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The fact that it’s been seven years since Casey Smith perished in a horrible car crash did not stop his wife from divorcing him only three years ago. It hasn’t stopped his publisher from hounding him for the new novel he was contracted to deliver six months ago. Nor has it stopped his perpetually unemployed, twenty-something son, John, from pestering him for funds to live on, nor the police from continuing investigations into the crimes he committed that started his new life in the metaverse in the first place. 

Casey was not only decapitated when his t malfunctioning, autonomous vehicle sped into the back end of a fully autonomous-driving semi, but his earthly body burned to a crisp, making even the thought of an open casket laughable. But then, Casey was never the type to maintain many friendships since he was always locked away in his studio writing his next novel or short story, and slowly going horribly broke at the same time. 

When he died, Casey did not see a circular beam of bright white light. Nor did he see the bearded face of Jesus or big Saint Peter (the Rock), not even a host of heavenly angels welcoming him to his forever home in the sky. Instead, he was made to stand in line behind a dozen other living but somehow “dead” people who were given instructions on which gates to head to and the appropriate boarding tickets that went with it. 

To the tall, salt and pepper-haired Casey, the experience was almost identical to that of catching a commercial flight at any one of the major hubs he used to access on the way to a book signing or research jaunt in Europe or Asia. That was back when publishing was still lucrative, and Casey made money while raising a family. The days before all writing became democratized, and all books could be read for free, effectively putting men and women like Casey out of a job.  

When it came time for him to take his turn at the counter, a young, blue-uniformed African American woman brought his name up on the computer. She had been full of smiles initially, but the smiles quickly faded. 

“Casey,” she said, punching in a couple of commands. “Casey Smith, the writer. I believe I read a couple of your books back in my non-meta days. Before things went free. Good stuff.” But then, shaking her head. “Terrible shame the way you left your mortal life. Looks like ’there are some outstanding legal issues too.”

“I can explain that, ma’am,” Casey was quick to interject. 

But the attendant raised both her hands, palms out. 

“I’m not here to judge you, Mr. Smith,” she was quick to point out. “I’m simply here to process you. As a part of the metaverse AI program and the specific circumstances of your more earthly days, your avatar is to be placed in a space that coincides specifically with your previous physical life.” She grinned proudly when she said it. “Oh, and don’t worry about that divorce stuff your wife is still harping on ’or handing in another book to another editor. I mean, who cares? There’s no money in it for you anyway, and in the Metaverse, the money you need to get around somehow just has a way of appearing. It’s all been coded in, I guess.” 

Casey looked at the palms of his hands. He turned his hands over, made a fist, and rapped his knuckles on the Corian counter. The knuckles felt pain when they connected with the counter. 

“I’m still a physical being,” he said. 

She nodded. “That’s how far we’ve come in this sphere, Mr. Smith,” she said. “The company’s motto has always been ‘More alive in death than alive on earth,’ and we continue to strive for product improvement.” 

Once more, Casey thought about the man he accidentally ran over after robbing one of the last traditional crypto banks left in the Albany City Limits. 

“I didn’t mean to run anyone over,” he said. “It was truly an accident.” 

The woman grinned again. “That’s none of my business,” she said. She then produced a ticket and handed it to Casey. “Security is to your immediate right, and from there, you can access your gate.”

“I’m flying to heaven?” the writer asked. 

“I wouldn’t exactly call it heaven,” she said. “But then, heaven doesn’t really exist now, does it?”

Casey found her words disconcerting. His ticket in hand, he made his way to security. 
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If this was death, why was it so much like being alive? 

This was the question Casey Smith kept asking himself repeatedly while he made his way through security, taking off his cowboy boots and setting them in a tray along with his belt and wallet. His laptop was still at his home, so he’d have to somehow purchase a new one if he wanted to continue to be a writer. 

The uniformed security guard smiled and allowed Casey to pass. After he slipped back into his boots and put his belt back on, he followed the gate signs through the airport, past the many eateries, bars, and high-end shops until he came to his gate. 2B. 

Casey couldn’t help but smile when he read 2B. 

“Oh, this couldn’t be more perfect,” he whispered to himself. “2B or not 2B.”

People were already boarding the plane when Casey arrived at the gate. He got in line, and an attractive stewardess took his ticket and scanned it. 

“Enjoy your flight,” she said. 

“Where am I going?” he said. 

“I’m sure wherever your destination may be, sir,” she said, “it will be entirely appropriate to your earthly circumstances and your avatar.” 

“My avatar,” Casey said. “My avatar is flesh and blood?”

“Aren’t we all,” she said, smiling. 

On the plane and seated in his bucket seat directly beside an old woman who had to be close to one hundred years old, Casey felt himself getting sleepy. It was strange because normally, when he flew, Casey would have several whiskeys and perhaps a few beers just to work up what he called “flying muscles,” which was a euphemism for the courage needed to leave the ground inside a mechanical aluminum tube with wings.

But for the first time ever, Casey hadn’t had a drink before flying. In fact, he felt more relaxed than he ever had in his life. Maybe it had something to do with already being dead. That is, if he was truly deceased in the first place (though his head had been cut off, so what else could he be but dead as a doornail?). Whatever the case, he fell into a deep, relaxed sleep just as the plane taxied to the main runway and took off into the metaverse’s wild blue yonder. 

When Casey Smith awoke, he found himself laid out on a bare mattress in a pool of sweat. The sound of gunfire and the pounding of hoofs echoed outside a nearby window. 

Casey sat up. He was bare-chested and clothed only in a pair of long underwear. 

“Guns,” he whispered in a gravelly voice. “Horses.” 

Swinging his legs around, he planted his feet firmly on the bare wood floor. He went to the window and looked out. What he saw stunned the hell out of him. 
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He saw a dusty dirt road and a bunch of ramshackled wood buildings, one of which had a wood sign nailed over the swinging doors that said, “Saloon.” Next to the saloon was a similar building that bore a long wood sign reading, “Undertaker.” Beside that was the “General Store.” And so on. 

Casey Smith shook his head and closed his eyes. He had to be dreaming. None of this could be real. Maybe he hadn’t died when he rammed into the back of that semi. Maybe he didn’t lose his head after all. Maybe he was just severely injured, and now he was unconscious and dreaming crazy vivid dreams. 

He opened his eyes. He was still standing inside the stuffy, dusty, bare room. 

“Fuck,” he whispered. 

He noticed a body-length mirror positioned in the far corner of the room beside a dresser of drawers that supported a porcelain bowl and a water pitcher. He went to the mirror and looked at himself. Same face and same body. Or was it? His beard was a little thicker, and so was his dark hair. He had muscles he’d never seen before, and his stomach was a washboard. 

“Jesus,” he said, “death hasn’t been all bad to me.”

He saw that he was wearing a pair of dusty Levi’ ’s jeans and a pair of worn cowboy boots. The boots were outfitted with metal spurs. He hadn’t noticed the jingle jangle sound of the spurs until now. Something reflecting in the mirror caught his attention. He about-faced and stared at the bed. 

Set on the side table beside an oil lamp was a bottle of whiskey and a long hunting knife. Something you might use to skin a buffalo hide. A black leather holster containing dozens of slots for bullets hung from the metal bed frame.A six-gun was stored in the holster. A denim shirt was also hanging off the bed frame. 

That’s when he noticed a woman’s bustier, or what would pass for a bra back in the nineteenth century, hanging from the opposite end of the bed frame. He could tell then that he hadn’t been the only person sleeping in the bed last night. 

He went to the double-hung window that overlooked the street, pulled it open. A boy was tending to a horse tied off to a post, the long trough below it filled with water. The boy wore dirty trousers that were too big for him. They were supported by britches. The kid was wearing a round brimmed hat and his lace-up boots had holes in them. 

“Son!” Casey Smith shouted. “Son, you hear me?!”

The boy looked up. He went wide-eyed and stiff like his skinny body was suddenly filled with fear and anxiety. 

“Yes, sir, Mr. Smith,” he said, forcing a weak smile onto his face. “How can I be obliged?”

Stunned to know the boy knew his name, Casey stuck his head further out the window and glanced over both shoulders to make sure no one else could hear what he was about to say. 

“I was wondering, son, what day is it?” Casey asked. 

The boy looked befuddled.

“What day is it, Mr. Smith? Why it’s Wednesday.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” Casey said. “The days all blend together sometimes. And what town is this again?”

“What town?” the boy said, as if not believing what he was hearing. “It’s Deadwood, sir.”

“Of course it is,” Casey said. “My bad.”

“My bad, sir?” the boy asked, not understanding. 

“It’s something all the kids say online,” Casey said, knowing he shouldn’t have as soon as it came out of his mouth.

“What’s online, Mr. Smith?” 

“Never mind,” Casey said, feeling like he was caught up in a Dicken’s novel. No, not a Dicken’s novel. More like a Ray Bradbury story. “One more question. The year is 18—” 

“1889, sir,” the boy said slightly shaking his head. “Pardon me for asking, Mr. Smith, but did you get a little too much of Big Kate’s whiskey last night? That might explain why you’re having a little bit of a memory lapse. I’ve seen cowboys not wake up for days after drinking that poison.”

“Well, now that you mention it,” Casey said. 

He grabbed the bottle off the nightstand and held it out the window. 

“Guess I was right,” the boy said, his face full of smiles. 

Digging into his pocket, Casey hoped he’d find some sort of money. He came back out with a silver dollar. Making a fist, he set the coin on his thumb and flipped it out the window in the boy’s direction. The boy caught it and bit on it to be sure it wasn’t made of wood. 

“You are one generous man for an outlaw, Mr. Smith,” the kid said. “This will keep me, my sister, and my maw and paw for a full month.”

One buck...a full month???? Well, it is 1889 in the Metaverse...

“Glad to oblige, son,” Casey said. 

“Hey, Mr. Smith,” the boy went on. “If you don’t mind me saying so, shouldn’t you be thinking about clearing out soon? I’m hearing he’s coming for you right now.” The boy patted the horse. “And your horse is saddled up, fed, watered, and ready to go.” 

Casey found himself slightly confused. 

“Who is he exactly, kid?” he asked. 

“Why, Mr. Wyatt Earp himself,” the boy said. “He’s a-comin’ after you for bank robbery and murder.” 
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The door opened, and Casey went for his sidearm. He surprised himself with how quick he was in drawing the weapon, thumbing back the hammer, and planting a bead at the person walking through the now open door. It was a woman. A pretty woman with a big, if not huge, chest and an hourglass-shaped large body. Casey knew right away she must be Big Kate. 

“Jesus H. Christmas,” Big Kate said, “a little jumpy this mornin’ are we?”

“Law’s after me, Kate,” Casey said, gently returning the pistol hammer to its safe position and re-holstering it. He grabbed his shirt off the bed and started getting into it. “I gotta be hitting the road. Excuse me, I gotta be hitting the trail.”

“There you go again, talking about strange things,” Kate said. “You were goin’ on and on down in the saloon last night about something called the inter-webs or nets or meta vice versa. Sayin’ you were from another time and that ya got kilt two hundred and fifty years in the future or some such shit. I swear, if all them cowboys wasn’t so afraid of you, they would have tarred and feathered you for spreadin’ such carpet bagin’ lies.”

“Really,” Casey said, stealing another glance at the whiskey bottle. “I guess your whiskey does strange things to a man.”

“But it didn’t keep you from gettin’ that pole up for ole Big Kate,” she said. “I believe we went two times. I hope I get my monthly after all that baby juice you filled me up with, Casey Smith.”

He felt a chill run up his spine when she mentioned babies. Was it possible to father a child in the Metaverse? If he could make love to a woman, he imagined it was possible to make a baby. He forced himself to forget about that for now while he tucked his shirttails in and began putting on his holster. He also took another good look at the lovely Big Kate. 

She had long, thick blonde hair that rested on her shoulders. She was wearing a white tunic that showed off her nipples and black stockings held in place by garters. Her black high heels gave her at least four inches of height. She made her way to the dresser of drawers and poured some water into the bowl. 

“I sure do wish we’d get some indoor plumbing around here, Casey,” she said. “I have to travel two blocks just to set my fat ass on a filthy outhouse privy filled up with flies. Then thars the boys and old men trying to get a peek at a beautiful lady while she’s trying to work through her daily constitutional. We live like savages around here in Deadwood, I tell ya.”

She began to scoop the water up with both hands, splashing it onto her face. When she was done, she took hold of what Casey recognized as a primitive toothbrush. She poured some powder from a can onto the toothbrush and proceeded to brush her yellow/brown teeth. When she was done, she scooped up some of the water, rinsed her mouth, and spit it all into the bowel. 

Casey had intended to wash his face but thought twice about it now. 

“Listen, Casey,” Big Kate said as she dried her face with a towel hanging on the back of the door, “there’s a rumor goin’ ‘round that there’s a band of bad law hombres out to get you.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?” Casey said, playing dumb. He pulled his six-gun from the holster and checked on all six rounds by slowly spinning the cylinder. 

“Boy, you must really be from another planet,” Kate said. “Because they want the bounty money, of course.”

Casey had seen enough reruns of Gunsmoke in his time to know how things worked. If he was wanted in this old west version of the Metaverse, then it only made sense there was a Metaverse version of a bounty on his head. 

“How much for my scalp?” he said, mimicking a line he’d heard in a thousand and one old John Wayne westerns he’d watched on YouTube.  

“From what I hear,” Big Kate said, “it’s up to five thousand dollars.”

“Whoa, daddy,” Casey said, returning the pistol to its holster. “That’s a lot of money.” 

The writer couldn’t help but recall that prior to the publishing industry’s complete collapse in the early twenty-fifties, the most any author could count on was a five thousand dollar advance, which wasn’t even enough to get someone through a full week. That’s how pathetic things had gotten before the fat lady finally sang, and desperate full-time writers like Casey found themselves with no choice but to do desperate things like rob banks for a living.

He took hold of his dusty cowboy hat and put it on, then grabbed his leather chaps and slipped into those. His leather gloves were stashed on the dresser of drawers beside the porcelain bowl. 

“I’d better be getting on my way, Kate,” he said. 

“Follow me downstairs to the saloon,” she said. “I got some food and water for you to bring with ya,”

“That’s mighty kind of you, Kate,” Casey said, doubling back and grabbing the still half-full whiskey bottle off the nightstand. 

“Don’t thank me,” Big Kate said, “you’re paying for it.”
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Downstairs, the saloon was empty this early in the morning. It smelled of old beer, piss, and puke, kind of like New York City’s CBGBs must have smelled back in my punk rocker grandfather’s day. A skinny, old, poor soul stood outside the bar’s swinging doors singing, “How dry I am, how dry I am...” in a most pathetic voice. 

“Dagnabit, Kenny,” Big Kate said. “Go home and sleep it off, why don’t you!”

“Just one little taste, Miss Kate,” Kenny pleaded. “All I wants is one little taste, and I’ll go home to bed, I promise.”

“Oh Sheeeeiiiit,” Kate said, making her way around the long wood bar and taking hold of a whiskey bottle. “She poured a half shot and set it on the bar.”

The old drunk made a beeline for the bar, took hold of the shot glass in both his trembling hands, and downed the whiskey in one swift pull. It was the kind of action only a professional drinker could manage without spilling a single drop. Casey couldn’t help but wonder if the old man had actually lived an earthly life as a drunk or if he was created by AI specifically for this Metaverse program. 

But then, what the hell difference does it make where he comes from?

Big Kate reached under the bar one more time and came back out with a canvas satchel stuffed with what Casey guessed was food. She also placed a round canteen on the bar. Opening the satchel, Casey placed his whiskey bottle inside it and resecured the straps. 

“How much I owe you, Kate?” he said. Then, glancing at the old drunk. “Put his drink on my tab and buy him one more.”

The old man’s eyes lit up. 

“Why, thank ya kindly, mister,” he said. “You sure is a nice man.”

“Not really,” Casey said. “I’m a writer. And writers are assholes.”

The man just stared at Casey like he was from another planet and another time. The old drunk was more right than he realized. 

“If you got any coffee, Kate,” Casey went on, “I’ll take a cup.” 

“It’s a little old,” she said, grabbing a big metal pot off a wood-burning stove. “But it’ll wake you up all right.” 

She poured some into a tin cup and set it on the bar in front of Casey. He brought it to his lips and sipped it. It was lukewarm and bitter. But Big Kate was right. Just one sip and Casey’s bloodstream was already moving through his veins far faster than the God of the Metaverse intended. 

Meanwhile, Kate added up his bill using a pencil and paper. When she was done, she set it in front of the writer. 

“That’ll be eight bits or, if ya prefer, one dollar,” she said. “I rounded it in your favor. It includes his drinks, your drinks, the room for the night, the food, and the, you know what.”

Casey’s eyes went wide.

“You know what?” he repeated. 

Kate’s pretty round face turned two shades of red. She glanced at the drunk and poured him what Casey assumed would be his last drink of the morning. He drank it down as fast as the first shot. 

“You know what we did last night,” Big Kate said. 

“How dry I am,” the old drunk started singing again. “How dry I am...”

“Oh, that,” Casey said, pleading ignorance. “I thought that was all about love.”

“Hey, a dame has to make a living,” Kate said. 

I wonder if she knows she’s not really alive? Or maybe, she’s more alive than anybody in the real world? Who the hell am I to judge?

Reaching into his pocket once more, Casey pulled out four small coins which he guessed were twenty-five-cent pieces. He set them on the bar. 

“It would be better if you took Bitcoin, Kate,” he said. 

“What coin?” she said. 

“How dry I am,” sang the frustrated old drunk. 

“Never mind,” Casey said, taking one more sip of his coffee, then taking hold of the canvass bag and the canteen. “I’ll be seeing you, Kate.”

“Watch your back out there,” she said. “Remember what I told you.”

“I can take care of myself,” Casey said.

Besides, I’m already dead... 

“I bet you can,” Big Kate said. 

“How dry I am,” sang the old drunk. 

In a real way, Casey Smith was going to miss this Deadwood saloon. 
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Outside the saloon-slash-hotel, the town of Deadwood was hot, even so early in the morning. It was also dusty and, for some reason, empty. Eerily empty, or so Casey thought while he packed the food bag into the leather saddlebag strapped to his horse’s hindquarters. He secured the canteen to the saddle’s roping horn then petted his horse’s long face and kissed him good morning. 

“How’d you sleep, Rip?” he said. “Looks like we got some law to outrun today, so I hope you got your fill of water. It’s gonna be hot out in the desert.”

The writer felt something then in his stomach. It was his built-in shit detector speaking to him. His primary survival mechanism. It was something he relied on quite heavily in his earthly life but also something that seemed to have been enhanced in this meta life. Kind of like a car that’s been tuned up after having driven it fifty thousand miles. 

He turned slowly and saw a young woman wearing a long dress and a bonnet on her head. She was gripping a little girl’s hand tightly and running across the road, pulling on the girl, as if to rescue the little one from impending danger. 

He also saw a couple of men wearing what passed for business suits back in the old west. They wore bowler caps on their heads. They weren’t running, but they were speed-walking off the dirt road and up onto the wooden walkway, careful to keep a decent enough distance from Casey Smith.

A carriage being pulled by four horses entering the town seemed to stop on a dime. The driver used his reigns to force the horses into making a U-turn while he motored the carriage in the opposite direction. 

Slowly, placing his shooting hand on his Colt .45 revolver, Casey gradually turned. He didn’t see a soul other than the two suited businessmen in the far distance. He went to free the  leather reigns from the post when he suddenly heard a voice.  

“Where you think you’re goin’, Mister,” the man’s voice said. 

Casey turned and looked the man up and down. He was tall, thin, wiry and dressed in all black, the bottoms of his trousers tucked into his cowboy boots. He wore leather gloves and a black hat. His narrow face was covered in two-day-old gray-blond scruff. His eyes were deep blue and reflected the morning run. Hanging on his hips was a black leather holster and two revolvers.  

The saloon doors opened then, and out stepped Big Kate and the old drunk, their faces painted with worry. 

“That’s Greg Fox,” Kate said. “He’s not playing around, Casey. I told ya.”

Fox was a double-fisted shooter. A dexterous shooter like Billy the Kid.

Another man was making his way toward Fox and Casey. He was walking in the middle of the road. He was a little man. No, that’s not right. More like a dwarf. He had no hat to shield his round head against the unrelenting sun, and his britches were held high above his belly with suspenders. He wore a holster that carried a six-gun, the barrel of which seemed to extend all the way to his boot heels. 

“You gonna take Casey in to the Sheriff, Foxy?” the little man shouted in an excited voice. “Why you can get five thousand for him dead or alive. I aims to help you.”

Fox turned to the little man and shot him a glare that might have peeled the paint off the town’s many wood walls. 

“You stay back, little man,” Fox said. “This here discussion gonna be between me and Mr. Smith.” 

“Whatever you say, Foxy,” the little man nervously responded. “You know me. I’m just here to help. You’re the quickest draw in Deadwood. Maybe even in all of South Dakota.”

Instinctually, Casey knew what he had to do. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel fear. He felt plenty of it. But things were different now. Instead of fear crippling him like it might have done in his previous life, he found himself using his fear to his advantage. After all, he had to keep in mind that he was already dead and, for all he knew, you can’t die in the Metaverse. Your avatar keeps on living and living. 

His brain was spinning with adrenaline, but it was also working
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