to get her to stay still is if she and I are fighting. If she's focused on me, maybe she won't notice you sneaking up behind her."
Doyle and Pecos frowned simultaneously, but Andrew grinned. "Look, it's not like I'm gonna let her win. I'll just be keeping her busy."
"Whadda we do?" Charlie asked.
"Her army is huge, but I have a way around that. Kinda." They listened as Andrew outlined his plan.
"My plans are a lot better than that," Pecos grunted.
"You got a better one?"
"Not particularly."
"Then this is it," Andrew said. "And, let's all remember Doyle's number one lesson," he added with a grin.
"What's that?" Pecos growled.
"Don't lose."
"Sounds like a plan," Joe said cheerfully.
"We all should have worn our brown pants," Andrew said with a laugh.
Doyle slapped him on the head. "It weren't funny then; it ain't funny now."
"Joe likes it," Andrew said, rubbing his head.
"What does Joe know?"
Andrew laughed. "Let's ride. We got a shaman to kill."
"Do I sound that idiotic?" Pecos asked disgustedly.
"Just so," Joe replied with a chuckle.
"Shut up and ride," Andrew snapped, ripping a package of meat from his backpack and tearing into it.
They rode until they were right behind the marching black horde. The army made such a commotion as it moved, no one noticed the five on horseback behind them.
Andrew nodded to Pecos, and Pecos dismounted, walking directly behind a group of slinking bobcats, spiders riding on their backs. Pecos bent down and jumped, raising his fists high above him. He came back down fast, and when his fists slammed into the ground the earth exploded forward with a resounding crack.
Andrew watched in fascination as the ground literally split in two, her soldiers tumbling into the chasm from both sides. The crack ripped the ground apart, running and running forward. They had the army's attention now.
Creatures scrambled from the edge, but many fell in, crashing into the dark, to their death. Others turned to face them, and Andrew shuddered. He couldn't imagine a more horrific army.
It would have been easy just to ride up to the front of the army, but then the army would have seen them coming. At least they had a chance to kill some of them this way. If they'd approached from the front, the army might have surrounded them, making it a little more difficult to do what Andrew wanted.
Andrew motioned right, and they rode straight down the path Pecos had made. Doyle rode in front of Andrew, sword slashing wickedly from side to side, body parts, sticks, and fur flying off his blade as he went.
Widow Maker kept tight behind Doyle, and Andrew cracked his whip as quickly as he could. He knew Joe, Charlie, and Pecos were right behind him. He heard the retort from their guns; he saw Charlie's arrows zip through the air, knocking creatures back, ripping skulls apart.
It was too hard for Andrew to pick out any one thing in the rolling mass of black, so he just cracked his whip as fast as he could, hoping he killed something as he went.
A pack of ghost bison broke through the mass on their right, using their bulk to push towards them. Andrew frowned, not really sure how to kill ghosts. He coiled his whip back into place and pulled a gun, aiming at the lead bison and firing. The bullet ripped through the bison's enormous shaggy head, but the bison kept charging.
Bison one, bullets zero. He'd have to use the power. He started humming, annoyed at himself that he hadn't been humming the whole time. If training had taught him anything, it was to always hum.
He imagined a host of arrows fashioned of power, tips burning with molten stone. The bison charged, and Widow Maker jumped in the air, clearing one bison completely. Andrew gasped in surprise. He hadn't known Widow Maker could jump so high. But when Widow Maker landed, another bison slammed into his side pushing them both towards the edge of the crack.
Andrew flinched as his leg was crushed between the bison's head and Widow Maker's side. Widow Maker was holding firm, but they were gradually losing ground. Doyle had stopped and turned around leaving his back unprotected, and was shooting uselessly at the ghostly bison.
Maybe the gorge hadn't been such a brilliant idea after all, Andrew thought with a sigh as he fashioned more arrows. As far as plans went this one wasn't really working out. Maybe it was a little too elaborate. It certainly had more details than Pecos's plans ever did.
The entire horde was pushing at them now, closing in, shoving them closer and closer towards the rift. It couldn't end like this. Not this easily, not after all this. They had fought worse things; they had managed to make do with worse plans. She wasn't going to win this easily; Andrew wouldn't let her.
He grabbed one of his arrows of power and thrust it through the bison plowing him towards the edge. The bison disintegrated, and the power healed Andrew's leg. He flung some of the arrows, aiming for the bison he could see. The arrows struck, and the bison faded, but some of the bison were behind him. He closed his eyes to look for them, but they were already dead, and he couldn't see them.
He turned Widow Maker around and saw that the bison had surrounded Pecos, Charlie, and Joe and were pushing them towards the gorge. Just another foot or two and they would tumble into the dark nothingness.
Andrew hurled the power arrows out, all at once, and they flamed through the air like lightening. He imagined each arrow landing deep inside a ghost bison, killing it. The arrows sizzled and smoked, ripping through the bison, tearing the ghostly hide from their bones, nailing them to the earth, and releasing them to the ground.
Andrew heard the earth sigh with gratitude. The ghost bison were wrong; they were never meant to be. Creatures should be left alone in death. There were so many more to free Andrew realized, looking around him with opened eyes.
They were slaves to her, all of them. Some had chosen, like the buzzards, spiders, and other animals. But the bones, the skeletons, the ghosts, the rotting humans and animals had been ripped from the earth, torn from their rest. They didn't want to be here. They wanted to be free.
"I'll free you," Andrew whispered.
He faced forward again, and he and Widow Maker burst onward to help Doyle fight off several cactus minions. Andrew cracked his whip out, slicing the cactuses in half. Then they rode right up the side of the chasm as fast as they could, monsters reaching for them, bats diving through the air, ripping at their flesh with their claws.
They were almost to the front of the line. It was time. Doyle suddenly banked right, but Widow Maker charged through the remaining soldiers, bursting out in front of them.
The army was milling in confusion. The crack had separated them, and they couldn't breach it. It was easily twenty feet wide and kept running forward into the prairie. The army on Andrew's side of the crack turned to follow him, but Andrew moved Widow Maker in front of them.
He stared at them, eyes blazing. "LISTEN YOU! Creatures of the dark, monsters of the earth! The Black Shaman is gonna lose! You can lose with her or you can leave now! Run as fast as you can! Because if I ever find you I'm gonna kill you!"
Andrew and Widow Maker pranced back and forth. A bevy of birds dived through the sky towards him, but Andrew ripped out his six-shooters and shot each of them down before they reached him.
"You see what I mean?!" he yelled. "YOU'LL DIE HERE!!" He didn't really expect them to leave or listen to him. He was simply trying to draw her out.
His neck tingled, and he turned. She was there; always so much more powerful in the flesh than he remembered or could comprehend.
"What game are you playing, boy?" she hissed.
"It's kind of a modern one. Touch tag." Andrew grinned. "Should I explain the rules?"
He didn't even see her move she was so fast. One second she was twenty feet away, the next she was right in front of him, claws halfway through his chest. Widow Maker reared, but he couldn't shake her. It was just like in his dream. She was reaching for his heart, and he was going to die. He blocked the panic from his mind and focused.
He was still humming, and the power was humming with him. He made a block inside himself and started pushing her claws out of his chest. Her eyes widened. She had thought she had him.
He grinned as the power pushed harder, and her hand tore out, covered in his blood. She licked her fingers one by one, staring at him. The power healed him, and he fashioned a rope. He was lousy at roping, but she was only two feet away. Maybe the power could hold her still.
You ready? Ready. Andrew jumped forward, out of his saddle and off Widow Maker, throwing the rope of power around her and tightening it down.
She screamed in anger, morphing into a cloud and settling around his feet. Black, twisty vines began to climb his legs, twisting higher and higher, but at that very moment Pecos leaped from the horde, flying through the air and landing in the middle of her blackness with a thunderous crash.
Pecos reached for her, grasping the black cloud, twisting it and ripping it upward. And then she was gone.
"Damn it!" Andrew snapped. He'd known she'd zap away as soon as Pecos arrived. Some part of her knew she was no match for Pecos, and that was why she always used pawns to try to kill him. To protect herself.
The army started moving again, and with incredible quickness they were surrounded. Army on three sides, giant crack on the other.
"Behind me!" Andrew yelled to Pecos, jumping into his saddle. Pecos leapt behind him, and they rode, guns blazing. A wolf sprang onto Widow Maker's back, sinking its teeth into Pecos's shoulder, but Pecos just grabbed it, snapped its head in two, and tossed it to the side.
They broke through the army and rode quickly towards a stand of rocks to the northeast where Charlie, Doyle, and Joe were already waiting for them with the horses.
"We try again," Andrew snapped. Pecos nodded as he mounted his horse. They could ride faster than the army could march or walk or whatever it was the Black Shaman's army did, so they rode and circled around until they were behind her once again. Hidden by the dust and the stench of death.
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So what's your plan this time? I was hoping you had a plan. This here's your show, boy. It's like that, huh? Ain't like nothin'; you know her; I don't. You got this.
"I don't know how to get her to stay put," Andrew said aloud. "She's gotta be putting out some power to animate all this stuff, so how 'bout we just start killing and see what happens?" It was a much simpler plan than his last one. Maybe it would work better.
Joe chuckled. "We should call you Pecos Jr."
"I second that," Doyle said.
"Guys, that's not funny. I'm sure Pecos could've thought of a much worse plan." Pecos punched Andrew in the arm, snapping his head forward. "Save it for her," Andrew grumbled. "Let's try to stick together."
Andrew turned back towards the army. It was a mere hundred or so feet away, marching the other direction. He sighed deeply.
I wonder what Clara's doing right now, he thought absently. I hope she's having fun. He pulled a package of meat from his bag. By now it was hot, borderline gross, but it was all he had, and he ate it quickly. He only had a couple packages left.
He nodded towards the others, and they advanced. Andrew decided to try his bow since he hadn't had a chance to use it in an actual battle yet. He pulled it out, hooked the string, drew an arrow from his quiver, and notched it into place.
He sighted and let the arrow fly. It whizzed through the air, tearing through a lumbering chunk of rock. The rock exploded into millions of pieces, spraying everything around it with dust. Andrew frowned. He liked the end result, but he'd been aiming ten feet away. He guessed the environment really did make a difference.
He heard more than saw Pecos, Joe, and Doyle start firing. He heard the twang of Charlie's bow beside him. As Andrew loosed arrow after arrow he wondered briefly if they had enough ammunition to kill everything. He pushed the thought away, knowing they didn't. 
They didn't bother trying to push forward. The back of the army was a line of sitting ducks, and the rest of the army didn't realize what was happening; they were still marching forward. Before long though, hundreds of birds and bats took flight, diving through the air, streaking towards Andrew and the others.
Andrew slung his bow over his shoulder, pulled his guns, and started firing into the birds. He ducked the attack of a buzzard, but flinched as several bats clawed across his face.
He swiped the blood from his eyes and fired again and again. Winged creatures rained from the sky, but at this rate killing them would take forever. He hugged Widow Maker's neck as a group of hawks dived towards his head. Claws sunk deep into his shoulders and lifted him upwards.
Andrew grabbed his saddle and hummed loudly, pushing the power out, imagining a flash of fire. The power rushed through him and poured off his back, roasting the hawks and freeing him.
Pecos suddenly roped a whole group of cactus minions and started whirling them in the air. Andrew watched wide mouthed. How did Pecos do it? They had to weigh a ton, and he was just spinning them like they were nothing. As the cactuses twirled faster and faster, their spines ripped through the air, spearing the birds and bats, killing them.
A few spines shot into the army, and Andrew saw it shift and turn towards them. It was eerie how it seemed to move with one mind. Pecos loosed the cactuses, and they spun over the army, landing in the middle with a crash. If only Pecos could do that again, but with her.
A cougar jumped from the ranks and charged towards Andrew, but Widow Maker reared, hooves slamming out, stopping the cougar dead in its tracks. Andrew reloaded his guns and fired into the mass, again and again, slowly backing away. Everything they shot died or disintegrated or fell to the ground, but it didn't seem to matter. Something else just took its place. Moving, ever moving, towards them.
It didn't take Andrew long to realize it wasn't going to work. If Pecos was with him, she wasn't going to show herself. And they were killing her soldiers, but to what end? What did she care if her soldiers died? They were nothing to her. There were so many they'd run out of ammunition before they killed them all, and then they'd have to do it the old-fashioned way. And once they were totally exhausted that's when she'd strike. They needed a new plan.  
Andrew motioned to the others, and they turned and galloped away, the army rambling behind them. They rode for a while before pulling to a stop.
"This isn't working," Andrew said in frustration. "Not that I really thought it would, but… anyway. Plan, anyone?"
They all looked as unsure as he was. The problem was she wouldn't stay put, and there was no one to make her stay put. They couldn't just let her leave and try again another day because the army would annihilate anything and everything in its path.
"The army's just a distraction," Doyle put in.
Andrew nodded. "But it's hard to ignore. She can be anywhere within it; it's a perfect hiding spot. But we can't kill all of them. I mean, we could… but it would take forever, and then we'd be worn out and she'd be all fresh."
"The only thing to do is try Plan A again, but I'll try to keep her more distracted this time?" Andrew said it as a question because he really hoped someone would speak up with something better. He was disappointed when Pecos nodded.
He scanned the sky, but it was empty and clear, not a cloud nor a raven to be seen. "It's gonna be sundown soon," Andrew said, suddenly feeling exhausted. How were they going to keep going? It's not like the army would stop just because the sun went down.
He could smell the death creeping up behind them. They needed to end this. The others' horses were looking tired and beat. Only Widow Maker was still prancing around. But Widow Maker was a war horse; the others were not.
"I'll go in, distract her, and then maybe you guys can all attack her at once." Andrew shrugged. It was worth a shot anyway. "I'll ride in first."
He and Widow Maker rode back towards the army. Andrew hummed all the way. He wasn't taking any chances this time. He carefully weaved a blanket of protection around himself and Widow Maker. It shimmered softly, like a spider web covered with dew.
He rode up and down the front line. Waiting for her to come. He knew she knew Pecos was watching. He knew she knew it was a trap. But he figured he was pretty tempting bait, and he was right.
She swooped down from the sky riding her horse which had transformed into a gigantic bird. The bird's talons ripped into Andrew's shoulder, past his protection, jerking him from Widow Maker's back and into the air.
Andrew rolled up, grabbing the talons, climbing the bird creature's legs, closer and closer to her. They were already high in the air, but he wrenched her off the bird, and they tumbled through the air, spinning wildly, careening towards the ground.
Just before they hit, something slipped over Andrew's shoulders and jerked, ripping her from his grasp. He flew sideways, pulled rather than falling, until he landed with a crash on top of someone. Andrew heard something snap and pushed the power out, but there was nothing to heal.
He leapt to his feet, searching for her. She had hurtled to the ground, and Pecos was right on top of her. She lashed out with her claws, ripping through Pecos's vest and shirt, drawing blood. Pecos punched her square in the face sending her flying into her army. When the dust settled, she was nowhere to be seen.
"Damn it!" Andrew snapped. She just wouldn't stay put. He turned to see Joe crumpled on the ground behind him. "Are you okay?" Andrew asked fearfully, kneeling beside him, remembering the snap he'd heard when he fell.
Joe nodded. "Just a couple ribs. Help me up."
Andrew grabbed Joe's hand and pulled him to his feet, wincing when Joe gasped in pain. "Can you ride?" Andrew asked.
"Sure." Andrew frowned, but helped Joe mount his horse.
A terrible noise sounded behind him, and Andrew turned. The entire front line of the army had been replaced with ghost bison. Huge, trampling, ghost bison. And they were stampeding forward, almost on top of Pecos.
Andrew ran as fast as he could, skidding to a halt right in front of Pecos. He sang out loud, pushing the power through his body, pushing it into his hands, building a wall in his mind, a long wall made of fire. Fire that would set the bison free and return them to their rest unhindered.
Just as his wall snapped into place the bison slammed into it. The wall wavered, trembling against their strength. Andrew sang louder and pushed more and more power into the wall. Burn, he thought. Burn and be free. Several of the bison burst through the wall, turning to ash as they went. It was working! He set his feet and pushed forward. The bison pushed back.
He stepped forward, thrusting them backward. They were so strong his arms burned, both from the power pulsing through them and from the weight of millions of bison fighting against him.
He dragged more power from the well and stepped forward again. The entire front line of bison disintegrated, and the second line slammed into the wall. Andrew's feet skidded backward but abruptly stopped.
For a second Andrew was confused, then he saw Pecos was helping him push. Andrew didn't know if Pecos could see the power or not, but he could clearly touch it. He was standing right beside Andrew, hands splayed on the wall, pressing forward.
Andrew grinned widely, nodding, and they stepped forward together. Another line of bison disappeared. And another. They pushed forward slowly until the last bison was free.
Dizziness washed over Andrew, and he released the power completely, shivering as cold washed over him. The wall shimmered for a moment, then collapsed into the ground with a shudder.
Andrew stumbled, and Pecos threw him over his shoulder, running swiftly back to the horses. Pecos threw Andrew up on Widow Maker, and they rode away.
This really is like a game of touch tag, Andrew thought wearily. Touch what? Touch tag. One person is it, and they have to touch the other players to get them out… Oh, never mind.
Andrew ripped open a package of meat and ate it. It tasted foul, but he needed it. When he was done, he ate the last package too. Panic crowded him, but he pushed it away. They could do this. He just needed to think. There had to be a way or there was simply no point.




Chapter 21

 
[image: ] 

They rode for just a while before stopping. The horses were covered in sweat, and their coats and eyes were dull, their feet and heads dragging.
Except Widow Maker of course. Widow Maker acted as if he'd just stepped out of the stable. "There's never been a horse like you," Andrew whispered as he dismounted. Widow Maker tossed his mane and pranced in a circle. Andrew grinned and rubbed Widow Maker's nose gently.
The others were stripping the saddles and gear off their horses, and Andrew knew this was it. They simply couldn't ride anymore without killing the horses, and Pecos would never ride a horse to death. It just wasn't his way.
"So what now?" Andrew asked, watching Pecos rub down Jiminty.
"Let the horses go."
Joe had stripped the saddle from his horse and was leaning against her heavily. "Joe," Andrew said. "You can't. You should go with the horses."
"Like hell, boy," Joe wheezed.
"Damn it, Joe! You can barely stand! How're you gonna fight?!"
"Just will."
Andrew closed his eyes. Why were they always so stubborn? "You can't just do. Your ribs are broken."
"So?"
Pecos? Andrew thought. What? Make Joe go home. No. Why not? 'Cause he don't want to. "Whatever. Charlie, can you at least wrap him or something?"
Charlie nodded, and Andrew turned away, trying to think of a new plan. He was out of ideas, out of plans, out of anger to fuel him. He was full of dread. There was simply no way to win if they couldn't get her to hold still. Even then he wasn't sure they could win.
He didn't want Joe to die. He didn't want any of them to die. Not here, not now. Not by her hands. There had to be a way. He searched the sky one more time. It was a clear, pale blue. Not a single dark spot as far as the eye could see. The Raven wasn't coming.
Widow Maker nudged his side. "You staying?" Andrew asked Widow Maker quietly. Widow Maker tossed his head angrily. "I know, I know, but I had to ask." Widow Maker glared at him, and Andrew laughed. "I knew you'd say yes; I just didn't wanna assume." Widow Maker shrugged.
Doyle patted his horse on the back and stepped towards Andrew, handing him a carving. "Made this for you," he said softly.
Andrew turned it in his hands. It was a carving of Widow Maker rearing into the air, Andrew mounted, leaning back like he was laughing.
"It's amazing! Thank you. I… I gave away my other Widow Maker carving." He glanced at Doyle and smiled sheepishly. "I left it... you know... on Rolf's..." Andrew didn't finish, just shrugged and grinned.
Doyle's jaw worked for a moment, and he opened his mouth to say something, but instead he pulled Andrew into a hug and whispered gruffly, "Don't lose."
Andrew nodded, hugging Doyle tightly. He wished he'd had more time. There was still so much Doyle could have taught him, still so many adventures they could have had.
Andrew grinned crookedly and slipped the carving into his vest pocket. He opened his duffle bag and started pulling out guns. He was out of ammunition for his six-shooters, so he shoved several guns into his belt and handed the rest to Doyle.
"Just point and shoot," he said with a grin.
Doyle turned the sleek, black weapons over in his hands. "Really?"
"Yep."
Charlie was talking to the horses, and when he was done they started walking slowly towards the ranch. Soon it was just the six of them, Andrew, Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, Joe, and Widow Maker, standing on an open plain covered in long grass and a few spiny cactuses. There was nowhere to hide. They couldn't get the drop on her if they wanted to.
Wait, Andrew thought. Maybe, just maybe, there was a place to hide. He'd never done it before, but just because he hadn't done it, didn't mean he couldn't. The only question was whether or not it would fool her, but if he kept her distracted enough it just might.
"I have a plan!" Andrew exclaimed. Pecos groaned. "Seriously, this one's good. Lie on the ground. I'm gonna hide you."
"I don't know…" Pecos started to say.
"Just trust me. I think it'll work." Reluctantly they lay down, side by side, and Andrew started humming. He hated to use any power before she got here, but he was confident it would work.
He reached into the well, and the power pulsed into his hands. He fashioned it into a blanket, made it larger and larger. Then he imagined it scooping up the dirt and drifting softly over Pecos and the others, covering them, making them look like grass and dirt. The power did just as he asked.
Andrew blinked. It had worked even better than he'd thought it would. The only signs that everything was not as it seemed was the slight hump to the ground where they lay and the occasional shimmer of power rolling through the dirt.
"Can you see?" he asked.
"Yep," was Pecos's muffled response.
"Sweet. I'm gonna move up." Andrew walked forward, Widow Maker trailing just behind. There really was no good way to hide Widow Maker.
Andrew looked back. If he didn't know exactly where they were he didn't think he'd even be able to pick them out. He grinned, but his grin quickly faded. Now he had to figure out a way to pin her in place.
The Raven may not be coming, but there had to be a way. Ahanu had brought him here because Ahanu believed there was a way. She was scared of Pecos because Pecos could hurt her, but only if she stayed still long enough.
Andrew frowned. Could it really be that easy? Maybe. Maybe all Andrew had to do was hold her in place. He could do that. He'd hold her until Pecos ended her.
The power pulsed through him steadily. He was scared to let go because he didn't want the blanket of power to fade away.
He pictured Clara with her intense blue eyes and crazy hair. He wished he had taken the time to tell her goodbye.
He wished his mom had known the real him, wished they could have talked. He hoped she never knew but just went on believing he was alive somewhere, hanging out with Pecos. And he hoped Vick was smart enough to marry her and never let her go.
He ran his hand over Widow Maker's side and sent Widow Maker an image of them flying up a steep hill together, leaping off the top, and running pell-mell down the other side. Widow Maker rubbed his nose against Andrew's hand.
He could see the army in the distance. It wouldn't be long now. Damn, he was scared. He was scared they would lose. He was scared he'd fail, but he couldn't fail. He simply couldn't.
If I die… Andrew thought. You won't. Yeah, but if I do… Boy, I damn said you won't! Andrew laughed. BUT, if I do, I don't regret anything. Not a bit of it. It was worth it to know you, all of you.
For a moment Pecos didn't respond. When he did his words were soft. Me too, boy.
Andrew watched as her army moved closer and closer. The waiting seemed interminable. He wondered if he could get her to engage before her army was close enough to help.
"MELI!" he yelled. "I WANNA TALK!"
Instantly she stood before him. The Meli from his dreams. Young Meli, beautiful Meli, before her face had become so twisted by hatred she was ugly. "Did your friends abandon you?" she asked silkily. Andrew shrugged. "What do you wish to talk about?"
"I can end this," Andrew said wearily. "All the hate, all the destruction. Just tell me how to kill you."
She grew, taller and thinner, black power rolling off her like water, until she stood there, not as Meli, but the Black Shaman.
"I did not create hate or destruction," she said harshly. "Killing me ends nothing. Your people, white people, they have made me powerful. They have fed me for over three hundred years. It is THEIR hate, THEIR destruction, that I will end."
Andrew sighed. "Aren't you tired? Three hundred years is a long time. Don't you get bored or lonely?"
She looked confused for a moment, but it didn't last long. Andrew saw her claws grow longer, and he imagined chain mail. He weaved long strands of power together, tighter and thicker, until it was so tight on his chest, he could feel the heat sinking into his skin.
She jumped towards him, but Widow Maker spun around, kicking his hooves out and slamming them into her. Andrew leapt on her as she fell, stabbing into her chest over and over, using a knife he'd fashioned with the power.
She screamed, scraping at him with her claws, ripping skin from his face. She morphed into a cougar, tossing him aside and jumping on him, jaws open wide.
Andrew imagined the mail extending over his entire head, and he felt the power shift, felt the burning sensation as it covered his face. Her teeth rammed into it, vibrating with anger, but not making it through his armor.
He stabbed upward into her chest, ripping his knife up through her throat. She didn't even bleed, just raised her paw and smacked him into the ground.
His head slammed into the hard dirt and exploded with pain. The aching he'd been holding back erupted ten-fold, wrapping his entire head in agony. He bit his lip and grasped the power tighter. He couldn't let go.
Suddenly Pecos ripped her off Andrew, punching her in the face so hard she careened wildly through the air. Andrew scrambled to his feet and leapt after her, grasping ahold of her ankle before she could zap away. She hissed and kicked at him, but there was no way he was letting go. He crawled up her until he was wrapped around both her legs.
She morphed into a serpent, her legs turning into a twisting mass of scales. Andrew pulled back his fist, channeling power into his hand, and punched through her body, wrapping his fingers around her bones.
She rolled from side to side, trying to crush him, but he didn't let go. No matter how hard she shook, no matter how hard she whipped from side to side, she couldn't shake him.
Pecos punched her head again and again, dodging her strikes as he did. Andrew's grip was weakening, so he let his chain mail slip, and he channeled all the power into his hands.
She shifted into a bear, her gigantic paws batting at Andrew's face, ripping the flesh from his skull, but he wouldn't let go. He blocked the pain and wrapped his hands tighter into her pitch black fur.  
Blood trickled down her chin, splashing on Andrew's face. He felt a surge of triumph. Pecos was hurting her. It was working!
She bashed Pecos across the face, and he flew backward, bowling across the dusty plain, leaving a mark in the earth. "Let go!" she hissed, clawing at Andrew.
"Never," Andrew said, tucking his ruined face into her fur. "And that's a promise," he added softly.
His stomach rolled, and he swallowed a gag. He could smell her blood, and it smelled putrid, rotten, dark. He hated it. He hated her.
She ripped his scalp from his head trying to pull him off her, but he didn't budge. He opened his eyes, trying to see Pecos. Andrew couldn't see out of one eye, but he couldn't waste any power healing himself; he needed every last drop to keep her in place.
Pecos had to finish it. He had to, but Andrew couldn't see him anywhere. Suddenly he saw Pecos running towards them, face hard and fierce, and relief filled him. He just had to hold on a little longer.
Andrew could see the others just beyond Pecos, just the four of them holding back her entire army, fighting tooth and nail. He was afraid for them. He wanted to help them, but he knew the only way to end it was to stay where he was.
The Black Shaman howled in fear and anger. She changed into a bird and flapped her wings, lifting into the air, trying to escape Pecos. Andrew groaned as pain shot through his body, but he wrapped one hand securely around her talon and let go with his other hand. He pulled the power out of himself, creating a sword of burning light and slashing it through her wing. She screeched horribly, fluttered for a second, then plummeted towards the earth.
Andrew braced himself. He couldn't let go when they hit. He couldn't let go. He wrapped his whole body around her leg, channeling all the power he could into his hands, infusing them with strength.
The ground exploded beneath them, and shocking pain tore through Andrew's body, shattering his bones. He screamed in agony, but he didn't let go. He tightened his hands, trying to ignore the exploding pain. He still had her. He wouldn't let go.  
He heard Pecos roar, felt Pecos grab her head and start bashing it into the ground. Her leg beneath him began to change. Andrew forced his eye open and saw she was changing back into Meli, her face tight and drawn, blood oozing from her mouth.
She forged a spear of blackness and lifted it towards Pecos. This was it. The final moment. Andrew closed his eyes and dived into the well.
Lava spewed over him, burning everything but a thought. Save Pecos. Power ripped through him, cascading from his body, pouring out and engulfing her.
A scream ripped through the silence of his mind. He didn't know if it was her or him. He was drowning; he was drowning in the power, drowning in the lake of lava, drowning and burning and dying. His hand shot up, grabbing her arm, pulling it down, turning her spear away from Pecos and holding her still.
Somehow his eye opened, and he watched. He watched Pecos slam his fists into her, every blow a thunder clap, until her head slumped forward. He saw Pecos grab her head between his hands and crush. He saw her mouth open wide and heard the shriek of pain rip across her lips as her head exploded with a terrible crack.
Beneath Andrew, beneath the steel grip of his hands, her body crumbled and erupted into a cloud of black dust.
Beyond her, past the wall that was Doyle, Joe, Widow Maker, and Charlie, Andrew saw her ranks collapse until the only creatures left standing were the living ones, the ones who had chosen.
They'd done it! They'd won. They'd actually won. The Black Shaman was dead. Andrew's hands were empty, and he suddenly collapsed to the ground.  
"Pecos," Andrew gasped, coughing.
Pecos swiveled to look at Andrew, then dropped to his knees beside him, face twisted in anguish. "Try not to move, boy."
"It's okay. We won! Did you see? We won!"
"I know."
Andrew tried to smile, but he couldn't feel his lips, couldn't feel his face, couldn't feel anything. He coughed again, and blood splattered everywhere.
"Well hell. Tell Doyle I'm sorry," he whispered. "But I didn't lose, did I?"
"No, no you didn't," Pecos said softly, a single tear sliding down his cheek.
Andrew wanted to say it was okay. Everything was okay, but he couldn't. The pain was too much. 
He felt the power gather together, felt the heat pour over him, searing heat along his motionless limbs; and then the power pulsed one final time, ripping Andrew's mind apart, tearing through his body, yanking the life from his bones. And everything went black.
The explosion was so bright, so violent, it knocked the cowboys to the ground and scattered the animals across the prairie. After a moment of deafening silence, Doyle scrambled to his feet and ran to Pecos.
"Where's the boy?" he growled.
Pecos didn't answer. He was kneeling on the ground beside the empty, bloody remains of Andrew's clothes. Doyle dropped to his knees, reaching out a hand to touch Andrew's leather vest. The carving he'd just given him peeked out of the pocket.
"What happened?" Doyle whispered.
Pecos cleared his throat. When he spoke, it was barely a whisper. "He held her. She couldn't get away from him. He held her so I could kill her." He started to say something else, but his voice broke, and he just sat there, looking at where the boy should have been.
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It was a nicer black than usual. Not too dark; not too light. One might go so far as to say it was grey, but not like that. There was no Grey Shaman here. No light chuckle or sly grin. This was death, and it looked a little boring.
Light opened and spread across the darkness. Not so light as white. Just a subtle shifting of the tones. Andrew waited patiently. He was used to waiting.
"Are you ready?" a deep voice asked. The sound of it was like the crashing of the ocean waves, layers and layers of ocean waves.
Andrew turned to face it. A tall figure stood beside him. Face constantly changing, moving; features shifting, colors fading, darkening.
"Who are you?" Andrew asked breathlessly.
"Death."
"Oh. But like the actual Death right, not the owl named Death?"
The figure smiled with wide, dark lips; then the face changed, and the lips were small and pale. The eyes blue, then black. Andrew couldn't look away; it was mesmerizing.
"Yes."
Andrew stared past Death for a moment. He'd once heard it said that your entire life flashed before your eyes when you died, but it wasn't true.
He was flooded with regrets. He'd never hear the end of Joe's story. He had never told Charlie how much he appreciated his survival lessons. He'd never howl at the moon with Pecos. But his biggest regret was that he hadn't given Doyle his dreamcatcher and Doyle would never see Rolf and Raina again. He closed his eyes and tried to push all the regrets aside.
"So I'm really dead then? I thought I was."
"Yes."
"What am I ready for? Because I don't think I am."
"To rest."
He was a cowboy. He didn't care about rest. He wanted to ride Widow Maker and stop a stampede of longhorns. He wanted to teach a horse to be ridden. He wanted to build fences and muck filthy corrals.
"Do I have to be dead?"
Death waved a hand, and a scene appeared. The prairie was empty expect for four figures and a horse standing still, staring at a barren patch of ground. The setting sun cast everything in oranges and pinks. Long shadows reached from the figures, running far into the prairie.
Doyle was on his knees. Andrew couldn't hear, but he could feel Doyle weeping. He reached out a hand, wanting to reassure Doyle, to hug him, to tell him he was all right, but he couldn't.
Andrew frowned. Where the hell was his body? "What happened?" he whispered. "Where am I? I mean my body, you know."
"The power, as you've called it, was simply too much for your vessel."
"Are you saying... I exploded?"
One changing eye winked. "I am."
"That's just gross!"
"Quite impressive though."
What a way to go! Andrew thought with a laugh, but he quickly sobered. He wasn't ready. He didn't want to go. But it didn't look as if he had a choice.
His body was gone. He was gone. He'd done the job he'd come to do. He'd known he was going to die, but he'd done it anyway. No take backs. He wished he could tell them goodbye. He wished he could tell Doyle it was okay. He wished a lot of things.
He turned to Death. Black braids turned into baldness. Baldness turned into wavy brown hair. Death's brow was furrowed. "Someone wishes to intercede. Unusual."
Andrew didn't know what that meant. He opened his mouth to ask, but Death motioned towards the window. A huge shadow cast Pecos and the others in darkness, and a deep croak rumbled the earth; even here in this quiet place Andrew could feel it. The Raven landed beside where Andrew would be if Andrew had so much as a corpse.
The Raven reached out his long talons and lifted Andrew's necklace from his ruined clothes. A shiny, black feather shimmered in the fading light. The Raven turned and looked right at Andrew. He could feel the pull of The Raven's eyes. Death's eyes were closed. Without hearing, Andrew knew The Raven was speaking to Death.
Death's eyes opened, and a smile of satisfaction spread across its face. The nose was sharp, then blunt. "He has suggested a trade."
"What? No! I don't wanna trade!" Why would The Raven do that? The world would be dimmer, less wise without The Raven. "I refuse."
Death chuckled. "It is not your decision to make."
Andrew reached for the power, but it wasn't there. The old fashioned way then, he thought, throwing himself at Death, trying to drag Death to the ground, but Death merely brushed him aside with a hand.
Andrew rolled to his feet and watched in horror as The Raven wrapped his talons tightly around Andrew's necklace. Andrew began to feel itchy, so itchy. Things were growing dim. Death was fading; the light was fading; the dark was fading.
"NOOOOO!!!" Andrew screamed.
The pain was past excruciating, worse than anything the Black Shaman had done to him, worse than the feeling of his bones exploding. Andrew felt as if his body was ripping to pieces, but he didn't have a body anymore.
A bone snapped into place, and he screamed. His skin was like liquid fire. He couldn't breathe. His eyes were sealed shut, but it was so bright they felt like they were melting. Fire roared through him, filling him, pouring life into his veins, into his bones, into his heart.
His eyes opened, his mouth opened, his lungs moved, his heart began beating, and blood pumped through his veins.
He scrambled to his feet, screaming "NOOO!!!", but it was too late. The Raven's heart lay clutched in The Raven's own talon. It gave one final pulse, and it was still. The Raven stood erect, noble, proud, his wings stretched over Andrew like a blanket.
Andrew grabbed The Raven's heart and shoved it back in its place. He couldn't, he wouldn't, accept. It wasn't an even exchange. He thrust power through his hand into The Raven trying to heal him. But it was too late. The Raven was gone. There was no life spark, no intelligence in his still open eyes. He was gone. Dead.
Andrew held onto him, weeping, knowing his huge wings would never again stretch in flight, he would never again enjoy the hunt, he would never again taste the joy of meat.
A familiar, rough pair of hands pulled him from The Raven's breast and wrapped him in a fierce hug. Andrew buried his face into Doyle's chest, weeping; he couldn't stop crying. It was wrong. Everything was wrong. He had died, and he should still be dead. The Raven shouldn't have, why had he?
"It's alright, boy," Doyle said softly. "It's alright."
"It's not!" Andrew gasped. "He shouldn't have!"
"I'd have done it."
That was even worse. If Doyle had traded himself for Andrew, Andrew wouldn't have been able to… anything.
"He traded his life for yours. It ain't easy, but..." Doyle didn't go on; he didn't need to. Andrew had been given a new life; he couldn't regret it. He had to live it.  
His tears slowly ceased, and he hugged Doyle tightly, then stepped back. Doyle's face was drawn and tight. "I didn't lose," Andrew said softly.
Doyle's eyes narrowed. "New lesson. Don't die, damn it!"
"I'll try, but it's harder than it looks." Andrew grinned crookedly at the others. They looked a bit shocked, and he didn't blame them. He was shocked. It was hard to believe that in the space of minutes, he'd died, talked to Death, been given a new body, and was alive again.
He turned to gaze at The Raven, tears filling his eyes. Even in death he was majestic, beautiful, powerful. Andrew wished they could have hunted together one last time, flown over the mountains, into the sunrise. He lifted his necklace from The Raven's talon and slipped it over his head, closing his eyes and feeling the wind brush over him.
Andrew heard the soft thrum of wings above him and looked up. Ravens. Thousands of ravens drifted down and landed around them, all around them, filling the prairie with black. They had come to mourn.
There was no tree to lay The Raven in so the sun might shine on him and the rain fall on him. Andrew didn't want to burn him, because that was like erasing him, saying he didn't exist. Andrew wanted him to be here always, standing guard over his children.
He closed his eyes and started humming. He should have been terribly weak, but he wasn't. He felt as if he'd just eaten an entire deer, not like his body had been broken to pieces, ripped to shreds, then exploded with blazing fire. Not like that at all.
He pulled the power up and out, imagining it wrapping around and around The Raven, sealing him in. He wrapped and wrapped, drawing more and more power from the well, turning The Raven into a shimmering light in the dark.
Stone, Andrew thought. Stone. A guardian forever, standing tall, surveying all. He imagined stone gathering underground, attaching to The Raven's feet, spreading, making him eternal, forever. Then he let the power go and stared at the enormous black statue. The last rays of the setting sun cast the black into rainbow.
Andrew thought The Raven would approve. He ran a hand over a stone feather. "Thank you," he said softly. "I don't see how I was worth it, but thank you."
The ravens lifted into the night sky, winging softly through the air, and Andrew watched them go. He couldn't believe this was it. The end. They had won. They had defeated the Black Shaman. And he was alive. He was alive.
He could feel them behind him. He'd thought he'd never see them again. He'd thought… Well, he'd thought he was dead. And he was. But he wasn't now. He was here. And they were here.
He wanted to hug them all. He wanted to dance. He wanted to laugh out loud. But he didn't. He didn't do any of that. Because they were cowboys. And that's not what cowboys did.
Instead he grinned at them. "I missed you," he said.
"Weren't gone more than a minute, boy," Pecos snorted.
"Long minute." Pecos rolled his eyes and walked off. "You alright, Joe?" Andrew asked.
"Almost as good as new."
Andrew shook his head. "Of course you are." Widow Maker nuzzled Andrew, and he hugged Widow Maker tightly. "Sorry, boy; I didn't forget about you. You were amazing. As always."
Andrew shivered. The night air was getting colder, and goosebumps were popping out on his skin from the breeze.
He glanced down and stared at himself in horror. "Seriously?! It didn't occur to any of you to tell me I'm buck naked?!!"
Doyle shrugged. "Didn't seem important."
"Really? Didn't seem important? DAMN IT! Somebody get me some clothes!" Andrew drew a flame from the well of power and held it out so he could see. He sighed. His clothes were there, but they were totally trashed. He picked up his pants. One leg was completely gone; the other was shredded and covered in blood.
He shuddered. He was beginning to be glad he hadn't had a corpse. He examined his hands. He couldn't tell any difference except he didn't have a single scar.
"Do I look the same?" he asked anxiously, feeling his face.
"What?" Joe asked.
"This isn't my body; it's a new body; does it look the same?" Andrew turned around, trying to look at himself. He wished he had a mirror.
"You look pretty much the same. Except for that big thing on your nose."
"What?!" Andrew grabbed his nose, but he didn't feel anything weird.
Joe chuckled. "Just pulling your leg, boy."
Andrew let out a breath. "Don't do that!" He pulled on his pants. They didn't do much to stop the cold, but at least he was dressed. His shirt and vest weren't in much better shape, but they would have to do.
"Does anyone see my other shoe?" He didn't bother looking for his hat. He vaguely remembered it getting ripped off a long time ago.
Pecos was standing near The Raven, staring into the night, shoulders slumped with sadness. Andrew couldn't see his face. You okay? Andrew thought. Do you think… Is she dead?
Andrew didn't pretend to misunderstand. He knew Pecos was thinking of Aylen. I don't know. If she is, I killed her.
Andrew remembered how lonely Aylen sometimes seemed. I think… he started to say but didn't finish. There was nothing he could say to comfort Pecos, certainly not that Aylen was sad and lonely. He stepped forward to hug him but stopped himself and left Pecos alone.
Charlie had already made a fire, and he and the others were sitting around it. Andrew picked up his guns and token bag and sat beside Doyle.
"Well, that was fun, right?" Andrew said cheerfully. Doyle smacked him on the head, and Andrew grinned, glad nothing much had changed.
"Did you like the guns?" Andrew asked.
"Hold lots of cartridges, but no."
"Yeah, they're just not the same, are they?" Andrew gently rubbed his revolvers with a hanging corner of his shirt.
"What now?" he asked.
"Head back to the ranch in the mornin'," Charlie said.
"Huh. And how long will that take?"
"On foot, couple days."
Andrew looked at the night, wondering if Ahanu and Aylen were dead. He hoped they weren't. They couldn't possibly know that they'd die if Meli died; it had just been a guess.
It was weird to think that if Aylen was dead Andrew would never meet her in the future. He still had all his memories of her, but he knew that didn't mean anything. He'd miss her if she was gone. But he didn't think she was looking forward to living another five hundred years alone, so maybe it would be better if she was. But what did he know?
Widow Maker nudged Andrew's shoulder, Andrew's other moccasin in his mouth. "Thank you!" Andrew said, rubbing Widow Maker's nose. "You're simply the best horse ever." Doyle snorted, and Widow Maker shoved his shoulder into Doyle's back, knocking him forward. "Serves you right," Andrew snickered.
He slipped on his moccasin and stared at the beadwork. He and Pecos running to fight the dark. They'd done that. He almost couldn't believe they had won. If he hadn't seen her turn into dust with his own eyes he wouldn't have believed it. If he hadn't felt her crumble apart beneath him, but she had.
It felt weird. The end. He'd been focused on winning for so long, now that they had done it he felt adrift. He honestly hadn't thought he'd survive, and he hadn't. But here he was. He hadn't thought past this moment, hadn't imagined a life beyond her death.
"Whadda we do when we get home?" It occurred to Andrew that if Ahanu was dead, there was no one to send him back. But if Ahanu was alive would he still send Andrew back? Now that it was done? And if he sent him back, was this the last time? Andrew swallowed a lump in his throat. He couldn't bear the thought of never seeing them again. If that were the case, he wished The Raven had left him dead. He would have been better off.
"What you thinkin', boy?" Doyle asked.
Andrew tried to grin. "Nothing." Doyle raised an eyebrow. "Rule number two, Doyle."
"Damn your rules!"
"Fine. I was thinking if Ahanu's dead, not that I want him to be, I kinda like him; but if he is, there's no one to send me back. BUT, if Ahanu's not dead, I was wondering if he would let me stay. And if he doesn't, is this the end?" He whispered the last bit. He didn't even like to say it out loud.
The others stared at him for a moment, then Doyle clamped a hand on Andrew's shoulder and squeezed. They didn't say anything; there was nothing to say. Not even they could keep the Grey Shaman from sending him back.
They slept around the fire, just like old times, stars bright and twinkly above them, The Raven keeping watch. Being here, with them, under the stars, was perfect. Andrew dreamed of apple pie and wooden horses.
He woke just before dawn, feeling the gaze of someone watching him. He stood, and his breath caught. Ahanu was standing next to The Raven, several horses grazing behind him.  
"So you aren't dead," Andrew stated as he joined Ahanu.
Ahanu shrugged. "Not today."
"But we did kill her, didn't we?" Andrew hadn't thought of that. Had she somehow tricked them? After all, why would Death have bothered with him if he could collect someone like her?
"She is gone."
"Please don't send me back."
Ahanu smiled, but for once it lacked his slyness, instead there was an edge of sadness. "I must."
Tears crowded Andrew's eyes. "Please…"
Ahanu looked wonderingly at The Raven. "He must have regarded you highly."
"I don't understand why he did it. Surely he was more useful to the world than me; even in death he was more useful. Death was happy to have him."
Ahanu stared. "You saw Death?"
"Yes; is that weird?"
"What is he like?"
Andrew frowned. "I don't know. I don't know if he's a he, or what he looks like. His face and form are changing constantly like water in a stream. And his voice is like… it's like echoes, and I heard everyone in it." Andrew paused. "He was… magnificent."
Ahanu stared past The Raven, past the rising sun and into the horizon. For a moment naked longing crossed his face before he said softly, "I hope to meet him someday."
Andrew wasn't sure how to respond to that. It had never occurred to him that Ahanu might actually want to die. Three hundred years was a very long time.
"Is Aylen alive? 'Cause Pecos… you know."
"Aylen lives."
"Good."
"You may have time."
"How much?"
"How much is enough?"
"They're my family. It's never enough. Will I ever come back?"
"I am sorry." Ahanu pulled out his pipe and lit it. "It was never my intent to hurt you."
"If you hadn't done it, I wouldn't have them," Andrew said softly. He wanted to beg, to plead, to grab onto Ahanu and make him swear to let him stay. But he knew there was no point. Ahanu had decided. This was the end.
"I cannot give you forever. But I will give you time."
Ahanu was gone before Andrew could ask how much. He wanted desperately to know how long he had. But maybe he didn't. Maybe it was better not to know. He turned, and Doyle was there, silhouetted against the pink sky.
"What'd he say?" Doyle asked gruffly.
"How'd you get to be so sneaky?"
"What'd he say, boy?"
"He said I could have some time." Andrew shrugged. "But he didn't say how much. I don't know if that means two hours, two days, two months." He pushed back the fear that rushed through him at the thought of never seeing Doyle again and forced a grin. "I say we make the most of it. We go home, and we have coffee."
Doyle didn't laugh as Andrew had hoped. His face was lined with an emotion Andrew couldn't quite place, but after a moment it cleared, and Doyle said, "Joe brought coffee, you know."
"I don't care. I wanna go home." Andrew jumped on Widow Maker. His saddle was up ahead, in a pile with the others, but he didn't need it. "Get up boys! I need coffee!" he shouted, clutching Widow Maker's mane as he bucked wildly.
"Damn it," Pecos growled, rolling to his feet. "I'm in charge around here, boy."
Andrew laughed. "I know you are, but it's time to go home. So mount one of those horses Ahanu was nice enough to bring, and let's ride!" He grinned down at them. "We'll race you!"
Doyle yelled, "Get back here, boy!" but Andrew was already gone.
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Andrew and Widow Maker rode as fast as they ever had. They rode so fast it felt as if they were holding still. Andrew touched the power gingerly in his mind. He found it a little unsettling that he was in a body that wasn't his, even though it was his. Where had his new body come from? Had The Raven made it? Had Death?
He shuddered as he remembered falling with the Black Shaman and feeling his bones shatter. He wasn't sure he would have been able to heal himself when it was all said and done. At the end there, he hadn't even been able to feel his body; he'd been holding on through sheer force of will.
He breathed deeply. The air smelled fresh, and the day was dawning bright and clear. He wanted to make every second count.
The Raven had traded his life for Andrew's, and that didn't make sense. Why? Andrew had done the job; what more was there for him to do? He wasn't complaining; he was glad he was alive. He just didn't understand why. He shook his head. Right now he was riding, and he wanted to ride.
"Faster, boy," he whispered. Widow Maker nickered and went even faster. So fast they passed the straggling horses they had released yesterday and kept running. So fast that for one brilliant moment Widow Maker was the fastest thing in the entire world.
They reached the ranch sometime before noon. Andrew had forgotten that the ranch house was gone, destroyed. Enrica and the remaining ranch hands had cleaned up all the debris, but the ranch house remained an empty, burned-out shell. Andrew stared at it for a moment before dismounting.
He rubbed Widow Maker's nose. "Good run, boy. Shall we look for oats?" Widow Maker pushed him with his shoulder. "Okay; I'll check on Enrica first."
Andrew glanced around. One of the bunk houses looked completely repaired, so that's the one he went to. "Enrica?" he called as he stepped onto the stairs.
The door flung open, and Enrica burst out. "Andrew!" she gasped, flinging her arms around him and hugging him. She glanced across the yard and paled. "Where're the others?"
"Everyone's fine," Andrew said quickly. "I just made it home faster 'cause Widow Maker and I ran."
"Are you alright? Your clothes… you…"
"I'm fine. I just… well, anyway, I'm fine."
Enrica smiled, eyes happy. "Do you want some stew?"
"You know I do!" He hadn't realized how incredible hungry he was.
"I'll bring you a bowl. Sit, sit."
Andrew grinned and sat. It was good to be home. He couldn't wait for the others to get here, and then they could start rebuilding.
The door slammed open again, and Carmina ran across the porch. "Andrew! You're home!" She hugged him. "Are you home to stay?"
"I'm home today. Sit with me while I eat."
Carmina smiled and sat beside him, but Andrew wasn't sure what to say to her. It had been easier when she didn't talk and all they did was play peek-a-boo. She dangled her feet and didn't say a word, just hummed softly.
When Enrica brought him the stew he dug in with gusto. It tasted better than anything he'd ever eaten before, and he wondered if his taste buds were different.
After he'd finished six bowls of stew he went to help the ranch hands sort through the barn debris looking for usable lumber and tools. They had already gotten a lot done in a day and a half. Besides burying the dead and removing the filth, they'd cleaned everything, fixed the bunk house, rebuilt a corral, and built a small tack shed.
It was several hours before the others arrived. Pecos gave Andrew a dark look before telling him to take care of the horses. Andrew just grinned.
As he led the horses away, he glanced back at Pecos. Ahanu says Aylen's alive. Pecos paused. Anyway, I'm sure we could carry on without you if you wanted to go check up on her. Pecos straightened. Can't. Gotta take care of my people. Andrew nodded and took the horses to the corral.
Pecos had brought Jiminty and the other horses home as well, and Andrew carefully rubbed them all down, cleaned the saddles, and stored the saddles and bridles in the tack room. He pitched some hay into the corral, checked the water, and fed them some oats. He gave Widow Maker an entire bucket of oats. He figured Widow Maker deserved more since he wasn't just a horse but a war horse.
When he was done, Andrew walked over to where the others were sitting, eating their stew. Doyle handed him a steaming cup of black coffee, and Andrew grinned. "Thank you, Doyle!" He sniffed. "Just right." Doyle chuckled.
"So what now?" Andrew asked Pecos.
"Joe'll send out an order for lumber and supplies. Meanwhile, we'll rebuild what we can, and you, Doyle, and some boys'll take a run of cattle up to Abilene."
Andrew choked on his coffee. "Did you say… Do I finally… Hear that Doyle?! We're going on a cattle drive!" Andrew hopped to his feet and did a little dance, stopping when he realized they were watching him. "Sorry, no solo dancing. That's a harder rule than you'd think."
"Ain't," Pecos said flatly.
"Going on a cattle drive, do-do. Going on a cattle drive, do-do!" Andrew sang loudly, trying not to dance.
"Don't send him with me," Doyle groaned.
Andrew laughed. "We can sing the whole way! Going on a cattle drive, do-do!" Charlie and Joe both laughed. "We have to sing since Joe won't be there to play music. Going on a cattle drive, do-do."
"I'm sure one of the other fellas can play music," Doyle grumbled.
"Not like Joe can." Andrew opened his mouth to sing again, but Doyle punched him in the arm so hard Andrew flew off the log he was sitting on. "Ouch!" Andrew said, rubbing his arm. "You got no sense of humor, you know that?"
That night they gathered around a fire in the middle of the ranch yard. Joe played his harmonica, Andrew and Charlie played a round of poker, Doyle whittled, and Pecos just watched.
After Charlie won all the stones they were playing with, Andrew walked to the remains of the ranch house. The moon was shining on it, illuminating the burned floor. Pecos came to stand beside him.
"Will we rebuild it the same?" Andrew asked.
"Yep. Enrica wants a few changes in the kitchen, but other than that."
"Is it really over? It feels so surreal."
"What'd he say?"
"He said she was gone."
"Good 'nough."
"I'm glad Aylen and Ahanu didn't die." Pecos grunted, and Andrew smiled sadly. He knew Pecos and Aylen couldn't really be together. Not unless Aylen wanted to watch Pecos die, which he didn't figure she did. He wished Pecos could have found someone better to fall for, someone nice like Enrica, only younger, someone he could actually grow old with.
"Found your hat," Pecos said suddenly.
"You did?"
"Yep. Joe's orderin' you a new one."
"That bad?"
"Yep."
Andrew laughed. Some of his clothes had survived the fire, so he'd changed as soon as he could, but he still had a gaping hole in his vest. "Can he order me a vest too?"
"Yep. He sendin' you back?"
Andrew shrugged. "Eventually. Don't know when." Wish I could stay, he added in his mind.
Pecos was silent for a long time. Andrew heard a coyote howl far away. He heard the low mooing of the cattle and the skitter of mice feet on the barren floor.
This is your home, boy, Pecos finally said. No matter what. You'll always belong here. Andrew blinked back tears, knowing what Pecos said was true.
They walked back to the campfire in silence, and Andrew stretched on the ground, slipping his dreamcatcher under his head. The Black Shaman was gone, but even without her, his dreams were usually unpleasant. And there wouldn't be any respite now that the The Raven was gone. Andrew fell asleep watching the stars twinkle.
He dreamed of a wide porch with a swing. Raina sat on the swing, embroidering a piece of fabric. Andrew knew that's what she was doing because Rolf had once explained it to him. Rolf and Andrew played jacks at her feet. When he woke, Andrew stared at the lightening sky. He liked playing with Rolf and listening to Raina laugh. He was going to miss them.
He pulled out his dreamcatcher and went to find Charlie. Charlie was talking to the horses, and Andrew watched him silently. He imagined the death of so many horses hurt Charlie more than anyone, even Pecos.
"I'm sorry," Andrew said when Charlie joined him at the gate. Charlie smiled sadly, and Andrew knew Charlie understood. "Would you do me a favor?" Charlie nodded. "Would you make me a new dreamcatcher? I need to give this one to Doyle. It… It…" Andrew paused. He couldn't say it, didn't want to. He handed Charlie the dreamcatcher, then cut off a hunk of his own hair. "And could you add my hair to this one?"
Maybe, just maybe, when Andrew was gone, Doyle would dream about him too. Maybe the embroidery only worked because they were dead, but time was like an ocean right? So somewhere Raina and Rolf were still alive and somewhere Andrew was already dead.
"Sure thing," Charlie said.
"Thanks. I'd better go find Pecos. Get my orders," Andrew said laughingly. Charlie winked at him.  
When Andrew found Pecos and asked him what he should do, Pecos glared at him for a minute before grunting, "Muck the corral, boy."
Andrew rolled his eyes but went to work. Training had definitely paid off; he barely broke a sweat, and he was done way before noon.
After lunch, Andrew and Widow Maker went with Pecos out into the pastures to round up some cattle. "How bad is it?" Andrew asked.
Pecos grunted. "Only killed a couple thousand head of cattle."
Andrew cringed. That seemed like a lot to him, but according to Joe, Pecos had thousands and thousands of cattle, so maybe a couple thousand wasn't that much.
"Lost over a hundred horses and forty-two men." Pecos frowned. "It was… I…"
"I get it," Andrew said softly. "You should've been able to save them." Pecos nodded sharply. "I sometimes dream I save Rides the Thunder. But then I wake up, and he's still dead. If I'd been stronger or faster or smarter, maybe he wouldn't have died." Andrew frowned. "And all the others, but I didn't know their names, you know?"
"I know. I've got forty-two new names etched in my memory."
"I'm sorry, Pecos." Pecos didn't respond.
They spent the remainder of the day in silence, rounding up all the cattle in the pasture and driving them back towards the ranch. It was more than a two man job, but Pecos was worth a hundred men, maybe more, so they easily managed.
That night, Charlie pulled Andrew aside and gave him the dreamcatchers. "I know she's gone," Charlie said softly, "but you'll always dream, so I made yours very strong. Added a few things too." Andrew nodded. He was going to miss having good dreams, but no dreams were better than nightmares.
"Thanks, Charlie."
Andrew didn't know how to give the new dreamcatcher to Doyle. He didn't want to say anything, didn't want to get Doyle's hopes up. "Hey Doyle," he said, punching him lightly in the arm. "Um… I'd like… would you…"
"Spit it out, boy."
"Take this dreamcatcher. Use it instead of the other one." Andrew grinned widely and ran off to find Widow Maker before Doyle could respond.
I'm going riding, he thought. Got work to do, boy. Be back before dawn. Better be, Pecos snorted. Will or else I'll muck the corral again. Pecos chuckled.
Andrew whistled, and Widow Maker ran down his hill, tossing his head wildly. "You wanna ride?" Andrew asked. Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Of course you do," Andrew laughed.
Andrew grabbed Widow Maker's mane and pulled himself up, wrapping his legs around Widow Maker's sides. He loved riding bareback. It was like riding a cloud, like running through the sky.
Widow Maker reared, Andrew laughed, and they tore off through the night, riding, riding, riding. At some point the moon rose, hanging over the landscape like a bowl of light, flooding the plains with shadows, mimicking the day.
Widow Maker jumped over stones and cactuses, galloped through rivers, and ran until Andrew felt sure the wind would tear his face clean off. Finally Widow Maker skidded to a stop on the top of a bluff, and they looked out over the cattle filling the valley, sleeping soundly. Andrew could hear their breathing and their slow, plodding heartbeats. He could smell their blood.
Hunger tore through him. He hadn't eaten fresh meat since before he'd come back, and he was terribly hungry. He fought the temptation to jump off Widow Maker and tackle a bull to the ground right then and there. His mouth began to water at the thought of all that fresh, juicy meat, and he shuddered. Part of him had hoped now that she was gone he'd be normal again. Or that his new body wouldn't have the same issues as his old one.
"Wait here for me," he said softly as he slid off Widow Maker's back. Widow Maker nickered. "No you can't come," Andrew said. "I need a snack." Widow Maker shook his head and stuck out his tongue. "That's how I feel about grass, so we're even." Andrew patted Widow Maker's nose, then padded away from Pecos's cattle.
He closed his eyes and looked. There was tons of life. So much more than in his time. The plains were practically teeming with brilliant, bright sparks of life.
Andrew frowned. He couldn't tell what anything was or if it was above ground or not. He suddenly missed Dean, Sam, and Nunya very much.
He stalked towards the closest life spark, but whatever it was, it was under the ground. He searched for a moving life spark and started creeping up behind something heading the other way.
He pounced but immediately let go with a muffled apology. "Sorry; didn't know you were a coyote."  
The coyote stared at him with a raised brow, and Andrew sighed. "I'm looking for a snack. But I can't tell what anything is." He shrugged. "Can't eat you; Pecos would kill me, although if you don't mind me saying, you smell delicious."
"I do mind," the coyote snapped.
Andrew stumbled backwards, falling on his butt. "You talk?!"
"Why not?"
"I don't know," Andrew mumbled. "Pecos said there weren't many who could."
"You have hunted with Pecos before. Is he your brother?"
"No," Andrew smiled widely. "He's my friend."
"Hunt with me," the coyote said, turning away.
Andrew followed her. He wasn't sure why, but something told him the coyote was a she, not a he. She slunk carefully through the brightly lit night, stopping only to sniff.
Suddenly she pounced. When she turned, a limp bird hung from her jaws. She dropped it at Andrew's feet. "Did not hide very well, did it?" she said with a grin.
Andrew chuckled, quickly skinned the bird, and laid it before her. She ripped off a large chunk and pushed the rest to Andrew with her paw. Andrew sunk his teeth into the warm meat, sighing with satisfaction. He hadn't realized how much he'd missed it. He ate slowly, savoring each bite.
When he finished he found her watching him. "You are different than most two legs," she said softly. "But not quite like one of us. I think perhaps you are more Pecos's brother than you think." Andrew blinked, and she was gone.
Andrew sat there, staring out into the darkness, feeling the power of the fresh flesh and blood course through him.
It felt wonderful, and it made him think of her. Is this how it had felt for her every time someone had died a violent death? Is this how she'd felt when she had drank his blood?
He suddenly felt nauseous, and he had to work to keep from vomiting. He still didn't believe that he wasn't at least a little bit like her. Maybe she'd even started with animals and worked her way up.
He'd thought that once she was gone he'd somehow be normal again. He'd thought that her death would free him. And it had. Up until the point The Raven had brought Andrew back.
A tear slipped down Andrew's cheek, and he brushed it away angrily. Why was he sad? He was alive, wasn't he? He should be happy. He should be celebrating, but the similarities weren't completely lost on him. 
She had died, and she'd come back through the life of others. He had died, and he'd come back through the life of The Raven. She had fed off violent death and blood. He also fed off death and blood.
He should have stayed dead. The Raven should have let him die. He shouldn't be here, eating. Always eating, eating, eating.
Boy? What? Andrew shook his head, trying to clear it. You alright? Yeah; why do you ask? I dunno. Pecos's voice sounded a bit off, like he was unsure what to say. Then he finally said, You... You seem... um, upset.
I shouldn't be here, Andrew thought. I should be dead. Do you wanna be dead? Not particularly; it's just... Damn it, Pecos, I just... I don't know. Well, there were a few times I should've died, but I didn't. It's not the same, Pecos, Andrew thought with frustration. I was DEAD.
It's ain't really that different, boy. Dead, 'bout dead. You saved me. The Raven saved you. Quit mopin' 'bout it. You make everything seem simple. It is.
Andrew laughed softly. Pecos was wrong. Nothing was simple. But Andrew was alive; and that was simple. Now, mount up, and get your butt home!
Andrew rolled his eyes but pushed himself to his feet and ran back to Widow Maker. They rode home just as fast, leaping over ravines and rocks, racing the light of the sun, and skidding into the ranch yard just before dawn.




Chapter 24
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The first thing Andrew saw was Doyle sitting on the charred porch of the ranch house, staring out past the yard. Andrew dismounted and sat beside him. "Did… um… how… did you sleep?" Andrew asked hesitantly. Doyle nodded. "Was… were… um…" Andrew couldn't finish.
"How'd you know?" Doyle whispered. His eyes were wet, and Andrew fought the urge to hug him.
"They came to me. I played games with Rolf and ate Raina's biscuits. I… It's not a dream… Not really." He frowned, unsure how to go on. "I mean, it is. But somehow they're really there."
He stole a glance at Doyle. The sun was sliding over the yard now, touching Doyle's face, illuminating a single tear. Andrew cleared his throat. "Anyway, I better go… um... anyway." He jumped to his feet and ran towards the bunkhouse.
"Boy!" Doyle called out. Andrew turned. "Thank you," Doyle said softly.
Andrew nodded stiffly. He was glad Doyle had seen them, dreamed them, touched them. He was glad Doyle could have them again, even if it was only at night. But he was a little bit scared. He didn't want to lose Doyle, didn't want to lose him to them, to dreams.
He spent the morning helping Joe repair the least destroyed chuck wagon. "You know, Joe," Andrew said as he repainted the seat. "I did actually rope something."
"Really?"
"Really. I roped the Black Shaman."
"Really?"
"Really, Joe. Why do you keep saying that?" Andrew snapped. "You said if I roped something I could hear the rest of the story. Well, I roped the Black Shaman. Granted, she was only two feet away and I used the power to do it, but still."
"Doesn't count."
"Doesn't count?" Andrew snarled. "Whadda you mean doesn't count?!"
"A baby could do that. It's got to be with an actual rope and at least from ten feet away."
"You can't change the rules!"
"Just did."
Andrew groaned. "I can't rope, Joe! I've been working on it in my time. CAN'T DO IT!" Joe shrugged. "Sometimes I don't like you very much," Andrew muttered as he picked up his brush and went back to work.
It took them a couple more days to round up everything they needed for the cattle drive. When everything was ready, Doyle, Andrew, and ten of the ranch hands mounted. The chuck wagon with Jose, the cook, followed them as they rode north, driving two thousand head of cattle between them.
Andrew could hardly believe he was actually going on a cattle drive. He was finally a real cowboy. He wished they were all five together, but he knew Pecos wouldn't leave the ranch until it was fixed.
For all Andrew had done, he didn't know much about driving cattle, not really. Doyle was the trail boss, and he made Andrew one of the drovers, pairing him with Caleb, an older cowboy. Andrew rode on one side of the cattle; Caleb on the other. The line of cattle stretched out for a more than a mile, with pairs of drovers along the way. Andrew thought it was easily one of the most amazing sights he'd ever seen.
This is incredible, he thought to Pecos. What? This. This! The cattle, the dust. Everything. Pecos chuckled. Glad you like it, boy.
Andrew soon learned that driving cattle was hard work. Harder than building fences or mucking. But it was also everything Andrew had imagined it would be. Dirty, dusty, and not even a little bit boring. They stopped for the night just as the sun was slipping into bed.
As they sat around the fire eating, Caleb showed Andrew the hand signals they used and explained a few tricks to keep the cattle in line. Apparently they had to take shifts all night singing to the cattle or they might get spooked and stampede. Andrew wondered if Doyle would have to sing.
None of the men seemed angry that Andrew hadn't ended up as a drag man in the back where he really should have been, and Andrew was glad for that. He still remembered the look of hate on Duke's face right before he shot Andrew in the stomach.
The fire burned cheerfully as most of the men tucked their saddle blankets under their heads and drifted off to sleep, but Andrew stayed up, staring at the stars overhead and listening to Caleb sing softly. Andrew didn't understand the words, but Caleb's voice and the song were hauntingly beautiful.
"Whadda the words mean?" Andrew asked when Caleb took a break.
Caleb grinned a wide, pure white smile. "It's 'bout freedom from slavery and oppression. Momma used to sing it."
Andrew looked out across the dark plains and listened to the sounds of the sleepy cattle and the breath of the men beside him and smiled. "It doesn't get much freer than this."
"It sure don't," Caleb agreed.
When Caleb went back to singing, Andrew and Doyle sat and talked. Andrew told Doyle all about Clara and how she looked just like Doyle when she got mad. He turned bright red when he told Doyle how Clara couldn't talk straight when he had his shirt off.
Doyle chuckled. "Raina always had a hard time keepin' her words in line whenever I chopped wood," he said softly. Andrew grinned. It was hard to see Doyle as anything other than he was, but Andrew knew he must have been a doting husband and father.
"I asked Ahanu if I could save them." Doyle's head jerked up from his whittling, his eyes sharp. "But he said no; he said we couldn't do it without you. And some other stuff about time. But I wanted to." Andrew gazed into the fire. He didn't know how to say that he wanted Doyle to be happy.
Somehow Doyle had come to mean more to him than Andrew could put into words. He'd gotten to the point where if someone mentioned his dad, Andrew didn't picture the man he'd lived with for the first eleven years of his life, he pictured Doyle, with his gruff exterior and his wicked right hook. But he didn't know how to tell Doyle that. It seemed like a major violation of rule number two.
"I…" Doyle didn't seem to know what to say. A mixture of feelings crossed his face, sadness, regret, and something else. "I like… being here." He started to say something else but nothing came out.
"Did I tell you about the Death Bots yet?" Doyle shook his head, so Andrew proceeded to tell him about Fred and the Death Bots and death mode.
"You trust Fred?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Everyone is always asking me that. Yes, I trust Fred."
"Just don't sound right, death mode."
"Yeah, I don't like it either, but it got the job done."
The next night instead of talking, they fought. Andrew had grown stronger, so he and Doyle were more evenly matched than before. And now that Andrew knew the others used the power pretty much all the time, he didn't hold back quite as much. But the harder Andrew fought, the more Doyle grinned.
The days were long, but they gave Andrew time to think. He thought about The Raven and Ahanu. He thought about Clara sometimes and wished she could have met everyone and seen some of the things he'd seen. He imagined she'd love it and then she'd write a story about it.
He thought about the future and what he would do when he went back. He wondered what it would be like if Vick were part of his life every day. He thought about Meli, and he wondered if things could have been changed. If it had to be the way it was. He wished he could have saved her. Before. When she was still Meli.
After several weeks on the trail it started to rain. The first day it drizzled; the second day it poured. It rained day after day after day. The cattle moved slower, the ground was slick in some places, sticky in others, and everything was cold; but Andrew didn't mind. He just pushed his borrowed hat down harder, pulled his oil slicker tighter, and whistled as he rode.
After several days of rain, a group of cattle got stuck in a mud flat, and Doyle sent Andrew and Caleb to get them out.
"Exactly how do we get them out?" Andrew asked Caleb.
"Rope 'em."
Crap. "Doyle really shouldn't have sent me. He knows better."
"Why's that?" Caleb asked, unfurling his rope.
"He knows I can't rope."
"Can't rope!" Caleb laughed. "All cowboys rope."
Andrew sighed. "Not this one. It'd be faster if I just walked in and pulled them out."
Caleb laughed cheerfully. "I'll rope; you pull."
"Alright." Caleb's rope went sailing through the rain, over the mud, and slid easily over the first longhorn's neck. He snugged the rope tight and handed it to Andrew.
Andrew channeled power into his hands. "Hold," he commanded Widow Maker. Widow Maker snorted, but he held, and Andrew began to pull. The bull was on solid ground before Caleb even had Andrew's rope into the air. Caleb winked at Andrew, and within minutes they had all the cattle out of the mud.
Andrew fell asleep that night with a grin on his lips, imagining the disgusted look on Joe's face if Andrew told him Caleb had to rope all the cattle.
It was pitch black when Widow Maker nudged Andrew awake, sending him an image of the entire herd of cattle running headlong towards the river.
Andrew jumped to his feet, grabbing Doyle, just as the watchman hollered an alarm. Andrew could hear the thunder from their hooves, but he didn't know what to do; he'd never seen a stampede before.
"Ride 'round on the north side and try to turn 'em back!" Doyle ordered, as he started saddling his horse. Andrew jumped on Widow Maker, and they rode. Andrew cracked his whip alongside the cattle, but they just kept running. The river wasn't far ahead, and it was raging. If the cattle ran into the river they were dead.
Andrew couldn't let that happen. Pecos trusted him. Andrew hummed and drew the power out, pushing it down his whip. Sparks flew from the tip, and when he cracked it, it cracked like thunder. Widow Maker jumped to the side, dodging horns, then thrust his flank into the cattle, trying to turn them.
Andrew cracked his whip across the front of the line. "Turn, damn you!" he yelled.
At the last second, just when Andrew thought all was lost, Widow Maker jumped ahead of the cattle, rearing and kicking his hooves in the air. Andrew cracked his whip, sparks flew everywhere, and the sound was so loud it hurt his ears.
The lead bull bellowed in fear and turned just inches from Widow Maker, just feet from the river bank, and the others followed his lead.
Andrew heaved a sigh of relief, breathing deeply and trying to still his racing heart. For a second there he'd been sure they were going to get trampled to death. In a matter of seconds the stampede was over, and the other cowboys rounded up all the cattle. They hadn't lost a single head.
Caleb slapped Andrew on the back, congratulating him. "You stopped 'em single handed," he said admiringly.
"It was all Widow Maker, really."
Caleb laughed and started singing to lull the cattle back to sleep. Andrew shot Doyle a wide grin. "You're not singing," Andrew said.
Doyle grunted. "Don't sing."
"I can sing."
"You wanna start another stampede?"
"Make me coffee, and I won't."
"Deal."
Doyle brewed coffee, and he and Andrew drank it in silence. "Coffee's one of the things I missed most," Andrew said. "Besides your sense of humor." Doyle chuckled. "I miss the quiet and the stars," Andrew added. "Although it wasn't quiet tonight; there aren't very many things as terrifying as two thousand head of cattle running straight towards you." Andrew shuddered.
"What'll you do?" Doyle asked.
"When I go back?" Doyle nodded. "I don't know. All I've been thinking about is her and coming back here. But if this is the end…"
Caleb's voice drifted over the campfire. It was beautiful, but Andrew wished Joe were here, playing his harmonica. "I guess I have to figure out a place there." He paused. "What if there isn't a place for me?"
"You'll find it, boy," Doyle said.
"How?"
"Just will."
Andrew laughed softly. That was their answer to everything, but it seemed to work. He finished his coffee and went back to sleep. He'd slept dreamlessly ever since he'd given his dreamcatcher to Doyle. He missed Raina and Rolf, but seeing the slight grin on Doyle's face every morning was absolutely worth it.
The next month and a half passed quickly. They had one more stampede, which was two stampedes too many in Andrew's opinion, but they didn't lose a single head along the way.
When they finally reached Abilene, Andrew was ready for a hot bath and a meal that didn't include biscuits, although Jose's biscuits were much better than Doyle's.
They drove the cattle to the railway station, Doyle handled the negotiations, and they loaded them into freight cars. Andrew felt a little sad seeing them shut into the tight cars. Several of the cattle mooed mournfully, and he grimaced. It was kind of cruel after letting them wander free on the ranch all of their lives.
"We'll be where we left Jose and the spares," Doyle was saying to Caleb. "Come out as soon as you get back."
"Sure thing, boss," Caleb said, leading his horse into a freight car.
"Wait," Andrew said. "What's going on?"
"Caleb and the boys gotta go along to feed and water the cattle and drive 'em to market."
"Why aren't we going?" Doyle burst out laughing. "What? Why's that funny?" Andrew asked.
"You wanna try to load Widow Maker up in a freight car?"
Andrew paled. "No."
"So we'll wait."
"You know I hate waiting."
"Get used to it, boy."
Andrew rolled his eyes and fought the urge to wave as the train chugged slowly out of the station.
"Let's go," Doyle said, mounting and turning towards the edge of town.
"Can't we get a real meal and a hot bath?" Andrew said, riding beside Doyle.
"Nope."
"Why not?"
"Hate cities."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "That wasn't a city! It was like a town."
"If you think they'd let your devil horse in there you're crazy."
Widow Maker snorted loudly. "Widow Maker takes exception to that," Andrew said. "Besides, he promises to behave. But only if we get him a whole bucket of molasses oats."
Doyle snorted. "That horse don't know how to behave."
Widow Maker kicked out his hind legs. "Shut up, Doyle," Andrew hissed. Doyle chuckled, and Andrew tried again. "Come on, just an hour, tops."
"Nope. 'Gainst the law to carry guns in Abilene."
"Why didn't you say so in the first place?" Andrew said with a shudder.
In the week that followed, Doyle helped Andrew whittle a calf that didn't look like a drunken monkey had gotten ahold of a knife; and Andrew landed a good solid punch to Doyle's face, leaving him with a black eye. Andrew would have felt bad, but it only lasted a few hours before it healed.
At night they stayed up late and talked. Andrew knew they wouldn't have forever, and he didn't want to waste any time sleeping. He'd sleep when he was dead.
As Andrew drank his coffee one night he asked a question he'd been holding back, something he couldn't ask Pecos. "You guys... you... I mean... You guys ride together."
"Yep," Doyle said with a grin.
"Damn it, Doyle; don't make this hard!"
"I ain't. I don't know what you're asking."
Andrew sighed. "Do you ever... would you ever do anything else?"
"Leave the ranch you mean?"
"Yes."
"No."
Andrew frowned. He'd been afraid of that. "Why not?"
Doyle shrugged. "Nothing for me out there. Pecos... well, he gave me a place."
Pecos had given a lot of people a place. That's why it didn't make sense. But maybe there was a reality where they didn't rebuild the ranch for some reason and that's why it was gone in the future. That wouldn't happen now. Because they were going to rebuild. They were going to rebuild, and everything would stay the same.
"Does the ranch have a graveyard? I've never seen it." He wanted to know where to go. Where Doyle would really be. Where Pecos would be.
"It's tucked in the valley, behind Backbone Ridge."
"Oh." Andrew had never gone there, and now he knew why.
"Why you askin' all this?"
"I just... 'cause I want..." Suddenly Andrew wished he had a dreamcatcher with something of theirs on it, so he'd never be without them. "Never mind," he said with a crooked grin. "We're here now."
"That we are, boy. That we are."
The next day, Caleb and the others rode into camp. Caleb handed Doyle a bag of money, and the next morning they headed home.
Andrew hoped the trip back would be faster since they didn't have a long line of cattle slowing them down. He was ready to be home. He rode with Doyle most of the time, but sometimes he rode with Caleb or one of the other cowboys. Caleb could spin a tale better than anyone except Pecos; only Pecos insisted all of his stories were true and Caleb didn't.
And occasionally, Andrew and Widow Maker ran far ahead, streaking across the landscape as fast as possible. Doyle hated it when they did that, but Widow Maker wasn't tame; he wasn't a cattle horse. He only played along because he didn't want Andrew to ride another horse. Widow Maker was wild, and he needed to run. Andrew understood that very well.
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When they finally crested the last hill Andrew threw his hat into the air, whopped like mad, and rode into the ranch yard with a flurry of hooves.
He jumped off Widow Maker and yelled "We're back!"
"We noticed," Joe drawled from the porch of the bunk house. "How'd it go?"
"Didn't lose any cattle; didn't lose any men; Doyle's got a pile of money; I think it went good!" Andrew laughed and slapped Joe on the shoulder. He really wanted to hug him, but he knew it was weird for them, so he didn't. "Where's Pecos and Charlie?"
"Out."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Thanks for clearing that up. What we doing?"
"You're rubbing down the horses."
"Of course I am. What else?"
"Lumber just came in; so tomorrow we start rebuilding the barn."
"Cool. I can't wait," Andrew said as he grabbed Widow Maker's reins and led him towards the corral. Widow Maker bucked. "I'm not taking you in, you idiot. You'd just jump the fence. I'm getting your damn saddle off."
Widow Maker snorted. "I'd never put you in a corral with other horses." Widow Maker whinnied angrily. "That was one time, and it was for your own good!" Andrew quickly stripped his saddle before Widow Maker could bite or kick him.
A few minutes later when the rest of the ranch hands rode into the yard, Andrew stepped up. "You all go get food; I'll take care of the horses." No one argued, and Andrew whistled as he stripped all the saddles, brushed the horses, fed them, and put everything away.
We're back, he thought to Pecos as he worked. 'Bout time, boy. What'd you do, take the long way 'round? Andrew laughed. You'll have to ask Doyle.
Andrew hadn't realized just how much he'd missed Pecos. He hadn't talked to him while they were gone because it just seemed weird. It would have been like calling Fred up on the phone just to say "hi".
He could smell Enrica's stew, but it wasn't what he wanted. He was hungry for meat. I'm gonna go out; I need… um… I'll come. Andrew almost said he'd rather go alone, but he didn't.
When Pecos finally showed up, he ditched his boots and motioned for Andrew to follow him. The sun was low in the horizon, but it wasn't dark yet. They ran across the plains, ran and ran. Andrew had forgotten just how fast Pecos could run.
When Pecos finally stopped at the top of a ridge; he wasn't even winded. "How'd it go?" he asked surveying the cattle and land around him.
"Seemed good to me. Didn't lose any cattle or men."
"Good."
"What're we hunting?"
Pecos shrugged. "Whatever we find."
"Last time I found a coyote," Andrew said sheepishly. "Didn't eat it," he hurried to add. "Just didn't realize what it was when I tackled it."
"How could you not know?"
"It was dark. I can't tell any difference between the life sparks I find. They all look the same to me."
Pecos rolled his eyes. "Use your nose."
"What? Oh…" Andrew's face burned red. It had never occurred to him to sniff his prey out. He could certainly tell the difference between a bull and a horse. He laughed softly. "I can't believe I never thought of that. In my time, one of the ravens usually scouts for me."
"Humph," Pecos said. "Lead the way."
Andrew frowned. He'd really been hoping Pecos would go first. Andrew closed his eyes. He looked all around, trying to mentally remove the cattle from the life sparks. There was a small cluster of lights on the bluff behind them, so Andrew headed that way.
He crept softly, stopping every now and then to sniff. At first he didn't smell anything, but as he crept closer, a delicious scent wafted his way. He closed his eyes, sniffing, thinking, remembering what it was. Rabbits? he thought, and Pecos nodded.
Andrew circled softly one way; Pecos the other. Sneaky feet, Andrew thought. A mere two feet away, Andrew pounced, wrapping his hands around a fuzzy rabbit's neck and snapping it quickly. When he looked up, Pecos had three rabbits.
"Show off," Andrew growled.
Pecos chuckled. "You'll learn, boy," he said, tossing Andrew one of the rabbits.
Andrew breathed deeply. Not hunting while they'd been on the drive hadn't been easy for him, and, truthfully, he probably could have snuck off to do it, but the others might have noticed, and he didn't want them to know.
He quickly skinned both rabbits and dug his teeth into the warm, tender flesh. It tasted wonderful. He and Pecos ate in silence, and as they ate the sun fully set and the prairie was cast into darkness. But only for a moment. A brilliant, orange moon began to rise; full and bigger than Andrew could ever remember seeing it.
And for a moment he was dead again, staring out at the greyness, watching Death's face shift and change. The next time Andrew died, he wasn't going to have any regrets.
"I know I'm not a coyote, but can I still howl at the moon?"
Pecos threw back his head and laughed, harder than Andrew had ever seen him laugh. So loud it rolled over the plains like thunder. "Howl, boy," he finally gasped. "Howl!"
Andrew stood and stared at the orb of light. He had no idea why coyotes howled, but he wanted to howl because the moon was so amazing, so huge, so incredible. He wanted to honor it. He threw back his head and howled. He howled as loud as he could, and when he ran out of air, he pulled more in and howled again.
From behind him, he heard Pecos's howl join his and echo off the surrounding ridges. Soon it seemed as if every coyote in the whole world must be howling with them. Andrew grinned widely as he finally sat down and listened to the last echoes fade away.
"That was incredible," he sighed.
"What was it like?" Pecos asked. "Dying."
Andrew thought for a moment. He hadn't talked to anyone about it, hadn't really wanted to. But here, with Pecos, in the darkness or half-light of the moon, he didn't mind.
"The actual dying part hurt, a lot. But once I was dead… I don't know, I guess it was quiet. I didn't really wanna be dead, not yet, but it's not like I hadn't seen it coming." He shrugged. He'd known he was going to die for a while, but it's not like knowing made it any easier.
"Death was weird though. It was like everyone who's ever lived rolled into one being."
"Are you sayin' there's a grim reaper?" Pecos asked in disbelief.
"Not like that," Andrew said softly. "It said its name was Death, but it wasn't wearing black or carrying a big scythe. It came for me and said it was time to rest." Pecos snorted. "I know," Andrew said. "Rest is overrated. Who needs it?"
"Coming back to life actually hurt worse than dying. It was horrible." Andrew shuddered. "It was worth it though. The dying. Killing her was worth it. The living part I'm still having a hard time with. I still don't know why The Raven did it."
"Glad he did," Pecos grunted. "Would've been awful quiet without you."
"I won't be here forever. I have to go back. Ahanu said he has to send me back."
"I know."
"I don't wanna go."
"I know."
"I don't know what I'll do. I hate knowing I'll never see you again. I hate all of this. I hate that The Raven saved me. I would've been better off dead."
Andrew swiped a tear from his eye. He hadn't meant to say all that, but it was true. Anytime he thought of living in the modern world, without ever seeing them again, he felt like he was dying all over again.
"Do you think we'll still dream meet?" he whispered desperately.
But maybe that was worse. Would he have to watch Pecos grow old and die? Would Pecos just never show up again one day, and somehow Andrew would know that was the end? That he was gone?
"You'll be alright, boy," Pecos said gruffly. "You're strong, you're stubborn as hell, and we'll always be with you. I'm… we're all… proud of you, who you've become."
Andrew watched the moon move silently through the night sky, knowing no matter what happened he'd devote his life to earning that, to earning The Raven's gift, to earning their pride, to being the boy, the man they thought he could be.
They sat together until the stars began to flicker, and then they raced home. Pecos won. "Show off," Andrew snorted, leaning on the corral.
"You'll learn," Pecos said, slapping Andrew on the back and walking towards the bunk house.
"Whatever," Andrew muttered, following Pecos, but only because the smell of coffee was that way, and he really wanted it.
After breakfast they started rebuilding the barn. Andrew thought it made more sense to start with the house, but when he said that out loud Pecos and Charlie both glared at him. So he shut his mouth and got to work.
He quickly decided he preferred cattle drives to construction. Construction was even harder work, and everything had to be just so. He lost track of how many times Pecos yelled at him for not getting something straight enough.
But he learned quickly, and in a matter of days the barn was done, and it was just as fancy and huge as the first barn had been.
As soon as it was finished, Andrew hauled all the saddles and gear from the temporary tack shed into the brand new tack room. Then he stared at the brand new corrals, with their clean floors, and grimaced. At least when the barn had been gone, he'd only had to clean one itty bitty corral. He knew without a doubt the next time he annoyed Pecos he'd be in here mucking.
Andrew had been so caught up in re-building the barn he'd momentarily forgotten his regrets. He had to hear the end of Joe's story or he'd be lying on his death bed someday wondering what had happened.
"Joe," he said that evening. "Tell me how the story ends."
"No."
"Damn it, Joe! You know Ahanu's gonna send me back, and I'll never see you again, and I'll always wonder how the damn story ended! Tell me!"
"Rope something."
Andrew hissed angrily. Joe grinned, but it wasn't quite as cheerful as usual. Andrew studied him with narrowed eyes and demanded, "What the hell's wrong with your mustache?"
"Wrong? What do you mean?"
"It's droopy. I don't think I've ever seen it droopy."
"Must be the weather," Joe said with a shrug. "Mighty humid today."
"Yeah right." Andrew frowned at him. "Nobody really believes that's how you use the power."
Doyle looked up from his carving. "Sure it is. It's plain as day."
"It is not," Andrew snapped. "That would be a ridiculous way to use the power!"
"That's not what the ladies say," Joe drawled.
"Oh please! The only lady within five hundred miles is Enrica, and she doesn't give a crap about your mustache."
Andrew sighed as he heard Enrica clear her throat from behind him. "Master Joe has the most handsome mustache I have ever seen," she said emphatically.
"I like it too," Carmina said with a giggle.
"You've gotta be kidding me," Andrew said. "Fine. Tomorrow, dawn; I'm roping something."
"Ten feet, real rope."
"Yes, I know; damn it," Andrew snarled. "I'm going to sleep now." He closed his eyes, then squinted one eye at Joe. "I don't suppose you'd play that song you play. The happy one?" Joe raised an eyebrow. "Please," Andrew added.
Joe shrugged and lifted his harmonica to his lips. Andrew's last thought before he fell asleep was "maybe that's how he uses the power".
Andrew woke gasping, his chest banded tight, his eyes unfocused. Was he gone? Was he still here? He flailed wildly for a moment, but stopped when he saw the fire and their sleeping forms beside it.
You alright, boy? Andrew couldn't answer for a moment. He'd been so scared, so terrified he'd been sent back. Fine. You sure? Yeah… Just couldn't tell where I was.
Andrew stood. I'm going for a ride. Don't forget your dawn appointment. Ha! I'd never. Hey! Why don't you just tell me how the story ends? You tryin' to cheat? Andrew rolled his eyes and stomped off towards Widow Maker's hill. They rode until just dawn.
When he got back, Joe was already waiting for him in the barn. "No," Andrew said. "I wanna rope a real bull."
Joe shrugged and saddled his horse. Then they rode silently out to the western pasture. Andrew had never hated ropes more than he did right then. He should have taken time for coffee because this was going to take all day.
Joe was just as patient as always. He corrected Andrew's posture, suggested different releases, but it didn't matter. Andrew couldn't rope.
"I really am the worst cowboy ever," Andrew groaned. "It's a good thing I was in Pecos's body when we fought Septimis; I'd never have gotten it done." Joe chuckled softly.
"Is there anything you can't do?" Andrew asked, pulling the rope in again and twirling it in the air. He wanted to hear the end of the story. He wanted Joe to see him actually rope something.
"Can't make coffee," Joe replied.
"Really?"
"Really."
"Worse than Charlie?"
"Worse than Charlie."
"Huh."
By late afternoon, Andrew was done. He'd tried roping more times than he could count. Practice didn't make perfect. Practice didn't make anything. He was abysmal. How could anyone be so bad at something?
He threw it one last time and nearly fell off Widow Maker when his rope sailed over a bull's horns and slipped down around its neck. He quickly jerked it tight.
"Did you see that?! I DID IT! I roped something! And I'm an easy twelve feet away! Whohoo!"
"I see."
"So?!"
"Well, get your rope back, boy; and I'll finish the story."
"YES!" Andrew rode Widow Maker through the cattle, retrieved his rope, and trotted back to meet Joe.
As they rode lazily back towards the ranch, Joe said, "So where was I?"
"Pecos had just roped you into the trough, and you were gonna ride out after him."
"That's right," Joe said with a smile. "Well even as a boy Pecos was worth twenty men, maybe more, and he was driving that herd himself with no more than two horses, a rope, a whip, pants that didn't fit, no boots, and a hat three times his size."
Andrew laughed. Pecos was the perfect cowboy; it was weird to know he hadn't always been that way.
"And I have to admit, it annoyed me more than a little to see him doing it."
"Why?"
"I don't know. Just did. So I made him a bet."
"Really?"
"Really. I bet him I could drive the herd further faster than he could. He laughed, but he said 'Whadda I get when I win?'." Joe grimaced at the memory. "I was steaming mad. I told him he could have all my money, which was quite a bit, but if I won, I got his cattle."
"He shook his head real slow-like and said, 'Don't need no money. When I win, you work for me for a year.' I agreed, certain I could outride him."
Andrew was having a hard time imagining easy, laid-back Joe all hotheaded and young.
"Well, I didn't win," Joe said with a shrug. "Not by a long shot. And I worked for him one whole year. How I hated him at first! It was hard to believe some boy who didn't even have a last name would dare to order around a Du Pont, but order around he did."
Andrew grinned. Pecos did like to order people around, and he was good at it. "Anyway, by the time the year ended," Joe said. "We were friends, and I wasn't working for him, but with him."
Joe didn't say anything more, and Andrew was quiet, busy imagining young Joe and young Pecos fighting and working together. "Thanks," Andrew finally said. "I wish…"
"What?"
"I just wish I had forever. I wish I didn't have to go. I wish I could drag story after story out of you, one lousy rope at a time. I wish I'd paid closer attention when Pecos told me all those stories when we first met."
He took a breath of air, trying to savor it, knowing he wouldn't know which breath would be his last here. "There's not anyone like you, or Pecos, Charlie, or Doyle there," Andrew said wistfully. "Life there isn't like it is here. It's different. It's… It's not free. I hate it. I don't wanna go back. Sometimes I think about hunting Ahanu down and… Well, you get the idea."
"Your spirit, your being, is always free, no matter what," Joe said solemnly. "They can cage your body, but they can never cage your spirit."
Andrew laughed bitterly. "Yeah, but they can make me work a nine to five in a building with no windows in a town with no sky and no stars and no grass. I don't think I can do it."
"You'll find a way."
Andrew pushed back his depression, his fear, the terror that tore at him. He breathed in the dust and the sweat and the sun. He ran his hand over Widow Maker's smooth side and grinned crookedly. "For a second there I forgot I'm filthy rich."
Joe laughed. "That certainly helps."
"Yeah. And I have Fred. He's kinda like you. He can make anything happen. Which is how I really think you use the power." Joe shrugged lazily.
"I was aiming for a totally different bull," Andrew confessed.
"I know."
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The next day, they started rebuilding the house. The foundation was still good, and the lower floor just needed sanded and refinished. But if Pecos had been meticulous about the barn, he was insane about the house. Everything had to be just right.
"You'd think a coyote would be a little less picky about walls and what not," Andrew grumbled to Doyle as they built the frame for the living room.
Doyle chuckled. "He's mighty particular."
"He makes crazy people look sane."
"You boys workin'?!" Pecos barked.
"Yes, sir!" Andrew hammered in another nail, but he grinned. He was enjoying this every bit as much as he enjoyed training and riding. Pecos was absolutely crazy, but they were all working together.
Every day the house took more shape, but with every day, Andrew began to feel like everything was ending. He knew he wouldn't be here forever, and it was too much to hope Ahanu would give him five or ten years.
He didn't want this to be the end. He wanted it to last forever. Sleep eluded him because he'd wake up terrified he'd been sent back, terrified the stars wouldn't be there.
Each wall that went up, each step on the stairwell, each piece of siding, brought the end closer and closer. And he still had regrets. He didn't want any regrets. None.
The day after they finished all the walls Andrew found Charlie out with the horses. "Hey Charlie!"
"Hay what? I already fed the horses."
Andrew laughed. "No, I mean like… Oh never mind. Wanna go hunting or shooting or something?"
"Somethin'?"
"Anything; I just wanna hang out."
Charlie nodded. "In the mornin'."
Andrew grinned. "Just like the good old days. I bet I'm up before you are."
"We'll see."
Andrew laughed, turning to survey the ranch yard. He wanted something to do; he wasn't used to down time. The ranch hands were keeping the corrals clean. Pecos was done working on the house for the day, and he'd disappeared anyway. Joe was working on the books, and Andrew wasn't sure where Doyle was.
Then he spotted Carmina sitting on the porch, playing with the wooden horse he'd gotten her. She was so much bigger than she'd been when he first met her. She was probably five or six now. Andrew wondered if it was lonely for her here. Enrica was the only woman on the ranch, and there were no other children.
All the ranch hands were nice to her, and Pecos was always telling her stories, Joe read her books, and Charlie took her riding. Only Doyle kept his distance. Andrew imagined Rolf and Carmina running around the ranch together playing hide and seek and tag.
He walked over and sat beside her. He almost asked if she wanted to play tag, but the last time he'd played tag it hadn't gone well. He tried to think of another game they could play. "Wanna play catch?" he finally asked.
"What's catch?"
"It's a game where you throw something, usually a ball but I don't think we have one, back and forth."
"What's a ball?"
"Um… a round thing. Usually filled with air, but sometimes solid." He couldn't believe he was having this conversation. He should have thought to play with her ages ago. He'd just been busy, and he'd never been around a kid before. "We can use a rock."
"Alright."
"Okay, um… Let's go find a rock."
"Okay," she mimicked, and Andrew grinned. She grabbed his hand as they walked around the ranch yard looking for a nice round rock. Andrew didn't know what to do with her hand. Was he just supposed to hold it? He had no idea, but he held it until they found a rock that would work.
"You stand over there," Andrew said. "I'll stand here. I'll throw it to you; you throw it back."
"Okay."
She wasn't good at catching, but she was a fast learner. It was kind of a senseless game now that Andrew thought about it, but she seemed to have fun. She giggled a lot and laughed when she dropped it. She laughed even harder when Andrew dropped it. So he started acting a little silly. The sillier he acted the more she laughed. And the more she laughed the more Andrew laughed.
Finally he said, "We should get a snack now. Cookies and milk."
"I love cookies and milk," Carmina said.
"Me too. We'll eat it by the horses."
"By Widow Maker. I like Widow Maker."
"Really?"
"Really. He's pretty."
Andrew flinched. "Don't tell him that. He prefers to be called handsome."
"Okay."
She took his hand again, and they went to get cookies and milk, then they walked up Widow Maker's hill and sat in the shade, watching Widow Maker prance around. "He's showing off for you," Andrew laughed.
"He saved Granny and me."
"I know. He's a good horse. High-spirited but good."
"Granny says I'm high-spirited."
"Really?" Andrew thought about that for a minute. "That's okay. Granny's high-spirited too."
"Really?"
"Really." And Andrew told her about the time Enrica had chased him around the kitchen with a ladle. By the time he took Carmina back to Enrica he'd made a decision. As long as he was here, Carmina would have a playmate.
After supper, Andrew pulled Joe aside. "When you send in another order to the city can you get Carmina some toys? Like a ball and some jacks and maybe some board games if they have those and a jump rope and some books?"
Joe stared at him for moment before grinning. "Sure thing. Can't believe I never thought of it myself."
Andrew didn't sleep at all that night. He stared at the stars, wondering what year everyone would die in. Knowing there was no way anyone would live long enough for him to see them again.
He wondered if he'd changed history again. If he'd stopped Pecos's ranch from being split up into sub-divisions. As soon as he got back he would check. Or maybe he wouldn't. Maybe it was better not to know
When Charlie came for him, Andrew was ready. "Not sleeping doesn't count," Charlie said softly as they walked through the dark of pre-dawn.
"How'd you know?"
"Just did."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I was awake, counts."
"Doesn't."
"You and Joe, always changing the rules."
Charlie chuckled. "I never change the rules of poker."
"That's 'cause the rules are always in your favor."
"True. Quiet now."
Andrew followed Charlie as he walked quickly towards the dawn. Charlie didn't have his bow, so they weren't hunting. Andrew wondered what they were doing, but it didn't really matter. It was beautiful. The birds were singing already, and if Andrew closed his eyes it seemed as if the whole world was full of life.
They walked for several hours, watching the sun rise and following its path, but still Charlie hadn't spoken. Suddenly he slowed down and started creeping softly. Andrew followed, trying but failing to be as quiet as Charlie.
Charlie stopped when they reached a grove of trees along the banks of a trickling stream and pointed across the water. At first Andrew didn't see them. Somehow their coats blended into the grass and trees perfectly. But then his eyes found them, and he grinned. A small group of bison grazed near the stream; two small calves bouncing around between them.
"You saved them," he whispered.
"Pecos saved 'em. Ain't much, but it's some."
"Do they have names? Animals, I mean," Andrew asked softly.
"Not the way you and I understand names."
"I wish I knew their names, so I could remember them."
After a while, the bison rambled off in the opposite direction, and Andrew realized he'd never see a wild bison again. He felt a pang of sadness, remembering his dream, remembering hunting for bison with The Raven and not finding them. The Raven would hunt no more. The bison were no longer free.
"Is Charlie your real name?" Andrew asked suddenly.
"No."
"What is it?"
Charlie grinned slyly. "Someday…"
"I know, when the fire is right, you'll tell me." Charlie laughed softly, and Andrew rolled his eyes.
"Anyway… I wanted to tell you thank you for all the survival lessons," Andrew said. "And the hunting, bow, and knife lessons. Everything you taught me. I wish you'd been there when I shot my first arrow. It's harder outside though. I need to practice more."
"We can practice," Charlie said.
"Thanks for teaching me poker and how to see the life spark and that I can talk to animals. I…" Andrew shook his head. How could one man have taught him so much? "I don't know how you do it all; and I know the answer to that is 'just do', but thank you." Charlie grinned, but Andrew thought it wasn't quite as wide as usual.
Andrew was quiet for a moment. There was so much more he should thank Charlie for, but he didn't want to make it awkward, Pecos might not be totally right about saying thank you, but he also wasn't totally wrong.
"Why'd we walk?" Andrew asked.
Charlie shrugged. "More fun that way."
"Really?"
"Really."
"You realize Widow Maker's gonna make me pay for this, don't you?"
"Really?"
"Yes, really! I'm not allowed to walk!" Charlie chuckled.
When they got back to the ranch, Pecos yelled at them for missing out on the morning's work. Then he ordered Andrew to go muck the barn. Andrew didn't mind.
As the days continued to slip by, Andrew pushed aside his growing panic and just lived. He played baseball with Carmina in the yard. He rode Widow Maker for hours at a time. He tried to figure out how to beat Charlie at poker. Since he couldn't seem to play the harmonica, Joe taught him how to balance the ranch's books. With Doyle's help, he whittled a tiny replica of the ranch house. When he was done he gave it to Carmina. He and Pecos hunted, rode, and watched the stars together.
It was everything he'd ever dreamed it would be. It was perfect. Everything was perfect. Except that in the back of his head he knew it wouldn't last.
They had just finished putting up the outer siding when a couple wagons delivered the new furniture. Andrew hauled all the chairs into the den and set them up just the way they had been. Charlie helped him carry the desk, card table, and shelves.
When they were done with the den, they hauled the beds up the stairs and put the kitchen table in the kitchen. It was starting to look like home again.
That night, they made a fire in the den and played cards. Charlie won. "Don't you ever get bored with winning?" Andrew joked as he shuffled the deck.
"Nope. You get bored winnin' baseball?"
"Well, I don't play anymore, but no, I guess not."
"Even if you know you're gonna win, there's a chance you won't," Charlie said.
Doyle snorted. "Not for you, there ain't."
Charlie shrugged. "The boy's gettin' better."
"What's that say about the rest of us?" Joe said with a chuckle. Charlie just grinned.
They were going to sleep inside tonight. The walls weren't finished, but the plumbing was done and everything was in place. Andrew finished his coffee and grinned as he stood to go up to bed. "See you in the morning, guys."
It took a couple more weeks to completely finish the ranch house, but when they were finally done everything looked perfect. At least to Andrew. Pecos found plenty to complain about, but Andrew could tell he was pleased.
Andrew tried not to panic. It seemed like the perfect end. He kept expecting to see Ahanu around every corner, but he didn't.
A week after they'd finished the house, Pecos woke Andrew in the middle of the night. "Let's go," Pecos said.
Andrew stumbled out of bed, grabbed his clothes and gear, and followed Pecos outside. "What're we doing?"
"It's time you learned the ranch," Pecos said, saddling Jiminty.
"Why?" Andrew snorted. "I'm not gonna be here."
"It's part yours now."
"What?"
Pecos just grinned. "Where's your horse?"
Andrew whistled, and within a minute Widow Maker stomped into the barn. "I know it's early, but Pecos here wants to go riding." Widow Maker growled. "It's not my fault." Andrew saddled Widow Maker, and they rode out.
"The ranch house is in the middle," Pecos said.
"I know."
"We'll ride to the eastern border, then along the outside. As we go we'll stop at the ranch stations and check up on the men."
"Won't that take months?"
"Maybe for somebody else."
Andrew laughed. "So that's why you brought so many spares."
They rode for days, stopping at ranch stations along the way. They barely stopped at night, only long enough to sleep for a couple hours, before getting up and riding again. Pecos had only brought coffee; they hunted for everything else.
"World's changin'," Pecos said quietly one night as they drank their coffee. "Trains, homesteaders, miners. Soon there won't be much of a place for us."
Andrew wanted to say that wasn't true. To tell Pecos there would always be a place for him, but he couldn't. "What will you do?" he asked.
Pecos shrugged. "Same thing we always do I guess. Just do."
Andrew sipped his coffee, wishing he could impart some sort of wisdom to Pecos, a secret or trick to help him survive the coming changes. But he didn't know what it would be.
Pecos would hate modernity. He'd hate the noise and the speed. He'd hate the crowds and the lack of true connection.
"Just don't change," Andrew said softly. "It may change around you, but don't you ever change. Surely you can find a way."
"Surely," Pecos agreed with a sad smile.
Andrew drank in the silence and the beauty as they rode, committing every landmark, every boundary, every fencepost to memory, searing the name and face of every single ranch hand into his mind, knowing they were part of this, they were part of Pecos.
Maybe he would look up the ranch, and if it had survived he'd find all this in his time. Maybe Carmina's grandchildren would be here. And Charlie's and Joe's. And they'd know him or at least know of him. And they'd welcome him with open arms. He smiled, hoping it was true, hoping he'd changed the future, hoping some part of them would be there, waiting for him.
They rode through the swath of death the Black Shaman's army had left behind. Plants were pushing through the ground, green and vibrant, so alive, replacing her hatred with life. As they pounded along the fading black, Andrew remembered every moment, remembered the pain and the fear, remembered his relief when they had won.
They passed The Raven from a distance, and tears sprang to Andrew's eyes. He still didn't understand why The Raven had traded, why The Raven had chosen death.
Every now and then they'd come up on a rise and Pecos would point down into a valley. "There's a village there."
"We're not going down?" Andrew had asked the first time.
"Nah."
"Why not?"
"They don't like living on my land. I told 'em it's theirs, but they don't see it that way." Pecos frowned. "They got a connection to their land. And this ain't it."
Andrew watched smoke drift from behind a hill and wondered about Grandma. Had they made it to Canada? Were they safe, happy? Would they have been better off if he hadn't interfered?
"A lot like me," Pecos said softly. "World's changin' 'round 'em. Not much they can do 'bout it."
Andrew wished there was. The world that was coming was not a better place. It was different, but it certainly wasn't better.
"Will you miss the fighting?" Andrew asked one day as they were riding along the western border.
"There's always somethin' to fight, boy."
"There is?"
"There's dust devils and skin walkers, tornados, man-eaters, rustlers. People I just don't get along with. Just her that's gone."
Andrew felt a flash of fury that after he was gone they'd go on fighting, go on living without him.
"Forget Ahanu!" Andrew snapped angrily. "Why do I have to leave?! Why can't I stay? Why aren't we out there looking for a way for me to stay?"
"That what you want, boy?"
"To stay? YES! Haven't you been listening?"
"That how you wanna spend the rest of your time?"
Andrew paused, knowing the truth, knowing he couldn't, knowing no matter what he did he was going back. It was just one of those bone-deep truths he understood without knowing why.
"No," he finally responded. "I don't."
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Andrew had never felt as free and light as the weeks he rode the ranch with Pecos. But even so, he yearned to return to the ranch house. He missed Doyle, Charlie, and Joe fiercely. He missed Enrica and Carmina.
So when they finally visited the last ranch station, Andrew had to fight the urge to run home as fast as Widow Maker could. He kept waiting for the hill that would be the last hill. Go on, boy. You sure? Said so, didn't I?
Andrew laughed and yelled "Let's run, Widow Maker!" Widow Maker tossed his head, and suddenly it seemed as if his feet were no longer on the ground. They flew up and down hills so fast it was like riding the world's longest roller coaster.
They passed Backbone Ridge, and Andrew tried not to look, but he did. Stark white stones stood out against the green of the plain, and he knew death was there, knew if he counted there would be forty-two fresh graves, some empty but still so dead.
Tears slipped from his eyes as he imagined Pecos, Doyle, Joe, and Charlie lying there, someday, sometime, but he wouldn't be here, wouldn't be here to mourn them. He breathed a sigh of relief when Widow Maker flew over another hill and he couldn't see the stones anymore.
They rode on, and then they were there, in the ranch yard, and it was all just as beautiful as Andrew remembered.
"Andrew! Widow Maker!" Carmina cried out, running down the porch steps to greet them. Widow Maker instantly settled, and to Andrew's surprise, he nudged Carmina softly. She giggled and petted his nose.
"Andrew," she said. "Come see all the toys Uncle Joe got me." She grabbed his hand and pulled him up onto the porch. "He says they're from all of you, even Doyle, but I know he sent the order in."
Andrew laughed and stared down at the pile of stuff. There was everything Andrew had suggested and more. There was even a shiny, silver harmonica. Andrew hoped Carmina was better with it than he was.
After he took care of Widow Maker, Andrew sat on the porch with Carmina playing games and practicing jump rope until Pecos rode in.
That night they played cards in the den, and Pecos gave the others an update on the ranch and all the stations.
"I told the boys in the north corner to bring their herd in next month. Doyle'll head that drive, and then I'll take another herd the next month or so. Got more cattle than land."
Andrew choked back a laugh. "Not even close! You know, Doyle, being out there in the prairie with Pecos made me think of a joke for you." Doyle groaned, and Andrew winked at Joe. "You'll like this one."
"So these two dudes are lost in the desert, wandering around, starving to death. Suddenly one of them says, 'Hey, I smell bacon.' The other guy sniffs and says, 'I smell it too.' So they wander over the next hill and in the distance they see a tree that's loaded with bacon."
Doyle snorted. "A bacon tree?"
"Sure, why not?" Andrew said. "So anyway, the one guy says 'We're saved!', but the other guy says 'Maybe it's a mirage.' I totally thought you were a mirage that one time with the cactus minions, Doyle. Glad you weren't," Andrew added with a laugh.
"Anyway, the first guy says, 'Ain't never heard of a mirage that smells like bacon,' and he runs towards the tree. He gets five feet away and a machine gun pops out and shoots him."
"This is a joke?" Doyle said crossly.
"Just wait for it," Andrew laughed. "He crawls back to his friend, bleeding, and says 'You were right; it's not a bacon tree... ... it's a hambush!'" Andrew burst out laughing. "Get it? Hambush? Ambush?"
Everyone was chuckling except Doyle. Doyle just glared at Andrew, eyes narrowed. "You just ain't funny, boy."
Andrew laughed even harder. "I may not be, but you sure are," he gasped. "You should see your face."
The others started laughing loudly. "Just for that," Doyle snarled, "I'm lettin' Charlie make the coffee."
"No!" Andrew cried, trying to stop laughing. "Are you trying to kill me? You know I can't drink that swill! No offense, Charlie. You're really, really good at a lot of other things."
Charlie grinned widely. "It's true."
"Make me coffee, Doyle, please… I'll never tell another joke."
"Humph."
"You gotta admit that one was a little funny."
"Don't gotta admit nothin'."
"So you're saying it was?"
"No! I ain't saying it was!"
Andrew grinned. "You liked it. You're gonna walk around later chuckling and saying 'hambush' to yourself."
"Boy…"
"Well, I better hit the hay, guys! Big day tomorrow, doing, you know, cowboy stuff," Andrew said quickly, jumping to his feet and running upstairs before Doyle could smack him over the head.
But he couldn't sleep. It was too stifling. Too dark. He couldn't see the stars, and he could feel it. He stared out the window until the sun rose, hating Ahanu, hating time, wishing he could change it, knowing he couldn't.
The next morning he mucked the corrals, and then he and Widow Maker rode and rode. He felt as if they could ride to the edge of the world and back. But they didn't. They stopped on top of a bluff and looked out over the now familiar plains.
Andrew dismounted and laid his head on Widow Maker's side. "I have to leave, boy." Widow Maker nickered. "I don't know. Soon. I can feel it." Widow Maker nudged Andrew with his nose. "I know. I don't wanna go, but I have to. I can feel that too."
Andrew watched the sun setting, blazing orange across the whole of creation. "I just… I want you to know… that even when I'm gone..." Andrew choked.
He didn't want to be gone. He wanted to stay more than he wanted anything else in the world. He wiped his sleeve across his eyes. "You'll always be my horse," he whispered. "But when I'm gone, it'd be okay if you let Pecos ride you."
Widow Maker shook his head. "But…" Widow Maker stomped on Andrew's foot. "I won't be coming back this time," Andrew said with anguish. "And you love to run!" Widow Maker sent Andrew an image of him running alone.
Andrew stepped in front of Widow Maker so he could look him in the eyes. "But I don't want you to be alone."
Widow Maker sent Andrew a new image. An image of Widow Maker running over the plains, mane and tail whipping in the wind, a ghost image of Andrew on his back. Andrew buried his face in Widow Maker's neck, arms tight around him, tears streaming down his cheeks. Then he mounted, and they rode home.
Doyle was waiting on the porch, a worried look on his face that eased when he saw Andrew ride up. Andrew rubbed Widow Maker down and sat beside Doyle.
"It's nearly time," Andrew said softly.
"I know."
"I don't know if he'll let me say goodbye." Andrew imagined telling them goodbye for the last time. He wasn't sure he could do it. "Just know…"
"I know."
"I don't know what I'll do, Doyle. This is me! This is Andrew Rufus, right here, right here, right now!" Andrew fought back tears. He was so sick of crying.
"You just keep goin', boy; just keep bein' you, and it'll be alright. We're always with you. Always. You're never alone, not even if it feels like it."
"How can you say that?" Andrew whispered. "You'll be dead!"
Doyle wrapped his arm around Andrew's shoulders. "The ones you love never leave you; you showed me that. Raina and Rolf, right here," Doyle said, laying his other hand on his chest. Andrew nodded stiffly. "Proud of you, boy," Doyle added softly.
Andrew felt his chest expand at Doyle's words, and he stared at the darkness and the flickering stars, searing this moment, those words, this life, in his heart forever.
After a long moment Andrew said, "I could ask Clara on a date."
"Sure."
"And if I join jiu jitsu again I could open my own studio someday."
"You'd be good at that."
"I'll keep the Raven's Nest. I can't give up training, even if I do hate those damn robots." Doyle chuckled softly. "And I think if I just walk around, you know, trouble'll find me. Just like it does Pecos."
"It surely does," Doyle agreed.
Andrew sighed. Life was going to keep going. It was just going to be a much duller life, a life without them. As the stars began to fade away Andrew heard the door open behind them.
Pecos, Joe, and Charlie stepped out onto the porch and sat beside Andrew, surrounding him, and together they watched the sun bathe the yard with bright, yellow light.
Andrew didn't know if this was his last day or his last hour, but he wasn't going to wallow in grief and sorrow. There'd be plenty of time for that later, a whole lifetime. Today he was going to enjoy his family.
"We should do something fun," he said cheerfully.
"What?" Doyle and Pecos asked at the same time.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fun! You guys do know what fun is, don't you?"
"In what context?" Joe asked.
Andrew laughed. "You're pathetic. Fun! We could go swimming or play a game of baseball or have a race. If we were at Mom's, we'd have cake and ice cream or pizza."
"Cake and ice cream we can do," Pecos said.
"Really? I didn't think..." Andrew stopped. "But…"
"Gotta check with Enrica," Pecos added.
Andrew wasn't sure if his version of ice cream was the same as theirs, but to be honest he didn't really care as long as they ate it together.
They watched the sun for a long moment, then went in for breakfast.
"Enrica, we got 'nough cream for a batch of ice cream?" Pecos asked as he sat down.
"Si, si."
"How 'bout a cake too?"
"Si," Enrica grinned.
"Um… We're gonna MAKE ice cream?" Andrew asked skeptically. "How?"
"It's all right there in the name," Doyle drawled. "Ice… cream."
Andrew laughed. "Spell it out for me."
Enrica was already busy mixing things together. "Cream, milk, sugar, and eggs," she sang. "And then the freezer!"
"Freezer? Am I still in the 1800's? And really, eggs and milk make ice cream? Are you pulling my leg?"
Doyle chuckled. "Come on, boy; I'll show you."
Andrew followed Doyle under the house into the cellar. Against one wall there was a wooden bucket with a metal container inside and a crank on top. Doyle dug into a pile of straw and pulled out a chunk of ice.
"Grab the freezer," he said, heading back up the stairs.
Andrew shrugged and followed. Enrica poured the cream mixture into the metal container, and Andrew cranked the handle while Doyle poured chunks of ice and clumps of salt down the sides. After a little while Doyle declared it iced, and Andrew tasted it.
"This is nothing like ice cream," Andrew stated.
"It ain't?"
"No. This is DELICIOUS! It makes ice cream seem bland and tasteless!" Andrew licked his spoon clean. "We get to eat all of this right? No way to keep it?"
Doyle chuckled. "You've gotta share, boy."
"Of course. You guys can have the top half. I'll obviously have to eat the top to get to the bottom half, which is mine, but that's no problem."
Doyle slapped Andrew over the head. "Go ride your horse. I've gotta pack this with ice so it'll keep."
Andrew ran up the slope laughing. When he saw Widow Maker he paused. He knew as certain as he knew the sun would always rise that this was the last time he'd ever ride him. He swallowed past the lump in his throat and whistled.
Widow Maker trotted over, tossing his head. "No, you can't have ice cream." Widow Maker snorted. "Ice cream isn't good for horses." Widow Maker stomped. "I know just as much as you do, maybe more." Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Can we ride?"
Widow Maker shrugged, and Andrew jumped on. They rode up slopes and down slopes and pounded across flat plains. Widow Maker jumped river beds and brush patches, and they ran. Andrew closed his eyes and let the wind blow across his face. This moment was the essence of freedom.
When they got back to the ranch yard Andrew took his time brushing Widow Maker down. He fed him a handful of dates and buried his face in his neck, breathing deeply. 
"I'll miss you," he whispered softly. Widow Maker nickered and nudged Andrew with his nose. "Be good; don't bite anyone, especially Doyle. He'll bop you on the nose."
Widow Maker snorted, sending Andrew an image of him kicking Doyle across the yard. "No. I like Doyle; you can't kill him." Widow Maker shrugged. Andrew hugged Widow Maker tightly, hurting inside, hating to let go. "I'll see you later," he whispered and ran into the house.
The others were waiting for him in the kitchen. Cake and ice cream was set up on the kitchen table, and Andrew tried to forget that he'd never see Widow Maker again and dug in with gusto.
It was delicious; so much better than any cake and ice cream he'd ever eaten before. "Now this is fun," he said around a huge mouthful of cake.
Doyle laughed and poured Andrew a cup of coffee. Andrew sighed happily. "Perfect fun."
"Look Carmina," Andrew said. "Do this." He dropped a piece of cake on top of his ice cream and crumbled it in.
Carmina frowned but copied him. "Yum," she said, licking her spoon, and Andrew grinned at her.
When it was time for Carmina to go to bed with Enrica, Andrew gave her a tight hug. "Enjoy your toys. Make Joe, Charlie, and Pecos play with you sometimes. And Doyle too. He's nice," Andrew whispered in her ear.
"Okay; night, Andrew."
"Night." Andrew knew he'd never play jacks with her again, never hear her giggle, or chase her around the barn. He hugged Enrica tightly. "Take care of them," he whispered. Enrica nodded, brushing tears from her eyes, and rushed from the room.
He followed Pecos and the others into the den, and they played cards. Charlie won, but Andrew almost didn't lose. As Andrew sat in a chair watching the flames flicker and listening to Joe's version of the "Sound of Silence", he knew this was it, the end, the last time he'd ever sit here with them in the den, serenaded by Joe's music.
He wanted to scream, to weep, to crawl into a dark hole and never emerge. But he wouldn't. He had to be stronger than that. He had to be brave. They had given him that, all of them. How different his life would have been if he'd never met them, never broken his leg, never picked up that book.
He grinned at Pecos on his throne of a chair. Pecos looked just as Pecosy as ever, but Andrew could see the subtle hints of sadness around his eyes. I'll miss you, he thought. Pecos's hand twitched, and he looked up to meet Andrew's eyes. Me too, boy. Me too.
Andrew watched Joe's hand slide slowly over the back of his harmonica. Joe always looked happy when he was playing; he hoped Joe could teach Carmina to play.
Charlie was lounging in his chair, eyes closed as always, and Andrew wished that just for a moment he could hear things the way Charlie did.
His eyes met Doyle's over the table. Doyle's fingers were wrapped tightly around his whittling knife, wood forgotten in his hand, and his eyes glistened strangely.
Andrew grinned crookedly. He'd never forget this moment, never. "You'll always be my family," he said, and then they were gone.




Epilogue
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Andrew opened his eyes. He was standing in his mom's kitchen facing the window. It was daylight. Tears streamed down his face. He couldn't imagine life without them. But he would. He would continue on. He would make both them and The Raven proud.
"Surprise," a voice whispered from behind him.
The color drained from his face, and his body went cold as he slowly turned. She was there. In his kitchen. Her long, black claws wrapped around his mother's throat. Hate and dark power radiated out from her in waves. Her eyes were mad, her face crazed.
"Did you miss me, boy?" she purred, lips tilting into a ghastly smile.
Before he could speak, before he could move, the Black Shaman's hand twisted, and he was deafened by the snap of his mother's neck.
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Andrew forced his way through the crowd of terrified people, past mothers with their children, past screaming babies and fragile old people. He pushed his way towards the barrier. "MOVE!" he yelled loudly, so loudly that everyone fell back at once.
He could feel the zombies coming, the blackness creeping towards them, and he knew he didn't have much time. He closed his eyes and started singing. He sang loudly, begging the power to sing with him, to move with him, to be one with him. His hands erupted with fire, and the fire spread, rushing up his arms and over his head. Never had it felt so hot. He clenched his teeth and stepped forward, shoving his hands into the wall, into the icy barrier, burning it, turning it aside.
He ripped at the oily power, and it broke. He stepped into it, holding it open, stretching it out with his hands, with his body, with his life. "GO!" he screamed, fire rolling off him. The hole wasn't large enough for more than four or five people at time, but they poured past him, more terrified of the death creeping behind them than the raging fire of his body.
He held the gate as long as he could, as long as his strength could bear, as long as his lips could move, but then he fell; exhausted and spent. He fell to the ground, and the barrier resealed itself, spitting him out on the highway.
He'd saved hundreds, but the thousands he hadn't saved raged against him. Kicking him, screaming "Open the gate! Open the gate!" Andrew covered his head with his arms; he didn't have the strength to armor himself, the strength to run.
He flinched as a boot landed on his ribs, breaking them. Another kick followed the first, and a rib turned. Andrew gasped as a broken rib scraped his lung, then shot out the skin of his chest. But then the blows stopped; the boots and the fists stopped hitting and breaking, but the screams and the wails continued.
Andrew opened his eyes. His ravens had come to him, hundreds of them, no, thousands, and they stood between him and the mob. Eyes glittering, beaks sharp, claws scraping the pavement. Dean swooped from the sky, dropping a dead cat by Andrew's face.
Andrew chuckled, cringing as pain rolled through his body. "Always with the cats," he whispered. Dean shrugged, sending Andrew an image of the cat attacking a small child. Andrew rolled his eyes. "Sure it was."
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A Note to My Readers:

 
Thank you so much for reading FUNERAL MARCH. 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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