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​Chapter 1
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Saturday morning, a little after midnight, I lay against the breakfast room wall like a lump of potter’s clay. Nate Potter shot me in the chest with a large caliber pistol. The force threw me backwards and I now sat where I’d landed. I couldn’t move, but I could see and feel the life force leaving my body. The sticky, red blood soaked through my clothing.

I’m a mess. 

The blood was at first warm and then it grew cold against my skin. Darkness came, engulfing me. In a way, it was a blessed relief. I didn’t feel the pain and hopelessness in the darkness. I didn’t feel anything. 

I’m nothing. 

Once I reconciled myself to that state of being, I drifted in and through darkness. After I was past the darkness, I saw bright, clear light illuminating my mother and father, Patrick and Dawn Lewis. They were waiting for me and I felt joyful. 

They were far, far away. I could clearly see them because the light tunneled to them. I wanted to be with them more than anything else at that moment. I tried to move to them, but it was like wading through quicksand. I willed and intended to join them and that was all it took. In an instant, I stood with them. I couldn’t say where we were, but at least we were together. 

The peacefulness was all encompassing and complete; it was like sinking into a warm pool of pure love and acceptance. I felt whole for the first time in my life and it was in high contrast to the broken body that was lying against the wall at the manor. I reached out to take my mother’s hand while attempting to put my palm on my father’s shoulder. Even though they stood directly before me, I couldn’t reach either of them.

“Not yet, James,” Dawn revealed.

Like a wisp of smoke, I was vaporous and insubstantial, and yet it was my consciousness. How can I be both consciousness and vapor? How did that wisp take physical form?

In a millisecond, the vapor sucked back into my body, bringing me back to a pain-filled reality. There were moments of awareness as sirens noisily blared in my head. The pain in my chest was white-hot lightning and terrible. There were moments when I was once again in darkness, free from pain and misery. Then, the defibrillator paddles shocked me back to awareness once again.

Why don’t they leave me alone and let me die in peace? What’s with the damn life-saving heroics?

“We’re losing him,” a male voice shouted.

“Don’t you dare give up on him!” Danny yelled. “Please, come back to me James! Please. You promised you wouldn’t leave me and the twin. You promised, damn you! Please! James, I can’t lose you!”

I heard her beg me to come home, but everything continued as a blur between darkness, glimpses of my parents, loud sirens, excruciating pain, and darkness again. 

Then, the cycle would repeat.
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​Chapter 2
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I fought the hands restraining me. I tried to return to the place I’d been. It was a place of love and acceptance. A place of purity, peace, and light. It was a place pain didn’t exist.

I wanted that, not this. 

I wanted to return to wholeness, not this broken body. I was on a backboard while hands restrained me. Fighting. Fighting to return to complete and utter love. 

I heard Danny’s voice somewhere, but she was far away... the words bounced off a long tunnel, dissipating before they reached me. Still, it was her emotions, filled with love and desperation, which held me to this place of pain. 

Let me go!

Suddenly, I was back in that place of love and light with my parents. I rushed towards them, anxious and happy to be there. The rest of it, all that was going on in the ambulance, was instantly forgotten. The only thing that mattered was the safety and wholeness I felt.

“No my son; it’s not time,” Dawn warned as she shook her head. I knew that look. From past experience, it never did any good to argue with her.

“But, I’m dead. The gunshot killed me,” I protested. “I want to stay here with you and Dad.”

“No son, you’re not dead,” Patrick Lewis said. “You don’t want to stay with us... not really. Danny, Ryder, and Riley need you. Sands needs you too. She’ll never recover from this if you leave. None of them will. Your entire family needs you. You must go back. It’s not time for you to join us. You must abide by Universal laws and wait for the right moment. This isn’t that moment.”

“I’m broken now,” I helplessly replied as I recalled my body bleeding-out on the floor. “What good am I to them now?”

“You’ve been shot,” Dawn informed. “That part is true; but, you’re not broken. You’re strong and brave, James. If you set your mind to it, you’ll mend and heal from this. Go back, son. It’s not yet time.”

“You keep saying that, but I can’t go back,” I argued.

Dawn and Patrick moved away, slipping out of sight. I tried to reach out to stop them, but like a wisp of smoke, I once again returned to my body and the blaring sirens. The shock of the defibrillator paddles hit my chest again. The force of the electric current lifted me off the backboard, into the air, and then I slammed down again. It hurt like hell and I fought to get away.

Dammit! Let me alone!

Wailing sirens. Static. Intermittent light. Darkness. My parents, so young and beautiful. Danny’s voice far away. Heartache. Relentless pain. Paramedics. Electric shock to a heart that was already suffering severe emotional pain.

I snapped back to life like a rubber band.

––––––––
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​Now, I heard Danny crying. She begged me to stay. I wanted to go, didn’t I? I felt my wife’s heartbreaking sobs as she clung to my hand. 

Is that my hand?

It had to be. I was once again flesh. I felt the warmth of her touch. The words Danny cried tugged at my heartstrings. As she spoke, beautiful and loving images of her and the twins flashed before me. I could feel my family in the core of my being. At that moment, I wanted Danny and my family more than anything else. 

I chose them over the place I’d left behind.

“James, please, please; don’t leave me,” Danny cried out. “We need you. Please, come back to me. You promised! You promised that you’d always find your way back to me. Come back, dammit. Come back to me!”

“He’s back,” one of the paramedics said. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Lewis, he’s weak and lost a lot of blood, but they’ll get a surgeon to fix him up at the hospital.”

My return was gut-wrenchingly painful.

I was acutely aware of each pothole, each turn, each time the driver hit the brakes. The ambulance jerked to a sudden stop at the emergency room entrance. Jarred by excruciating pain. Rushed through more blinding lights, a steady stream overhead on the way to the surgical room. The stainless steel, glaring and cold. I was cold. On the count of three. Lifted onto the operating table. Clothes cut away. Something pricked my arm. Mask over my face. Many hands. Strange and unfamiliar hands. Holding me down. Fighting to get away.

Although, I couldn’t be sure of the sequence of events, these fast clips happened. I was aware at intervals and then I wasn’t. I continued to fight. Nate Potter was out there somewhere. Did he shoot the others? Did he kill my entire family?

At some point, I couldn’t remember why I fought so hard to free myself. The warmth of anesthesia washed over me and I floated. It tugged at me, begging me to follow. It was hard to resist.

“Danny!” I gasped as I tried to sit up. Another set of hands pushed at my shoulders. I heard a familiar voice. I trusted that voice.

“You’re in good hands, James,” Dr. Kline soothed. “Relax now. Dr. Elliot will fix you up. He’s our best surgeon. I want you to fight to live, James. Don’t fight the doctors here trying to save your life. Fight for Danny and the twins.” I heard the urgency in Dr. Kline’s voice.

I drifted. Medicated. Unconscious. Finally, my hands fell uselessly at my sides. I was in darkness again. In this darkness, I couldn’t move by mere intention. I wasn’t a vaporous wisp. There wasn’t light leading me to my parents either. I lost that thread the moment I decided to return. It was gone the moment I knew with certainty that Danny was all I wanted, all I’d ever want.

The choice had changed everything.

I was aware of the thoughts surrounding the surgery. The bullet Nate Potter put in my chest incapacitated me, making me weak and helpless. Weakness was a foreign idea to my strongly built, determined body. It’d ripped through me, tearing through tissue. If I was to make it, I needed repairing. I wanted the nasty reminder gone as much as the surgeon did.

Does this mean I’m not broken after all? Can the skilled hands of a surgeon fix me?
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​Chapter 3
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I was conscious. 

It was Monday morning. I was aware that I was in a small room with windows on three sides. The glass was clear, too clear. Nurses and doctors busily carried out their duties on the other side of the windows. The bright light was hundreds of needle pricks in the back of my eyes.

I was in the ICU at the local hospital. I’d been here before for Danny after the nasty attempts to harm her.

A steady beep and hum of machinery surrounded me. The noises were both annoying and oddly reassuring. Was I whole? Did I survive as me? Did Magin James Lewis make it back from the other side or was I some replica of him?

Then, that worrisome reality fell away. I saw images in the clear glass. It was like looking into a crystal ball. The images took me back to the beginning of the battle with Nate Potter.

The assailants hit the guardhouse. Taken completely by surprise, Nate and his men got the drop on the security guard. Miss Dawson told him to expect Joe Talbot and his fiancée, Joanne. Nate beat the guard with the tire iron until he was unconscious and then took the .38 revolver from his holster. The guard managed to set off the silent alarm before he passed out. That small warning had given me enough time to sound an alert to the women before the power was cut. The ensuing battle was fierce. Nate and six men entered the manor while another attacked the apartments used by the sisters, Amanda and Peaty.

Now, in the clear glass, the missing details were instantly filled in. When Joe arrived at the gate, he’d found the guard down. Then, he heard a commotion at the manor as the charge blasted open the front entrance. He left Joanne in the car, telling her to call for assistance, and then raced on foot to the manor. He was inside just in time to hear the first gunshot. Even though I was out of sight, he could tell by Danny’s reaction that Nate had shot me. 

He picked his way over the downed bodies and broken pieces of banister as quickly as possible. After Sands pulled Danny away from Nate, Joe had a clear, unobstructed view. When Nate pointed the gun again, Joe fired without hesitation. Three shots—two to the chest and one to the head. That ended the threat for the last time.

Nate Potter was finally dead.

I witnessed my near-death-experience again through the very clear glass. I was surprised to learn that I was so ready and willing to leave Danny and the family I loved. I recalled that I was a wisp of smoke, insubstantial, and ethereal. My body screamed with more pain that I’d ever imagined and I was glad to escape it. I wanted to feel whole, but I felt broken and useless. In the ethers, with my parents, I felt complete.

“You’ll heal and mend if you set your mind to it,” my mother had said.

Is it mind over matter? Can I set my mind to it?

A passage from The Spiritual Gifts book came rushing back, “If one can visualize what is wanted, it’s easily attained. When healing is desired, visualize the light from the Universe sending healing to the body in the exact spot where healing is needed.” It was an intriguing idea. Although I was unaware of following those instructions, some higher part of me began to institute it even on the operating table.

I concentrated on the clear glass and saw everything that happened that night. I saw everything I missed while with my parents. When the ambulance arrived, I was dead. Medics relentlessly worked. I heard Danny’s cries and pleas for me to stay with her, then to come back to her. I fought with all my strength to return to wholeness. Defibrillator. Danny’s emotions holding me, refusing to let me go, and demanding that I return to her. Choosing her. Blinding lights. Cold surgery room. Dr. Kline’s voice. Medicated state. Drifting into darkness. I saw the scene in the surgery room as the surgeon fought to stop the bleeding, fought to save my life.

“We can’t wait. He’s bleeding out. Hold him down, everyone get him still now!” the surgeon barked the orders.

I wasn’t sure why I fought so hard and the clear glass didn’t give any answers. I could only imagine that I thought Nate was still a threat and that I struggled so I could make sure he didn’t hurt my family. Other than that, I’d already decided to stay with Danny, and yet, I continued to fight. Hands pressed me down. The surgical steel sliced through my chest while another doctor worked to get a breathing tube in and hooked up to a ventilator. Strangely, I didn’t feel the cut or the breathing apparatus forced down my throat. I watched the scene as a passive observer. When the surgeon opened my chest, he struggled to see where the bleed originated. A nurse slipped a chest tube in place to drain the excess blood from my chest cavity.

“Clamps!” the doctor ordered. “Come on, people. I can’t see!” 

The anesthesia began to work. I drifted; my hands fell helplessly at my sides. I’d lost too much blood. Not enough time to type my blood, the doctor ordered O-negative.

Dr. Elliot frantically worked to repair the nicked aorta and vena cava. I wouldn’t make it unless he stopped the bleeding. In the area where I drifted, I was aware of each word spoken and unspoken as the emergency team worked. They were frantic to save my life, but also marveled at the power and perfection of my body.

Thoughts floated to me—He’s so strong... Oh God, help us save this man; he has a wife and newborn twins... We’re pumping blood in as fast as it drains out. We have to stop the bleeding... We have to get this damn bullet out of him... He has six-pack abs, the kind shown in pictures, but he’s real... Wish my husband had a body like this... He’ll get through this if he fights! Come on, you big bastard, stop fighting us and start fighting to live!” On and on, the inconsequential thoughts of each staff member drifted up and to that place where I was both conscious and unconscious.

The .38-caliber bullet, embedded in the muscles of my back, tore through major blood vessels on the way. Fortunately, it missed all major organs and bones, but the cavitations, or shockwave-effect, were four times the diameter of the bullet. It left a big hole inside my body. The damage was to the elastic tissue and would repair itself once the bullet was removed. There wasn’t any fragmentation, so it was considered a relatively clean shot. When the surgeon was satisfied that he had the bleeding stopped, he went after the bullet. I watched Dr. Elliot’s intense concentration as he dug to pull it out.

Where am I that I can see everything this way? 

“Got you, you little bastard,” Dr. Elliot mumbled when it was done. I heard the clink of metal hitting metal as the bullet dropped into a stainless steel pan. “Close him up. He’s a strong man inside and out. He’ll heal and he’s good to go.”

I visualized Universal healing light into the open area of my chest, drawing it into my body. I ‘set my mind to it’ even on the operating table, even as another doctor took charge, sewing three rows of stitches inside my chest. One row was deep inside the chest cavity, a second layer was sewn in the connective tissue, and finally the outer stitches were in actual flesh.

“Make small, neat stitches, doc,” a nurse suggested as she watched him work. “He’s a good looking man; let’s not give him a gaping scar down this beautiful chest.”

The doctor chuckled softly as the nurse’s appreciative gaze drifted over his patient’s body. When finished with a small, neat row, he applied a layer of betadine and the bandage. As if it was someone else lying on the table, I watched everything. 

It didn’t seem real. 

Although certain I could see anything desired from the past, next I saw Danny and Sands in the waiting area. They were very worried. Even though the room was empty of other visitors, they talked in a hushed murmur.

“Do you believe what Nate Potter said?” Sands whispered with her head bent low next to Danny’s ear. “Did James kill the five men that attacked you? Did he burn the body shop to the ground?”

“Nate is the most unreliable person I’ve ever known,” Danny caustically declared. “He believed he was in a relationship with me for six years. How is anything he said valid?”

“I know, I know,” Sands acknowledged. “Still, why did he say it?”

“I admit that part of me wants to believe that James went after them,” Danny replied. “But, you saw how carefully he trained us. James never intended for us to kill anyone. He didn’t try to kill anyone during the attack either. I’m quite sure he could’ve murdered every man there... if that was his intention. It was merely another of Nate’s schemes to cause trouble.”

“You’re probably right,” Sands admitted in a hushed voice. “He’s only trying to cause doubt. He’d do anything to keep the two of you apart... even from the grave.”

“We shouldn’t mention his accusations to anyone... Not even Patty, especially not Joe,” Danny advised. “The authorities have already closed the case and there isn’t any reason to reopen it.”

“You’re right,” Sands agreed. “If Nate’s suspicions were voiced, the police would investigate again. Do you think he told anyone else?”

“Maybe his brother,” Danny answered, “but you and I were the only ones to hear it at the manor. Patty was still in the nursery. Joe hadn’t come inside yet.”

“Let’s keep it that way,” Sands suggested. “I don’t think we should mention it to James either.”

Danny nodded.

The visions ended there.

I didn’t want my wife or best friend to know what I had done. I didn’t want them to know that I had allowed the monster to get loose and go on a rampage. I’d promised myself that I’d never tell anyone, even Joe. If either of them asked me about Nate’s accusations, I knew I had to deny it.

I dozed.
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​Chapter 4
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I looked up to see Danny standing outside the glass room. She smiled and waved. I weakly raised my right hand in greeting. The doctor nodded approval and Danny entered the room. It felt like my heart would jump out of my chest and the monitors gave an audible and very loud indication of the effect she had on me. I couldn’t imagine why it had been so easy to leave her before, but I suspected that the afterworld makes a person forget what is left behind in this world. 

My parents were wise to send me back.

Danny leaned over to kiss me. I returned the kiss and again the monitor intensified as my heart raced. I tried to take her in my arms, but they felt heavy. The weakness surprised me.

Did I have a stroke? Am I paralyzed? 

“They medicated you pretty heavily, James,” Danny reported when she saw the excessive worry on my face. “You fought them at every turn. I suppose you were still in defense mode from the attack Friday night, but they didn’t understand. The bullet tore through tissue on the left side of your body and barely missed your heart; you’ll have to regain your strength.”

“What day is it? How long have I been out?”

“Not as long as I would’ve thought,” she admitted. “It happened around midnight on Friday and its Monday. The surgery lasted a long time. There was a lot of damage to repair. I think the doctor has kept you sedated as a precaution. He doesn’t want to take a chance that you’ll start fighting again and tear out the stitches. You’ve been in ICU for thirty-six hours. Dr. Elliott said you might awaken at any time or that it could be days.”

“You’ve been here the entire time?” I admonished. She nodded as tears glistened. “Was anyone else injured? How are the twins?”

“The twins are fine and so is everyone else,” she acknowledged and then gave a full report with several stops and starts. “Patty stayed in the nursery with the babies until Sands went to get her. Jesse’s fine too and Amanda and Peaty stayed in their apartment and called everyone on their list. They began to make the calls the moment they heard the blast on the front entrance. Although one of Nate’s men also attacked them, they used a baseball bat and then secured his hands and feet with a phone cord.

“The security guard is in the hospital in stable condition. Nate beat him pretty badly with the tire iron, but thankfully he was able to push the silent alarm. As you know, Sands was knocked unconscious from the initial blast. She insisted she didn’t need medical treatment. After we tangled with Nate the first time, I should’ve hit him one last time for good measure. I had no idea how quickly he’d recover or that he had a gun.” 

Tears streamed down her face at the memory of Nate shooting me.

“I’m sorry too,” I admitted. “I didn’t bind his feet and hands with the utility ties when I had the chance. It left him with the ability to keep coming.”

“He almost killed you, James!” She covered her face, sobbing bitterly.

“But, he didn’t kill me, Danny. I’m right here with you,” I gently soothed. “It’s over, my love, and here we are in this glass room together. Soon, we’ll be able to laugh about all of this. I promise.”

“I know and I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I think I’m crying more from relief now that it’s over and you’re awake. You died twice in the ambulance. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you, James. You fought the EMT so hard each time he brought you back. I was afraid you wanted to leave us.”

“No Danny,” I objected. “I was confused and each time I came back the pain was unbearable. I was a coward and just wanted to be left alone. When I was unconscious, I didn’t feel the pain or the hopelessness.”

“Why did you feel hopeless?” she asked in surprise.

“I saw my body bleeding out... I thought I was already dead or broken so badly that I wasn’t any use to you like that. I didn’t know that a skillful surgeon could fix me. I thought my life was over... that the life I knew was over. I couldn’t imagine being such a burden to you. It was your voice that brought me back, Danny darling,” I explained, hoping that she understood. She listened quietly and after a few moments of silence, she told the rest of the story.

“Once we knew you were out of surgery and that it was now up to you,” she continued, “I insisted that Sands get checked out. She actually has a concussion. She’ll have a headache for a few days and she has a large bruise on her shoulder from the tire iron. Other than that, the doctor says she’s fine. She’s been here with me the entire time.”

“How are the twins doing if you’re here?”

“They’re at the manor with Patty. She has Kathleen too, but Jesse, Amanda, and Peaty are there to help,” she casually informed. “I couldn’t leave you, James.”
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