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  Chapter one
Introduction


Before fences crossed the plains, before railroads split the grass, and before roads ran through the dust, the Southwest was wide, dry, and hard to cross. 
The sun could bake the ground until it cracked. Storms could roll out of a clear sky and cover the land before a rider had time to turn his horse. A person could travel all day and see nothing but grass, stone, cactus, and sky.
Out there, a person had to learn the land.
They learned where cattle might run, where snakes might hide, and how far a rider could go before thirst began choosing the road.
Cowboys rode long days across that open country. They moved cattle through heat, dust, flood, and storm. 

At night, when the horses stood tired and still while the fire burned low, stories passed from one person to another.
Some stories grew so large they could hardly fit under the sky.
One of the largest was the story of Pecos Bill.
Some said Bill was lost as a baby and raised by coyotes. Some said he could ride anything with a back, rope a steer before it knew it was running, and pull a cyclone away from a herd with nothing but a rope and a stubborn horse.
Some said he knew the wild country so well that the country seemed to know him back.
Like all tall tales, the story of Pecos Bill has been told in many ways. Details change from teller to teller. No one knows exactly where the boy ended and the legend began.
That is how tall tales work.
But the heart of the story stays the same.
This book shares one version of that legend.
It begins with a wagon, a dry road, and a baby the dust did not take.






  
  Chapter two
The Boy the Desert Found


The wagon moved slowly across the dry ground. Its wheels left deep lines through the dirt. The horses kept their heads low. 
The sun was high. The air tasted like dust. There was no shade and no water. The land stretched flat in every direction.
Inside the wagon, twelve children sat close together. They were thin, tired, and quiet. The youngest was still too small to walk.
His name was Bill.
His father drove the wagon. His mother sat beside him. Neither of them had much strength left for talking.
That evening, the wagon hit a deep groove in the road and bounced hard. A loose board at the back came free. A blanket shifted, slipped through the gap, and dropped into the dust.
In the noise of wheels, wind, horses, and tired children, no one heard it fall.
Then Bill rolled out after it.
He landed small in the wide country. The wheels kept turning. The horses kept pulling. Dust rose behind the wagon and hung in the air.
The wagon did not come back.
The sky above him turned red, then purple, then dark. He did not cry. 
In the desert, night came fast. The stars came out, bright and clear in the cold sky. Something clicked in the brush. Something rustled near the stones. Far away, a coyote howled in the dark.
Bill turned toward the sound.
He did not know what it was. He only knew it was alive.
He pressed himself against a rock still warm from the sun. The dark moved around him. The sounds kept coming.
At last, too tired to stay awake, Bill closed his eyes.
By morning, even the buzzards had decided the baby was not theirs to take.
The sun rose over the empty land. The desert turned bright again.
A shadow moved across the ground and passed over Bill’s face.
Bill opened his eyes.
The wagon was gone. His family was gone. The road was only a line of tracks in the dust.
Bill did not know the word for being alone.
But he knew what it meant.
He moved one hand in the dirt.
Then something stirred in the brush.
Bill turned his head.
Something was watching him.
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  Chapter three
Raised by Coyotes


The first coyote came slowly out from behind the low bushes. 
It was thin and gray, with dust on its coat and hunger in its ribs. It stopped a few steps from Bill and stared at him.
Bill stared back.
For a long moment, neither one moved.
Two more coyotes came out behind it. They walked in a wide circle around Bill, careful and quiet.
They had lived too long in hard country to rush toward anything strange.
The first coyote lowered its head and sniffed near Bill’s face.
Bill blinked.
The coyote pulled back.
No one spoke. Bill had no words for the coyotes, and the coyotes had no words for him.
One coyote trotted back into the bushes. Another lay down in the shade of the rock, close enough for Bill to feel its warmth.
When night came again, Bill was not alone.
In the days that followed, the coyotes did not carry him away. They simply let him live.
When they moved, Bill followed.
When they drank from a hollow in the stone, Bill drank after them.
When they rested in the shade, Bill crawled close and rested too.
Bill grew.
He learned the smells of the wild country.
Water under stone.
Rain before it came.
The coyotes did not teach with words. They taught by surviving.
Bill watched, listened and remembered.
One night, the pack climbed a low ridge above a dry creek bed. The oldest coyote lifted its head and howled.
The others joined in.
Bill listened.
Then he lifted his head too.
The sound that came out of him was small and rough. It was not quite a coyote howl. It was not quite a boy’s cry.
The coyotes went silent.
Bill froze.
Then the oldest coyote howled again.
One by one, the others joined.
Bill joined them too.
His voice was thin, but it carried across the creek bed, over the stones, and into the wide night.
Years later, people would say Pecos Bill was raised by coyotes as one of their own.
Maybe that was true.
Maybe they only showed him how to stay alive.
Out there, that was enough.
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  Chapter four
Learning the Wild Country


Bill stayed with the coyotes. 
They traveled for food, water, shade, and safety. The wild country was always changing, so the pack kept moving.
Bill learned the ways of the pack. He woke with the coyotes, traveled beside them, and watched how they listened to every sound around them.
A bird flying low might mean water was nearby.
Sudden silence might mean trouble.
Bill learned to read the ground. Before long, he could tell the small tracks of birds from the quick tracks of rabbits, and the sliding mark of a snake from the heavy prints of cattle and horses.
One day, Bill found a boot print in the dirt.
He crouched beside it and stared.
The coyotes smelled the print and backed away.
Bill did not know what a boot meant yet.
But he knew the coyotes were afraid.
So he backed away too.
The years passed. Bill grew taller and stronger. His hands grew hard. His feet grew tough.
One morning, the coyotes chased a jackrabbit across open ground.
The rabbit ran fast.
Bill watched where it turned.
Then he ran another way, cut across the dirt, and caught it.
The oldest coyote came forward and took the rabbit.
Bill let it.
That was how the pack lived. What one found, the pack shared.
Bill learned snakes too.
Once, a rattlesnake coiled in front of him.
Its tail shook.
Bill stood still.
He did not reach for it. He did not step closer.
After a while, the snake slid under a rock.
Only then did Bill move.
By the time Bill was no longer small, he knew how to live in the wild country.
Bill had learned to live like the coyotes.
Soon he would meet something much bigger than a coyote.






  
  Chapter five
The First Longhorn


Days passed. Bill was nearly grown. He was not like other boys, because he had not been raised among people. He was not like the coyotes either, because he was too tall and too strong. 
He was something the wild country had made.
One morning, the pack found a muddy pool at the bottom of a narrow ditch.
A longhorn stepped out from the far side of the ditch. It was a big, tough kind of cattle with horns so long they stretched wider than Bill could reach from hand to hand.
The longhorn had come for the water.
The coyotes backed away.
Bill did not.
He stood between the longhorn and the pool.
The longhorn lowered its head. One hoof struck the dirt.
It had chased off wolves before. Everything in that country had learned to get out of its way.
Bill had not learned that lesson.
The longhorn charged.
Bill waited until the horns were almost on him. Then he jumped to the side and grabbed one horn with both hands.
The longhorn swung its head.
Bill flew through the air like a sack of flour tossed from a wagon.
But he did not let go.
His feet hit the dirt. His hands held tight.
The longhorn twisted one way. Bill twisted with it.
The longhorn pushed forward. Bill dug his heels into the ground and pushed back.
Dust rose around them.
The coyotes watched from the rocks.
The longhorn snorted. Bill held on.
The longhorn shook its
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