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Part One

Chapter One – One Door Closes

William Anderson knew he was
dying.  It was not because of the pain but rather the lack
thereof.  For the past five years, there had never been a day when he
was absent of pain.  Oh, in the beginning, the drugs
had worked fairly well but as time progressed and as
cancer spread no amount of pain medication could dampen it enough so
that he was comfortable.  But today he had awoken and the
pain was gone.  He knew that was his body’s way
of telling him that it had had enough and that it was ready to shut
down.

He was not a man afraid of
death.  He had reconciled a long time ago that death was just the end
of the natural order of things.  He did not believe that he was
going to heaven or the opposite place.  He was reasonably sure that
there was no God, loving or otherwise as he had seen proof of God’s
absence throughout his life.

He thought back to just a
few days ago when his ex-wife had come for a final
visit.  She was determined that in his last and final days that she
could convince him to make a reconciliation with the God she so
loved and adored.  It was her belief in God and his
lack of belief that had led them to the divorce court, but now she
was sure that she could change Will’s
mind.  After all had she not heard the old saying, “there are no
atheists in foxholes,” many times?  When a man or a woman came face
to face with the reality of final judgment most if not all decide
to reconcile with their maker.  And she was positive that Will
would be no different.

And so she had come to call
and she brought her minister as a backup.  Surely Will would listen to a
man of the cloth if not to her.

As she entered the room and
saw the man she had lived with for more than half of her life she
felt a rush of empathy for him.  She could tell he was near his
final breath and she went to his bedside and took his hand in
hers.

“You know I still love you, Will?”

“I have never doubted that
for a minute, Amy?  I just wished we could have
worked out our differences in the past.  Now I am afraid that it is too
late.”

“Will it is never too late
to make amends.  I brought Reverend Williams with
me today to help you to make amends with God.”

“Amy I thought we were
talking about you and me.  You know I have no faith in a
higher power.  And while Mr. Williams is
welcome in my house, I certainly do not want him trying to convert
me to a religion that I find to be hypocritical.”

“Will, why do you have to be
so stubborn?  Surely you have to realize that there is a loving God that
created all things.”

“Where was your loving God
hiding while millions of people died of
AIDS?  Was their suffering a sign of his love?”

Reverend Williams stepped
forward and took Will’s other hand.  “We do not know everything about
God’s ways.  Perhaps there is a greater reason for those people’s
suffering. Perhaps it is God’s way of telling them to repent
from their wicked ways.”

“So your loving God was so
vindictive that he not only allowed a new and terrible disease to
be created by some man-made organization but he used it to punish
millions of people? And before you go any further and try to
convince me that all those people were sinners, please remember
that a great many of the victims were
children.  Many of those contracted AIDS in their mother’s
wombs.  And how about all the Jews that Hitler gassed during the
Second World War?  Why did God allow that to
happen?  Why did he not step in and protect those people?”

“Will, all people are God’s
children.  Which ones do you think he should destroy?”

“It seems pretty clear to me
that the Nazis were the evil ones.  If there was a God, he should
have put a stop to those maniacs.”

And so the argument had
waged.  No one made any real headway as both sides were firmly
entrenched in their positions. And finally, Amy had thrown up her
hands in a gesture of defeat and had pronounced that Will was going
straight to hell unless he repented at the last
hour. 

Well, the last hour, or
nearly so, was upon him and Will had no thoughts of
repentance.  Sure he knew that he had not led a perfect
life.  He
had told his share of lies, either to avoid some unpleasantness or
to spare the feelings of others.  He chuckled as he thought of how
many poorly cooked meals he had eaten just to avoid telling Amy
that she might need some instruction in the culinary
arts.  But by and large, Will figured he had dealt fairly with his
fellow man.  And he had gone out of his way to help others whenever he
could.  So even if he was wrong about the existence of God, which he
was sure he was not, he was sure he was not destined for a life of
eternal torment.

Normally he had instructed
those in charge of his care to leave the lights
on.  He
had no trouble sleeping in a lit room and he figured he would spend
enough time in darkness later.  But tonight he wanted to fade
away with the light.  And as dusk settled across the
room he let his mind wander to his happy
place.  A
place of open ranges, of lowing cattle and loyal
horses.  He had always loved the idea of being a cowboy; he had just
been born about a hundred years too late.

And as the last vestiges of
light left the room it left his eyes for the last time as
well.  Will Anderson no longer existed.


Chapter Two - A New
Beginning

Few of us have ever known
total darkness unless, of course, we are completely
blind.  Almost everywhere we are there is some degree of light.
Perhaps it is in the form of the moon or stars, or perhaps a street
light shining through a window, or the never-ending incessant glow
of LEDs from clocks, radios, cable boxes, or digital
recorders. 

So when Will awoke to total
and complete darkness he was surprised.  He checked to his right to where
his bedside clock should be but it was not
there.  He looked to his left where the display from his cable box
should be but it too was missing.  He reached for the button that
was constantly by his hand to call for the nurse but no button was
to be found.

Now he started to become
alarmed.  Where exactly was he?  Something heavy was across his
arms and body.  Certainly, it was too heavy to
be his comforter and sheets.  He had become used to the lack
of movement but he finally tried to throw off whatever was covering
him.  It
was heavy but was not difficult to move once he found the
edge. 

Once his arms were free he
reached out to try and determine where he
was.  He
quickly realized that he was not in his bed or any bed because his
arms were level with a hard cold surface.  He must be laying on some kind
of rock or cement surface and he began to wonder if he had not been
placed in some kind of burial crypt.  If so they must have mistaken
him for being dead and buried him alive.  But that did not make sense to
him because he had no such crypt nor did he know of anyone in his
family that did.

Finally realizing that he
could not see even a few feet away from him, he tried to hone in on
his other senses.  The first thing he noticed was
that it was very cold where he was and he reached for the edge of
what had been covering him and pulled it closer to his
body.  He
then tried to listen for some sound that might be around him and he
was surprised to note that somewhere close there was a dripping
sound like water falling but not quite like a leaky
faucet. 

His next effort was to try
and smell what might be in his immediate
surroundings.  He took several large intakes of
breath.  There was an odor that was vaguely familiar to him, one that
he should easily recognize from somewhere in his
past.  It
was not an unpleasant odor although it was somewhat
musky.  He now suspected that perhaps he was not
alone.  That somewhere close by there was an animal of some
kind.  And so he suspected that instead of being in a crypt perhaps
he was in some kind of cave. 

That thought was almost as
frightening as being buried alive because of what kind of animals
live in caves.  The first thought was that bears
live in caves.  He had never been close to a
bear so he could not tell if the odor he detected could be from
such an animal or not.  But the smell was far too
familiar for that.

He thought back to his
childhood days on a farm in Western, New York State, and the odors
that he remembered from those days.  It surely was not
cattle.  They had a much ranker smell.  And then it hit
him.  What he smelled was the odor of a
horse.  But what in the name of the great horned ghost would a horse
be doing in a cave and with him no doubt?

This had to be some kind of
dream although not an unpleasant one so he curled back under his
warm covering and allowed his mind to
rest.  How much time elapsed he had no way of
knowing.  But at some point, he heard what he knew was a horse nickering
and he rolled from under what he could now see to be some kind of
animal hide.  There was a faint light that illuminated his surroundings
enough to be able to tell that he was in fact inside a cave of some
kind.  And he could see the outline of a horse not too far from where
he lay.  He rolled completely out from under the hide and surveyed what
he could see of his body.  He certainly was not dressed in
pajamas as he had been for the last several
months.  Instead, he had a checkered heavy shirt and blue jeans and on
his feet were pointed boots. 

“Wow, this is a great
dream,” he thought.  “I always wanted to be a cowboy
and here I am right down to the cowboy boots and horse.”

He then saw that the light
was rapidly increasing.  He could now clearly see his
surroundings and was surprised to note that next to where he lay
was a holstered handgun and against the wall of the cave nearly
within his reach was a rifle.  And even more surprising was the
fact that he recognized both weapons as guns that he had owned in
the past.  He could also see the horse now and was shocked that he also
recognized the horse as one he had ridden hundreds of times in his
youth.  Now he knew that this was a dream but it certainly was the
most vivid dream he had ever had. 

“Well, I might as well get
the most out of this dream,” he thought.  And so he got to his feet and
started towards the source of the light.  He had only gone a few feet when
he came to a bend in the wall and following around it he saw the
mouth of the cave and the sunlight beyond. He made his way outside
and saw that he was on a ledge of a rock
wall.  A
few feet away was a worn path that was perhaps wide enough for a
horse and rider but steep enough so that it might not be safe to
ride the horse down it. 

The sun was nearly over the
horizon across what he observed was a deep
valley.  The air was extremely cold, but not the bone-numbing cold of
winter.  It was more like early spring when you have hopes that when
the sun has fully emerged from its hiding place there is the hope
of warmth.  He wrapped his arms tightly across his chest trying to keep
what little body heat he might have
inside.  He knew that the intelligent thing would be to retreat into
the cave and find the animal hide and wrap his body back inside
it.  But
he was too intrigued by trying to find out what his purpose in this
dream could be.

He carefully scanned the
horizon and was somewhat surprised to note that for miles in all
directions he saw no signs of
civilization.  There
were no power lines or highways.  He could hear no sounds
indicating that automobiles or trucks were passing on some nearby
road.  Certainly, there were places like this on earth but they were
becoming fewer and fewer as the encroachment of man
grew.  He
then looked upward to the now well-illuminated
sky.  No
matter where he looked he could see no jet
trails.  And the sky was as clear and blue as he had ever
seen.  There was no sign of pollution of any
kind.  It
was almost as if he had been transferred back to a time before the
industrial revolution.

Satisfied that he had seen
what he could in his immediate area, he went back into the cave to
see what else had been provided for him.  The first thing he found and was
extremely grateful for was a denim jacket.  He put it on and was pleased
that it was a perfect fit.  He looked all around him and
spied two saddlebags.  They were large and when he
picked them up he noticed that they were quite heavy as
well.  Pulling on the leather strap that secured one of the bags, he
looked inside.  There was a change of clothes
including socks and underwear and what appeared to be some kind of
beef jerky that was not wrapped in
anything.  And on the bottom of the bag, he found hundreds of rounds of
ammunition for two different weapons.

“Now, I wonder why I would
need all that fire power.  Am I some kind of soldier or
perhaps a lawman of sorts?  Or maybe I am an outlaw on the
run from the law?  Or maybe I am just plain
crazy.”


Chapter Three - Time to
Explore

Seeing that his canteens
were nearly empty, he figured it was time to explore the great
outdoors.  He reached down and picked up his gun belt and strapped it on
and then like the gunfighter of old tied it down to his leg and
removed the hammer strap.  Picking up his canteens with his
left hand he made his way out of the cave entrance and to the trail
that he had seen earlier.  It was indeed narrow and steep
and he had to keep constant watch of his
step.  But after a few yards, it began to level out and widen out as
well.  There were tall bushes on either side of the trail and once he
scared a rabbit from under a bush, which set his heart
aflutter.  He had gone probably a quarter-mile when he saw an indentation
off to his left.  He stopped and studied the area
and he could see that the vegetation was growing taller and
greener.  He suspected that meant that there was a source of water
close by and since that was what he was looking for he began to
angle in that direction. 

There definitely was a path
through the bushes.  Apparently, game frequented the
area and used this route to the water
hole.  The trail began to widen out as if whatever animals used this
route would become in a hurry and spread
out.  And
then he saw it; a spring set into the rocks and water spilling out
and down the mountainside.  From the speed of the flow, he
was sure that this water would be cold and
sweet.  He had nearly reached the spring when something told him there
was danger.  He heard the sound before he saw the snake but he was almost
upon it by that time.  Everything slowed down to a
crawl.  He planted his foot to stop and he could see the coils on the
deadly snake constricting.  The head came back and launched
forward. He knew that he was going to be bitten but the
strangest thing happened.  Before the snake could strike
him he saw the head separate from the body and fly away in a bloody
mist.  It
was only then that he heard the roar of a
pistol.  He immediately looked around to see who it was that had
miraculously come to his rescue, but he saw no one.

This seemed almost
impossible for he knew that whoever had shot that snake had to be
extremely close.  Now that his heart had slowed
down to a semi-normal level, he could even smell the cordite in the
air.  Only then did he look directly down and realize that his
pistol was in his hand.  He tilted the muzzle up close to
his nose and he could tell that his weapon had just been
fired.

“This is nuts,” he
thought.  “On my best day, I could not have made that
shot.”  He had practiced long hours with a pistol and was fairly
accurate with one but only if he took his time and a two-handed
stance.  Quickdraw was not his forte.  But somehow he knew that just
this once he had been deadly fast and
accurate.  Worried that there might be more than one snake, he kicked the
dead body out of his path and carefully made his way to the
water.  Taking a long stick he began beating the bushes around the
water hole until he was satisfied that any other reptiles would
have slithered away.  He then put his revolver back in
the holster and bent down and filled both canteens to the
brim.

He thought about taking the
dead snake with him and trying to cook it, but he had no idea how
to dress a snake.  And he suspected that trying to
google the answer in that cave or near it would not be
possible.

He carefully made his way
back to the top of the path, took his canteens into the cave,
poured a generous portion of water into his hat, and gave it to the
horse.  “So what am I going to call you, old
friend?  You look like you might be aristocracy, so I think I will call
you Prince.  Come along then let’s see if we can find you a royal
meal.”

He had heard many times that
it was a fool that holstered an empty gun and he figured that he
should reload the cartridge that he had spent on the
snake.  So he took out his pistol and popped open the cylinder and
removed the spent brass.  He carefully put the empty in
his pocket as he did not know if he would need to find someone to
reload the rounds or if he could just purchase new
ones.  Satisfied that he had a full revolver he grabbed the horse's
lead rope and led him from the cave.  He did not like the idea of
leading the horse down the steep incline but he saw no
alternative.  He just hoped that he could keep his footing and stay ahead of
the horse.  Being run over by his animal would turn the dream into a
nightmare.

The horse was much more
sure-footed than he would have imagined and soon they were at the
stage where the trail leveled and widened
out.  He
now wished that he had taken the time to saddle the animal but he
was not planning on going too far in any
event.  He had passed the water hole and was soon in a flat area on
the side of the hill, which was covered, in lush green
grass.  Somehow he trusted the horse not to run away and he dropped
the lead rope to the ground and allowed Prince to
graze.  In the meantime, he also felt the pangs of hunger and wondered
when he might have eaten last.  He began to scour the area and
before long he came upon a
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