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Introduction 

IT’S ALL IN THE DETAILS

 

 

For some reason, I got interested in stagecoaches right before I started the Thunder Mountain novel in this issue.

And not just any stagecoach, but a Concord stagecoach, considered the top of the line back in the 1850s through the early 1900s.

Everyone knows what Concord stagecoaches look like because of all the movies. Egg-shaped in general, with a place for the driver and guard to sit up front, railings around the top where people could sit or luggage could be stored, and a lump on the back that was for storing luggage as well.

If in a movie a stage needed to be robbed, it would be a Concord, even though there were hundreds of other types.

Now, so far in all my Thunder Mountain novels, no character would think of riding in a stagecoach. My characters all rode horses. Stagecoaches were rough rides at best and I knew that so I never put my character in one.

If you ever get a chance for a stagecoach ride at a fair or something, take it. And remember that you are riding on flat, level ground. Imagine the coach tipped sideways going over rocks and bouncing through ruts. Nothing at all comfortable about the ride, which is one of the many reasons trains and then cars took over so quickly.

The Concords also had a special system to try to make the ride smoother. They had large bands of thick leather that gave the coach a rocking motion under the bouncing.

Imagine being on a very small boat in rough seas with something pounding the bottom of the coach every few feet and tipping the entire thing one way and then the other. Yup, passengers got motion sick and bruised in even the shortest rides.

A woman and a man, complete strangers, sitting on a bench seat in a stagecoach, ended up knowing each other very well by the time the trip was over because they were always tossed together by the rough roads.

I think what got me interested in the Concord stagecoach were all the myths around them. Every western movie has a stage pulling into town or being robbed or the beautiful woman arriving and stepping down looking wonderful.

No reality there at all. Even the Concords with their leather blinds over the windows got their passengers covered in dust.

In the Thunder Mountain novels, I try to keep the details clear and crisp and as accurate as I can manage when it comes to the Old West. So I thought I would tackle the myth of the Concord stagecoach. Both in the past and in today’s time. Thus the novel Dry Creek Crossing.

And by the way, right where I have Dry Creek Crossing in this book, there really was a wagon road that went across the stream called Dry Creek that is west and to the north a little from Boise, Idaho. Only the creek was seldom dry, if ever. No idea why or how it got the name Dry Creek.

And another point about details. Rattlesnakes make an appearance in both of the last two Thunder Mountain novels, including the novel in this issue. Rattlesnakes were very much a part of the Old West.

Like I said, I try to get the details right in these Thunder Mountain novels. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

—Dean Wesley Smith

July 31st, 2017
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Marble Grant and her partner Sim stumble on a beautiful, drop-dead sexy woman moments before she actually drops dead.

That sort of kills all the fun in the moment.

While the Fremont Street Experience swirls around the three ghosts, Marble works to figure out why the woman’s ride in a bright-light tunnel seemed late.

No telling what might happen when Marble Grant and Sim stride to the rescue.

 

 

 

A LADY IN HEAT

A Marble Grant Story

 

 

From where I stood off to one side of the Fremont Street Experience, leaning against the stone wall of the Golden Nugget Casino, I could watch a woman with long blonde hair, a tight white blouse, jeans, and expensive tennis shoes.

She was hot, not temperature hot, since the night was a comfortable seventy degrees. I mean drop-dead sexy hot. Long blonde hair, huge brown eyes, and a smile that could give a dead man an erection.

And she looked drunk.

Staggering drunk, in a sexy, hot way.

Around me and my partner, Sim, the craziness of downtown Las Vegas swirled like a midway at a carnival. An X-rated carnival with a twist of New Orleans French Quarter tossed in. There were men wearing G-strings who shouldn’t ever wear G-strings, women with basically nothing on willing to pose with anyone for a few bucks right beside every cartoon character imaginable.

I was pretty sure that in the books Sleeping Beauty didn’t have to compete with Amazon-sized women beside her wearing armor from the waist down.

Three bands played along the street about a block or so apart with crowds dancing in front of the stages.

And everyone carried a drink.

The entire four-block-long street party was covered by a ninety-foot-high dome of lights. Making it impossible to walk a straight line down the big mall were more small booths and bars than should be crammed into four blocks of space.

Overhead people screamed as they went flying by on a zip-line, just under the dome roof. And the half-dozen major casinos that fronted the Experience all had their doors wide open like hungry mouths welcoming in the food they called tourists.

I honestly loved the Experience, even as tacky and stupid as it was. It had a life to it every night, seven nights a week. And to ghosts like me and Sim, feeling alive was important.

Besides, we only lived about three blocks from the Experience, so wandering through here regularly was something we just did.

“You looking at what I’m looking at?” Sim asked as the hot blonde sort of stumbled into a guy with his wife and daughter in tow. The blonde said something to the poor guy who looked flustered and the guy’s wife looked shocked and yanked the guy away.

Sim glanced over at me and smiled. “I think she just propositioned that poor guy.”

“I think you might be right,” I said, laughing.

“Think she might be interested in two women ghosts?” Sim asked.

“I know I would be interested in finding out what she is thinking,” I said, laughing, as we both started across the mall toward her.

When trying to go from one place to another through crowds, we had three choices. We could either walk through people and get glimpses of all of their thoughts and memories, we could try to avoid as many as we could, which meant some tricky side-stepping and ducking moves, or we could just teleport, or jump as we called it, to the other side.

When working the Experience, Sim and I liked to try to avoid. More fun and some pretty good exercise.

I reached the hot blonde first and faded inside her. A few seconds later Sim joined me.

But I didn’t notice exactly when Sim joined me because this woman was the horniest woman I had ever seen. It was like waves and waves of desire cascaded through her mind.

I damn near had an orgasm just trying to get a grip on what I was sensing in this woman’s mind.

“Holy shit!” Sim said, breathing hard.

The woman was named Maryalice without a hyphen and she was in Vegas alone, trying to make herself forget her boyfriend.

“We got to get her off this street,” I said to Sim through what felt like an intense red haze inside the woman’s mind.

“No kidding,” Sim said, seeming to shout even though I could hear her fine. “She’s on some sort of drug.”

I could feel the woman’s heart racing, her breath getting shorter and shorter. She was just about to overdose right here in the middle of this crowd.

“Get her over against the casino wall and I’ll get help,” I said to Sim.

I stepped out of the woman, shuddering at how the entire sexual feelings still sort of hung around me like moss off a tree. That might take some release to clear later tonight with Sim. Wow.

A handsome young security cop was about fifty feet away. I jumped into him and got him turned and headed through the crowd toward the woman at full run.

He was young and gay and loved the strangeness of the crowds at the Experience as well. His partner worked in one of the nearby casinos and they had a dog named Spot because it had been hard to apartment train.

Sim had gotten the hot blonde over to the wall and had her sitting on the concrete.

Her face looked sickly white and her eyes were closed.

I had the cop call for emergency medical help before he even got to the woman, making him understand the woman was overdosing on something.

Sim hadn’t appeared from the woman yet.

So when the cop kneeled down beside the woman who now looked like she was passing out, I went back inside of her.

Sim was doing her best to hold the woman together.

But we both knew almost instantly we were too late. This woman’s body was shutting down and shutting down hard.

“We need to get out of here now,” I said to Sim. “We don’t want to be in here when she dies.”

“What would happen if we were?” Sim asked as I joined her to try to keep the woman’s heart pumping just a little longer.

“We’ll figure that out later,” I said.

I knew there were many reasons I loved Sim so much. But one was her fight and the fact she just wasn’t willing to let go against all odds.

But at the last possible second, Sim did and both of us got out of the dying woman’s body just as she took her last breath.

We stepped back and leaned against the wall and out of the way as paramedics arrived and started CPR. A half-circle of gawkers formed around them as they worked.

But Sim and I both knew Maryalice was dead.

Dead far before she had really gotten a chance to do much living.

Damn it. If we had gotten to her sooner we might have been able to save her.

Then a voice beside us said simply, “Well that sucks. All I wanted to do was get laid.”

Both Sim and I spun around to face Maryalice’s ghost, staring down at her own body being worked over by the paramedics. The cop that I had fetched was watching, his face in shock.

“I wonder if he would be interested in doing it with a dead girl?” Maryalice said, moving toward the cop.

“Hang on,” I said.

Maryalice turned and looked at me, then at her body on the ground, then back at me. “You are dead too?”

“We both are,” Sim said.

“You two were in my head trying to save me, weren’t you?”

I nodded.

“Nice of you.”

“What did you take to cause that?” Sim asked, pointing at the body on the ground with the oxygen mask over her face and someone pumping her chest.

“Not a clue,” Maryalice said, shrugging, which made her wonderful breasts do wonderful things. “My old boyfriend gave the pills to me at one point to try to calm my inhibitions. Never tried them until tonight. He was such a bastard I should have known they would do something like this to me.”

“Or maybe you took too many?” I asked, smiling at her.

Both Sim and I knew that was what had happened. Maryalice had taken one, didn’t feel anything, so took three more with a glass of vodka right before heading for the Experience.

“Yeah, might have done that,” she said, laughing. “Too late now I suppose.”

She glanced around. “You two the only ghosts around these parts? And why am I still here? Aren’t I supposed to be riding some magic light off into another world?”

“You are,” Sim said, nodding.

I was worried about that, actually. Was this woman going to be another Agent?

At that point the medics on the ground put some sort of tube down Maryalice’s throat and started pumping out the contents of her stomach. After they did that, they kept up CPR and oxygen.

“Well, that’s gross,” Maryalice said, staring at what was being done to her body.

“They are still trying to save you,” Sim said.

Suddenly I realized why this woman’s light hadn’t arrived yet. She wasn’t completely disconnected from her body yet, which meant she might be able to be saved.

“What’s your old boyfriend’s name and where does he live exactly?” I asked.

“Why? Think we can go haunt him?”

“No, I want to find out what the pill was you took,” I said. “And I need to do it quickly.”

She shrugged and gave me the address in Missoula, Montana and what he looked like and his favorite bar if he wasn’t home.

Sim nodded to me that she would watch Maryalice, and I jumped to Missoula.

The guy was a slob and his place smelled of old food, too much garbage, and sweat socks.

He was on a recliner watching television and drinking a beer.

I went inside him.

I was stunned that actually he was a pretty good guy. His name was Bobby, an engineering student, and had been really in love with Maryalice when she left him because he liked sex a little more than she seemed to.

And I had seen that Maryalice really loved him as well, but didn’t want to disappoint him by not being good enough at sex for him.

The two were so uptight about it, they couldn’t even talk.

I had expected this guy to be a real pig for giving her pills, but turns out he was just as confused about the entire sex thing as she was.

I quickly found the name of the medication she had taken and jumped back to Vegas.

I winked at Sim and then jumped back into the young cop’s mind. I quickly made him believe that Maryalice had told him what she had taken and he needed to tell the paramedics at once.

He leaned down and told the paramedics the name of the pill. One of them asked, “Are you sure?”

“She said she took four of them,” I made him say.

Then I left him with that clear memory of talking with her and jumped out.

With that information, the paramedics went into even more of a frenzied action.

“Think they might save my sorry ass?” Maryalice said.

“I think you have a damn fine ass,” Sim said.

“I do too,” I said, smiling at her.

Maryalice laughed and blushed a little. “You know, I don’t normally swing toward women, but for you two I might make an exception.”

“Now I’m getting hot,” Sim said, pretending to fan herself.

“You know,” I said to Maryalice, “your boyfriend is a really nice guy and misses you and really isn’t worried about your sex life. He just wants you for who you are.”

“How do you know that?” Maryalice asked, staring at me.

“Just spent a few seconds inside his head to get the name of the medication he gave you.”

“Oh,” Maryalice said.

“He finds you as hot as we do. More than likely that’s why you thought he wanted sex too much.”

Maryalice blushed again. “Actually, I wanted it as much if not more than he did, but was too embarrassed to tell him, like a fool.”

“And we know you love him as well,” Sim said.

Maryalice looked all misty-eyed. “I do.”

“Then tell him that,” I said. “And then jump him and ride him like a bucking bronco in a rodeo.”

“How about first you climb back into that hot body of yours there,” Sim said, “and give this a real fight.”

“And tell Bobby you love him when you see him,” I said. “Promise me?”

Maryalice nodded. “How do I get back into that mess?”

“Just go over there and sink down into yourself,” Sim said. “I’ll take you back inside, get you settled.”

“Thanks,” Maryalice said. “This has been one whacked out dream. Hope I remember it?”

“You will,” Sim said.

Sim pointed to me. “That’s Marble, I’m Sim. Name your and Bobby’s kids after us when the time comes.”

“I’ll do that,” Maryalice said.

With that Sim took her hand and the two of them went over and sunk down into Maryalice’s body.

A moment later the paramedic shouted, “I got a pulse! Get the stretcher ready for transport.”

I was cheering along with the crowd watching.

A few moments later the love of my life appeared and came toward me smiling.

“She’s going to be fine,” Sim said. “But I’m not.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Sim smiled. “I’m so damn horny I could jump you right here.”

She kissed me hard and I kissed her back and after a wonderful, long minute, we came up for air.

“Think anyone would notice us?” I asked.

“That might be half the fun,” she said, working to get off my blouse at the same time I worked at hers. “We could put out a tip jar.”

“We could be rich,” I said.

Sim laughed as we slumped to the ground, frantically working on each other’s clothes.

Over fifty people walked right through us over the next forty minutes as Sim and I let off some massive pent-up steam, so to speak.

Some of the people who walked through us would have been appalled.

But most would have just thought it another Fremont Street Experience.

That’s why I loved this place so much.

Almost anything goes. After all, it is Vegas.
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Harry Stentz killed Cindy Wilson thirty-four years ago.

He even knew exactly where he buried her.

But there, on social media, she appeared with kids and grandkids. And an old picture of herself, the same woman he knew he’d killed.

A twisted short story of a man and a basement on Bryant Street.

 

 

 

IN THE DREAMS OF MANY BODIES

A Bryant Street Story

 

 

Harry Stentz couldn’t be looking at the pictures in front of him on his computer.

Those pictures simply couldn’t exist.

Cindy Wilson couldn’t have kids and grandkids in pictures with her on the internet. She had died thirty-four years before.

He knew that for a fact.

He had killed her.

Yet there she was, smiling at the camera.

Not possible.

He stood up from the computer in his home office and walked into the hallway of his three-bedroom ranch, trying to catch his breath. His slippers shuffled along the hardwood floor as he headed for the kitchen.

He had made a mistake this morning going onto that social media site. He knew better. Now he didn’t know what to do.

He had remodeled the kitchen just two years before, putting in state-of-the-art everything. It gleamed and he had kept it shining and clean, even after he cooked a really messy meal. He went to the sink and got a glass of cold water from the tap, then went and sat down at his ornate dining room table.

His kitchen and dining area always had a way of calming him on stressful days.

He had bought the table in case he ever had guests over, but in two years now he hadn’t used it for anything but sitting and staring out at his own backyard.

He didn’t mind. He loved doing that. The silence was wonderful. It helped him think and plan.

The day was going to be warm and the sprinklers had just shut off, leaving the lawn glistening in the morning sun. He loved green grass and didn’t mind paying to keep it green.

He also had his front lawn kept perfectly and the shrubs and flowerbeds along the front of the house always trimmed and bright with colors. He liked to have his neighbors along Bryant Street know he cared for his home.

And that care cost him a pretty penny every month, but he thought it was worth it.

Besides he worked every day in his home. He wrote novels, detective novels to be exact, all with the same detective. Fifty-two so far and they had made him nice money for thirty-two years now.

So since he worked and lived in the home, why wouldn’t he care for it more than anything he had ever cared for in his life. It was his safe place, his work place, where all his secrets lay.

He lived alone.

In fact, he had lived his entire life alone once his parents had died when he was seventeen. And he had lived alone for thirty-five years in this house. He had bought it with his grandmother’s inheritance money and figured it would be a perfect home base for him.

Her money had also given him enough time to write his detective series of books.

This house was his entire life.

He finished off the glass of water and stood, moving to put the glass in the dishwasher. Then he reached in under the sink and flipped a small, hidden switch there under the front lip.

He heard a faint click.

He closed the cabinet door and turned and headed into the laundry room just off of the garage. To his right was the door leading into the garage, to his left were the washer and dryer and a shelf for supplies.

Under a storage shelf behind the door into the kitchen was another small hidden switch. He flipped it and heard another small click.

Then he went to the shelf unit beside the washer and dryer and moved one bottle on the top shelf over one inch and then slid the shelf unit forward and to one side.

Behind the shelf unit was a wooden door, the same one that had always been on the stairway down to the unfinished basement since he had moved into the house.

In the first year he had hidden the basement door.

The same year he had killed Cindy Wilson.

He went down the wooden steps carefully, letting the door behind him close and the lights in the basement come up bright.

The place had a damp, moldy smell to it, a smell that made his blood race. He had torn up the concrete floor of the basement years before, leaving only a small area of concrete at the foot of the stairs.

On that small patch of concrete was a large leather recliner, worn with use. He loved to just sit in that recliner and stare out over his life’s work.

The rest of the basement was open and ran the entire length of the three-bedroom house.

He stopped and stood at the edge of the dirt, looking out over the entire field of beautiful mounds, carefully shaped.

Each mound was a woman he had killed. Fifteen across the far wall under his master bedroom and his second bedroom and master bath.

A second row of fifteen closer.

A third row of fifteen even closer.

He was working on the fourth row. Seven of the fifteen possible mounds had been built.

He also had room for a fifth row. He was still fairly young. He had time.

Each mound had an identical wooden box at the head of the mound and nothing more. But the boxes gave that added detail the space needed.

He stepped out onto a well-worn path on the hard dirt between the mounds and moved to the far row and then went to the left to the very first mound in the basement.

Cindy Wilson lay there. He had buried her there.

He picked up the box at the top of the mound and opened it, pulling out a picture of Cindy Wilson and a ring and a bracelet.

It was the same Cindy Wilson he had just seen on the computer. In fact, the very picture he had in his hands had been on her internet page as what she called a “blast from the past.”

She had been a long-haired blonde with a bright smile and a biting sense of humor when he had met her. He had asked her out and she had said no.

She had been nice about it, saying she already had a boyfriend, but it was sweet of him to ask.

He killed her two nights later.

She had been beautiful. He tried to kill only beautiful woman, but a few times he had strayed.

He still kept to his routine. Every woman he killed he buried under a mound in his basement, small bits from her life and a picture or two in a wooden box at the head of the mound.

He put the picture of Cindy Wilson back in the wooden box and closed it, then went back to the staircase and upstairs.

What had been online must have been false. That would teach him to never look at a social media site again.

He had known better.

He went to his office and quickly deleted all references to his presence on that site. Then he backed up all his work files twice and stored them.

Then he shut off his computer completely and unplugged it.

Three hours later he was back from the store with a brand new computer. A computer that had not been contaminated with social media and false information.

He spent the entire afternoon setting up his new computer, then headed out to a late dinner.

At dinner in a fine Italian restaurant that smelled wonderfully of garlic bread and red meat sauce, he met a beautiful black-haired woman named Gina. She waited on him and smiled like she really cared.

He found out she was twenty-six, working on saving to open her own restaurant, and was single. She found out he was a writer and really opened up to him.

He remembered every detail, as he always did.

And he even got a picture of her to remind himself of the evening. She hadn’t minded at all.

She would be perfect.

Four days later, in chapter three of his new Detective Harry Stentz novel, she died.

In the basement he dug another mound, with another wooden box.

And soon after his fifty-third novel came out to praise and rave reviews, talking about how realistic it all seemed.
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USA Today bestselling writer Dean Wesley Smith helps writers understand the very nature of their business, how to sell more, and make more money from every story.

Using the metaphor of a magic bakery, copyright becomes easy to understand, and the writing business makes far more sense. 

This book functions as a guide to help writers gain more from every story they write, protect their property, and understand how to expand their business into the future.

Clear, easy to read, and full of insights from a forty-year career writer who understands how every story contains magic. Want more sales, more money from your writing? Come on in to The Magic Bakery.

 

 

THE MAGIC BAKERY

A WMG Writer’s Guide

Part 2 of 2

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Doors to the Bakery

Any business must have a way to get into the business.

For example, at our North collectable store here in town you can enter through an interior staircase and climb, or climb an exterior staircase. Both methods take some work for customers and we also have a special entrance in the back that comes in without stairs.

Three entrances. We have the store full of enough cool stuff, we hope it is worth the customer’s climb.

So how do readers, publishers, and others get into your bakery to buy your magic pies?

The fun of Magic Bakeries, there are many actual doors.

Far more doors, actually, than you have products in the bakery.

Yeah, a Magic Bakery is a strange place, but it is magical after all.

An example: Say you have written one short story only and published it.

The magic pie that is that short story is sitting on the shelf all by itself. Your bakery is empty and no customers are really going to stop by, even if they happen to find your one story somewhere.

So at that moment in time, your bakery only has a few dozen doors and nothing to hold customers when they arrive.

Why that many doors? Because you have been smart and put the story out wide, meaning Amazon, B&N, Kobo, D2D and so on through all the places D2D and Smashwords distribute to. (I’ll talk about paper below.)

So for the sake of simple, say that your one story is for sale at a dozen places.

One story times a dozen places is a dozen ways someone can find your story and thus enter your Magic Bakery.

 

Every Story is a Door into Your Work

 

This concept flies in the face of the old myths about writing slow, only doing a book a year or two. Sorry if you are still using one of those myths as an excuse to not sit and write much. You need to figure out how to change that.

Productivity is king in this modern world and the reason is simple. Every story or novel or collection you put out is a doorway to your Magic Bakery and all your other work.

So say I have 300 different products out there in one form or another. (I have more.) Each product is sold wide. So I have about 3,600 doors into my bakery that readers can come through at any moment. Or movie folks or gaming offers or overseas publishers.
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