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      Maicoh pulled into Glenwood Springs, Colorado at three p.m. on the busiest day in the world, apparently. The summer solstice was on him, and everyone and his neighbor was apparently going to the hot springs pool.

      Thank the spirits, Mai was there to rent a cabin out in the woods and just rest for a bit, not socialize or swim.

      The best fucking part was that no one had seen a wolf in the Glenwood area since the fifties. Maybe before. There was a Wolf Creek and a lady accountant whose last name was Wolf, but that was it.

      Halle-fucking-lujah.

      If he never again saw another one of his kind, it would be too soon.

      He stomped into the real estate office, the warnings stating: No Parking; Valerie Trumble Real Estate Office Only Monday-Sunday; All Others Will Be Towed were completely cool with him because his happy ass was signing a three-month lease.

      “May I help you?” The little chick behind the counter wore a flowy, if way too short, dress and even longer, more flowy hair. She looked like a hippie pixie.

      “I have an appointment to sign a lease on a cabin.”

      “Oh, Mr. Eagleheart. Yes. Victoria is waiting for you. Please, come on back.”

      Bouncing. She was bouncing. Or maybe it was bobbing. Something. Hell, maybe she was dancing. That he understood.

      Mai bit back a grin, surprised when it felt as if his face didn’t stretch that way any longer.

      “Victoria, Mr. Eagleheart. Mr. Eagleheart, the best boss on earth.” The pronouncement was very serious.

      “Good to meet you.” This time he did smile, sticking out his hand.

      Victoria was older, creased around the eyes, and she exuded a warm, I-love-people vibe. She shook his hand firmly. “Good to meet you in person, Maicoh.” She even pronounced his name right.

      “Thank you, ma’am. It’s a great town you’ve got here.”

      “Isn’t it? It’s a wee bit magical, if you look beyond the summer tourists.”

      “I like the canyon a lot. The red stone is stunning.”

      “The river is running great, too, if that’s your thing.” She pulled out the paperwork. “It’s all been filled out as per the emails. I just need a signature.”

      He read over the lease, nodding. It was all the same as his emails, so he signed with a flourish, happy to be settling somewhere for a bit.

      “You’re all set up. The owner is willing to discuss a longer-term lease at the end of this one. Please just let me know.” Victoria offered him another grin. “Do you have any questions?”

      “Just one. This cabin is pretty, uh, isolated, right? I’m needing solitude.”

      “It is. You’ll see some river activity during the day, I’m sure, but they’ll move by quickly.” She seemed certain, so he handed back the lease.

      “Good deal. I’m not doing anything illegal, I promise.” He was just tired. So tired.

      “Of course not. Sometimes, a man needs his space. We have that here.”

      “Thanks.” He’d thought there was enough space for all of them down around Shiprock, but he’d been wrong. Really wrong.

      She handed him the keys, and that was that. He had a place of his own for a bit.

      He waved at her on the way out and headed back to his truck. Mai itched to get settled, but he had to grab provisions. Food, water, coffee.

      Mmm. Coffee.

      Mai decided to stop in town for a latte. He loved milk and coffee together so much. It was an addiction, but it was the one he had, so he’d take it. There were a metric fuckton of coffee shops in town, but the one that caught his attention had a huge, carved wooden bear standing in front. Steeping Spirit.

      Rock on.

      He pulled in and parked then wandered into the shop. The smell of coffee and chai hit him, and he breathed deep.

      “Oh, I know that face. That’s an ‘I need coffee’ face.”

      Oh, lord, that woman was stacked to the ceiling. She wore a little tank top and shortie shorts, and she grinned at him as if he were a wolf’s supper.

      The place was adorable, as well—rustic and filled with good smells of pastry and cream and coffee. Every wall was lined with tables, and the center of the place held huge couches and low tables. There were mugs on tiny shelves all along the counter.

      “Are those for if I get a coffee for here?” He was curious more than anything, but one cup called to him. The curves of the sides and the odd, almost quirky twist of the handle fascinated him.

      “They are. Those don’t leave the shop. Most of them are handmade by a local artist.” She grinned wide. “What can I get you?”

      “I think a small latte.” He nodded to the leaf-green cup that really spoke to his gut. “Can I have the green one?”

      “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. That’s Ash’s cup. No one uses that one.”

      “Ash?” The name brought back a flood of memories from his younger, happier days. He saw a flash of the greenest eyes, a wild mass of hair and a pointed chin. Laughing, singing, dancing in the firelight, tail up and pale in the moon.

      She nodded. “He’s a local artist, guide, jack-of-all-trades. Great guy, but that’s his cup.”

      “Oh.” His nose quivered, searching for any hint of a familiar scent.

      “He made it, dug the clay and everything. He even signed the bottom.”

      Maicoh blinked. “I know it’s gonna sound weird, but can I see the bottom? I won’t touch it.”

      “Sure.” She shrugged and winked. “It’s not particularly fragile, honey.”

      “Thanks.” He took the cup from her and turned it over in his hands. His heart stopped for a moment at what he saw.

      The scribble was familiar as his own breath. The stylized wolf paw had been on every note Ash had ever written, from grade school to goodbye.

      Goodbye had been the hardest, no doubt about it. Fucking futile, too, since Mai had been driven out of the pack, too.

      “You okay, man? You’re white as a sheet.”

      “Yeah. I…yeah. Can I get that latte to go?” Mai handed back the cup, his whole body feeling numb.

      “Sure. Sure, no problem.” She made the drink, motions efficient and quick, her concern pouring off her in waves.

      Mai licked his lips, trying to right his world. “So, does Ash live around here?”

      “In a matter of speaking. Ash is a nomad. He lives wherever he can. Sometimes he’s on the river, in the park, on someone’s couch. He’s a free spirit.”

      A free spirit. Well, that was good, right? Ash had never played by the rules.

      Lord have mercy, he felt like… Well, he felt like screaming a bit, to be honest. He was supposed to be leaving everything behind. Instead, he was so close to Ash, his past coming back to haunt him.

      “Thanks.” He handed over a ten. “Keep the change.”

      “For real? Thanks, honey. That’s dear.”

      “No problem.” Mai summoned a smile for her then turned on his heel and went back to his truck. Go to the cabin. Settle in. Don’t look for Ash.

      What were the fucking chances? Seriously. Why would Ash be here?

      He drove to the cabin, the river burbling and bubbling happily, and he found himself momentarily distracted by the beauty of the landscape. His hands itched to pull out his wood and stone to start working on his next project.

      He forced himself to unpack the few items from his truck first, to settle and spread himself and his scent about. It was important. The coffee helped, clearing his head some.

      If Ash was here, it didn’t matter. They’d gone their separate ways, years ago. Ash had been a coward, refusing to either submit or fight for position in the pack. Everyone knew that you had to have a position—you could either be the whipping boy or someone who wielded the whip. Ash, though, he simply chose to leave.

      You had to choose one.

      Mai looked down at his hands, which he’d clenched into fists, then he sighed. He’d fought. Clawed his way up the pack’s social structure.

      He’d lost his place anyway.

      It made no fucking sense. Nothing did these days. He’d be damned if he wasted more time than he already had, so he just pulled out knives and forks and plates, his few boxes not enough to fill half a corner of the cabin.

      Still, there was a bed, a clearing and the Colorado singing away alongside it. This was a good home.

      He got everything put away and the bed made. Then he pulled out his carving tools and a piece of twisted cedar. Time to work.

      This nonsense with Ash simply didn’t matter.
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      Ash wandered into the Spirit around three, his stomach trying to eat its way out. “Angela! Angela, is Nathan here?”

      “Haven’t seen him since you decided to get stoned without me last weekend.”

      “Don’t pout, lady bear.” He went and touched cheeks with her. “Can I have a peanut butter sandwich with double peanut butter, please? I have money. Like dollars.”

      He’d taken a group on a guided hike and promised them some wild animal action. Angela’s brother, Nathan, the turd, hadn’t shown up, but Kell and Martin did. A marmot and a raven. The tips were not great, even if Kell was the biggest insane raven alive. Ash loved to listen to his hoarse song and hear the rawness of it.

      “Sure, honey. Oh, hey, speaking of dollars, someone really liked your cup yesterday.”

      “Yeah. Did you tell them I’d make them one?” He grabbed his cup, nose wrinkling. He knew that scent. Knew it so well he didn’t even have to think about it.

      Maicoh.

      The single thought sang inside him, ringing like a bell.

      Maicoh. Maicoh. Maicoh. Maicoh.

      “Oh.”

      Oh, that was totally unfair. Ash had left the pack. He’d been totally cool about walking away. Ash had worked hard not to miss Mai every day. Every day.

      “Did you tell him about me?”

      “I don’t think so, honey. What was I supposed to tell him? You’re a local and a loon.”

      He did a little dance

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/ba-tortugasquare.jpg





OEBPS/images/crossing-the-river-for-amazon-1867-x-2800.jpg
‘——%}—;’
——

~ BATORTUGA





