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In 2019. WordCrafter Press ran a paranormal short fiction contest, and Whispers of the Past was the resulting anthology, featuring eight stories, from six different authors, including yours truly. That contest was a lot of fun. I got to meet a couple of great authors, who I wasn’t previously acquainted with and I got to work with some truly awesome ghost tales.
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In fact, it was so much fun that I wanted to do it again, but I didn’t want to run the same theme two years in a row, so I decided to change it up a little. As a Colorado history buff, the western genre seems to be my forte, so I decided to combine the two, making the theme for the 2020 WordCrafter Press Short Fiction Contest western paranormal. 

Many of the authors from Whispers of the Past also have stories in Spirits of the West, because unlike the immediate response for the previous year’s paranormal themed contest, response for this contest was hesitant and slow in coming. I had to practically beg authors to write a contest entry. There’s something about the western genre that makes many authors shy away. They can create science fiction and fantasy worlds in abounds, but when you ask them to write a story with western flavor, they balk. As a result, we have some very interesting stories in this collection that I’m sure you will find entertaining.

It is interesting to see the different ways a genre is interpreted by different authors, and some of these authors had to think outside the box a little to create entries for this contest. The resulting anthology, Spirits of the West, is a diverse collection of tales with western and paranormal connotations. Roberta Eaton Cheadle lives in South Africa and is not very familiar with the history of the American west, so she’s given us two South African western paranormal tales to consider, “The Thirstland Journey” and “The Ghost in the Mound”. Last year’s winning author, Jeff Bowles, provides a story of the spirits of the American Indian, “Wenekia”, and Arthur Rosch even provided a science fiction western paranormal tale, “Clouds in the West”, which may even tickle your funny bone. Also featured is a western story written by my friend Tom Johnson, who left us in 2018. Western wasn’t really his wheelhouse, he was more a pulp and sci-fi guy, but he did have this one short western, “Gunsmoke”, and his widow was gracious enough to allow me to include it here. And then there is my story, “Don’t Eat the Pickled Eggs”, which is... well, you’ll see.

I believe in the old adage, “Save the best for last”, so I purposely place the winning story entry at the end of the anthology. This year’s contest winner is Enid Holden, and she has provided not one, but two western paranormal stories. “Queen of Hearts”, a tale with a tough female character and an old west setting, and of course, the winning story, “High Desert Rose”.

I hope that you enjoy reading Spirits of the West as much as I’ve enjoyed compiling it. I could tell you about the stories within all day long, but I think it’s better if you just read the stories, so without further ado...
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https://kayelynnebooth.wordpress.com
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Kaye Lynne Booth lives, works and plays in the mountains of Colorado. With a dual emphasis M.F.A. in Creative Writing, writing is more than a passion. It's a way of life.  She’s a multi-genre author, who finds inspiration from the nature around her, and her love of the old west, and other odd and quirky things which might surprise you. She has short stories featured in the following anthologies: The Collapsar Directive (“If You’re Happy and You Know It”); Relationship Add Vice (“The Devil Made Her Do It”); Nightmareland (“The Haunting in Carol’s Woods”); and Whispers of the Past (“The Woman in the Water”). Her western, Delilah, and her time travel short, Last Call, are both available and you can get a copy of her paranormal mystery novelette, Hidden Secrets, by signing up for her newsletter. 

In her spare time, she keeps up her author’s blog, Writing to be Read, where she posts reflections on her own writing, author interviews and book reviews, along with writing tips and inspirational posts from fellow writers. She’s also the founder of WordCrafter. In addition to creating her own imprint in WordCrafter Press, she offers quality author services, such as editing, social media & book promotion, and online writing courses through WordCrafter Quality Writing & Author Services. When not writing or editing, she is bird watching, or hiking, or just soaking up some of that Colorado sunshine.
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“Get your filthy paws off me!” Lilly Belle said, pulling her arm back from the grimy grip of the smelly buffalo hunter. The musky animal scent rolling off of him was nauseating. The piano music was loud near the bar and no one seemed to take notice of the exchange. Fortunately, he had caught her here, rather than at the other end of the bar, where it butted up against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. On this end, she could get the bar top between them to keep him at a distance.

“What’s a matter, darlin’” he said, with words slurred by drink, lurching forward toward her. “You’re a saloon gal ain’t ya? I just wantta have me a little fun.”

She took a step back, avoiding his clumsy grab for her. “I’m not. But if I was, I wouldn’t take up with the likes of you,” she said. “You’re drunk and you need a bath.”

A look of surprise crossed his face, and Lilly Belle noticed he had bits of food entwined in the hairs of his bushy brown beard. He paused, scrunching his brow. “That ain’t any way to talk to a payin’ customer. Let’s you and me take this upstairs,” he said, lurching in her direction once more. If he hadn’t caught ahold of the bar top, he might very well have landed face first in the sawdust.

Lilly Belle took another step back, working her way around the end of the bar. Once the bar lay between her and the drunken fool, she bent and pulled the derringer from her boot, palming it, just in case. “Mister, you’re drunk,” she said. “I think you’d better go sleep it off.”

“Wench! You can’t talk to me like that,” he bellowed, lunging across the bar, his arm swiped at empty air, as she stepped back once more and the barrel of her pistol slid into view.

“Back off!” she said, pointing the gun at his chest. The piano music stopped, and the room fell silent. The only one to take no notice was Stinkweed, the teenaged boy whose mother had been one of the girls until she was beaten to death by one of her customers. Hiram had felt some responsibility for the boy, since his mother had worked for him, and because Stinkweed was a little touched in the head, so he let him earn his keep by freshening up the sawdust and emptying the spittoons, like he was doing now. Stinkweed just kept moving from one spittoon to the next, seemingly unaware of the tension in the room. 

Behind her, she heard the familiar snick of Hiram’s shotgun and the buffalo hunter’s gaze moved to a spot somewhere over her shoulder.

“The lady said it was time to leave, fella,” Hiram said. “I suggest you heed her warning.”

Recognition crossed over the drunken man’s eyes as his hands rose to shoulder height and he began backing away from the bar. “She ain’t no lady,” he said, moving toward the door. “Never seen no saloon gal so high and mighty afore.”

“Lilly Belle isn’t a saloon girl, she’s my bookkeeper,” Hiram said, inching the muzzle of gun forward, so half of the barrel was visible to her. “If you’re going to patronize my establishment, you’ll treat her with respect.”

“You ain’t heard the last from me. I oughtta kill you for drawing that thing on me.” Then he was out the door, leaving the batwings swinging in his absence. Just as if nothing had happened, the piano music started up and the volume of the din of voices rose to what it had been a few moments before.

Lilly Belle expelled the air she’d been holding inside without even being aware of it. “Thanks, Hiram,” she said, turning to face him. His pale blue eyes met hers, but she averted her gaze before she could lose herself in them. “You didn’t need to do that. I had him.” She held her derringer up for him, shaking it in front of him, before bending down and sliding it back into her boot.

“Man like that, he wasn’t backing down from a woman,” Hiram replied, sliding the shotgun onto the shelf under the bar top. “Man like that doesn’t know the first thing about how to treat a lady.”

She placed a hand on her hip, shaking her head.  “You know, it wouldn’t bring down hellfire to let him believe I’m just one of the girls. I’ve been called worse. Is being your bookkeeper so much better?”

“But you’re not, Lil,” he said, grasping her firmly by the shoulders, his blue-eyed stare burning into her. “You are more of a lady than any other woman I know. I’m hoping that you will be more than just my bookkeeper.”

“Hiram, don’t.” She pulled away from him. Lilly Belle had had feelings for Hiram almost since the day she began working for him, not that she would ever act upon them. Although she’d never said anything to him, lately she got the feeling that he knew, and maybe felt the same way toward her. But he was married, no matter how she felt about him. She couldn’t let herself indulge such thoughts. It hurt too much.

Turning, she grabbed the gallon jar filled with pickled eggs from the bar top, busying herself with refilling it even though it was still three quarters full. “Have you forgotten that you have a wife?” she said over her shoulder as she moved toward the barrel of eggs that sat in the back corner of the bar, hoping to mask the tremble in her voice with distance.

“Let’s leave Cornelia out of this. I’m not asking you to marry me,” Hiram said with a chuckle. He laid his hand gently on her shoulder. “I want you to be my partner in the Silver Leaf. I want to give you half of all of it.”

Lilly Belle stopped stalk still with her right arm halfway into the near empty barrel. The shock of his words hit her like a double-barreled blast of buckshot. She turned, staring at him in disbelief. “Hiram, are you serious? Why would you do that? What about Cornelia?”

“You know how she feels about this place. She’d have it declared the Devil’s den and burn it to the ground, if she had her way,” he replied, opening his arms to sweep the room. “You’ve been keeping the books going on three years now. You know the business. You’re the only one I can trust not to run it to the ground.”

Lilly straightened up, pulling her arm out of the egg barrel, with the gallon jar no fuller than when it had gone in. Cornelia already thought that Hiram’s relationship with her was more than just business. How could he even consider this? She knew she should protest further, but all she said was, “Egg barrel’s getting low. Better order more.”

“Didn’t you hear me, Lil?” His eyes pleaded for her to understand. “I had Samuel draw up the papers,” he said, grabbing her by the arm. “Come here. They’re right here in the cash box.” He reached under the bar top and pulled out a box the size cigars come in. “I’ve already signed them, so you really can’t argue the matter.”

“Hiram, Cornelia will never stand for this, and you know it,” Lilly Belle said, taking a step back and shaking her head. “What are you trying to do? Ruin your marriage?”

He raised his eyes at that, and for an instant their eyes met before he looked away. Lilly Belle saw a gleam in Hiram’s eyes that she didn’t like in that brief moment. But before she could give further argument, a familiar figure appeared outside the batwings. “Don’t look now...” she said so that only Hiram would hear. She cleared her throat as she turned away to set the jar of pickled eggs back on the bar top and replace the cheese cloth over its mouth to keep the flies out. 

The batwings swung inward, as the prominent figure of Cornelia stepped into the saloon, skirts sweeping bare spots through the sawdust with each step. She marched right up to the bar, as Hiram slid the cashbox back under the bar top. “Hiram, I want to talk to you,” she said with a scowl. “That is if you’re not too preoccupied with your little floozy there.” She tipped her head in Lilly Belle’s direction.

“Cornelia, please!” Hiram said, slamming a hand down on the bar top. “There is no need for you to call her that.

“It’s all right, Hiram,” Lilly Belle said. “It’s no secret how your wife feels about me. I was just finishing up here anyway.” 

“That’s fine, Lilly Belle,” Hiram said. “You call it a night. Things are winding down here anyway. We can continue our discussion in the morning.”

Lilly Belle forced a smile in their direction before moving past Cornelia to roust the few customers who were past their drinking capacity and their bedtimes, lolling their heads on the tables, leaving only a lone pair of poker players and Stinkweed for Hiram to clear out. She nodded good-night to Claude, the piano man and headed up the stairs to her room.

***
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Lilly Belle woke with a start. She couldn’t shake the strange feeling that she wasn’t alone. In the moonlight coming through the window, her eyes fell on the meager furnishings of the room she’d occupied above the saloon for the past three years. The vanity with the wash bowl and pitcher sitting atop sat off to the left of her bed, undisturbed. The smoky surface of the reflection glass on the wall above revealed nothing out of the ordinary. The red taffeta dress and lace petticoats she’d worn the previous evening lay over the wooden chair at the foot of the bed, just as she had left them before snuggling down under the quilt her grandmother had made so many years ago. Once the colors had been bright, making the patchwork patterns her grandmother had
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