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CHAPTER 1
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The steamy four o'clock sun beams through the large window, heating my frustration as I watch an annoyingly in-love couple at the bar. The beautiful woman in the red dress cackles, her long brown hair bouncing. 

He says something in her ear, and she laughs so hard her head throws back.  Then she lovingly rubs her hands on his shoulders. 

I envy her yet wonder whether the man or the alcohol gives her so much joy. 

I turn to Aunt Rosa, who's gazing out the window, probably wishing she were somewhere else. 

I ask, "Why can't I have that?" 

As usual, she chuckles but says nothing. I'm not sure why I expect any different this time. She does this whenever I bring up my lack of a love life—sits there with her silly smirk that leaves me hanging, listening to the clanking of mugs and the thumps of patrons setting them on the counter. 

I assume she doesn't care how frustrated she makes me. To her, I presume it likens to poking a bear who won't bite back.

Glancing around the saloon, some people occasionally meet my gaze and I fear they might be eavesdropping. Most customers have drunk themselves halfway to bliss, so maybe those nearby won't contribute opinions to our conversation.

Jimmy, the manager, serves the happy couple while the bartender is on break. The floor hasn't been swept, so Jimmy's probably too busy to help me with Aunt Rosa.

Daring to gaze at her, I continue my rant, asking, "Why is love so complicated? It should be a journey, shouldn't it?" I glance at the happy couple. "A living fantasy—" 

She chuckles. 

I'm not sure why that surprises me, but I continue. "Me and my man on a Sunday afternoon stroll across a sandy beach—hand in hand, toes in the sand—enjoying a gentle breeze that lifts our hair and lays it back just before another pleases our senses."

As she tries not to laugh, her silly smirk turns to a smile, her gaze intensifying. 

"Oh, and there'd be lots of smiling," I add, hoping that might sway her.

"Of course," she says, smartastically. 

She never looks away. Not even when a glass shatters across the room, but I know she's probably worried there's another pit in the new wood floor. 

Ignoring her sarcasm, I glance away, dreamy-eyed, and continue, "We'd stop and gaze longingly, our eyes telling everything—I want you, I need you, and I will cherish you for all time. Then we'd kiss so passionately his heat would radiate through me. As my heart melts, I'd fall into his powerful arms—to have and to hold—my body and soul forever his."

By this point, she's almost laughing out of her chair. She stops long enough to tell me, "Love isn't like that, Mary."

Shouldn't she be cleaning the broken glass?

I lean my head against a large, round wood pillar, considering pounding my noggin into oblivion while waiting for another of her reasons I should give up on love. She has so many she must've made a list, but if she has, I've never found it. To me, they're reasons to start drinking.

Aunt Rosa's fighting back a bubbling laugh, but it mixes with a sigh, sounding like a steaming teakettle.

I hope she'll let this go.

Fat chance. 

She tells my faltering ego her version of reality. "Oh, Mary, my sweet girl, love is a couple standing atop a slippery hill in a Texas turd-floater, yelling at each other about something meaningless until one of them gets washed down the slope and swept into a river. Then comes the divorce."

Ugh!

She claims that's why she never married. 

I think she fears getting divorced. 

Or she has one foot out the door syndrome. 

She also says she's too busy raising me and running her businesses—a hotel with a restaurant across town from this saloon. 

"That stuff you write is fantasy love."

She tells me that often, sometimes adding, "Create your dream guy, baby girl. Who knows? Maybe he'll leap out of the pages and come to ya."

Now she sounds like Grampa. She must have paid more attention than I to one of his "How Reality Works" lectures.

Her smile borders creepy as she says, "Why don't you repeat all that when your Grampa gets here?" She nods, squinting while giving a knowing smile. "See what he says about love."

Uh, no. Been there. Done that.

I squint. "Why don't you go clean up that broken glass before the customer sneaks out without paying for it?"

Smiling wickedly, she stands, slinging her washrag over her shoulder. I hear her laugh as she walks away, saying, "Kids these days." 

I turn my head to the old pictures lining the wall. Most were taken in the 1870s when my great-great-great-grandmother owned the saloon. Some are area businessmen or lawmen, their mustaches covering most of their faces. Others are women whom I used to think were town leaders but found out they were prominent prostitutes.

I'm drawn to a picture of great-great-great-grandma dressed in black, standing in front of the original El Paso Saloon bar. She's so confident. I wonder what she'd say about love.

Aunt Rosa's words have wormed into my brain. "Why don't you repeat all that to your Grampa when he gets here?"

Grampa. 

He never has much to say about love. 

My grandmother left him when my mother was young. Out of anger and resentment, no one talks about her. The only tidbit I get is she had some kind of breakdown. 

Grampa blames it on his success. 

But before my mother died, she told me Gramma was just crazy.  

Who really knows? 

Facts get lost in hurt. 

So does love.

* * *
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MY GRAMPA'S THE GREATEST. Before he became a best-selling fiction author, he taught metaphysics. Imagine Plato with a cowboy's mustache and hat.

He beams when I come into view. And he says I have the best smile in the world, but I know I got it from him. 

If not for his influence, I wouldn't be a writer. For as long as I can remember, I followed him around, notepad in hand, asking questions about writing stories and begging him to read my newest science fiction attempt. Though it frustrated him when I interrupted his work, he was proud of me and laughed at my humorous stories.

Over the years I've strayed far from my science fiction beginnings, having gotten obsessed with romance, which draws the above-exampled ridicule from Aunt Rosa. 

I guess she might be right. 

It wouldn't hurt me to fantasize, so I try. However, my knight in shining armor has always eluded me, especially when conjuring him in my stories. 

I can envision his body, what he wears, and his mannerisms. His silky-smooth southern drawl makes me want to ride him into the sunset. But for some inexplicable reason, I can't conjure his face. My writing professor said I'm afraid that'll make him real. Grampa agrees.

Another reason I resist fantasizing about my perfect man comes from my dreams.

The perfect example is when I awoke drenched in sweat at about two a.m. the night before my graduation party. I hate how wet the bed and especially the pillow gets, but dreams like I experienced make it worthwhile. But the disappointment upon waking and finding myself alone makes me want to never dream again. 

My dream went something like this:

Beaming with joy, I walked hand in hand with my mystery man to our room with a glistening wedding ring on my left hand. 

He opened the door and turned, smiling as he stepped to me. I couldn't help squealing and giggling as he lifted me into his arms. And his powerful legs let not a tremble as he stepped into the room. Gazing into my eyes, he carried me to the bed and laid me gently.

As he went to close the door, I grew impatient and stood in front of the bed. He turned, then stopped mid-step, his eyes wide, looking at me like a wild animal about to devour me. 

I was okay with that. My hunger had risen. And I so wanted him to ravage me.

Our gazes met, just as my dress slid to the floor. 

He accepted my invitation, taking a couple of steps toward me. 

I met him halfway, wanting to wrap my arms around him and kiss him hard. Unfortunately, that's not what I did. 

Out of nowhere, something possessed me to grab his shoulders, jump, and wrap my legs around his waist. 

Unprepared for my aggressive move, he tipped to the right. And when he caught his feet, my back was against the wall and we were pressed together. A soft moan escaped as I felt his excitement rising, rubbing against me. His lips tasted of sarsaparilla, making his kisses sweeter, and me hungry for more.

His legs shook, and he stumbled. He turned with amazing agility so his back was against the wall. 

Pressing my feet against the delicate wallpaper, I laid my head back enough that my long, brown hair swung as I moved against him— harder, and faster. His denim pants were all that prevented the coming ecstasy from rising from the depths of my soul. 

I was hot, and getting hotter. And I moaned louder, saying, "Please make—"

The door burst open, and guess who stood in the doorway, her shotgun aimed at him.... Aunt Rosa!

I awoke soaking my bed in sweat, a hot mess of sexual frustration. That's when I realized Rosa would never allow me happiness. 

She had wormed her way into all my relationships. 

Now my dreams. 

Not with a gun, but her words were sharp as a knife. "No one's good enough for my baby girl!" was always her excuse.

I climbed from bed and opened the window to feel the cool Spring breeze, hoping to continue my nocturnal escapades.

"No one's good enough for my baby girl!"

I can't get those words out of my head. 

And after what happened at my graduation party, I fear she cursed me with those words.

* * *
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My graduation party is a small affair. Just me, Aunt Rosa, Grampa, and Uncle Jimmy, who isn't an actual relative but has been in my life since I came to live with Rosa. 

"I can't stay long," Jimmy says. "Just until they serve dinner. My family's in town. They're in the back." 

"Y'all are welcome to join us," Grampa says.

"Thanks, but my brother and his wife leave in the morning."

While Rosa presents us with cake, I see Jimmy's family in the back corner. And a familiar face. 

My heart races. 

The man I've been crushing on for months is at Jimmy's table. 

Then it hits me—he and Rosa are in the same room. OMG! I hope he doesn't see me. She'll run him off too. I'll be alone forever, I thought. She'll see to that. 

I catch myself staring at him and focus on my party but glance occasionally at him. 

I can't see his father's face. 

However, his mother is a beautiful blonde who doesn't look old enough to have a son in his early twenties. 

Her image would be great for a future book cover, I think. Her sons would be great now if I were designing mine.

"I have something for you," Grampa says, sliding a rectangular package with a red bow my way. "But open it when you get home." His thick, cowboy mustache rises on the left corner, covering his smile. He enjoys torturing me, never allowing me to open a gift in front of him. Always later.

I pick up the box and shake it. It has weight, but I hear no clanking of keys. "Hm. Not a new car, I guess."

He chuckles. "I bought you one last year."

Something inside the box had rattled—a singular object.

Rosa places a plate of cake before me and kisses my head. 

"I suppose it's not a man either," I say. 

She raises her brow, giving me a silent scolding. "I didn't mean a blowup doll, you pervert." 

She laughs.

I glance to the corner where my perfect guy sits smiling and laughing. Our gazes meet. Rosa's words, No one's good enough for my baby girl!" pop into my brain.

I quickly glance at my cake. As I hurry to get a fork, my racing heart signals something's about to happen. 

There's movement from the corner of my eye. Panic rises. And for good reason. I glance up. He's approaching. Hurry, do something! 

"Aunt Rosa, this cake is wonderful. Can I have some chocolate milk?"

"Sure, sweety. There's a bottle in the fridge."

"Since it's my party, will you get it for me?"

Shooting me a look, she drops her napkin beside her plate and starts to stand, but freezes, gazing up beside me.

"Well, well, computer cord killer. We meet again."

Aunt Rosa sits.

Oh, my God! I almost mess my pants. 

Grampa chuckles. "Computer cord killer?" He gazes at my perfect guy and gestures to the unoccupied chair beside me. 

This cannot be happening!

"Have a seat, son," Grampa says, his mustache rising in both corners, "this sounds interesting."

I flash a glare that says, I expect this from Aunt Rosa, but not you.

So, here's what happened:

My perfect guy often in the University library, always seated a few tables over. I thought he might have noticed me once, but I could have imagined it, along with us strolling the sands of love's never-ending beach with a baby girl atop his strong shoulders. 

We have never talked, probably because I'm too shy to approach him and attempt one of the many meet cutes I'd seen in movies. However, today, he spoke to me. 

Ignoring the musty library book scent, I'd been stealing glances while he stalked the nonfiction bookshelf like a mountain lion hunting deer. He was a welcome distraction from making tedious notes about Hell's Half Acre—Fort Worth, Texas's dangerous past—from which I built my thesis novel's story world. 

I often wondered if my library time might be better served by researching love spells, but I've heard those can go badly. 

The moment I became mesmerized by his endless perfection, he rounded the corner. Panicked, I looked down, hoping he'd miss me gawking. 

He passes between my table and the bookshelf, his cologne teasing visions of making love on clouds. 

There came a crash. 

I glanced to see white tennis shoes floundering. 

Raising slowly over the table, I screwed my face while investigating what had happened—half wanting to see, half afraid to discover—

"OMG!" 

He had tripped over my charging cord. 

Cringing, I asked, "Are you alright?"

He grunted and rolled over, tangled in the cord like a fly in a spider web. "I think so." 

He didn't appear to be hurt. His rock-hard body must have prevented injury. But since any chance I could have had with him just vanished, I figured I should at least help him up. So I scampered to the pole and unplugged the cord. 

Yes! I did it! I saved him, I thought. Holy shit, did I save my work? 

I wanted to hide my face as I turned toward him. As if that would shield my shame. 

"Let me help you," I said, offering my hands. 

He hesitated, gazing at me with a playful grin. 

My heart raced. My stomach fluttered. He noticed me! 

"Are you gonna try to kill me again?" 

I swear I saw an imaginary sparkle in his eye. "Wait. What?" 

"Aren't you a computer cord killer?" 

He reluctantly took my hands. At his touch, I imagined him laying me back on the table, planting kisses over my neck, and slowly down my chest. With flushed cheeks, I snapped from the vision and helped him stand. 

While he got his bearings, I bent to pick up his books—one on guns of the old west, another about gunfighters and old-west law enforcement officers, and a demonology encyclopedia. 

This was an interesting development. Maybe he can help me create my story's protagonist since I still can't see his face.

I rose just in time to catch him checking out my butt. I smiled inside. My face felt so hot I probably looked sunburned when I turned to hand off the books. "Here ya go. I'm so sorry about the cord."

"Thanks," he said, taking the books. 

My heart almost stopped when he turned and walked away before I could ask his name or start a conversation. I thought about catching up with him, but that might have seemed desperate.

On the walk to my car and the drive home, I made a list of possible reasons why he didn't stay and chat. The top reasons were: 1) maybe he's shy, or 2) he has a girlfriend. 

Oh, why are the good ones always taken?

When Grampa and Aunt Rosa finally stop laughing from our differing accounts of the library incident, something odd occurs to me. "If you're Jimmy's nephew, how come we've never met?"

"Wait," Grampa says. "You and Ethan just met? I've known him all his life."

Aunt Rosa's sitting there with that stupid smirk. But at least my perfect guy has a name— Ethan.

"I moved here from South Texas to finish college. My parents are visiting for a few days," Ethan says.

"We shouldn't keep you from your family," I say, attempting to end the awkwardness.

But he says, "I can stay longer... it'll be okay."

"Ethan, your parents own a ranch, don't they?"

"Yes, Sir. South of Waco. Near Clayton, the old ghost town."

"Mary's got a thing for cowboys," Aunt Rosa says. "She writes books about them."

THAT DAMNED GOOFY GRIN! I sooo want to smack it off her.

My face turns several shades of red. Maybe purple. "Aunt Rosa!"

She smiles while shrugging. "I'm just sayin'."

When Ethan smiles, realizing he's the mystery man in my dream is too much. My brain's oxygen supply gets cut off, and I'm light-headed. The room spins.

"You alright?" he asks, though I think he scooped up my drink and handed it to me before he finished the two words.

I grab the sides of my chair while the room slows. "I'm fine."

He eyes my empty plate. "Perhaps the cake was too sweet. Maybe your sugar's too high."

Grampa chuckles. "I don't think it's the cake... she likes you."

I shoot Grampa another shut-up look.

"Maybe you two should spend some time together," Aunt Rosa suggests. "Mary can lock up if y'all wanna stay a while."

"Sounds like fun. But I need to get back to my family. Why don't you join us?" 

We just met, and he's inviting me to meet his parents. Too fast? Probably. But since our families are old friends, spending time together might be okay.

I hoped Grampa might save me from the inevitable falling on my face. My social skills have always been lacking, and he knows that. Instead, he says, "Go on ahead. I'll finish my cake." 

Thanks, Grampa!

I'm out of excuses, so I give in. "I'd love to." Guess I'm meeting the parents. 

Ethan stands and steps behind me, holding my chair as I force myself to my feet, still woozy from all the additional information... and the steamy dream.

"Don't forget your present," Grampa says. "Let me know how it turns out... the gift, I mean."

"I wanna hear about the walk on the beach," Aunt Rosa says, beaming.

I glare at her. "It's not a date." 

She winks. "Whatever you say, sweety."

"We don't have beaches here," Grampa adds.

"Inside joke," I say, hoping to clear up any confusion.

Ethan's hand lands on my shoulder, sending a shock through me. Was that a spark? I have felt nothing like that. 

As we walk toward the back table, I silently ask the universe what meeting him in such a not-so-cute way, dreaming of him, learning his name, and now meeting his parents means. Is this a premonition for our future or the start of another failed opportunity?

Ethan sits in the corner next to his mother. I can't help but watch him. His gaze, the way he looks at me weakens my knees. Something is there. That spark said it all. 

But there's something else. 

I'm happy.
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Later, as I lay in bed while the cool March breeze blows my curtains and dries my sweat from another five-red pepper-rated dream, something nags at me, pulling away my happiness. Grampa's gift sits on my desk, calling me. 

Of course, I opened it as soon as I got home. The suspense was killing me. 

Inside was my thesis manuscript I had asked him to proofread it in case I had any mistakes readers would later point out. And there was a mystery box.

The title page read When Angels Fall and above it in the right corner was a hand-written note saying, "You've got the story world and well-rounded, memorable characters, but you need more emotion to bring the whole thing to life... sorry, kiddo."

Thinking I had finished and was ready for stardom, then learning my work still wasn't good enough was a gorilla-sized sucker punch. 

Now what am I gonna do? That thought rattled around until I realized I wasn't getting any sleep. I think I'll take a long bath. That always clears my mind.

As I climb from bed and disrobe, having flashes of Ethan doing it for me, I stroll toward the door. My desk tugs at me, especially the small rectangular box with the rattling object inside, and a sticky note that read, "This is the secret weapon you always asked about. I'm passing it on to you. But read the instructions before you touch it."

I know. Too ominous, right?

I'm as curious as a cat standing before a closed room but need my bath to carry me away and cleanse my senses more than discovering what's inside the box. The surprise will have to wait until after my date with a tub of relaxing bubbles. I have had enough surprises over the past few days to hold me until I am clean—mentally and physically.

My thoughts turn to Ethan. Perhaps this will be my last lonely bubble bath, I think, then blush. Oh, I'm so naughty.

* * *
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BATHS SHOULD BE A LUXURIOUS, total-body bubble massage. But I'm sweating more than before I entered because my mind keeps returning to Ethan's imaginary appearance, emerging from the bubbles, his face planting kisses on my thighs, then between my legs, heating me to needing a cold shower. 

Reality creeps in as I get drawn to my desk and the box. 

Ugghh! Another re-write. 

My mind clears, and a workable solution comes to me. 

It's a long shot. 

However, it might save the story. 

Aunt Rosa has one of great-great-great-grandma's dresses from the 1880s, the one she wore in the photo I gazed at yesterday. Since I'm writing in that period, she loaned me the dress. I know it's strange, but wearing clothing from that time puts me into character. The feel of the black fabric is amazing. And how the plunging neckline stressed my assets... even more amazing. As I move side-to-side, the hem swishes around my ankles. 

Another glance in the mirror makes me fear that great-great-great-grandma may have gotten it from the madam at the brothel. Female saloon owners were rare back then. I've heard she wasn't afraid to use her looks to attract saloon customers, even if they couldn't have her. Hence this awesome dress.

The shoes are more complicated, having too many buttons. However, my pruned fingers get the job done. 

I take one last look into the mirror, thinking, imagine if Ethan had seen me in this at the party. 

Now in character, I sit at my desk, prepared to work. 

The box with the secret knowledge that Grampa claims will assure my success calls to me. I need to jot down some ideas before I forget them. But my attention span is shorter than Barney's, my black and white Australian Shepherd, who never sleeps with me, preferring to sleep downstairs on the couch. 

Okay, so I have my pencil in hand and write:

Someone told me life flashes before your eyes when you die, but I didn't believe them until it happened to me, Ethan Stone thought as he stood in the darkness of a black hood with his wrists and ankles bound, knowing the executioner would soon pull the lever and drop him to his death. 

That same person also said you get no do-overs. 

He was mortal. 

I am not. 

Demons like the chaos, greed, and murder this world brings. I never cared much for it, preferring the pleasant parts—the kind folks I knew in a past life. 

I was created differently. 

A demonic mental illness, I guess. 

I had friends and family in a previous time here—all humans whom my father set out to torture and destroy—but I didn't inherit that trait. You could say I have authority issues. 

I couldn't save the people caught in the backlash of my battle with Satan, my great-grandfather. And I can't stop thinking of the people I failed. Those I had sworn to protect. 

Knowing I must die, must shed this body never concerns me. 

I will resurrect. 

But those who perished beside me are gone forever... and something needs to be done about that. I must sacrifice myself and plead my case to the Angel of Peace for permission to return and save them. So, here I stand, waiting for the hangman to pull the lever to begin my journey through the darkness... and to salvation.

"Okay," I say to myself. "Kinda ominous. But not terrible."

I look away, thinking, but how do I continue?

I felt a tingle. As if touched by a muse, my pencil moves, free writing, a stream of thoughts flooding me:

A whirlwind of smoke glides across the desert expanse between canyon walls that stretch to the heavens. 

A line of shackled giants with battle-worn wings, wearing tattered robes, trudge, escorted by archangels, toward a flaming lake where the hosts of the Angels of Punishment move about, holding weapons and chains made of iron and bronze. 

She is with him—Mary, his eternal love.

Ethan angles his head to the Angel of Peace, who strides near him. "To whom are these who hold the scourges going?" 

"They are preparing for the kings and powerful ones of the Earth so that they may be cast into the abyss of the valley. Then that valley shall be filled with their beloved followers, and the days of their leading astray shall be no more." 

He says to the Angel of Peace, "Though I was born unto them, the children of Satan, and because of my nature must receive the coming punishment, may I make a request before I am to suffer eternally."

The Angel of Peace stops, his earnest face fading to a smile. "What is it you seek?" 

"I wish to undo one of their deeds and restore a great injustice." 

"Do you possess the means to accomplish such a feat?"

He turns to Mary. "I can save the lives of many." 

"Then go forth. Though you were born from the evildoers, you are not of them." He points to the lake of fire. "Redemption is not easily achieved. If you fail, you will burn for eternity." 

And with a wave of his hand, they vanish.

Okay. Now I've got something—emotion, perhaps? Solid heroes with a mission. But what are they gonna do? They need a mission to save the world or something. And how did they meet? Can I rewrite my story with Mary and Ethan as fallen Angels? Should I?

The answers come to me like the spark from Ethan's hand. 

I open the box again and gaze at the ornate pen and inkwell. 

It's old. 

Ancient maybe. 

And there's a folded envelope underneath that reads, "Don't touch the pen until you read the instructions." 

Why would anyone need instructions to use a pen? 

I gently pull the paper from the package, careful not to touch the secret weapon while I unfold the letter. READ is written on the outside. Underlined three times.

His handwriting is difficult to decipher because his arthritis has advanced, but I scan and get the gist. Nonsense, that's what it is. 

Whenever you get writer's block, grab this pen, and you'll experience your story world as you could never imagine, he wrote. And like in a pharmaceutical commercial, there's a list of warnings and explanations about what could happen. Unfortunately, there's nothing about four-hour erections.

I shake my head.

Out of the corner of my eye, the image on Grampa's novel cover resting next to my manuscript startles me. 

Ethan? He used my Ethan in his work. I've seen his books so many times. How did I miss that? 

"But is he mine?" I ask the winds blowing my curtains. 

Ethan and I kissed after my party, just a peck and a hug. 

Eh, who cares? He's my hero now. 

I'm reaching for the pen when I decide I want another chance to create a unique story without any help. Besides, Grampa wrote, "READ THE INSTRUCTIONS before you touch it." And Grampa's instructions are too long for my impatience. So, I sit smoothing the wrinkles from great-great-great-grandma's dress.

I guess I should try rewriting my characters as fallen angels. What could it hurt? 

I pick up my pencil and scan the first page of my manuscript while writing:

Clayton, Texas 1880

Wrapped in the silent darkness of the unmanifested reality, Ethan understands his mission. As a Nephilim, he'll sacrifice himself for those who perished long ago. 

Invisible to all in the shadow of the deathly plane, he strolls the center of ruins with outstretched arms, his fanned fingers pointing to the ground. 

From his first thought, a gentle breeze moves about. 

Wind chimes manifest, dancing under the porches. 

Voices come from the air as men, women, and children manifest. He gives them music—fiddles and guitars—so they can dance as their kids play. Even if it is only for a moment. Their joy flows through him as he strides invisibly among them, down the center of the street, through the dancers and playing youngsters.

John Stone, the earthly father who had raised him, stands on the boardwalk to his left. Ethan stops and gazes into his eyes. John can't see him and isn't aware of the miracle performed—raising a town from the ashes. Would Dad be proud if he knew? 

He looks around, remembering all their faces. Would they, if they knew? 

Strolling on, he approaches a young, dancing couple—his past self, dressed in denim jeans and a blue buttoned-down shirt—and his friend Laura in a white dress. They hold each other close. She smiles, then rests her head on his shoulder. 

Future Ethan, wearing solid black, his tattered wings losing feathers in the gentle breeze, steps up to him, his younger self, and peers into his eyes. He reflects on this moment of innocence—Past Ethan's last on Earth. It's as if the tragedy that ended Laura’s life never occurred. Like they picked up right where they were the moment before it happened.

Sadly, Future Ethan knows what's about to happen. 

It must happen. 

But possessing someone causes occasional memory loss. Angels call it a veil. Ethan has prepared for it as much as possible. However, he can't predict how much memory he'll forget. In moments, he'll lose all control of the past and future. Without all his previous knowledge, moving forward will be difficult but necessary if he is to permanently restore their lives so Laura can live out her days as they should have been. 

He steps forward, merging with Past Ethan. 

They are now one, sharing every thought, every feeling. 

Ethan Stone, Future Ethan's vehicle, is having the best time of his life. It has taken Laura Roberts an entire year to even notice him, let alone dance with him. He often imagines how great the future will be with her as his wife.

Then came a blinding flash of white light. 

Something's wrong. 

Fiddles and guitars sound out of tune. 

Distant explosions float over a rain of sour tones, increasing in volume as the seconds pass. 

Sulfur fills the air. Ethan can taste its bitterness. 

The ground vibrates. And as the blasts grow louder and many screams mix with gunshots, everyone stops dancing, panicking as the night turns to terror around them. Yet the band plays on.

Ethan glances into the distance. 

Hell's Half Acre's fiery gates have opened. 

From its shadows, Death emerges, and his demons follow. 

It's time.

The rattle of explosions and the screams of the injured and dying envelope Ethan. His friends drop to the ground as more riders arrive, leaving behind a thick cloud of gun smoke, a subtle reminder of death's not-so-gentle embrace.

* * *
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"HURRY, GET TO COVER!" John yells to Sarah, Ethan's mother. 

He sprints towards her, both outstretching their arms. 

Time slows, almost standing still. 

He's inches away when she collapses and rolls onto her back as blood trickles, forming a pool around her head. 

As John reaches her, a lasso pins his arms to his sides. "Noooo!" he yells in a rage as the riders drag him away.

* * *
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ETHAN GRABS LAURA'S arm and pulls her toward the barber's shop. Despite the large windows, the only chance for their survival is within its strong wooden frame. Plus, there's a back door if they must flee. 

Once inside, he pulls her to the ground beside him. "Stay down! The windows are gonna shatter!"

Breathless, he yanks off his coat and drapes it over them, cinching it tightly around their heads. She trembles against him, her breathing almost as fast as her heartbeat. He can't take away her fear, but hugs her tightly. As he holds her against him, taking in her lilac perfume, he wonders, will this be the last time I enjoy her sweetness?

His patience runs thin, not knowing if the riders have passed. He moves his coat aside and peeks out. 

A deathly pale, malevolent face with scarlet eyes materializes inches from his face, laughs, then vanishes in a burst of light. 

He thinks, that's a lot of ugly.

The ground vibrates hard, meaning the riders are close. He covers his head and pulls Laura tighter, trying to move most of his body over her while bracing her for the inevitable. 

Maybe this time I can save her. 

The windows explode, hurling pieces of glass against the wall above them. Glass rains over them, hundreds of thuds against his coat. 

Showtime, he thinks. Keep her down.

Her breathing quickens as her whimpers crescendo. He covers her mouth, stifling her screams. 

As the tinkling of dancing shards stops, she pulls his hand loose enough to scream. 

"Laura stop!" 

In full-on panic, she twists and yanks, jerking the coat free while fighting his arms away. 

Despite his strength, he can't stop her from rushing away and entering the street. 

"Nooo!" he yells. 

Through the window, blood sprays out the back of her head, and she drops, the same as in the original timeline. 

Tremors rock Ethan as the horrific scene unfolds. 

He can't do anything for Laura, but needs to know what is happening outside. If his mission succeeds, she'll return, good as new, and won't remember this tragic death.

He jumps up and sprints to the entrance. 

Gazing out, he witnesses the rumbling, the gunshots, and the screaming—a nightmare come true. 

Death's close. Fast approaching. Coming for me.

Knowing he'll get killed if he leaves the safety of the building, he stays put, smelling and tasting the thick, smoky haze whirling about. 

"What the hell's going on?" he asks the winds, momentarily caught behind the veil of unknowing. Future Ethan knows the answer, the things behind the veil. The town is burning, just as it had long ago, but past Ethan's confusion is the dominant thought. 

As the killers pass, the quaking is at its loudest, vibrating the wood so hard planks bounce around him, causing nails to work loose and pop out, then flip side-to-side, shaking grains of rust as each roll and dance about the room. His feet slide in different directions on the bouncing boards until he falls, his chest crashing against the floor, blowing swirls of dust around him.

I gotta do something.

He astral projects, leaving the barber's shop, and walks outside. 

Passing riders surround him, each with an unseen demon behind them in the saddle, but only Ethan has the power to see them. 

His eyes move about the destruction.

Across the street, almost invisible through the drifting smoke, Brady Logan, a human vessel for the son of Satan, meets his gaze. Ethan locks eyes with the deadly destroyer. Just for a moment before Brady vanishes. His echoing laughter leaves Ethan with a bitter sense of dread.

Hands reach from the unmanifest, grab Ethan's shoulders, and jerk him into darkness. 

Heavy breathing covers two pounding heartbeats as a gentle female voice says, "It's alright. I've got you." 

* * *
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I SIGH IN RELIEF WHILE I lay my pencil on the desk across the notepad. 

Sitting back, I allow the joy of the greatness I've written to wash over me. 

I wrote the scenes as Grampa instructed. Now, as he would say, is the time to sit back and allow it to happen. 

But my moment of celebration is short.

The curtains whip as the wind invades my space, whirling around me, making Grandfather's gift pen roll toward me and fall into my lap. Fearing it might be fragile, I reach to stop it from crashing to the floor. 

The moment I touch the secret weapon, a tingle overtakes me. 

It's like nothing I've experienced, becoming painful.

Something rips me from my chair. 

Then the world goes black—like I'm in a void. 

And not alone.
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CHAPTER 4
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Two racing heartbeats and heavy breathing fill the void. 

I have no idea where I am or what’s happening. And just when my freak-out meter peaks, I tingle again and a blinding flash of white pulls me and whoever is with me from the darkness, our hearts connected by a distant beat. 

As my feet touch solid ground, explosions add to the erratic heartbeats and breathing. 

When my eyes open, What the heck? 

I’m in a crowded, old west saloon standing near the bar. There’s a strange familiarity about the place. The hardwood floor and walls are stained dark, with lighter paneling covering the top half. Thick wooden support columns with decorative brass rings of varying sizes stand around the room. Expensive oil lamps light the area. A large mirror hangs behind the counter, and above it—OMG!—an enormous painting of a plump, naked woman over the mirror. 

Strangely, the usual saloon sounds are absent. Nothing but two heartbeats and two people breathing. 

Where am I? Am I dreaming? 

Cigarette smoke mixes with cigar smoke. And there’s apparently no air-cooling system.

Gazing around, I flashback to the pictures hanging in Aunt Rosa’s saloon. Combining that with the grungy cowboys around me, I realize I’m standing in the original El Paso Saloon! 

I glance at the wood column where I sat yesterday and poured my heart out to Aunt Rosa. Maybe I pounded my head on the pole and I’m dreaming.

And while raising my hands to fan smoke, I pause. I’m wearing great-great-great-grandma’s dress. How the fudge! 

Then it gets weirder.

My head involuntarily turns to the back of the room. 

My eyes lock onto a familiar face. Squinting through the pollution, is that Ethan? 

Like a flash, I remember being in the library when he tripped over my computer cord, then our brief kiss. As if my heart can race more. 

Suddenly, I can’t control my body. 

I’m like a marionette. 

My feet turn on their own and step, almost marching to the bar. My hand reaches itself onto the countertop and grabs a sarsaparilla bottle before my legs stomp like a Nazi soldier for a few steps before getting my footing and moving naturally.  

Strangely, not one person turns to look at my best lunatic performance.

Then I’m standing behind Ethan, afraid to speak or act, but I get an overwhelming urge to touch his shoulder, to feel the spark between us. Of course, I chicken out. 

Stepping closer, I pop the cork. 

My mouth moves on its own, saying, “Are you alright?” only it’s not me speaking, though my vocal cords moved, and the sound delay is like a bad movie voice-over. 

I try to piece together what is happening. This is the strangest moment of my life.

Glancing around, the room isn’t as drab as the pictures showed, cameras being terrible back then, but in great-grandma’s black dress that swirls around my ankles when moving, I’m a flower in a weed garden. 

I lower into the chair across from Ethan. 

He notices me. But does he remember me?

His attention drifts to the low-cut bodice that emphasizes my white porcelain cleavage. A bead of sweat rolls beside his right eye as he takes a breath and reaches a trembling hand for the glass, downing the drink and placing it on the table. 

I can’t be sure why he is shaken. Perhaps he, too, is confused by being thrown into this... wherever we are. 

A whirlwind of thought overwhelms me: 

He hasn’t addressed me as “computer-cord killer,” is this my Ethan? 

Did I get sucked inside the story when I touched Grampa’s pen? 

Am I lusting for the story character? 

If it is character Ethan, will he forgive me for destroying his life?

Listen to me. Sucked into a story by a magic pen. I’m certifiable.

I look him over, hesitating to speak. It’s so strange seeing him dressed this way. He usually wears a tight T-shirt and jeans in the library, but I like the cowboy look too. 

I don’t know what to do, say, or how to act. And the fact that he hasn’t recognized me isn’t helping. 

I shiver as a silver Colt revolver with angel wings carved on the ivory handles peeking from his gun belt reminds me of story Ethan’s dangerous nature. It also brings a cold slap of reality to the situation. I’m not at home.

This has to be a dream, but how can this seem so un-dreamlike?

I swallow, fixing my gaze on him. 

Even if this isn’t my Ethan, there must be some of him inside this version. I mean, shouldn’t they share the same basic personality?

And if that isn’t enough to take in... things get even weirder.

My lips tingle, forming an involuntary smile. “So, what’s your story?” I ask, my hands reaching themselves across the table. I pick up his bottle and pour another drink. 

What the...? Okay. Whatever’s happening, just go with it. Trust Grampa. 

So, what’s your story? I had asked. 

His eyes widen, making it clear the question surprised him, but he keeps pace, flashing a devilish grin. “Sure you’ve got the stomach for it?” 

I chuckle, thinking, that’s exactly how my Ethan would respond. 

As I raise his glass, I smile and lick my lips, hopefully flirting while searching his eyes for something familiar, anything that might tell me which Ethan is before me. 

My lips move involuntarily again, a smug smile forming as they say, “Try me.” 

Stop it! I’m not your puppet! 

“Alright, I’ll play,” he says, reaching across the table. “Hold my hands and look into my eyes.” 

I hesitate, thinking, no, I can’t. Oh, all right. Trembling, I reach for him, while telling myself, “It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s just a dream. I’m not really here!”

He holds my hands in his muscular grip. 

Our eyes lock. 

Flames dance in his eye sockets. But frightened, I can’t look away. 

The room spins slowly, moving faster and faster—like I’m caught in a whirlwind of images. 

I watch Ethan resurrecting the town. People manifest into children playing and couples dancing. 

Next come gunshots and the screams from the dying as Ethan stands in the street, gazing at a demon surrounded by flames. 

Every action. Every sound. Every event unfolds just as I had written it. Except I’m with him. And the intensity of the emotions is like nothing I’ve experienced in the real world. 

It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real, I remind myself.

The spinning slows, grounding me in whatever reality or delusion I’ve traversed. 

It’s not real.

It’s just a dream.

This can’t be real!

Ethan spared no detail. And the experience has frightened me so much I may need to change my panties. 

In the present, the feelings remain, the anguish so real. I experienced everyone’s thoughts, fear, suffering, and uncertainty as they lay dying, just as my character Mary had. 

Overcome with emotion, I panic and jerk my trembling hands back, covering my mouth to muffle screams. Some stray tears slowly roll down my cheeks and splash onto the tabletop.

Though I penned this tragedy, I
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