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Wes Crowley awoke and opened his eyes. As was his habit, he didn’t move at first. He only looked. His brother and sister-in-law, Miguel and Carmen Martinez, had done a good job. He was lying in his own bed once again. As they had been in the other house, Coralín’s rocking chair and his easy chair were both off to the left side of the bed. And as they had been in the other house, Coralín’s dresser was centered beneath the west-facing window and his chest of drawers was situated on other side of the bed.

Still not moving, he took a deep breath and listened. 

At first there was only the sweet smell of acacias. Then the quiet sounds of yucca bells trembling in a light breeze. And the brighter sounds of birds, all filtering in through the open window of his new bedroom. 

Somewhere a desert cardinal was telling someone she was “prit-tee, prit-tee, prit-tee” and a dove seemed to be saying over and over again, “Over here, Jenny.” 

A couple of mischievous crows were talking to each other too. One uttered the appropriate, expected “caw,” but the other one kept saying “hawk,” as if maybe he was confused about his heritage. Or perhaps trying to convince the other crow.

Wes grinned. Probably the first crow wasn’t buying it. Crows are smart enough to recognize another crow, no matter what he called himself.

Still lying on his back in the bed, he looked at the ceiling. It was a warm, creamy yellow. Carmen liked yellow, and until recently, this had been her and Miguel’s bedroom. Her and Miguel’s house. But they still had three young children at home—the 7 year old twins, Juan and José, and their 4 year old sister Maria—so Wes had arranged to trade homes with them. 

With his beautiful Coralín buried far too soon in the family plot up on the hill, and with his children, Miguel and Marisol, grown and away at school in Mexico City, Wes didn’t need much room. Continuing to live in the big house while Miguel, Carmen and their three children made do in the smaller house was a thought he couldn’t abide.

So he’d helped move them into the hacienda, then went into town to spend the night in his room at the cantina. He had planned to ride north to the hacienda again the next morning. He planned to move his own things into the casita, and then spend the rest of the day getting them situated. Probably Carmen and Miguel would help.

But the six men who’d come hunting him had other plans. 

When he was only a couple of miles north of Agua Perlado, all but one of the men walked their horses out onto the road to block it for a final showdown. The sixth man, who talked big but lacked any honor at all, remained hidden in a thicket of oaks alongside the road.

But Wes had over 40 years’ experience riding wild on a good horse in a just cause. He’d upheld the law as a Texas Ranger, then as the marshal of Agua Perlado, then as a Guerrero Ranger. His instincts were finely honed, and he had lived by a particular code all his life. It was the only absolute to which he was resolved: Upright is not a matter of degree. In every second, you either are or you aren’t.

When he’d closed the distance to the line of men to around a hundred yards, he slowed his horse, Vuelo, to a walk and studied the men. 

As he drew closer yet, he recognized them. More importantly he understood their purpose. 

And he realized it was time to bring the latest chapter of his life to a close, one way or the other. 

He drew both Colts, leaned forward hard in the stirrups, and rode straight at them.
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The following morning, severely wounded, Wes had awakened with a start in a strange bed. Miguel and Carmen had Marshal Abregón Reyes put him in their bed in the big house when the marshal brought him home. All of his remaining family and a few close friends gathered around him, worried that he might die of the wounds he had received. 

But he did not die. 

The next day, Miguel and Carmen happily set about moving Wes’ belongings into the casita. It was the least they could do. 

And a few days later, the two Miguels, his brother-in-law and his son, moved him gently into his own bed in the casita. The day after that, his son and his daughter, Marisol, had taken the train back to school in Mexico City, and his friends had gone back to their lives. 

But Miguel and Carmen were a scant 50 yards away in the big house, and they were attentive, so Wes wasn’t alone. Nor was he in unfamiliar surroundings. 

Both houses had a similar floor plan. Both were built of adobe and whitewashed, with crushed seashells mixed into the whitewash so it would resist the sun and the saltwater air and last longer. Both front doors, which faced north, opened on an entryway that became a wide hallway and led all the way through the house. Throughout, the floors of both houses were of thick, glazed saltillo tiles. 

As a visitor entered either house, the living room lay to the right through an arched entrance. The den and library in both houses lay across the hall through another arched entrance. Past the living room in the big house were five doors on the right, each leading to a bedroom. The smaller house had only three such bedrooms. In both houses, beyond the den on the left was the formal dining room, then the kitchen. 

In the larger house, the arched doorway at the south end of the hall led to the sun parlor and a patio beyond. A stone walkway led from the patio along the cliff to Coralín’s Lookout. 

In the smaller house, there was no sun parlor. The arched doorway at the south end of the hall was the back door, and it led directly to a patio. Soon, a stone path would lead from there to the path from the main house that led to Coralín’s Lookout.

So really, the houses were almost identical, though the smaller house was a few feet narrower and ten feet shorter, owing to the lack of the sun parlor. But Wes didn’t mind. He didn’t need a sun parlor. Mostly, that room had served as Coralín’s plant nursery, though the family occasionally used it as a gathering place on cooler mornings.

He lay still for another moment and listened more closely for sounds of the sea. 

Yes, there it was. Beyond the sound of the birds and the slight rustling of the breeze through the yucca bells, he could just make out the distant sound of waves from the Pacific breaking on the rocks at the base of the cliffs.

And Miguel or Carmen—or both—would be here soon to check on him. 

Not that he was unable to get out of bed. He could even dress himself, though he had to take his time. 

He still couldn’t use his left arm for much of anything. The arm itself wasn’t wounded at all—well, except for the welt raised by a .45 caliber miss ten or twelve days ago—but during the more recent battle he’d received two bullets in his left chest. That was the initial diagnosis. According to the doctor, both had missed his lung, one by a fraction of an inch and one by a few inches. Still, it was remarkable how much his left arm depended on those chest muscles. 

But attempts to use his other arm, his right arm, for anything other than gingerly pulling on his trousers had caused him a great deal of pain too, inexplicably. He was unable to raise his right hand above his shoulder or to do so much as pour himself a glass of cold tea from the heavy jug or make a pot of coffee.

So on Thursday, the fifth day after the battle, soon after the two Miguels moved him into his own bed, the elder Miguel had asked the doctor to visit again. 

Further inspection revealed a third wound, delivered from the east, in the armpit under Wes’ right shoulder. 

Gun battles happen in micro-seconds. On reflection, Wes decided probably the wound was inflicted by Slade Morgan, the man who had hidden in the thicket in an attempt to ambush him. The same man who had later ridden out of the thicket in an attempt to trample him. The bullet had struck Wes as he raised his right hand to shoot Luke Parnell. 

Morgan’s bullet was the one that had finally knocked Wes out of the saddle. And a moment later, Abregón Reyes had killed Morgan with two bullets to the throat.

The operation was awkward. Unable to have Wes lie on his left side, the doctor sat on the floor beside the bed. As the elder Miguel held Wes’ arm out and up and as the younger Miguel held his father’s left hand tightly, eventually the doctor was able to remove the slug, which was lodged above the rib and below the collar bone on the right side. 

As the doctor packed the wound and applied the awkward bandage, he proclaimed Wes lucky. “Had the bullet not nicked your shoulder socket, señor Crowley, it probably would have continued through your neck or your head.”

Wes grinned up at him, beads of perspiration on his forehead. “Well, that would’a taught me.”

Both Miguels laughed. 

The doctor only shook his head, gathered his materials and left.

The relief from pain was almost immediate, but Wes would still have to let the wound heal for a few days.

At least his legs were fine. He was able to get around all right starting the sixth day after he was shot. That day, to prove to himself he could, he’d gotten out of bed and sat in a chair on the patio for a while. The effort nauseated him, though he didn’t allow Miguel or Carmen to know that, and he didn’t repeat it for a few more days until after the doctor had retrieved the bullet that had nearly killed him. 

But that day, as Carmen and Miguel marveled, he again sat on the patio and listened to the sounds delivered by the breeze and deeply inhaled the clean sea air. That was yesterday.

Today, though, he would continue his progress. Today he would sit on the patio for a while again. He would look in the direction of Coralín’s lookout and visit with his beloved bride. Maybe next week he would be able to build the short stone path to tie-in to the path from the main house. And a week or so after that, if he hadn’t torn anything loose, perhaps he and Miguel could begin building the new small barn nearer the small house. That and maybe a small corral.

He worked his legs off the bed, the left leg first, then the right, then tensed his stomach muscles to pull himself up to a sitting position. 

With his right hand, he pulled his trousers toward him from where they were draped over the foot of the bed, then finagled them into position and started slowly working them up his legs. Finally he stood and, keeping his hands low, was able to use his thumbs and index fingers to button and zip them.

And just in time. 

“Wes, are you awake?”

It was Carmen. 

Wes looked toward the open door to his bedroom. “I’m in here, sister, but I’m only halfway decent.”

A moment later, she rounded the corner from the hallway into the bedroom, a broad smile on her face. She stopped and gestured, her eyes wide. “Look at you! Was it terribly painful, pulling on your trousers?”

Wes grinned. “Not as painful as you seeing me without them.”

She laughed. “Do you want me to help you with a shirt, or are the trousers enough? The day is not cold.” 

“For decency, if you don’t mind, help me with a shirt. Would you start a pot of coffee first though? I hope in a week or so I can do both those things myself.”

She chuckled. “You are a stubborn man. You will do what you can, and maybe even what you can’t. But it is all right, Wes. We are happy to help with anything.”

“I know that, and I appreciate it.”

A few minutes later, after Carmen had started the coffee and helped him into a white shirt, he was sitting on the patio. 
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Carmen brought Wes a mug of coffee, then took another chair across the table. She sipped, then said, “The path. You will form the path to the Lookout first, won’t you?”

He grinned and nodded. “Yes, I have to do the path first.” He looked away to the west. “Y’know, my Coralín and I shared our first kiss down there on that Lookout.”

He had told Carmen that many times, but she only nodded. 

“I’ll start that in a few days. And when I’m done, I’ll christen it with a walk down there. Visit with my Coralín.” Then he looked at Carmen again. “And then in a week or so, Miguel and I will put up the new barn and get started on the corral. I figure we can be finished in—”

She shook her head. “Never mind being finished. You can figure to begin on the barn no sooner than ten or twelve days. Maybe two weeks. Miguel must go to sea again soon. He will leave in five days. As always he will be gone for about one week.”

Wes only looked at her for a moment. “Right. Well, see, now that’s a good thing.” He laughed quietly. “Keep a foolish old man from doing too much too soon.”

Carmen frowned. “Wes, you are neither foolish nor old.”

“Well, it’s all right anyway. That’ll give me longer to get the path set right.”

“I’m sure it will be perfect.” After Carmen refilled his mug with coffee, she said, “I will visit you again soon, Wes. At the moment, I need to check on Maria and get Juan and José off to school.”

Wes nodded. “No rush, now. I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“Not without me you aren’t.” Miguel stepped out onto the patio.

Carmen smiled up at him. “Good morning again, my husband!” She raised herself onto her tiptoes and kissed him lightly. Then she glanced around at Wes and curled her fingertips in a wave. “Back soon, mi hermano.” And she brushed past Miguel and through the door.

Miguel took the back of the chair she had vacated, then glanced down, then pointed at Wes’ cup. “Is there more coffee?”

“Should be on the stove.”

Miguel grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

When he was back and seated, Wes said, “Carmen says you’re headed back out to sea soon.”

“Yes. Five days from now. You’re doing better, and I have many families depending on me.”

Wes held up one hand. “No need to explain, Miguel. I know you’ve got responsibilities.” He sipped his coffee, then set the cup down. “And a life to live.”

“Yes, just as you do.” He paused. “But actually that is one reason I came over this morning.”

Wes looked at him. “What’s that?” 

Miguel grinned. “If I remember right, roughly a hundred years ago—on the day we met and became brothers, in fact—you had planned to maybe go to sea with me.” Miguel grinned. “Remember? Before the bad guys busted into the cantina on the wharf and spoiled your plans?”

Wes nodded. “I remember. Those guys spoiled my plans good. But if I remember right, later that day it was you urgin’ the alcalde to swear me in as the new marshal of Agua Perlado.”

Miguel grinned. “Possibly, that is true. But as much as you wanted to take yourself out of enforcing the law, I doubt you ever could have taken enforcing the law out of yourself.”

Wes chuckled. “Well, that’s probably true enough. Anyway, it seems to me it all worked out pretty good. You know, for the most part. In fact, me bein’ the marshal might’a been part of why your sister married me in the first place.”

“Yes, yes, it all worked out. But the main part is that originally you wanted to go to sea with me. So I was thinking—” 

But Wes held up one hand. “Oh, well, now Miguel, you know me talkin’ like that was probably all bluster.” He grinned. “Wouldn’t I look silly sittin’ on ol’ Vuelo tryin’ to lasso one’a them sardines or whatever you call ‘em?”

Miguel laughed. “My friend, that is so wrong in so many ways. In the first place, back then it was still Charlie, not Vuelo. And if there was ever a sea-going horse it would probably be Charlie.”

Wes grinned and nodded. “All right, I have to give you that one. Ol’ Charlie was quite a horse.” He raised his coffee cup to take a sip.

“And second, you cannot lasso a sardine.” Miguel grinned and held his thumb and index finger only inches apart. “Because they are tiny. They are not even bait for the bait we use.” He wagged one hand and laughed. “Of course, that is neither here nor there since you could not lasso a fence post if you were sitting next to it on your horse.” 

Wes busted out laughing and turned his head to spew coffee across the patio.

Miguel laughed again and pointed at him. “You—you would end up with both you and Vuelo so tangled in rope!” He slapped his legs and continued to laugh. “Neither of you would be able to move!”

Still laughing, Wes wiped tears from his eyes. “You got me dead to rights on that one.” He looked at the table and shook his head. “I never did want to work with cows. Guess I figured if I learned how to throw a rope I’d about have to work with ‘em.” 

“And mi hermano, for the record, I have considered you my brother since the first time we met. You marrying my sister had nothing to do with that.”

And Wes went sober. He nodded. Quietly, he said, “Y’know, you’re right on that one too. I never met a fella since ol’ Mac that I took to quite as fast.”

“As it will always be, hermano.”

Wes nodded. “As it will always be.”

After a moment, Miguel raised one hand and waved it side to side. “At any rate, what I came to say. I go to sea in a less than a week, as you know. And you are in no shape for such foolishness at the moment, but there will be other times. I think perhaps you might give serious thought to going with me on future trips.”

“Oh.” Wes paused. “I don’t know.” He paused again. “I mean, I appreciate it, Miguel, but—” 

Again, Miguel raised one palm. “No response is necessary right now. It is only something to keep in mind. I would be honored to have you on La Perla Negra at any time.” He paused. “Pero in the meantime, don’t do anything crazy, all right? Let your wounds heal completely. And when I get back from this trip, we will build your barn and your corral.”

“Yes sir. I look forward to it.” 

Miguel downed the rest of his coffee. “Now I have to ride into town for supplies. Can I bring anything back for you?”

Wes shook his head. “Not this trip. I think I’m all set.”

Miguel nodded and stood. He glanced toward the stone path that lay some twenty yards away, then back to Wes. “I would offer to help you build the connecting path too, but I know you.” He grinned. “I suspect it will be finished before I come back from the sea.”

“Yes sir, it will, but I won’t be buildin’ it alone. I suspect Coralín will be right there with me liftin’ every stone.” He chuckled and glanced at the path. “And probably tellin’ me exactly how to position it.” He paused, still looking at the path, and tapped his palm on his chest. His eyes misted as his mind filled with thoughts of Coralín. Quietly, he said, “Ella es mi corazón. She is my heart.” 

Miguel nodded. “Well, I will talk with you again soon, my brother. And Carmen probably will be back before that.” And he turned and went through the door.
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After Miguel left, Wes sat for a time, looking at the stone path leading from the main house to Coralín’s Lookout. For no apparent reason, the path took a jag to the north right behind his house before curving away to the west-southwest again. Just as if destiny or the fates knew well in advance that a second, connecting path from the smaller house would someday be necessary. And Wes had already decided: where the path jagged to the north, that’s where the new path from his patio would connect to the established path.

He realized too that Carmen and probably Miguel believed Coralín would exist only in his imagination as he worked on the path. That her presence would be only wishful thinking on his part.

But it was more than that. She had ridden north with him on the trail to track down those who had killed her. She had almost physically stayed his hand when he’d wanted to kill Porter, the man who’d ridden back down the trail to talk with him. And then she’d spent the night with him in their bedroom in the big house later that same night.

Not that she was there physically of course. That was impossible. 

But he heard her voice in his mind, and he felt her presence on the gentle seaward breeze. It would be wonderful to actually see her again, even if only one more time, even if for only a second. 

But that probably wouldn’t happen until he was dead and buried alongside her up on the hill. If even then. He’d lived a good, full life already, and he had yet to see any evidence of a heaven or hell of the kind the preachers talked about. Those things existed right here on Earth. Over the years he’d experienced some hell, for sure, and his Coralín had provided all the heaven he needed in the form of her gentle presence and that of their children. 

But a mean-spirited subjective God who rewarded some and punished others for being human? Wes had never seen any evidence of that. In fact, he’d even witnesses slices of heaven and hell in individuals.

And for some reason, that caused him to remember the good young man he’d met. Well, that and the story the young man had told him. It was a pretty fantastic story, but somehow it rang true.

He put his hand to his chin. That must be close to thirty years ago now. The boy was a deputy marshal of a small town somewhere in Nevada. He’d been on a vengeance ride clear down into southern Arizona, though he’d killed only when the men he was after forced his hand. And afterward he’d gone down to some small village in Mexico—come to think of it, that was Agua something or other too—before he and Wes had met by chance in a saloon. In Palominas, Arizona of all places.

Wes grinned and shook his head. It was coming back to him. That was way back when he was on his way to Agua Perlado for the first time. By God it had been about thirty years ago. He had come to deliver the news to Senador Rigoberto Martinez and his gracious wife, Abrazia Silva, that their eldest daughter had been killed up in Amarillo. 

Then Coralín blew into the dining room from her Lookout. She’d staked a claim on him before he’d realized it, and he’d never left.

But that boy. Rider Jones, that was his name. It was such a strange name that he could never forget it.

And that night in Palominas, in the midst of both of them swapping lies and telling tall tales, young Deputy Marshal Jones had mentioned something he called a portal. Apparently it was some sort of rip in the fabric of time itself, and on the other side of it Rider had witnessed a Comanche raiding party just about to attack a homestead. And he said that event happened in the long-ago past.

Which, that part might’ve been right, or close to it. In real time, meaning back on this side of the portal, the house was only ruins, and the only bits of iron laying about were all but rusted away.

But having seen the Comanche raid developing, young Deputy Jones had stepped through the portal. He’d allowed the other fella, the one who lived there in that long-ago time, to use his Henry repeating rifle. Deputy Jones himself used his beat-up old Remington revolver, and together he and the other man had killed several Comanches and run the others off.

Then he’d collected his rifle and stepped back through the portal, slick as you please.

It was a great story. He was sure it was one of the better tall tales he had ever heard. 

But the boy insisted it was true. He took his oath on it.

Maybe that’s why over all these years Wes had never forgotten it. 

But the boy also said when he came back through the portal, the ruins were still there. Everything was the same as before he’d stepped through the first time. Which he said proved that no matter what happens in one timeline, it doesn’t affect the current timeline. Or any others. Whatever a timeline was.

Which Wes took to mean even if he found one of those portal things down here, and even if he stepped through and killed those who had come to kill his Coralín before they got to her, when he stepped back through she would still be gone. In other words, it wouldn’t bring her back. 

So even looking for one of those things would hardly be worth his time.

He glanced at the stone path again, brought his right hand to his jaw and tapped his chin with his index finger. Well, unless he found exactly the right portal. Then he could maybe step through and prevent Coralín’s killing, and then just stay there in that timeline. Is that something he could do? Would that even be possible?

But it wasn’t quite the same as Rider’s situation. When Rider stepped through the portal to help save those folks from the Comanches, there wasn’t already another Rider Jones in that timeline. At least not that he knew of. And if it was that long ago, there probably wasn’t.

But if Wes found a portal to the day his Coralín was killed—that was what? Only two or three weeks ago?—there would already be a Wes Crowley in that timeline. 

So more than likely one of three things would happen: One, he would automatically be sucked out to the Ranger facility south of town where he’d been when Coralín was killed. And of course, that wouldn’t do any good. Or two, he’d kill those who had come to kill Coralín and then step back through the portal and she would still be gone in this timeline. So really, that wouldn’t do any good either, except that at least he’d get to see her. But how would he explain that he had to rush right back out? Or three, he would kill those who had come to kill her and then—just stay there.

But again, if he did that, there would be two Wes Crowleys in that timeline, wouldn’t there? And then what? Would he have to kill his other self so he could continue living in that alternate time? 

He grinned. It was interesting to think about. 

Maybe he could meet and talk with the other Wes Crowley, maybe tell him they were twins. Maybe convince him to leave town. 

But that wouldn’t do either. In the first place, the other one would never believe Wes’ name was Western Z Crowley too. Wes didn’t believe in coincidence, so the other Wes probably didn’t either. And Wes wouldn’t want to be the one to leave town. He would want to live out his life with Coralín. 

But the other Wes wouldn’t want to leave town either, and for the same reason.

It was all very confusing. After all, the other Wes was him, only a few weeks ago.

For that matter, if he killed the other Wes, would he also be killing himself in that timeline? Maybe. And if so, that would give Coralín the same grief he was living with now. No, he couldn’t risk it.

He glanced at the place in the stone path where it bulged slightly to the north again. 

Still, how great would it be if there were some of those portals down here? And if he could only locate the right one, how great would it be to just see his precious Coralín one more time? If he could save her in that time, that would be even better, even if it didn’t change the here and now.
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