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DEDICATION

To David Farland,

Master storyteller, master teacher

May his soul rest in peace

And to my two Melissas

Who have both embraced the writer in me

And have faithfully encouraged me

Always

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Casey Waters parked his pale blue Honda Civic alongside the dark, deserted street.  The dashboard clock read ten forty-one.

Three minutes.  Wow, talk about cutting it close.  I hope third time’s the charm.

His wife Amanda certainly wouldn’t be happy if he missed it this time.

He turned off the headlights, shut off the car, and opened the door.  He stood outside, breathing in the humid, August air.  Mosquitoes and moths swirled around the nearby streetlights.

He bolted across the street, down the alley, then stopped at the bottom of the wooden stairs.  Thank God he was the only one here.  Last year, he missed his first opportunity because he got stopped for going seventy-two in a fifty-five.  An eighty-dollar speeding ticket, along with a firm scolding from his beloved, and the keys to the literary kingdom were taken away from him.

Seven months ago, he tried for a second time, only to have someone beat him to it.  Last month, she was named by several prominent media outlets as the next hottest paranormal romance author to grace the publishing industry.

Should’ve been me.  Although I’m not a fan of the genre.  I wonder if I get a choice.  I’ll soon find out.

He climbed the sturdy wooden stairs, one at a time, feeling like a burglar on his first outing.  At the top, two flights up, were two doors: a normal-sized one and a smaller one, the latter less than half the size of the other.  He took out his cell phone.

Ten forty-three.  He couldn’t knock too early either.  Then he would go home empty-handed.  Again.

As the time turned to ten forty-four, he shoved the phone into his back pocket, took a deep breath, and knocked on the small door.  Seven knocks.  Not too fast.  Not too slow.  Each knock distinct.

The door slowly opened inward, its hinges creaking.  A deep, gurgling voice emerged from inside.  “Name?”

“Casey A. Waters.”

A pale orange light emitted from within, flickering like a flame, and a gray-skinned hand shot out.  In its grip was a crumpled roll of paper.

“Remember the three rules,” the voice said.  “Only one per lifetime.  Share it with no one.”

He took the paper, his hands trembling.

“Lastly, read the paper.  All of it.”

The door slammed shut.
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The first time he heard about the mysterious door was at a book signing for a well-known bestselling author.

Casey couldn’t recall the author’s name, but then again he was twelve at the time and thought the author might not even be alive now.  He could vaguely visualize the cover of the book she was on tour with—horses, maybe two, and a dark blue background, with a woman clad in white—but had never been able to locate the book over the years.  If he bought the book that day, it was either stashed away in his parents’ attic, collecting dust, or it was tossed away, like so many of his belongings from his youth.

Anyway, during the Q & A, someone in the front row asked the author where she got her ideas.

She sighed, took a swig from a tall glass of water, and said, “A few hundred miles from my hometown, there’s a small town.  Behind a hardware store—I pray it’s still there—is a secret door.”  She put her fingers up to her lips.  “Promise not to tell anyone?  Good.  Anyway, there is an old set of wooden stairs in the alley behind the store, leading up to a pair of doors.  On the night of a full moon, at exactly ten forty-four, knock seven times on the smaller door and the best idea in the world will be given to you.  That’s where the idea for this came from.”  She held up the book, her biggest bestseller to date.

There was even a massive movie deal in the works too.

For decades, visions of the stairs popped into his mind.  He knew it was all BS.  It had to be.  No way a mysterious door, found only in a small town in the United States, could be the key to literary success.

But what if it wasn’t?

He published a few pieces in regional magazines, but when it came to publishing in national publications, all he got were rejections.  Even with the inspiration of Stephen King and the proverbial spike on the attic wall, he could never seem to break out of the rejection cycle.

Amanda didn’t seem to mind his determination, and even thought of his little hobby as cute.  He tried his hand at indie-publishing, but the only ones who consistently bought his works were Amanda and his mother.  Once or twice a month, sales would trickle in from other corners of the globe, but nothing spectacular.  When he received royalty payments, he could splurge just beyond the dollar menu at one of the many fast food restaurants in town.

One night, after making love, he told Amada about the mysterious door.

“You think it’s real?” she asked.

“It can’t be,” he said.  “All authors get asked where they get their ideas.  It’s the number one question they get asked, and they all hate answering it.”

She shrugged.  “Maybe they all know, but can’t say.  She said it was supposed to be a secret.  Who was it?”

He couldn’t remember, no matter how hard he tried.

“Was the movie ever made?”

Again, he couldn’t remember.

Oddly enough, as they drove out to Yellowstone for their honeymoon, they stopped for lunch at a Cracker Barrel restaurant in Bismarck, North Dakota.  Their waitress looked familiar to him, but he didn’t know why at the time.

Now, as he contemplated the author who gave the specific answer to a most unwanted question, he couldn’t help but recall that the waitress looked a bit like the author.

Creativity had always been a strange topic to decipher, even as far back as mankind walked the earth.  Those who speak of it look up and say they know who gave them the inspiration.

But if that was true, then how would God approve of the serial killer thriller he had been working on for the past five years?
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He started up the Civic and let it idle.  His hands shook as he turned on the interior lights.

He smoothed out the paper given to him by the mysterious gray hand.  The paper had the same thickness as a paper grocery bag, but wasn’t as coarse.  It was smooth, the edges uneven.  He read it carefully, word for word.

He gasped, feeling a jolt of energy surge through him.  He couldn’t believe his luck.  It was an idea for a serial killer thriller, similar to what he was working on, but the idea gave him a new direction.  A better direction.

He drove all night, stopping only twice to pee and refuel.  The low fuel indicator turned on as he pulled into his driveway.  Amanda was already up, coffee brewing, oatmeal on the stove.

“Did you make it in time?” she asked.

He nodded, holding up the crumpled piece of paper.

“Is it good?”

Again, he nodded.

She grinned.  “Then you better go write.  Or are you hungry?”

“Later,” he said.  “My mind is swimming right now.  I need to start on this.  Right away.”

He wrote for four hours without a break.  He couldn’t believe that the words on the paper gave him so much inspiration, so much clarity.  He had the skills.  He knew how to write.

All he needed was the idea.

And here it was.

He then wondered if there were other doors like it around the world.  No way it could be an American phenomena.  Where did Dickens or Tolkien, Shelley or Christie get their ideas?  Even Rowling, for that matter.

And was it only for authors?

Then again, so many other creative works started out as books.
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Finding the door was a chore.

The author from his youth said it was a few hundred miles from her hometown.

But if he didn’t know who the author was, where could he even begin?  He spent months scouring the internet—Google Maps was a friend for sure—looking for an alley behind a hardware store, with a set of wooden stairs leading up to two doors.  One door was normal and the other was smaller.

But Lord knew if the hardware store even existed now.

He woke up at five each morning, wrote until seven, and then got ready for work.  His office job was a bore, but it gave him good benefits, a steady paycheck, and time to write during his breaks and lunches.  During the eighteen-minute commute, he brainstormed whatever story he was working on, and made notes throughout the day.  At night, he devoted himself to Amanda and finding the mysterious door, although he delved more into the latter as time went on.

He eliminated county after county, state after state.  There were thousands of small towns—depending on one’s definition of a small town, that is.  Next to Los Angeles or New York City, a town the size of Fargo, North Dakota, bustling with over a hundred thousand people, would be considered small.

He soon stumbled upon a message board for wanna-be writers, and started a thread theory about a mysterious door that gave out great ideas for books.  Most thought it was garbage—why would there be something like that?—but he had to try.

“It’s somewhere in Iowa,” one messenger said after claiming he too had heard about it.  “Near the writers workshop.”

That made sense.  So many things started in Iowa.  Election cycles, high school standardization tests, and even the prominent Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa, in Iowa City.

So why not this?

Iowa was littered with small towns.  He worked his way from north to south, gradually marking off one county after another.

Then he found it.
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His hands trembled as he spied the envelope from the New York City literary agent.  The rest of the mail, mainly bills and junk mail, fell onto the counter.  He ripped it open and
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