
        
            
                
            
        

    For survivors.

 
It's so much harder to conquer than to cave.




Copyright © M.M. Crumley 2019

All rights reserved. Published by Lone Ghost Publishing LLC, 
associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of 
Lone Ghost Publishing LLC.
Andrew Rufus and all related characters and elements are trademarks of 
Lone Ghost Publishing LLC.

The moral right of the author has been asserted (vigorously).
No part or parts of this publication may be reproduced in whole or in part, stored in a retrieval systems, or transmitted in any form or by means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise 
(including via carrier pigeon), without written permission of the 
author and publisher.

Author: Crumley, M.M.
Title: THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: WARPATH
Series: The Legend of Andrew Rufus; 7.
ISBN: 9798652283902
Target Audience: Ages fourteen though adult

Subjects: Apprentices-fiction/ Fantasy/ Juvenile Fiction/ Action & Adventure/ Survival Stories / Legends, Myths, Fables, Lore, Hero's/ Fantasy & Magic/ Urban Fantasy / General Awesomeness and All Things Epic.

Also available in this series
THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: DARK AWAKENING (Book 1)
THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: BONE DEEP (Book 2)
THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: BLOOD STAINED (Book 3)
THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: BURIAL GROUND (Book 4)

THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: DEATH SONG (Book 5)
THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS: FUNERAL MARCH (Book 6)
This is a work of fiction, which means it's made up. Names, characters, peoples, places, and incidents (stuff that happens in the story) either are gifts of the ether, products of the author's resplendent imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead or dying, businesses or companies in operation or defunct, events, or locals is entirely coincidental.
 
[image: ]




THE LEGEND OF 
 
ANDREW RUFUS
 
WARPATH
BOOK 7
[image: ]
M.M. Crumley
 
[image: ]





A Special Note to My Young Readers
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Happy Reading!
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Prologue
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"Surprise," a voice whispered from behind him.
The color drained from Andrew's 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.




Chapter 1
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Andrew Rufus stood perfectly still, watching helplessly as the Black Shaman disappeared and his mom collapsed lifelessly to the floor. He didn't breathe; he didn't move; he didn't blink. This was all a dream, a nightmare; if he closed his eyes he'd wake up.
He forced his eyes shut, but when he opened them, his mom was still lying on the scarred linoleum, eyes empty, head twisted at a ghastly angle.
He dropped to his knees, a sob tearing from his throat. It wasn't possible! It couldn't be possible! They had won. They had fought, and they had won. The Black Shaman was dead! Pecos had killed her. He had seen Pecos kill her. Ahanu had said she was dead.
He reached out a trembling finger and touched his mom's face; her skin was already growing cold. He looked at her through the power; she was dead. There was no life spark. No glow. Nothing.
"No… no… no," he mumbled, dragging himself across the floor and cradling her face between his hands.
He channeled the power into his hands, more and more. Light blazed from his fingers, and he tried to push it into her, trying to heal her. He pushed and pushed, begging it to heal her, but the power wouldn't go. It wouldn't leave his hands.
She was dead, and there was nothing he could do, no trade he could make, no bargain he could offer. Even if he knew how to call Death, he couldn't offer his life for hers. If he did, who would save them? The Black Shaman was alive and well. And she was here, in his time, and he was all alone.
Tears rolled down his cheeks. She had killed his mom. His mom was dead because of her, and Andrew hated her. He hated the Black Shaman more than he'd ever hated anyone or anything in his entire life. He despised her with his entire being.
He dragged his fingers softly over his mom's eyelids, closing them; he couldn't stand her frozen look of terror. He hated that he would remember her like this. Scared, dead, gone.
He was alone, all alone. It was just him against her. He had no one. Pecos wasn't here. Doyle wasn't here. Terror rolled over him, drowning him in fear. What was he going to do? What could he do? She was going to destroy the world.
He ground his teeth in anger. He was going to kill the Black Shaman. He was going to hunt her down and kill her with his bare hands. Steal the life from her as she had stolen it from his mom. It didn't matter that he wasn't strong enough. He'd find a way.
Andrew's breath caught. She was here. In his world; in his time. He dropped his mom's head and scrambled for the telephone.
Pick up, pick up, he begged.
"Hello?" Clara's cheery voice jumped across the line.
"Clara! Go to the Raven's Nest, now! Take your dad; don't let anyone or anything stop you!"
"Andrew? Is that you? Are you home?" Clara's voice trembled.
"I don't have time; I need you to go!"
"But Andrew, you've been gone almost two years; is it really you?"
Two years? He'd been gone two years?! Why had Ahanu chosen to send him back to this moment? Why couldn't he have sent him back a day ago, five days ago, anything but this moment? Did Ahanu know? Did he know the Black Shaman was going to kill Andrew's mom?
"Andrew?"
"Tell me you'll go."
"Okay."
"Promise me! You'll go right now."
"Yes; I promise. I'll go."
"Don't leave once you're there." Andrew disconnected and quickly dialed Fred's number.
Fred answered immediately. "Andrew?"
"Go to the Raven's Nest, right now; take your family and anything else you need, but be quick."
Fred didn't argue, just said "Okay."
Andrew dialed one final number. "Aylen?"
"Andrew? Are you okay?"
"She's here." His voice threatened to crack. He still couldn't believe it, wouldn't if his mom wasn't lying right there. "We didn't win. She's here."
"I know."
Andrew was silent for a moment, too stunned to speak. "You do?" he whispered.
"Yes."
"Have you always known?!" he demanded, anger at Aylen and Ahanu simmering underneath his hatred for the Black Shaman.
"Yes."
He dropped his head into his hands. Grief, pure and absolute grief, ripped him apart, tearing at his insides. "Why?!" he gasped. "Why didn't you say something?!"
"Time is not yet written," she insisted. "You know that. Something could have changed."
Unchecked terror pushed aside his grief. "Do I win this time?"
"I know nothing past this moment."
"Damn it, Aylen! You said you were with me!"
"I am, Andrew. I stand with you. But I do not know anything past this moment."
"Go to the Raven's Nest," Andrew said wearily. "I'll be there soon."
"Andrew…"
"No; go." He hung up the phone and stared at the wall. He couldn't believe he'd been stupid enough to think they had won. How could they possibly have won? She was three hundred years old.
He laughed bitterly. Five hundred years old now. He was fifteen or sixteen, maybe seventeen. He didn't even know. And he was nothing to her. Nothing but an annoyance. An extremely annoying annoyance.
He slid to the floor, sobbing. He had failed. He hadn't even been able to protect his own mom. It had never occurred to him to ask Aylen to protect the house. It had never occurred to him that the Black Shaman could come here, would ever come here. He hadn't been prepared; he'd been caught completely off-guard. He had failed.
His eyes wandered around the room. It looked foreign to him, but he'd grown up here, taken his first steps right here in this kitchen. He'd celebrated every birthday, every holiday, here in this house, with her. His mom. She loved him, had loved him. She may not have known what to do with him, but she had loved him.
Andrew jumped as a cheerful song broke the silence and scrambled to his feet, guns ready to fire. He looked to the left and right. There was nothing there, no one there, but the song kept playing, and Andrew suddenly realized it was her phone, sitting on the table.
She'd never answer it. She'd never talk again. She was dead.
He walked over and stared at it. Chief Vick's picture filled the screen, and his name, Timothy, blinked off and on. For a second he thought about answering, thought about telling Vick what had happened. But he didn't.
He hit the ignore button, trying to calm his panicked heart. Everything was so loud he was having a hard time thinking, but he knew he couldn't stay here.
She obviously hadn't wanted to fight him right that second. She'd popped in and popped out before he'd even known what was happening. But she wouldn't wait long. She'd come for him soon.
How had she known? Had she known he was coming back right then? Had it just been a freaky coincidence? How had she found him? Had Ahanu told her? Had Ahanu betrayed him? Like Aylen?
He pushed thoughts of how and why aside and stared through bleary eyes at his mother's corpse.
He'd never again feel her hugs or taste her pancakes or her weak coffee. She'd never call him her baby or pretend she hadn't seen him walk into the house covered in blood and dirt. He'd never hear her singing loudly or laughing. Her eyes would never twinkle. She was gone. Utterly and completely gone.
He punched the wall, and debris flew past his face. He had to get out of here, but he couldn't. He was frozen in that moment, wondering if he'd only been faster, if he'd only been smarter, could he have saved her?
Something tapped frantically on the window, but he didn't care. The Black Shaman could come to finish him off and he wouldn't care. He'd welcome it, and he'd find a way to take her with him. The tapping grew louder, and Andrew finally lifted his swollen eyes and saw Dean hammering on the glass with his beak.
Andrew pulled the window open and ripped the screen out. Dean jumped through and perched on Andrew's shoulder.
"She killed her," Andrew sobbed. "She killed Mom." Dean rubbed his beak against Andrew's face. "What do I do?" He couldn't just leave her like this, dead on the kitchen floor for just anyone to find.
His eyes widened in horror. He couldn't leave her at all. What if the Black Shaman raised her and forced her into her ranks of the undead? What then? He'd be forced to kill his own mom. He couldn't look her in the eyes, even dead eyes, and kill her. He had to burn her. Now. It was the only thing he could do.
He couldn't stop the tears streaming down his cheeks. He couldn't stop the great wracking sobs shuddering through his body. He shouldn't have to do this. Damn the Black Shaman. Damn Ahanu. Damn Aylen. Damn them all to hell.
He pulled the power from the well and made it into a ball of burning hot light, a raging inferno, a blissful nothingness. He stole one last look at her, then dropped it onto her chest, closing his eyes and waiting for it to be done. He felt the heat expand, felt the air burn, and then it was cool again; and when he looked, she was gone, as if she'd never been.
He vomited and then dry retched until he felt as if his stomach was lying on the floor. He collapsed beside his vomit and the little bit of black that had been his mother and watched the sun pass slowly across the floor.
His brothers gathered to him, sitting with him, around him, quiet, but there. The house phone rang and rang and rang. Andrew ignored it.
He didn't want to leave her. He didn't want her to be gone. He didn't want to leave this place that carried her scent and her memories. He knew once he left he'd never be back.
The sky was turning grey when he finally pushed himself to his feet. His head was throbbing horribly. In spite of his new body, he and the power were still separate, and he still needed to eat. He was still weak, so weak, and he hated it.
He walked to the refrigerator, saw the photograph, and his heart plummeted. He leaned his head against the cool metal and cursed himself for being so weak, so slow, so stupid.
Then he stared at the smiling photograph of his mom, dressed all in white, Vick's arm around her shoulders. He'd never seen her so happy. Not once. Joy and happiness poured off her so strongly he could almost feel it.
He started sobbing again, horrified he'd almost answered the phone, horrified he'd almost told her husband she was gone, she was dead, and she was never coming back.
He glanced out the window; it was almost dark. He had no idea what time Vick got off work, but Andrew couldn't be here when he did. There was nothing Andrew could say to him, and he didn't want to see his grief. Didn't think he could deal with it.
At least she hadn't been alone. At least she'd been happy. If only he'd been gone longer. Two years was such a short time to be happy.
Andrew shoved the photograph into his pocket and yanked the fridge open. There were two steaks marinating in oil and spices, but she would never eat again.
He pushed his tears aside as he reached for them. He needed to eat. He needed to be strong if he was going to kill the Black Shaman. He was going to need everything he had because he was completely alone. He gagged down bite after bite, refusing to chew, just swallowing.
He felt the air in the room shift, and he pulled the power into him, turning, ready to fight. Aylen stood behind him, face ashen, eyes stricken. "Andrew?"
"Go away," he rasped. "I told you to go the Raven's Nest."
"I did. It has been hours."
"I don't care. Go away."
"Andrew…"
"She's gone! Do you get that?!" Andrew yelled, suddenly fiercely angry. He hated shamans and people who just refused to die. He hated magic or whatever it was they had. He hated the power. What good was it? It hadn't been enough to save her.
"SHE MURDERED MOM! Your sister murdered my mom!" He stalked towards Aylen, eyes blazing. "Did you know? Did you know she was going to kill her?!"
Aylen shook her head, tears coursing down her cheeks. "I do not know the future. I did not know. I am so sorry."
"But you KNEW she was still alive; you KNEW that and you didn't tell me! How did you know?! How?!" He was shaking with anger. He was so mad; he was terrified; he was tired; his world was collapsing around him.
"I can feel her. After Pecos… after that, she was gone for a while, fifty years or so, but then she was there again, faint, so faint, but growing over time. Growing stronger and stronger. She is stronger than she has ever been."
Of course she was. He closed his eyes, thinking of all the wars, all the death, all the meaningless, horrible death. Mankind had fed her and fed her and fed her. And he was just Andrew. That was all standing between her and the entire world. Him. He wished Death had taken him, wished The Raven had never saved him, wished he was just a normal boy.
Aylen touched his hand. "Andrew…" He looked at her. She was still crying. "I am so sorry. I should have protected her. I should have done something. I am sorry."
"I guess we both failed," Andrew said softly. "When did they get married?"
"Not long after you left."
"I'm glad. She looks happy in the photo. I wish... oh Aylen... Everything is so messed up. I can't do this," he whispered. "She's too powerful. I'm… I'm not that strong. She's going to kill us all."
"You are not alone," Aylen insisted.
"I AM!" he yelled.
"I am with you," she said.
He smiled grimly. "Well at least one of us will survive." He took one last look around his childhood home. He didn't need anything from here.
"Let's go," he said, afraid to open the door, afraid dust devils and skeletons would be running down the streets, slaughtering his neighbors. But all was quiet except for the hum of the cars, the buzz of electricity, and the gentle chirp of crickets.




Chapter 2
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It was dark by the time Andrew and Aylen walked into the Raven's Nest. Clara screeched when she saw him and flung her arms around him, hugging him tightly. Andrew hugged her back, then pushed her gently away.
"What's going on?!" Mr. Morgan snapped angrily.
"Daddy, I told you…" Clara started.
Mr. Morgan gestured around wildly. "This house is a… I don't know what… and YOU…" He glared at Andrew. "I'm calling the cops and turning you in."
Clara gasped, but Andrew just waited until Mr. Morgan pulled out his phone, then snatched it and broke it in half with his bare hands.
"Listen," Andrew said, using his best Doyle voice. "The mother of all evil has just woken up. She's here, she's pissed, and a lot of people are going to die. You can either be one of them or you can stay here."
Clara and Fred paled. "You mean?" Fred asked.
"Yes."
"But…"
"I know," Andrew said with a shrug. He didn't understand it either, but it was what it was.
Andrew finally noticed Fred's mom standing against the back wall surrounded by five children of varying heights. She looked terrified, and the children were pale and quiet.
He'd put Fred and Clara in danger by association, and he'd put their families in danger too. He wasn't going to lose them. Not like he'd lost her. They were his, and he'd be damned if the Black Shaman could have them.
Mr. Morgan clearly hadn't said all he wanted to say, but Andrew didn't have the energy to deal with him right now. He didn't want to deal with him ever. He clearly didn't like Andrew, and that was just fine, but Andrew needed them to understand that he was in charge.
He closed his eyes, trying to zone out all the stupid noises, hoping with his entire being that it was just a nightmare, just a horrible dream. Hoping if he waited long enough Doyle would wake him, but when he opened his eyes Mr. Morgan was still glaring at him.
"Aylen, I don't suppose you wanna handle this?" Andrew asked. She shook her head.
"Fine," Andrew said. "So a super evil… being... is here in the city, and she intends to remake the world."
"Remake the world?" Mr. Morgan interrupted. "Do you hear what you're saying? You're clearly off your meds."
Andrew tried to ignore him. "Anyway, she hates me, so she'll probably try to kill you because…" he paused, seeing the terrified look in his mom's eyes right before the Black Shaman snapped her neck. "Because that's what she does," he finished gruffly.
"I need all of you to stay right here, in this house. I cannot protect you if you're not in this house. Do you understand?"
Mr. Morgan snorted. "You're just a crazy boy! What makes you think you can protect us from anything? And why should we believe you anyway? If you're not making it up, just call the police!"
"Why on earth would I make it up?" Andrew snapped.
"You want attention. You've always wanted attention," Mr. Morgan growled, moving closer.
Andrew rolled his eyes. Mr. Morgan clearly had some issues with him. And honestly, he was so sick of being called a boy. Not the way the cowboys did it; they did it because they liked him, not because they actually saw him as a worthless child. He wasn't a boy, not really. He was a man. Not just a man, he was a warrior. A warrior who was going to protect what was his.
He pulled the power into his entire body, more and more until even he could see the glow emanating from his skin. He smirked at Mr. Morgan, pulled one of his knives from its sheath and drove it into his leg, ripping it out the side.
Everyone gasped as blood gushed everywhere. Clara scrambled to grab paper towels, but Andrew just stared at his leg dispassionately, realizing it was entirely possible he'd nicked an artery. He should aim better next time. He hoped there was never a next time.
He was humming in his head, and the power was humming with him. He didn't even have to ask or push or visualize; the power healed his leg almost instantly. Andrew rubbed his hand over the spot where the gash had been. His skin was perfectly healed, not even a scar.
When he looked up, everyone but Aylen was staring at him with horrified expressions on their faces.
"And that's what I've got that you and the police don't," Andrew snarled. "Now sit down and shut the hell up!"
Andrew pushed past Mr. Morgan into the kitchen. "I need coffee," he muttered, pulling out the coffee pot and pouring grounds into it.
"Fred, what's our situation?" he snapped as he filled the pot with water.
Everyone had been standing shock still, but at Andrew's words Fred jumped and ran to his laptop. "I don't know. If she's here…"
"She is," Andrew interrupted.
"Okay, well, nobody's seen her; she isn't doing anything. Not yet anyway."
"She's always doing something," Andrew hissed. "Keep looking and order supplies, anything you think we'll need." Andrew suddenly realized all his modern guns were in the past at Pecos's ranch, along with his bow and arrows and his whip. All he had were his six-shooters and his knives.
"I need guns and ammo, lots of it; I like .45's. I also need a bow, arrows, a bull whip. And meat. Lots and lots of meat." Fred nodded and started typing.
Andrew stared at the dripping coffee, feeling totally unprepared. He'd never thought he'd have to face her in his time. He'd never prepared to face her here, all alone. This was just his training ground. He wasn't ready. He'd never be ready.
"Where's your mom?" Clara whispered.
"Gone," Andrew replied flatly.
"Gone?"
"Yes, Clara; she's dead!! Should I draw you a damn picture?" Clara flinched, and Andrew bit his tongue. "Look… I… I just need..."
He didn't know what to say. She couldn't possibly understand. He shrugged and turned away. He poured his coffee and trudged up to the loft, dropping heavily into Pecos's chair.
"Pecos, I need you. I really, really need you." He stared at the empty fireplace. And where was that bastard Ahanu? When Andrew saw him, he was going to… nothing. If Ahanu would help him, Andrew needed his help. And when Andrew killed the Black Shaman maybe Ahanu would die with her, ridding him of shamans forever.
More tears slipped down his cheeks. It was simply too cruel. He wished Ahanu had left him with Pecos so he'd never known they hadn't won. What would he have cared if she destroyed the world? He would have been long dead, just like they were. They didn't know, didn't care, were happy to have won, and were just living.
He realized with a jolt he didn't have a dreamcatcher, and he definitely needed a dreamcatcher, not just for her but for Pecos. He couldn't look Pecos in the eyes and tell him they had lost. He just couldn't. He'd rather never see Pecos again.
"Aylen," he yelled.
Her soft voice spoke behind him seconds later. "Yes?"
"Did you tell Pecos?"
She shook her head. "We fought," she said so softly Andrew almost didn't hear her. "It was before I knew she was still alive. I left. I did not… I have not… I did not tell him."
"Make me a dreamcatcher. One that'll catch everything." He knew he should be nicer to her, should ask, but he was still so mad at her, so angry. He felt betrayed. He had been betrayed. She had betrayed him. She had known. She had known all along.
"Are you sure?" she asked hesitantly.
"Yes."
"But…"
"Just do it! Please?"
He heard her leave and sighed. He hadn't felt so alone, so lost, in a long time. He wondered if The Raven had somehow known. Had he known she would wake up in Andrew's time?
What were the chances really? She could have woken up anywhere in the last hundred and fifty years. Why had she woken up here? Did she hate him that much? And why did everyone seem to think he could do this?
Ahanu had picked Andrew because of his name. The Raven had picked Andrew because his children had made him their brother, for some reason Andrew still didn't know. What did any of that have to do with defeating the Black Shaman?
He sipped his coffee and tried to think of a plan. She obviously wasn't totally sure she could kill him outright, otherwise she would have finished him off this morning. So she was probably going to use henchmen to find him, just like she'd done with Pecos. If nothing else, Andrew was sure she would always be a coward.
He wondered why she had shown herself. Why hadn't she waited until she had an army or a monster or something to attack him with? She'd had almost two hundred years to plan. Killing his mom, leaving him like she had, it was all clearly part of her plan, but why?
Andrew rubbed his thumb over his carving of him riding Widow Maker. How he wished Doyle was here. He closed his eyes and tried to remember those last days. The days when he'd been happy; they'd all been happy, secure in the knowledge they had won. He wanted to crawl into bed and weep, but he couldn't. He had to fight. He had to fight, because... who else could?




Chapter 3
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Andrew couldn't say how long he sat there, sipping his cold coffee and staring at the wall. He remembered all the good moments with Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, and Joe. He thought about all the times Pecos had called him a sissy or a city slicker and how Charlie always just seemed to know and hear and see things others couldn't. He thought about how Joe just kept trying and trying to teach Andrew to rope and how Doyle liked Andrew enough to punch him when he made Doyle mad.
He remembered all the fights he'd had, even the fight he'd had with Rides the Thunder and the others, all the times he'd nearly died, the time he'd actually died and The Raven had traded himself for Andrew, and all the times in between.
He couldn't believe it was done. He was still reeling from his mom's death, but underneath that was a horrible grief, a terrible knowledge that he'd never see them again. They were going to go on living without him. They'd keep fighting, running cattle, playing poker without him. They'd grow old without him. They'd die without him. He was gone. He had left them for the last time. He was never going back.
It had only been hours, but he missed them already. The really dreadful thing was that he missed them more than he missed his mom, mourned their loss more than hers. But at least they wouldn't die at the hands of the Black Shaman. At least they were safe.
It was hard to believe that without the Black Shaman his life would have been totally different. Some random day in 1587 his life had irrevocably changed and he and the Black Shaman had become linked. How had all the little strings come to be connected? What had made the Grey Shaman like his name? What had made Andrew unwilling to run and hide that first time?
Would Ahanu have kept sending Andrew back if he hadn't wanted to go? Ahanu sometimes seemed a little surprised by the turn things had taken, so he clearly didn't know everything.
Andrew sighed. All this melancholy thinking was getting him nowhere. All he needed now was Doyle's lesson: don't die and Ahanu's advice: victory is in the preparation.
With those two things in hand he should be able to conquer the world. Too bad he needed to kill the Black Shaman instead. He'd rather conquer the world; it would be easier.
He'd just wanted to be normal when he got back. Not totally normal. He liked the power; he liked fighting. But he'd thought this time he'd leave the past in the past. He'd stop yearning to return; he'd stop trying to get back and start living in the here, the now.
He laughed bitterly, remembering his conversation with Doyle. He wouldn't be asking Clara to go on a date with him; he wouldn't earn his blue belt in jiu jitsu. None of that mattered now. The only thing that mattered was protecting them and sending the Black Shaman to her grave.
Helplessness filled him. How was he going to do that? That was the question. He supposed the first thing to do was figure out what she was doing. What her plan was.
In the back of his mind he knew he had to talk to Vick, but he couldn't face him yet. His own grief was still too fresh, too much to handle, he couldn't handle Vick's grief too.
He sighed deeply, shoving all his emotions and grief into a box, and walked down the stairs. He paused, suddenly noticing the house's lack of furniture. Everyone except Fred and Aylen were sitting on the floor, huddled together. Fred and Aylen were sitting at the bar; Aylen calmly sipping tea, and Fred typing furiously at his keyboard.
"What're you doing?" Andrew asked, peering over Fred's shoulder.
"Hacking the city's surveillance system."
"You can do that? Never mind, of course you can. Aylen, are we shielded here?"
"We are perfectly safe. One would have to actually know you are here to be able to attack, and even then, it would have to be a full frontal attack if you will, not a sneaky attack."
Andrew nodded. So as long as they were very careful they should be safe here, in the house. "Listen up; no one, and I do mean no one, goes outside. Do you hear me?"
Fred's mom nodded anxiously. Andrew had the feeling she was more scared of him than anything else, but she also clearly trusted her son because she wasn't arguing. Mr. Morgan was fuming, but he kept his mouth closed.
"Fred, order some stuff to keep your siblings occupied," Andrew added. "And some furniture. We'll move the target practice area and set up mattresses and couches over there. One-day shipping on everything." Fred nodded, but didn't respond.
"What should I do?" Clara asked nervously.
Andrew really looked at her for the first time. It had been almost two years since they'd seen each other. She'd grown her hair longer, and her face was thinner, but overall, she was Clara. His Clara, and he had missed her.
She looked anxious, and he wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, but he didn't want to lie. Nothing was going to be okay.
He smiled sadly. "Missed you. I should've said goodbye."
She smiled back. "Me too. I was worried about you," she added with a frown.
"I died." Andrew didn't know why he said that; he just wanted her to know for some reason. Her eyes grew wide, and she took one of his hands in her own. "But then… anyway… here I am."
"Here you are," she said softly.
"Could you keep your dad and Fred's family calm? I wouldn't try to explain anything to them; I don't think they'd believe you. I just need them to stay put so I can keep them safe."
Clara nodded. "Are you… What're you gonna do?"
"Fight. I'm gonna fight, and I'm gonna win." He figured he might as well take a lesson from Pecos. If he planned on winning maybe he would. No point in planning on losing. "I just don't know how yet," he added with a crooked grin.
"You'll figure it out," she said.
"I have to go. I'll be back soon."
She opened her mouth to argue, but Andrew shook his head and slipped out the back door. He was still wearing his cowboy clothes, but at this point he didn't figure it mattered. Sooner or later everything was going to be in full chaos; what was one kid running around with guns and knives?
The ravens were waiting for him in the tree in his backyard. "Brothers," Andrew said. "I'm happy to see you. I missed you." He paused. He wanted to tell them about The Raven, but he wasn't sure how.
He closed his eyes and sent them an image of The Raven and him flying high above the ground. Next he sent them an image of himself, dead. Then an image of The Raven, heart nestled in his talons. "He traded himself for me," he said softly. "I don't know why. I don't think he should've. I'm sorry."
Dean sent an image of all of them, him, all the ravens in the tree, Frank and Jesse, Andrew, The Raven, all flying. Flying free.
"Someday," Andrew whispered.
"The Black Shaman is here," he said after a moment. "She is death. She is evil. She is the dark. I need you. Are you with me?" All at once he was assaulted with images of him fighting the darkness with a legion of ravens at his back, fighting at his side. He grinned widely. "Thank you."
"I need you to keep watch. Watch the house; fly through town; show me anything that's out of place. I need your eyes." Dean nodded; and the ravens flew quietly into the night.
Andrew wasn't sure what he was looking for, but he needed to run, he needed to see for himself that nothing was happening, and if nothing was happening, why? He ran up and down streets, using all his normal senses and his power senses.
He could feel her power pulsing towards the center of town, but there was nothing else. Everything was calm, normal, the same as it ever was.
He ran downtown. There were people going in and out of bars and clubs and restaurants. No one was running scared; no one was screaming. Was he insane? Had he lost his mind?
He hadn't. Her hatred was so strong he could feel it like a touch on his mind. What was she doing? What was her plan?
He stopped running and walked. He didn't want to see her, didn't think he could fight her, not yet. But how else was he to find out what she was doing? He slipped down street after street, closer and closer, feeling her hatred settle over his skin like slime.
He couldn't believe he hadn't felt her the moment he'd popped into the kitchen. She was so powerful, so angry, so full of death; he felt as if he was suffocating.
He paused in the street when he saw her. She was standing on top of the courthouse building, black dress blowing in the wind, hair streaming into the night, blacker than the grey of the night sky. Even from the ground, Andrew could see the mad glint of her eyes.
She laughed suddenly. "Were you surprised, Andrew?" she cried, her voice carrying through the air. "I think you were."
Andrew's throat closed. She knew he was here; she could see him or feel him, he didn't know which. Suddenly she was on the street before him, lips curled into a sinister grin, black teeth bared.
Andrew couldn't move, couldn't feel his feet, and his heart slammed frantically against his ribs. He couldn't let it end like this. He couldn't. He reached for the power, begging it to come to him.
"I have thought of you often over the years, boy. Why?" She was so close she could reach out and touch him, so close he could see the whites of her eyes, the pale glint of her skin, the sharpness of her teeth.
Andrew started humming, imagining armor, knitting it in place, covering himself from head to toe. "Why what?" he gasped.
"Are you scared, boy?" He was terrified, but he'd never give her the satisfaction of telling her. "You are. I can feel your heart beat. I can taste your fear. It does not taste as lovely as your blood."
She breathed deeply. "Your world is so much more." Her eyes were wide with wonder and excitement, and Andrew shuddered. "There's so much death and chaos and noise!" She closed her eyes, listening. "So much despair and hatred. It was like waking to paradise."
Her black eyes opened, and she stared at him. "There is just one little fly." Her voice turned hard and brittle. "You."
Andrew jumped backwards, ripping a knife of power from inside him. "Tsk, tsk," she said, smiling broadly. "As if I'd make it that quick." And then she was gone.
Andrew sagged against a street lamp and tried not to retch. Being in her presence made him ill. He hated her. He hated that she was alive and his mom was dead. She'd had five hundred years to live; his mom hadn't even had fifty.
It worried him that she wasn't trying to kill him. This was a much different game than any of the ones she'd played before.
He crisscrossed the city the remainder of the night, but nothing was different, nothing had changed. The city slept, blissfully unaware of her.
He sat outside his mom's house for over an hour, watching the lights glow inside, watching Vick's shadow move, wondering what Vick was thinking, if he knew. But he couldn't make himself go up to the door. He couldn't look Vick in the face and tell him; he just couldn't.
When he got back, Clara and her dad were arguing fiercely. "Dad, you promised!" Clara yelled.
"I brought you here 'cause you begged me," he hissed. "But there isn't anything going on! If there was, it would be all over the news. It's my job to protect you, and right now I need to protect you from HIM!"
"Him being me?" Andrew asked, leaning on a column.
"Yes YOU! You're out of your mind! We're leaving!"
Clara grabbed her father's arm. "No, Dad, we can't! Andrew's not crazy! You have to believe him."
"Maybe I am crazy," Andrew said slowly. "But I'm not wrong. Aylen? Care to interfere?"
Aylen frowned at him before turning to Mr. Morgan. "Andrew is not crazy. There is evil outside, and this is a safe place. Please do not leave. You will put both yourself and Clara at risk."
"What makes you any different than him?" Mr. Morgan snapped.
"I am White," Aylen said. She suddenly glowed, like the moon or a bright star, and a sense of peace, a sense of calm and right filled the room.
Andrew stared at her. She was usually so reserved, so tentative, that he was always surprised by her power, by her might. She was beautiful, absolutely beautiful. If only she had been there, his mom wouldn't have died.
Clara's mouth was hanging open, but Mr. Morgan just snorted in irritation. "Special effects! You're both crazy."
"Daddy, please!"
"One more day. That's all you get; then we're leaving!"
Andrew shrugged. "You can go anytime, but Clara stays here."
Mr. Morgan's face turned bright red. "Listen here, boy…"
"My name's Andrew," Andrew snarled, resisting the urge to punch his face in. "Don't call me 'boy' again." Then he spun on his heel and walked up to the loft, wishing there was a door to slam, frustrated that he hadn't learned anything except that Mr. Morgan thought he was crazy and the Black Shaman hated him. She hated him enough to kill him before she remade the world, if that was still her plan.
He was exhausted. He hadn't slept in days. He'd lost his best friends, his brothers, his family; he'd watched his mom die; and he'd stood toe to toe with the Black Shaman, feeling the entire depth of her hate.
This morning, whenever that had actually been, he'd watched the sunrise with his family. He'd spent a perfect day with Doyle and Widow Maker, and he'd eaten the most delicious ice cream that had ever existed.
It felt as if it had been a hundred years ago. He smiled bitterly realizing it had been a hundred years ago.
He closed his eyes and tried to remember that last moment, there in the den, when the firelight had flickered and illuminated their features, searing their faces forever in his mind. He wished he'd had more time, but it didn't matter. It would have never been enough.
He felt Aylen behind him. "I finished your dreamcatcher," she said softly. He reached for it, but she held it back. "The house is completely warded," she said. "Protected against anything Meli can do. She cannot touch you here, not even in your dreams."
He motioned for her to hand it to him. "I would give anything, anything," she cried, "to see him one last time, even for just a moment."
Grief Andrew had been holding back all day threatened to pour through him and tear him to pieces, but he pushed it back.
"Would you look him in the eyes and tell him he failed?" he hissed. "He didn't win? The Black Shaman is alive and everything he fought for is going to burn?"
Tears slid down her cheeks and her hands shook as she handed him the dreamcatcher. "I'm sorry," Andrew whispered. "He feels the same for you." A sob escaped her lips before she turned and rushed downstairs.
Andrew pulled his bedroll from the corner and lay down to sleep. He hated that he would die here. Maybe not right now; he did intend to win after all, but here in this time. He wanted to be laid out in a tree to feel the sun and the wind and the rain, just like Frank and Jesse and Rides the Thunder.
He closed his eyes, trying desperately to block the look of terror on his mom's face right before she died, the look in the Black Shaman's eyes as she'd done it, and the look of sorrow Aylen wore. These were all things he couldn't change. He wrapped his hand tightly around his Widow Maker carving, imagined his mom tucking the blanket around his neck, and forced himself to sleep.




Chapter 4
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Andrew woke slowly, wondering why Doyle hadn't started the coffee. Reality crashed into him like a brick, and he grabbed the power, humming loudly, using it to burn away the fear and absolute grief that tried to overtake him.
He forced himself to stand and wandered downstairs. Everyone, except Aylen, was still asleep. He guessed they'd stayed up all night too, so it made sense they'd sleep all day.
He opened the refrigerator, smiling sadly when he saw a half-thawed package of beef sitting on the top shelf. Someone had put it there for him; Clara or Fred, he didn't know.
Aylen poured him a cup of tea, and they sat together while Andrew ate. "Do you have to eat?" he asked around a mouthful.
"No."
"Why do you?"
She shrugged delicately. "It makes me feel human."
Andrew ate silently for a moment, processing that. He'd never viewed her as anything else. But the Black Shaman... She was a monster. But he didn't suppose that made her any less human. It was like Pecos had once said. Man is the worst kind.
"I saw her last night," he said, a shudder running through him. "She's so different than you. Was she ever good?" It didn't really matter. She wasn't good now. She was pure evil, and she wasn't going to change. But he wanted to know if she had always been this way, wanted to understand her.
Aylen closed her eyes for a minute, as if remembering. "I think perhaps. She was sometimes kind. Always beautiful. I loved her."
Her clear blue eyes were sad when she opened them again. "Everyone makes their choice; no one is blameless. It is not possible to look at life and not see it is something special, something beautiful. But I think our mother damned Meli from the moment she drew breath."
Andrew sipped his tea, wishing it was Doyle's coffee. He felt so scared, so lost. He didn't feel like a man anymore. He felt like a boy. He had to shake it off. They were depending on him. He was all they had. All anyone had.
"I don't know what she's doing. She's not trying to kill me. She could've; I know she could've, twice now."
He glanced at the sleeping forms of his friends. "You have to keep them here. Don't let them leave. I need them to be here. I need to know they're safe." She nodded. "I have to go."
He walked outside. It was just barely dark. She had had all day; surely she had done something by now, something Andrew could figure out, something he could fight. He studied the city in his mind with the power. Nothing, nothing, nothing; just the stain that was her.
He ran through the streets again. Searching, looking, hoping, not hoping. What was her plan? Did she even have a plan? He crisscrossed most of the city, block by block, but he avoided the entire center because he wasn't quite ready to face her again.
Hours passed, and he still found nothing. His feet took him towards his mom's house again, but he stopped them a block away. He didn't want to see it. Didn't want to see Vick. Didn't want to know if he knew.
His ravens flew with him, apart from him, but they had nothing to show him. There was nothing to see. Why wasn't there anything to see?
He ran to the warehouse district, climbed a warehouse, and sat on top, listening, waiting, wondering. He closed his eyes tightly, but it didn't help. No matter what he did, his mom's eyes haunted him, her happy eyes from her wedding photo and her desperate eyes before she died.
He hated that moment. If only he'd been more focused. He should have jumped at her, threw the power at her, anything but watch her kill his mom. How could he have let her die? He was right there. Standing right there.
He brushed a tear from his eye and tried to concentrate on his task. He pushed the power into his ears and listened to the city. Everything was still or as still as it ever was.
Cars were running; somewhere people were laughing, drinking, and dancing, totally unaware of the darkness that was waiting. The sounds of music and televisions and talking layered over layer over layer and filled the air.
Andrew tilted his head and really listened. Everything sounded the same. Everything… except that.
He frowned, pushing more power into his ears and focusing on that one discordant note, the one note out of place. He could hear her power, her dark energy, pulsing, moving, spreading. Where; where was it?
He opened his eyes, searching. He couldn't see anything. He channeled more power into his eyes, wishing he had his token bag. He hadn't been warring, so he hadn't been wearing it when he'd been sent home.
Finally he saw it. A black oily sheen, at the very edge of the city, moving slowly but surely, growing and growing. But why?
He dropped off the roof and ran towards it, right towards the edge of town, stopping in front of the black power, afraid to touch it. What was she doing? He watched it grow and grow; he watched it spread, like an airborne disease. It followed the edge of the city, growing taller and taller, stretching and reaching, sliding over the dim stars.
His heart stuttered. No, she couldn't. He reached out his hand and touched it, jerking his hand back rapidly. The film was icy cold and filled with putrid hate. He punched it, but it held. He fashioned an axe of power and tore through the oily slick, but it grew back together before he even took a breath.
"Burnt, crap biscuits," he breathed. She was sealing off the entire city. Making sure no one could get out and no one could get in. They were trapped.
Andrew frowned. He hadn't been planning on running, but he supposed in retrospect it might have been smart to get Clara and the others out, but it was too late now.
It was possible he could rip a hole in the shield, but she would feel him doing it, and she would come. He wasn't ready to face her, not yet.
Besides, he needed them. He couldn't stand the idea of being completely alone. They might not know him or understand him. They might hate him by the end, but at least when he opened the door someone would be there, someone who knew his name.
Andrew followed the greasy wall all the way to the highway. It was late now, but the city never really slept, so he only had to wait a little while before a car flew down the road and crashed into the wall with a shower of sparks.
Andrew flinched as he watched the entire front end of the vehicle collapse. He should have tried to stop the driver, but what was the point? They wouldn't have believed him, and a car had to crash into it sooner or later.
He could just see the driver behind the airbag and a passenger's bloody head leaning against the remains of a shattered window. He doubted if they were still alive, but he didn't bother to check. He didn't particularly want to know. A shiver ran down his back. If they were dead would they stay dead?
He heard a computer voice inform the dead or unconscious driver that the police had been called and to please remain calm. Andrew waited, watching from the shadows.
The police arrived in a whirl of flashing lights; ambulances right behind them. Apparently only the driver was dead, because the passengers, all three of them, were wheeled into the back of the waiting ambulances and driven away.
As Andrew watched a black zipper hide the driver's face from sight, dread settled in his stomach. He should have burned him when he had the chance. If she raised him… Andrew closed his eyes in frustration.
There were cemeteries everywhere. It's not as if he could burn every dead thing in the city. He was suddenly extraordinarily glad that Raina and Rolf's grave was far, far away.
A policeman walked smack into the wall of oily ice. Shaking his head in confusion, he reached a hand out, touching it, following it. "There's something here," he said to the others. They couldn't see it. Only Andrew could see it, but they'd soon realize they were sealed in.
Dawn was beginning to break; it was time to go home. His head was aching horribly, and his stomach had been growling for hours.
He didn't like this waiting, this not-knowing. It was making him twitchy and anxious. He wished she'd just get on with it, whatever she was getting on with.
He stared longingly past the oily barrier towards the hills. He wished he'd been able to hunt in the woods one last time, smell wild meat, taste the warm blood of freedom. He choked back a sob, missing Pecos, missing him so much, knowing he'd never see him again, never hunt with him again.
"Let's go home," he whispered to Sam and Dean, and he ran through the last remnants of the dark, hunting as he went.
But he couldn't do it. He couldn't go home just yet. He wasn't a coward; he'd never been a coward. He couldn't just leave him wondering. Andrew had to tell him; he had to tell Vick.
He didn't go to their house. He had a hunch Vick would be at the station, because he'd be looking for his wife, and he could do that best as the chief of police.
Andrew ran through the streets toward the police station, heart pounding. He'd honestly rather face the Black Shaman than Vick right now. But he had to do it; he owed it to his mom. He walked right into the station, past the gaping eyed secretary, right into Chief Vick's office.
Vick looked up from his desk, eyes rimmed with black, started to stand but collapsed back into his chair. "She's gone, isn't she?" he whispered.
Andrew opened his mouth, but he couldn't say it. He tilted his head trying desperately to think of the right words, but there were none. Vick's face was a mask of agony, and his grieving eyes were moist.
Vick cleared his throat and asked, "Why?"
"Because she loved me," Andrew replied softly.
Vick stood and came around his desk, staring at Andrew, his ever intelligent eyes full of shadows. "Explain."
"I can't… You'd never believe me."
"Emily told me about your… other life. I believe you."
Andrew wished he hadn't come. Faced with Vick's own grief, Andrew couldn't keep his hurt and sorrow shoved away. He swiped his eyes. "I'm sorry," Andrew said. "I can't…" he started to turn, but Vick's hand stopped him.
"Please?" Vick pleaded.
Andrew closed his eyes, regretting the moment, so many years ago, when he'd opened that stupid book.
"The Black Shaman killed her," he whispered. "She's evil, she's ridiculously powerful, she hates me, and she's sealed off the city. No one can leave." Andrew wanted to save Vick, wanted to make him go to the Raven's Nest with him, but he knew Vick, and he knew Vick would never leave his city unprotected.
"You should hide," Andrew insisted. "Everyone should hide. I have to go."
This time Vick didn't stop him, and Andrew ran. He ran as fast as he could, tears spilling from his eyes.
By the time he reached home, he'd managed to get his emotions back under lock and key. He didn't have time for guilt or sadness. He didn't have time to mourn.
The Raven's Nest greeted him with the smell of fresh coffee. "Damn it!" Andrew snapped when he saw Aylen was pouring him a cup. "How do you do that?!"
She smiled. "Just do."
"You know I hate that."
Fred looked up from his computer screen. "There's a force field…"
"I know," Andrew interrupted him. "Surrounding the city. No one can get in or out." Fred nodded. "Anything else?"
"Not yet."
Everyone else was already sleeping, even Clara. "Get some rest, Fred."
"Are you sure? What if…?"
"Nothing we can do. Go to bed." Fred nodded sleepily.
"I can feel her power," Aylen said softly.
Andrew nodded. He couldn't feel it here, in the Raven's Nest, but out there, in the city, it had felt like a cold, grimy hand around his heart. He hated it.
He closed his eyes, despair threatening him. She was so powerful. He was nothing compared to her. Pecos was nothing compared to her.
He wondered if she'd fed off every single violent death throughout the entire world in the last hundred and fifty years or if there had to be some sort of proximity. He didn't know; all he knew was Aylen was right. She was more powerful than ever.
His stomach growled, and he sighed. He'd only been able to find two squirrels on his way home, and it hadn't been enough. He opened a package of meat and ate silently.
"Whadda you think she's doing?" he asked Aylen when he finished.
"I do not know. I do not understand her. I never have."
"Can she really remake the world?"
"I do not know," she replied with a frown. "In theory, if she had enough power and she figured out a point of origin to change it from… I think she could."
"I think she likes it here. She said it's filled with despair. She's eating it like candy."
Aylen flinched slightly. "I have always hated living in the city because of that. It is draining; it hurts. The sadness, the death, the anger, the violence, they outweigh the good, the life, the happiness."
"Then why are you here?"
"For you, Andrew."
"Why?" It didn't make any sense. She hated to interfere. She could have just stayed in some hole somewhere, far, far away.
"For Pecos."
Andrew grinned sheepishly. "I never did think you liked me, before I mean."
"When I met you at the library I met a young man who cared very much about Pecos. How could I not like you?"
"So you admit it? You didn't like me, did you?"
She rolled her eyes. "No."
"Knew it! It's okay. I didn't like you either."
Aylen chuckled softly. He liked it when she laughed. It made him feel just a little bit better. He winked at her, before heading upstairs to sleep.
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Andrew didn't wake to the sound of Enrica's cheerful singing but to the sounds of arguing. "We're not staying here!" Clara's dad shouted.
Andrew didn't hear what Clara said because Fred was suddenly yelling for him. "Andrew! You need to see this!"
Andrew raced down the stairs. Fred's laptop was open on the counter. "City council had a meeting this morning to discuss the force field barrier," Fred explained. "The news is just about to broadcast."
Andrew nodded, pouring himself a cold cup of coffee. He ignored Clara's dad and sat at the bar to watch the news. A commercial for paper towels played, followed by the news program's logo, and finally a very pale news anchor.
"We received footage from city council this morning," the news anchor said shakily. "It's been requested we play it. Please if you have children…" but she was cut off, and a video began to play.
Andrew already knew what he was going to see, but he still wasn't prepared to see her on the screen, right in front of him, darkness wrapped around her like a blanket. The video couldn't capture her power, her madness, her pure hatred for everything, but it captured her slaughter of the entire city council just fine.
Andrew vaguely heard Fred's mom cry out behind him, but he didn't blink, didn't look away. He watched, stomach twisting, as the Black Shaman merely walked into the room, and as she walked, tendrils of black twisted off her and wrapped around the neck of every person there, strangling them where they sat.
She closed her eyes, breathing deeply, and Andrew knew she was somehow eating their death, their life, their power, whatever it was that made her stronger. She turned, smiling lazily at the camera.
"Are you having fun, Andrew? I am."
Andrew flinched when she said his name. He knew she couldn't actually see him; it wasn't even live; it had been recorded. But she had done it for him. She was talking to him.
She eyed her dead victims causally, before raising the arm of a younger man and ripping his veins open with her claws. She dumped the water from a clear plastic cup and placed it under the stream of blood, waiting patiently for it to fill.
Then she raised the cup to her lips and took a deep sip. Her lips twisted with disgust. "Weak. Not nearly as lovely as yours." She shrugged. "It will do though." She sat in a chair in the middle of the room, facing the camera, holding the cup loosely in her hand.
"I love this new world. It is unspeakably beautiful." She smiled widely. "And here you are. All alone, without your precious family to protect you." She snarled the word "family", her lips twisting in anger, and Andrew's breath caught in his throat. Even though he wasn't there with her, he could feel her cold and her hate sinking into him, poisoning his skin.
"At first I thought I would simply rip your bones from your body one by one, drinking your blood as I went." She shook her head slowly. "But the longer I thought about it… and I had a long time to think, Andrew… I thought, no. Too easy. Too fast."
Andrew's heart was hammering in his chest now, fear building, choking him. He barely registered when Aylen placed her hand on his shoulder, infusing him with her healing warmth.
"So, you and I will play a game." She swallowed the remaining blood and licked her lips. "I believe you called it touch tag." She stood, her darkness swirling around her, wrapping the entire room in shadows. "I am going to take your soul, boy… one touch at a time."
"Arise," she said holding her hands high. Andrew watched in horror as black tendrils of her crawled inside each of the dead city council members, animating them, moving them upright and turning them towards their master.
The Black Shaman ran a long, black fingernail down the closest one's cheek. "Go and hunt," she whispered, and then the screen went black.
Andrew barely made it to the bathroom before he vomited. Then he lay on the cool floor, stomach aching, head throbbing, eyes dry, wondering how and why and what the hell he was going to do.
She wasn't trying to kill him. She was going to torture him. Paying him back for her years of sleep, her years of fake death, her loss of power. She wasn't trying to find him quickly or eat him so she could remake the world. She already had the power. She had oodles and oodles of power. He was nothing compared to her. She just wanted to keep him in place so she could slowly take everything from him, strip every bit of him away. Eating him was just the prize at the end of the game.
His dry eyes were suddenly wet, and he wept. He wept for his family; he wept for his lost childhood; he wept for all the men he'd killed, all the blood on his hands, all the blood that was going to be on his hands. He wept for his mom, but most of all, he wept for himself.
Aylen's soft voice filtered through his anguish. "Rest, Andrew, rest." He felt her hand on his head, he felt her soft, beautiful, pure power flow into him, wrapping his broken heart, holding it together, he felt the tightness in his chest ease, and then he slept.
When he finally woke, he was done. Done feeling sorry for himself, done crying, done being scared. He was Andrew Rufus. He'd ridden the father of all snakes to his doom. He'd fought an owl named Death's son's son and won. He rode a horse named Widow Maker no one else dared touch; and damn it, he'd once held the Black Shaman in place so Pecos Bill could beat her lying, bitch ass to death.
When he walked out of the bathroom, Clara turned her terrified eyes to meet his. "Andrew," she gasped. "Are you okay?" Andrew nodded. "She's… she's terrifying. I had... I mean, I never imagined." Clara shuddered. "What're you going to do?"
Andrew looked over his small tribe, Aylen, Fred, Clara, Clara's dad, Fred's mom, and five children whose names he didn't know, and smiled grimly. "I'm going to win a game of tag."
Clara looked confused, but Aylen actually smiled, and Andrew thought maybe he had sounded just a little bit like Pecos when he'd said it. He turned to Fred. "Did she block our orders?"
"I dunno," Fred replied, quickly pulling up several screens on his laptop. "Nope," he said with a grin. "Everything was inside the city by the time she put up the border. Should be here anytime."
"Really?" Andrew had imagined he'd have to hunt down every single shipping truck in town until he found the right ones.
Fred grimaced. "In spite of the incident at City Hall, everyone is operating as normal. The police put out a general warning, and obviously no one can leave the city, but other than that, business as usual."
"Seriously? Everyone's just meeting at the water cooler and saying 'oh, did you see that psycho at the City Hall this morning? I hope the police catch her soon.'?"
"Pretty much."
Andrew blinked. He couldn't understand how anyone, let alone EVERYONE in the entire city, could be so dumb. She was like nothing anyone had ever seen. She was powerful, she was deadly, and she was crazy as hell. He'd be hiding under a bridge or a rock.
"What's your actual plan?" Clara asked.
Andrew grinned. "That's it."
"Seriously? That's a horrible plan."
Andrew shrugged. "It's better than Pecos's plans usually are."
"How are you still alive?"
"Just am," Andrew said with a wink. Clara rolled her eyes.
Andrew peered out the front window. There were cars driving down the street, people walking their dogs, and everything looked absolutely normal. He glanced at the sky. Except for the sky. Instead of bright blue, it was a muted greyish blue. The slimy black barrier undulated above him, the motion making him feel dizzy.
"Hey Clara," he said. "Can you see it?" He pointed up towards the sky.
Clara looked out the window. "See what?"
"The barrier."
"I don't know. Where is it?"
"It's covering the entire sky."
Clara frowned and shook her head. "I don't see anything."
"Huh."
Clara wandered off to talk to Fred, but Andrew stayed at the window, staring. He was relieved when Aylen said softly, "I can see it."
"Oh… Good. I thought… maybe…"
"It is there."
"How come no one can see it?"
"It defies possibility. And they simply do not want to see it."
"Oh… Thank you."
"For what?"
"Standing with me."
"Always."
He was still mad at her. He wished she'd told him. He was sick of not knowing what was going on, knowing that both she and Ahanu always knew more than they let on. It was annoying. But still. He was glad for her. Glad for her presence. And oddly, he was glad he wasn't the only one missing Pecos.
He glanced at the sky one last time. Once it was dark, he'd go hunting. He walked to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, pulling out several packages of meat. He was definitely going to need more meat.
"Fred, go ahead and place an order for all the meat the supermarket has and anything else you think we'll need. I can't think things will keep on being normal much longer; we need to be prepared." Fred nodded and started typing.
Mr. Morgan was sitting in one of the stools glaring at Andrew. "You staying?" Andrew asked. Mr. Morgan shrugged, getting up from his chair and walking to the far side of the room. Andrew rolled his eyes and started to eat, but he'd forgotten Fred's siblings. He glanced up to find five sets of eyes staring at him.
"That hasn't been cooked," the oldest girl said.
Andrew shrugged. "So?"
"That's gross," the next tallest said.
"Weally gross," the shortest said.
He grinned at them. "I don't mind," he said, then he turned his back, so he couldn't see them anymore.
He continued to eat, thinking. He didn't have a lot of options. She wanted to play touch tag, so be it. He would go out, he'd find whatever she was sending after him, and he would kill it. Eventually she'd probably get annoyed and come after him on her own, but he would play her game for a while. He ate another package of meat and another. Running out of juice was not an option.
He was going to need his backpack and… Crap. His backpack was in his room in Pecos's house. "Clara, I need your backpack," he said, swallowing the last bite of meat.
"Why?"
"Mine's at the ranch."
"Okay." She walked over to a corner and picked her backpack off the floor, dumping the contents and handing it to Andrew.
Andrew held it between two fingers. "Seriously?"
"What?"
"It has a pink unicorn on it!"
"So?" Clara was blushing.
"Aren't you like fifteen?"
"Sixteen, and what's that got to do with anything?"
"It's a pink unicorn." Clara shrugged. "Fred, I need your backpack," Andrew insisted.
"No way, man. I got important stuff in there."
Andrew frowned. "You guys realize I'm gonna be fighting for my life out there?" Clara's face paled. "And you want me to do it wearing a pink unicorn backpack? It's just not dignified. And it violates a rule."
"Which one?" Clara asked.
"I don't know. I haven't made that rule yet, but it does," Andrew growled as he shoved some meat into the backpack. Clara giggled, and Andrew hid a grin. "Maybe something like cowboys don't wear pink or cowboys don't like sissy unicorns."
"Hey! Unicorns aren't sissy! They're cool."
"Really? Widow Maker verses unicorn; Widow Maker wins."
"Well, duh. Who names a horse Widow Maker anyway? It's a dumb name for a horse."
Andrew paused. "Think about it."
"Oh, I get it; I just don't see why anyone would do it."
"Okay; what's the unicorn named?" Clara bit her lip. "Huh?"
"Um… it's not important."
"I think it's important; don't you Fred?" Fred nodded absently, focused on his computer screen.
Clara giggled. "It's… um… Twinkle Hooves," she finished in a whisper.
Andrew glared at her. "Great. So I'm gonna do battle with a pink unicorn named, wait for it, Twinkle Hooves on my back?"
Clara started laughing, and Andrew grinned at her. "I really hope Twinkle Hooves doesn't let me down, Clara." She kept laughing. "I'm glad you're here," Andrew said softly. "I mean, not glad; it would be better if you were in Canada or China or anywhere else, but I'm glad you're here."
Clara stopped laughing, but gave him a slight smile. "Me too."
He grinned at her once more, then prowled through the house looking for supplies. He really didn't have much in the way of weapons. He'd taken everything with him to Pecos's last time he'd gone. He'd just have to make do with the weapons he had, the power, and anything else he could find.
"I'll be back soon," he said.
He could feel their fear, but he refused to let it touch him. He had to do this. He didn't know any other way. He opened the door and walked into the night without a backward glance. The ravens were waiting.
"Have you seen anything?" Andrew asked.
Fenton sent Andrew an image of a roaming pack of dogs. Andrew wondered briefly if they were skinwalkers but dismissed them.
Sam sent an image of several city council members walking down the streets. Anytime someone crossed their path, they killed them, and a piece of the Black Shaman broke off, infecting them, and so their numbers grew. Andrew had expected nothing less.
A raven Andrew didn't recognize showed him an image of the zoo. The reptile house was in chaos; every creature that had given itself to the dark clawing to get out.
But that was it. There was nothing else. They hadn't gone near the Black Shaman; he'd told them not to. He didn't know if she knew about the ravens, and he didn't want to find out.
He nodded solemnly. "Thank you. Can I ask for one more thing?" Dean inclined his huge, black head. "Will you hunt for me?" Andrew felt Dean smile, if a raven could smile, and nod. "Thank you."
"So, let's start with the combies," Andrew said, sending out an image of the city council members. "Get it? City council zombies?" He chuckled to himself, then sighed. That would have gotten him a head slap if Doyle were here. Damn he missed Doyle.
Andrew closed his eyes and looked into the well of power. The power flowed just as hot and bright as always. He started humming, and the power drifted from the well without him even asking or reaching. It poured into his body, infusing him with heat so intense he couldn't breathe for just a second.
He opened his eyes, pushing power into all his senses. His eyes were sharp, so sharp he could see the blades of grass beneath his feet. He could feel the faintest brush of air against his face.
He could hear the distant howling of dogs, and he could literally feel the fear of the people in the city. They may be pretending that everything was normal, but they were terrified all the way to their marrow.
"Let's hunt, boys," Andrew whispered before running across the lawn and down the street.
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Andrew ran towards the heart of the city where Sam had shown the combies. He stayed to the shadows and only ran as fast as the ravens could fly. He needed their eyes and ears. Downtown was quieter than Andrew had ever seen it. For once almost everyone was inside, hiding from the dark.
He closed his eyes, searching for them, forgetting they were already dead. Maybe if he yelled "here I am!" they would come to him, but he'd rather sneak up on them. It was going to take enough power burning them to ash, and there was no point wasting power fighting them while he was at it.
Fan out, boys, he thought. The ravens swiftly spread over the tops of the buildings, flying low enough to see the streets, and Andrew stalked down street after street, searching.
Finally he found them, or at least five of them. They were breaking down a door to a large apartment building, and Andrew could easily see where that was headed.
He closed his eyes and imagined a fiery ball, so bright and so hot it burned everything in its path to dust. He felt the heat and the weight in his hand, just heavy enough, and then he threw it into their center, catching the lot of them on fire.
The flames hissed and shot into the night sky. One of the combies howled, but the howl was cut short by an explosive boom, and then the street was quiet and the combies were gone.
He didn't waste any time celebrating his victory. It was early yet and that had only been five of the thirteen members. And there was no way to tell how many people they had already turned.
Shaping the fire ball had already drained him; it was harder than fighting or running, but it was also the only way to kill them. He ate some meat and kept running.
In his mind he could see a teeming black pool of energy near the capital building. She was there. He knew she was. He turned to go the other way. He had no intentions of fighting her face to face. Not yet.
He jumped when he saw her standing behind him. Not HER, but a little girl, no more than five or six, about the size of Carmina. "I like Twinkle Hooves too," she said softly.
Andrew frowned. Twinkle what? Then he remembered he was wearing a shiny, pink backpack with a pink unicorn emblazoned on the front.
"It's cute, I guess," Andrew replied. "Where're your parents?"
"I dunno," she said, voice wavering.
"It's okay," Andrew said, kneeling before her. "We'll find them; I promise."
Cold sliced his insides, and Andrew stared, astonished at the butcher knife protruding from his stomach. It was then he noticed her eyes. They were flat black. He looked at her through the power, and she wasn't there. There was just an oily spot of blackness where her life spark should have been.
Andrew held her back as she clawed at him, teeth bared, feet kicking. He tried not to cry, he was over that, but a lone tear slipped down his cheek as he pulled the power into his hand and shoved it through her thin, tiny body, burning her into ash and nothingness.
He knelt there for a while; Dean perched silently on his shoulder. And when he finally stood, there was a hardness to his eyes, a determination, a realization that even though he was going to win, he was going to lose everything to do it.
Black Shaman, two; he thought sadly, walking towards the shadows. Me, zero.
It took him all night to hunt down the combies. He found some of the ones they had turned, but he was sure he hadn't found them all. By the time the sky began to turn grey, he was so tired he could barely run. He should have stopped hours ago when he'd run out of meat, but he hadn't wanted to give up. He wanted to keep going, keep fighting.
He hated being so weak. Pecos wouldn't have needed to stop for a snack or a nap or a break. But no matter how hard he tried he wasn't Pecos and he never would be.
He trotted across town as fast as he could, stopping several blocks from the Raven's Nest. Do you see anyone, anything? he asked the ravens. They winged over the streets and houses, sending him back a blank image. He closed his eyes, looked, and listened. He saw nothing. He heard nothing.
He had just enough energy left to cover himself with the power, camouflaging and blending him in with the houses and the asphalt. Then he slunk quietly down the street and into the back of the house, collapsing on the floor and surrendering to the darkness that edged his vision.
He woke to the smell of coffee and for just an instant he thought he was home, but the coffee wasn't right; it wasn't Doyle's. He sighed and opened his eyes. Three pairs of eyes stared back at him.
"Um… Good morning?" he said hesitantly.
The littlest one nodded. The middle one shrugged. The eldest shook her head. "It's not really."
"Why not?"
"Fred didn't let us bring our dog; so it's not a good morning."
Andrew felt a rush of hunger at the word "dog", but he pushed it away. He didn't eat pets. That was his one rule. He closed his eyes briefly and looked around the room. Everyone's light was pulsing brightly; there were no oily stains. He sighed in relief and grinned at Fred's sisters.
"Maybe I can get your dog for you."
All three faces lit up. "Would you?" the eldest asked.
"I can try. But not right now, okay?"
They nodded and backed away. Andrew rolled to his feet and stumbled to the kitchen, head pounding. It was nearly evening, so he'd been blacked out all day. Clara grabbed a steak from the refrigerator and handed it to him.
Andrew swallowed a gag. He wanted to toss it out the window, bury it under a hundred pounds of rock, but his body didn't care if it was a steak. All it wanted was bloody meat and lots of it. So he took it and ate in silence, missing his mom, wondering why he'd ever climbed that stupid tree in the first place.
No one asked him what he'd done or how it had gone. He wouldn't have told them if they had.
"Supplies come in?" he finally asked Fred, downing his third cup of coffee.
"Yep."
"How things looking?"
Fred grimaced. "Not quite as normal as yesterday. There was another broadcast."
Well hell. It was gonna be like that. "Have you watched it?"
"No."
"Don't. Pull it up. I'll watch it in the loft." Fred nodded, and Andrew was soon sitting in Pecos's chair watching the Black Shaman drink blood out of a sparkling wine glass.
"You were busy last night, weren't you?" she purred. "Did I win that round or did you? I feel like I did," she said with a happy sigh. "Did you have fun playing with Emma? I killed her myself. Did you find her parents yet? I did not kill them. They are looking for her." She laughed, and the sound sent chills down Andrew's spine.
She looked at him slyly. "I will tell you a secret," she whispered. Then she laughed again. "No, I won't. You will find out soon enough!" The screen went black.
Andrew wanted to scream. She was enjoying herself. Running around, murdering anyone she felt like, drinking their blood, toying with him like a cat with a mouse.
He hated her. He hated that there was nothing he could do but continue to play her twisted game. Continue to play and hope somewhere along the way he could come up with a better plan.
He laid his head in his hands, remembering the look of hate on Emma's face. He despised knowing her name. He knew he'd never forget her now, not like all the nameless people he'd killed. Not like them at all.
"Andrew," he heard Aylen say softly.
"Yes?"
"Timothy is here."
For a moment he didn't know who she meant, but then he remembered and dread filled him. If only there was a window up here, so he could jump out of it and run away. "Okay," he said, hearing Vick's tread on the stairs and knowing he'd have to face him.
Vick sat heavily in the chair across from Andrew, but Andrew didn't look up. He couldn't. "You've seen the broadcasts?" Vick asked. Andrew nodded. "They're for you?" Andrew nodded again. "What is she?"
Andrew finally looked up. He'd have to eventually meet Vick's eyes, even if he knew what Vick would see. It was Andrew's fault. It was Andrew's fault she was dead. He had killed Vick's wife.
Vick's face was totally blank, missing all the signs of animation it used to have. He looked totally flat, totally burned out, totally lost, and Andrew hated it.
"I don't know," he said. "I don't even think she knows. I call her the Black Shaman. It's not a real accurate term, but it's all I got."
"Is she a witch?"
"I don't think it's like that. Look, there's no point getting into it, not really. You can't stop her. No one can stop her. No one but… me."
"Why you?"
"Because I'm the only one who can."
"So stop her."
Andrew swallowed. That was the problem, wasn't it? "I don't know how."
Irritation flickered across Vick's face. "Then how can you stop her?!"
"I'll figure it out! I just haven't figured it out yet." Vick didn't speak, and for once Andrew couldn't handle the silence. "I'm sorry. It's my fault. I should have protected Mom; I should have had Aylen ward the house. I never thought she'd be here, in this time. I didn't think…"
Andrew fought back his tears. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "You made her happy. I'm glad she was happy."
"Were you with her when she… died?" Vick asked.
"I was there," Andrew said cautiously.
"Did she suffer?"
"No." She didn't have time to suffer, Andrew thought.
Andrew couldn't stand it anymore. He counted Vick as a friend, but he could feel the grief pouring off him, pulling at Andrew's grief, and he couldn't stand it. He couldn't drown in this; he had to keep going; he had to keep fighting; he couldn't let her win.
He jumped to his feet and ran down the stairs, cursing her, wanting to hurt her as much as she had hurt him, but not knowing how.
One of the ravens suddenly sent him an image of army tanks, and Andrew frowned. Where? The interstate, where the oily force field had split it in two, popped into his mind. What did they think they could do, blast through it?
He grabbed Clara's bag, hating Twinkle Hooves, shoved ten packages of meat inside, and slipped quietly out the back door.
He didn't want to talk to anyone. Not Vick, not Clara, not Fred. He didn't have anything to say. He ran quickly through town until he reached the border and hid in the shadows of the buildings.
Lined up on the roadway, right on the other side of the barrier, were several units of soldiers and far behind them were three humongous army tanks.
Andrew shook his head. They had no idea what they were dealing with. As if something as puny as a tank could blast through the Black Shaman's power.
He almost laughed when a soldier walked straight into the barrier three times. They couldn't seem to believe it was actually there, even though they could feel it, they couldn't see it, so it couldn't exist.
Suddenly the soldiers fell back behind the tanks. Andrew frowned, watching, wondering what exactly they were doing. A sound like thunder multiplied a thousand times suddenly ripped through the silence, and fire blazed from one of the tanks, slamming into the wall.
Andrew hit the ground, covering his head, but the fire never came through. It rebounded, crashing into the tank, spinning it on its side. As it spun it crashed into the other tanks, tearing them apart.
Andrew watched helplessly as the fire spread and any soldiers who were still alive got caught in the flames and burned, screaming in anguish. He finally turned away and slid back into the dark. Black Shaman, three; Andrew, zero.
"We got all the combies," Andrew hollered to Dean as he ran across a rooftop. "I guess we're down to normal zombies now. Wish I had a better name for them." He hurled himself over a huge gap in the buildings, tumbling onto the roof on the other side.
"What about nombies?" he asked, dusting himself off. "You know, normal zombies." Dean shook his head. "Okay, blombies? Black Shaman zombies. That would also be a good name for blond zombies."
Dean glared at him. "Fine. Zombies it is. I'm just saying it's kinda boring, and it's already been done. Like a million times." Dean sent an image of Andrew falling flat on his face, and Andrew rolled his eyes. "Fine; be boring. Let's go hunt zombies."
He knew naming them was stupid, but it helped him feel less frightened. Acting like it was just a normal fight, like Doyle and Pecos were just behind him somewhere, was the only way he could deal with it. Otherwise it was just too much.
He found the first four zombies behind a bar, attacking people as they left. He burned them to ash, but wondered why they hadn't just gone inside.
Her zombies didn't die. They couldn't be shot to death or cut to death. The only way Andrew knew to kill them was to burn them. So why hadn't they just gone inside? There was simply no method to her madness; it was all pure chaos.
He was running down an empty street when he heard screams of terror above him. He looked up to see a woman hanging from a balcony. Her fingers slipped, and she hurled through the air. Andrew dashed sideways, catching her just before she hit the ground, but she was already dead, her face and body covered in huge, red welts.
Spiders of every size and type swung from the balcony, landing on the sidewalk all around Andrew. He grimaced, dropping the dead woman to the ground.
He hated spiders. Spiders reminded him of his mom. Reminded him of her screaming like crazy, frozen in his doorway. He wished she'd moved, left him behind, forgotten about him. Gone on to be happy somewhere else, somewhere where the Black Shaman could never have found her.
He pushed thoughts of his mom away and quickly fashioned a ball of power. He dropped it onto the sidewalk and imagined the fire spreading, burning, killing them all.
He must have only used a dab because the spiders were burning slower than he would have liked. When would he ever learn? He didn't care what Ahanu said. A dab was never enough.
A hand wrapped around his throat, and Andrew swiftly twisted around. The dead woman was on her feet, blank eyes peering at him, hands choking him, a tendril of black twisting around her neck.
Andrew ripped her hands from his throat, holding her while he fashioned a knife of power so hot it burned whatever it touched, and then he stabbed it into her chest. Power exploded outward, burning her, erasing her, freeing her.
It didn't make sense. Why had she turned into a zombie? She hadn't been killed by a zombie; she'd just died.
Andrew paled, suddenly realizing he could feel the Black Shaman everywhere. Her sickness surrounded him. She had infected the very air. Anyone who died would turn into a zombie whether or not a zombie had killed them.
He closed his eyes sadly, so relieved he'd burned his mom. The thought of her turning into a zombie was too much. He didn't want to kill people he knew. Even if they were already dead. He didn't want to carry their deaths on his shoulders forever.
Andrew shook his head, clearing it. Right now he had a job to do, people to save, and spiders to kill. He studied the gigantic apartment building the woman had fallen from; he could hear screams coming from inside.
"You stay here," he told Dean. He didn't want his brothers anywhere near spiders, not after Frank and Jesse. Dean scowled at him, but Andrew shook his head and walked slowly into the building.
He stopped right inside the doorway, heart pounding. He closed his eyes and looked. There were brilliant sparks of life everywhere. But damn it, the stupid spiders were alive, and he simply couldn't tell the difference between spiders and humans.
Zombies were easy to spot once he'd realized all he had to do was look for her black stain, and he could see that the building was already full of them.
He stared across the entryway, absently stamping spiders with his feet. He had no idea how to get the live people out of the building. He didn't even know where they were or how many were left.
He could go room to room, but it would take him forever, and he wasn't sure he'd be able to kill all the spiders and zombies. He hadn't brought enough meat for something like that, and there were simply too many rooms, too many floors.
He sighed, wishing he had more power, wishing he was stronger, wishing he was more than one boy, hating that she had won another round, then he backed slowly out of the building and continued to hunt up and down the streets.
He and the ravens hunted zombies all night long. He didn't go into any buildings; he stayed on the streets and alleys, but he burned every zombie they came across. He burned and burned and burned. The power was a raging fire inside him, pushing harder and harder, burning hotter and hotter.
Near dawn he wandered homeward, tired, ready for a cup of coffee and the silence of the Raven's Nest. In his haste he never even saw them, never even heard them until they were pulling him to the ground, white teeth flashing, ripping, and tearing.
Andrew screamed in anger, pushing out with the power, building armor. His concentration was failing, so he didn't bother to heal himself, just jumped to his feet and pulled his knives, growling back at the dozens of dogs facing him.
"You sure about this?" he ground out, pushing out an image of all of the dogs dead and the ravens feasting on their flesh.
The lead dog, a hulking Great Dane, howled and leaped at Andrew, teeth snapping. Andrew dropped to one knee, slashing his knife sideways and ripping the Great Dane's throat wide open. He spun, kicking another dog in the chest, stabbing deep into the head of yet another.
His brothers dropped from the sky, pecking and clawing at eyes. Andrew kicked and slashed, ripped and stabbed. The dogs were all around him, but they were real dogs, not dog zombies or dombies, so he could kill them the old fashioned way.
He slammed his knife sideways, burying it deep in a dog's skull. When he tried to yank it loose, the dog came with it, so he used the dog to bludgeon another dog to death, then dropped the knife and pulled his guns. After firing a full round, he dropped his guns and started ripping their heads apart with his bare hands. Within minutes the entire pack of dogs lay dead at his feet.
His brothers settled on the corpses around him, and Andrew grinned fiercely. "Feast my brothers; feast." He limped to the Great Dane, ripping back its skin to make sure it was nothing but dog underneath. Then Andrew grabbed his discarded weapons and lifted the dog from the heap, throwing it over his shoulder and running home as quickly as possible.
When he reached his back yard, he settled under the tree and feasted. Raw energy and strength filled him. He hummed absently, and the power flowed through his body, healing him. He'd never eaten dog before, and it was absolutely delicious. He hadn't known what he was missing.
It had probably been someone's pet at some point. But like Pecos had once said, it was an eat or be eaten kind of world.
It was full day by the time he was done, and he had consumed nearly the entire dog; just bits and pieces were left. He stood, ready to go inside, but paused. Why hadn't the dog turned into a zombie like the woman had? Shouldn't everything that died be infected?
He sent a message to Dean. What did you do with the dogs? Dean sent him an image of stripped bones. Are they still dead?
Dean didn't respond right away, and Andrew stared at the bare bones of the Great Dane, holding his breath, waiting for it to stand up. If it was going to, shouldn't it have already done it?
Dean finally sent him the same image of stripped bones, and Andrew sighed. Could bones become zombies? Did there have to be a body? He frowned, remembering her massive army and all the skeletons there had been.
Fenton and Nunya were watching Andrew solemnly from the tree. "Watch that, please. Let me know if it moves." Fenton nodded. "Thanks."
Andrew turned and ran into the street. He didn't want to go out again. It was already daylight, people were out and about, but he needed to burn the bones. He didn't want to fight them again.
People were still driving to work, still walking their dogs, still talking on their cell phones and laughing. Andrew didn't understand it. Why weren't they cowering in their homes, doors and windows barricaded, weapons in hand?
He earned a few glances as he ran swiftly down the streets. He didn't run fast, just sort of jogged. He honestly didn't care if they saw him; he was just too tired to run.
He skidded to a stop as he turned around the last corner. The skeletons were there, all several dozen of them, gleaming sort of greyish under the oily light of the sun.
But Chief Vick was also there, with two other police officers, staring at the bones as if they could possibly understand what had happened. Andrew spun around, but he wasn't quite fast enough.
"Andrew?" Chief Vick called, and Andrew stopped. Hadn't he seen enough of Vick for one day? Did he have to run into him at every turn? "Are you okay?" the chief asked, stepping towards him.
"You need to burn those," Andrew said quickly, gesturing towards the dog bones. Then he turned and ran, this time as fast as he could, so fast he couldn't hear Vick calling out behind him.
As soon as he opened the door, Clara screamed and ran to him. "Andrew! Are you hurt? You're covered in blood!"
"I'm fine," he said, pushing her back gently. "Just need a bath."
Her hands were shaking. "Okay, okay; I'll get you something to eat."
"Don't bother; I already ate," Andrew said, regretting the words the moment they left his mouth. Her eyes grew wide, and her mouth opened but nothing came out. Andrew smiled sadly and slipped into the bathroom.
He closed the door softly and glanced in the mirror. No wonder Clara had screamed. He looked like hell. He was almost totally coated in blood. Most of the blood was his, but he wasn't sure that made it better.
But it was more than the blood. His face was all angles, his jaw was hard, his hair was hanging loosely around his shoulders, and his cheeks were coated in dark stubble. His eyes looked fathomless, and he couldn't remember if they had always looked that way. It was like staring into the eyes of a stranger.
He turned from the mirror and quickly peeled off his bloody, ruined clothes and lowered himself into the tub. His skin was completely flawless. Not a scar, not a scratch, not a bruise. He wished he had his old body, with his scars from childhood, his reminders of the easy days, of his mom's kisses and hugs.
He slid under the water, letting the sound of it soothe him. Eyes swirled in his mind. His mother's eyes before she died; Vick's eyes when he realized he'd never see his wife again, the Black Shaman's mad, hate-filled eyes, Doyle's eyes in that last moment, the moment before Andrew left them forever.
What would happen if he never came up for air? If he drowned? Would the power heal him or would it let him go? Would the Black Shaman know he was dead? Would she walk away and leave the city, or would she stay? Would she remake the world?
Suddenly The Raven filled Andrew's mind completely, eyes glittering, commanding, demanding, and Andrew raised his head, taking a deep breath. He would live. To do anything else would be a betrayal of everyone he loved.
He stepped from the tub, dried off, and looked over his clothes. His shirt and pants were completely shot, and wasn't that always the way? He was glad he'd ordered so much extra clothing all those months ago. A little scrubbing soon put his vest to rights, but Twinkle Hooves would never be pink again.
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Andrew left the bathroom but paused when he saw five sets of eyes staring at him from the corner. Oh crap. He really hoped he hadn't just killed their dog. He especially hoped it hadn't been the one he'd eaten. He tossed them a crooked grin and turned to Fred.
"Hey, Fred, you still live at the same place?"
"No; why?"
"Told 'em I'd try to get your dog."
"It's a waste of time," Fred said with a grimace. "And we'd have to feed it."
"I know, but…" Andrew shrugged. Fred sighed, but wrote down an address and directions on a piece of paper and handed it to him.
Andrew paled as a sudden thought occurred to him. "Aylen, upstairs!" he ordered, taking the stairs two at a time.
"What is it?" she asked.
Andrew had closed his eyes and was searching the house. He could see the larger pulsing life sparks of everyone here, but there was more, more than that. He grasped Aylen's arm. "I need you to… oh crap, you can't; maybe I can."
"Andrew, what is it?"
"Spiders! We have to get rid of all the spiders! They could lead her here; they could bite Clara or Fred, killing them and they would turn." He felt so stupid for not thinking of it sooner. He started to fashion a fire ball, one that only killed spiders.
"Stop," Aylen said firmly. "There are no spiders here."
"But there are so many lights. How can you tell?"
"I warded your house and property. Nothing is here. Nothing that is of the dark. Some creatures are inherently dark; they cannot come here."
Andrew frowned. "But your warding isn't a hundred percent."
"It is."
"But it can be broken."
"It cannot."
Andrew was beginning to feel a bit of anger underneath his fear. "Then how," he ground out. "Did she attack the ranch?! Pecos said that you said nothing with her taint could come onto the ranch."
Aylen paled slightly. "I… I removed the wards."
"You what?!" he snapped. "How could you?! Do you know how many ranch hands died? Why would you do that?!"
She closed her eyes for just a minute, seeming to go someplace else, then her eyes popped open, and she said simply, "He asked me to."
Andrew's vision grew dark. There was no way she'd said what he thought she'd said, but she had. "Why?" he whispered.
"Because he wanted her to come."
"What? Why?!" Andrew shook his head in disbelief. "You didn't see him. He was crushed. He said… he said…" He couldn't believe it. "He invited her in?" he whispered. "Why?"
Andrew dropped into a chair; he didn't think he could keep standing if he wanted to. Pecos had invited her in. It was because of Pecos the ranch had been destroyed. Because of Pecos all those men died. All those horses, all the cattle. Pecos had put all their lives in danger. Enrica, Carmina, Doyle, Joe, Charlie, Widow Maker. All of them. Andrew was seized with the sudden urge to dream so he could find Pecos and beat the crap out of him.
"Why?" he asked again.
She sighed, sitting beside him. "I should not have told you. He would not like it that I have. He kept leaving the ranch, trying to draw her out, trying to lure her to him. She would send her minions, as she does, and he would defeat them, as he does." Aylen paused, and suddenly there was a teapot and two cups on the table beside her. She poured them each a cup and took a deep sip.
"He was getting frustrated," she continued. "You know how he is; he cannot handle inaction. And meanwhile her minions were killing more and more people, feeding her, giving her more power. He thought that maybe if it looked like his guard was down, she might attack him directly. He did not understand that by that point what she really wanted was you."
Andrew grimaced. He hated that part. She topped off her cup before continuing. "In any case, it worked. She came. Then you came. Then you, both of you, all of you, defeated her."
"Yeah," Andrew said bitterly. "We just didn't kill her."
"I told you this because I want you to know your house is secure. Nothing that is tainted with darkness can find you here. Nothing." She laughed softly. "Well, not unless you give them directions."
Andrew nodded. He knew Aylen was trying to make him feel better, but he was still trying to process what she'd said. Pecos had removed the protection from his ranch. He had wanted her to come. He had thought if she came after him he could beat her. But he hadn't. Andrew felt sick all over again.
"Thanks," he murmured. "I think… Would you mind… I'd like to be alone." And just like that, she was gone.
The day was more than half over, and Andrew needed to sleep. He'd had a terrible day, what with Vick and the woman and the dogs. He just wanted to close his eyes, curl into a ball, and stay there. Forever. If he ever met Death again, he was begging him to take him.
Andrew closed his eyes, falling asleep almost instantly. He slept a few hours, then woke, still completely mentally exhausted but physically ready to fight.
She hadn't sent Andrew a broadcast that day, which made him nervous. What was the secret she talked about? When would he find out? He honestly wasn't sure he could handle any more surprises.
He glanced out the window and saw the grey of the day slowly turning into night. He felt like a vampire, sleeping during the day, waiting for the sun to set to go out. But he couldn't run around during the day. Well, he could, but look how it had turned out. He wished Vick would hide away somewhere, but he knew he wouldn't. He wasn't the type of man to hide away. He was the type to fight.
Andrew slipped out the back door, deciding to run to the park. He was already sick of eating packaged meat. He longed for a bit of freedom and a bit of hunting, animals not monsters, and a bit of strength.
He stopped at the edge of the park and surveyed it cautiously. He was used to the cover of buildings and alleyways, and it felt awkward to walk out into the open. It wasn't quite full dark yet, and the rabbits were still out, nibbling grass and playing. Andrew dropped to all fours and started creeping slowly through the grass.
Soon he was close enough he could smell them. He picked the fattest one and pounced. The other rabbits scattered, but his rabbit wasn't quite quick enough. He wrung its neck and quickly skinned it. Then he ate the meat slowly, eyes closed, reliving his last hunt with Pecos. Trying to grasp that feeling of freedom.
Here, inside the barrier, he felt as if he was wearing a too-tight skin. The knowledge that he couldn't leave, that he couldn't see the sun or the moon or the stars made his heart pound. The thought that he might actually die here made him nauseous. He tried to push that away and just enjoy his food.
A branch snapped nearby, and Andrew's head jerked up. He'd been so lost in his thoughts, in daydreaming about Pecos and death, that he hadn't been paying attention.
It was too late now. The dead were everywhere. He was already completely surrounded. He stood carefully, cursing himself for not keeping his eyes open, both sets of them.
She had raised the entire city's dead for him. They were all here. Some oozing and half-rotten, some only bones with ragged clothing hanging from their white frames, some looking as if they'd just died yesterday. Maybe they had.
The entire park was filled with them. There was no way out. The only way was through.
Andrew started to sing. He had to burn them; it was the only way to stop them. It was probably a trap. A trap to get him to use all his energy in one shot. Or maybe not. The Black Shaman didn't necessarily know everything Andrew knew. Maybe she didn't even know he and the power weren't one. Maybe she didn't know how weak he was, how needy. A corpse grabbed him, and Andrew pushed the thought aside. Right now he had a horde of zombies to burn.
Andrew sent the power into his hands, making a hot steaming ball of lava and throwing it into the zombies in front of him. The lava burst out, spewing over them and burning a line of zombies into ash.
This is gonna take all night, Andrew thought with a frustrated sigh, fashioning another ball and another.
They were all around him, creeping closer and closer. Andrew turned a quarter turn and shot out another lava ball. He turned and pitched, turned and pitched. He pushed one side back, but the other sides were on him, pulling at his hair, his bag, his clothes.
"ENOUGH!!!" Andrew shouted, pushing out with the power. The zombies stumbled backwards, some consumed by the wave of heat, but all too soon they were right beside him again.
They pulled him to the ground, weighing him down, pushing him into the dirt. His chest tightened, but he slowed his panicked breathing, he built his armor, and then he slowly formed a huge ball of power. He ripped it apart, and fire tore out of him like a rocket, burning through the zombies, blasting them instantly to ash.
He stood. There were still so many more, hundreds and hundreds of them, an entire city's worth of dead, spanning far more than a hundred years. He fashioned a weapon, not a sword, not a spear, but a scythe; and he infused the scythe with fire so hot, so pure, so searing it would disintegrate them on contact.
He moved his feet into base, holding pure fire in his hands, and waited. And when they came, he claimed them for death.
How long he stood there releasing them back to their rest, he didn't know. All he knew was by the time the last zombie blew into the breeze, he was burned from the inside out; and his skull felt like it was being bombarded by hammers, his stomach was screaming in agony, and he could barely summon the strength to walk.
He stood there, still and quiet, watching the sun rise over the ruined grass and wondered how long he could do this, how long he could fight. If she was still planning to remake the world without the white man, he might be tempted to let her. Just let her win, let her drink his blood and get rid of all of them, even him; he didn't think the world would miss them. But she seemed to like it here. Seemed to enjoy the chaos and the hate. It fed her. So he would keep fighting. He'd keep fighting until he won.
He took a careful step and groaned. His body wasn't hurt, but he felt as if the power had burned his insides to ash. He tried to breathe deep of the cool morning air, tried to fill his lungs with coolness, but he couldn't. He was just too exhausted.
A hand settled on his shoulder, but he didn't have the energy to turn. Besides, the hand was warm and soothing, not cold and infused with hate.
"Come home, Andrew," Aylen said softly. And then he was home, standing in the loft, Aylen holding him upright.
"Andrew," she said softly, eyes full of anguish. "You cannot keep doing this. You… one time… It will be too much. The power… You cannot use it like that."
"I know, but I have to." Andrew stood straighter. "No one else is going to do it."
"She will know I am here now, that I am with you."
Andrew laughed. "Finally a point for me."
"What?"
"Nothing. I need to eat." He couldn't stand the thought of cold packaged meat. He needed something warm, something fresh, something to chase away the cold and make him feel alive again. He felt for Dean in his mind, then Sam; he finally found Nunya. Food? he asked. Nunya sent him an image of the backyard, which was more than Nunya usually said.
Andrew stumbled down the stairs, past the gaping faces of his friends and out the back door. A flock of ravens, maybe a hundred or more, circled the backyard, acting as a living fence. A fence to keep the rabbits and squirrels in. His brothers' loyalty, their love, astounded him.
"Thank you," he whispered, before grabbing a passing squirrel, snapping its neck, and eating it where he stood. The pain and the emptiness began to ebb. A rabbit gave him enough strength that he could stand without trembling. He wanted more, but he didn't want to eat the entire city out of squirrels and rabbits. Now he would eat the dead meat, the meat that sustained him but didn't fill him with energy and life.
There was only one sentence on the broadcast that came in later that day. "She is mine; you cannot have her." Her face was inches from the screen when she said it, her eyes wide, mad past any point of reasoning. Seeing her that close made Andrew want to hide.
He wished he had Pecos's strength, Pecos's confidence, but he didn't. At least he knew he'd gotten to her. Aylen would never be hers. Not really. Not only was she just too damn good, but she loved Pecos; she had loved him for more than two hundred years, and she'd never fight against him. But if there was one thing the Black Shaman could never ever understand, it was love.
When he went downstairs, he ignored the others and checked out the weapons Fred had ordered. He tied shell casings into the end of his whip and checked out his bow and arrows. He didn't have any use for either of them, but it was better to have them than not.
He wished he had taught Fred and Clara to shoot, not that it would do any good against her zombies, but still. He noticed Mr. Morgan watching him assemble the guns and remembered he'd been in the military. Andrew glanced thoughtfully around the house. It felt crowded now, with so many people, but it was still a training lair.
If they took down the cage they could move the beds there and open up the target practice area. It's not like he needed the Death Bots anymore; he had plenty to fight. He didn't have time, but Mr. Morgan could teach them to shoot. And it would give them something useful to do.
"Fred," Andrew said. "Let's take down the cage."
"What?"
"We're rearranging."
Fred looked like he might cry, but he helped Andrew dissemble the Death Bot cage. They reassembled the cage in the back yard so the ravens wouldn't have to constantly stand guard. Fred didn't ask about the squirrels and rabbits. Andrew figured everyone already knew, but there was a difference between knowing and knowing.
Fred pushed the Death Bots into a corner and stacked the remaining drones beside them. Andrew motioned for Clara to join them and said, "I want to open up the target practice area, so move the beds and couches here."
He knew he was being selfish, keeping the loft for himself, but he needed that space, that quiet. He needed those chairs to remain empty so he could close his eyes and fill them with Pecos and the others.
"What's going on out there?" Clara asked suddenly.
"What?"
"Everything looks normal. Nothing's different; not really."
"Have you gone outside?" Andrew snapped.
"No, I just looked out the window, but everything looks the same. What's happening?"
Andrew knew they had all seen the first broadcast when she'd killed the city council, but he also knew they didn't really understand what she was or what the zombies were. For all they knew life was continuing as normal. On the other hand, there had to be some idiot posting videos online, and he was sure Fred could easily find them.
He cast a narrow-eyed glance at Fred. Fred caught his gaze and held it. Fred wasn't asking questions. He knew, but he wasn't sharing. Andrew inclined his head slightly and turned back to Clara.
"There's some stuff, mostly zombies, like the city council. There really has to be a better name for them, don't you think? I guess we could just call them the undead or the non-dead. I don't know; whadda you think?"
Clara stared at him. "Does it really matter what you call them?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. I think it's important. Gives you a sense of what you're fighting when it has an accurate name." She raised an eyebrow. "Anyway, I need to talk to your dad for a second."
Andrew turned his back on Clara and walked towards Mr. Morgan. "Mr. Morgan," he said. Mr. Morgan glared at him. He still wasn't happy to be here, but Clara had made him promise to stay, and apparently he wasn't a man who broke his promises.
Andrew had gotten kind of used to ordering Clara, Fred, and even Aylen around. He didn't mean to, but he did. He figured with Mr. Morgan he'd better ask.
"I was hoping you could teach Clara and Fred to shoot." Mr. Morgan's brows shot up. "It won't help against the… well, the zombies, but I'd feel better if they knew."
"The walls are soundproof," Andrew continued, "and the wall behind the bales is pure steel. So anyway, whadda you think?" Mr. Morgan nodded his head once, and that was it. Andrew shrugged. Clearly they weren't going to be friends; which was all right with Andrew. He wasn't looking for friends.
When Andrew went out hunting zombies that night, he realized he wasn't the only one. There were now small units of police officers combing the city. Andrew wished they would stay inside. It's not as if they could actually save anyone. They didn't know what they were up against, couldn't begin to understand how to fight it.
Andrew was in the middle of killing a pack of spiders who had definitely decided to side with the dark when a raven sent him an image of a small police unit facing off against several zombies. Damn it! Andrew thought with a frisson of panic. The police weren't equipped to handle the walking dead. He should have told Vick. He should have told him they had to be burned. Why hadn't he told him?
Where?! he shouted, forgetting the spiders. The raven sent a street sign, and Andrew ran, breaking the pavement as he started off. Dust flew behind him, but he still wasn't fast enough. When he got there everyone was gone.
What happened? he asked the raven. The raven sent him an image of the police unit shooting into the zombies, which had accomplished nothing. The zombies moved closer and closer and instead of running, the police had held their ground until the very end, and the zombies had killed every one of them.
Well hell. Now he had pombies. Police zombies. I'm starting to see why Doyle never likes my names for things, he thought sadly. He sent a message to the raven. I need to know where the police are. Now! Tell the others. The raven nodded, flying into the sky. Andrew shouted after it, "Not the dead ones; the live ones!"
He closed his eyes and searched for oily stains, clenching his fists in despair. There were oily stains everywhere. He wondered what their orders were. For the most part they just wandered the streets killing anyone they came across. They usually left homes and buildings alone, although they did sometimes break into buildings.
Why was she taking it so slow? She'd been here for days. She could have already killed everyone; and there was nothing he could have done to stop her.
An image popped into his head of another police unit about to turn a corner and run into some zombies. Andrew ran. He ran faster than ever, wishing Widow Maker were here. But this time he made it. The police were firing into the zombies, shouting, but holding their ground, when Andrew skidded around the corner, accidently bowling several officers over.
Guns turned on him. "STOP!!" Andrew shouted. There was silence, but the zombies were still moving closer. Not lunging and dragging like they so often did in movies. Not running like the zarmy had, but walking, like they were out for a stroll, eyes dead, no thought, just intent to kill and spread.
Andrew pulled more power out of the well, pushing it into his hand; he shaped it and molded it, made it hot as instant death and threw it into the zombies. The ball hit, exploded, ripping through the already dead bodies, burning, casting off heat so vibrant the police unit fell back.
Then the light faded, darkness returned, and the zombies were gone. Andrew felt ridiculous, standing there, facing the police unit, all of them covered from head to toe in tactical gear, holding shotguns and handguns, all pointed at him, the boy wearing a hundred-year-old vest, beaded moccasins, and a blood-soaked Twinkle Hooves backpack.
Andrew laughed lightly, and a policeman jerked, finger moving slightly on his trigger. Andrew held up his hands and said, "Guns won't work. They have to be burned."
He saw someone move, and sparkling light zipped through the night, attaching to his vest and hanging there, sparking. He couldn't even feel it through the leather. He grinned and knocked the taser cords to the ground.
"So much for a 'thanks, you totally saved our lives'," he said laughing, then turned to run into the night.
"WAIT!" a voice called out, and Andrew froze, laughter gone. Chief Vick stepped out in front of the officers, waving them back. "Can we talk?"
Andrew looked around the dark street. Zombies could be lurking around any corner. "Really? Here? Now?"
Vick walked a few feet to a bus-stop bench and sat down. Andrew fought the urge to run; instead he sat beside the chief and waited for him to speak.
"You're not alone…" the chief started to say.
"I am," Andrew said. "No one can fight her. Just me."
"Why? Why does it have to be you?"
Andrew shrugged. "For one, I'm the one she wants. For two, she's invincible. And immortal. You can't just 'kill' her. And no one here, in this time, uses the power like I can or like Pecos does. Did," he added softly; it always hurt him to be reminded that Pecos was long dead and gone.
"Power?"
"It's inside all of us. Each of us uses it differently. Look at you, master detective. You leap to conclusions with just the slightest hint of clues."
Vick chuckled softly, and Andrew was glad to hear it. "If I asked you how you did it, how you know so much, you know what you would say?" Andrew asked.
"What?"
"Just do; because not even you know. That's the power. For instance, HOW, how did you know I would pick the revolver and the straight edge razor?"
"I didn't; not for sure. Just some things you said and the photo."
"The photo?"
"When you first went missing, Emily…" Vick choked on her name, and it took him a second to continue. "She brought in a photo. She'd just taken it the day before. But when you showed back up, two weeks later, you looked completely different. There just wasn't any way you'd only been gone two weeks. It just wasn't possible. But you had, so there had to be another explanation."
He shrugged. "And there were just signs, you know?"
"No, I don't know. And that's the difference between us. You use the power that way. I use the power this way." Andrew built a ball of light in his hand and stared at it. Why hadn't he done that when he'd seen her, when she'd been in his kitchen? He hadn't been able to think. He'd never expected her. He'd never… He'd just never.
"So what're you saying?" Vick asked.
"I'm saying, the way you use the power is incredible, but it's not going to help against her. Pecos was the only man strong enough to kill her. And he did! I tell you he did! I saw him do it! I felt her die." Tears trickled down Andrew's cheeks. "Damn it, I felt her die."
Vick's hand was on Andrew's shoulder, squeezing slightly. "All I have to do," Andrew whispered, "is figure out how to be like Pecos."
"She would have wanted me to look out for you," Vick said.
Andrew smiled sadly, wiping the tears from his cheeks. "That was exactly what she would have wanted, but you and I both know I don't need it. Fire; it's the only thing that will kill the zombies, okay? And please, stay far, far away from her."
"Take care," Vick said, not promising a thing.
"You too," Andrew responded sadly, before disappearing into the dark.




Chapter 8
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Andrew ran heedlessly down an alley, knowing there were zombies there, wanting to kill them, wanting to kill something of hers. They usually traveled in packs of about four or five, so Andrew stumbled slightly when he realized this pack was huge, twenty or more.
He heard a gun fire and realized some of them were pombies. He weaved armor over his body and built his scythe. Heat poured off him. He felt a bullet bounce as it slammed into his armor. He watched it fall harmlessly to the ground. Then he grinned widely, walking steadily towards them.
He fashioned a knife of the power and hurled it into the nearest pombie, burning it where it stood. Then he swung his scythe in a wide arc, watching it burn everything it touched. In under a minute, the zombies were gone.
He hunted zombies for hours before heading across the city towards Fred's house. He had a hopefully-not-evil dog to save.
Fred's house sat on a well-lit, quiet cul-de-sac, with a perfectly green yard. Andrew looked at the green of the lawn and the green of the trees and realized with a jolt he didn't know what month it was or even what year.
He stared at the cheerful, bright blue door leading into the house. What a change it was from the dreary duplex Fred used to live in. Andrew had given Fred this, this life, this street, this door. And he had taken it away.
He slipped around back, tried the door, then kicked it in. He heard a dog growl and turned to face it. "Your family misses you," Andrew said softly, sending the dog an image of Fred's siblings.
He looked at the dog through the power. It was pulsing brightly, but that didn't tell him if it was evil. Suddenly he could smell its blood pumping. Crap biscuits! He should have eaten first. He ripped open his backpack and pulled out a warm package of meat, eating it quickly, before he could give into temptation.
"So, you good or bad?" he asked when he was done.
The dog's hackles relaxed, and it sent Andrew an image of six children hugging it and rubbing it, letting it lick their faces. "Well come on then. They're waiting for you." The dog padded after Andrew into the street and together they jogged the many miles back to the Raven's Nest.
Andrew opened the door, and the dog bounded in, running up to Fred, jumping on his legs and slobbering all over him. The joy on Fred's face was indescribable, and Andrew quickly turned, walking back outside to his cage of rabbits.
Me, two, he thought grimly. Black Shaman... More than that.
He climbed up his tree to sleep because he wanted to avoid the smell of dog. For some reason dog just always made him hungry. His brothers surrounded him, and their gentle breathing soon lulled him to sleep.
When he woke, he didn't bother going inside, just ate a squirrel and ran out into the streets. He heard the sound of breaking glass as he was running through a neighborhood full of duplexes and turned towards it, wondering if some zombies were trying to break into a house.
He didn't stop running when he found the house and saw the fifteen or so zombies breaking out the windows. He just pulled out his scythe, gasping as the power burned through him into his hand.
Mere feet away he skidded to a stop, dropping his scythe in surprise. "What're you doing?!" he snapped angrily.
One of the men turned and stared at him. "What's it to you?"
Andrew closed his eyes and focused. All of them were alive. The Black Shaman's taint wasn't on them or in them. He frowned, looking past them. There were people still in the duplex too. Several of them, bunched up near the back, probably shaking in fear.
He opened his eyes. "What're you doing?!" he demanded again. He already knew the answer, but he wanted to hear them say it.
Several of the men had turned now, and they eyed him up and down. "I guess," the first man said with a sneer, "we're beatin' the shit outta some punk kid who didn't mind his own business."
"I think you should rethink that plan," Andrew said with a sigh. The city was being attacked by pure evil, and these guys were just adding to it. Why couldn't everyone just get along? Why were people always trying to hurt each other? Andrew was sick of it.
He wanted to tell them to just walk away, but if he did, what then? They'd attack someone else. They'd kill someone else. They'd hurt someone else. They were evil. Just like she was.
"Whatever," Andrew whispered, pulling his knives. They were almost to him now, snarling like dogs. He saw knives in several hands, but he wasn't worried. They weren't as fast as he was. They hadn't had his training.
He closed his eyes for just a moment and started humming, trusting the power to heal him, to make him faster, to make his hits more deadly.
Then he opened his eyes and leaped forward, slicing open the first man's throat, spinning and thrusting his other knife deep into another's chest, pushing power through the blades as he did to burn them. He wasn't in the mood to kill everyone twice.
The remaining men paused in shock but then rushed Andrew all at once. He ducked a swinging arm, slicing through it as he went. He didn't hear the screaming, he was too focused on his humming, and the power hummed with him, drowning out the shrieks of pain.
Andrew kicked out one man's knee, feeling it snap, then slammed his fist into his jaw, knocking him backwards onto the ground. "Eleven," he whispered, wishing Doyle were with him.
He killed the next three with simple knife jabs to the heart or kidneys, counting down as he went. When he got to eight, the remaining men backed off and circled him warily.
Andrew could smell their fear. It annoyed him that he was actually feeding her, but he couldn't let them leave. They were evil, and they had to die.
"I'm outta here," one of the men muttered, turning on his heel.
"Oh no you don't," Andrew hissed, throwing his knife and catching the man in the back. He threw another knife of power right behind it, hitting the man before he hit the ground and burning him to ash.
"Get 'im, boys!" someone yelled, and they rushed Andrew again, screaming angrily.
He dodged a blow and rolled under a second, stabbing as he went. More blows rained on him, catching his head and back, but he barely felt them. A knife sliced across his side, but the power healed him so quickly it didn't hurt for more than a second.
Andrew stabbed upward through one's jaw, ripped his knife out and buried it into another's throat. "Four," he muttered. He stepped forward slamming his elbow into one's head, hearing the snap as the man's neck cracked in half. "Three."
The remaining men suddenly stopped trying to hit Andrew and started trying to run. But it was much too late for that. Andrew tackled one, snapping his neck as they fell to the ground, rolled to the side, and threw his knife into another's back. Then he leaped to his feet and tore after the last man, stabbing him in the base of his neck.
"Zero," he said softly. There were a couple men writhing on the ground in pain, but Andrew ignored them and focused instead on the three dead men pushing to their feet. He quickly fashioned three knives of power and tossed them into the zombies, killing them instantly.
He studied the men on the ground. He'd never killed anyone with the power, and he wasn't sure he could. He'd always wondered if the power would kill a regular person. Anytime he had used it to kill a monster or spiders or something like that when people were around, they were people Andrew knew, people he loved, people he wanted to protect, and he was convinced the power knew that.
Andrew pulled out his scythe, figuring he may as well give it a shot, and sliced it down into the first man. The man screamed as the heat of the scythe hit him, and then he slowly disintegrated. Andrew grimaced. That had been a bit unpleasant, but it had done the job.
The other man was trying to crawl down the street, but Andrew shot him in the back and ran his scythe through the corpse. "Zero, again," he said disgustedly, annoyed that he'd had to kill them all twice.
A wave of weakness washed over him. It would have been easier and quicker if they had just been zombies. He glanced back towards the duplex. Someone was watching him through an upstairs window. He waved, and the face disappeared.
Andrew sighed and turned towards home. There really wasn't any point in fighting anymore tonight. It's not as if he could actually save anyone, and what he really wanted right now was a cup of coffee. Boiling hot and strong enough to walk.
When he reached the Raven's Nest, coffee was already waiting for him, and so was a note. All it said was "Timothy came by." So even though all he wanted was to fall on his face and sleep, Andrew downed a quick cup of coffee and ate a cold package of meat, then he turned around and went back out.
The barrier made every time seem like that weird time before dawn and right after dusk, that nowhere time, but Andrew still knew what time of day it was. He could feel it. And he knew it was nearly morning.
He also knew Vick would be at the station, so he ran there and walked inside, just like before. Sure enough, Vick was sitting in his office, cup of coffee in hand. Andrew paused as he opened the door and sniffed cautiously. Vick wasn't alone. There was a dog in the office with him.
Andrew ignored the dog and sat down in front of Vick's desk. "You came by?" he said, wishing Vick's eyes weren't so heavy and sad.
"How you doing?" Vick asked, just as if it was a normal day and everything was fine. Longing gripped Andrew. Oh how he yearned for those days. The days when his mom didn't understand him. The days when he could stop by Vick's office and have a chat or a not chat, whichever he was in the mood for. The days when he and Clara used to lounge on the couch and talk about her book.
"I've been better," Andrew replied softly.
"Wanna talk about it?"
"Not really."
Vick shrugged. "I wanted to ask you to keep Ruff at your house. I'm never home, and he gets lonely."
Andrew knew without asking who Ruff was. He also knew what Vick was really asking. "Damn it, Vick! Come to the Raven's Nest. Stay there. Stay with Aylen and the others. Please!"
"What kind of man would I be if I did that?"
"A live man!"
"No."
"You can't win!" Andrew yelled. "You can't! You don't stand a chance. Shoot me!"
"What?" Vick asked in surprise.
"Shoot me!"
"No!"
"Fine," Andrew grumbled, pulling one of his knives, ripping open his vest, pulling up his shirt, and shoving the knife deep into his stomach. He grunted with pain. Damn, that hurt. Why hadn't he stuck with his leg? That's right; he'd wanted to make a point.
Vick had already run around the desk and had his hands on Andrew's stomach. "What the hell are you doing?!"
"Showing you you can't win!" Andrew ripped the knife back out and watched the blood run down his stomach, staining his pants. "Look!" he demanded, pushing Vick's hands aside when Vick tried to cover the wound. "Look!"
Andrew hummed softly, and the power burst into his body, filling his veins and his sinews, pouring into his stomach and healing it. He heard Vick's sharp intake of breath and knew he'd made his point.
He wiped his knife on his pants, sheathed it, and ran his hand over his stomach. If it weren't for the blood, it would be like he'd never been stabbed at all.
"You can't win," he said softly. "You can't."
Vick was staring at Andrew's stomach with a bewildered expression on his face, but he finally lifted his eyes to meet Andrew's. "I can try," he said.
Andrew glared at him. "So what, it's like a suicide mission?"
"How's that any different than you?" Vick growled.
"BECAUSE I DON'T WANT TO DIE, DAMN IT!! Not here, not like this! I miss the sun, the stars, the wind, the rain. I can't stand the thought of dying trapped in this black, cold prison. I want to be free!"
"And I wanted to live with Emily."
Andrew opened his mouth to argue, but what could he say? He remembered how broken Doyle had been when he'd talked about Raina and Rolf dying. He remembered Doyle saying he had wanted to be hanged. Doyle had kept going, he'd continued to live, but not necessarily because he'd wanted to. He was just too mean to die.
Andrew looked at Vick, really looked; he saw the deep lines around his eyes, the hollow grief in his eyes, and he knew. He'd known all along.
"So, Ruff," Andrew said, clearing his throat and trying to grin. "What kinda name is that for a dog anyway?"
Vick smiled sadly. "Emily didn't approve of a dog named 'Dog', so she renamed him. She thought Ruff was a cute name."
"She was always weird like that. She once named one of the squirrels in the yard Mr. Chatterbox."
Vick laughed, and Andrew had to fight back the tears that threatened to run. "I still don't understand that yellow submarine song she used to sing all the time," Andrew said jokingly, wishing he didn't have to be here, didn't have to say goodbye.
"No one does," Vick said. "Thank you."
"For what?"
"Taking Ruff."
Andrew wanted to say he didn't want Ruff. He hadn't wanted him when his mom had gotten him; he didn't want him now. But he'd do it. He'd do it for Vick. He'd do it for his mom.
"Thank you," Andrew said, fighting tears once more.
"For what?"
"For making her happy and for knowing when to be silent."
Vick nodded and held out his hand. Andrew shook it, wishing it didn't have to be this way. Then he turned and motioned to the super yummy-smelling dog. "Come on Ruff. Let's go home."
Ruff looked at Vick questioningly, but Vick nodded, and Ruff rose to follow Andrew. "See you around," Andrew said as he stepped through the door.
He walked slowly towards home, Ruff beside him. Andrew sent Ruff an image of Fred. "You'll like him," he said. "Me, I'm not much of a dog person, no offense, but Fred'll love you."
Ruff sent Andrew back an image of Vick and Andrew's mom sitting on the couch together and petting his head, and the tears finally broke free.
"We should run," Andrew said through a sob and broke into a trot.
When he got home he opened the back door and pushed Ruff inside. "Another dog for you, Fred!" he called out. "His name's Ruff." Then he shut the door and climbed his tree.
He took the photograph out of his pocket and stared at Vick and his mom. It wasn't hard to understand why Vick was so willing to die. They had clearly loved each other; Andrew could see it in their eyes. And not that lame kind of love people on TV and movies talked about, but the Aylen and Pecos kind of love. The love that stood solid for a hundred years or more. Forever.
Andrew wiped away a final tear and shoved the photo back in his pocket, leaning his head against the tree. He couldn't wallow in grief. He had to stay focused. 
The next few nights Andrew roamed the streets burning zombies and pombies, killing the occasional evil dog, smashing packs of spiders, killing bats and anything else that dared attack him, avoiding the police, specifically Vick, and watching everything, evaluating everything. Waiting for the next touch.
The only thing that changed was the city. The police issued a warning for everyone to stay inside their homes. Store fronts were boarded up, gas stations stood silent and empty, the wind howled down vacant streets, and nobody dared breathe, let alone stir.
The city was actually beginning to look like a zombie movie. Fred said there were even people posting online that the zombie apocalypse had finally come. But Andrew knew better.
The police patrolled the city night and day with humongous torches; roasting zombies almost as well as Andrew but not quite. For one, it took a lot longer, and if they didn't finish the job, the job wasn't finished, but they soon figured that out.
Andrew supposed he could patrol during the day if he wanted. He longed for the bright light of the sun on his face and his hands, but he wouldn't find it here. Her shield made even the sunlight blackish and sick looking. The sun didn't feel right on his skin; and it was just him, just him against the dark. He felt too exposed, too unsure, too alone to go out during the day. And so he didn't.




Chapter 9

 
[image: ] 

One evening Andrew woke so tired he just wanted to roll over and fall back asleep. He wanted to bury his head in his pillow, pretend the Black Shaman didn't exist, and go back to sleep for a year. He was so tired of fighting.
It had only been two weeks or so, but already he felt like he'd been fighting for years, losing for years. He wasn't winning the war. This wasn't the way to win against her; he just hadn't figured out how to kill her yet.
He'd thought of all sorts of outlandish plans, but he knew they wouldn't work. For instance, he'd wondered if it would be possible to collapse a building on top of her. But she'd just zap out. He couldn't tie her up. She'd just zap out. He could wreck a semi into her, but he didn't actually know how to drive a semi, and SHE'D JUST ZAP THE HELL OUT!
There had to be a way. There had to be. He would figure it out. He just needed time. And more creative plans. He'd had a plan that involved sharks, but where the hell was he going to get sharks?
Since he couldn't kill her, he'd go out and he'd fight her zombies. He'd stand against her in that small, stupid way until he figured something else out.
He walked slowly down the stairs to get his coffee.
"There's another broadcast," Fred said softly as Andrew poured his cup.
Andrew's heart plummeted. He didn't want to watch it. He didn't want to know, but he took the laptop upstairs and pushed play.
He groaned when he saw she was inside the downtown police station. All those men and women he'd been fighting silently beside, gone now. He ached with the need to help them, to run save them, but he knew it had already been done. He watched as their bullets ripped through her blackness, their flames swept around her, their tasers fell useless. She was invincible, invulnerable, nothing could touch her, but once something and someone had.
She walked through the hailstorm of bullets, lips twisted in a mocking grin. Black tendrils ran off her like vines, piercing hearts and necks and heads as she passed through them, untouchable as a shadow.
She slammed open the doors of a conference room and swept in on the remaining city officials as they cowered behind their chairs. There were other men in the conference room too, high ranking police officers, and they didn't cower but stood to fight, firing bullet after bullet into her.
But the Black Shaman didn't feel the bullets, didn't care. She was invincible. If Pecos Bill couldn't kill her, what hope had a tiny lead bullet?
Andrew's heart began to pound rapidly as he realized just what he was seeing. It was a meeting. A meeting of all the chiefs of police for the suburbs and the city. Vick couldn't be there. He just couldn't. Andrew scanned the faces frantically, searching for him, heaving a sigh of relief when he didn't see him.
But when a door burst open behind her and a SWAT team rushed in, shields raised, guns blasting, Andrew knew, he just knew, who would be leading them.
She killed every single member of the SWAT team until there was only one man left standing. Vick dropped his shield and ripped a grenade from his belt. From the look of determination on his face, Andrew knew he was going to use it; he was going to pull the pin and sacrifice himself.
"Pull it," Andrew whispered. "Pull it now. Please, pull it now!" He knew it wouldn't kill her, but at least Vick would be dead, really and truly dead.
"No," she said, suddenly right in front of Vick, plucking the grenade from his hands before he had time to pull the pin.
"You I am going to eat," she purred, tearing Vick's beating heart from his chest with one clawed hand and turning towards the camera, smiling wide, black teeth bared, as Vick's lifeless body fell to the floor.
Tears poured down Andrew's cheeks as he beat his legs in despair, unable to look away, unable to turn his head. Why did he always fail? Why hadn't Vick listened to him? Why had he had to die that way? Why did everyone have to die?!
"Are you growing weary, Andrew?" she asked silkily. "I am not. I grow stronger and stronger." Blood spurted as she tore into Vick's heart with her teeth, tainted joy crossing her face. "Now HE was worth eating."
Andrew gagged and grabbed hold of the power, forcing bile and vomit back down his throat, remembering all too well the feel of her icy claws around his heart, remembering his terror.
He was feeling that same terror now as he watched the entire police department stagger to their feet and face her, awaiting her orders. He sobbed as Vick stood behind her, eyes blank, chest empty, uniform covered in blood. For once he was glad his mom was dead.              
"I am in the mood for a little chaos," she said, licking the blood slowly from her fingers. "Make it so."
The screen went black, and Andrew dropped his head into his hands. Why? Why hadn't he made Vick come here? Why hadn't he tied him to a chair? He knew; Andrew had known all along that Vick was going to die; he was just too stubborn, too committed to protecting the city, too lost in his grief. Andrew just hadn't thought it would be like that.
And every time he saw her, she was more. He could feel her growing stronger and stronger. He could feel her changing, and he was beginning to doubt his ability to win. Pecos said you "just did", but Andrew wasn't sure that was going to work this time.
The lights below flickered and turned off. And then Andrew heard something he'd never heard in this time. Silence. Complete and utter silence.
Fred quickly confirmed that the electricity, the gas, and the water had all been cut off. "But no worries," he added. "You've got a generator in the cellar, tons of gas, and some water."
"I've got a cellar?" Andrew asked, dumbfounded.
"I may have hidden it," Fred answered slyly.
"How much water?"
"Couple days," Fred said with a slight frown.
Andrew nodded wearily, feeling like the fate of the entire world rested in his meager hands. He laughed bitterly. It did. It actually did.
He stepped outside and was greeted with silence. Silence and eerie darkness. He blinked slowly, then turned his eyes towards the sky. There were no stars, and he could barely make out the oily slick of the barrier. He suddenly felt very much like he was in one of his dreams. His dreams of her. If only he could see the stars.
He ate two rabbits and three squirrels before he ventured into the city. It was entirely changed. The streetlights were gone. The house lights were gone. It was black; so black the darkness could be felt.
Andrew hummed, sending the power to his eyes so he could see while his brothers flew awkwardly above him. They couldn't see any better in this darkness than he could.
The silence was broken by the sounds of motors. Some people, so frightened of the dark, were actually sitting in their cars on the streets, engines running, lights beaming. But they had nowhere to go. There was nowhere to go.
Andrew wanted to tell them to go back inside, but he knew they wouldn't listen. No one ever listened. He ignored the sounds of breaking glass behind him, and the screams of terror. There was no point in trying to save them all. What could he do? There was nothing he could do.
Fear and despair, anger and violence were so thick in the air he could taste it. Andrew ran towards the barrier because the desperation he could feel there was massive, overwhelming, and he wanted to know why.
He tripped when he saw them, almost falling, but he caught himself and stood still, trying to understand. Cars lined the highway, headlights reflecting off the barrier. But all the people, thousands and thousands of people, were crowded against the barrier, crying out, beating it with their hands, beating it with rocks and sticks, trying to break through, trying to reach the safety of the other side. Soldiers lined the other side using picks and axes, chainsaws. But nothing worked.
Why hadn't they stayed in their houses? They would have been so much safer. As the zombies slipped from the shadows and stalked towards them, Andrew finally moved. He ran onto the highway, power blazing through him, burning scythe lifted high as he ripped through the zombies, obliterating them, but there would be more, so many more.
He 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 opening as long as he could, as long as his strength could bear, as long as his lips could hum, 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 and scraped his lung, then shot out the skin of his chest. Andrew gasped in pain, trying to summon the energy to hum.
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 did."
Andrew ripped into the cat, eating as fast as he could. He didn't care that people were watching him, that they could see the blood dripping from his lips. He needed to eat.
The front of the crowd was unaware, so focused on their hatred of him, his lack of ability to save them that they hadn't noticed the zombies slowly inching their way forward. Zombies pushing through the crowd, killing and changing, killing and growing.
When he'd finished the cat, he grabbed more meat from his backpack and gobbled it down, standing as he did, pulling the power out, pushing it through his broken body, healing it. He stared at the crowd, eyes blazing, snapping with pure fire.
"Out of my way!" he commanded.
A woman with several young children clawed her way forward and fell at his feet. "Save us," she sobbed. "Open the wall."
Andrew closed his eyes, looking into the crowd. Although there were many sparks of life left they were far outnumbered by black, by death. He couldn't open the gate, couldn't let anyone through, couldn't risk her blackness spreading outside the barrier.
"I'm sorry; I can't," he said softly. She screamed, desperately grabbing his hand, but he pushed her aside and moved forward to face them, the horde of living dead.
He smiled grimly, wishing he had a plan, any plan, or help, any help at all. He snapped his armor in place, fashioned his scythe, and went to work. But there were too many, for every one he killed, ten took its place, pushing closer and closer, clawing at him.
Tears slipped down his cheeks as he burned a mother and the zombie baby clutched in her arms. He closed his eyes tightly as he sliced through a group of undead children. He sobbed as the fire poured off him, into the crowd, burning them, releasing them. Only moments ago they had all been alive, but he had failed. He had failed to save them. He was always failing.
In less than a minute they were so tight around him he couldn't move. They were crushing into him, pulling at him, dragging him down. He saw black tendrils crawling off them, crawling towards him, and he stopped. He stopped fighting; he stopped breathing. She wouldn't have him yet, not this way. When he died he was going to do it killing her.
He hummed softly, blocking everything from his mind, feeling the power dance through him. He reached into the bottomless well pulling more and more power out, weaving it into a living, breathing ball of inferno. When it was finally so big he couldn't hold it anymore, he touched it in the center with his finger and whispered, "Burn."
The ball contracted before exploding out with enough force to level a city block. Heat blazed through Andrew and into the zombies, annihilating them one by one by one. When the fire finally flickered out, only Andrew still stood. Andrew and a solitary child, clutching his stuffed tiger tightly to his chest.
Jackhammers were pounding in Andrew's head, and he could barely see straight. But he picked up the boy, carried him to the barrier, ripped a hole with his bare smoking hand and shoved the child through, letting the barrier snap closed behind him.
Black Shaman, ten thousand; me, three, he thought bitterly as he drifted into the shadows, ignoring the yells of the soldiers behind him.
He ate as he ran. He wasn't so stupid as not to eat. He ate and ran until he reached his warehouse. Then he climbed to the top and surveyed his dark and helpless city.
"Damn it!" he yelled, trying to look out past the barrier, into the world beyond. "WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?!! WHERE ARE YOU?!!" he cried, striking useless tears from his eyes. "I can't do this alone!" But no one heard him. Ahanu didn't suddenly materialize at Andrew's shoulder, puffing his pipe and offering sage words of wisdom.
Andrew sat on the roof, head in his hands, feeling the despair, the underlying sense of violence and death, knowing he was useless, he was helpless, he would never be able to win. She was simply too strong.
Dean landed beside him and rubbed Andrew's hand with his beak. Andrew nodded. "I know." Dean pecked his hand. "What?" Andrew snapped. Dean pecked his hand again, and Andrew finally looked up.
His eyes swept across the rooftops, and he gasped. He hadn't known there were so many; he hadn't known they knew him, that they were with him. The rooftops, all the rooftops were filled, covered in black silhouettes, the black silhouettes of his brothers. He stared at them in awe. They were his, his tribe, his brothers.
He sent out an image of them all flying free over the plains. They sent back an image of them surrounding him, his army against the dark.
Andrew choked back a sob. "Thank you," he said softly. "I need you... I'm looking for a man…" He swallowed. "A zombie I mean." He sent out an image of Vick. "Find him." The ravens lifted from the rooftops, momentary blocking the blackish light of the moon, and swooped into the streets and alleys.
Andrew waited for a long time, listening to the city. Finally he received an image of Vick walking down a street with several other pombies, and Andrew stood.
It was time to free him. He owed it to his mom. He owed it to Vick. Vick had been Andrew's friend. His place of silence in a world with no silence. He'd understood him without knowing him. He'd given Andrew trust and respect, even though Andrew had never understood why.
He closed his eyes, remembering all the times he'd ranted at Pecos for not knowing the other cowboys. How could you trust a man when you didn't even know his last name? The answer was simple. You just did.
Andrew ran down the streets so fast he didn't see anything he passed. He ignored everything he did see, ignored screams, ignored death, ignored everything. He found Chief Vick's zombie pack just as they were raising their guns to kill a group of people huddled together in a truck.
"Goodbye, my friend," Andrew whispered as he ripped his scythe from inside himself and reaped death quickly, dusting Vick and the others with one mighty swing. "Get inside!" Andrew snapped at the terrified bystanders, before letting his scythe fade and running towards home.
He reached home desolate and filled with despair. He opened the door silently, hoping they were asleep, but they weren't. Clara opened her mouth, but Andrew shook his head. Small talk and useless pleasantries were beyond him. He'd just killed his friend. The Black Shaman had done it, but he felt the weight of it, the sorrow, the guilt.
The ravens were sending him images, images of death, but there was nothing he could do. For every one he stopped, she raised more. For every person he saved, more were killed. In spite of his brothers, in spite of the power, he was outnumbered and outgunned.
He sat in the darkness of the loft, wondering if Pecos had ever felt so alone, so helpless, so useless. Doyle's anguished face flashed into his mind. Doyle had once felt more alone, more helpless, more useless, and he had survived. He had lived. He had fought, and he had won. But he hadn't gained back his soul.
Andrew rubbed Joe's watch between his fingers. He wasn't done yet. He wouldn't admit defeat; he'd never admit defeat. And if he never admitted defeat, there was no way he could ever lose.
He felt Aylen sit beside him. Her presence calmed him, like a healing balm on his battered soul. "She's really good at touch tag," he murmured.
"I am so sorry."
"Me too. Where's Ahanu?"
"I do not know."
"Why isn't he here? Why isn't he helping?"
"I do not know," she said. "I wish…"
"I know," Andrew said softly. "You're doing what you can. You could no more kill or raise a gun than I can run away."
"I am sorry."
"Don't be. You're everything she isn't. Pure life; pure goodness. Everything about you is light and…" he shrugged. "It's not hard to see why Pecos loves you." The air changed, and when he looked, she was gone.
He didn't know why he'd said it. He just wanted her to know that even if Pecos was lost to them here, somewhere, in some time, Pecos was alive and well, and wherever, whenever he was, Pecos loved her and always would.




Chapter 10
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Her broadcast the next day was short. "I miss the old days, do you?" was all she said before the screen went black. Andrew wasn't sure what she meant by that, but he knew he wasn't going to like it. He left the Raven's Nest carefully, slinking alongside the houses and buildings.
Everything was cast in black. The towering street lights were black; the houses were black; there were no lights flickering or shining anywhere. There weren't even any car lights burning through the darkness tonight. Andrew wondered if their batteries had all died or if they had all been killed.
Andrew had always hated the unnatural brightness of the city at night, but this unnatural darkness was even worse. He felt like she was everywhere, surrounding him, in everything. He crept down street after street drifting closer to her black stain, knowing he would have to eventually face her. Knowing he was hiding. Knowing he was scared he would lose.
The city felt eerily empty even though Andrew knew it was still full of life. It felt empty because he was really and truly all alone. There were no police units marching silently beside him. Vick wasn't out there somewhere roasting zombies. There was no one; it was only him.
He heard the tearing whistle of the dust devils long before he saw them, and a boyish terror rose in his throat as he remembered the feel of their lethal claws ripping through his skin. But he was no longer that boy, no longer scared, no longer untrained and untried.
He stood silently, watching them careen down the street shredding everything in their path. His hands moved towards his guns. He didn't need the power here. He drew his revolvers and waited, calmly, watching them tear closer and closer. The power sharpened his eyes, and he finally saw the little bit of black in the center of the first one.
He fired, and the dust devil stopped whirling, collapsing awkwardly onto the sidewalk. The other five sped towards him, but Andrew was quicker. He fired carefully and accurately, and the spinning stopped, the whirling died, and the dust and debris dropped with a whoosh.
At that moment howls shattered the peace of the night, and he knew she'd fashioned cinder wolves. He shuddered as he wondered what else she might have made. She was full of power, bursting with it; what did it matter if she used a bit creating her monsters?
He was sneaking down a street when the wolves jumped him, flames pouring off their savage bodies. Gnashing teeth tore through his armor, ripping his flesh and blistering his skin. Andrew scrambled backwards, realizing it was going to be a little difficult to battle cinder wolves without any snow or water. As the five cinder wolves circled him, fiery eyes unblinking, Andrew knew he was going to have to break Doyle's rule.
He slammed his fist into the first wolf's head. Burning ash and fire slashed past Andrew's face, burning him, tearing the skin from his hand. He ducked the attack of a second wolf and jumped to the side reaching for his whip, which he'd left at home since it didn't work on zombies.
Teeth scraped his back, and he rolled, kicking up and into a wolf's muzzle. Ash spewed into the air, choking him. Three to go. He grabbed the top of a broken door off the ground and slapped one of the wolves with it so hard it flew into the wall across from Andrew and burst into ash.
The other two wolves advanced, snarling. Andrew grinned, hefting the door in his raw, burned hands, and when they leaped he swung it like a bat bashing it into one, then the other and disintegrating them on contact.
As the ash settled, he felt disappointed they didn't have bodies he could eat. He would have loved to know what wolf tasted like and what wolf power would feel like coursing through his veins.
The remainder of the night was spent engaged in battle and wasted efforts. He burned zombies and pombies, dusted dust devils, and beat cinder wolves to ash. He saved living people from burning houses, only to burn their zombie bodies later. It was futile, and he knew it.
When the ravens sent him an image of the zoo, he just groaned. The gates were broken down, and the animals, all of them, were roaming free. Dean sent Andrew an image of a puma, and Andrew watched helplessly as it ripped apart two teenagers who had been foolish enough to go outside.
There was too much to do; too many to save. He couldn't save them all; he couldn't help them. He wasn't helping anyone, not really. He wished Pecos was there to tell him what to do. He needed a plan, any plan, any plan other than running around killing things. What did she care if he killed everything she created? She had more than enough power to play this game forever. It was Andrew who was going to die.
He turned to go home but stopped. Wait, he thought. Where's that? Gertrude had sent him an image of a pack of bison running down an alley. Now she sent him an image of a street sign. Thanks, Andrew thought, turning to run towards the bison.
He remembered the bison he'd once met at the zoo, the bison who had talked, and he wanted to see if that bison was with them.
He heard them long before he saw them, hooves pounding on the pavement, snorts filling the air. He quickly closed his eyes to make sure they weren't already dead and heaved a sigh of relief when he saw they were alive.
They tore around the corner and stampeded straight towards him. He stood his ground, sending them an image of open plains and waving grass. They shuddered to a halt mere inches from his face.
"Well met," the largest bison said softly.
Andrew grinned. "I'm glad you're alive."
"As am I."
"I see you broke out of the zoo."
"Darkness was swarming there. We had to leave."
Suddenly Andrew wanted them to run free, to feel the wind on their faces, to feel the sun, to gallop over the hills like they'd never been able to, to feel the freedom of their ancestors.
"If you follow me, I'll set you free."
"Why?" the great bison asked, eyes solemn.
"Because I want you to be free."
"We will not be free for long. Man will hunt us."
Andrew knew that was true. He knew they might die or end up back in a cage. "I know. But for a moment, maybe longer, you'll be free. Absolutely and completely free."
He sent an image of a green meadow, grass blowing in the breeze, to all the bison. Several snorted in response. Andrew wished Widow Maker were there, so that Andrew could be free too, for one final moment.
"Show us the way," the bison said.
Andrew grinned and started trotting towards the border. He didn't take the highway; he knew the army waited there. Instead he took them to the far side of town, the part surrounded by farm land and empty stretches of grass.
It was almost dawn. Soon they would feel the sun on their hides and the soft grass under their feet. The barrier rose before Andrew, and he fashioned his scythe, ripping through the greasy wall and stepping into it, holding it apart with his hands.
"Hurry," he urged. "I can't hold it long."
The bison hesitated and then rushed through. Andrew barely heard the lead bison say "Thank you," before the weight of the barrier pushed at him and he dropped to his knees, the barrier sealing behind him.
He pushed himself to his feet and watched the bison tread through grass coated in morning dew. He felt envy as he watched the sun rise and turn their hides orange while he still stood in thick grey light. When they turned their faces towards the sun, he longed to be with them. He closed his eyes and imagined walking with them. Riding with them. Riding the lead bison to freedom. He pushed that thought away. Widow Maker would trample him for the idea alone.
Andrew watched them until they disappeared over a rise, remembering his morning with Charlie, how they had sat and watched the bison on the riverbank. For this moment, right now, these bison were just as free as the ones on Pecos's ranch, and maybe they'd be free forever. Maybe, just maybe, man would leave them alone. Andrew sighed, knowing it was a foolish dream.
He could feel the discontentment as soon as he walked into the Raven's Nest, and he glanced around carefully. Everyone was still alive, but he could tell they weren't happy. He could feel the anxious energy.
Clara was mad at him, but he didn't know why. Mr. Morgan hated him. Fred's mom was terrified of him. The children didn't mind him so much since he'd gotten their dog, but they were sick of being inside.
No one understood why they were here. They could look out the window, and all they saw were empty streets. They didn't see zombies or dust devils or cinder wolves.
Only Fred and Aylen seemed to understand the full extent of what was happening. Andrew was absolutely sure that Fred not only watched the broadcasts, but also found every single video posted online. How Fred was still managing to get the internet was beyond Andrew, but he didn't bother asking. He'd heard enough "just do's" to last a lifetime.
Andrew ate quietly, drank his coffee, and went up into the loft to sleep.
When he woke, Fred told him they were out of water.
Andrew sighed in frustration, knowing he'd have to go out and find some. And then once he found it, he'd have to find a way to get it back. He wondered briefly if he could just use Aylen's car, it was sitting in his front driveway after all; but cars made noise, so maybe that was too obvious. He didn't exactly want to paint a bullseye on his back.
He remembered seeing his bike parked out back, so he grabbed it and brought it inside. "Fred, help me modify this thing," Andrew said, staring at it.
"Modify?" Fred asked.
"Yeah, I need baskets so I can haul the water."
"Oh." Fred's eyes lit up. "I can do that."
"I knew you could."
"Why don't you just use a car?" Clara asked, looking over Andrew's shoulder.
"I don't know," Andrew replied, shrugging. "Too loud; just doesn't feel right." He tried to breathe deeply without her noticing. Only Clara could still smell nice when there was no water to bathe with. Andrew was sure he smelled like sweaty gym socks. And blood. And death.
He grinned crookedly at her. "Although I suppose it would be fun to race through the empty streets."
"Are all the streets really empty?" Clara asked anxiously.
Andrew's grin faded. "Pretty much. Of regular people anyway."
"Are they really zombies?"
Andrew frowned. He didn't want to have this conversation. "Not like the movies," he mumbled. "I just call them that because they're dead but they're still walking."
"Oh. What are they like then?"
Andrew wished she was mad enough not to talk to him. But one of the things Clara loved to do above all else was ask questions. He should have taught her rule number ten when he'd had the chance.
"Um… they look just like people."
"So how do you know they're dead?"
"Just do."
"How?"
Andrew's head was starting to hurt. "Just do, Clara."
"But how?" she insisted.
"They don't have a life spark."
"Whadda you mean?"
"Look, it doesn't matter. They're dead. I know they're dead. End of story." He turned his back to her and stalked upstairs to the loft. What he wouldn't give for a normal conversation.
By evening the bike was ready to go. Fred had somehow managed to find and attach four large baskets to it.
"You should be able to haul like sixteen gallons," Fred said, frowning at it. "It's not much, but we'll make it last."
Andrew shrugged. It was what it was. The closest store was over five miles away. There were a few gas stations closer, but Andrew doubted they'd have enough water. He rode out into the street quietly, slowly, feeling terribly exposed as he cruised down the side of the street, his pedals clicking and gravel and dirt crunching beneath his wheels.
He soon reached the store and pried back several of the boards covering the door. He broke the glass out of the door, wincing at the tinkling sound and crawled into the dark interior. He was humming, without even realizing it, and a flame blossomed before him, lighting his way.
The water was all the way at the back of the store, and he didn't think to get a cart the first time, so he had to make two trips. He finally got the water loaded into his baskets, then he scanned the parking lot with both sets of eyes, saw nothing, and started pedaling quickly across the lot.
A lone wolf stepped out from behind a parked car. Andrew hissed under his breath and slammed his feet down on the pedals, humming faster. The wolf howled, and hundreds of wolves answered, some very, very close.
Andrew turned down a street, pedaling as quickly as he could. He had no doubt he could outrun a cinder wolf any day; but he wasn't running, he was biking, and he could feel them pounding over the pavement behind him. He tore down one alley, then another, turning often, pushing the power into his legs and pedaling faster and faster.
For a moment they were panting hungrily right behind him, but with each turn, they fell further behind.
I'm going to make it, he thought as he skidded wildly around a corner. Just as he was straightening up, his bike tire caught a patch of gravel and his bike pitched sideways. Andrew scrambled for the pedals, trying to regain control, but he was going too fast, faster than his bicycle was ever meant to go.
He screamed in agony as the pedal caught the back of his ankle, snapping the bone in half. He jerked his handle sidewise, and the bike flipped, head over heels, down the alley, taking Andrew with it, careening towards the brick wall at the end. Andrew didn't have time to shield himself or build armor; he didn't have time to do anything more than realize he was going to crash.
His back slammed into the wall one second before his bike crashed into him, broken handlebar tearing through his chest bone and pinning him to the wall. The pain was horrific, and he bit his lip to keep from screaming. He could hear them coming, the wolves were coming; and if they found him, he was dead.
Numbness settled over him as he hummed silently, desperately, begging the power to cover him, to camouflage him, to blend him into the bricks and the dirty alley floor.
He tried to curl up against the wall, but he couldn't move. Something was wrong. He couldn't move anything. He was stuck, half upright, legs sprawled in front of him, pinned to the wall by his own bike.
The wolves stalked down the alley like ghosts, paws barely touching the ground, melting it when they did. Molten slobber dripped from their jaws, catching debris and trash on fire. The lead wolf sniffed the air and moved closer and closer.
Andrew forgot to breathe. The power was faint now, and he had no idea if his camouflage was in place. The lead wolf stalked down the alley to the end, sniffing and searching. When it reached the wall, it turned and stared right at Andrew. It sniffed. It looked side to side. It stepped closer. Andrew begged his heart to stop, to stop beating, to hold still for just a moment.
The wolf was right on top of him. Its burning paws a mere inch from Andrew's leg. It sniffed Andrew's face, and the heat from its open mouth poured over Andrew, blistering his forehead and nose. The wolf's mouth opened wide, wicked teeth glowing in the dark, and Andrew's eyes widened.
This was the end. The wolf was going to rip Andrew's head from his shoulders and there was nothing he could do about it. Not a thing. Lava dripped from its fiery jaws, burning through Andrew's pants and into his leg. Andrew bit through his lip, pain searing his mind, waiting breathlessly for death.
Several streets over, howling filled the night, and the wolf turned, trotting after the others. Andrew held his breath a moment longer, not believing the wolves had left, not believing he was still alive, then let go of his breath with a hiss.
He couldn't feel anything except for his burned skin, which was weird because he was sure he had several broken bones. He closed his eyes, dreaming of the ranch, wondering why he was trying so hard to survive.
Why couldn't he just let go, stop fighting, give into the darkness that swirled around him, ready to take him? He felt the darkness reach for him and almost smiled. He wouldn't hurt there. No one would depend on him. He wouldn't have to save anyone; wouldn't feel that horrible guilt when he failed to save someone.
His eyes snapped open. This wasn't how he wanted to die, pinned to a filthy alley wall. He wanted to die watching the sunrise, Widow Maker sitting beside him. He wanted to die breathing fresh air, not this rancid filth. He wanted to die free!
He had to get out of here. He tried moving his fingers, but he couldn't. He looked down, staring at the pipe in his chest and suddenly realized it had severed his backbone. He was completely paralyzed.
He would have puked if he could have moved. But he couldn't. He knew he didn't have enough strength to heal himself, not all of himself anyway, so he would heal what he could, just enough that he could move again.
He closed his eyes and sang softly. The power swirled around him, and Andrew visualized it pushing the pipe from his chest and knitting his broken spine. The power burned hotter than the wolf's breath, searing his insides. Andrew felt the pipe move, felt the agony of the pipe sliding slowly through his body, and then it was out.
Blood gushed from his chest, pooling on the ground. Andrew still couldn't move, and the darkness tried to pull him under, but he wouldn't let it take him. He kept humming. The power moved sluggishly, but it moved, and it wrapped itself around his spine, around the gaping hole in his chest, and it knitted him back together.
The hole finally closed, and Andrew's fingers twitched. He dropped the power and collapsed to the ground. The whole world was spinning. He closed his eyes, grinding his teeth together.
He'd told Dean and the other ravens to stay home tonight. If only he could call them they could bring him a squirrel or something to eat, but he simply didn't have the energy to summon them. Somehow he knew if he used the power even just a little bit, he'd black out where he stood. Or didn't stand, considering he had two broken legs and probably some other broken bones as well.
He felt like the worst sort of idiot for not bringing his backpack full of meat. He'd just wanted to get it over with, and he'd eaten before he left. He honestly hadn't thought he'd run into any trouble. When would he ever learn? Doyle would be so mad at him right now. Hell, he'd even punch himself if he could.
He clawed his fingers into the asphalt and pulled himself forward. He moved an inch. It'll take too long this way, he thought with a frown. The wolves would find him. He glanced around the alley. His bike was useless, just a twisted hunk of metal, but Andrew saw some broken pieces of wood nearby that he thought he could use as crutches.
He pulled himself towards them, inch by inch. The darkness almost claimed him as he levered himself up, tucking the sticks under his armpits, but he pushed it back, standing tall and stepping forward.
I only have to make it four more miles, he thought grimly, moving slowly down the alley, flinching with every step, his broken bones pushing until his flesh was broken and his blood dripped behind him.
He made it three miles before Aylen found him and zapped him home. He'd never been so happy to see a shaman in all his life. He grinned at her before finally allowing the darkness to take him and dropping to the floor.
When Andrew opened his eyes he saw stars shining brightly above him. His first thought was that Aylen had betrayed him and after he thanked her for saving his life, he was going to kick her out of his house and never speak to her again. His second thought was panic, pure panic. He scrambled to his feet, but Pecos grabbed him before Andrew could run away.
Andrew closed his eyes. He wouldn't look. If he didn't look Pecos in the eyes, he wouldn't have to tell him, and then Pecos would never have to know.
"What's wrong?!" Pecos growled. Andrew shook his head, refusing to talk, refusing to look. Pecos shook him. "Look at me, boy! What's the hell's wrong?"
"I can't," Andrew gasped. "Please… I can't." He felt the wet of tears running down his cheeks, and he wiped them away frantically. "Let me go; let me go! Please!"
Pecos didn't. Andrew panicked, using a jiu jitsu move to get away from him and ran into the night across the rolling hills, as fast as his feet could carry him. But he couldn't outrun Pecos. It was stupid to have thought he could. When Andrew finally stopped, panting for breath, Pecos sat beside him and waited. Waited for Andrew to speak.
Andrew opened his eyes and stared at the beautiful stars. Oh how he missed them! He breathed deep the fresh air, felt the cool breeze on his face. He hadn't felt this alive in weeks. He hadn't felt this clean, this pure, since he'd left.
He could feel Pecos beside him, and he wished with everything he was that Pecos was with him, there, in Andrew's time, facing her.
Andrew pasted a grin on his face and looked sideways at Pecos. "So, how's it going?" Andrew asked casually.
Pecos pinned Andrew with his ice, blue eyes and raised an eyebrow. "You tell me."
"I'd rather not."
"Do it anyway."
"Do I have to?"
"Yes."
Andrew rubbed his hand over his face, hoping he'd wake up, hoping he would die from blood loss, anything but this. But when he opened his eyes, Pecos was still there, stars shining above him.
Andrew opened his mouth but words wouldn't come out. He just couldn't do it.
"Spit it out, boy," Pecos snapped.
"She's there," Andrew finally whispered.
Pecos stiffened. "The Black Shaman? In the future?" Andrew nodded. "How?!"
"She slept it off, I guess. Wars feeding her until she grew powerful again."
"And?"
"And what, Pecos? Whadda you want me to say?"
"What's she doin'?"
"Playing touch tag."
"What?"
"Nothing," Andrew sighed. "Look, there's not anything you can do. I'm so sorry. I didn't wanna tell you. I didn't want you to know. I wasn't going to, but Aylen… well, never mind." Andrew dropped his face in his hands. "Don't tell the others. Please, don't tell the others."
For a while Pecos didn't speak, but Andrew knew he was still there. He would have given anything not to tell Pecos, not to have Pecos know, but now he knew; and somehow Andrew didn't feel quite as alone as he had a minute ago.
"You got a plan?"
"Kill her."
Pecos nodded. "Good plan."
Andrew laughed. "Kinda glosses over a few steps."
"Best plans do."
"I wish you were here."
"Me too, boy."
"I was almost dead. So close I could feel the darkness pulling, and I wanted to go. Just quit, give in, stop trying so hard to survive. But you know what stopped me?"
"What?"
Andrew laughed bitterly. "It wasn't Clara or Fred or any of the others depending on me to save them. It wasn't the thought that the entire world would burn if I didn't keep going. It was me. I just didn't want to die that way. I want to die in the open air, Pecos, not in some grungy alley."
"Ain't nothin' wrong with that."
"Pretty self-centered," Andrew said with a grimace.
"Think you're allowed."
"If you say so."
"I do."
They sat for hours watching the stars, saying nothing. There was nothing to be said; nothing Andrew wanted to say or could say. But when he woke, he finally knew what he had to do.
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Andrew walked slowly down the stairs. Thanks to Aylen his body was healed. And thanks to Aylen he didn't feel quite as alone as he had yesterday. Today he would begin anew.
Yesterday and the day before and all the days before, he had fought the Black Shaman's way; and he was constantly on the run, gaining nothing, scoring no points. Today he would take the fight to her. Today he would teach her the true meaning of touch tag.
"I'm mad at you," he growled as he passed Aylen and her perfect teacup. "Fred, I need dye. Black dye."
Fred looked confused for a moment, but then his eyes sharpened. "I got this," he said, running over towards the pile of discarded training equipment. He pitched a few pieces around until he found a printer and pried it open. "Here," he said, tossing a couple boxes to Andrew. "It's ink, not dye, but it'll work as dye."
Andrew walked towards the bathroom, ink cartridges in hand, grabbing his blood stained backpack as he went.
Clara stepped in front of him, eyes concerned. "Andrew, are you okay?" He nodded, stepping around her. She touched his arm, tears clouding her eyes. "Are you sure? When Aylen brought you home I thought you were dead. You were… your legs… I mean, should you even be up?"
It was hard for Andrew to remember that they didn't really understand what he was. What Aylen was. What the Black Shaman was. He wanted to say something to reassure her. She was clearly scared, but he simply didn't know what to say or what to do. He wished he could make her smile like he used to, but he didn't know how. Didn't know what he could possibly say.
"I'm fine," he said softly.
Then he pushed gently past her and walked into the bathroom, refusing the let the hurt in her eyes stop him. For a moment he stared at himself in the mirror. He was covered in blood, always covered in blood. He couldn't believe that just hours ago he'd been paralyzed, nearly dead. He shuddered, remembering the feel of the wolf's breath on his face.
His clothes were totally ruined, and even his vest was worse for wear, bearing a two inch jagged hole in the center. He opened a cabinet and pulled out his last pair of fresh clothes.
It was impossible to wash things when there wasn't any water. Burnt crap biscuits, he thought with a sigh. He'd forgotten about the drinking water. He was going to have to go on another water run, but not right now. Right now he needed to get ready.
First things first, his hair had to go. He was sick of dead hands pulling at it and fire singeing it. He pulled out his sharpest knife and began to cut. When he got close to the skin, he closed his eyes and remembered everything Doyle had shown him. He tilted the knife, dragging it softly across his skin.
It didn't work quite the same without soap and water. The first time he nicked himself he flinched a bit, but he just wiped the blood off the blade and started humming. When he was done, his head was totally smooth. He ran his hand over it curiously, not recognizing the boy he saw in the mirror, but maybe that was good.
His cheeks were coated in stubble. He hadn't shaved in… He couldn't remember. He honestly didn't know how many days he'd been here. They were all a terrible blur. He didn't actually care that he had stubble, but it would make it harder to do what he wanted to do, so he would shave.
He suddenly missed Vick horribly. Missed his "knowing", missed his cheerfulness, his ability to be silent. Andrew bit his lip, pushing his grief away, and began to shave. If he'd been anyone else he would have bled to death. But he wasn't, so he got the job done.
He dumped his clothes, vest, moccasins, and backpack into the tub and emptied the ink over them. He hated to ruin the moccasins Ahanu had given him, but they were already coated in blood, so coating them in black ink wouldn't make that much difference. It would have been easier with water, but he worked the ink in with his hands and soon his clothes were black as night and Twinkle Hooves was completely erased.
He hung everything to dry, but he wasn't done yet. He wasn't keen on the idea of ink coating and soaking into his skin, but soot would rub off, so he dipped his fingers into one of the cartridges and smeared ink over his face, his head, his neck, his eyelids, even his lips.
Then he pulled out his knives and rubbed ink gently over each handle and blade, grimacing as he covered the pistols Doyle had given him. He dabbed ink on every cartridge head, his belt buckle, and the twisted metal he had worked into the end of his whip. Soon everything he wore and every bit of exposed skin was covered in black. He sat on the toilet lid, eyes closed, breathing, and waited for the ink to dry.
Maybe he didn't really need the black; he could use the power to make camouflage, but somehow he felt as if he were donning a uniform. He was camouflaging himself as the enemy. Black for black. Maybe she wouldn't sense him this way, wouldn't feel him, wouldn't be able to tell he was there. His plan depended on it.
He knew that the only thing that could really hurt her was the power or a power infused punch from Pecos. He wasn't as strong as Pecos, but he was clever. He wasn't going to go toe to toe with her; no, not at all. He was just going to touch her. Just a little jab to let her know he was still here.
When he left the bathroom, Clara gasped. "Andrew… What... What're you doing?!"
"Playing touch tag," he said with a grin, making a mental note to keep his mouth shut once he was outside since his teeth were still bright white.
"What?" Clara looked at him like he'd lost what little was left of his mind. He knew she didn't get it. None of them got it except maybe Aylen, but there was no sense trying to explain. He was done losing. It was time to start winning.
He left without saying more. Once outside, he stepped into the cage and ate a rabbit. Then he broke several squirrels' necks and shoved them into his bag.
He turned to his brothers, sending them an image of all of them soaring free, high in the sky, through the clouds, breathing the crisp morning air. In his mind, he flew with them.
"Soon, my brothers," he said softly. "Stay here. I don't need your eyes tonight."
Dean fluttered from the tree, landing on Andrew's shoulder. "No, I want you to stay," Andrew said. Dean frowned. "I can't take you where I'm going. Stay." Dean's eyes flashed, but he lifted from Andrew's arm and landed in the tree with a soft whoosh. Andrew nodded and started walking.
As soon as he was past the Raven's Nest, he closed his eyes and looked. She had grown even stronger in the last couple days. Her dark power pulsed madly in the center of town, near the capital just as she'd been before.
He ran, keeping to the shadows, darting across the roofs, ignoring the zombies and the wolves, avoiding the dust devils. He blocked his ears to cries of help or anguish or pain. There was only one way to end this, and it wasn't by playing hero.
He slowed a block from the capital building, feeling her inside it. Her power was like a living, breathing thing, but everything it touched was dead. The plants, the grass, the trees, everything that surrounded her was curled in on itself, black and dead, completely devoid of life. She was a walking plague.
Cinder wolves roamed the streets in front of the capital building, fire rolling off them, illuminating the dark that was her domain. But in spite of the wolves, it was colder here and darker. Andrew hoped this wasn't as bad as some of his other plans.
He closed his eyes for a moment, imagining Pecos, Doyle, Joe, and Charlie were with him. When he opened his eyes, he was alone, but everything they had taught him, every moment he'd spent with them was part of him. So he wasn't alone, not really; he carried them with him, just like Doyle had said.
He shielded himself with a layer of camouflage and slipped across the courtyard. He imagined sticky hands and climbed the outside of the building to a high window, leveraged it open and slipped inside. He could feel the thrum of her power beneath him. The hate and chaos filling the building made him want to vomit, but instead he knelt and began to creep down a long hallway.
He reinforced his camouflage as he slipped down the stairs, stepping ever so carefully, swallowing a gasp when he finally saw her. It had only been a few days since her last broadcast, but the power flowing off her was already so much more. She was a parasite feeding off the city, and she was growing stronger with every second, every death, every bit of fear. He could only hope she couldn't feel him, didn't know he was there.
She was reclining lazily in a humongous chair, eyes hooded, claws scratching the chair fabric, ripping it from its frame as she drank blood from a sparkling glass. The doors of the building had been ripped wide open, and she was watching the wolves patrolling the courtyard, her lips twisted in dissatisfaction.
Andrew hated her. He hated her for everything she had done, everything she had taken from him, but most of all he hated her because she was bored. She had murdered his mom, Emma, and Vick, not to mention countless others.
She and her minions were slaughtering people by the hundreds, she had tossed the entire city into violent chaos and destruction, and she was sitting here on her throne, drinking her stolen blood, bored out of her psychotic mind.
She won't be bored soon, Andrew thought angrily. She would be livid. He'd make sure of it. He slipped quietly into the room, as dark as the shadows that followed her. He crept across the floor and stole silently behind her, standing in her shadow, smelling the rancid death that trailed her, feeling the evil that poured off her in waves.
He formed a knife of pure power, leaned forward, grabbed a long lock of her hideous black hair, and sliced it off in the same moment. And then he ran like hell through the open doors, faster than he had ever ran before, her raging howls echoing behind him.
He ran until he was far away, then clambered onto a rooftop to breathe. He wished Joe were here so he could say something about brown pants and Joe would chuckle. It didn't seem as funny if he said it to himself. It was simply too real.
He couldn't believe he'd actually done it. He'd actually walked right into her lair and touched her. Suddenly he felt sick all over. He stumbled to his feet and vomited over the edge of the building. What if she'd caught him? What if he hadn't been fast enough? What if she'd sensed him? Stupidest plan ever.
Cold shudders wracked his body, and he dry retched until he remembered to push the power out, burning the cold and the sickness away. He dropped to his back on the building, staring up at the oily barrier, wishing with all his heart there was at least one star he could see. But there wasn't.
This was a dumb idea. Whose idea was it anyway? That's right. It was Pecos's. Andrew chuckled softly. Not really. It's just that while he was sitting there silently with Pecos, he'd thought about what Pecos would do. Pecos would kill her, but Andrew couldn't do that. He wasn't strong enough.
But every day that went by, every day he struggled against her minions and her followers, was a day she grew stronger. And a day Andrew grew weaker. But not today. Today he'd snuck up behind her and tapped her on her shoulder.
Granted he'd run like hell afterwards; he wasn't stupid. But now she was wondering. Why had he taken her hair? What was his plan? She was fuming that he'd touched her, that he'd escaped unscathed.
It wasn't a good plan. Andrew wasn't even sure it qualified as a plan, but at least he wasn't hiding in the shadows anymore. At least he wasn't being yanked around like a puppet on a string. He was playing his own game now, and maybe, if he was very, very clever, he could figure out how to kill her as he did.
Her hair felt cold in his hand, and he wondered if it was alive, if she could feel it. He stared at it with the power. Nothing. He shuddered, wishing he could take a bath. He felt coated in her hate, her insanity, her filthy dark power.
He powered his hand, ready to burn her hair into dust, but he paused, a grin splitting his face. In for a penny, in for a pound Grandpa Lester had always said. He slipped the hair into his vest pocket and jumped to the next rooftop, running towards home.
His job for the night done, he paused when he heard glass breaking and panicked screams from the street below. He flipped off the roof without looking, expecting to land behind cinder wolves or zombies, not a rhino. A very large rhino. A very large, angry rhino.
The rhino was ripping a car to shreds, passengers still in it. Andrew rolled his eyes. Why couldn't everyone just stay put?
The rhino was furious. Charlie would know what to say to an angry rhino, but Andrew didn't. He quickly pushed out an image of a happy rhino.
"What would it take to make that happen?" he asked cautiously. The rhino slammed its hoof into the car door and slowly turned. It faced Andrew, pawed the ground, and lowered its horn.
"What about the happy rhino?" Andrew asked, backing away, hands held out. The rhino paused and an image flung into Andrew's mind. An image of chaos and death, of dead rhinos and stripped horns, all its tribe dead. The image was so strong Andrew could smell the rotting flesh.
He wanted to say he was sorry, but he didn't have time, the rhino was charging. Andrew jumped to the side, throwing a knife as he went. The knife glanced off the rhino's hide and clattered to the street. Crap biscuits. He'd put quite a lot of power behind that throw.
He jumped to his feet and scrambled up a dumpster, trying to gain the roof. The dumpster went flying out from beneath him, and he landed with a thump on the street, the rhino right in front of him, horn poised to gore.
Andrew didn't want to kill it. It was a beautiful creature. But he had to survive, so he fashioned a spear of power and as the rhino charged, he drove it straight through the rhino's heart, killing it and sending it home to its tribe.
Andrew's arms buckled under the weight of its body, and he sent more power out, trying to hold it up, trying not to get squashed. "How heavy are you anyway?" he gasped. Then he chuckled softly, imagining Pecos saying "Just a couple thousand pounds".
Andrew thrust the power through his hands, pushing and pushing, finally toppling the dead rhino over on its side. He stood, walked back to the car, and ripped off the smashed and completely ruined door. The couple inside the car screamed.
"Stay indoors," Andrew growled.
They scrambled from the car, still screaming, and tore into the building across the street. Andrew rolled his eyes. He didn't think he was scarier than an angry rhino, but whatever.
He breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of rhino blood. He wished he hadn't had to kill it, but he wasn't going to let it go to waste. He used his sharpest knife to cut the rhino's hide back, then cut out a huge chunk of meat and sunk his teeth into it.
As he ate, power like he'd never felt coursed through his body. He honestly believed he could knock down buildings, topple trees, trample cars. So this is what it felt like to be a rhino.
He wished The Raven were here with him, so they could eat it together. Andrew ate until he couldn't eat anymore, power raging through him like mad. It was too bad he hadn't killed the rhino before he'd snuck up on the Black Shaman.
He called his brothers to him, and soon they were feasting too. Andrew waited until they were done, sliced off one final hunk for later, and roasted what remained of the rhino into ash. He wasn't going to let her use such a magnificent creature for her twisted army.
He still hadn't figured out why dead animals didn't turn immediately into zombies, but he was glad they didn't. If they did, he'd never get more than a bite at a time, and that certainly wouldn't be enough.
He stopped at a gas station, broke in through the back, filled his backpack with water bottles, and then he ran home, stopping three blocks away.
He sat in the shadows, closing his eyes and watching through the power. His block seemed totally free of the Black Shaman's taint, which didn't surprise him. He had figured out a long time ago that Aylen was really the more powerful of the two, but the last thing he wanted to do was lead something back to the Raven's Nest.
He cloaked himself with camouflage and quietly snuck in the back. He ignored the looks they gave him, the confusion, the trepidation. He couldn't deal with their feelings right now. He'd protect them, but that was all he could do. He put the water on the counter and turned to Aylen.
"Can you make this into a wrist cuff?" he asked, tossing her the hair.
Aylen gasped and dropped the hair as if it were on fire. "What have you done?" she whispered.
"Won a round. Besides, you owe me… for… for... You know what you did!"
Aylen blushed. "I'm sorry. I thought…"
"It doesn't matter. Will you do it?"
She gingerly picked up the hair, frowning at it. "What is a wrist cuff?"
Andrew frowned. "It's like a… you know… a bracelet, but for dudes." She raised an eyebrow. "Like a dracelet, dude bracelet."
Clara smacked him on the arm. "That's stupid. It's just a bracelet. Is that hair?"
"Yes, no; make me coffee."
"So it is?! Make your own damn coffee."
"You make it better. Please."
"Fine, but why do you have hair?"
"No reason." He turned back to Aylen. "So?"
"I do not like this, Andrew."
"Don't look at me; it was Pecos's idea." Andrew grinned as he turned, knowing he was stretching the truth, since he and Pecos hadn't actually talked, but he figured if nothing else, she'd do it for Pecos.
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The power of the rhino was coursing through Andrew so fiercely he knew he wouldn't be able to sleep. It wasn't light yet; he had a few hours. Maybe he should go find something to fight. Seemed a shame to waste such colossal power.
"Forget the coffee," he said to Clara as he headed back out the door. "Anything going on, boys?" he asked the ravens. It was a moment before they responded. When they finally did, they showed him several images. One image showed cinder wolves running down a residential street, flames pouring off them, houses catching fire and burning. Andrew knew there was no water, no way to put the fires out. He'd just have to hope that the absolute stillness inside the barrier would keep the fires from spreading.
Another image showed dust devils ripping through windows. Andrew pushed that image away too. He didn't want to hear the screams of the people inside. He couldn't save everyone. He wasn't fast enough, and no matter how many dust devils and cinder wolves he killed, she would just make more.
He kept waiting for her to create a new monster, something she hadn't made before, like a sewer monster or a cinder block giant. But nothing new came. Maybe so many years in stasis had stumped her creativity. She seemed pretty stuck on the same old same old. Not that it wasn't terrifying; it was just… he had expected more was all. He shook his head and focused on the ravens.
Just because he was playing touch tag didn't mean he couldn't do something. There had to be someone he could save or something he could do. He wasn't good at waiting. Saving someone from a burning building was useless unless he had a place to put them, which he didn't. And all anyone had to do to avoid dust devils was stay inside, possibly locked in the bathroom. It wasn't that complicated, really.
He shuddered when Fenton showed him an image of rats chewing their way into a small house nestled between buildings. Rats were disgusting. And he imagined they were really hard to fight when there were so many.
Where? he thought. Fenton showed him a street corner, and Andrew started running. By the time he got there, the rats had made a hole in the door and were funneling in one by one. Muffled screams of fear drifted through the windows.
"Why can't you be nice rats?" Andrew asked, pulling his scythe out of himself and humming softly. An image slammed into Andrew of bloody bodies, finger bones stripped of flesh, rats feasting; and Andrew gagged. Filthy rats, he thought angrily. Dead rats.
He held his scythe tightly, imagining power infusing it, power growing so great the scythe could barely contain it. Then he slammed the scythe handle onto the porch floor, feeling the power break out of it and rush across the boards, incinerating every single rat it touched.
When the light finally faded, Andrew closed his eyes and looked. There were only four life sparks inside the house. He sniffed cautiously. He couldn't smell even a hint of rat.
"I'd board up that hole if I were you!" he shouted before fading across the street and running towards home.
He only slept a few hours before waking, ready to think out his next move, but his heart stuttered when he saw the laptop open, waiting for him. He didn't need to read the note on the keyboard to know there was another broadcast. He didn't want to watch it, but he'd asked for this, so he pushed the play button.
She was furious. Her eyes were pools of blackness, empty of anything but rage. "Did you enjoy your game last night, Andrew?" she asked, wrapping her hair around one of her fingers. Her face was brittle, but her smile suddenly turned sly, reminding him of the dream Meli he'd first met.
"You play your game; I will play mine. We will see who wins." The screen went black.
He hated it when she sent broadcasts. He hated hearing her vile voice, seeing her eyes, feeling her madness. He hated that his entire plan was to make her mad. What kind of stupid plan was that anyway?
He tried to remember if Pecos had ever actually given something a talking to. He didn't think so. Pecos's version of talking was with his guns and fists. Andrew really didn't know any other way to deal with things.
Not that he hadn't tried other ways. He'd tried to get information from the Black Shaman before. He'd tried to set traps. But he wasn't very good at it. It was hard to set a trap for an invincible, immortal, evil being.
He supposed he may as well find out what she was planning now. He crept downstairs, hoping to avoid the others, but they were awake. He grinned awkwardly and dashed out the door before anyone could speak. What was there to say?
He ate as many little animals as he could stand. He needed energy tonight, but he also wanted to be light, so he left Twinkle Hooves and all his gear behind. Normal weapons didn't work on the Black Shaman. And there wasn't a single thing out there he couldn't kill with the power.
He wanted to be sneaky, quiet. He didn't want to risk a knife or gun scraping. He wanted to be light and free. He wanted to be able to run. He ran to the capital building, but to his surprise she wasn't there. He felt his heart jump. She was always here. Always. Where had she gone?
She was coming back because her wolves wandered the courtyard and alleyways, patrolling, but she was gone. He could feel her absence like a gigantic hole. He closed his eyes and surveyed the city. She was moving from one street to another. His heart thudded. What if she found the Raven's Nest? No, he thought, shaking his head. Aylen protected it; there was no way the Black Shaman could find it.
This hadn't been his plan. His plan was to watch her, see what she did, hear what she said, learn what she was going to do next, but it was too risky to follow her around the city. The next best thing would be to piss her off, he thought with a wide grin.
He covered himself in camouflage and snuck past the wolves into the entryway of the building. Her chair sat empty. Red-stained crystal goblets covered every surface. He fashioned an axe of power and chopped the legs and arms off her chair. He fashioned a hammer and smashed every single goblet. He broke every piece of furniture, tore every single thing apart.
He found the video camera behind a counter and smashed it into thousands of pieces. He wondered who videoed her, but he knew even a zombie would do. Her zombies would do anything she told them to do. They weren't thoughtless, not at all; they were her thoughts.
His heart shuddered. He hadn't been watching her with the power; what if she was right behind him? He spun around, but the room was still empty. He closed his eyes and searched for her. She was moving in a circle, but he didn't know where she had started, didn't know how much time he had left.
He covered his fists in armor, coating the power around and around them, until they were thick as wooden mallets, then he walked into the courtyard. There were easily a hundred cinder wolves patrolling the area.
Andrew walked down the steps, strolled up to the first cinder wolf, and hammered his fist out. Ash and fire flew past his face. Andrew could feel the heat of it, but the armor protected him. He dashed across the courtyard, fists flying, smashing cinder wolf after cinder wolf after cinder wolf. They couldn't see him, so they didn't understand. They didn't know what was happening, had nothing to attack.
His head was throbbing slightly. He hadn't ever tried to hold so many things in place at once while also using the power to run and punch. He started humming out loud to help keep his concentration, but that was a mistake.
The wolves couldn't see him, but now they could hear him. One howled, and before Andrew knew it, he was surrounded by them. Wolves on every side of him, fire pouring off them, heat rolling through the air, suffocating ash filling his lungs.
He quickly dropped his camouflage, imagining fireproof armor, and then he started punching. Left and right; left and right. The wolves jumped on his back, clawing at his armor. Sweat poured down Andrew's back and face. He broke open a wolf with his elbow, fighting to keep his feet on the ground.
With every second that passed his terror increased. What if she came back? What if she was already here? But she wasn't. He couldn't feel her. He knew he'd feel her if she was.
Wolves scrambled over the top of other wolves to get to him, giant jaws open, foaming, fiery slobber spewing everywhere. Teeth pierced Andrew's armor, sinking deep into his skin, burning and searing, but Andrew smashed his mallet hands on the wolf's head, exploding it.
He kicked, punched, and elbowed, focusing on infusing his every move with power and maintaining his failing armor. His mouth felt like ash. He could barely breathe. But he kept fighting, kept killing.
It took him less than ten minutes to dispatch all the cinder wolves, but to Andrew it felt like an eternity. When the last one exploded into ash, he dropped to his knees, letting the power go, suddenly feeling cold, so cold, in spite of the burn marks covering his skin.
He looked for her. She was coming. She was moving his way. Andrew knew she could zap. Knew she could suddenly be right in front of him. Knew she could kill him in an instant. He wanted to stay. Wanted to watch her face when she realized what he'd done. But he was too weak, too exhausted. He knew he had to run.
He was only a block away when he heard her terrifying howl of anger. He used the power to run several blocks, then slumped behind an overturned car to hide, shaking with exhaustion and terror. He was so tired. He felt the darkness trying to creep in on him, felt it trying to pull him under, so he crawled out onto the street and walked the rest of the way home, arriving just after dawn.
He ate a squirrel and then five packages of meat, feeling acute relief as the power rushed through his body healing his wounds and warming his bones. Fred had filled an entire deep freezer with meat, but Andrew was already getting low.
He used the power all the time, and he was so tired. Every time he let the power go completely, he felt like a cold, empty shell. He felt like a nothing. He needed the power, needed the power to be something, needed the power to kill her. And so he must eat.
He collapsed on the floor in the loft, not even bothering to crawl into his sleeping bag and didn't wake for hours.
He didn't visit the Black Shaman when he finally did wake. He just didn't have the energy to face her. He wanted to stay inside, but that felt like hiding, so out he went. He wandered vaguely, in circles around the capital building, killing anything he happened across. He was leaping from roof to roof in the warehouse district when he heard a loud racket and a muffled yell in the street ahead of him.
Everything was silent for a moment, then Andrew heard a man call out. "Elisabeth! Elisabeth! Are you okay? Answer me!"
No one answered, and Andrew moved forward silently. "I can't move," the man grunted. "Answer me, Elisabeth!" There was a loud thump, and Andrew heard the man gasp. "Elisabeth! You're covered in blood. Are you okay? I can't move. Help me." Andrew started running.
"Elisabeth! What the hell're you doing?!" the man yelled. Andrew leaped from the roof, landing in the street with a roll, and shoved his knife of power into the dead woman just as she was tightening her hands around the man's neck. The power spread through her, and she exploded into nothingness.
"Elisabeth!" the man screamed. "What have you done to her?! Where is she?!"
"I'm sorry," Andrew said softly. "She was already dead."
"Whadda you mean? Oh," he said in realization. "How?" he sobbed softly.
"It just happens when you die," Andrew said, moving one of the many crates off the man. The man was weeping, but Andrew ignored him, working to move the crates without crushing him. In a matter of minutes the man was free.
Andrew helped him sit up, amazed that the only injury the man had was a broken arm. He was mumbling insensibly, and Andrew was trying to figure out what to do with him, when the man grabbed his arm. "We're… I'm looking for my daughter," he said intensely.
"Your daughter?"
"Her name is Emma. She's six now." The man laughed softly. "She missed her birthday, but we'll celebrate it when we find her."
A wave of intense sickness washed over Andrew. Damn her, he thought desperately. Damn her to hell! The man was staring at him hopefully. "Have you seen her?"
"I'm sorry…" Andrew started to say.
"No! Don't say it! It wasn't her! You're lying!"
Andrew didn't want to strip the man's last hope. What did it matter if he wandered the city looking for his daughter who was already dead? Who would it hurt?
"Tell me you're lying!" the man screamed.
"I'm…"Andrew couldn't do that. He couldn't outright lie. It never went well for him when he lied. "It may not… I don't…"
The man screamed in anguish, and Andrew wished he'd keep running, wished he hadn't stopped, wished he'd just let nature take its course. The man suddenly gripped Andrew's arm, madness giving him a strength he'd surely never had.
"Kill me," he insisted, eyes full of anguish and pain.
"No," Andrew whispered. That was the one thing he wouldn't do.
"Yes. Kill me. Elisabeth, Emma. There's no point."
"No."
"You have to! You killed Elisabeth! If you hadn't I would be with her now!"
"But you would be dead, a zombie!"
"I don't care! I'd rather be dead with her, than alive without!"
Andrew stood and began backing away. He was not going to kill him. He could live. He could find a new path in life. The man grabbed Andrew's shirt. "KILL ME!" he screamed.
"No! If you want to die so badly, kill yourself!"
"You have to do it, so I can go, so I can be with her, so I'm not here."
Andrew hated that that made sense to him, hated that he understood exactly what the man was saying. "I can't," Andrew whispered.
"I'll make it easy for you," the man said madly, leaping at Andrew and ripping one of Andrew's knives from his waist, thrusting it towards Andrew's chest.
Andrew grabbed the man's wrist, but the man had truly gone mad. He had a strength that Andrew could only combat by using the power. And he knew, he absolutely knew, the only way to really stop him was to kill him.
"Please don't make me do this," Andrew whispered, but the man didn't hear him. He struggled, knife swishing wildly, cutting deeply into Andrew's hand. Andrew wasn't humming; he was too terrified, too angry, too depressed. He watched the blood fall dispassionately, wishing there was another way.
He stared at the man sadly. "What's your name?" Andrew asked.
For a second the man paused his frantic attack. "What?" he asked in confusion.
"Your name?" Andrew repeated.
"William."
"William. If you see Death, tell him hi for me," Andrew said as he turned the knife and shoved it deep into the man's heart, pausing long enough to watch the man sigh, peace flooding his face, then sent the power through the knife, burning the man to ash.
He sheathed his knife and wearily climbed the building beside him. When he reached the top, he lifted his arms to the sky and screamed, "AHANU!!!!! WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?!!" Ahanu didn't answer, didn't speak. Andrew hadn't expected him to.
He dropped to his knees. It just wasn't fair. They had all left him, abandoned him, died. How dare they! How dare they leave him to face this alone! He couldn't do it. He couldn't. It was too much, too heavy a burden, too much weight.
He'd killed an entire family. Husband, wife, daughter. And he knew all their names. He would always know them, he would carry them with him like stones, and he hated it. Was he good? Was he good and she bad? No one had ever said he was good. Maybe instead of fighting evil with good, he was fighting evil with…
Damn it. He wouldn't say it, let alone think it. He didn't want to be like her. He didn't want to be evil. He pounded his fists into the roof, angry, so angry. He was angry at them for leaving him, angry at himself for not being better, angry at her for refusing to die.
How could they leave him alone like this? Ahanu had moved him into place like a chess piece and walked away. Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, Joe, they had gone and died. They had died so many years ago, leaving him, leaving him all alone. For a moment he hated them.
He punched and punched, using all his anger, all his hate. Punching again and again, imagining her face, wishing it was her he was destroying instead of the rooftop.
He paused to heal his hands when they were too broken and then went right back at it. He punched and punched, until the rooftop was wrecked and covered in his blood. He punched until he didn't have the energy to heal his hands anymore. He punched until the blackness almost reached him and pulled him under. He punched until he was finally too tired to be angry anymore. Then he stood and walked slowly home, dripping blood behind him.
When he reached the Raven's Nest, he opened the back door just a crack and called out, "Aylen, could I see you out here?" Then he slumped against the side of the house, holding the darkness back through sheer force of will.
"Andrew?" Aylen said as she stepped outside. Then she gasped. "Andrew, your hands! What happened to them?"
Andrew shrugged. He didn't have the energy to explain, and he wouldn't even if he did. Aylen placed her hand on his shoulder, and he felt her warmth, her goodness, seep into him moving towards his hand. He watched as his bones moved back into place and his skin knit itself closed.
"Are you sure you can't sense evil?" he asked when his hands were whole.
"What?"
"You said once you can't sense evil. I was just thinking if you could, you could use it on me, you know, just to check."
"Andrew… you're not… you're not evil."
"How do you know?"
She stared at him, eyes terribly huge, tears gathering, "I just do," she whispered.
Andrew laughed bitterly. "Just do, huh? Well, I don't."
"But…"
"No, just go. I need a minute. Thank you for healing my hands. I just… wasn't in the mood to eat."
Aylen left him, and Andrew stared at his tree, lacking even the energy to climb it. He would sleep, and tomorrow he would visit her again. And again. And as many times as it took for him to come up with a plan. "Goodnight my brothers," he said softly, then he went inside to sleep.
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When Andrew woke, the laptop was waiting. He wanted to throw it out the window. He wanted to cry. He wanted his mom back. He wanted to be dead, a hundred and some years ago.
He sighed and pushed the play button.
She was smiling, and Andrew fought the urge to scream. Why couldn't they just end this? Just meet somewhere and battle to the death? Why did they have to play these games?
"Andrew, Andrew," she purred. "Isn't despair lovely? Isn't desperation a treat? My favorite flavor is fear. What is yours?" She licked the inside of her cup, sighing as she did. "Not quite enough fear."
"I have raised my armies. I have built fear and terror and desperation. It is so beautiful it makes me want to weep. And now I have gathered my followers, my worshipers, my slaves."
She raised an eyebrow. "Do you know, it is so beautiful here I do not think I will remake the world after all. It only needs a little tweaking, and it will be perfect," she said with a satisfied grin.
"And here is my priestess," she said silkily, gesturing to the side. "She also enjoys the fear." Andrew frowned, totally confused. Priestess? What the hell was going on?
Another figure stepped into view, and Andrew slammed his fist into his chair, suddenly furious with himself. He should have killed her when he'd had the chance.
"But I suppose you two already know each other," the Black Shaman purred. Essie Stratmeyer, the school shooting twin, the one who'd seen his face, the one who knew who he was, smirked at the camera. Andrew could tell from her eyes she wasn't dead or undead or whatever, she just was.
"She hates you," the Black Shaman whispered. "I cannot imagine why." The Black Shaman moved, and the camera followed her as she glided into the courtyard of the capital building. A few nights ago it had been empty except for the wolves, but today it was full of people. Some were dancing, others kneeling and chanting, but all Andrew could see were the ones who were weeping.
The Black Shaman stood on the steps, black tendrils wrapping around her, power oozing, ancient hatred pouring off her and into the crowd. She beckoned with one curled claw and yelled "Worms! FEED ME!"
All at once the crowd clamored, pushing forward. And that was when Andrew realized what was happening. They were bringing her sacrifices. In exchange for their lives or because they wanted to serve her, he didn't know which.
A man pushed his way forward, throwing an old woman at the Black Shaman's feet. The sobbing, terrified woman tried to crawl away, but the man kicked her, knocking her down. She moaned in terror, eyes wide.
The Black Shaman shrugged carelessly, and Essie stepped forward, slicing open the woman's throat without a moment's pause and catching the blood in a delicate crystal cup.
Andrew bit his knuckle to keep from crying out. He wanted to turn the broadcast off, wanted to turn away, but he couldn't. He watched as she drank the blood of twenty people, men, women, young, old, turning them into zombies as she went.
When she had finished, she turned to the camera, eyes boring into Andrew's soul, blood staining her black lips, a smug expression on her face. Her lips curved into a smile. "Fear," she whispered, and the broadcast ended.
Andrew stared at the blank screen, utterly horrified, his heart aching, the face of every sacrifice and sacrificer burned into his mind. The look on her face taunting him. The knowledge that it was his fault, he had caused this, tormenting him.
A braided band of black hair fell into his lap. "It's my fault." he whispered. "Everything is my fault."
"No, Andrew; nothing she does is your fault."
"Did you see?"
"Yes."
Andrew wanted to vomit. He wanted to turn into a raven and fly away. "What is wrong with people? How can they worship her, how can they do that… sacrifice to her?"
"There is evil inside each of us," Aylen said softly. "Which path we take is up to us."
"You sound like Ahanu."
"For once I take that as a compliment."
"How can I possibly win?"
For a moment light radiated out from her, like the Aylen of old, filling the room with life and hope. She smiled gently. "You just do."
"I can't save them," he whispered.
"I know."
"Did you hear me?! I said I can't save them!!" Andrew stared at the wall, feeling more desperate and alone than he ever had.
Aylen lifted his chin and stared deep into his eyes, "I know."
Andrew shook his head loose, disgusted with himself. "My fight is with her. Even if I tried to save them, eventually she would have them. She's going to kill every single person here, inch by inch, until it's just me and her. And I can't stop her from doing it! I can't."
Guilt was pressing in on him, suffocating him. "I'm waiting," he whispered desperately. "I don't know what I'm waiting for, but I'm waiting. The time isn't right. I'm not ready yet. I'm… I'm waiting. But for every second I wait another person dies."
He stared at the empty fireplace, wishing he could build a fire to warm himself, to banish the coldness creeping into him. "Will she win if I lose my soul to end her?" he whispered.
"I cannot kill, but I can heal, and I can protect," Aylen said softly.
"No."
"Andrew…"
"No! If you leave this house I can't protect you!"
"I do not need you to protect me."
Andrew opened his mouth. He wanted to say he needed to protect her; he had to protect her; Pecos would want him to protect her, but he'd forgotten she was the White.
He sighed. "I forgot you were invincible there for a minute."
She laughed lightly. "You fight Meli; we will save lives."
"We?"
"Yes, we. Fred, Clara, Reid, and I."
"Who the hell's Reid?"
"Clara's dad."
"His name's Reid? I suppose you know all the kid's names too?"
"Yes, the eldest is…"
Andrew stopped her. "I don't wanna know." He was silent for a long time, suddenly appreciating Doyle's anger every time Andrew did something stupid after saying it was the only way. What did it say about him that he'd rather the whole city burn than lose Fred or Clara?
He absently slipped the Black Shaman's braided hair onto his wrist. Aylen touched it, and it tightened into place, wrapping his wrist in ice. He hated wearing part of her, hated the feel of it on his skin, but he somehow knew that this token had meaning, this token was important. This token was the reason for all the others.
"I don't like this," he growled, standing and stomping down the stairs.
Everyone was sitting around the table talking softly. Fred and Clara had their heads together. Fred said something, and Clara giggled. They looked so young. Were they really the same age as him? He didn't even know, couldn't figure out how old he really was, didn't care.
"Fred, can you use gasoline to make a torch?"
Fred's head jerked up, and his whole face beamed. "A torch? You know I can!"
"Yeah, I was afraid of that," Andrew muttered. "Listen, Aylen has a thought. I don't like it. In fact, I hate it. It's a stupid plan, much stupider than any of my plans." His plans only ever put himself at risk. "Aylen? You wanna explain your plan?"
The look in her eyes said she was annoyed at him, but she stepped forward. "If Fred can locate a large building or warehouse, I can ward it against Meli and her creations. The four of us can sweep the city, finding survivors and taking them there."
Clara's and Fred's faces lit up, and Andrew's heart dropped. He was hoping they were cowards, that they'd say no, that they'd want nothing to do with it. He should have known better.
"If you want to do this I have rules," Andrew snapped.
"Who exactly put you in charge?" Clara's dad demanded.
"I did! You know nothing about what you're facing," Andrew hissed. "You don't understand, couldn't possibly understand, the Black Shaman and everything she's capable of. If you were in her presence, you would fall on your face in terror."
"Andrew, that's ridiculous!" Clara spoke up angrily. "For crying out loud, Dad was a solider!"
"Forget it," Andrew growled. "You aren't going." He grabbed his backpack and turned to leave. It was nearly dusk, and he had work to do.
Aylen followed him into the yard. "Give them a chance."
"No!" Andrew yelled, startling the ravens in the tree. "They don't understand! They think this is just… I don't know what they think, but it's not what it is! When I see her, my knees tremble, my heart clenches, my entire body screams with fear! I have to force myself not to run. Do you have any idea what I went through to get that hair?!"
His whole body was shaking. He knew he had to hunt her down again, be in her presence again, piss her off again. And this time she knew he was coming. What if he wasn't fast enough? What if she caught him? He dug his fingernails into his palm to keep from being sick. He slowed his breath, closed his eyes, and breathed.
"What do you think will happen the first time they run into a zombie? What if it's someone they knew? What if it's… Mr. Jenkins or one of their friends from school?"
"I think they will choose to be strong. Like you chose."
Andrew wanted to hate her. He wanted to hate her for her calm and soft words, for her wisdom, for her offer to help him keep part of his soul intact.
He slammed the door open and went back inside. "Fred, make the torch. Zombies must be torched completely, nothing left behind. Understand?" Fred nodded, eyes wide.
"Aylen will tell you if something is a zombie. You will always, always, ALWAYS stay together! Not even a foot apart. The four of you, one unit, do not EVER separate! If you separate, I will chain you in the cellar."
"Listen…" Clara's dad started.
"No, you listen, Reid," Andrew snarled. "You have experience fighting your wars, and I have experience fighting mine. This is my war. You do not step one foot outside this house unless you acknowledge that and follow my rules." He held Reid's eyes until Reid nodded sharply.
Andrew grinned. "Excellent. You do not EVER step foot outside without Aylen. She can see things you can't, and she is all that stands between you and certain death." Clara was chalk white, and Fred was starting to look green. Andrew kept going.
"You'll all need guns. Dust devils have a black speck in their center. Hitting them there is the only way to kill them. Don't trust any animals; kill anything you have to."
He wanted them to know what was out there, what was waiting for them. He wanted to give them a chance to back out, wanted them to back out.
He closed his eyes in despair. He'd forgotten about the cinder wolves. He cast Aylen an anguished look. She nodded. "Fred, what about a water gun or an ice gun or a freeze ray?"
Fred's mouth dropped open. "I don't know, Andrew; that might be pushing it."
"Well, you're gonna have to think of something 'cause the only ways to kill cinder wolves are with water, snow, or a really, really, really hard punch, which none of you can do because one, you don't use the power and two, you'd get totally burned."
"Cinder wolves?" Clara stuttered. "Like THE cinder wolves?"
"Yeah. I still say fire wolves is a better name, but everybody says its cinder wolves, so whatever."
Fred looked like he was going to vomit. "Look, it's okay if you guys don't wanna do this," Andrew said hopefully.
It was Reid who finally spoke up. "Can we actually save anyone?"
"I don't know."
"But there's a chance?"
"Yeah, like a million to one."
"We'll do it."
Andrew frowned; he didn't want them to do it. He wanted them to be too scared to do it, too weak. He wanted them to stay put, where they were safe.
"People are siding with her now." For a moment all Andrew could see was the crowd of people in the courtyard, bowing to her, paying her homage, giving her their old, their young, their infirm. "You can't trust anyone. Aylen has to vet everyone. No one goes into the safe house unless Aylen has cleared them."
Reid nodded. "But," Andrew added, "You can't go anywhere until Fred figures out the torch and water gun. Okay?" They all three nodded. "I've got to go."
Something made him turn back. "One last thing, do not watch the broadcast." He said it softly, without any anger. "Please." Then he closed the door and left.
He ran swiftly through the night trying to leave his despair and anger behind him. He wanted to keep them all safe and protect them, but he knew Aylen was right, knew they had to at least try, knew she could and would protect them for him.
It grew colder and darker the closer he got. The night had been silent before, but tonight the air teemed with sounds. People laughing and talking. People screaming. Music playing. Wolves howling. He didn't want to see the courtyard, didn't want to step around the corner, but he did.
It reminded him of some kind of ancient ritual. They had chosen her to be their god, and they danced in her presence. She watched, an amused half-smile on her face. Andrew wanted to weep. How could they? Couldn't they feel her evil, didn't they care?
Essie stood behind the Black Shaman, arms crossed, face hard. He wondered briefly where her twin was but didn't really care.
There would be no sneaking through the shadows this time. He hummed softly, and the power wrapped around his insides, warming him.
Let's try something new, he thought. He imagined himself as one of them, dancing, laughing, creating chaos. He imagined his eyes wide and crazy; he imagined his limbs loose. And then he walked straight across the courtyard, to the very edge of the stairs in front of her.
His heart was hammering, but Essie looked right at him and noticed nothing. He walked to the far end, waited until he was sure he was unnoticed, and imagined himself the color of the steps. He crawled up three steps, then paused. Watching.
He yearned to kill Essie, finish her as he should have done back then. He knew he could. He could easily stab her without anyone noticing and be gone before the Black Shaman even turned.
But he wasn't sure that would serve him. He didn't want the Black Shaman to think he actually considered Essie to be anything more than an ant beneath his heel. He didn't want the Black Shaman to think he even considered Essie worth his notice. She was mortal, a child, beneath him. So he didn't kill her. He ignored her and waited.
He didn't have to wait long. A woman, haggard from years of hard use, dragged a howling boy, not more than six years old, up the steps and shoved him down at the Black Shaman's feet. Then the woman stumbled slightly as she turned on her heels and danced away into the crowd.
The boy was struck mute and paralyzed by his fear, not even moving when Essie stepped forward. Andrew hated himself in that moment. Almost more than he hated her. He crawled closer, humming in his mind, crafting a long knife of power inside himself, hidden beneath his camouflage.
Essie sliced the boy's throat, and tears poured down Andrew's cheeks, splashing onto the stones below. The glass was soon filled, and as the Black Shaman reached for it, Andrew leapt through the air, dropping his camouflage, pushing all the power into his movements, blurring through the darkness like an arrow, and sliced his knife through her outstretched fingers.
He didn't pause, didn't breathe, just snatched one of her fingers from the air and bounded across the steps and into the streets beyond, running so fast he accidently crashed through a building and out the other side.
He clawed himself upright and ran even faster. Terrified she was right behind him, trembling as her cry of rage split the city and was answered by the howls of a thousand cinder wolves. He ran all the way to the barrier before he stopped, realizing he couldn't flee any further.
He turned and ran to the industrial district, climbed a warehouse roof, and huddled there, arms wrapped around his knees, trembling in disgust and fear.
He could have saved him. He could have saved the boy. But he couldn't save them all. If he saved that boy, was he damned for the next child he didn't save?
His head was pounding, and he knew he needed to eat, but he just couldn't. He had spilled the glass when he'd cut through her hand and the boy's blood was all over him, deepening the black of his clothes. He could smell its rancid odor, the odor of death, of life unfulfilled. He swallowed a gag and tried to ignore the rolling of his stomach.
He forced his hand open and stared at her finger. She hadn't bled, and Andrew knew the next time he saw her, her hand would be whole. But this was one finger she would never have again.
He infused his hand with power, forcing aside the blackness that tried to overcome him, and pushed the power into her finger, turning it to stone.
He slipped the stone into his pocket and closed his eyes, wondering what it would feel like to be dead. Would it be as boring as it had seemed?
Air moved behind him, and he jumped to his feet, cursing his weakness, wishing he'd eaten. He pulled his guns, but before he could shoot, the owl spread its huge wings and said softly, "I've no quarrel with you."
"What?" Andrew frowned. Had he blacked out? Was he dreaming? "But you're an owl?!"
The owl tilted its head and blinked yellow eyes. "And you human."
"I'm not following."
"Are you enslaved to the dark?"
"What?! No!"
"Neither am I."
"Oh. But what about the whole Death's son's son thing and we'll hunt you forever?"
"That is not my quarrel."
"Okay?" Andrew shrugged and holstered his guns. "So whadda you want?"
"Nothing, but if you should ever have need of me and my clan, you have but to call my name, Winter Ghost." That was all it said before it took flight and disappeared into the night.
Andrew blinked at the spot where Winter Ghost had been. He felt the world must truly be ending, crashing down around his ears. Owls offering him aid, Clara and Fred going to war, children dying while Andrew stood by and did nothing.
He pulled a rabbit from his pack and devoured it. Then he used the power to drill a hole through the Black Shaman's finger. When he was finished, he hung it on a black leather cord around his neck.
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When he reached home Andrew climbed his tree and lay in the branches surrounded by his brothers. Dean settled on a branch near Andrew, hissing softly and rubbing his beak against Andrew's hand.
Andrew missed hunting with them, running free with them. Each bird had a unique personality and expressed their thoughts differently, and he loved them. They were his brothers. He'd only ever named the first eleven; and even though he could tell them all apart, he couldn't bring himself to name any more of them.
Charlie had told him ravens lived a long time, up to thirty years or more, but Andrew didn't know how old they already were. He didn't know how long they would live or if he would lose any of them in battle, and he didn't want to know their names, didn't want to know them, not that way. He couldn't stand the loss of them; he still missed Frank and Jesse.
He and his brothers watched the sun rise, the color shifting from oily black to oily grey. Andrew longed to see the sun again, feel the true heat of the sun on his face. He wanted to run free in the woods, ride Widow Maker bareback over all the plains of Texas. He wanted to sleep under the stars. He wanted to live; he wanted to survive. He'd already died once to kill the Black Shaman, and he wasn't in a hurry to do it again.
The sun was high overhead when he climbed down. Reid was standing in the back doorway, holding a steaming cup of coffee, waiting for him. "How'd you know I was here?" Andrew asked.
"Aylen told me. Can we talk?"
Andrew shrugged and sat under the tree. A rabbit skirted around him. Smart rabbit, Andrew thought. Reid opened the cage and stepped inside, handing Andrew the coffee cup and sitting awkwardly across from him.
Andrew stared at the cup in confusion. With his newly grown beard and Doyle's distinctive eyes, Reid could pass for a very, very, very, VERY pale version of Doyle, and giving Andrew coffee was such a Doyle thing to do. Andrew didn't like it. There was no substitute for Doyle. No watered down version. He glared at Reid, waiting for him to talk.
"Tell me more about the… cinder wolves. And all the rest," Reid said. "I'd like to know what we're up against."
And so Andrew spent the next hour explaining each monster, how they killed, how they moved, how they could be killed. Reid listened quietly, every now and then asking a question only a man who had killed before would know to ask.
When Andrew had finished speaking he watched the squirrels crowd the fence and wondered how they knew he was hungry. He could smell their blood, could almost taste it, but he turned back to Reid. "Is that it?"
"Yes." Reid stood to leave. "Take me out with you tonight," he suddenly said. It wasn't a demand, and Andrew could feel a hint of desperation in Reid's voice.
"Why?"
"I need to see, before she sees, I shouldn't have… she's not ready."
"Clara?" Reid nodded. "Then she should stay." Andrew felt a rush of relief at the idea.
"You know how she is, once she's gotten an idea in her head…"
Andrew did know. He shrugged. What did it matter if Reid went out first and saw what a mess everything was? Maybe he'd convince them to stay.
"Fine; now go inside, please," Andrew said softly. "I need to eat." Reid glanced around the cage and back at Andrew. Andrew smirked. "Unless you wanted to watch?"
Reid quickly turned and returned to the house. As much as Reid annoyed him, he seemed to be a good man. He hoped Reid could actually save some of them, but he knew if it went on long enough everyone in the city was going to die.
After he'd eaten his fill, he went inside, brewed more coffee, and retreated to the loft. He decided not to play tag when darkness came. The idea of facing her again so soon made him sick. He also didn't want to be predictable. She would expect him to come tonight, and she'd be ready. He would wait. One night, maybe two. He wasn't sure.
He picked out a piece of wood and began to whittle. He listened to Doyle's ghost telling him not to cut too deep. He imagined the smell of perfect coffee and the lilting notes of Joe's harmonica. He pretended Charlie won a hand of blackjack and Pecos was griping because he'd bet Charlie a whole dollar. He smiled. In his mind, the loft was full of warmth, laughter, and comfort.  
He smelled Clara before she spoke. "Can I sit?" He nodded but didn't turn towards her, didn't open his eyes. "Are you okay?" she asked softly.
He laughed hollowly. "Are you okay?"
"No; I don't understand what's going on. Do you wanna talk about it?"
"No."
"I'll listen."
"But I can't let you."
"Why not?"
"Don't you understand?!" Andrew hissed. "If I told you the things I've done, the things I'm going to do, I wouldn't be able to bear it if… you hated me or were scared of me or couldn't look me in the eyes anymore."
He cut too deep into the wood, and the knife slipped into his finger. Blood oozed out, staining the wood a brownish red.
"Oh Andrew… I would never."
Andrew smiled sadly, healing his finger and lifting his eyes to meet hers. "We'll never know, will we?"
She took his hand and held it gently. "You'll just have to trust me."
Andrew tried to imagine Doyle coming home from war and burdening Raina with everything he'd seen and done. He shook his head. "I can't. Tell me about your book. What did you write last year?"
Clara laughed. "Really? The city's burning around us, and you want to talk about my book?"
"Yes." Andrew waited, hoping. He didn't really care what they talked about as long as it wasn't about him and what he'd been doing. He just didn't want to lose the warmth of Clara's hand holding his.
Clara sat with him for hours, her hand never leaving his, talking endlessly about her heroine, who also happened to be named Clara and her sidekick named Andrew who she had picked up in the 17th century.
"Andrew?" Fred called up the staircase just as dusk was falling.
Andrew sighed, squeezed Clara's hand regretfully, let her go, and went down to see what Fred needed.
"I found a warehouse."
"Good," Andrew said, not really meaning it.
"We should go look it over," Aylen said, standing. Andrew nodded. It's not like he was doing anything else. Her eyes caught on the stone finger dangling from his neck, and her face paled. "Is that…"
He stopped her with a look. "Let's go."
It was different walking the streets with Aylen. For one, they were walking, although she glided more than she walked. And two, she didn't skulk. She just strolled down the street as if she didn't have a care in the world.
"Are you camouflaged right now, and I just can't see it?" Andrew asked quietly.
"No."
"Then do you think we could at least stick to the shadows?" Everything was in shadow, but there were out in the open shadows and there were up-against-an-object shadows. Andrew preferred up-against-an-object shadows.
"No."
"Why not?"
She reached out a hand, touched his shoulder, and suddenly they were somewhere else, standing in front of a large, metal warehouse.
"You know," Andrew growled. "That is one of my least favorite things about shamans."
She laughed quietly. "What is your favorite?"
"When Ahanu sends me back."
Andrew felt a sudden rush of panic. "She knew you helped me. Does she know where you are? Can she feel you?
"No," Aylen said, shaking her head.
"But why not? Even I can see her."
"Ah, but can you see me?"
"What?"
"Can you see me?"
"Um… I've never tried." Andrew closed his eyes and looked. He could see Aylen in that she was alive, but she didn't look any different in his mind than anyone else. He frowned. "But how?"
She shrugged. "You don't even know, do you?" Andrew muttered. "I bet you had to stop yourself from saying 'just is'." Aylen laughed brightly, and it seemed for just a second as if the sun might shine again, but then it passed.
Andrew rolled his eyes and broke the lock on the warehouse door, and they slipped inside. The warehouse had no windows, no bathrooms, not that there was any water; it was just a huge open space, empty of anything but dirt and concrete.
"It will do," Aylen said. She closed her eyes, her skin and hair turned a luminescent white, and she began to glow. Andrew couldn't even look at her she was so bright.
"I'll be back," he muttered, figuring she didn't need him to take care of her. She was the White after all.
Fred had given Andrew a list of all the stores and gas stations near the warehouse so Andrew could round up supplies. Andrew made trip after trip, collecting water and food and anything else he thought would be useful and running it back to the warehouse.
On his sixth trip, he snuck up on a pack of cinder wolves and bashed them into ash with a huge, rusted pipe he'd torn from the concrete. His tenth trip was interrupted by a dust devil tossing an entire car at him, and on his seventeenth trip he had to burn three zombies and one pombie.
By the time Aylen had finished warding the building and the area around it, Andrew had made twenty-eight trips and stacked a pile of provisions nearly six feet tall.
"Good enough," Aylen said before she zapped them into the backyard of the Raven's Nest.
It was late, nearing morning, but Andrew figured he had just enough time to piss off a shaman. "I'll be back," he said to Aylen and ran back into the night.
Her courtyard was filled to the brim with worshipers. Andrew heard them singing long before he saw them. He couldn't understand all the words, but he got the gist. They were praising her power, calling her the goddess of death, of renewal. They'd gotten the death part right, but they were dead wrong about the renewal. She sucked the life out of everything she touched.
Andrew paused to build his camouflage before looking around the corner. They had built a cage, not so different from his own, just bigger and taller, and theirs was filled with weeping people, not animals. He despised how alike he and she were.
He slipped slowly along the edge of the courtyard towards the steps. She was standing on the top step, a contemptuous grin on her lips, listening to her worshipers sing. Andrew wished he had the strength to just kill her, but he didn't. He had to think of something clever, something sneaky; he just needed time.
He was less than ten feet away when the air in the courtyard shifted. Calmness and peace radiated; gentle light soothed; a peacefulness fell over everything, and Andrew knew Aylen was there.
She materialized between the Black Shaman and her worshipers. Everything was quiet for a moment, then the worshipers raised their voices in adoration and fell to their knees. The Black Shaman snarled, and Andrew held his breath.
"Sister," Aylen said softly.
"Have you come to beg my forgiveness?" the Black Shaman sneered.
"End this. Turn away from death, embrace life," Aylen urged.
"Where is the power in life?" Meli snarled. "Power is in death, in violence, in despair, fear, hatred! Life is worthless. Look at you! You chose the white coyote over me! ME! And now you serve the boy. That worthless, coward of a boy. You are pathetic. You have not even the strength to kill me!"
Meli paced the step in front of Aylen, anger rolling off her in waves. "How dare you side with him?! Over your own flesh and blood?! How dare you resist me, fight me, take up against me?! Have you no honor?"
"It is you who has lost sight of honor," Aylen said softly. "This, all of this," she gestured across the courtyard. "This is wrong! Can you not feel it?"
"No! This is finally right!" Meli shrieked. "We are gods!! This is our right! We should have had this from the beginning!" Her madness seemed to grow around her, enveloping everything, turning everything black. "We could have ruled the world, stopped the white man in their tracks, saved our people, created a utopia worth living in!"
"If this is your utopia, sister, I want no part of it."
"No. You are too perfect, too pure. You would rather rot in a hole somewhere, mourning the coyote, mourning your eternal life, mourning your power. You sicken me!"
Aylen stepped closer. "Please, Meli, I beg of you. Come with me. We will leave; we will go someplace else, someplace beautiful. We will be together always. I will never leave your side again."
"What?" Meli said, smiling widely. "Leave all this?" She breathed deeply and spun in a circle. "Oh, no, sister. I LOVE this! It is… it is… paradise!"
"This is wrong; this place is wrong; what you are doing is wrong!" Aylen insisted. "Grandmother would weep to see you."
"Grandmother was weak!" Meli spat. "She did not save us! I saved us! You would be dead if it weren't for me!"
Tears were streaming down Aylen's cheeks. "I would rather be dead than see this," she said softly.
"So be it!" Meli said harshly.
Andrew swallowed a gasp as she hurled a thorny, black spear through the air, straight at Aylen's heart. He started to dash forward, but Aylen's eyes moved to his and her head tilted slightly, as if to say no.
She could see him! How could she see him? The spear spun through the air, but at the moment it should have pierced Aylen's chest, it disintegrated into nothing.
The Black Shaman growled, stalking towards Aylen. "A parlor trick!" she snapped, reaching out her hand and wrapping it around Aylen's neck, but she immediately jerked her hand back with a hiss. "Get out of here!" she growled. "I do not want you!"
"Is there nothing I can say to convince you?"
"Go!" Meli snarled. "Get out! I don't want to see your face ever again! And when I drink the boy dry I hope your weeping fills the air."
"As you wish," Aylen whispered, face drawn. She turned and walked through the silent worshipers, light surrounding her. The worshipers watched in awe as she went, bowing at her feet. Then she was gone, and the weight of despair fell onto the courtyard once more.
Andrew knew Aylen was the strongest of the three, the most powerful, but it had been incredible to see her in action. She hadn't so much as flinched when the Black Shaman had tried to kill her. It was too bad she couldn't actually help him destroy the Black Shaman, but she wouldn't be the White if she was any less than she was.
He was close enough to the Black Shaman that her anger was nearly overwhelming. He thought about sneaking out and coming back tomorrow, but he was already here, and she was already down. He wanted to add another kick.
He crept very close behind her, then jumped to his feet, slicing off another lock of her hair and dashing through the courtyard into the dark city. Her howls of anger were so loud he could feel them reverberating through his body. He fought the urge to hide and ran quickly through the streets, arriving home just as the murky sun tried to force its way through the barrier.
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Aylen was sitting on the back porch, for once cloaked in shadow instead of light. Andrew sat beside her, heart pounding, and tossed the lock of hair into her lap.
"Why'd you do it?" he asked.
"I had to at least try," she whispered.
"She tried to kill you."
Aylen shrugged. "It is not the first time. She is right. I am useless. What is the use of my power if I cannot stop her?"
It took Andrew a minute to respond. He didn't know how to say what he wanted to say. "You brim with light, with pure goodness. When I met you at the ranch I didn't like you. You were distant, withdrawn, but even then I could feel it in you. You radiate truth and healing, peace. You are more than both of them put together."
"But…"
"But nothing! To hurt, to kill, even in an attempt to stop her, to stop her evil from spreading, it would destroy you. That's not the way I want to win. I'm going to win; I don't know how; or maybe I'm just too scared to do what needs done, but when I do win, you are still you. White."
He felt her slip the bracelet of hair onto his wrist; he felt the cold seep into his arm, and he pushed out the power to burn it away.
"I never understood why I wanted tokens, why Ahanu gave me tokens, why I kept them. I still don't." He shook his head ruefully. "But I'll figure it out."
"Thank you," Aylen said softly.
"For what?"
"For understanding."
"You really pissed her off. You showed her up in front of all her cronies. It was brilliant. I almost cheered when her spear just disintegrated in the air."
"I fear I have not helped you."
"I don't care. It was totally worth it."
Andrew glanced at his cage of animals and frowned. "I just wish we weren't so similar, she and I. It makes me sick when I think of it."
Aylen brushed her hand softly over his back. "You are nothing like her. Eat. I will make you coffee."
Andrew nodded, waiting until she went inside to kill a rabbit. He ate slowly, savoring the meat, trying not to count how many animals were left in the cage. Trying not to wonder how many days he had left.
When Andrew finally opened the door, Fred was bouncing on the balls of his feet. "I did it! I did it!"
"Really? That took you like what a day and a half?"
"I am good," Fred said with a shrug.
"Fred, you're not just good, you're… There aren't words for it. Show me what you got."
Fred smiled widely and pulled Andrew over to the work table he'd set up. The torch gun he'd made looked nothing like the torches the police had carried around. "Does it work?" Andrew asked skeptically.
"Totally."
"How do you know?" Fred's cheeks turned bright red, and he pointed towards the straw bales. Several of them were solid black. "Fred! You nearly burned down my damn house!"
"Sorry, but you did say not to go outside, and I needed to know if it worked."
Andrew snorted. "What about the water gun? That sounds stupid. We need a different name."
"It's not a water gun."
"Really? What is it?"
"It's a sucks-all-the-oxygen-out-of-the-air gun!"
"What?"
"They're fire wolves, right? No air, no fire."
"Fred, you may very well be a genius, but that's a horrible name. You have to come up with something else before I can take it seriously."
"No-oxygen gun?"
"No."
"Fire-be-gone gun?"
"Absolutely not."
"Um… running out of ideas here. Wolf-be-gone?"
Andrew snickered. "No."
"Alright, how about this: Wolf Buster!"
"I'll think about it. It's the least terrible one," Andrew acknowledged. "Good work, Fred."
Andrew glanced at Reid and said, "Reid and I will go out tonight. If it goes well… then we'll see."
"What? You're going out without us? Why?" Clara demanded.
"Because Reid wants to."
"Daddy, why?"
Andrew grinned at Reid and walked off into the kitchen. He didn't want to be the one to deal with Clara. He took the pot of coffee Aylen had made for him, grabbed a tray full of cups, and went upstairs to the loft.
He set five cups out, one by each chair, and he filled them with coffee. Then he sat in his chair and drank his own coffee, eyes closed, pretending they were there with him. That they weren't riding around somewhere having fun without him, vanquishing evil without him, drinking Doyle's coffee without him.
He slept, and when he woke the coffee was still in the cups and Reid was waiting for him.
"Well," Andrew said after he'd eaten a couple packages of meat. "Let's go then." Clara was sulking in the corner, but Andrew didn't pay her any attention. He didn't actually want her to go out, and he was hoping after Reid saw everything that was out there, he wouldn't want her going out either.
Reid strapped several guns in place and followed Andrew into the backyard. "So, I guess just follow me, and I'll show you what's going on." Andrew started running, then realized he couldn't because there was no way Reid would be able to keep up with him.
"How the hell do you see?" Reid whispered as they jogged down a street.
"Just do."
He couldn't take Reid downtown towards her, so he made a few intentional turns until he found a small pack of cinder wolves. As soon as they caught Andrew's scent, they turned and started howling.
He felt Reid gasp and stiffen behind him, but Andrew just unhooked his whip and waited. The wolves pounded down the street towards him, fire blazing into the night sky. Andrew waited until they were close enough, then cracked his whip from side to side until they were nothing but floating ash.
"Those are the cinder wolves?" Reid stuttered.
"Yeah."
"But… they're…"
"I know, right." Andrew hooked his whip back in place. "Let's go find some zombies."
Reid paled, and Andrew almost laughed. He wanted Reid to be terrified, wanted him to be scared to death, wanted him to stay in the house.
Andrew only had to turn a corner, and there they were, six zombies waiting to be burned.
"Those are zombies?" Reid asked.
"Yep."
"They look just like people."
"Do they?"
Reid opened his mouth to answer, but instead he paused and really looked. Andrew didn't imagine he could see much without power-infused eyes, but after a moment he said softly, "No."
The zombies were walking towards them, but Andrew asked, "What's different?"
"The way they move, their eyes… there's… there's just an air about them." Andrew was impressed.
The zombies were too close for comfort now, so Andrew formed his scythe and started reaping.
When he was done, Reid expelled a hard breath and gasped, "I don't... I mean... What was that?!"
"Zombies. I told you."
"No. That! The thing you did... and the light... and then... What the hell?"
"Oh. Yeah. The power. That's how I use it." Andrew shrugged. "Well, one of the ways I use it. It's really the only way to kill zombies. Unless you burn them with actual fire, but that's a lot harder."
"But... It's... I don't understand."
"The power. It's a force inside everyone, but everyone uses it differently, you know?"
"No. I don't!" Reid snapped.
"Ask Clara. She'll explain it to you." Andrew glanced around them. He didn't really want to have this conversation right now, in the middle of the city, surrounded by zombies.
But Reid wasn't finished. "That came from inside you?" he asked skeptically.
"Yep."
"And you can just do that? Whenever you want?"
"Yep."
"How?"
"Just do."
Reid snorted in irritation, then asked, "This is what you do every night?"
"Yes and no."
"Yes or no?"
Andrew shrugged. "Sometimes I fight spiders, there were some rats, occasionally a small pack of bats will find me. And then all this, and you know, HER."
"I'm sorry." Reid said it so softly Andrew almost didn't hear him. "I didn't realize it was like this… I thought you were exaggerating. Maybe a little crazy. Clara insisted that you weren't, and Aylen is so… you know. This is… I didn't know."
"It's all good," Andrew said. "Even I sometimes think I'm crazy." He heard the whistling and cocked his head to listen. They were going to come over the roof to the left of them. He pulled his guns, and as soon as the dust devils swirled over the top he aimed and fired. There were only three of them, so in mere seconds, their dusty remains floated softly through the air.
"Why?" Reid asked. "Why is she doing this?"
"Because she can. Have you seen enough?" Reid nodded, and Andrew headed towards home. He didn't bother trying to avoid anything, didn't want Reid to think it was better than it was. Andrew killed a nasty dog on one street. Then he burned it, annoyed Reid was with him so he couldn't at least eat it. It smelled amazing.
They ran into a small group of rats eating the corpse of another dog, and Andrew burned everything. A little kid ran out into the street in front of them, waving his arms and gesturing, but Andrew knew better. He'd already checked, and he knew the boy was dead. He closed his eyes as he cut through him with his scythe, ignoring Reid's gasp of horror.
"That was just a damn kid!" Reid exclaimed.
"Was it?"
"Wasn't it?!"
"No."
Reid didn't say anything more. Either he believed Andrew or he didn't. Andrew didn't really care. They jogged around a corner and found cinder wolves running up the street, setting the houses on fire. Andrew quickly killed them and started towards home again.
"WAIT!" Reid shouted. "We've got to put the fire out!"
"With what?" Andrew said, still walking.
For a second Reid didn't respond. He finally said, "But what about the people? Are there people here?"
"Probably. Also spiders and zombies and lots of other crap. I don't go into buildings."
"You're just going to let them die?!"
Andrew shrugged. "Can't save everyone, Reid. Better get used to it."
He didn't look to see if Reid followed him; he knew he did. There was nothing they could do. Andrew knew it, and Reid knew it. It was just harder for Reid to accept.
When they reached the Raven's Nest, Andrew said, "You go on in; I'm gonna stay out a bit." Reid didn't acknowledge him, just walked into the house and shut the door.
Andrew didn't want to face Reid's disappointment, didn't want to hear what Reid had to say to the others. Didn't want to see the fear and disbelief, the hate, in Clara's eyes when she found out what he did each night. So he decided to go. He didn't want to. He never did, but he did anyway.
He slunk quietly through the streets, hiding when he needed to, running if he had to. He didn't bother fighting anything; there simply wasn't any point. He ran until he was close enough to hear the worshipers singing and wailing, and then he walked.
He slipped a camouflage over himself and peeked around the corner. She wasn't in the courtyard. That disappointed him. He liked it when her followers saw her scream.
He wasn't really feeling it tonight, but he was already here, so he crept across the street and along the side of the building until he came to the front door.
He held his breath and stepped into the doorway. She was sitting on her throne, drinking blood, surveying the courtyard. She didn't seem to notice him, showed no awareness he was there, so he let his breath out slowly and crept a little closer.
Essie was there too, asleep in a corner, but Andrew ignored her. He couldn't wait to kill her, but he would. He approached the Black Shaman on soft feet, trying to decide what piece of her he wanted, but suddenly the air was colder and she was staring right at him, her eyes boring into his.
He froze, dropped his camouflage, and started weaving armor. He wished he could run but he couldn't, he had to touch her, had to take a piece of her, couldn't leave empty handed.
He wasn't quite done knitting his armor when she appeared right in front of him, lips curled back in hatred, eyes fierce with hate. Andrew felt her knife hit, felt his armor push it aside. His hand swung up, wielding his own knife and slicing towards her hand, but she was too quick for him.
She stabbed again, and Andrew gasped as her knife tore through a bit of armor that wasn't totally finished and buried deep inside his stomach. Her eyes widened with pleasure, and she pushed the knife deeper.
Andrew ignored the pain and sliced his knife across her face, cutting off just the very tip of her nose. He grabbed her nose from the air and ran. Her knife was still inside him, but he left it there and ran for everything he was worth.
For a second he felt her right behind him, claws grasping, but then she was gone, and he was running through the city streets alone. He shoved her nose into his pocket and kept running, too scared to stop.
He could feel the warmth of his blood seeping down his legs, but he couldn't stop yet; he wasn't safe yet. He couldn't run home though, not trailing blood. So he ran to his rooftop and clambered up the ladder.
Adrenaline had made him strong, but now that he wasn't running he knew he was in trouble. Why had she noticed him this time? Had she smelled him? Had his camouflage slipped? He didn't know; all he knew was he had to get her knife out of him. It was bleeding him dry, and he could feel a deadly cold creeping over him.
He started humming and grabbed the knife hilt, ripping with all the strength he had left. The knife yanked out of his stomach with a sickening slurp, and blood suddenly gushed everywhere. Cold coated him, freezing his mind, freezing his voice. His eyes slid closed, and he collapsed on the roof.
He immediately opened his eyes again. It was grey. All around it was grey, and the cold was gone, replaced by nothingness. Oh crap! He jumped to his feet. He couldn't. He wasn't ready. He had too much left to do. He hadn't won. He hadn't won, and he had to win.
"I had not expected to see you quite so soon," said a voice behind him, a rumbling, layered voice, like thousands of voices speaking all at once.
"No, no, no," Andrew whispered, turning slowly. Death was smiling, dimples disappearing under a heavy beard, beard morphing into smooth, apple cheeks.
"OH HELL NO!!" Andrew yelled, punching himself in the face with all the force he could muster. His head cracked backwards, and he felt gravel dig into his scalp.
The darkness and the cold grabbed at him, trying to pull him back down, trying to take him to Death, but Andrew didn't give in. He ripped his backpack off his back, humming, clasping one hand to his blood-soaked stomach, using the other to hold a rabbit while he ate it.
It was hard to concentrate, hard to remember to keep humming, to keep eating, but he had to. If he gave into the darkness they were all dead. And he couldn't allow that. He wouldn't allow her to take them.
He was still bleeding, so he pulled out a squirrel and kept eating. Humming jerkily around the bites. They weren't hers to take. This world wasn't hers to destroy. So he couldn't die, not yet. He had to make sure she died first.
He felt the power knit the last bit of his stomach closed and dropped to the roof, gasping. His stomach still hurt, but at least he was alive. She'd been ecstatic when she'd thought she had him. Andrew didn't understand why she hadn't chased him down. It's not like he could kill her. She had all the cards. She was winning.
He shuddered, imagining her filling her cups with his blood, drinking and drinking until she was full and then ripping his heart out to feast. Why had she seen him? What had gone wrong? He reached a trembling hand into his bag and pulled out another rabbit, his last one.
He ate it slowly, not even tasting it, just eating it because he had to if he wanted to make it home. He hated that he was more terrified than ever now. Would she sense him the next time? Had he lost his advantage? If he had, it was over. He'd never be able to sneak up on her again. She'd always see him coming.
He felt his pocket and pulled out her nose. It wasn't much, but he'd still gotten her, still touched her. She'd almost killed him; but for a second, a brief second, she hadn't had her nose.
Andrew laughed and pushed himself to his knees. He turned her nose into stone, drilled it, hung it around his neck, and walked very slowly towards home.
It was hard even to move. He felt like he was half frozen. His entire body was cold, radiating out from his stomach. He tried to use the power to burn it away, but it just wasn't enough. Her hair around his wrists felt colder; the pieces of her around his neck felt heavier.
Her knife had disintegrated as soon as he pulled it out, but maybe a sliver of it had broken off inside of him. Maybe there was a piece of her inside him. Andrew struggled not to vomit at the thought.
He reached the Raven's Nest and opened the back door carefully. "Aylen," he whispered.
"Andrew, what happened?" She asked as she wrapped her arms around his waist, taking his weight and holding him upright. Suddenly warmth flooded him, burning the cold away, filling him with heat and life and sun. "You're not injured," she said with a frown.
He shook his head. "Healed it already."
"Then what was wrong?"
He shivered. "So cold. Is there a piece of her inside me still?"
"What?! No!"
"How can you tell? Are you sure?!"
Aylen paused for a minute as if checking, then said firmly, "There's not. What happened?"
"Slipped up is all. Won't happen again. I hope."
She was staring at his necklace. "Andrew, I wish… I'm not sure…"
Andrew shook his head. "It's all I've got," he whispered.
He looked past her finally, acknowledging the others staring at him. "So, what'd we decide?" he asked gruffly, finding it hard to believe just hours ago he'd been out with Reid.
"Are you okay?" Clara asked shakily. "You're… you're… you're totally covered in blood."
Andrew grinned sheepishly. "And all of its mine this time."
Clara paled even more. "Do you need something?"
"Some coffee and meat would be nice." He was suddenly starving. Before he'd even sat at the bar, Clara had poured him a cup of coffee and Fred had gotten him a package of meat. "Thanks," Andrew grunted, downing the coffee in three gulps, savoring its warmth.
"So what'd you decide?" he asked again when he was done.
"We'll go," Reid said firmly.
"Really?" Andrew asked in surprise.
"Really."
"Really." Well, crap. Andrew hadn't seen that coming. He'd felt sure Reid would try to protect Clara. "Why?"
"Because it's the right thing to do," Clara said.
Andrew fought not to roll his eyes. Maybe it was; maybe it wasn't. Unless he figured out a way to win, it didn't matter. But he guessed they'd feel like they were accomplishing something, and they shouldn't be in too much danger since Aylen would be with them.
He sighed. "Fine. We'll go tonight. Get some sleep."
"You're coming with us?" Clara asked.
"I'm not sending you out there without a dry run," Andrew snapped. "We'll see how you do, and we'll go from there."
He only slept a couple hours, and when he woke, he brewed himself a strong pot of coffee, silently thanking Fred for having the foresight to install a generator. He took his coffee up to the loft and sat, sipping it and waiting for nightfall.
"I could really use you right now," he said to Pecos's empty chair. "I'm taking the others into the city tonight. I shouldn't; it's a horrible idea, but maybe they can actually save someone. May not matter in the long run, but still…"
"If I lose one of them…" he shrugged helplessly.
He suddenly realized he was playing with the bracelet of hair on his wrist and jerked his hand away. He wished he had burned it, but he couldn't. It was important; he just didn't know why or how.
He tried to carve a calf to pass the time, but it morphed into her face, so he burned it to ash in his hand, using the power to burn away the coldness that kept trying to creep up on him.
He wished he hadn't gone last night. A chill swept through him every time he thought of it, every time he remembered her eyes. He shuddered as he remembered the freezing cold, the darkness, the grey, the smile on Death's face. He hoped he hadn't just pissed off Death. He didn't need any more enemies.
To push it all away he imagined the ranch and traveling it with Pecos. He stopped and stared at each landmark, letting the beauty of it wash over him, letting it soothe him. A thought suddenly occurred to him, and his heart started racing.
"Aylen!" he called. "Can you come here, please?"
As soon as she was close enough, Andrew asked her, "Did I save it, the ranch? Is it still there?!"
"What?"
"You showed me the ranch, remember? It was gone, carved up into little postage stamp lots with ugly houses on them. But we rebuilt the ranch, and I thought, maybe, I thought… And then I thought if it was still there, I would buy it or go there." He smiled, thinking about all that land and all that openness. Maybe he could still be free.
"I do not know," Aylen said.
"Can you look it up? Have Fred look it up."
She frowned. "Are you sure that is a good idea? Maybe you should wait."
"Wait?" Andrew snorted. "You mean wait until I win? I'd rather know now."
"But what if…"
"Please."
She sighed but left the loft. It didn't take long for her to return. "I am sorry, Andrew, but nothing has changed. The ranch is still gone."
He couldn't speak. He was too full of grief. She was right. He shouldn't have asked. He didn't hear her leave, just knew she was gone and he was alone. Always alone. He didn't even have a dream to hold onto. Pecos's ranch was gone. He hadn't saved it. He hadn't changed time. How could it be gone? He didn't understand.
All of them. The ranch, gone. Pecos, gone. Joe, gone. Doyle, gone. Charlie, gone. Enrica, Carmina, and all the ranch hands whose names Andrew had memorized, gone. Dead. Lost. Andrew choked on sorrow as he realized Widow Maker was gone too. Widow Maker had died alone, just like Andrew would die alone.
What was he fighting for? Was there anything to fight for? What did it matter if he won? He'd still be alone. He'd still be here. He'd still be plagued by the sounds and the currents of the city. He'd still never be free. But he couldn't think about himself right now. He had to think about Clara and Fred. This was their world, their life, their place in everything. He had to save it for them.
He pushed back his depression and despair and realized it was time. He didn't want them to see this, to have to do this. He didn't want them to have to carry this weight. But he couldn't control them, and they'd already made up their minds.
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They were ready and waiting for him. Fred had built a harness for both the guns and the tanks attached to them, and he had it strapped onto his back. The tanks were so large, Andrew wondered that Fred didn't collapse under the weight of them, but Fred stood tall.
Clara had a gun strapped to both hips, a determined look on her face. Reid looked as if he'd donned a second, somewhat more comfortable, skin with guns on each hip and a shoulder holster. Aylen looked absolutely no different.
"Fred's mom, stay here," Andrew ordered. "Do not leave; do not open the door; do not open a window. Understood?" She nodded, eyes full of tears. "Good, let's go," Andrew said, stepping towards the door.
As soon as they were outside, Andrew said softly, "Reid is your leader, you do what he says, but Aylen has final say on everything. Got it?" Fred and Clara nodded.
Andrew closed his eyes and looked with the power. His block was still full of life, but her minions didn't seem to come out here, so maybe they would start closer to the warehouse. He looked further out. Not far from the warehouse was a building teeming with life but surrounded by oily black. It was a bigger job than he'd wanted on their first night out, but it needed doing so they may as well do it.
Andrew led the way; it was easier than trying to explain to Reid how to get there. That was something Reid and Aylen would have to work out.
Fred, Clara, and Aylen looked totally out of place as they tried to follow silently behind him. They were all wearing bright, cheerful colors, and even though it was pitch black, Andrew was sure they could be spotted from a mile away.
Everything was quiet; most of the chaos was centered downtown, but Andrew deliberately turned down a street with zombies. He checked quickly to make sure there were no pombies with them, then stepped back and said, "Zombies. Fred, you're up."
Fred blinked and stuttered, "What?"
Andrew pointed down the street at the two women, teenage boy, old guy with a cane, and distinguished looking man in a suit. "Zombies. Torch gun." The zombies were walking towards them. Always walking. Andrew missed the determined run of the zoldiers; somehow the walking was creepier. They didn't drag and stumble like in the movies, just walked totally normally and oddly sedate, like they were on an afternoon stroll.
"But…" Fred stuttered. "Are you sure they're zombies? They look normal."
"I'm sure. Torch 'em!" Andrew was itching to kill them where they stood. He hated that he was letting the zombies get this close, but they had to see them, had to know, had to be able to do what needed done.
Fred still hadn't moved. Clara's mouth was open, and Reid had moved to stand in front of her, hand on his gun.
There wasn't any way to prove they were zombies short of allowing them to kill someone, which wasn't an option, so Andrew waited until they were a mere three feet away before he fashioned his scythe and ripped through their zombie skulls, burning them to dust.
When he turned, Fred was on the ground vomiting, Reid's face was a mask of hard flint, and Clara wore a horrified expression that Andrew was sure had nothing to do with the zombies and everything to do with him. Only Aylen looked unmoved; she placed her hand on Fred, speaking softly. Fred shuddered but wiped his mouth and stood.
"Are you ready to go home?" Andrew asked.
"No," Fred whispered.
"Next time I tell you to kill something, kill it!" Silently he was glad Fred hadn't pulled the trigger. He was glad Fred hadn't been able to do it. Who killed someone without asking why? Who torched random people just because some crazy person told them to? He hated that he had to break that, that he had to make them understand, had to make them realize that here, in this place that she had created, they either did what he said or they died.
"But… how did you know?" Clara gasped. "How could you possibly know?"
"They looked like normal people," Fred added. "Are you sure they were zombies?"
"I can tell the difference," Andrew said firmly. "Aylen can tell the difference. Look for blank eyes. You'll learn."
"But how did you know?!" Clara demanded.
"I just did."
"But how?!"
"Aylen," Andrew snarled.
"They were not alive, Clara," Aylen said softly. "Andrew is right."
Reid hadn't spoken, but now he did. "We should keep moving," he said urgently.
Andrew nodded and continued to lead them, wishing they could believe him. He avoided the streets with zombies and instead turned to go between two houses where he could hear a dust devil shrieking. It was physically difficult for him to step out of the way, exposing them to the charging, spinning dust devil.
Debris flung past their faces, ricocheting off the walls. But in spite of the dark, Reid fired two quick shots, and the whirling dervish exploded into dust and sticks and debris.
Clara's arms were wrapped around her middle; she hadn't even tried to pull a gun, and Andrew wasn't convinced she could do this. He wasn't sure Fred could do this. The only ones he was sure of were Aylen and Reid.
Andrew wanted to avoid the cinder wolves, but he needed to know if Fred's inventions actually worked, so he led them into a small grassy area where he had spotted the orange glow of several cinder wolves' eyes.
"Cinder wolves, Fred. You have to be quick." Andrew started humming, throwing up a wall of power as he did, a wall that would protect them if Fred wasn't fast enough, if his Wolf Buster didn't actually work. The wall wove into place just as the wolves turned towards them and started running.
Fred fumbled with his holster, trying to free his gun, panic clear on his face. The wolves were terrifying in the inky darkness, fire rolling off them in huge orange waves; black, burning feet pounding, leaving charred dirt behind; lava spewing from their mouths; eyes blazing.
Fred finally freed his gun and pointed it towards the wolves, but he was too slow. The wolves slammed into Andrew's wall, pushing Andrew back for just a second before he set his feet.
"NOW FRED!" he yelled.
Fred flipped the switch, and the Wolf Buster howled, sucking air, like a reverse snow blower. It caught the flames of one wolf, drawing it in, but it wasn't strong enough to extinguish its blazing fire.
Andrew dug in his feet and pushed power into his hands and feet, humming loudly. Then he relaxed for just a second before slamming the wall forward, knocking the wolves backwards and tossing them through the air.
He dropped the power shield and grabbed his whip, snapping it through the thick night air. One wolf exploded with a crack, and Andrew quickly swung his whip from side to side, each time hitting his target, each time reducing a snarling wolf to ash. 

"Wolf Buster needs work," he said turning back to Fred.
Fred was pale, eyes wide, hands trembling, but he nodded shakily.
"Bullets won't work on cinder wolves?" Reid asked.
"No. It has to be an impact." Andrew thought for a moment. "Maybe a shotgun, but I don't have any of those." Reid nodded. "I suppose you could learn to use the whip."
"What about a regular fire extinguisher?" Reid asked.
"I don't know," Andrew said, thinking it out. "It's worth a try."
It was then Andrew noticed Clara silently weeping. "You alright, Clara?" he asked softly.
She shook her head, and Reid awkwardly wrapped his arms around her, trying to comfort her. "None of this…" Clara whispered with a shudder. "None of this should be real. It's not real! This kinda crap only exists in books."
She pushed Reid away and stared wildly at Andrew. "Have I died? Is this hell?"
Andrew didn't know what to say, didn't know how to comfort her. How could he possibly comfort her?
Fred grabbed Clara's hand and pulled her close. "Look at me," he said softly. Clara obeyed him, tears streaming down her cheeks. "It's gonna be okay. It's like that time in book three when Clara and Andrew get stuck in the catacombs and all the dead people come to life. Remember?"
Clara nodded jerkily. Andrew felt a flash of jealousy that he wasn't the only person Clara had shared her books with, but he pushed it away. He hadn't actually been here. Fred had.
"Well, it's just like that," Fred continued. "And just like that, we're gonna win. Okay?"
Clara wiped the tears from her eyes. "Okay."
Really? That was all it took? I could have said that, Andrew thought with disgust. Only he couldn't have because he hadn't read book three, and he didn't know anything about the catacombs.
"Are you ready?" he asked gruffly. Reid nodded, and Andrew headed silently towards the apartment building.
He carefully avoided any more dangers. He needed to know if Fred's torch actually worked, but he wasn't sure Fred was up to zombies yet.
"How do we convince everyone to come out and follow us?" Andrew asked Aylen as the building came into view. "Are you sure they wouldn't just be safer staying here?"
She frowned at him. "Look around, Andrew."
He didn't need to. He already knew what was there. They were completely surrounded. Most of the other apartment buildings were already empty or filled with oily blackness.
He led them to a collapsed store-front awning right beside the apartment building full of life, and he could feel the zombies roaming around them.
"Can you tell if it's people inside?" he asked anxiously. "I can't actually tell life sparks apart. They could be spiders for all I know."
"They are people."
"Well then?"
"I will get them to come out," she said softly. "But you will have to get us through."
Andrew turned to Reid. "You three stick to Aylen like glue. Don't let go of her. I'll lead; the people follow me; you protect the back. If something comes you can't handle, yell. Understood?"
Reid nodded, and Andrew pulled a rabbit out of his bag and started eating. It didn't matter that Clara was standing beside him, watching, face wrinkled in disgust. He'd brought them into hell, and he was taking them back out.
Andrew started humming, drawing the power out, shuddering slightly as it rippled down his arms, burning as it went.
"Are you humming 'The Sound of Silence'?" Clara asked suddenly.
"Um… yes?"
"Did you seriously only just now notice that?" Fred laughed.
"What?" Clara hissed.
"He does it all the time; has forever."
"Really?"
"Yeah, it's like his soundtrack or something. I can't believe you never noticed."
Andrew rolled his eyes; it was like he wasn't even here. "Guys, this really isn't the time or the place or anything else for that matter," he growled, fashioning his scythe and stepping out from under the awning.
He quickly cleared the street in front of the apartment building of zombies; and as soon as he had, quiet, scared-looking people rushed out and huddled together in the street.
"Follow me," Andrew barked before turning down the street with the least cinder wolves.
It took him over an hour to get them to the warehouse, and it was only three blocks away. By the time they arrived, Andrew was exhausted, his head was pounding, and he was barely keeping his feet.
He wasn't used to walking through them. He usually just fought a group and ran. Found another group somewhere else, killed them, ran again. He didn't just walk down the damn streets fighting everything he came across. That was madness.
"Did you vet them?" he mumbled to Aylen as she passed him.
"Yes."
He nodded and dropped to the ground in front of the warehouse. How long could this go on? Weeks, months, years? There weren't enough squirrels in the city. He'd be reduced to eating cockroaches. He shuddered, dragging his backpack into his lap and pulling out a dead squirrel.
Clara and Fred sat beside him. "I… I… I had no idea," Clara stammered. "I've been so mad at you… and… I'm sorry," she whispered, starting to cry.
Andrew swallowed a chunk of meat. "Mad? Why?"
"You've been… mean. And distant and angry. And you look freaky painted all black like you are. It gives me the creeps."
Andrew wished he could clean his face so she could see him, but he couldn't, not for her, not for anyone.
"But I get it now," she said, wiping her eyes. "I mean, I don't get it! I have no idea what's going on, but I'm not mad at you."
Andrew didn't know what to say; he was opening his mouth to say something, anything, when Fred blurted out, "I've got it! I know how to fix the Wolf Buster!"
Andrew laughed, relieved not to have to say anything. He hadn't missed the way Clara had sat next to Fred instead of him or the way she sometimes touched Fred's arm when she talked. He wasn't the same Andrew she had known before. But really, Clara had never known the real Andrew, no one did, no one but Pecos and Doyle, Charlie and Joe. He wasn't sure there was anyone in this time and place who could understand him, who wouldn't be disgusted to know the real him. He thought of Vick and felt a pang of sorrow. Not anymore anyway.
He missed the cowboys more fiercely than he could understand. They were his home, his family, his brothers. Sometimes he wished he could just walk away, and let the world burn. Return to them and forget that the world would be crushed under her heel. If only he could. But he wouldn't, not even if he could. Pecos never walked away from a fight, and neither would he.
As soon as the people were settled, Aylen took Andrew and the others home the fast way. Andrew wasn't surprised she could move all four of them at once. She may not think she was much of anything, but Aylen packed a serious punch. And he was glad, because now he knew if Clara and the others ever got into something they couldn't handle, Aylen could zap them right out.
Andrew couldn't talk yet, couldn't analyze what had happened or go over details. He was too tired, too exhausted, too spent, so he backed out the door, blocking out the sounds of Fred's mom crying as she hugged her son happily.
As soon as he was in the yard, Dean sent him an image of a raccoon just on the other side of the fence. Andrew almost started drooling. It felt like years since he'd been able to hunt, not that jumping over the fence was much of a hunt, but he would take it.
He hopped the fence, surprising the raccoon, grabbing it, and snapping its neck before it even moved. He slit its skin back with his knife and buried his teeth deep into its flesh, feeling the hot blood touch his lips. He closed his eyes with a shudder. He hated that he was like her. Hated that he needed the flesh, needed the blood to live.
He ripped off a chunk of meat and threw it over the fence to his brothers. Then he sat in the shadows and feasted. When he was finished he leaned his head against the fence, listening to the bizarre silence of the city. He couldn't hear the revelry of her court from here, just the occasional wolf howl. He could hear something though. A weird buzzing or sizzling sound, coming from far above him.
He looked up, but he couldn't see anything. Not a star, not the moon, just the wavy black of the barrier. He closed his eyes and listened. It sounded almost like… rain.
He pushed to his feet and ran through the city all the way to the edge, to the barrier. It was raining, pouring outside, but not a drop came through.
He wanted to feel it, wanted to let it wash him, cleanse him, make him clean again. He wondered if it was a warm rain. He closed his eyes, imagining it pouring over his skin. The temptation to rip the border and step through was overwhelming, but he pushed it down, knowing he couldn't risk it. So he sat on the ground and watched the water pool on the other side, yearning to touch it.
The sun was already up by the time he reached home again. When he opened the door, he knew without being told there was a broadcast waiting for him. Clara had made him coffee, but he didn't take a cup with him, didn't know what he would see.
She was sitting on her throne, fiddling with a bone stripped bare of flesh. "Are we playing a new game, Andrew? Are we playing hide and seek? You know how good I am at hide and seek." That was it. That was all she said.
Andrew knew she was trying to draw him out, trying to get him to come again, trying to trap him. But for once he had the upper hand. She was too powerful, too full of energy and death. She couldn't hide from him, but he could hide from her. He hoped.
He went that night anyway, grinning when he saw she was just a little scared. Cinder wolves were prowling the streets all around the capital; they circled the courtyard, guarding, watching for him, waiting. He camouflaged himself as fire and slipped silently between them, the heat wafting off them singeing his clothes.
She wasn't in the courtyard, so he climbed the side of the building like before and crawled down the staircase until he could see her. Fear made his whole body clammy. He kept waiting for her head to swing around, and her eyes to pin him to the wall. But he had to do this. He had to believe he could do this. He had to believe she wouldn't see him. He hummed silently, surveying the room below.
She had an entire court now. Not just Essie, but others, bowing before her, begging to please her, offering her blood. And not just people but animals too. Bats hung from the ceiling above her; spiders nested in corners; a puma lay stretched at her feet.
She must have disliked losing her nose very much. She had surrounded herself with her minions, knowing it would make it harder for him to sneak in, harder for him to get away. Clever, clever shaman.
The doors to the courtyard were still open, but her worshipers were packed so tight Andrew wasn't sure he could make it through that way. He'd have to go back up the stairs, out the window, and through the cinder wolves. He hoped he was fast enough. He hoped the puma couldn't smell him, because he could smell the puma, and he was wondering what it would taste like.
He closed his eyes, humming in his mind, wrapping power more tightly around himself. He didn't picture any one thing but everything. He pictured everything in the room; he pictured a shifting camouflage, one that would look different from every angle depending on the point of view. He just hoped it worked.
He walked slowly along the wall until he was behind her. Instead of loose, her hair was braided and wrapped around her head like a crown, exposing her ears and her neck. Andrew grinned and began to fashion a long, slender knife.
When it was finished, he walked up behind her, past Essie, past two drunken men, until he was so close if he breathed she would feel it. He sliced, caught, ducked her arm, and ran all at once.
The puma clawed at his heels as Andrew leapt up the stairs. Andrew pushed more power into his legs, feeling the puma right behind him as he ran down the hallway. Only ten more feet to the window, but then she was there. In front of the window, black billowing out around her, spear poised in her hand.
Andrew turned and crashed through a door. The puma's claws skidded on the tiles behind him, and Andrew pushed more power into his legs, running at light speed towards the window, leaping over her when she appeared, crashing through the window behind her, her spear nicking his leg as he tumbled through the air.
He landed feet first in the middle of the wolves, but he didn't stop, just rammed his way through them, shirt melting to his skin, and ran. He ran until his lungs were bursting, and then he crawled behind a dumpster and hid, covering himself with the power, hiding from the fury pulsing off her.
He was relieved his camouflage had held, but that had been close, much too close. He fought the urge to vomit. When she had zapped in front of the window, he had thought he was dead. But he wasn't. Once again he'd touched her and gotten away.
For hours cinder wolves prowled and dust devils shrieked searching the city for him. Andrew didn't move until nearly dawn, finally unclenching his hand, turning her entire ear to stone, and hanging it on the cord beside her nose.
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The next night, Andrew watched the courtyard for hours. He didn't want to go inside the building again, didn't want to run through the halls to get out. He watched drunken men and women dance and fall into insane frenzies. He watched the people in the cages weep. There was no point in freeing them. They would never get away. The cinder wolves would have them before they ran a block.
Andrew closed his eyes, turning his head from the cage and back to the capital's doors. He wasn't here to save anyone. He wasn't here to play hero. He was here to collect a token, a payment for all the pieces of his soul she'd stolen from him.
Finally, near dawn, Essie walked through the doors and surveyed the courtyard. He wondered if she drank the blood, but even if she didn't, he hated her; he wished he'd killed her on the grass so long ago.
How could anyone choose to serve the Black Shaman? How could anyone look at this and say it was good? No one could. Which meant Essie and everyone else had chosen evil. They wanted to serve evil. They liked it.
The Black Shaman glided onto the top step, lips twisted into her version of a smile, puma nuzzling her clawed hand. Essie stalked to the cage, ripping the door open, tearing a baby from its mother's arms, and slamming the door shut again.
The mother's screams, full of absolute anguish, drowned out all the other noises, echoing across the courtyard. Andrew could feel the force of her grief, and he ground his teeth, fighting against it. The baby cried, its wails mixing with the mother's, and Andrew sighed.
Maybe just this one he could save. He stepped from the shadows of the building and quickly walked up the steps, knowing his camouflage would hide him, knowing he was safe.
He formed his knife of power, breathing softly, slowly, waiting until Essie was very close to the Black Shaman. Just as Essie raised her knife, Andrew pushed off the ground, flying through the air, grasping and cutting the Black Shaman's hair and snatching the baby from Essie's hand all at the same time.
He landed on the other side of them, rolling to protect the baby, then scrambled to his feet and ran past the cage, past the wolves, past the worshipers. He could hear the howling of the cinder wolves as they chased after him.
He knew he could camouflage them, but the baby was screaming, and Andrew didn't know how to get it to stop. And he couldn't stop running long enough to find out; the wolves were right behind them. He could feel the heat pouring off their bodies.
He ran faster, tearing up a fire escape and running across the rooftops. The baby wailed so loudly Andrew couldn't even think. His lungs ached from running, and he tripped, tumbling towards the roof's edge and going over the side. He caught himself with one hand, clutching the baby with his other. The wolves gathered beneath him, howling, letting her know. She was coming.
"AYLEN!!!!!" Andrew screamed. And just like that he was home.
Andrew fell to the floor, gasping, pushing the baby away, pushing it towards Aylen. "Take it!" he demanded. "It's crying."
The baby lay on the floor between them, arms and legs flailing, face red, screaming so loudly Andrew wanted to cry.
"I don't know what to do with it," Aylen whispered desperately.
"Pick it up or something," Andrew snapped. "Infuse it with your mojo."
"Mojo?"
"Power!"
"Oh!" Aylen carefully picked up the baby, white light glowing off her hands and face. Suddenly the baby was quiet, and its eyelids fluttered softly, then closed.
"Sorry," Andrew said, standing. "I don't know why… I shouldn't have… Um… Anyway." He turned on his heel, ran down the stairs and outside.
The next several nights Andrew stalked her, sneaking past her court, past her wolves, her monsters, her creatures of blackness. He closed his ears to every scream, every cry, every sound of weeping. He closed his eyes to the blood, the blood that seemed to drape every surface. Even the smell of blood hung in the air with the ash. He dreaded every moment in her presence, hated every piece of her that hung around his neck.
Every night he took a chance, took a chance that this would be the night, the night she would catch him. But he was always just a little bit faster, and he always got away.
After six long nights of tag, he took a break, staying home to confuse her, throw her off, to give himself a chance to breathe.
He was sharpening his knives when Clara came to sit beside him. "Fred fixed the Wolf Buster," she said. Andrew grunted. "Isn't it kinda weird how he can just make anything, practically out of nothing? You wouldn't think it would work."
"That's how he uses the power," Andrew said with a shrug, slipping one knife away and pulling out another.
"For real?"
"Sure. Joe uses it for finances and stuff. He's an accounting genius, among other things." At least that's how he assumed Joe used it. It certainly wasn't for his damn mustache.
"I wish I knew how I used it," she said with a sigh.
"Maybe you don't."
"What? I thought you said everyone had it!"
"Everyone does, but maybe not everyone uses it. You know?"
Clara humphed and slouched into her chair. "This chair is super comfy."
"Not as comfy as the ones back home," Andrew said absently, beginning to sharpen his sixth knife.
"Back home?" Clara whispered. "As in the past? With Pecos and the others?" Andrew paused and looked at her. Her eyes were large and sad. "Would you stay there if you could?" she asked.
"It's where I belong," he said earnestly. How could she not see that? He was sharpening knives, planning his attack, covered head to foot in black ink and blood, eating raw animals from the backyard. He didn't belong here; he never would.
"Without us?"
He was no longer sure what she was asking. He wasn't there; he was here. And he was never going back. Would he rather be there than here? Absolutely. The idea that Clara could be there with him had never occurred to him. Would she want to? If he was given a choice would he choose her over them? He knew he wouldn't.
"I think," he said slowly, "it would be more perfect if you were there too."
She smiled without really smiling, and Andrew was afraid she understood more than he had said. He turned back to his sharpening, feeling her walk away.
The next night Andrew took them out again. This time he let Reid lead while Andrew trailed behind them.
Fred had not only fixed the Wolf Buster, but he'd fixed his hesitation as well. He didn't even pause when a cinder wolf jumped in front of them, fire pouring from its skin. And the Wolf Buster actually worked, sucking the air from the wolf like a gigantic vacuum, leaving behind a pile of black ash.
Fred was ecstatic when the last bit of fire poofed and the wolf disintegrated. "I told you I fixed it!" he shouted.
Reid smacked him over the head. "Shut your mouth," he hissed. Fred blushed, and Andrew stifled a chuckle.
Several dust devils ambushed from the air, ripping the siding off buildings and shattering windows. Reid fired rapidly into them, dispatching them quickly, before they could reach the others. Andrew saw Clara fire, but her hands shook and none of her bullets hit their mark. Aylen healed the cuts on Reid's face, and they kept going.
Andrew hated just watching, but he had to know they could handle it, had to know they could do it without him. Fred only choked for a second when Aylen told him there were zombies coming around the corner. But he didn't question, didn't ask if she was sure, just pulled his torch and started burning. It took much longer than Andrew would have liked, and Fred and the others kept backing away, but eventually, Fred roasted them all.
"I used almost all the gas," Fred whispered to Reid.
Reid frowned. "Then we can't run into more than one pack of zombies per trip. Can you do that?" he asked Aylen.
Aylen was pensive, but she finally said, "Next time I will take us there. Then you will only have to get the people to the warehouse." She shrugged. "I should have thought of that. I am not used to… working with others."
Andrew snorted. What Aylen really meant is that she wasn't used to interfering. He wondered how hard it had been for her to break her five-hundred-year-old habit. Probably pretty hard.
They reached the house Aylen had been aiming for and then the warehouse without further incident. Aylen purposefully took them a completely convoluted way so they didn't run into anything. It took hours.
While the others settled the new rescues in, Andrew ran to the nearby stores. He wasn't the only one needing supplies though. The first three stores he tried had already been picked clean. How much longer would the city survive?
Fred's mom gasped when they popped back in. She stumbled to her feet and wrapped her arms around Fred, hugging him tightly. Grief Andrew had pushed aside shoved its way forward, and he went upstairs before he started crying, missing his mom more than he'd ever missed her when she was alive.
He heard Reid's soft steps on the stairs minutes later. Reid had never come into the loft. He didn't sit in any of the chairs, but instead sat on the fireplace ledge directly across from Andrew.
"Whadda you think?" Reid asked softly.
"I think there's a good chance you guys'll get killed!" Andrew snapped. But then he shook his head. "That's not true. You did fine." He wished Pecos were here, so Pecos could make the call, not him. He didn't want to be in charge.
"Without Aylen you wouldn't make it. But as long as you have her, I think you'll be alright. Just know if you run into a pombie, they have guns."
"A pombie?"
"Police zombies."
Reid raised an eyebrow. "Really?"
"Would you rather I just called them zombies with guns? I think pombie kinda covers it, don't you?" Reid didn't respond. "Do you think they're ready?" Andrew asked.
"No one else is going to do it," Reid said with a shrug.
Andrew laughed. "So everyone says."
"What?"
"Nothing. You're in charge. Go out as often or as little as you want. Let me know when supplies are low. Don't do anything stupid."
Reid nodded and left the room.
Andrew stayed in that night. He liked the idea of the Black Shaman wondering what he was doing. Wondering if he would come. Wondering which part of her he would take when he did.
He slept fitfully, waking to the sound of a baby crying, realizing they had kept it, realizing he had one more person to protect, one more person whose name he didn't know.
He sighed when he saw the laptop, knowing there was another broadcast, wishing there wasn't. He tried to ready himself, and then he pressed play.
"My priestess brought me a present," the Black Shaman crowed, grinning so widely Andrew knew he wasn't going to like what he saw. "Isn't she thoughtful?" The camera turned, and Andrew saw the cowering figures of two boys or young men, he couldn't tell. But then one of them lifted his head, and Andrew gasped, jumping to his feet.
He forced himself to sit, knowing it was already too late. Ed's face showed a fierceness Andrew hadn't known Ed possessed as he stood and faced her, entire body trembling. He didn't speak, didn't say a word. It was clear Ed knew he was going to die.
"It is because of your friend you die," the Black Shaman purred as she ran a black fingernail down Ed's wet cheek. "That useless boy, Andrew, he condemned you. Everyone he knows. Everyone he loves. Everyone he thinks he can protect. They will all die. I will drink their blood, and they will be mine."
"I'll never be yours!" Ed spat.
"I am sure that is what everyone thinks," she said with a mocking laugh. "What a fine addition to my army you will be," she added, slicing his throat with her claws and drinking his blood straight from his neck. His body slid to the ground when she released him, but it soon stood again, eyes eerily blank.
Chuck hadn't tried to help Ed and didn't stand when the Black Shaman turned towards him, just cowered on the ground in a ball. Andrew watched helplessly as the Black Shaman ripped Chuck to his feet and tore his throat open, licking the blood from his neck, sucking it from his veins. And then the screen went black.
Andrew couldn't hold back his sobs of anguish, remembering all the summer days he, Chuck, and Ed had splashed through rivers, run through the woods, and tossed the ball around. They would never toss another ball, and it was his fault. Not because he'd loved them, but because he hadn't killed Essie Stratmeyer when he'd had the chance. He hadn't finished it. And now Chuck and Ed were dead.
Andrew wiped the tears from his eyes and stood. He didn't speak as he walked down the stairs; they surely must have heard him crying, but they didn't say a word. He picked up his backpack, opened the door, and stepped into the hazy afternoon. He never went out during the day. Not ever. But today, today he would.
He ate as much as he could stand, gagging the blood and meat down, knowing it was the only way, and then he started to run. He ran through town, humming; the power poured through him, burning him, searing his insides. He ran until he was mere blocks from the capital building.
The plague that was her had spread, killing everything within a five block radius. It looked as if a fire had raged through burning everything to death, while leaving everything whole and standing upright.
Her worshipers filled the courtyard, sleeping, piled on top of one another. The stench of their unwashed bodies made Andrew want to gag, but otherwise he ignored them. He'd deal with them another day. He slipped around the edge of the courtyard and in through the front doors.
He hadn't been sure where Chuck and Ed would be, not that they were Chuck and Ed anymore, but he wasn't surprised to see she had kept them with her, to taunt him.
He glared at Essie, hating her for siding with evil, hating her for knowing him, hating her for bringing them, hating her for still being alive. But he could fix that.
He crept silently into the room. He'd never come during the day; she wouldn't expect him to come during the day. But she was the creature of the dark not him. He walked silently behind her throne, wanting to kill her, to injure her, to hurt her as she had hurt him.
He was so mad he couldn't even feel his fear. He stepped behind Essie ready to strike but paused. Too easy, he thought. He wanted this to hurt.
He hummed in his mind, imagining himself, imagining his features, his clothes, his build, building a him out of power and slipping it over Essie's form. He grinned tightly, knowing it worked because he could see it and she looked exactly like him.
He stepped to the side, staring sadly at Chuck and Ed. He wished they were alive somewhere, laughing, playing stupid pranks, but they weren't. They were here, and they were dead. And it was his job to free them.
He calmed his frantic heart and reached his hand forward slowly. Then he pulled all the power into himself, grabbed the Black Shaman's hair, sliced off a long lock, and dropped to the floor, blending in with the tiles, not moving, not breathing, not even blinking.
She shrieked, turning, eyes narrowing when she saw Essie standing behind her, looking like him. Her lips twisted into a snarl, and before Essie could even speak, the Black Shaman had driven her black spear through Essie's heart, shattering the illusion and revealing Essie's dying form.
Andrew grinned with satisfaction. Then he jumped to his feet, running faster than ever, wielding his flaming scythe. He sliced through Chuck's and Ed's necks, pausing only for the barest second to make sure they burned, before fleeing into the courtyard, charging over the sleeping forms, and running just as fast as lightning down the street away from her, away from her increasing hatred and anger. Away from her terrifying howls.
The next night, Andrew didn't make it more than three blocks before he ran into an enormous hunting party of wolves, and they were hunting him. He beat them back, exploded them into ash, smashed them into pieces. He fought and fought and fought until the air was solid ash and the streets were covered in black. He fought until there was nothing left to fight. Then he dragged himself home and collapsed into Aylen's waiting arms.             
When Andrew woke, he snuck into the city covered in his shifting camouflage. Everything had changed. Wolves stalked down streets and alleys, shoulder to shoulder, setting everything they passed on fire. Zombies hunted together in packs of thirty or more, ripping down doors, hunting fresh blood. Dust devils tore systematically through buildings.
Andrew knew with absolute certainly he'd finally made the Black Shaman mad. She wasn't just mad, she was absolutely furious. For an annoying little fly Andrew had managed to play her, managed to sneak onto her turf, managed to steal bits of her, managed to always get away.
Apparently she was done playing, but Andrew wasn't. He knew he was running out of time, knew he had to make every day count, and so he went out any time, day or night. In full camouflage, he sneaked down streets and across rooftops. He slithered up and down drainpipes. He avoided her roving bands of wolves and devils and zombies. He slipped past her spiders and bats and snakes, dogs and rats, even the occasional cat. And he touched her, again and again and again.
He soon had more pieces of her than he wanted; so many he couldn't stand the weight of them around his neck and his arms were covered in locks of her hideous hair. But he kept going, kept collecting more and more, each time it was harder, each time he was closer to being caught.
He stopped going inside the house. He stayed outside, eating the animals the ravens collected for him, and sleeping in the tree with his brothers, his dreamcatcher attached to a branch. Entire days passed when he didn't speak in words. And when he did, he spoke as little as possible.
If there were any more broadcasts he didn't see them. He didn't care what she did or said; he was through listening to her. She could talk all she wanted, she could threaten, she could taunt, but he would never know.
The city was dying. He could feel it. Her death was spreading. Reid and the others had collected over a hundred people, hiding them from her, but it wouldn't be long until her presence killed them anyway. Until the entire city turned black. He was going to have to face her. He was going to have to kill her. If he didn't, the entire world was going to burn.
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But Andrew wasn't quite ready. He was still waiting. Was he waiting for Ahanu to suddenly show up? Was he waiting for a brilliant plan to hit him over the head? Was he waiting for some kind of sign? A sign that literally said, "The Time is Now". He didn't know. But he was waiting. One more day, maybe two. Maybe then he'd be ready.
After hunting her that night, he fell into an exhausted sleep. He woke in the middle of the day, tired to his very bones. The air was hot and sweltering, but he felt cold. He always felt cold. And heavy.
Nunya was staring at him. "What?" Andrew asked, tongue thick in his mouth. Nunya sent him an image of Dean. Andrew searched the tree, felt for Dean with his mind, but he wasn't there. "Where is he?" he asked. Nunya shrugged. "Whadda you mean 'you don't know'?"
Andrew hopped from the tree, searching once again for Dean, calling for him in his mind. "Brothers," he cried. "Where's Dean?" He sent out an image of Dean because he knew the ravens didn't use the names he called them.
Fenton sent Andrew an image of night and then an image of Dean flying into it. "When?" Andrew snapped. Gertrude and Biff both sent an image of two sunrises. "What?! And you're just now telling me?"
Andrew couldn't believe he hadn't noticed. But everything blurred together. He was always so tired and cold, scared and just totally exhausted; he couldn't tell one day from the other. Dean wasn't always there when he came home or when he left.
"Have you looked for him?" Andrew was assaulted by images of ravens flying over the city searching, and Andrew felt his heart plummet. If they had looked for Dean they should have found him. The only reason Andrew could think that they hadn't found him… He wouldn't think it. He couldn't. Dean was… Andrew needed him.
"Keep looking!" he ordered. "But be careful." He sent them an image of dust devils and bats. "Sam, Nunya, come with me." Andrew ran from the yard. He didn't care that it was day; he didn't care that the Black Shaman was waiting for him to come; he didn't care that her minions were combing the city looking for him. He had to find his brother.
He built his camouflage over himself, humming softly as he ran, imagining camouflage over Sam and Nunya as well. He knew it worked because suddenly he couldn't see them even though he could still feel them in his mind.
He crossed the city in a grid, up one street, down another, across rooftops, and down alleys. He searched and searched and searched, calling for Dean in his mind, yelling for him, begging him to answer. He searched all day, all night, all the next day. He ignored the dying city.
By the end of the second day, he knew it was hopeless. Wherever Dean was, if he was still alive, Andrew couldn't find him. He'd searched the entire city. He'd even skirted her courtyard, feeling for Dean with his mind.
He stopped at the barrier, staring past the slick into the darkness beyond. How he wished he were free! "Go home," he said softly to Sam and Nunya. They didn't answer, but Andrew heard the air swish around their wings, and he knew they had left him.
He beat the barrier in futile anger. "Damn you, Dean!" he screamed, trying to stop the tears, but he couldn't. It hurt. He felt as if he'd just been shot, and the pain was too much.
Through his grief a thought occurred to him, and he lifted his head and shouted "Winter Ghost! I need you!" He sent out an image, a yell in his mind, of the owl and the rooftop where they had met, then he ran to the rooftop as fast as his feet could carry him.
He only had to wait a while. Before long Winter Ghost settled on the rooftop beside him, white feathers looking out of place in the grimy dark of her night.
"I'm looking for someone," Andrew said before Winter Ghost even spoke, and he sent the owl an image of Dean.
"You called me to search for a raven?" the owl sneered.
"No," Andrew said softly. "I called you to find my brother."
Winter Ghost was silent for a moment. "I am sorry," he said. "I did not know."
"I can't find him," Andrew whispered. "I've looked everywhere. My brothers have looked everywhere. But I can't give up. I feel like I would know, like I would feel it somehow, if he had died. I thought maybe… I don't know. Would you, could you, please?"
"We will search."
"Thank you," Andrew gasped. "Thank you."
Winter Ghost didn't reply, just lifted from the rooftop and flew silently into the night. Andrew ran home, knowing he couldn't go any longer without sleep. Every time he blinked, the darkness crept closer and closer. He made it just into his backyard before he stumbled and fell on his face just outside the cage. He didn't get up; the darkness had already found him.
When he woke, it was day again. He opened his eyes and jumped to his feet, reaching for his knife before he remembered. "Sorry," he muttered. "Old habits." Winter Ghost shrugged. "How did you find me?" Andrew asked, suddenly terrified that Aylen's shielding had failed.
"Your brothers brought me." Andrew heaved a sigh of relief. "We have found him," Winter Ghost added.
A wave of joy filled Andrew, immediately followed by anguish. "Is he…? Where?"
"He is alive. Barely. Follow me."
Winter Ghost took flight, and Andrew followed him, dozens of ravens trailing them. Andrew shot the first three dust devils they ran into, but then he coated himself in camouflage and ran around everything else they came across. Winter Ghost flew closer and closer towards downtown, finally landing on the sidewalk in front of a burned-out apartment building.
"He is inside the building," Winter Ghost said softly.
Andrew stared at the building. He never, ever went inside buildings. Not buildings like that one. He looked at it through the power. There were lots of life sparks and lots of oily specks. He glanced at Winter Ghost. Was this a trap? Had it all been a lie? Was Dean really in there?
He felt for Dean with his mind, but he couldn't feel him. If he was in there he was unconscious. Sam sent Andrew on image of Sam going into the building. "No," Andrew said firmly. "I'll do it."
He turned to Winter Ghost. "If Dean's in there…"
"He is," Winter Ghost insisted. "He's on the…" Winter Ghost sent Andrew an image of one of the floors, but Andrew couldn't tell which one it was. They all looked the same.
"If he is," Andrew said again. "I will open the barrier for you and your clan, so you can be free."
When Winter Ghost spoke his voice was very small, "We can leave?"
"Yes."
"You would do that for us?"
"If you've found Dean, I would walk up to the Black Shaman and give her a hug." Andrew shuddered. "Never mind. I would never do that, but you get the idea." Winter Ghost nodded, and then he was gone.
"Go home," Andrew said to the ravens surrounding him. "Please." Nunya pecked Andrew's foot, but they all lifted into the air, flying towards the Raven's Nest.
Andrew built a stronger layer of camouflage over himself, adding a layer of armor, then he walked through the broken doorway.
He moved slowly, trying not to rouse anything, trying to avoid the spiders and rooms with zombies. But he had to search everywhere. He hadn't been able to tell which floor Winter Ghost had meant, and he hadn't thought just to have Winter Ghost fly to it, so he would search every room and every floor.
On the tenth floor, Andrew finally found him. Some spiders had wrapped Dean in webbing and were slowly sucking the life out of him. Andrew could just barely see his life spark. Rage flowed through Andrew, rage so intense and hot it burned the chill from his bones.
"How dare you!" he hissed.
The spiders in the room turned, but it was too late for them. Andrew had already made a bomb of power, one so big and hot and heavy that when he dropped it, it ripped through everything, cleansing the entire building from top to bottom. When the light and burning heat finally faded, Dean and Andrew were the only ones left.
Andrew stumbled forward. Maybe he shouldn't have let his temper get the better of him, but they had tortured his brother, nearly killing him. They had to pay. Andrew gently cut the webbing from Dean's feathers, holding him carefully.
"It's okay, buddy. I'm gonna get you home."
Andrew started to run down the stairs, but skidded to a stop when he heard the howls of thousands of wolves. Well, crap. The explosion had been pretty bright. He should have maybe dialed it back a bit. He sighed. He didn't have the time or energy for this tonight; he'd just take the easy way out.
He carefully tucked Dean in the corner of his arm and coated them both in camouflage. Then he walked right out the door and slid painstakingly between the wolves, being careful not to touch them or even breathe. When he was on the other side of them, he ran all the way home.
Andrew threw open the back door and yelled for Aylen, glad she was with him, glad she was on his side, glad Dean didn't have to die. Aylen didn't have to ask what was wrong. She carefully wrapped her hands around Dean, and Andrew watched as Dean began to glow. In seconds his life spark was strong again, and his eyes popped open. Andrew laughed with relief.
"Thank you," he whispered to Aylen, before he backed outside and shut the door.
He wanted to hug Dean, tell him how happy he was, but it was hard to hug a bird. Instead, Andrew grinned widely and lifted Dean on his arm towards the tree. The ravens all croaked happily.
Andrew's grin faded, and he snapped, "What the hell happened?!" Dean shrugged. "That's not an answer," Andrew said irritably. "What were you doing?" Dean shook his head. "I've been looking for you for days! WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU DOING?!"
Dean slumped and sent Andrew an image of a cat slinking into the building. "Seriously?!" Dean shrugged one shoulder. "I am so mad at you right now… I can't even… Damn it, Dean! Into the tree! And stay there!" Dean flapped his wings, lifting from Andrew's arm. Andrew wanted to scream. Of all the stupid things. A damn cat.
Andrew grabbed a rabbit, then another, eating them quickly, then ran towards the barrier. Winter Ghost, he thought. Come to me. He sent an image of the barrier, hoping Winter Ghost was close enough to hear him.
Soon owls of all shapes and sizes and colors arrived, landing on the ground all around Andrew. He shuddered inwardly, reminding himself they weren't trying to kill him or eat him or avenge their father's death.
When Winter Ghost arrived, Andrew asked, "Is this everyone?"
"Yes."
"Dean is alive. I wouldn't have found him. Thank you." Andrew closed his eyes, feeling the despair once more, knowing he couldn't be free like Winter Ghost, knowing he wouldn't feel the sun again.
"When you get out there, when you feel the sun, the rain, the wind, think of me, just once, so I can feel it with you." Winter Ghost nodded solemnly.
Andrew started humming and ripped the wall open. He held the cold back with his hands, watching them fly through, watching them feel freedom again. He gulped the fresh air, breathing deeply, caught a quick desperate look of the dim stars in the sky, and then they were all through, and he dropped the barrier, feeling it snap solidly in front of him, locking him in.
He stood there for a moment, wishing, then he turned back towards the city, thinking the time was finally right. The sign was literally in the sky. The moment had come. It was time to end it. But first he wanted one night.
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Just one night. One night to be normal, to be Andrew Rufus again, not this monster he'd become. He broke into a department store and stole some jeans and a shirt, just so he could wear something that wasn't black, that wasn't covered in blood. Then he broke into an office supply store to get more ink. He could only be Andrew for so long.
He ran to the trickling remains of the river that used to flow through the edge of town and removed his ink and blood stained clothes, scrubbed his face, hands, and head with sand until he was certain he was clean. He donned his new clothes, feeling awkward and wrong in color, and ran home.
He took off his necklace of tokens and laid it at the base of his tree, feeling as if he'd lifted a thousand pounds from his neck. He pushed the bracelets of hair off his arms and laid them on top of the necklace. Charlie's voice echoed through his mind. "Wear 'em only in war". Tonight was not war. Tonight was his last moment of peace.
And then, for the first time in over a week, he opened the door to the house and stepped inside. And for the first time in ever, he startled Aylen.
"Andrew!" she gasped, smiling, and Andrew grinned sheepishly back, feeling like the boy he wasn't any longer. He could feel the other's eyes on him, but he didn't look at them, only at Aylen.
"I thought… maybe… Could you cook something? Not bake, cook," he emphasized. "It would be nice… if we could have an evening, you know, like old times." It was the most he'd said in days, and it felt awkward.
"I would love to," Aylen said, eyes sad as if she knew why he had asked.
He brewed himself a strong pot of coffee, stronger even than usual, and carried his cup to the loft. He hadn't spoken to Fred or Clara. He'd wanted to. Wanted to at least say hi, but he just hadn't been able to.
He sat in Pecos's chair and imagined a fire roaring in the fireplace. He studied the carvings on the mantle and imagined Doyle had made them. He wondered what they would say if they were here. Maybe something like "Don't be stupid, boy" or "Quit your whinin'" or "It's gotta be done". Maybe all of the above.
He wished he could see them just one last time. Just for one more moment. He'd thought about trying to dream meet Pecos once more, but if he couldn't see all of them he didn't want to see any of them.
He sat in the dark, drinking his coffee, dreaming of them, dreaming of laughter and punches, of horses, of stampedes, and towns that didn't allow guns. He rode Widow Maker; he flew with The Raven; he feasted on deer with Pecos. He stood at the very highest point of the ranch and looked out over it all, knowing he was part of it, knowing he'd left part of his heart there.
Aylen's voice broke through his dreaming, calling him to dinner; and he stood, leaving his dreams behind. He walked down the stairs and faced the table, faced his tribe, his family, his friends, smiled crookedly, and said, "Hi."
"Hey," Fred said back. "How's it going?"
"Pretty good," Andrew said with a shrug. "All things considered."
Clara laughed, and just like that the awkwardness was broken. They squeezed around the table: Fred, his mom, baby on her lap, Fred's five siblings, Clara, Reid, Aylen, and Andrew.
Andrew looked at his plate, then raised an eyebrow. "Roasted rabbit?"
Aylen shrugged a shoulder. "It was either that or squirrel stew."
Clara shuddered. "They're so cute; how can you eat them?"
Andrew took a bite and closed his eyes, smiling. He hadn't thought he missed cooked food, but it was so warm it felt like sunshine. He hadn't known he was missing a table with people he loved gathered around it, but he had missed it. And Pecos was right; Aylen was a fantastic cook.
He felt a wave of sadness as he realized that no matter how delicious it was, he'd rather be eating one of Doyle's burnt biscuits. He pushed that thought away. He'd already told them goodbye. Tonight was for Clara and Fred and Aylen.
"Try it," he said to Clara with a smirk. "And you'll see that rabbit can be both cute and delicious."
Clara frowned, but closed her eyes and ate a forkful. "It is delicious!" she gasped. "But I thought Aylen was a horrible cook."
"No," Andrew corrected. "Apparently she's an amazing cook; Pecos told me she was. She's a horrible BAKER."
"I'm not that bad," Aylen protested, blushing a deep red.
"Really? I once saw a raccoon spit out one of your cookies, and raccoons'll eat anything," Andrew said, polishing off his plate and filling it again.
Aylen blushed. "Well, I… something about it…"
"You can't bake; I can't rope. We'll just assume there's something Pecos can't do and he's just not telling us." Aylen laughed quietly, her eyes brighter at the mere mention of Pecos.
When Andrew was finished, he pushed back his plate and just watched. He watched Fred and Clara tease each other. He watched Reid smile at Fred's mom for no reason at all. He watched Fred's five siblings watch Andrew watch them. When everyone was finally done, Andrew pushed back his chair and stood, looking at Aylen and smiling.
"Thank you," he said.
Aylen paled. "Andrew… you don't have to… It doesn't have to be today!"
"What difference does it make if it's today or tomorrow?"
"I do not know. Wait. Please. Wait one more day?"
Andrew couldn't promise her that. He was sure the time had come; there was no turning back, no end in sight; he had to move forward.
He looked over them, his brave tribe. He remembered the first time he'd seen Aylen sitting behind the library desk, quiet smile on her lips. He remembered how Clara's nose had been buried in Wuthering Heights, and how Fred had happily accepted Andrew's offer of "employment".
He would miss them. They had been good friends. He caught Fred's eyes. "Take care of them for me," he said, before smiling one last time and walking out the door, leaving them behind.
At the base of the tree he broke open the ink and covered himself once more. He switched his clean, colorful clothes for bloodstained black. He donned his tokens, feeling the full weight of them. He checked his pockets for his watch and his carvings. He slipped Charlie's necklace over his head. He strapped on his knives and his six-shooters. He had everything he needed.
He looked up into the tree filled with his brothers. "How I wish I could fly with you!" he cried, heart breaking, sending them all an image of the sun shining brightly on their feathers. "I am honored you chose me. Thank you."
He closed his eyes, bringing their faces to his mind one last time, Pecos, Joe, Doyle, Charlie, and Widow Maker. Then he closed it all away and started running towards downtown, towards the center of hell.
For some reason his feet turned, and he ended up at the bottom of his warehouse. The one he used to sit on and drink his awful convenience store coffee and think about the past. What was one more minute?
He climbed the ladder and sat on the edge, closing his eyes so he could imagine the sky the way it used to be. Dim stars, but stars none-the-less. Smog had filled the air, but still he'd been able to see for miles from here.
He felt tears gather behind his eyes and blinked them away. This isn't how he'd imagined his life ending. He'd somehow gotten this picture in his mind of himself as an old, old man, with wrinkled skin and a weathered face, but brilliantly bright eyes. He'd imagined himself sitting in front of his fire, his grandchildren gathered around his feet, listening aptly while he told them stories about riding with the legendary cowboy Pecos Bill.
Now no one would ever know. No one would ever hear those stories. No one would know the truth, and it was unbelievably sad. Andrew had thought that the next time he died he wouldn't have any regrets, but he did; he had so many of them.
He wished he'd been able to save his mom and Vick. He wished they were on a tropical island somewhere, lying in the hot sand. His mom had always wanted to go to a tropical island.
He wished he'd saved the boy, the first one he'd seen sacrificed in person. It would have been worth it to save him. He wished he could have saved them all. He wished he'd been strong enough to drag her outside the city and beat her to death before anyone had died. Oh how he wished!
He knew another moment wouldn't have been enough, another day a drop in the bucket, but if only he'd had a lifetime with them he wouldn't mind dying so much. But dying here without them? It made him sick. He'd never feel the sun on his face again, never feel the breeze, never taste wild meat, never laugh, never grow old, never ride into the sunrise or race beneath the moon.
He opened his eyes, hating what he saw, hating the city, hating her, hating the entire damn world. If only it didn't have to be this way.
He felt the subtle shift in the air behind him, and knew instantly who it was. Relief and irritation warred within him, and he ground out, "What the hell took you so long?!"
"It did take rather longer than I had thought."
Andrew pushed himself to his feet and turned, nearly falling off the roof when he stepped back in surprise. "How… Why are you old?! And where the HELL have you been?! Do you have any idea the things I've done?!"
Ahanu frowned. "I meant to be here sooner; I'm sorry. Things did not go as I planned."
"Do they ever?" Andrew hissed.
"Well… sometimes."
"How do I kill her? How?"
Ahanu winked. "The end…"
"Don't you dare!" Andrew interrupted. "Why're you here? If you're not here to help, why the hell did you come? And damnit, why are you old?! It's freaking me out! You're immortal!"
Ahanu grinned slyly. "It took a very long time."
"What did?"
"Figuring out how to do this," Ahanu said, slamming his wooden staff into the roof of the building. Andrew watched in awe as light burst above the staff, growing and growing, until there was a circle of light standing on the rooftop. A circle of light just big enough for four cowboys to walk through.
Andrew gasped, stumbling forward, disbelieving. Had he already died? Had he fallen asleep? Was he dreaming? But he wasn't. He knew he wasn't when Doyle wrapped him in a tight hug that smelled like horse, sunlight, and wood.
Andrew hugged Doyle back, holding him tightly, scared Doyle would disappear if he didn't. And he cried. His fear, his desperation, his loneliness, his grief, his anger, all of it came crashing in on him, drowning him, blinding him to all else.
He heard Doyle whisper, "It's alright, boy. It's alright," and he held onto Doyle's words like a lifeline. When he finally surfaced he felt lighter, freer, like maybe today wasn't the day he died after all.
Andrew finally pushed himself away from Doyle awkwardly, feeling foolish. He wiped the tears from his eyes and mumbled, "Sorry. I made that a rule once, but it didn't stick."
Doyle stared at Andrew, brows furrowed. "Your rules are idiotic," he growled. "And you got nothin' to be sorry for. You look like hell!"
Pecos stepped forward, face grim. "How is it, boy?"
Andrew laughed, just threw back his head and laughed. "To be honest," he said finally, "It's going pretty shitty." He grinned, so happy to see them. "I'm so glad you're here," he whispered. "I've got no idea what I'm doing, none at all."
The air shifted again, and suddenly Aylen was there, eyes wide and disbelieving. "I felt…" she said softly, gasping when her eyes landed on Pecos. She flew across the rooftop and into Pecos's arms, hugging him, weeping softly.
"I thought I'd never see you again," she whispered, peering into his eyes. "I told you I wouldn't come unless you summoned me." Her face filled with anguish. "You never did."
"It's only been two months," Pecos growled.
"For me… it's been more than a hundred and fifty years," she said, her voice breaking.
Pecos shook his head in anger, blue eyes flashing. "Why can't you get that I love you, you damn stubborn woman? Always!" And suddenly Pecos was kissing her, her face cradled gently between his huge hands.
Andrew's eyes widened, and he quickly faced the other away, cheeks burning. Ahanu joined Andrew and winked at him.
"And you said I didn't know how to give gifts," Ahanu said with a chuckle. "Today was a two for one special. Or would it be a one for two special?"
"I don't have time for this," Andrew said. "The Black Shaman…"
Doyle elbowed him in the ribs. "Give the man a minute, boy."
Andrew glanced at the others. They were all watching Pecos and Aylen kissing, goofy grins on their faces. Andrew rolled his eyes. He supposed he should be happy for Pecos, and he was, really he was. It was about damn time. But he was kind of in the middle of something here. And although he'd never appreciated Ahanu's interference more, he still didn't know how to kill her, still didn't know how to end this, still knew he wasn't going to walk away alive.
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When Pecos and Aylen finally finished saying "hello", Aylen zapped them all home. As soon as they appeared, Reid pulled his gun, trying to decide which cowboy to aim at.
"It's okay," Andrew said quickly. "They're with me." Andrew grinned around the room at the faces he'd never expected to see again, pointing as he spoke. "This is Clara, Reid, Fred, Fred's mom, and Fred's five siblings, and," he added with a frown, "that's a baby." Doyle raised an eyebrow but didn't say anything.
"Moving on," Andrew said quickly. "This is Pecos, Charlie, and Joe. Clara, this is Doyle, your great-great-great…well you know, uncle. Reid, subtract one great." Reid's mouth dropped open, and Andrew grinned even wider. "Oh, and this is Ahanu, or the Grey Shaman, I'm not sure which he prefers."
Doyle studied Reid carefully before saying, "You look like him, Liam. And you," he said, grinning at Clara. "You're every bit as pretty as the boy said you were."
"What?!" Andrew exclaimed, blushing beneath the black ink. "I didn't, I mean, not that… um… to the loft!" he finished and ran up the stairs. He never invited anyone to the loft, except for that one time long ago when he and Clara and Fred had planned the Raven's Nest, and nobody pretended to misunderstand his meaning. Only Pecos, Charlie, Joe, Doyle, and Ahanu followed him, not even Aylen came.
"It's just like home," Joe said, looking around the room.
"Not really," Andrew said. It had never felt anything like home until this moment, with all of them gathered there.
"What's with the war paint?" Joe asked casually as he sat down.
"War paint? Oh, the ink? I'm just blending in is all."
Pecos pointed to Andrew's chest, where the Black Shaman's fingers, ears, and various other bits were clearly visible. "And that?"
"Um… tokens? We're playing touch tag. Or we were. She takes a piece of my soul; I take a literal piece of her." It sounded weird out loud, but he knew what he meant.
"Every time I see you, I am reminded why I chose you," Ahanu said with a wide grin.
"Because you liked my name, remember?"
"Indeed, and what a fine name it is," Ahanu said with a chuckle, pulling out his pipe and lighting it.
"I still don't understand how you're old," Andrew said. "I didn't think you aged. I mean Aylen is like five hundred years old and she doesn't look a day over twenty-five."
Ahanu grinned mysteriously. "As you always say, I am a shaman."
"That didn't answer my question."
"Didn't it?"
Andrew frowned. "No."
"I thought it did," Ahanu replied with a cheery laugh and then he disappeared.
"I hate him," Andrew said without heat.
"So," Doyle said softly. "What's going on?"
Andrew stared at them, still scared to blink for fear they would disappear and he would be all alone again. They looked just the same as they had when he'd left them. They were alive, and they were here. Andrew was taking back everything bad he'd ever said about Ahanu.
"Boy!" Doyle said sharply.
"Right. Um…" Andrew opened his mouth to speak, to tell them everything that had happened, but he couldn't, he just couldn't. If he started at the beginning he'd have to tell them about his mom. If he started somewhere in the middle, he'd have to tell them about all the people he'd failed to save. If he picked up right now, he'd have to tell them he was a failure.
He closed his eyes, suddenly wondering why Ahanu had brought them. They'd played this game once, and they had lost. And she was so much stronger now. Why would Ahanu think they could win this time?
He opened his eyes and stared at them with despair. What if they all died here? In this horrid place? Where they couldn't feel the sun on their faces or the earth beneath their feet? Where they couldn't ever be free?
Suddenly he couldn't breathe. He needed air; he needed silence; he needed to be anywhere but here. He jumped to his feet and ran down the stairs, out the back door, and climbed his tree. There was no air to be had, but at least the ravens never asked him questions.
For a minute there, when Pecos and the others had first showed up, Andrew had felt such relief, like now they were here everything would be all right. But it wouldn't. Nothing would be all right.
What was Ahanu thinking? How could he have done this? Why had he wasted the time? Why hadn't he tried to figure out how to kill the Black Shaman instead? Andrew would have been better off alone. At least then he'd be the only one to die.
Andrew heard the back door open and glanced through the dying leaves to see Doyle walk into the yard. Doyle studied the cage with one raised eyebrow before opening the latch and stepping inside.
"Boy?"
"What?"
"You gonna come down?"
"Why?"
"So we can talk."
"I don't wanna talk, Doyle."
"Alright."
"Alright?"
"Yeah. Rule number ten."
Rule number ten. No one cared about rule number ten anymore, least of all Doyle. Doyle was always asking questions; they all were. Andrew had broken them. But Doyle was offering him a reprieve.
"It doesn't change anything, you know," Andrew said softly.
"What?"
"You being here. I'm still going to die. There's just no other way."
"Come down, boy."
Andrew wiped a tear from his cheek. "Don't wanna." Doyle sighed and started climbing the tree. "What're you doing?" Andrew snapped.
"Comin' up there."
"Why?"
"So I can talk to you," Doyle said, pulling himself up and sitting on the branch across from Andrew.
The ravens all moved so they were on Andrew's side facing Doyle, and Dean sent Andrew an image of them attacking Doyle. No, Andrew thought. He's my friend. Dean shrugged, and Andrew almost laughed.
"It's clear you been through hell, boy. Maybe it don't change nothing us being here, but we're here."
Andrew wrapped his hand around the Widow Maker carving in his pocket. He couldn't even count the number of times he'd wished they were here, wished they could fight with him, wished they could give him advice.
"You don't wanna talk 'bout it," Doyle drawled, "that's fine. You wanna talk 'bout it, that's fine too. We're here."
"I think you're breaking rule number two," Andrew mumbled.
"We're bigger than the rules," Doyle said with a chuckle. "I've missed you, boy. Ranch ain't the same without you. Carmina tried to get me to play catch with her the other day. Catch; with a ball! Can you believe that?"
Andrew could. "Did you?"
"Like I could say no? She's damn high-spirited! No tellin' what she'd do," Doyle muttered.
Andrew laughed. "Sure."
"Enrica always sets an extra bowl, like you're gonna stroll through the door anytime, but you don't. And we all know you won't. It's downright depressin'."
"She killed my mom," Andrew blurted. Doyle didn't say a word, and Andrew went on. "I couldn't save her. She snapped her neck before I even knew what was happening. And it's my fault! All this is my fault. If I'd never met Pecos, if I'd never gone back in time, if I'd just been a normal kid, she wouldn't hate me! She hates me, Doyle!"
Andrew gestured to the sky. "That barrier, the city dying, everyone dying, all of this, she did it for ME! It's my fault! I'm to blame!"
"Thousands and thousands of people. All dead! And then I kill them again. Because I have to. Because they're not dead. Do you know how many people I've killed? If you count dead people, which I do, because they'd still be alive if it wasn't for me. I can't tell you because I don't know! I lost count forever ago," Andrew paused, hating himself, hating that she'd won, that he was so hollow inside, so cold. "I'm wearing her hair. I'm wearing her damn hair!"
Andrew swallowed a sob, refusing to look at Doyle, staring at the hair bracelets on his arms, wondering how there had gotten to be so many.
The air was so silent he could hear the breathing of the animals beneath him, and he could smell their fear. He was just like her. He was. It was wrong to keep animals in a cage like this. Wrong to let them live in fear, wondering when they would die.
Andrew leaped from the tree and started ripping the cage apart, tearing the chain links, throwing the poles. The animals scattered around him, running through his feet, running to freedom. Little did they know, they were just in a bigger cage.
Andrew's stomach growled, and he started laughing. The last of the animals was long gone. If he wanted to eat he was going to have to hunt. What had he been thinking? Stupid cage.
He kicked a piece aside and sat at the bottom of the tree, dropping his head in his hands. He should be dead right now. Why wasn't he dead? Ahanu. Always Ahanu.
Doyle dropped from the tree and sat beside Andrew. "I'm sorry 'bout your mom," he said quietly.
"She and Vick had just gotten married," Andrew murmured. "She looked so happy. The Black Shaman ate Vick's heart. I had to watch, 'cause it was on video, and it was already done, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. So I had to kill him. I liked him. I liked Vick. He was… good."
Andrew felt Doyle's hand on his shoulder. It was so warm, and Andrew was so cold. Why was he always so cold? He dipped his finger into the well and shuddered as the power slid through his body, warming him, burning the cold from his bones.
"I was going to kill her tonight. I don't know how, but I was going to. But then Ahanu came. And you guys. And now I don't know what to do."
"Come inside. I'll make coffee, and we'll figure it out. Joe brought the coffeepot. And some coffee. And beans, just in case."
Always prepared, Andrew thought with a soft laugh. He nodded, stumbling to his feet. He suddenly felt so tired; he just wanted to curl into a ball and sleep until everything was better again. Instead he smiled weakly at Doyle and turned to go inside. Doyle stopped him, pulling him into a hug.
"I'm sorry," Doyle said once more before stepping back.
"Thanks," Andrew whispered.
Charlie had built a fire in the fireplace, and Andrew sat beside it, letting the heat soak into his bones. He didn't say a word until Doyle handed him a cup of coffee. Then he buried his nose in the cup, breathing deeply. Nobody made coffee like Doyle.
"So… it's not good," Andrew finally said.
He still didn't want to talk, didn't want to reveal this new him, this broken self, but he needed to. So he took a sip of coffee and started talking. He started slightly after his mom had died; he didn't want to talk about that. And he told them everything he could, because he needed them to understand.
He needed them to know what he had done, what he hadn't done, and he needed them to tell him it was all right, that she hadn't won yet, that he still had his soul.
When he finished, no one spoke, but when he looked at them he knew it wasn't because they thought less of him or because they were disgusted by him. Doyle opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Joe looked stricken, and Charlie's eyes were completely flat.
"I'm sorry, boy," Pecos ground out. "We came as quick as we could."
Tears welled in Andrew's eyes. "I wasn't actually expecting you," he said softly. "I didn't know… Anyway, so what now?"
"You tell us; what's your plan?"
"You interrupted it." Pecos raised a brow. "I was on my way to kill her."
"To the point," Pecos said with a nod.
"It's all I got," Andrew whispered.
"When's the last time you slept, boy?" Pecos asked. "You look like hell."
"Um… last night, probably, or the night before that. I don't know."
Pecos grunted. "Sleep, and tomorrow we'll figure this out."
"But the city's dying!" Andrew exclaimed. "She's killing it. The wolves, the zombies… There are so many dead. If I wait… how many more? How much more blood on my hands?"
"It ain't on your hands, boy. It's on hers."
"But it just makes her stronger!"
"Ain't doin' nothin' 'til you sleep."
Panic clawed at Andrew. "But I can't… what if…"
"What if what?" Doyle asked.
"What if I sleep and when I wake you're gone?" Andrew whispered desperately.
"We'll stay right here," Doyle insisted. "Joe, fire up your harmonica. Charlie, I've got a hankering to play a hand of cards."
Andrew watched as Charlie and Doyle sat at the card table and Joe put his feet up on a stool and lifted his harmonica to his lips. Pecos stood, walking towards the staircase. Rest boy; you need it. We ain't goin' nowhere.
Suddenly Andrew was so tired he could barely stand. He hadn't been sleeping. His days and nights were a blur, consisting of sheer terror every time he faced her and absolute depression when he was alone. He'd lost hope ages ago, when he'd turned his back that first time.
Their being here didn't change anything. But it changed everything. He could finally breathe. He could think about tomorrow. The story would continue, and even if he died, someone would know it, someone would remember it. He was home, and it had never felt so good.
He stretched out on the floor in front of the fire, drinking in the sound of the harmonica and their voices, and fell asleep grinning.
Andrew dreamed, and it was beautiful. He soared over mountain tops, The Raven beside him, swooping through valleys, feeling the air whip across his face. He was free! At last he was free!
He and The Raven hunted. They hunted, and they ate. Pure vivid energy poured through Andrew, filling his wings, helping him fly higher and higher.
After flying for what felt like days, they rested on the peak of the highest mountain, the world spread beneath them like a blanket.
"Why?" Andrew asked. "Why did you save me?"
The Raven peered into the distance, eyes unblinking. "Because you do what needs done. And I was weary."
"You wanted to die?"
The Raven's beak curved into a smile. "When you have seen as much as I, it takes a toll."
"How old are you?"
"I am the first."
The Raven swooped from the mountain top, sunshine reflecting off his feathers, wind holding him still, holding him level.
"You need not fear," he said, his voice echoing through the air. "She cannot take what is not hers to take."
Andrew woke, heart pounding, but calmed when he saw Doyle, Joe, and Charlie slumped in their chairs, fast asleep. He could still feel the sensation of the energy pulsing through his wings. He could still hear The Raven's last words. Was he saying she couldn't take Andrew's soul? How he wished that were true.
He stretched out, feeling warm, feeling whole, feeling rested. For the first time in a very long time, his head was calm, his stomach wasn't clamoring, fear wasn't choking him. He was ready. He was ready to win a war.
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Andrew knew Doyle had woken the moment Andrew stirred, but Doyle didn't say anything as Andrew pushed himself to his feet. It had suddenly occurred to Andrew that he had no idea what Clara and the others ate, and he wanted to make sure there was enough food for the cowboys.
He slipped downstairs to ask Clara, and he found her in the kitchen pouring cereal into a bowl. "Is that all we have to eat?" he asked, sitting beside her.
"Pretty much. Cereal, crackers, and some other dried stuff."
"Yuck. Doyle's gonna be glad Joe brought the emergency beans."
Clara laughed. "They're… they're so… I mean… WOW!" Andrew nodded. He understood exactly what Clara was saying. "And Doyle! Now I know where you got that one look you use sometimes. He's kinda scary. If you hadn't already told me how awesome he is, I think I might have hidden behind Dad."
Andrew chuckled, remembering how scared he'd been of Doyle the first time he'd seen him. A dreamy look suddenly crossed Clara's face. "And Joe…"
"And Joe what?" Andrew snorted.
"He's certainly the good-looking one."
"That's not a thing!" Fred snapped from behind Andrew.
"Oh, it's definitely a thing," Clara said.
"He says he dances really good too," Andrew said casually.
"I can dance!" Fred grumbled.
"I'm sure you can, Fred," Andrew said with a laugh. "But we weren't talking about you. We were talking about Joe."
"Oh, is he the handsome one?" Fred's mom asked as she poured herself a glass of water. "The one with the gorgeous mustache?"
"That is NOT a thing," Fred ground out.
"What's not a thing, dear?"
"I'm pretty sure he's the one who ropes good, isn't that right, Andrew?" Fred asked desperately.
"Well, he does do that, but he insists that's not his thing."
"I'd love to see him rope something," Clara said wistfully.
"Wouldn't that be something?" Fred's mom agreed. "He looks like he could handle a rope just fine."
Someone growled behind him, and Andrew turned warily, surprised to see Reid opening his mouth to say something.
"Anyway," Andrew said before Reid could say whatever it was, "Charlie can track anything and find anything. Pecos once said he could lose a whisker hair in the woods and Charlie could find it."
"That's pretty cool," Clara said.
"And Doyle," Andrew added. "Well, he can sniper better than anyone I imagine. You don't even see him coming, just hear the whistle of the bullet before it hits you."
At Andrew's words, Fred's mom turned a ghastly shade of white. "I'm sorry," Andrew stammered. "I wasn't thinking. I just came down to see if there was food, and there is. See you guys later," he said, hopping from the barstool and running back upstairs, wishing he'd kept his mouth shut.
"Hypothetically," Andrew said to Pecos later that morning. "She doesn't know you're here. Which gives us the advantage of surprise." Andrew and Pecos were sitting in the loft with Doyle, Joe, and Charlie, drinking coffee and eating some kind of cracker that was a hundred times worse than Doyle's biscuits.
"Anyway," Andrew said with a shrug. "Here's my plan."
After he'd laid it out, Doyle and Pecos argued with him, but in the end they all agreed it was almost a good plan, if not not a terribly bad one.
The only flaw that Andrew could see was that the others couldn't run as fast as Andrew and Pecos could and the capital was over thirteen miles away. Aylen could zap them there, but what if they needed to leave in a hurry?
It's not like Pecos and Andrew could just run off, leaving the others behind. And although Andrew was sure Aylen could be counted on to get them out he wanted a solid getaway plan.
Andrew stared into his coffee cup, thinking. He wondered if… "Hey Clara!" he called, running down the stairs.
"Yeah?" Clara was sitting at the kitchen counter, writing in a notebook.
"Didn't Mr. Jenkins have a super sweet GTO convertible?"
Clara's brow wrinkled. "I don't know. What'd it look like?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "It was bright yellow, sounded like a rocket taking off, and it was long. Convertible, as in the top came off."
She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe."
"Really? How can you not remember that? Hey Fred, you remember Mr. Jenkins' GTO?"
"That car is a work of art," Fred said with a groan. "Beautiful on the outside and the inside. What I wouldn't give to get my hands on that thing."
"Is that so?" Andrew replied with a grin.
"Yeah, why?"
"Where's Mr. Jenkins live?"
"No." Fred's eyes widened. "You're not?"
"I am."
"Can I drive?"
"Sure, why not?"
Fred looked up Mr. Jenkins' address, and Aylen zapped them onto a street filled with quiet, dark houses. Andrew closed his eyes, but the block seemed empty of everything. Empty of zombies and empty of people. It was kind of eerie.
"That's his house," Fred whispered, pointing towards a house on their left. They crept up to the garage, and Andrew pulled the garage door open, grimacing at the sound it made. It was earsplitting in the oppressive silence.
Inside the garage sat the most beautiful car Andrew had ever seen. He didn't pay that much attention to cars as a rule, but this car was special.
"She doesn't have a single dent," Fred breathed. "Look at her chrome. It's so shiny you could shave in it."
Andrew looked at the house, searching for Mr. Jenkins' pulsing light, but he didn't see anything. The house was empty, just like every other house on the block. He hoped Mr. Jenkins was alive somewhere, overusing a word until it lost all meaning.
"Alright," Fred said seriously. "I watched a video on this. I think all we have to do is pull the panel, cut the red wire and connect it to the yellow."
"Sounds good," Andrew said. "OR, we could just use the key." He leaned over Fred and tapped the key that was already in the ignition.
Fred blushed. "Or we could do that."
The top was already down, and it was perfect. Huge seats and lots of leg room, not like the tiny cars most people drove. Just enough room for four long-legged cowboys. Now to get it home.
Fred slid into the driver's seat, sighing happily and running his hands over the wheel. "I get it, Fred," Andrew said. "You like the car. Can we go now?"
Fred grinned and turned the key in the ignition. The engine was so loud the garage rattled. This is a horrible idea, Andrew thought as he jumped over the door into the passenger seat. In a city with no cars the man with a car stood out a little. He wondered if there was a way to use the power to silence it, but before he could try, Fred started backing up.
Andrew grabbed the dash as Fred tore out of the garage, turned sharply down the street, and ripped off towards home. He should have asked Fred if he knew how to drive. He should have picked a slower car. He should have asked Ahanu for horses. He didn't want to die this way.
Fred was laughing, and Andrew wanted to kill him. As they tore around a corner with only inches to spare Andrew thought he might puke. Riding Widow Maker had never felt like this. Not even when Widow Maker was throwing a fit.
"Stop a few blocks away," he managed to gasp, not sure if Fred could hear him over the roaring of the engine.
But he must have, because the tires squealed as Fred pulled to a stop in front of some random house, shifted the car into first gear, and cut the engine.
"That was totally awesome!" Fred exclaimed.
Andrew tried to loosen his hands from the dash. He wanted out of this devil car, and he wanted out now. "Fred," he said, when his feet were safely on the pavement again. "You're insane! You nearly killed us like fifteen times! I'd rather ride Widow Maker blindfolded, barebacked, and buck naked then get in that car with you again!" Andrew paused. "BUT, that being said, will you be my get-away driver?"
Fred laughed, eyes bright with excitement. "You know I will!"
"I was afraid of that."
It was still early in the day by the time Fred and Andrew returned to the Raven's Nest, and Andrew wanted to wait; he wanted to wait until it was dark. He needed the cover of dark. He wanted to end it in the night. He didn't know why.
He sent Fred inside and climbed his tree. He wanted to see the others, wanted to ask them about the ranch, the cattle, Widow Maker and Carmina, but everything felt weird. It hadn't been that long, but he felt like he'd lived a whole different life without them, and he was terrified they wouldn't like this new him.
He wasn't sure what they saw when they looked at him, covered in black ink and his tokens of war. He wasn't sure what they thought of him after he'd told them some of the things he'd done.
Pecos would never have walked away from a building full of people in trouble. Pecos would never have let so many people be turned into zombies. Pecos would have stopped her right away. Pecos would have been able to save Andrew's mom. Pecos could have done it because Pecos always had enough. But Andrew… he was just Andrew, and he didn't.
He was deep in thought when Pecos spoke. Get your butt outta that tree, boy! Andrew jerked, almost falling. He wasn't used to anyone being inside his head anymore. He was used to being alone. He glanced down and saw Pecos standing at the bottom of the tree. Let's hunt. Really? Andrew thought. There's hunting parties out; things looking for me.
"So?"
Andrew laughed softly and climbed down to meet Pecos. "It's broad daylight."
"So?"
"I don't usually go out in the day. Except sometimes I do, just to keep her on her toes."
"Why not?"
"Don't know."
"Lead the way," Pecos said. Andrew shrugged. If they ran into trouble it's not like they couldn't handle it.
Andrew started jogging towards the huge open park several miles away. There were always squirrels or rabbits there. He frowned as he looked around. He didn't usually look at the scenery so he hadn't noticed, but the city truly was dying.
The leaves on the trees were a greenish grey, and the grass was turning brown. Andrew had no idea what month it was, but it had to be close to summer because the leaves had been green when he'd first returned.
Beside him Pecos was looking around, a frown on his face. "Can't see nothin'; just buildings."
"Yep."
"And everything's so straight, in line, like books on a shelf."
"Yep."
"It's downright ugly."
"Yep."
"Stop saying 'yep', boy."
"Okay."
Pecos chuckled softly, drawing his guns and rapidly dispatching a pack of dust devils that had been whirling their way. "'Member the first time you saw a dust devil?"
"Yep."
"Boy… I'm gonna punch you."
Andrew laughed. "Yes, I remember. I got my ass kicked."
"You didn't even flinch when they howled 'round that corner."
Andrew shrugged. "Just used to 'em I guess."
"You've changed."
"Good or bad?"
"You tell me."
"Whadda you want me to say, Pecos? I'm not like you; I can't save everyone!" Andrew flipped out his whip, waited until the cinder wolves were close, and started cracking. Ash and sparks flew everywhere. Andrew cracked his whip so fast, he could barely see it, and in mere seconds the cinder wolves were gone.
"I'm doing the best I can," Andrew said softly, buckling his whip back into place.
Pecos chuckled. "Looks like you're doin' pretty damn good."
"Rabbit."
Pecos winked at Andrew and pulled his gun, shooting the rabbit in the head. "Don't tell Charlie."
Andrew grinned. "I'd never."
Pecos skinned the rabbit, cut it in half, threw half to Andrew, and they sat on a park bench and ate, staring out at the empty, dying park.
"So you and Aylen?" Andrew said around a bite.
Pecos swallowed his last bit of meat and grinned sheepishly. "She's not the same as my Aylen." He frowned thoughtfully. "She is my Aylen, but she's different. More… I don't know."
Andrew nodded. "I get that. I never liked the other Aylen, no offense. But I'm actually pretty fond of this Aylen. You know, except when she annoys me."
Pecos chuckled. "I love her. And this one, this Aylen, accepts that."
Pecos didn't usually talk about feelings; it was rule number two after all. "Do you… I mean… How…" Andrew didn't continue.
How could Pecos and this Aylen be together? But Pecos and old Aylen never got together or else this Aylen would know. Could they change the past? Could Pecos return and convince old Aylen to be with him? But then wouldn't she still have to watch him die? Why did it always come back to that? Why couldn't Pecos live forever? And how was Ahanu old?
"Why do you think Ahanu's old?" Andrew asked.
"Don't know."
"Do you think Aylen will age now?" Andrew asked. "And which Ahanu was that?" He rubbed his head wearily. "I just don't understand shamans."
"Why did you do it?" Andrew asked before Pecos could answer.
"Do what?"
"Lure her to the ranch?"
Pecos shrugged. "It was the only way."
Andrew grunted. "Doyle's right. That is annoying. We should go home; they're coming."
"Who?"
"The zombies." Andrew could feel them creeping through the streets, closer and closer. He could smell the rotting flesh, the death, the hate. In spite of all the ones he'd killed, there were still so many of them, more every day.
He wanted to have this moment with Pecos forever. He hated that they couldn't just sit here and talk, but the zombies were coming, and before long others would come too.
"Let's go," he said, and he and Pecos ran back through the city towards home.
Night soon fell, and it was time. Pecos was giving Aylen a very long goodbye in the loft, but Andrew didn't want to tell everyone goodbye again. He didn't want to hear the sounds of Fred's mother's weeping and Clara's crying. He just wanted to go. He stepped outside and waited; Doyle, Joe, and Charlie joining him. They didn't have anyone to say goodbye to either.
Andrew didn't like that he was taking Fred, putting Fred in danger, but he couldn't see how he or one of the others could possibly drive the car as well as Fred could. Not that he considered Fred's driving to be good; it was horrible, awful even, but still, he got the job done.
Fred and Pecos finally joined them, and Andrew led them to the street.
"Kinda ugly," Charlie said softly.
"It doesn't always look like this," Andrew argued. "Normally you can see a few stars, and sometimes there's a breeze."
"But are all the homes like this?"
"Like what?"
"So…" Charlie gestured around, "so ordered, so the same, so close, so… just so?"
"Oh, yeah; that hasn't changed."
"Huh."
"Normally the electricity is on, so it wouldn't be this dark. Cars are running, so it wouldn't be this quiet." Andrew paused. "You know, if it wasn't for the Black Shaman, this would actually be kinda nice. Normally it's really loud and bright and just too much."
"Most cities are," Joe said.
As they snuck carefully down the streets towards where Andrew and Fred had left the car, Pecos pointed at a car in a driveway. "Why can't we use that wagon?"
Andrew shook his head. "Nah, you'll understand when you see it."
"Her," Fred said. "Her name is Foxy."
"You named the car?" Andrew asked incredulously.
"No, Mr. Jenkins did. He told me once."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "I'm just gonna call it 'car'."
"You'll hurt her feelings," Fred said seriously.
"It's a car, Fred."
"Seems like we once had this conversation 'bout a horse," Doyle drawled.
"Not the same!" Andrew snapped. "A horse, such as Widow Maker, is ALIVE. A car is not. Not dead, just not living. Not alive."
"Don't let Foxy hear you say that," Fred whispered, and Pecos chuckled softly. Fred pointed and said, "See; there she is."
Joe let out a long whistle, and the cowboys circled the sleek yellow car in awe. "She's mighty purty," Pecos said.
"IT is functional," Andrew growled.
Joe ran a hand down a shiny fender. "Functional and pretty."
Andrew snorted, opening the door and slipping into the middle of the front. Pecos sat beside him; Doyle, Charlie, and Joe slid into the backseat.
"Real comfortable too," Charlie said softly, bouncing slightly on the seat. Andrew rolled his eyes.
Fred turned the key, and the car roared to life. Pecos jumped. "It's louder than a damn train," he hissed.
"Yeah, I should've thought of that," Andrew replied, "But we need a car. And this one goes…" He didn't finish his sentence because Fred slammed the gas pedal to the floor and Andrew grabbed the dash, holding on for dear life.
He glanced sideways and saw Pecos was grinning, but when he glanced in the rearview, the others' faces were pale and slightly green. He chuckled; at least he wasn't the only one not having any fun.
It felt wrong riding a car into battle. Andrew was so used to running and sneaking, and here they were roaring down the streets like crazy mad men, headlights beaming through the unnatural darkness.
Nothing came near them, almost as if everything knew better and wanted to stay away from the roaring beast. Andrew thought Foxy wasn't really the right name for a car that made as much noise as this one did, but what did he know.
"It's ugly," Pecos said as they tore into downtown.
"It's the city," Andrew said with a shrug, looking at it for the first time in weeks. It still looked like the city, but it was different. The streets and buildings were black from cinder wolf soot, trash was piled against the buildings, windows were boarded or cracked, doors broken open to gaping darkness, street lamps smashed, and black, oily death covered everything with a slick of grotesque.
"Okay," Andrew said. "I'll own it's a touch uglier than usual."
"People live here?" Charlie asked from the backseat.
"Well yeah. I mean, there might not be anyone here right now but usually." Andrew closed his eyes briefly, looking. There were still some bright sparks of life that looked big enough to be humans, a fraction of what there had been, but they were there. "Actually there are still a few people here."
"I'd rather die," Charlie said frankly.
"It's not all that different from a city in our time," Joe said matter-of-factly. "Parts of it are, but a city's a city, doesn't matter when or where. Just is."
Andrew saw Charlie shudder in the rearview. He totally agreed with him. Cities were full of death and concrete. The skies were hidden, shadows covered everything, and life was rare, hiding in dark, sheltered corners.
He'd rather die on the open plains. Hey, he thought to Pecos. If I die again… You won't. Yeah, yeah, but if I DO, would you put me in a tree outside the city? I mean, if there's something to put. You won't. Yes, I know, but… Pecos didn't respond, but Andrew saw him nod sharply.
Suddenly he wished they weren't here, wished he could die alone. He hoped Ahanu hadn't brought them here to die. Andrew couldn't bear it if they died here, in this dying city, in this place of death. He didn't want this to be the last thing they ever saw. He had to protect them. He shouldn't have brought them tonight. He should have snuck out and done it on his own, but it was too late now.
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Andrew motioned for Fred to stop several blocks from the capital, and then they pushed the car as close to the capital building as possible.
"Don't leave the car," Andrew said. "No matter what. Well, you can if it's on fire or something, but you get my point."
Fred nodded, skin pale, but eyes determined. Andrew fashioned a cover out of the power, laying it over both the car and Fred and hoping nothing walked into it. He should have figured out an emergency exit plan for Fred. It was too late now. 
He signaled for the others to follow him, and he led the way towards the courtyard. The Black Shaman was outside, holding court, her followers dancing around her, offering her victims. She had several priestesses now, and each sacrifice had become something of a drawn-out ritual.
As soon as they peeked around the corner, Andrew heard Joe gasp, and Doyle grasped Andrew's shoulder, squeezing tightly.
"What?" Andrew hissed.
"She's…" Joe struggled for words. "She's… I wasn't expecting this."
"But I told you," Andrew said.
"Ain't words to describe this," Charlie said thickly.
Andrew stared at the courtyard, trying to see what they saw, but it looked the same to him, the same as it had every night he'd come since the worshippers had arrived.
He recognized some of them, knew which ones he'd kill given the chance. The cage wasn't as full as it had been a couple days ago, but he knew she was always feeding. And she, like him, was running out of prey. But the sound, the oppressive feeling, the hatred, it was all the same.
He felt the exact same terror and despair he always felt when he was in her presence, the same helplessness, the same sense of death. He'd always been terrified of her, not as Meli, not as the dream girl he'd first met; he'd felt sorry for her, wished he could help her. But the Black Shaman, she terrified him to the depths of his soul.
He'd never thought the cowboys were scared of her, they weren't scared of anything, but seeing their faces now, he wasn't so sure. All of them, even Pecos, looked a bit taken aback by the entire spectacle.
"So anyway," Andrew said, feeling awkward and wishing they were a little more confident. "I'll cover you with camouflage. Just follow the plan, okay? If things go sideways get to the car." He felt them nod. "Let's end this," he said, hoping that was enough, hoping they could, hoping this was really the end.
He crafted an individual camouflage for each of them, imagining a shifting kind that changed with the environment around them. "Keep them safe," he whispered to the power. "You have to keep them safe."
He regretted that he hadn't experimented with the power camouflage more before this moment. He honestly had no idea if he could hold so many in place, no idea what would happen to them if he lost his connection with the power, no idea what would happen if he grew tired. He should've eaten more before they left.
He didn't camouflage himself. Instead he swallowed his fear and walked towards her. The crowd of worshipers parted before him, and silence fell over the courtyard, except for soft weeping from the cage.
"Andrew," she purred. "I confess it is nice to actually see you for a change. You look…" Her eyes flickered over his necklace of tokens before she finished her sentence. "Different." Her smile was cruel, and he could see the furious anger in her eyes.
His heart hammered as he walked closer. Soon he was a mere leap away. She tilted her head curiously. "Why aren't you hiding? Did you finally weary of being such a coward? Have you accepted your fate?"
"Nothing like that," he said with a shrug. "Touch tag just gets old after a while, don't you think?"
"Indeed. Is it I or you who have won?" Her eyes were black, bottomless pools of hatred.
"Why do you hate me so much?" Andrew asked, honestly wanting to know.
She snarled, teeth bared. "You are a bug, a fly, no better than a maggot. I do not hate you. You are not worthy of hate. I merely want to watch you die."
Andrew smiled slightly; she was lying, and he knew it. She'd done all this for him, because she hated him and she wanted him to suffer. He just didn't know why.
"The feeling's mutual," he said softly, running his fingertip over the bands of her hair. Her nostrils flared, eyes flashing with fury. Andrew kept his eyes glued to her face. He could feel Pecos, and he knew Pecos was close to her now, almost close enough to touch her.
"Did you really think I would not know?" she hissed, and Andrew's heart stuttered to a stop. "That I would not feel my brother's betrayal?"
Andrew leaped at the same time Pecos wrapped his hands around her neck, pulling her to the ground. She howled, and the courtyard erupted; zombies and cinder wolves poured from the surrounding buildings, and dust devils whirled from the adjoining alleys. She'd known they were coming. She'd known Pecos was here. She'd known all along, and she had set a trap.
Andrew dropped the camouflages, dropped his armor, and thrust a knife of power deep into her heart, pushing all the power into the knife and thrusting with everything he had, everything he could, forcing the fire into her.
She screamed and bucked him off, ripping her throat from Pecos's hands and tossing Pecos across the courtyard. She stood, growing taller and taller, until she towered over Andrew.
"You honestly think you can defeat me?!" she demanded. "Look at me! LOOK AT ME, BOY!! I have enough power to remake the world this instant. I have enough power to remake the world over and over and over again! But before I do, boy, before I do, I will have your soul."
Fear gripped Andrew as she quickly turned, thrusting her black spear at Pecos. Andrew jumped, grabbing her hair and ripping her backwards. Pecos dodged her spear and punched her with so much force both she and Andrew tumbled across the courtyard and landed with a splash in the fountain.
Blood splattered everywhere, and Andrew looked around in shock. He didn't feel hurt. Was he wounded? Where? Then he realized the fountain was full of blood, human blood. He retched, dodging almost too late to avoid her claws, and tumbled out of the fountain onto the pavement below.
Pecos and the others were still on the steps, holding their own, but completely surrounded by zombies. The Black Shaman moved, no longer fighting Andrew, but streaking through the air towards Doyle, spear pointed straight at his heart.
Andrew screamed, ripping power from the well and hurling it at her, running as he did. His power ball struck her, throwing her to the side and completely illuminating the courtyard.
He dashed up the steps, crashing through the zombies, smashing cinder wolves to dust, and created a cage of power around her before she could attack again.
"When I am done," she said silkily, licking blood from her fingers. "I will have every single piece of it." Andrew paled, realizing exactly what she was saying. She was threatening to kill them all, to kill every one of them. And he'd brought them here where she could. He had to get them away from her.
He pushed more power into the cage, hoping it could hold her, knowing it probably couldn't. He couldn't even see Pecos and the others now because the zombies were so thick around them, and zombies were the one thing they couldn't kill because none of them used the power like Andrew did.
He reinforced the cage as much as he could, then fashioned his scythe and cut a swath through the zombies.
"GET OUT OF HERE!!!" Andrew screamed, clearing the steps in front of the others. "Go!" They only hesitated for a second before running down the steps and through the courtyard. Dust devils shrieked after them, but Andrew wasn't worried. A few dust devils were nothing they couldn't handle.
Comin', boy? In a second, Andrew thought, turning back towards her. He wasn't quite finished. "Do you ever miss your hair?" he asked.
Her face twisted, and she materialized right in front of him, on the other side of his cage, eyes full of fathomless hate, and shoved her oily, black knife through his heart.
Only he wasn't there. She'd stabbed an illusion. Andrew was behind her, completely camouflaged, and he was gone before she even realized he'd taken another piece of her hair.
He'd told Fred to leave once all the cowboys were in the car, and Fred had. Andrew could hear the car roaring through the city streets as he ran, hundreds of cinder wolves hot on his heels.
He'd used so much power fighting her he didn't dare risk using it to camouflage himself, so he ran. He pushed off the ground, leaping onto a dumpster, and scaled a building. Then he tore across the rooftops; cinder wolves running through the streets below him, flames billowing from their skin, lighting the city on fire.
He changed course, dropping to the street, and bolted across the highway towards a huge cemetery. He leaped the high wall, dashing behind trees as he ran, slid into one of the huge, gaping holes, and crawled into an empty coffin.
He held his breath, listening, watching with the power as the cinder wolves swept the graveyard inch by inch. The smell of rotten flesh was overpowering, but Andrew didn't move. He wondered who had lain in this grave, whose body had risen to join her army. He wondered if he'd known them or if he'd killed them yet and suppressed a shudder.
The wolves prowled the graveyard for hours. The smell, the dark, his weariness, the absolute stillness fueled Andrew's exhaustion, so he bit his tongue until blood welled to keep himself awake. He was scared to heal himself, so he just waited, blood pooling in his mouth and dripping down his throat.
He waited until the wolves finally left, and then he waited even longer, watching through the power. Finally, he crawled from the coffin and ran through the empty graveyard towards home.
When he stepped into the house Doyle was waiting. And apparently he was mad because he implemented rule number four, punching Andrew in the jaw so hard it knocked him into the wall, then following it up with a punch to the gut.
Andrew slid to the floor, gasping for air. "That's fair," he finally choked.
"Damn right! What the hell were you thinkin'?"
Andrew stared at Doyle's hard eyes and tight face. He wished he could explain, he really did, but he couldn't. If he'd left without a piece of her he would have lost that round and she would have won. So he hadn't. He couldn't. He wanted her to know he could. Wanted her to be a little scared of him. Wanted her to know that no matter what she had done, who she had killed, he, Andrew Rufus, maggot that he was, could still sneak up behind her and take a piece of her and there was nothing she could do about it.
Andrew picked himself off the floor and brushed past Doyle. The night hadn't exactly gone like he'd planned. He was exhausted, and he needed to eat. His tongue was swollen, and now his jaw was aching. But he needed a moment to think, so he stalked up the stairs and slumped in his chair. Charlie was sitting by the fireplace, eyes closed.
"Whadda you hear?" Andrew asked.
"Nothin'."
Andrew sighed. If Charlie couldn't hear anything it was bad. Really, really bad. "Normally it's so loud I can barely hear myself think," Andrew said quietly. "When the electricity went out… I can't explain it… it was like I had had a bee in my ear. But this is wrong too. I can literally feel the trees and grass dying. Everything is dying. There's not any way to win. I never really thought there was."
Andrew had never even thought those words, let alone said them out loud. Saying them filled him with such intense sadness he could barely breathe. "Everything we've done, every fight we've won, for nothing. It's all been for nothing."
"She's powerful," Charlie stated.
Andrew laughed dryly. "An understatement. I don't understand why she's messing around like this. The only thing I can think is deep down she's scared. She's scared she might actually lose. So we keep playing this stupid game. But I'm losing, Charlie; I'm losing."
Andrew felt like weeping. Everything was so hopeless, so messed up. She'd known they were coming, she knew Pecos was here, she knew, and anyway Pecos wasn't enough. She would kill them if they came near her again. She wouldn't even bother with Andrew; she'd kill them because she wanted him to suffer. And he would.
"You're stronger than you think," Charlie said softly.
"Not strong enough! Not even Pecos is strong enough! And Pecos always, always, has enough!"
Andrew closed his eyes. There was only one thing to do. He had to get Ahanu to send them back. Whatever Ahanu's plan was, it wasn't working. He had to send them back. Because Andrew couldn't stand to watch them die and he wasn't strong enough to stop it.
"I have to go," Andrew muttered, standing and running out the door before anyone could stop him.
He slinked down the streets searching for something to eat. He finally saw a cat sitting on the front porch of a house. He looked through the power and saw that the house was empty. No one was there.
The cat was probably a pet. But it had been abandoned. Or its owner had died. Did that still count? He didn't know. He didn't know anything anymore. All he knew was he needed to eat or he was going to black out, so he snuck up on the cat, killed it, and ate it as quickly as possible, trying not to think about how yummy it tasted.
When he was finished, he coated himself in camouflage and ran through packs of cinder wolves to the warehouse district. He climbed a random building and stood in the middle of the roof, yelling "AHANU!" at the top of his lungs. Then he waited. Ahanu never came when he wanted him to; he didn't expect this time to be any different, but it was.
"You have to send them back!" Andrew insisted as soon as Ahanu appeared beside him.
"Send who?"
"Don't be dense! The cowboys. Send them back. I don't want them here."
"Why not?"
"Don't you get it?! She'll kill them! She'll kill them and make them zombies; she'll do it 'cause she hates me! Why?! Why does she hate me? Why?!" Andrew paced the rooftop. He really wanted to know. He hadn't picked her; she had picked him. All he'd ever done was stand beside Pecos.
"WHY?!!!" Andrew shouted.
He felt his brothers settle around him, surround him, envelop him, and he nearly cried. They were so loyal; they never hesitated to defend him. What had he done to earn their favor? What had he done to deserve her hate?
"There is not an answer to every question," Ahanu said, face and eyes serious for once. "I cannot tell you why she picked you; I doubt if she even knows. As for your request… I cannot send them back. I am sorry."
Andrew's vision faded to red as he saw each of them impaled on her brutal, dark spear, saw their life burst from their chests, saw their eyes turn dark and empty. He couldn't lose them. He couldn't. If he lost them, he lost himself.
"You brought them here," he whispered. "Send them back."
"No."
"Ahanu… I will kill you myself if you don't send them back."
"I don't think killing me will do you any favors," Ahanu said with laughter. "And I'd suggest you not try as I'm in a very delicate state at the moment."
"What…?" Andrew didn't finish his question because Ahanu was already gone. "Damn shamans," he muttered.
He could feel the zombies moving closer, surrounding the warehouse, scaling the walls. He was so sick of being hunted.
"I miss the good old days of 'eat the cat, don't eat the cat,' don't you?" Andrew asked Dean. Dean sent back an image of them fighting the zombies together. "Not today, my brother," Andrew said wearily. "I'm too tired. Let's go home."
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When Andrew got back to the Raven's Nest, everyone was sitting around the table. Andrew didn't know what they were talking about, but even the cowboys looked tense. They weren't going to be any happier when he said what he had to say.
"Grab your stuff," he ordered. "I'm taking you out."
"What?" Clara gasped.
"I'm taking you out; all of you. Get ready; we leave in five minutes."
"Leave? Whadda you mean?" Fred asked.
Andrew sighed. "I'm taking you to the border; I'm ripping it open; I'm shoving you through; and you're going."
"You can... open the border?" Fred whispered.
"Not for very long."
"How long have you known?"
"What does that matter?"
"How long have you known?!" Fred shouted.
"Um…a while."
"But you kept us here?"
"Yeah… where I could keep you safe," Andrew said slowly.
"From the Black Shaman?! Who's after you?! How in the hell are we safer here than out there?"
Andrew opened his mouth, but he didn't have a good answer for that. Maybe they weren't safer here. Maybe he should have let them out as soon as he knew he could. But he hadn't. He hadn't wanted them to go.
"What the hell's wrong with you?!" Fred snarled. "How could you not tell us?!"
Andrew glanced around the room. Clara's eyes were huge and full of hurt; Fred's mom looked terrified, as always; Fred's siblings looked angry, just like Fred.
"I was trying to protect you," Andrew insisted.
Fred snorted. "You don't expect to win. How're you going to protect us when you're dead?"
"Thing is, Fred," Andrew said sadly. "If I lose it doesn't matter where you are."
Then he walked outside, ignoring Fred's yells and Clara's broken eyes. He climbed his tree and looked out over the empty, still neighborhood. It was only noon or so, but it was already dark. The city was gasping for air. Dying one breath at a time.
Fred was right. He should have taken them out. He should have. But he needed them. They were the only thing that had kept him sane. Assuming he was still sane, which he wasn't entirely sure about.
But if he lost they were dead anyway. He shook his head. He would find a way. He would find a way to kill her. But he was going to do it alone. He laid his head back and closed his eyes, hoping the pain in his chest would ease.
When Andrew opened his eyes again he was sitting beside a crystal lake and the sun was shining brightly. He lifted his face and breathed deeply. It had been an entire lifetime since he'd felt the sun, since he'd felt truly warm. He wanted to lay in it, to run, to stay here forever, wherever here was.
"How did it go?"
Andrew rolled his eyes. "You know exactly how it went. You always do. How do you know anyway?"
"Sometimes I miscalculate."
"Really?" Andrew stared at Ahanu in disbelief. "I doubt that. Why are you old?"
"I already told you."
"You didn't." Ahanu smiled, pulling a square of chocolate from his pocket and nibbling on it.
"Is that still the chocolate I gave you?" Andrew snorted.
Ahanu shrugged, and Andrew frowned. There was something about old Ahanu that seemed very familiar, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it, couldn't quite figure out what. He stared at Ahanu's face, searching for the answer.
"You've got Grandpa Lester's eyes!" Andrew suddenly gasped.
Ahanu shrugged. "I knew a boy named Lester once."
Andrew's chest tightened. "What do you mean?" he whispered.
"I keep track."
"Of what?"
Ahanu smiled. "Things."
"Have you… have you seriously been meddling in my life since forever?"
"Tut, tut, of course not. Just the last two hundred years or so."
Andrew blinked. He opened his mouth. He closed it. Everything was wrong. How had everything gotten so wrong? "But you said… why did you tell me you chose me because of my name?"
"Because I did."
"That doesn't make sense!"
Ahanu gestured widely. "Of all my descendants I like your name the best."
Andrew fell off the log. He was simply too shocked to sit upright, so he laid there and stared at the blue sky above him for several minutes without moving.
It couldn't… it wasn't… but what if… crap… Did that make her his aunt? He was going to be sick.
"Although, I always thought Pecos Bill had a nice ring to it."
Andrew shot straight up. "You're kidding me! You can't be serious right now! Are you saying…"
"I'm just pulling your leg," Ahanu said laughing.
Andrew dropped his head back to the ground. "Good. 'Cause that would be weird. What with him and Aylen and what not."
Ahanu chuckled softly. "Pecos Bill is all his own."
"But I'm not," Andrew stated.
"If you believe that, you really are just a boy. You are far beyond anything I ever imagined when I chose you. Far beyond anything I could have imagined. Andrew Rufus, I honestly chose you because I liked your name. YOU are the one who lived up to it."
"And in all honesty," Ahanu added pensively, after a moment's silence. "It didn't exactly... work out the first couple times I sent you."
Andrew's vision darkened, and he replayed Ahanu's words in his head, trying to straighten them out, trying to make them make sense.
"I had thought as a man," Ahanu went on. "But no. So I tried again, slightly younger, but no. Young Andrew, however, young Andrew Rufus rewrote the story."
"I…" Andrew gasped. "What the hell are you saying?"
"This Andrew, who you are now," Ahanu gestured to all of Andrew. "This is you. You chose to become this man."
Andrew opened his mouth to argue, but Ahanu was right. He may not have chosen to go through time that first time, but he'd chosen to do what needed done. And he'd kept choosing. He wasn't a hero, not by any stretch of the imagination, but he was, he hoped, a good man. And no one had made him that way; he'd made himself.
He'd felt all this time like he didn't have any control, like everything was happening to him, but it wasn't, and he did. In a different reality, the Black Shaman didn't even know his name. In a different reality, he'd failed. But in this reality, he couldn't fail, couldn't afford to fail, there was too much at stake.
But still... This was insane. "What could you possibly have been hoping to accomplish?" he demanded.
Ahanu puffed on his pipe for a minute. When he spoke, his voice was pensive. "I have been watching the story play out for years and years. More years than I can even count. It seems to me that it doesn't usually end... well."
"Meaning the Black Shaman kills everyone."
The Grey Shaman shrugged a shoulder. "Something like that."
"I thought you couldn't see the future."
"I can't, exactly. It is a little difficult to explain, and we don't have all the time in the world."
Andrew chuckled and waited for Ahanu to go on.
"I could see that it had to be my blood, but I could not kill her; I tried." He puffed again, blowing out a large grey cloud of smoke. "Pecos is not my blood, but he had the power to destroy her if only he could find it."
Andrew held his breath. Ahanu had never told him so much, never revealed the pieces or the plot or his plan. Andrew didn't want him to stop. He wanted to know why.
"And so I sifted through my descendants, searching for the one who might compliment Pecos's weaknesses, if you will."
Andrew snorted. "What weaknesses?"
Ahanu's eyes shot up to meet Andrew's. "Have you ever seen Pecos wield the power in a physical form, have you ever seen him instantly heal himself, have you seen him create a covering to hide himself?"
"Well, no, but..."
"But nothing!" Ahanu snapped. "The way you have learned to use it is nothing short of... me," he said with a slight grin.
"In any case," he said, putting his pipe away. "I could not calculate for everything."
"What?"
"Get up," Ahanu said briskly. "Your horse misses you."
"Wait; I have more questions!" Andrew exclaimed, but Ahanu was already gone. The lake was gone, the beautiful blue sky was gone, replaced by millions and millions of stars. Andrew heard a nicker behind him and turned, holding his breath, not believing it could be true.
"Widow Maker!" he gasped, running forward and wrapping his arms around Widow Maker's neck. Widow Maker was so warm, so alive, so… so… Widow Maker. Andrew had never thought he'd see him again. "Oh, how I've missed you," he whispered, tears sliding down his cheeks.
Widow Maker nuzzled Andrew's chest, and Andrew pulled back staring at Widow Maker's face, at his dark, red eyes, at his wild, curly mane. "I…" He couldn't speak, so he just hugged Widow Maker again.
Widow Maker stomped his hooves. "But I didn't know. I didn't think… Horses dream?" Widow Maker rolled his eyes. "Well how was I supposed to know?" Widow Maker shrugged. "Really? Just should?"
Andrew rubbed Widow Maker's nose. "I wish you were with me. There, you know. But you would hate it. Everything's covered in concrete and asphalt. It would hurt your hooves." Widow Maker snorted. "I'm sorry. I know your hooves are made of steel. Of course it wouldn't really hurt your hooves. I meant if you were a normal horse, which you aren't." Widow Maker frowned.
"Look, I don't know how long we have. Can we ride?" Widow Maker shrugged. "Really?" He shrugged again. "Come on, please?" Widow Maker finally knelt, and Andrew grinned, pulling himself onto Widow Maker's back and twisting his hands into Widow Maker's mane, just in case.
Widow Maker took off like a shot, running so fast it took Andrew's breath away. He closed his eyes and laughed. To feel free, truly free, after all these weeks, was wonderful. Widow Maker leaped over a tall stand of cactuses, and Andrew let out a whoop.
They rode and rode and rode. Near dawn Widow Maker crested a small slope and skidded to a stop, not even out of breath. Andrew slid down and stood beside him, hand on Widow Maker's neck, and watched the sun rise.
"I miss you," Andrew whispered, and then he was gone.
He didn't open his eyes right away. He pretended his hand was still on Widow Maker's neck. He pretended the sun was still kissing the ground, working its way up to his face. He pretended he was warm and he didn't have to die.
When he finally did open them, he saw it was night and Doyle was waiting for him at the bottom of the tree. Andrew climbed down and sat beside him. Doyle was carving a fish, and Andrew's stomach growled.
"Fred still mad at me?" Andrew asked.
"Bit."
"Maybe he's right. Maybe I should've taken them out as soon as I realized I could."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Too late now."
Andrew laughed. "Typical cowboy rational." He sobered. "You have to go too. All of you do."
"Like hell."
"Listen; you have to. She's going to kill you; that's her game plan, kill you all to make me suffer. I can't let her do that. You have to go."
"Not gonna happen, boy."
"But Doyle, you don't understand…"
Doyle stopped carving and grabbed Andrew's shoulder. "I understand perfectly well, and you can forget it. I'd rather die here with you than out there without."
Andrew couldn't swallow past the lump in his throat. He didn't want Doyle to die. He didn't want any of them to die. He needed them to live. "Doyle… please…" Andrew begged. "I can't…"
"No."
Andrew buried his face in his hands. He'd had too many dreams where Doyle died. There'd been too many times he'd held Doyle's lifeless face in his hands. There had been so many times he'd been just a second too late. He couldn't live with it. He knew he couldn't.
He could see them now; all their bodies piled on top of each other in the middle of her filthy courtyard. He could see them dead, see them drained of blood, and he could see them rising to fight him, to kill him. He shuddered.
"It ain't that easy to kill us, you know," Doyle said softly.
"Didn't you see her?" Andrew choked.
"She ain't nothin' but a monster. We've killed plenty of 'em."
"But I don't know how to beat her!"
"You'll find a way."
Andrew wished it were that easy. Hadn't he been sitting here for the last however long trying to figure out how to kill her? Hadn't he wracked his brain? If Aylen didn't know and Ahanu didn't know, what chance did he have of figuring it out?
He frowned. But maybe Ahanu did know. He was acting strange, and he was old, and he was spouting cryptic advice. "I wish Ahanu wasn't so damn cryptic," he complained.
"Shamans," Doyle growled.
Andrew's conversation with Ahanu suddenly came flooding back. "Would you believe Ahanu says I'm his descendant? That makes the Black Shaman like my great-great-great-great-something aunt. That makes me wanna vomit. I can't believe he's been part of my life since… forever. He said… he said…" It was too much; Andrew didn't think he could say it.
"What?" Doyle asked, eyebrow raised.
"He said he'd sent me before, as a man, and it didn't go well. Which I assume means I died or something. Time is like a giant chessboard to him, and he's just moving crap around, doing whatever he wants. Why do you think he kept sending me? Why not just pick someone else? Anyone else?!"
"Glad he didn't," Doyle said softly. "If he had…"
Doyle didn't finish his thought, but Andrew knew what he meant. In spite of all his turmoil and confusion, he was glad Ahanu had picked him, glad Ahanu hadn't given up on him, glad because he'd met them, because he'd chosen to fight, because he'd earned his name.
"I don't want to fail this time," Andrew whispered.
"You won't."
Andrew hoped that were true. "What I wouldn't give for a fish," he said sadly, watching Doyle finish carving the fins.
Doyle grinned widely, handing the wooden fish to him. "Here you go."
"You know that's not what I meant," Andrew said, shaking his head. Doyle just laughed. "I guess I'd better see to Fred," Andrew said with a sigh. Doyle nodded, and together they walked into the house.
Andrew could literally feel the irritation when he opened the door. "Still mad at me?" he asked. Fred just glared at him. "Are you ready? Where's your stuff?"
Fred snorted. "You think you can just tell me to go and I'll go?"
"Isn't that what you wanted?"
"No!"
"I'm confused," Andrew said. "Then what do you want?"
"I wanted you to ask!"
"Okay; I'm asking now. I can get you out of here. Let's go."
"That wasn't asking!" Fred snapped. "That was telling, and no!"
"No what?"
"We're not going."
"You are too!"
"No; we're not."
Andrew glanced at Reid. Reid shook his head, and Andrew frowned. "You have to go; I need you to go. She'll kill you! Don't you get that?"
"Aylen said we're perfectly safe here. No one can find us. We're staying."
"She'll turn you into zombies," Andrew insisted, trying to scare them, trying to get them to leave. "Is that what you want?"              
Fred cringed. "No, but that's why you're going to win."
"Really? You got any ideas on how to do that?"
"You'll figure it out."
Andrew sighed. Fred had a stubborn look on his face, and Andrew knew he wasn't going to budge. Doyle had already said he wasn't going anywhere, and Andrew knew better than to bring it up to Pecos. He could tell by the look on Pecos's face that if there was a corral nearby, Andrew would be mucking it.
"Fine," Andrew said wearily. "Stay." In part he was relieved, but mostly he was terrified. He was terrified because he had to keep them alive. All of them.
"Besides," Fred added. "You need to make a supply run for the safe house."
Andrew frowned. It had gotten really hard to find supplies. Everyone still alive needed food, and they were all doing what he was doing, raiding stores.
"What if," Fred said, eyes twinkling, "we went for a supply drive?"
"Huh?"
"I'll drive; you'll be able to get more stuff that way."
"I'm not sure…"
"Come on, it'll be fun."
Andrew stared warily at Fred. "So... we're good?"
"Yeah."
"Really?"
"Yeah."
"Huh," Andrew grunted. It was like Fred's version of rule number five: get mad, yell, get over it.
The supply run was not fun. It wasn't fun because Fred drove like a maniac. Andrew and Joe sat in the front seat gripping the dash as Fred flew down one street after another.
"Where the hell did he learn to drive?" Joe hissed when Fred screeched to a stop in front of a boarded up convenience store.
"I have no idea," Andrew gasped, resisting the urge to kiss the concrete.
"I'm not getting back in that thing with him. It's a devil wagon."
"I think it's just high-spirited," Andrew said.
Joe snorted. "High-spirited my ass."
Andrew laughed. "Fred, stay in the car. Yell if you see anything." Andrew quickly searched the area with his mind, and then he and Joe entered the store. "Grab anything that looks like food or liquid," Andrew said, heading for the back.
"I don't see anything," Joe said after a while.
Andrew walked down the aisle Joe was standing in and pointed at some bags of chips. "Get those."
"But… is that food?" Joe asked.
"No; but people eat it."
Joe cringed but grabbed an armful of chips and carried them out to the car. They stripped the store of everything it had and roared off to another store and another. Fred's driving didn't get any better.
Once the car was totally full, Fred sped across town towards the safe house. Andrew had him stop several blocks away so Andrew could survey the surrounding area, but he didn't see anything. It was eerily quiet tonight, and he didn't like it.
They pushed the car up to the warehouse and knocked on the door. The man who answered Fred's knock looked haggard and scared, but he smiled as they unloaded the food and thanked them.
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Fred was driving down a long stretch of road at a hundred miles an hour when Andrew saw it.
"What the hell is that?" Andrew yelled above the roar of the engine. Fred let off the gas, and the car coasted as the three of them watched a moving grey wave cover the buildings and road up ahead.
"Don't know," Joe said.
Andrew channeled more power into his eyes, straining to differentiate, to figure out what he was seeing. "Crap! Reverse! Now!"
Fred slammed the brakes, bringing Foxy to a stop, shifted into reverse and tore around.
"Crap biscuits!" Andrew snapped, closing his eyes and looking through the power. They were completely surrounded by rats. And he had a very bad feeling these rats served the dark.
"Drive!" he ordered. "And whatever happens, don't stop!"
Fred whipped the car around again and revved the engine as he tore off down the street. Andrew wished they weren't in a convertible. He wished he had more ammunition. He wished rats weren't so damn creepy.
He and Joe began firing just before Foxy crashed through the first wave. Even over the roar of the engine Andrew could hear the rats exploding under the car's tires.
Fred swerved to avoid hitting a mound of them and scraped the side of the car along the front of a building. Sparks flew, and Fred jerked Foxy back onto the road just before they ran into a free-standing, blue mailbox.
Rats leaped from a building into the car, teeth snapping, and Andrew moved to protect Fred, shooting rats in the air and grabbing the ones he missed, breaking their necks, and tossing them out, but there were so many. He couldn't catch them all. Teeth gnashed through Andrew's skin, drawing blood. He slapped them away, pulling them off Fred.
Fred was bleeding but he was still driving, turning down street after street, but unless they could lose the rats, they couldn't go home. Andrew felt for the ravens, calling them to him, sending them an image of the swarming rats. He felt them answer, felt them coming.
He slapped a rat off Fred's head, but the car was teeming with them. They were clawing over the seats, covering Fred's lap and chest, clawing at his legs. Andrew ignored the rats biting him and tore the rats off Fred. Joe was standing on the seat beside Andrew, whirling his rope, snapping rats out of the car left and right, but rats were crawling up Joe's pants, digging into him with their sharp claws and taking chunks out of him with their razor teeth.
Andrew growled and pulled the power into his hands. He focused on the car, visualizing the rats roasting, then he spread his hands out and let the power drop. It ripped from his hands, hot and seething, and filled the car with sizzling heat before exploding so brightly Andrew couldn't see for a second.
Foxy continued careening down the road, rats smashing into her grill and squishing under her tires. Fred blinked furiously to clear his eyes, then jerked the wheel to the left to avoid running into a street lamp.
Joe wobbled on the seat, but Andrew grabbed him before he toppled out of the car. The car was empty of rats, but more were coming, and unlike Andrew, Fred and Joe were bleeding.
Joe was still using his rope like a whip, flicking it side to side, keeping the rats back and out of the car. Andrew closed his eyes, looking, searching for a way out. But it was as if every single rat in the world was here, trying to kill them, and Andrew couldn't see any way through them.
The air whooshed around them as hundreds of ravens suddenly swooped from the air, picking rats off the buildings, killing them with their sharp beaks and talons, but there were so many more rats than ravens.
Andrew saw a rat leap from a building onto a raven, and his heart jumped. He didn't want to lose anyone today. But the raven rolled, dropping the rat to the ground, snatching another, and killing it with its claws.
Andrew fashioned fiery hot balls of molten lava and tossed them down the street in front of the car. The balls exploded, burning hundreds of rats, but hundreds more rose from the sewers and gutters.
They drove under a traffic light, and rats dropped like stones into the car, covering Andrew from head to toe. He pushed the power out, roasting them, but they were still crawling all over Fred and Joe. Andrew slapped a hand on each of them and pushed the power over them, washing fire over their bodies, trusting the power not to hurt them. The rats glowed for just a split second before exploding into dust.
Andrew's head was beginning to ache. He cringed at the thought of eating rat; they were so disgusting, but he needed to eat. He glanced around the car but was dismayed to see there wasn't a single rat left. He'd incinerated them all. He wished he hadn't brought Fred and Joe with him; if he'd been alone he could have simply outrun the rats.
Fred was starting to circle towards the edge of the city. There weren't any rats in front of them now, but the rats were keeping pace, running right along with Foxy. The moment Fred stopped they'd be devoured.
Andrew glanced at the gas gauge. They were already on a quarter tank, and Fred wasn't looking so good. His lips were drawn and pale, and blood was seeping from the bites covering his body.
But maybe, just maybe, the rats only wanted Andrew. Andrew stepped into the back seat.
"What the hell're you doing?" Joe barked.
"Testing a theory," Andrew replied before he stepped onto the trunk and jumped off the car. He wrapped himself in armor and managed a roll when he hit, but it still hurt like hell.
And then the rats were on him. They crawled up him, clawing and biting as they went. His armor held; only a few bites made it through, but there were so many rats the weight of them pulled him to the ground.
Andrew closed his eyes and looked through the power. He could see Fred and Joe zooming away, and he grinned. There wasn't a single rat following them; they were all surrounding Andrew. But then he frowned. Something was still following the car. Something big.
Andrew grabbed a rat and ripped into its disgusting hide with his teeth, swallowing meat and singing at the same time. Power pulsed within him, and he sang louder, building the power up, laying it on top of his skin, layer after layer, then he imagined it exploding, taking all the rats with it.
Heat ripped through him, feeling like iron rods tearing through his insides. He cried out in agony as the heat imploded, and light so bright and pure filled everything, burned everything, and then everything went black.
Andrew lay on the ground for a moment, breathing shallowly. Then he pushed himself to his knees. He should have eaten a few more rats before he burned them all.
Ravens fluttered to the ground around him. "Thanks guys," he said softly, standing slowly, trying to ignore the wave of dizziness that tried to pull him under.
He felt Nunya calling to him. What? he asked. Nunya sent him an image of a huge puma closing in on Foxy, and Andrew started running. His feet didn't want to move, but he ran anyway.
Come on power; we can do this! he thought, humming loudly. Nunya sent Andrew an image of a street sign, and Andrew pushed power into his feet and legs, running as fast as he could.
He tackled the puma from the air just as it was leaping, claws outstretched for Fred's head. Fred glanced up, jerked the wheel in terror, and Foxy flipped, crashing across the pavement and slamming into a building with a terrible crunch.
The puma twisted, trying to bite Andrew, but Andrew slammed its head into the concrete, then twisted its head in his hands, snapping its neck.
He dropped its dead carcass and scrambled to his feet, running towards the smoking car. "Joe! Fred! Are you okay?"
They didn't respond. Foxy was just a twisted hunk of yellow metal, and Andrew couldn't see Fred or Joe anywhere. He ripped at the car, trying to move it away from the wall, but he was too weak. Dizziness washed over him, and he slipped, hitting his chin on the ground.
He crawled back to the puma and ripped its skin open with his knife before sinking his teeth into its side and sucking blood into his mouth. He ripped off a hunk of meat with his teeth and chewed. Almost immediately he felt energized again, strong, sleek.
He needed more, but he had to find Fred and Joe. He ran back to the car and ripped it from the wall, revealing Fred and Joe underneath, crumpled on the ground like discarded stuffed animals.
Andrew checked Fred first. He was still alive, but he was covered in blood. Andrew felt for Joe's pulse next, heaving a sigh of relief. They were both still alive. All he had to do was get them home so Aylen could heal them.
Andrew started to grab Fred's arms but paused. There was a huge pool of blood beneath Fred; he was losing blood and lots of it. Andrew pushed power into his hands, so much power he could barely hold it and tried to force it into Fred.
"Heal him," he begged. But the power wouldn't go. No matter how he pleaded or begged, it just kept snapping back into Andrew. Why couldn't he heal Fred like he'd healed Pecos?
"AYLEN!" he yelled, and just like that, she was there, reaching out her hand to touch Fred, light pouring off her like a gentle sunrise. When she was done, she touched Joe's head, and Joe's eyes immediately popped open.
Joe glared at Andrew. "I'm never, EVER stepping foot in that devil wagon again!"
Andrew laughed with relief. "Couldn't even if you wanted to." He pointed at the destroyed car.
"Good!" Joe snapped.
But when Fred came to a second later he was inconsolable. "Foxy!" he cried. "Oh baby, I'm so sorry! I can't believe I wrecked you!"
Andrew had to peel him off the crushed hood and throw him over his shoulder so Aylen could zap them home.
Clara rushed forward when Andrew dropped Fred to the floor. "What's wrong?" she cried. "He's covered in blood! Is he hurt? Fred?" Fred couldn't answer; he was hiccupping.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "He's fine, Clara. He just wrecked the car."
"Foxy!" Fred wailed.
"Good riddance," Doyle growled, and Charlie nodded in agreement.
"I gotta go take care of something," Andrew said, walking towards the door. Pecos raised a brow. What you doin', boy? Gotta roast a cougar. I'll come. Andrew nodded, and he and Pecos slipped out the back door and into the eerie silence of the night.
"What happened?" Pecos asked as they strode quietly down the street.
"Supply run went fine, 'cept Fred drives like a madman." Andrew shuddered.
Pecos shrugged. "I kinda like it."
"You would. Anyway, we got attacked by rats on the way home. I hate rats. They're ugly, and they have sharp teeth. Can't believe I had to eat one." He cringed, remembering the rancid taste of its flesh.
There was a pack of cinder wolves up ahead so Andrew slipped down a side street to avoid them. Why didn't we kill 'em? Why bother? She'll just make more. How long you been doin' this? Don't know. Month maybe two. It all kinda blurs together after a while. Let's run.
He and Pecos ran silently through the empty streets. Andrew closed his eyes for a second and imagined they were running across a Texas plain, wind brushing their faces, dirt swirling behind them, but when he opened his eyes, they were still in the city and everything was calm, not a breath of air.
Andrew skidded to a stop beside the dead cougar. He hadn't meant to leave it like that; he'd just been so worried about Fred he'd forgotten it, but there was no way he was going to let her add it to her undead army. He had no interest in fighting a pombie… Oh wait, he'd done that already. What about cougar zombie? No, that didn't work either. Mombie? Mountain lion zombie? Andrew shook his head in disgust.
He reached out to burn it but the puma was still warm, and it seemed a shame to waste it. "So whadda you think?" Andrew asked.
Pecos sniffed. "Ridden a cougar but never eaten one."
"It's surprisingly tasty."
Pecos settled on his haunches and cast Andrew a wide, toothy grin. "After you, boy."
And so they feasted, just like old times, and when they'd eaten their fill, Andrew roasted the puma into ash. Then he took Pecos to his old warehouse, the one he used to sit on and think about Pecos and their adventures, the one where he'd fought Death's son's son.
He and Pecos sat on the edge and stared out over the darkened city. It was almost dawn, but Andrew knew they wouldn't see the sun rise. The color would merely shift from oily black to oily grey.
"I used to sit up here and drink crappy coffee and wish I was with you guys."
"Crappy coffee?"
"Yeah, they sell this junk at convenience stores; it tastes like dirt and gym socks. It's really horrible, but it still reminded me of home. That was before Mom…" He choked saying her name, but kept going. "Before Mom let me drink real coffee."
"Where is your mom?"
He'd only told Doyle about his mom, because if he didn't think about it, he could pretend she was out there somewhere, beyond the barrier, alive and singing and smiling.
"She killed her," Andrew whispered. Pecos didn't say a word, so Andrew continued. "I'd just gotten back from the ranch, I was in the kitchen, and then I heard her voice. And I knew it was her. I knew she was there. I knew I was dead. But she didn't kill me. I turned; she broke Mom's neck, and then she was gone."
Andrew kicked the side of the building with his heel. "There wasn't anything I could do. I wasn't fast enough, wasn't strong enough. Mom's dead. And it's my fault because somewhere along the way I made the Black Shaman hate me."
"You didn't make that crazy woman do nothin'. She's evil, boy. She ain't right in the head, and it ain't your fault."
Andrew shrugged. "And get this, to make matters worse or weirder anyway the Black Shaman is like my sixteenth great aunt or something."
"What?!"
"I don't know. Ahanu suggested I'm his descendant. But maybe this is a whole enchanted spurs thing." Pecos chuckled softly. "But really," Andrew said. "In some ways it is my fault because of who I am. If I wasn't me she wouldn't hate me."
His mom had died because of him. If he wasn't who he was she wouldn't have died. Vick, Chuck and Ed, everyone in town had died because of him. And if he didn't win, even more people would die.
Andrew shrugged, changing the subject. "I'm glad about you and Aylen. What happens when… you know?"
"I ain't lettin' her go."
"Never thought you would."
"She don't get that. For such a smart woman she sure is thick headed sometimes."
Andrew wanted to believe there was a future to talk about, but deep down he wasn't sure there would be. He and Pecos had already fought the Black Shaman once and they hadn't won, not really. He and Pecos were still the same, but she was stronger, so much stronger.
I'm glad you guys are here, Andrew thought. I think… I mean, I think I needed you. We got this, boy. Andrew laughed. Of course they did.
"And one more thing," Pecos said with a growl. "Don't you even think 'bout tryin' to send us away. We ain't goin'."
"I know, Pecos. I know."
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"You go on in," Andrew said when he and Pecos got back home. "I'm gonna sit out here for a bit." He was so used to being alone, to hunting alone, to sleeping alone, drinking his coffee alone; he just needed a minute. Alone.
He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the tree, hearing the door close behind Pecos. He'd spent hours with this tree. It was weird how this had all started with a tree, but then again, it hadn't started there at all, not really.
He wondered how many descendants Ahanu had. Had he evaluated all of them and found them wanting? Or was it really just as simple as Andrew's name?
He heard the ravens fluttering in the tree above him and felt a moment of panic. He hadn't lost any of them, not a single one since Frank and Jesse, but they would die just like everyone else if he didn't figure out a way to end this.
He felt Aylen sit beside him and nearly sighed. He'd just wanted a minute. "Thank you," he said earnestly. "I couldn't heal Fred; I don't know why."
"Not many can use the power to heal," Aylen said simply.
"I healed Pecos; but I think the power likes him, so maybe that's all it is."
"Why do you talk about it as if it is not you?"
"It's not." Didn't shamans ever listen? He'd been telling them this from the beginning. "We're not the same thing. There's the power, and there's me."
"It should not be that way," she said. "You should not be separate."
Andrew shrugged. "It is what it is." He opened his eyes, finally looking at her. He'd never seen her look so happy. He wasn't sure if he could appreciate the irony there or not. They were in the middle of a Mexican standoff with the Black Shaman and Aylen was finally happy.
"I'm glad about you and Pecos," he said.
She laughed softly. "What has changed, Andrew? He will still die someday; I still will not. Or I will die as soon as Meli does. Nothing has changed."
"Don't be an idiot, Aylen. You have a chance to be with Pecos. Take it." He couldn't help thinking of his mom. He was so happy she'd had that time with Vick, so happy she'd taken happiness when she could.
"But when this is over," Aylen said, voice full of sadness. "When he goes back, what then?"
"I hate to say this… but the end has not yet been written."
She laughed out loud, the cheerful tinkle of it sounding out of place in the greyish dark of dark. Andrew grinned, glad he'd made her laugh, glad she was here, glad she and Pecos at least had this moment.
"I gotta go in," he said. "It's time to make a plan." Aylen nodded, and they went in together. Andrew went straight to the loft, where he knew the others would be waiting for him.
"So," he said, pouring himself a cup of coffee and sitting down. "Any brilliant plans?"
"Not particularly," Joe drawled.
"How 'bout if I just go on down and give her a good talking to?" Andrew said hopefully.
"Alone?" Doyle and Pecos growled together.
"Why not?"
"No!" Pecos snapped.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "What exactly do you think I was doing up until you guys got here?"
"Don't matter," Pecos said. "We're here now. You ain't doin' this alone."
"You realize her whole objective is going to be to kill you guys, right?"
"We can take care of ourselves."
"Really? How do you kill a zombie?"
"Let you do it."
Andrew snorted. "Even Fred can kill a zombie."
"Fine; we'll take Fred."
"No!"
"Why not?"
"He almost died today. I'm not taking him."
"Seems like if we took him and Reid we'd have more in our corner," Pecos argued.
"What we need in our corner is a plan," Andrew snarled. "Having more people she can kill doesn't actually help us."
"Boy's got a point," Doyle said.
"See? Doyle says I have a point."
"What's Doyle know?" Pecos growled.
"He's the military guy," Andrew said with a laugh. "He knows things."
"What's with the people?" Charlie interrupted.
"Which people?"
"The ones in the courtyard."
"The free ones or the ones in the cage?"
"Both."
Andrew frowned. Maybe he'd left more out of his initial story than he should have. He hadn't really wanted to tell them about the boy he'd let die or the hundreds of other people he hadn't saved. He hadn't wanted to tell them about Chuck and Ed.
"Um… free people are like her worshipers, and they bring… sacrifices… That'd be the people in the cage."
"I say we go in there and kill the crazy followers," Doyle said darkly.
"Not that I haven't thought of it," Andrew replied, "BUT if we did that, their deaths would feed her and then they'd turn into zombies. So that really doesn't help."
"We should at least free the people in the cage," Charlie insisted.
Andrew shook his head. "To what end? They wouldn't make it ten feet! And anyway, the whole city is dying. I can feel it. We need to end this, and we need to end it soon. The worshipers, the sacrifices, the wolves, the zombies, the dust devils; none of that matters. She's what we need to focus on."
He could tell they didn't like what he was saying, but he was right, and he knew it. He'd already tried it the other way, and the other way didn't make sense. She was the disease, the problem, the rotting center. She had to die. There was no other way to end it.
The problem is," Andrew said, "we simply don't know how to kill her, not for real, not dead, dead, dead, for real dead." Still no one said anything.
"I'm open to ideas, guys," Andrew said, looking at Doyle.
Doyle shrugged, "I got nothin'."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Pecos?"
"We already tried the old-fashioned way, and that didn't quite work," Pecos said.
"Is there anything in your modern world that can kill her?" asked Joe.
"I doubt if even a nuke would put her down."
"A nuke?"
"Um, like a cannonball times ninety billion."
"I don't like your world," Charlie said emphatically.
"You and me both," Andrew replied. "I've actually asked myself why I'm trying so hard to save it. I can't stand cars or the sound of electricity."
Andrew shuddered, remembering how loud it used to be. "It's always loud and grating; people are always in a hurry; there's no time to breathe or enjoy the sunrise, not that you could see it. You can't even see the stars at night. The air is stifling. The food tastes like plastic, and I hate it. All of it."
They stared at him. "Then why're we tryin' to save it?" Charlie asked in confusion.
"It's not hers to take," Andrew replied with a shrug.
He continued thinking out loud. "She's too cowardly to be lured away from the capital. She never leaves it. And I'm pretty sure she has enough power to make cinder wolves and dust devils indefinitely. I'm just glad she hasn't made a batch of ice giants. Crap! I wish I hadn't just said that. Anyway, I don't really see any other option than going toe to toe with her."
"You may be surprised," Ahanu said softly, zapping into the loft without warning.
"Damn it, Ahanu! Use the door!" Andrew snapped.
"Another option may present itself when you least expect it," Ahanu said, ignoring Andrew's outburst.
"Do you purposely make everything confusing or is it just a byproduct of being a shaman?" Andrew growled.
"I do try."
"To make things confusing?"
"Yes."
"I knew it! You're such an ass!"
Ahanu smiled. "You will miss me."
"What does that mean?" Andrew demanded.
Ahanu shrugged, lighting his pipe. "I'd like to ask a favor of you," he said, puffing smoke into the air.
Andrew frowned; this was a first. "What?" he asked warily.
"I'd like to borrow your tokens."
"My tokens?" Andrew asked. Ahanu gestured towards Andrew's neck, and Andrew gazed at the pieces of her. He hated them, but he disliked the idea of letting them go. He felt the cold emanating from them, the weight of them pulling him down. He opened his mouth to say "no", but why? He didn't want them.
"You can't have her hair," he heard himself say. Why? Why had he said that? What did he care?
Ahanu nodded, and Andrew pulled the leather cord over his head, sighing in relief as the weight left his neck. He frowned, remembering each moment with her, each time he'd looked into her eyes, smelled the scent of her hatred, and dropped the necklace into Ahanu's hand. Ahanu grinned and was gone.
Andrew glanced at Pecos. Pecos's eyes were narrow and his lips tight. Aylen's not going to die, Andrew thought. You don't know that. We don't have a choice. Then I'm damned for wishing we did.
Andrew wracked his brain. "Maybe we could figure out a way to cage her. Neutralize her power but not kill her."
"Don't you listen, boy?" Doyle snapped.
"What?"
"Always finish it!"
Andrew flinched. He did know that. He'd learned the hard way by watching Chuck and Ed die. "Okay, we finish it."
He drummed his fingers on his head. He just couldn't think. There were too many people here, too many people thinking he should have answers he simply didn't have. "I gotta… I'll be back."
Andrew walked outside and climbed his tree, sitting between Sam and Dean, with Nunya above him. "So," Andrew said, feeling foolish. "Killing the Black Shaman. Any ideas?"
He didn't expect an answer, not really, so he was terribly surprised when Nunya sent him an image of Andrew slicing her into little tiny pieces. "Actually," Andrew mused. "That might be totally brilliant. Thanks, Nunya!"
Andrew jumped from the tree, ran inside and up the stairs. "What if I sneak in, get the drop on her, and start hacking her into pieces? She's gotta work to fix herself right? You come in, hands blazing and tear her apart." He paused, thinking. "It's not my worse plan. Actually it's Nunya's plan, but that's not the point. Whadda you think?"
Pecos shrugged. "Worth a try."
"Nunya?" Charlie asked.
"My raven."
"You wanna follow a plan made up by a raven?" Doyle asked in disbelief.
"Hey, it honestly can't be worse than any of Pecos's plans."
"Right here," Pecos growled.
"I know; I see you. And I'm telling you, your plans stink," Andrew said.
"Where do we come in?" Joe asked.
"I don't suppose you'd guard the Raven's Nest?"
"Nope."
"Fine," Andrew said with a sigh. "You guys can guard our rear. That sounded weird out loud. Our backs? Behind us? Never mind, just watch the rear." He shook his head. "You get the point."
Doyle grinned. "You'd make a lousy general."
"Good," Andrew snorted. "I'll take that off my list of possible careers." Andrew paused. "What about a car? Foxy's dead."
"I hate cars," Charlie said emphatically.
"I liked it," Pecos said.
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Remind me to never let you drive anything."
"Aylen," Pecos said, and Andrew nodded.
Aylen had always known when he needed her and she always answered when he called. In fact, if he really thought about it, he felt a little foolish for not asking her to zap him more places. He could have saved himself a lot of work, but he honestly didn't like it.
Even after all this time he just didn't enjoy the sensation of popping up someplace else. He didn't know how they did it, and he didn't want to know. He'd rather run, even if that did mean fighting a hundred cinder wolves to get where he was going.
"Okay," Andrew agreed. "I guess it makes sense for Aylen to zap us there and zap us out if we need it. So we ready?"
They nodded, and Andrew grinned widely. "This is fun, right? Just like old times?"
Doyle slapped him across the back of the head, and Andrew laughed. They walked downstairs, and Andrew opened the fridge on his way out. There was only one package of meat. A note was stuck to it that said "last one".
He really wished he hadn't let his rabbits and squirrels go free. He ate the package of meat and tried not to worry about what would happen if he ran out of energy.
Just as Andrew was leaving, Reid stepped in front of him. "I want to go," Reid said.
"No."
"Why the hell not?"
"I don't want you there."
"But I can help."
Andrew sighed; why did everyone have to argue with him? He should have just trussed them all up and thrown them onto the other side of the barrier.
"No. I wouldn't even take them, but they're being stubborn. I mean, it's not like anyone can really help."
"Why not?"
"Look, you've seen at least the first broadcast?" Reid shrugged, and Andrew assumed that meant he'd seen more than just the first. "Well, in person she's like that times a thousand, maybe even a million. I don't want you anywhere near her."
"Why?"
"Clara needs you." Reid frowned, but he stopped arguing. "I wonder though," Andrew said thoughtfully. "Hey Doyle, how do you feel about a torch gun?"
"A what?"
"Fred made a torch gun for roasting zombies. It only works on ten or so, but it might get you out of a pinch. Fred, show Doyle how to use the torch."
Andrew went outside to wait for them; he hated being around them when he didn't know if this was the last time he'd see them. But as long as he won it didn't matter. They'd be okay, and that was the important thing.
Dean fluttered onto his shoulder, sending Andrew an image of them flying beside him. "No, I can't take you with me. Stay here." Dean pecked Andrew's ear and flew into the tree.
"Dean! I'm sorry. I just… I don't want you to get hurt. Please stay."
Dean ignored him; Andrew just hoped he had listened because the others were ready, and it was time to go.
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Andrew held his breath as Aylen zapped them two blocks away from the capitol building. She dropped them off on top of a building, and Andrew surveyed the area before they moved.
Everything looked normal. Normal for her anyway. There were living people in the courtyard. There were dead people in the alleys. Cinder wolves lined the streets.
"See anything?" he asked Charlie.
"I doubt I see anything you don't," Charlie said softly. "Everything looks wrong to me."
Andrew was beginning to think this hadn't been his best plan. He couldn't protect them if he was busy fighting her. He knew they could handle anything, but there was a lot to handle.
"Fred showed you how to use the torch?" he asked Doyle.
"For the fifteenth time, yes!" Doyle snarled.
"Just checking."
"We stayin' up on this building all night?" Pecos asked.
"I wish," Andrew muttered. He hummed softly to himself, pulling power out of the well and weaving camouflage and armor. He couldn't keep them safe, but maybe the power could. He wove layer after layer, draping a camouflage over each of them when he was finished. He weaved a simple covering for himself, no armor, just camouflage.
"Let's go," he said, dropping off the building to the street below. He pushed the others from his mind, ignoring their slower descent down the ladder, and started towards the courtyard. She was inside the building tonight. He wasn't sure if that worked in their favor or not.
He scaled the wall and slipped down the staircase, feeling like he'd done this a million times before, hoping this was the last time. She was on her throne, drinking a cup of blood, surrounded by… Andrew cursed silently. This was bad. This was very, very bad. She'd surrounded herself with children. They were zombie children, but children none-the-less. He hated it when she was clever.
Andrew paused, trying to decide if he should kill the children so Doyle didn't have to, but he didn't want to lose the element of surprise. Even he couldn't see the others, and he wasn't even sure if they were there yet.
He stepped carefully between the children, careful not to touch them, careful to step lightly. Her head lifted, and her eyes narrowed.
"I can smell you, boy," she hissed.
Andrew dropped his camouflage. "Just thought I'd say 'hi'."
She lazily stroked the head of one of the children standing near her. "My children want to play with your friends," she purred.
"I'll try to arrange a play date, but I think they're busy."
"You cannot defeat me."
"Then I'll die trying." Andrew jumped forward, scythe in hand, and started slicing. Her hand fell, but her dark energy gathered together, replacing it instantly. He kept cutting, but she was fighting back now, her black spear cutting the air around him. Sparks flashed as his scythe and her spear collided, but Andrew kept cutting.
He aimed for her neck, but he wasn't fast enough; she was gone, behind him. He ducked and whirled around, just in time to see her fly across the room and smash through the wall. She stood, brushing the dust from her hair, but jerked and rolled across the room. Andrew couldn't see Pecos, but he knew Pecos was there.
Andrew raced towards her, planning to grab her and hold her still, stab her, slice her to bits, but it was too late. She was gone, and the room was empty except for her children.
"Where're the others?" Andrew yelled, quickly burning the zombie children to dust.
By the doors. Why the hell did you kill 'em? Zombies.
Andrew raced toward the door. She could pop up anytime, right behind Doyle or Joe or Charlie. She could stab them with her spear and be gone before they touched the ground. Andrew slid through the doors and stumbled to a halt.
The courtyard was filled with cinder wolves and zombies and dust devils, but that wasn't the worst part. The worst part was that she'd made a new barrier. He couldn't see them, but he knew the cowboys were inside it, and so was everything else.
Andrew dropped the camouflage on all of them, struggling to keep their armor in place. He wasn't used to keeping track of so many layers. He closed his eyes briefly, looking for her. She was close, but she wasn't in the courtyard.
Andrew imagined his scythe in his hands and ripped at the barrier, but she had made it differently or she was even stronger now, because his scythe just bounced off it without making the slightest hole. He hated that she was so clever.
"Pecos, bust this open!" Andrew ordered. Exactly what he'd feared would happen had happened. She'd locked Doyle, Joe, and Charlie in with the undead army, and he and Pecos were on the outside, useless. Pecos pounded on the barrier, but it didn't give.
Inside the bubble, Charlie and Joe were annihilating dust devils and cinder wolves, protecting Doyle, who was roasting zombies, but Andrew could tell the gas was already running low. He wasn't going to stand here and watch this. There was a way in. He just had to find it.
He glanced at the ground. What were the chances she'd made the barrier a complete bubble? "Pecos! The ground!"
Andrew ripped at the paving stones with his hands, but he wasn't strong enough, so he imagined a pickax of power and started hammering into the ground. Flecks of rock sprayed past his face. The cowboys were backed up against the wall now; the army totally surrounding them.
An enormous rock flew past Andrew crashing to the ground behind him. Pecos was tearing the ground to pieces with his bare hands. In another minute he'd have a hole big enough to crawl through. More rocks and concrete smashed to the ground, and then Pecos was through.
Andrew dropped his pickax and shimmed through the hole, popping up on the other side just as Doyle completely ran out of gas and the torch sputtered out. Andrew jumped in front of Doyle, eliminating the first line of zombies with his scythe and yelled, "Get out of here!"
"We ain't leavin' you, boy!" Doyle snapped.
"Get the hell out! I've got this." Get them out! Andrew added in his mind. Take them home. NOW! "AYLEN!" Andrew yelled. "Take them!" Andrew had never been so pissed in his life. She played dirty, always; when would he get that?
Andrew's back was to the wall, and his burning scythe was all that stood between him and the huge horde of zombies. He grinned and started singing, glancing back long enough to see Charlie's feet slide through the hole and all of them disappear once they were on the other side.
There were more dust devils and cinder wolves than he'd ever seen in one place. He knew he could leave. He could just crawl out of the hole and run home. No one would think less of him. But this wasn't about them. It was about him and her.
Andrew focused all the power into his scythe until it was blazing with purifying fire and started cutting. Zombies fell into ash heaps, and wolves exploded mid-leap. His scythe burned so hot his hands fused to it. The waves of heat alone killed zombie after zombie.
Dust devils swirled around him, cutting his face and body, but he ignored them and focused on the zombies. Without warning something black sped past Andrew's face and speared a dust devil right in the center. The dust devil exploded into twigs and debris as Andrew ducked, spinning around, expecting to see her right behind him.
But she wasn't there. Ravens were flooding through the hole, flooding through in tens and hundreds. They'd come to fight with him. Andrew gasped as several ravens launched through the air at once, straight into the whirling dervishes, straight into death. The devils exploded, but he couldn't see his brothers. He didn't know if they had survived, couldn't find out because zombies were clawing at his back, trying to pull him to the ground.
Andrew turned, swinging his scythe in a wide arc. Ash and dust was so thick in the air he could barely breathe, but he wanted her to know it wasn't enough. She wasn't enough. He was going to win.
A pack of cinder wolves leaped over his scythe, crashing into him, taking him to the ground with them, burning his skin, burning his flesh. Andrew screamed, but kept singing, pushing the power out, pushing it out into his body, exploding it on his skin, ripping the cinder wolves to shreds.
He wished he'd eaten an entire field of rabbits before coming tonight; the power was raging through him, hotter than the spewing lava of the cinder wolves, hotter than fire, hotter than the sun. But he still pushed more power into his scythe, imagining the fire swinging off it and obliterating everything in its path, and then he swung, gasping as the fire tore through him.
In another minute everything was silent. The barrier still stood, but it was empty. Empty but for Andrew and his brothers, some of whom lay still on the ash covered stones.
"No!" Andrew cried. He recognized all the dead ravens; he knew them all, but he felt a keen pain at seeing Gertrude and Fenton among the dead. He couldn't give them the sunlight they deserved, knew they'd never feel the rain or wind again. He pushed aside his grief and his weakness, summoning the power, closing his eyes, sending out an image of The Raven, tall and proud, and he burned them. He burned them so she couldn't have them.
The Black Shaman stood outside the barrier, waiting for him, lips curled in a feline smile. "Where are your friends now?" she mocked.
Andrew laughed. "Come find out." He sent an image to the ravens of the barrier dropping and them flying like mad. He felt them ready themselves behind him.
"Puny, stupid boy. You are weak," she hissed. "Barely standing. I will rip your heart out, eat it, and you will serve me forever!"
Andrew paled. He'd never imagined she could or would make him into a zombie. He'd never imagined he'd be undead, serving her. It had just never occurred to him. But there was no one to burn him; no one to set him free. He couldn't lose; he simply couldn't.
"You're all talk," he taunted.
The barrier dropped, and she was standing right in front of him, claws racing towards his heart. "Aylen," he whispered, lifting his knife of power, slicing through her fingers, and then he was home.
"Damn it, boy!" Doyle snapped, reaching out to steady Andrew. "I'd beat some sense into you if I thought I could!"
Andrew just laughed as he opened his hand, revealing all five of her fingers, then he surrendered to the darkness that beckoned.
"You make me so proud."
"I wish you wouldn't say that," Andrew muttered, snatching the fish Ahanu held out to him. Andrew sighed deeply, soaking in the sunlight, breathing in the fresh air before ripping into the fish with his teeth. It tasted delicious. He couldn't remember the last time he'd eaten fish.
"Whadda you want?" he asked Ahanu when he had finished.
"Nothing."
"Really?"
"You wound me."
"Not likely." Andrew looked around him. They were in a pocket of sunshine surrounded by woods. There was a mist hanging in the trees, but it didn't touch the light. It reminded Andrew of a place he'd been before, a place he'd visited, but only in his dreams.
"Why can't we go back to before?" he asked suddenly, feeling tremendously stupid for never thinking of it.
"Before what?"
"Before your village gets slaughtered. Before you all die! Why can't we stop the whole thing from happening? Then she never becomes the Black Shaman, and we've won!"
Horror slammed into Andrew as he realized if he did that, Ahanu would never became the Grey Shaman, he would never send Andrew back, Andrew would never meet the cowboys and would remain a simple, modern boy, nothing more. Or he'd never even exist. If time was really like an ocean, any reality could exist, even a reality where Andrew Rufus was never born, especially if he was a descendant of Ahanu. Changing time would change him, erase him.
Andrew closed his eyes to block the grief, the terror, the fear. It would be worth it, wouldn't it? To save the world? He shook his head violently. What did he care about the world? He only cared about his family, his friends. If he stopped her then, before she became, they would all live. Andrew Rufus would die, but they would live.
"So can we?" he asked, opening his eyes and looking at Ahanu.
Ahanu's grey eyes swirled with darkness. He tilted his head, seemed to consider, then said firmly, "No."
"What? Why not?"
"Because we cannot."
And Ahanu was gone, and the sweet, blackness of oblivion surrounded Andrew once more.
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When Andrew finally woke Aylen was sitting beside him. "Aylen," he breathed.
"Andrew, you are awake."
Andrew sat up, mind whirling. "I need you to promise me something," he insisted.
"What?"
"I need you to promise me that if she turns me into a zombie you'll free me."
Aylen's face paled. "But Andrew…"
"No, listen," he said. "It wouldn't be like actually killing someone; I'd already be dead. In fact, you'd be returning me to my right state. You have to do it! You have to promise me!"
"You are not going to die," Aylen said firmly.
Andrew shook his head. "You and I both know the end is not yet written. Promise me! You're the only one who can do it." Tears welled in her eyes, but she nodded her head slightly. "Not good enough!" he exclaimed. "Say the words."
She closed her eyes and bit her lip, then slowly said, "Andrew, I promise I will free you if she turns you into a zombie."
She whispered it so softly Andrew almost couldn't hear her, but he did, and relief flooded him. The idea of serving the Black Shaman made him sick, but now he knew he wouldn't. Aylen would save him.
"Thank you," he said, hugging her tightly.
Pecos? he thought. Where are you? Downstairs. Come up.
Andrew heard their feet on the stairs and smiled. In a way he was glad they had come. He was glad they'd drunk coffee in his loft. It had never felt like home until they stepped into it. He was glad the story wouldn't die with him.
He closed his eyes, listening. It was time. He could feel the city gasping. If they didn't kill her, if they didn't win tonight or today or whatever it was, it was over. Everything and everyone inside the city would be dead.
"Death is coming," Charlie said as he sat in his chair.
"I know," Andrew said. "We don't have long."
"What's your plan?" Doyle asked.
"I think the only thing left to do is the same thing we did before. I hold her down, and Pecos beats the wicked out of her. Until it's all gone."
"That didn't work so well last time," Pecos said.
"It bought us a hundred and fifty years or so. If there's a next time around we won't be here to care and Ahanu'll have to find somebody else to play his game."
Joe chuckled. "Boy makes a point."
Andrew rolled his eyes. He should ask them to put that on his gravestone, "Here Lies Boy". Nah, he didn't want a gravestone. If there was anything left of him, he wanted to be placed in a tree, the tallest tree around.
"What do we do?" Doyle asked.
"You don't," Andrew said, ignoring Doyle's frown. "The only way it works is if we go alone."
"Boy's right. Makes more sense that way," Pecos said.
"Ain't the way we do things," Charlie insisted.
"Maybe just this once it is," Andrew said.
They weren't happy; they didn't want to stay behind; it wasn't who they were. But just this once Andrew needed them to. Needed to know they were safe, that he didn't have to worry about them, that the Black Shaman wasn't going to set another trap.
"Could we… Do you think…" Andrew couldn't quite get the words out, didn't want this to be goodbye.
"Spit it out, boy," Doyle growled.
"Could we play a hand of poker? I don't have any cards, but…" Andrew felt foolish. The city was dying around them and he wanted to play poker. "Never mind. I just…"
"Always time for a bit of poker," Pecos said softly, pulling out a chair and swinging it up to the little round table Andrew had had Fred order just for this moment. "Doyle, make the coffee. Charlie, deal."
Joe, Charlie, and Andrew sat around the table, and Joe played a slow, sad song while they waited for the coffee to boil. Charlie pulled out his pin-up girl cards and shuffled them, dealing quickly. Andrew smiled when he saw how worn the cards already were. Apparently Charlie had decided he could use them after all.
The smell of perfect coffee soon filled the loft, and Andrew closed his eyes, grinning. This moment, right now, with the music and the coffee, the cards and the company, was perfect. The only part he'd change was the part where he died after killing the Black Shaman.
Only maybe this time he wouldn't. But he couldn't see what the difference between this time and last time was. He was still the same old Andrew. Pecos was still the same Pecos. But she? She had grown and changed. They'd have to work for it even harder this time.
Doyle poured the coffee, and they played several hands of cards, until all the chips were sitting neatly in front of Charlie.
"Just the way it should be," Andrew said softly, finishing his coffee. "Good game," Andrew said to Charlie, grinning crookedly. "Next time we'll bet money." Charlie nodded.
"It's official," Andrew said across the table to Joe. "You're the handsome one. That's your thing. The women all agreed."
Joe laughed softly, running his hand gently over his mustache. "I still say you're the one who ropes good, but nobody agrees with me," Andrew said. "It's the fire wolves all over again."
"Cinder wolves," Pecos said.
"Yeah, I get it," Andrew said, rolling his eyes. "Hey Doyle, I finally thought of a good joke for you." Doyle groaned. "You'll like this one." Andrew looked around the table with a grin. "You ready?"
"Never," Doyle grunted.
"Okay, here goes. Where does a general keep his armies?" Andrew held up his hands. "Up his sleevies! Get it?" He laughed softly. "Sleevies; that's just good."
Pecos was actually chuckling, Joe and Charlie both grinned, but Doyle gave Andrew that hard-eyed stare and shook his head. Andrew laughed and pushed back his chair, standing. "Anyway. See you guys after a while I guess."
He walked down the stairs, relieved to hear Doyle's footsteps behind him. Andrew waved at Clara and Fred as he walked through the room. They didn't know what he was doing, where he was going. They waved back happily and kept talking. Aylen watched him go with wide eyes, then ran up the stairs.
When they got outside Doyle grasped Andrew's shoulder. "You remember what I taught you, boy."
"I know. Don't lose."
"Don't die, you idiot!"
"Right, right, that one."
"Damn it, boy!"
Andrew shrugged, staring at Doyle helplessly. "Doyle, you know… I can't promise… I'll do what I have to do. You also said to always finish it. I want to finish it, need to finish it. I can't just run away. I mean, yeah, I could, but then every time someone else died I'd know it was because I didn't stop her. And if I don't do it… who will?"
Doyle stared at him, face tight. "When you go back," Andrew said softly. "Tell Widow Maker… tell him… I love him and I'll miss him. Can you do that for me?"
Doyle nodded stiffly. "Thanks," Andrew said. "He'd hate it here. He said he wouldn't, but this time I know better. He wouldn't be able to run ten feet without running into a red light." Andrew chuckled softly, thinking of Widow Maker rearing around town on a normal day, not today, but a day when traffic ran and lights flickered on and off.
"You should go on in," Andrew said awkwardly. "I'm glad… you're here." He hugged Doyle tightly, somewhat surprised to realize his head was up to Doyle's shoulder. "Go; please..."
Doyle didn't say anything, just hugged Andrew one more time and walked inside. Andrew couldn't believe they were actually staying behind. It made the most sense. It was the only way it worked, but he still couldn't believe they had agreed.
After Pecos finished giving Aylen a very long goodbye, he and Andrew headed out. They ran through the empty streets, trash swirling in their wake, and Andrew was reminded of all the times they'd hunted. He hoped this wasn't their last hunt. He wanted to run with Pecos over the hills of the ranch. He wanted to howl at the moon with him.
The courtyard was completely empty when they arrived, but Andrew knew she was there. He could feel her. He closed his eyes, searching the buildings and streets around them, but there was nothing. Even the sacrifices were gone. She was all alone except for a few faded specks of life.
Something was wrong; very, very wrong. Without thinking Andrew ran up the steps and into her throne room, no camouflage, no shielding, just him, and as soon as he saw her he knew. He knew he'd lost, and his soul was forever damned.
The Black Shaman sat on her throne wrapped in glorious death, smiling, because she knew she'd just won. Because standing beside her was the only person in the entire city who knew where the Raven's Nest was.
Andrew turned and ran, her mocking laughter following him into the street. He ran past Pecos, ran as fast as he'd ever run in his entire life but knew it wouldn't be fast enough.
He screamed at the power, more, I need more! The power bubbled, tearing through his body like mad, but it still wasn't enough.
Andrew cried in rage, tearing at the well of power as his feet pounded over the pavement. The pain was excruciating, but it didn't matter. If he didn't make it in time there would be no reason left to live.
He ripped one stone from the well, then another. Power sloshed over the sides, burning him, searing his insides. He hammered with his fists, knocking more stones out. The pain was so intense he could barely see, could barely keep his feet in motion, but he kept running, kept ripping at the stones until there wasn't a single stone left.
The power exploded, pouring out, flooding his body with heat, with pain, with power so potent he was lost. But only for a second. The power suddenly infused him, replacing every fiber of his body, every bit, every piece.
And suddenly he was free. His feet flew so fast, they didn't even touch the ground. Buildings and streets were indistinguishable as he moved past them. He ran as if his life depended on it, because his life, his very soul, did.
He saw her new barrier just before he ran through it, feeling her iciness claw at him, feeling the power burn it away. He stumbled slightly, pausing only for the barest second, when he realized his entire block had been destroyed, completely leveled by the filthy black army surrounding his family, ready to devour them where they stood.
How dare she! How dare she try to hurt his family! She wouldn't win. Not today. Not ever.
He roared angrily, and the army shifted, turning to face him. Fire burst from Andrew's eyes, incinerating zombies without his asking, and his scythe, flames pouring off into the night, was already in his hand; he didn't even know how it had gotten there.
He swung, and his scythe annihilated everything it touched, cinder wolf, dust devil, zombie, man, woman, beast; if it was there, he killed it.
He could see them up ahead, surrounded by death. Fred's family and Clara were tucked in the middle, with Doyle, Reid, Charlie, Joe, and Fred standing in a circle around them, guns blazing, whips cracking, torch pouring fire.
But there were too many zombies, too many cinder wolves, too many enemies. They would never win. Andrew had to save them; he had to save his family.
His brothers, his ravens, hung in the air above him. Andrew saw Dean break from the others and dive towards a dust devil. Andrew's thundering heart stilled, and he roared once more, knocking the army back with the pure force of his rage. If he lost one of them, even one, he was going to drag her to hell with him!
Her army was falling by tens and twenties with every stroke of his scythe, but it was taking too long, far too long. Every second he wasted was a second one of them could die.
He dropped his scythe and closed his eyes, looking inside himself. He was filled to the brim, past the brim; he couldn't see where the power ended and he began. And even though the power was raging within him like a wild river, like an untamed ocean, it wasn't burning him. He didn't need to gather the power into his hands; it was already there. He didn't need to ask the power for anything; it already knew what he needed. It was him.
He crouched slightly, then pushed off the ground with such force he flew into the air, head brushing her barrier, before dropping to the earth like a stone. He hit fist first, pure power, pure death, pure annihilation ripping from his hand, tearing across the ground, obliterating everything it touched.
When the dust settled the only things left standing were Andrew, his tribe, and the smoking remains of his house. Andrew stared at them, tears in his eyes. For once in his life he hadn't been too late or too slow. He had saved them. He had saved them.
After a moment of shocked silence, Clara and Fred hugged happily, and Fred's mom smiled at Reid over the heads of her children. Doyle, Joe, and Charlie stared questioningly at Andrew, weapons still in hand. It wasn't over yet. They knew it, and he knew it.
The question was, was she coming? Andrew closed his eyes, looking for her, but the new barrier blocked his vision of anything outside of it. He opened his eyes and shrugged.
Dean suddenly settled on Andrew's shoulder, and Andrew cried out in relief. "I thought I lost you!" Dean sent Andrew an image of them eating a cat, and Andrew laughed. "Only if it's a stray," he said. Dean shrugged.
The power was still pulsing through Andrew, but he wasn't holding it, he wasn't making it stay. It was part of him; he'd finally done it. He'd broken the well, and it was never coming back. He'd just blasted an entire army, and he didn't feel the least bit hungry or light-headed or tired. He felt great!
A hand grasped Andrew's other shoulder, and he turned to meet Pecos's astonished eyes. "Boy..." Pecos started. Then he shook his head. "How'd you know?"
Andrew grimaced. "The woman beside the Black Shaman. She and I once had a conversation in which she got to live in exchange for telling everyone to stay away from my house. It was a good plan at the time. But apparently she reneged on our deal." Andrew wasn't sure who he wanted to kill first, but he didn't get the chance to decide.
The barrier suddenly ripped open, and black poured through, demolishing what remained of the Raven's Nest and turning Andrew's tree into dust.
"GET THEM OUT OF HERE!" Andrew shouted to Aylen. Aylen shook her head helplessly. "Whadda you mean you can't?!" Aylen pointed at the barrier as the Black Shaman stepped out onto the blackened street.
"Well, hell," Andrew hissed. "I guess it's time to end this." You got this, Pecos said as he joined the circle surrounding Fred's family. Really? Andrew thought. Really.
Andrew stepped towards her, feeling the heat of the power pumping through him, knowing this time he actually had a chance.
Uncertainty flickered briefly across her face before she covered it with a sly grin. "My, this is unexpected," she purred.
Andrew didn't bother to answer, didn't care what she had to say. He jumped across the ash and soot and slammed into her with the force of an entire herd of stampeding bison. They rolled across the ground, crashing into debris, each fighting to kill the other.
She clawed at him, screeching like a banshee, trying to shove her black knife into his flesh. He didn't even feel her blows; the power was shielding him, pushing her attacks aside, protecting him from every blow she dealt.
Her eyes hardened, and her lips twisted into their ugly sneer. "I still win, boy! You'll always lose!" She zapped away from him and was suddenly standing in front of Doyle, spear raised.
"NOOOOO!!!!" Andrew screamed, running, feeling the power in his entire body, feeling himself move faster than he'd ever moved before. Time seemed to slow, but still her spear was moving, moving towards Doyle, towards Doyle's heart.
She couldn't. He wouldn't let her. Even if he won, even if he won, if Doyle died, he was lost. It was all for nothing. He reached reflexively for the power, but it wasn't in the well, it was everywhere, and suddenly he was there, just as her spear pierced the skin of Doyle's chest, Andrew slammed into her, ripping her to the ground.
Andrew landed on top of her, anger pounding through him. "NEVER AGAIN!!!" he yelled. "NEVER! NEVER! NEVER! THEY ARE MINE!! YOU'LL NEVER TOUCH THEM AGAIN!"
He punched her, again and again, so fast she couldn't even lift her hands to defend her face. Black blood oozed from her lips, and her eyes flashed with fear.
She ripped at his face, but his armor was there; she clawed at his chest, but his armor was there. She growled fiercely, pushing with everything she had, finally dislodging him and pushing him back. She leapt to her feet, fashioning a spear of pure death and holding it towards his chest.
"THE WHOLE WORLD WILL BURN!!" she shrieked. "And you can watch!" And then, like the coward she was, she zapped away, only she didn't, because she couldn't.
Andrew grinned fiercely, stepping closer. "Surprise," he whispered. Her nostrils flared in panic as she looked down and realized he'd chained her to him with the power and her own damn hair.
"Your blood is mine!" she snarled.
"Promises, promises."
Andrew's scythe materialized in his hand, and he stepped towards her. She ripped her black spear from the darkness surrounding her and rushed him. He blocked her, flames pouring off his scythe, and he sliced. The hand holding her spear dropped to the ground, replaced in an instant by another hand and another spear.
He stepped forward and forward, slicing and slicing, hand after hand, arm after arm. She howled, but for the first time in her entire five hundred years, she stood her ground because she didn't have any other choice.
She rushed him with twin knives, slicing; the power held, protecting him, and he ripped the knives from her hands, turning them on her and driving them into her chest. She growled and ripped at his face with her black claws. He felt them graze over his skin, drawing a line of blood.
"I am invincible!" she snarled. "You are just a boy!"
He punched her in her lying mouth sending her flying through the air until the hair chain caught, smashing her to the ground.
She pushed to her feet, hatred twisting her face into something so ugly Andrew could barely look at her. She fashioned a sword of black-pulsing power and brought it down on her own leg. The sword slammed into Andrew's shield of power and shattered into a million pieces.
Andrew grinned widely. "You didn't honestly think it would be that easy, did you?"
She howled in rage, hurling knives of blackness at him. He ducked, rolling to the side. One knife slid through his armor, and tore completely through his chest leaving a gaping black hole. His shredded lung collapsed, but before he could take a single failed breath, the power had healed him, making him whole once more.
Andrew didn't care if they fought all night, if they fought for the rest of his life, if they fought until the end of the world. She was his now, and she wasn't going anywhere.
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She turned uselessly to run, desperate to escape him, but Andrew jumped after her, grabbing her by her hair, ripping it back and slicing it off at the scalp. She screamed, lashing out with her claws, ripping at him with her teeth.
He bled, but with every punch he gave she bled too. They rolled across the debris of broken houses, tearing at each other, then suddenly they were falling into an open basement. Andrew wrapped his fingers around her neck as they fell, feeling surprise at the sharp pain that tore through his stomach just before they slammed into the concrete.
He tried to push to his feet but couldn't. He was stuck on top of her, pinned to her by the piece of broken pipe that had impaled them both.
She laughed mockingly. "I will not bleed to death. Will you?"
Andrew didn't know. Would he? He probably would eventually. She ripped at his face with her hands, but the power hardened, protecting him. He pushed himself up with her body, ignoring her claws. He pushed higher, grimacing as the pipe slid though his insides, and when he was high enough, he grabbed the pipe and moved his body up it.
He pushed once more, and he was free, and the power sealed the hole in his stomach. She didn't move for a moment, just lay there, looking frail and old for all her power, and then her eyes flashed, and she stood before him once more.
Andrew grabbed her arm and jumped, taking her with him into the open again where he could crush her into dust. She clawed at his arm, drawing blood, scraping his bones. He dropped her in a heap and punched her head into the ground, shattering the asphalt. Blood ran from her nose, and she licked it away.
She kicked him off of her and stood, growling, eyes completely crazed. Her eyes flicked past him, and her face eased, almost turning soft for an instant before turning hard as stone.
"Brother," she snarled. "Have you come to betray me yet again?!"
Andrew turned to see Ahanu standing behind them, skin still wrinkled, back still stooped with age.
"No sister mine. Merely to ask you to stop." He gestured around him. "Haven't you destroyed enough, killed enough, consumed enough blood?"
"It is NEVER enough!" she screamed.
Ahanu's eyes were sad. "If you consumed the entire world it would not be enough to satisfy your never-ending hatred." He paused, and Andrew's necklace of tokens appeared in his hand. It began to burn, blue fire pouring off the stones, and Ahanu said softly, "I do this for you, because I love you."
Those were his final words before her black spear tore through his chest, ripping him apart. Ahanu's eyes widened, but he smiled before his eyes glazed and he slipped to the ground.
"NOOOO!!!" Andrew yelled, running towards Ahanu, forgetting the chain that bound him to her. It tightened, jerking him back, mere feet from where Ahanu lay dead.
"It's not possible," Andrew cried, reaching for Ahanu's hand and realizing all at once how much he'd miss Ahanu, how he'd miss their cryptic conversations and Ahanu's laughter. He pounded the ground in frustration and anger. "He can't be dead; HE CAN'T!!" he cried. "He can't die; he's immortal!"
As soon as the words left Andrew's mouth he understood. He raised his head, looking over the destruction, the death, the black, and he knew. He stood, turning, taking the chain of hair in his hand, and dragged her towards him. She struggled, and she fought him. Her eyes were mad with terror, but he stood still, pulling her to him, inch by inch.
When they were face to face, nose to nose, fear pouring off her entire being, Andrew stared into her black eyes one last time before thrusting his hand through her chest and ripping out her cold, black heart.
She blinked in surprise. Her lips twisted, but she didn't speak, didn't make a sound. Andrew felt her die, felt her power dissipate, felt the barriers fall, felt the heat of the sun touch his face. Her heart pulsed one final time, then stopped beating in his hand, and she slipped to the ground, face empty, completely and utterly dead.
When her body hit the dirt, the ground rumbled and shook; and Andrew felt the fear and hatred and despair dissipate. He stared at her motionless face, mourning what she could have been. He felt no joy in killing her, no pleasure, no satisfaction, just pure relief. Relief that it was finally over, that they had finally won, that this was the end.
This was no trick, no half death. She was dead, and she wasn't coming back. He blinked away a hot tear before burning her to nothingness. He gazed at the earth where she had been, and he suddenly felt empty. The cold that had plagued him was oozing out of him, following her, dissolving in the heat of the sun. The weight of her, the sickness that had infected him, was lifting, leaving him, leaving him empty and feeling very strange. He'd thought he'd feel happy, overjoyed, ecstatic. But he didn't. He felt… He felt grief. Terrible grief.
Somewhere behind him the sounds of Aylen weeping broke through his haze. Aylen was alive, and she was grieving too. Why were they grieving? Shouldn't they be happy?
Pecos? Andrew thought. Here, boy. Andrew turned, looking for them. They were all there. Every single one of them, even Doyle.
I didn't lose them, he thought with a surge of happiness. I won. Damn it; I won! Andrew glanced around, looking for Death, making sure. He ran his hands over his face and made a flame in his palm. He was alive, and they were alive. I won. I can't believe I actually won.
Andrew smiled widely, stepping over the debris towards Pecos. "We won!" Andrew said when he finally reached him.
Pecos shook his head. "You won."
Andrew laughed. "No. We won. Without you, all of you, there is no me. We won."
Pecos lifted a shoulder. "I guess there's some logic to that."
"Damn right there's some logic!" Andrew said.
Andrew looked at Doyle and grinned. "Good plan, right? And," he added, punching Doyle in the arm, "I totally didn't lose, AND I totally finished it."
Doyle laughed loudly, and Andrew grinned, ignoring the blood on Doyle's shirt, ignoring how close he'd come to losing him. He hadn't lost him. Just this once he'd been fast enough and strong enough and he had won.
"Our boy, all grown up," Joe said mildly.
"Well, I don't know about ALL," Pecos growled. "He's still boy."
"Actually…" Charlie started, face creased with a wide grin.
"Yes, Charlie?" Andrew said excitedly, "Go on."
"You do still have some growin' to do."
Andrew groaned. "Come on, Charlie! Why you always gotta be like that?"
Andrew caught a grey flash of light from the corner of his eye, and his shoulders slumped. "I swear I will never be rid of him."
"You know you don't mean that. You shed a tear when I died."
"Yes, Ahanu," Andrew said turning. "I did. How come you're still alive?"
"Old Ahanu is dead," young Ahanu said, grinning widely. "But I am not he. Not yet." He winked.
"Shamans," Andrew and Pecos said together.
"How'd you do it?" Andrew asked.
"Do what?" Ahanu replied slyly.
"Make her mortal."
"Did I?"
Andrew frowned. "Yes, you did."
"Quite right; can't pull anything over on you," Ahanu said with a wink. "It is time."
Andrew blinked. Right now? Right this second? Ahanu couldn't send them back so soon. Everything was a mess; what was he going to do without them?
He closed his eyes and took a breath. He was going to be fine. He always was. He would miss them, always, he would miss them, but he was going to be fine. He'd find his way.
"No," Pecos said. Ahanu raised an eyebrow, and Andrew stared at him in surprise. Pecos turned to Aylen, taking her hand, and staring at her. "I've loved you since the moment I met you. Marry me."
"Was that a question?" Aylen asked, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly.
"Hell no! You're marrying me. End of story."
Aylen's lips trembled, and her eyes filled with tears. "But Pecos… nothing's changed…"
Ahanu cleared his throat. "Actually," he said, "you are White, but as of about ten minutes ago, give or take a few, I'm afraid you are no longer immortal or invincible."
Aylen's eye's widened. "Do you mean…"
"Precisely."
Andrew rolled his eyes. "Can we talk real people talk here? Aylen's mortal, and she and Pecos are finally gonna get married. Is that right?"
"Hum," Ahanu said thoughtfully. "One Pecos Bill in exchange for one Andrew Rufus? An even trade, I suppose." He grinned widely. "It would seem so."
Andrew suddenly knew he was going back, forever; but that he'd be leaving Pecos behind and he would never see Pecos again. Was it possible to be so happy and so terribly sad at the same time?
He jerked as the screams of sirens and the roar of helicopter blades split the silence of his leveled block.
"What the hell's that?!" Pecos snapped, hands on his pistols.
"Modernity," Andrew said, smiling grimly and watching as Charlie clamped his hands over his ears, face a mask of pain. Now that the barrier was down the army was rushing in, ready to fight even though there was nothing left to kill. "Aylen," Andrew said softly, "Can you take us somewhere quiet?"
Aylen nodded, eyes still clouded with confusion and hope, and suddenly all of them were outside of the city, inside the trees, surrounded by green and orange and yellow and red. Surrounded by life. Andrew closed his eyes, breathing deeply.
He'd honestly never thought he'd see the sun again. He'd never thought he'd see green again. He held his hands out, feeling the heat, feeling the air, and he felt alive.
The power was humming through him, fully part of him, no longer separate, no longer distant, and Andrew could FEEL everything. He could feel the grass growing, the trees moving, the mouse skittering under the dirt near his feet. It was amazing.
Andrew watched Pecos talk softly to Aylen, and fear wrapped his heart. How could Pecos survive here? How could he handle the noise, the buildings, the lack of air? How could he handle the closed-in feeling, the lack of freedom? How could he stand to be fenced in?
Pecos smiled tenderly at Aylen, and Andrew felt his fear lessen. He didn't want to go home without Pecos; he wanted them both to go, but there was something different about Pecos's eyes. Something Andrew had never seen before. Pecos was happy. Not just enjoying his day happy, but finally found what he'd been searching for after years and years happy. Pecos would be all right. He'd be all right because he had Aylen.
"Well," Andrew said, slapping his hand on Pecos's shoulder. "You're not wearing your blue shirt, the one that matches your eyes so good, but let's get you married!" Pecos turned bright red, but he grinned happily.
So in the silence of the forest, the light of the sun, and the breeze of the wind, Andrew and the others bore witness as Pecos and Aylen pledged themselves to each other for all eternity, husband and wife. Andrew had never seen anyone look as happy as Aylen did when she took Pecos's hand in her own and whispered, "I love you, Pecos, truly, today, yesterday, forever."
It seemed fitting that such a black, dark day should end with joy and light. Andrew only wished it didn't have to end at all.
"Now it really is time," Ahanu said, staring at Andrew.
"Why?" Andrew asked. "Why does it have to be time?"
Ahanu sighed. "Fine. A celebration. AND THEN it's really time."
Andrew grinned. "You know you love it when I argue with you." Ahanu snorted. "Will I see you again?"
"Our conversations are just beginning to improve," the shaman said with a one-shouldered shrug.
"So is that a yes?"
Ahanu winked and disappeared, reappearing a minute later with a humongous cartload of food. And then again with chairs and tables. And then again with a steaming pot of coffee.
Fred's mom looked completely flabbergasted, and Ahanu seemed to enjoy showing off, because he bowed to Fred's mom, disappeared again, and returned with a bouquet of flowers, handing them to her. Reid growled, wrapping his arm tightly around her shoulders.
Andrew sighed. I guess this is the end, he thought sadly. More like a new beginning, Pecos responded. Maybe so.
Andrew watched his small tribe laugh and eat. He watched Doyle, Joe, and Charlie drink their coffee, grinning slightly. He could tell they were ready, ready to go, ready to go home, but they were waiting for him. It would be so much duller without Pecos. You'll be alright. Stop listening to my thoughts! Stop thinkin' so damn loud!
Andrew drifted away, towards a tall evergreen tree he could see just over a small rise. When he reached it, he climbed to the top, sitting on the very last branch and surveying the view. He could just barely see the smoke of his city from here. He hadn't exactly saved it. A war had been waged there after all. But he hadn't lost, not in the end. His soul had been scarred but not destroyed. He was still whole, and he was free.
He relived that last moment, remembering the sadness he'd felt when her eyes turned completely black. A tear trickled down his cheek, and he swiped it away angrily. How could he mourn her? She was evil. She'd chosen to be evil. But for some reason he couldn't help but mourn that lost, sad girl he'd first met. He mourned Meli, not the Black Shaman.
He pulled a crumpled photo from his pocket and gazed at the happy faces of his mom and Vick. He was glad they'd been so happy. Glad they had had each other. He twisted the photo into a branch, turning it so the sun was shining on his mom's face. They could stay here, where the sun would shine on them, the rain splash on them, the wind blow past them. They were part of this place, and he was leaving them behind.
He traced a finger down his mom's face, trying to erase the other memory of her, the one where she died. Trying to only see her this way, happy.
He heard a soft fluttering of wings and knew they had come. Brothers, he thought. You honor me. He raised his eyes. They were all around him; there were so many the tops of the trees looked black. Why? Why did you choose me?
Dean, Sam, and Nunya settled on Andrew's branch, and Dean sent an image, an image of a boy, a boy Andrew almost didn't recognize. It was him, cutting the string away from a tangled raven, freeing him, freeing Dean. Andrew laughed softly. He hadn't recognized Dean, hadn't known.
Sam sent an image of them hunting with Andrew, and Andrew felt a twist of grief. "I can't," he whispered. "I'm going home." He sent them an image of the ranch. Nunya sent an image of them hunting on the ranch with him. "You would go with me?" Andrew asked in surprise. Dean pecked his hand, and Andrew laughed. "I'm glad; I would have missed you."
Andrew stood, feeling the wind swirl around his feet. Thank you, brothers. Thank you. I wish you long life, happy hunting, good winds, and most of all, I wish you freedom. Fly! Be free! Feel the wind on your face, the rain on your wings, the sun on your feathers! Fly!
All the ravens, except three, flapped their wings and took to the sky. Andrew watched them go, wishing he could fly with them one last time.
He dropped from the tree to find Doyle waiting for him. "You ready?" Doyle asked.
Andrew felt a lump rise in his throat. "I don't want to leave him."
"He'll be alright."
"I know." It was stupid. He was finally going home, but he wanted just a little longer. He wished they could all take one last ride, play one more game of cards, share one more terrible joke. But Ahanu was right; it was time.
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Andrew felt Pecos's eyes and turned to look at him. Take good care of the ranch.
It's yours now. Andrew grinned, trying to cover his sadness, trying to be happy.
He stepped towards Pecos, then turned to Aylen, hugging her and whispering in her ear, "Watch over him; he'll need your help." Aylen nodded, tears in her eyes. Andrew looked at her, enjoying the joy on her face. "Thank you for everything," he said. "You… I'll miss you." She hugged him tightly, and Andrew felt her healing power course through him one last time.
Andrew held out his hand to Pecos, grinning widely. "Rule number one," Andrew said softly, trying not to cry. Pecos took Andrew's hand, shaking it, then pulled Andrew in for a hug.
"You're a good man, boy," Pecos said gruffly. "I'll…"
"I know," Andrew said. "Me too."
Andrew stared at Pecos a moment longer, missing him already, wanting to remember him just like this, with that happy light to his eyes. "Every time I hunt," Andrew said, "I take you with me." Pecos nodded, eyes strangely bright.
Andrew couldn't look at Pecos any longer, couldn't bear a long goodbye, so he turned and watched his friends. The sun was setting, casting pink and orange light across their faces. Andrew was glad he'd had this last moment, this moment to see them in the sun, happy and alive.
Clara was holding Fred's hand, and Andrew smiled, glad they had each other. He gave them both quick hugs, knowing he'd miss their enthusiasm and their chatter.
"Keep writing," Andrew said, grinning widely at Clara. "I've decided that's how you use the power."
Clara's face brightened. "Do you think so?"
"Absolutely. I'm sorry I won't ever know how your story ends."
"Me too," Clara said with a wobbly grin. "I'll miss you," she added, wiping tears from her eyes.
"I'll miss you too. Take good care of Fred," he added in a whisper, hugging her one last time.
He shook hands with Reid, and then turned to Fred's mom. Now that it was done, now that he'd saved them, he could know. "Fred's mom, I never did get your name?"
Her brow wrinkled in confusion, but she smiled and said, "Evie."
"Evie," Andrew said, committing it to memory. "Thank you. You raised an incredible son." She blushed, tears rushing to her eyes. "And these?" Andrew asked, ruffling all five children's hair and waving awkwardly at the baby.
Evie pointed to each of her children, naming them. "Iris and Lila, Clive and Max, Nellie, and Simon."
Andrew grinned at them. "Be good for your mom," he said. Then Andrew put an arm around Fred's shoulders, pulling him close, "Take care of them," Andrew whispered. "What's mine is yours." Fred nodded. "Sorry 'bout Foxy," Andrew added.
"Just a car," Fred said, shrugging. "A beautiful, beautiful car."
"Thank you," Andrew said. "You… anyway, thank you, for everything."
"We don't say thanks," Fred said with a wobbly grin.
Andrew laughed and surveyed everyone one last time. He watched Charlie, Joe, and Doyle shake hands with Pecos and smile at Aylen. He watched Reid put his arm around Evie. He watched Fred's siblings chase after one dog that wasn't evil and another super-yummy-smelling dog.
He'd won. They'd won. They were his soul, and they had saved him. The Black Shaman was finally dead. And he was alive. He couldn't believe he was alive, and he was going home. To stay. Andrew smiled and faced the sun, wanting to feel this sun on his face one last time.
He opened his eyes to see Doyle, Joe, Charlie, and the ravens standing beside him, waiting. He winked at Pecos, feeling a rush of sadness, resisting the urge to hug him one last time, and said, "Let's go home."
And just like that, they were gone, as if they had never been.
Pecos stared at the empty spot, missing them already, wishing they could have had just another fight or two. He would've liked to see the boy in action again. It was truly something to see. He wondered if he'd ever see them again, but he didn't feel like he would. This felt like the end.
The perfect silence was shattered by a loud beep. Fred frowned, pulling his phone from his pocket and looking at it. "That's weird," he finally said.
"What?" Pecos asked, tearing his eyes from the spot where they had stood. He felt Aylen's hand slip into his own, and he squeezed it softly. He wasn't meant to be here, in this place, in this time; he had no idea how he'd go on, but he would never leave her. Not when she was finally his.
"Andrew just sent me an email."
"What?"
"An email, it's like a letter but over…"
"No," Pecos interrupted, "I get that. How?"
"I don't know."
"What's it say?"
Fred looked up. "It says, 'Pecos, go to the ranch'."
Fred was so freaky good at what he did that in spite of the military taking possession of the city and combing through it looking for the source of the chaos, it only took him a week to get everything sorted.
Wes Andrews was a causality of the unknown plague that had nearly devoured the entire city, leaving all his worldly possessions to one Pecos Bill Haveland, who hadn't existed but did now.
Pecos Bill Haveland had been born in Texas thirty some years ago, and by the time Fred was done, Mr. Haveland was a millionaire, married to his high school sweetheart, Aylen Whyte, and owned a beautiful, sleek, blue 1967 Mustang named Sweet Mint. Pecos picked out the Mustang himself, saying it reminded him of a horse he'd once had.
Pecos and Aylen left for Texas as soon as Fred handed them the paperwork. It took one day for Aylen to prove to Pecos that she didn't know how to drive, and two days for Pecos to learn how to drive.
He didn't mind driving; it was fast enough sometimes, although he could run faster, but he didn't care for the times they sat in solid traffic, how could there be so many people in one place, or the times he had to stop at the little red signs even though no one else was coming.
Most of all he just missed the feel of life, of thought, of connection between him and his horse. The boy was right. A car wasn't alive. Not like a horse.
But the driving wasn't the worst of it. He didn't understand what went on outside the car, in the world around him.
"Why's everyone in such a hurry?" he asked Aylen as they drove through one town.
"I do not know. Everyone is like that now."
"Where're they all goin'?"
"Work, to eat, to get coffee, who knows."
"To get coffee?"
"You would not like it."
"Huh." Pecos already missed Doyle's coffee. It'd been days since he'd had it. Aylen only made tea, which was all right he supposed, but it wasn't coffee. He'd tried one of those new-fangled coffee pots, but it didn't make coffee. It made… brown water. He shuddered at the thought.
Several people walked in front of him, eyes trained on their hands, and he asked, "But why don't they ever look up from those black boxes, those phones? Why don't they ever look at the sky or…" Pecos paused. He couldn't actually see the sky from here. He couldn't see anything except grey. Everything was grey.
"I do not know," Aylen said wistfully. "I miss the open air."
"How long did you live in the city?"
"From the day Andrew was born."
They fell into silence, both of them missing him more than they had expected.
As they drove through town after town Pecos wondered what had happened to the world. He had been to more than a few towns in his day, and he'd never liked them. But these cities were even worse.
They were terribly loud and ugly. The food was awful, the noise unbearable, and it seemed as if he could drive for hours without seeing any semblance of life or nature, just buildings and buildings and buildings.
"I still don't understand why I have to use this damn credit card," he muttered when he and Aylen paid for their hotel room one night. "I ain't never used credit in my life. Where's the money? How do they even know I paid?"
Aylen smiled her calm smile, wrapping her hand over his. "They just do."
Pecos frowned at her. He was starting to understand why the boy had always found that to be annoying.
The hotel man looked Pecos up and down. "Are you certain you want the penthouse suite, sir?"
"Don't I look certain?" Pecos growled. The man paled and took the card without further comment. So what if his clothes were covered in dust? At least he didn't look like some kind of fool walking around in all different sorts of colors and patterns, holes all over, naked arms covered in strange pictures.
Fred had gotten Pecos new, modern clothes, but Pecos had thrown them out immediately after he'd tried them on, feeling a pang of grief at the knowledge Enrica wouldn't be waiting at home for him, needle ready to mend whatever needed it.
A lot of things the boy had said made more sense to him now. It was no small wonder he hadn't wanted to be part of this, to live here, to die here. Pecos wasn't overly happy to be part of it himself, but every time he started to wonder if he had made a mistake, if he'd ever figure this new world out, if he'd be able to live here, he looked at Aylen, his wife, after all this time, his wife, and he knew she was worth it, no matter what.
He'd loved her from the day they'd met, from the moment she'd looked him in the eyes and spoken to him. He'd never heard anything so beautiful, so lovely. It had been for her he had left them, for her he had donned the skin of man, for her he had learned to speak. And she was finally his. It didn't matter where they were, when they were, they were together.
They finally left the cities behind them and entered the empty plains of Texas. Pecos breathed deeply, grateful for the open space, for the sky.
"Do you mind sleepin' outside tonight?" he asked.
"I would love it!" she replied with a cheery laugh.
Pecos found a level spot, stopped the car, and they sat on the hood of Sweet Mint, staring out at the emptiness.
"I missed it," Aylen breathed. "You know… I mean… it might…"
"I know," Pecos said. He knew there was a chance it wouldn't be there. It had been a long time, and lots of things had happened. But he hoped. He hoped.
He built a fire, and they drank in the silence, staring at the brilliant, twinkling stars. "What do you think he's doing?" Aylen asked thoughtfully.
"Riding his horse. Still a bit mad 'bout that," Pecos growled. "Ruined a perfectly good horse." Aylen laughed loudly, and Pecos grinned. She'd never laughed enough before.
"And after that, he'll drink a whole pot of Doyle's coffee. That boy's addicted." Aylen laughed again. "Don't suppose you could learn to make coffee like Doyle?" he asked hopefully.
"Don't suppose," she replied softly.
"Damn." He grinned when he heard a far-off coyote howl. He was close to home now. He could feel it.
By mid-morning the next day they reached a simple wire fence, stretching as far as the eye could see, connected by a looming gate which stood over a two-track dirt road which ran over the plains and into the horizon. It was the border of the ranch. His ranch. The emblazoned sign on the gate read "Sure Thing Ranch".
"Sure Thing Ranch?" Aylen asked softly.
Pecos shrugged. Didn't mean much to him, except Joe and the others had said "sure thing" a lot when he'd told them to do something. He was just relieved to see that this, this fence, this border, was still standing, still here.
They spent the entire day driving through open plains; plains Pecos recognized even though more than a hundred and fifty years had passed since he'd last seen them. There were none of those confounded electrical lines marring the view and not a single loud plane flew overhead.
It was silent and teeming with cactuses and grass and cattle and life, just like it had been when Pecos had first seen it as a young man. As they bumped into the ranch yard Pecos began to grin. It was here. It was still here. The ranch house stood tall, looking just as it had when he'd left a couple months ago.
"Welcome home, Mrs. Haveland," he said, laughing as he parked Sweet Mint at the edge of the yard.
A young boy, maybe five or six years old, ran across the yard to greet them. "Are you Pecos Bill?" he asked excitedly. "Are you him?"
Pecos grinned, picking up the boy and setting him on the roof of the car. "I am. And who might you be?"
"Name's Doyle. Dad!" the boy yelled. "Pecos's here!"
Aylen hadn't spoken, but now she took Pecos's hand, looking just as shocked as he felt. "It wasn't here," she whispered. "It was gone; everything was gone. He saved it for you."
Pecos frowned, trying to imagine his ranch gone, a world without it, but he couldn't. The boy had made sure he had a place in this crazy world. A place where he could breathe.
A tall, lean man stepped from the barn, huge hat perched on his head, grinning widely as he walked to greet them.
"I can't believe you're actually here!" he exclaimed, crooked grin eerily familiar, He shook Pecos and Aylen's hands and looked Pecos up and down. "You're exactly as he described. Come on then."
The man began to stride across the yard, and that's when Pecos noticed the other houses. Six that he could see, spread out but semi-circled around the original ranch house, all facing the sunrise.
"Kept it clean for you," the man was saying as he pushed the door open and motioned for Pecos to go inside. "Great-great, well, Grandpa Andrew left you a present in the den." The man squeezed Pecos's shoulder before turning and heading back outside. "It really is great to finally meet you," he said before shutting the door and leaving Pecos all alone inside his empty house.
Aylen hadn't followed him, and part of Pecos wished she had. His house had never been so empty before. It had always been filled with life, singing, and laughter. He found it hard to believe he'd never see them again, never hear Joe's music, the slide of Doyle's knife across wood, the certainty in Charlie's voice when he said it was so, Enrica's singing in the kitchen, or Carmina's giggling laugh.
Pecos closed his eyes, letting the grief roll over him, feeling it, knowing he would always miss them, knowing she was worth it, knowing he loved her more than anything, knowing he finally had an entire lifetime to be with her.
He walked slowly into the den and turned, looking; everything was exactly the same. His books, Doyle's carvings, the card table, Joe's desk, the corner where Charlie liked to sit and listen. It had only been a few months since he'd been here, but it had been so long. He could still smell the smoke from the fire, still hear the notes from Joe's harmonica.
The only thing that was different was the enormous frame hanging over the fireplace. Pecos stepped closer. The frame held a black and white photograph of a group of smiling people and one very annoyed looking horse.
Pecos chuckled, recognizing Widow Maker, Joe, Charlie, Doyle, and Enrica instantly, although they were older than they had been when he'd last seen them. There were other people surrounding them; some Pecos didn't know or recognize, some he did, but he knew the man in the middle.
It was the boy, all grown up. Taller than he had been, with long legs and laughing eyes, lips curved in a crooked, mischievous grin. He had one hand on Doyle's shoulder and his other arm around a short woman who was wearing pants and a vest. The woman's eyes sparkled playfully, and she had one hand on the head of a young boy who resembled the boy outside and her other hand rested on the handle of her knife.
Pecos frowned, looking at her more closely and suddenly burst out laughing. He would have never guessed it but seeing them together, it made perfect sense. He couldn't imagine anyone but the boy being able to put up with Jane Falke. And he imagined Jane was up to the task of keeping the boy in line too.
He noticed a box sitting underneath the photograph, read the tag that said "To Pecos", and lifted the lid. There was a neatly folded letter sitting inside.
"Pecos," the letter read. "I know it's probably only been a few days for you; but for me it's been a lifetime, and I've missed you. No need to say it back, I know you do too. The ranch is whole, just as you left it, plus a few houses, kids, and horses. And maybe a few more cattle; I can't be sure. Joe lost count at some point.
"It's silent here. Just like it was then, and it's been waiting for you. There are so many things I wished you were here for; so much I wished you could've seen. Like when Carmina rode Widow Maker, and Charlie finally met his match. The birth of Widow Maker's first devil… I mean high-spirted offspring. And the arrival of my own son, Bill. How I wish you could have met him, rode with him, hunted with him.
"So I wrote it all down for you. You were always with us, and we'll always be with you. We're all here. Parts of us, the spirit of us, will always be here. Our children, our children's children, and so on and so forth. Take good care of them. They're yours now.
"It may surprise you to learn I married Jane Falke, but let me tell you she is one hell of a woman! I told you all about how we met in the journals I wrote for you.
"Anyway, tell everyone hi; and thank you, Pecos, for everything.
"Boy."




Epilogue
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At that same moment, somewhere in the vast ocean of time, a boy, no, a man, howled loudly as he rode his horse across the endless prairies of his ranch. The world swirled on around him, filled with senseless death and hatred, anger and greed. But here, in this oasis, he'd found his place, his place in time, his purpose, his peace, and a fragile balance held everything together.
Elsewhere, much closer, in fact, than the boy would have liked, Ahanu propped his feet on his table, lit his pipe, and pulled out his very last square of chocolate. "And now for a bit of fun," he said, chuckling softly.
The Very, Very End of
The Legend of Andrew Rufus




Wonderful Readers,

 
Thank you so much for reading my series, THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS. Andrew, Pecos, Doyle, Charlie, Joe, Widow Maker, Aylen, Ahanu, and all the other characters are very dear to my heart. I honestly do not feel as if I wrote their story; I feel as if they told me their story, and I merely wrote it down for them.
I was sad to see Andrew's story end. But all good stories have an end, and this one is no exception. Fortunately, I have another story to share. A story about Janey Falke. And believe you me, she is one "hell of a woman"!
If you're interested, please visit the Lone Ghost website and join the VIP mailing list.
Regards,
M.M. Crumley
COMING:
Keep your eyes peeled for
SAINT KILLER
A JANEY FALKE NOVEL
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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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