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  The Screaming House









  
  Chapter 1

TIDWELL


John Tidwell lay on the cot, tears flowing as he held the blood-covered dress against his chest. 
Having his balls crushed in pliers hadn't hurt like this.
Neither had having his knee smashed with a sledgehammer, or having every joint in his arms and legs pulled out of place.
Some things had been painful enough to send him into unconsciousness, but the escape was temporary, and the tortures resumed when he awakened.
Now, the torture was done, but he still hurt.
Ray Spencer had smiled when he told him what he did to Millie, the woman Tidwell loved. 
Tidwell had tried to reach through the bars, to grab the son-of-a-bitch and mete out some torture of his own. Spencer had stepped back and laughed at him, before throwing the dress into his cell.
"Something to remember her by," he called as he left the room.
Tidwell wondered if it was a trick, a psychological torture meant to break him further.
No.
He'd heard the screams from the next room.
"If you don't be quiet," a voice mumbled from the bed outside the cell, "I'll come in there and give you something to cry about."
The Doctor.
The miserable asshole keeping Tidwell alive so Spencer could keep torturing him.
He knew he shouldn't have skimmed money from Spencer's accounts, but the temptation had been too great. Spencer had more money than anyone needed; what was a few thousand to him? 
Now Tidwell would never have a chance to spend his ill-gotten gains, would never be able to escape with Millie and build the life they dreamed of together.
As he stared at the ceiling, tears still silently falling, he wondered why he didn't give up, surrender to the pain and punishment meted out by Spencer and the Doctor.
Closing his eyes, he saw Millie's face and knew.
He wasn't going down without a fight.






  
  Chapter 2

ROCHE


"I'll bet twenty." The gray-eyed cowboy across the table tossed a double eagle into the pot. 
Jack Roche studied the mural behind his opponent. The painter had talent, even if his taste was questionable. Every detail of his subject, a nude, full-figured blonde, was present to be admired. Roche wondered if she was Delilah, the namesake of the saloon, or another woman who'd passed through this god-forsaken town.
"It's your bet," the dealer said, snapping Roche out of his thoughts.
Running his finger along the edge of the card, he felt where the edges had been shaved down, marking the cards to allow a skilled dealer to manipulate the deck. But he wasn't ready to let these two know he had caught on to their crooked game.
Picking up his cards, he looked over the top of them at the cowboy. He was leaning back in his chair, cards face down on the table. A toothpick appeared in his hand, and he twirled it between his fingers, a relaxed grin on his face.
"Are you going to play, Roche?" the dealer pushed. He was another cowboy, younger than the other, with sandy blonde hair and shit-brown eyes. 
"I'm thinking," Roche replied. 
He had reason to think. These two had taken him for almost a thousand dollars in the last four hours as he waited for an opportunity to present itself. Seeing the marked card Roche introduced the last time he dealt in the gray-eyed cowboy's hand along with a card Roche marked with a bent corner, he realized the moment was nigh.
He picked up a double eagle off the green felt table and tossed it into the pot. "I'll call."
Next to him, the snake-oil salesman tossed his cards on the table. "Fold. Too rich for me."
The dealer glanced at his cards, then tossed a pair of double eagles into the pot. "Raise."
Fuck, these boys were greedy. A double eagle, $20, was almost as much as most men made in a month. There would be nine on the table if Gray Eyes and Roche called the raise, in addition to assorted small bills and coins.
Combined, the pot was more than most men made in a year.
The high-stakes game had drawn a crowd, even as it stretched into the early morning. 
Gray Eyes tossed another double eagle onto the table. "Call the raise."
Roche snuck a glance at the mirror that covered the mural's sex. It showed a closed door on the balcony, one he wanted to see cracked open before he made his move.
Reaching in his pocket, Roche pulled out a handful of bills. Counting out twenty dollars, he tossed it in the pot. "Luck's got to turn soon."
"That's the spirit," Gray Eyes said with a smile. 
"Wish I could raise again," the dealer said, looking down at his hand. "But I guess that's enough. Show 'em, friends."
Gray Eyes laid down his cards. "Full house, sixes over queens."
On the balcony, a door banged open, distracting the crowd. Roche discreetly checked the mirror and smiled. His door was cracked, a single eye looking out over a pistol barrel.
"That's awfully interesting," Roche said, laying down his cards. "I've also got a full house, queens over nines."
The room went silent as the crowd stared at the five queens on the tabletop.
"You cheating bastards!" The snake-oil salesman jumped to his feet.
"Takes one to know one!" Gray Eyes shot back. "The shit you sell heal gunshot wounds?"
A slow shake of the man's head.
"Then sit your ass down while we sort this out!"
"Ain't much to sort out here, the five queens speak for themselves," Roche said. "But I reckon we need to talk about that bank robbery in Clairesville."
"Clairesville?" the dealer asked.
"Shut up, Earl," Gray Eyes said.
Reaching in his pocket, Roche took out a pair of wanted posters, unfolded them, and tossed them on top of the pot.
"Them drawings look like you, except you're uglier in person," Roche said. 
The dealer and Gray Eyes looked down at the posters, then up at Roche. "You the law?" the dealer asked.
"Law enough." 
"Bounty hunter?" Gray eyes asked.
A nod. "Them posters say you're worth a thousand each, dead or alive. I aim to collect that, plus the money you've swindled out of me tonight."
The cowboy laughed. "Mister, you can't just roll into our hometown and expect to put one over on us. No one here's gonna let you haul us off to Clairesville, no matter what we've done."
Roche tapped the poster. "Dead or alive, boys. I don't figure there'll be a lot of fight over your rotting carcasses."
"You can't plug us both before one of us gets you," the dealer challenged, slamming his fists on the table. 
Roche realized the distraction as he saw a flash of metal appear above the table. Ignoring it, he went for the gun in his shoulder holster as a gunshot sounded from the balcony. 
Revolver in hand, Roche aimed across the table and fired as the dealer's gun came up. The man's eyes went wide as his heart tried to beat in spite of the lead slug that had pierced it. His gun fell to the floor, and he slumped back in his chair as Roche turned to look at Gray Eyes. 
He was dead, a channel carved into the top of his skull to reveal blood and brains. 
Roche glanced at the mirror to see the door on the balcony had closed. Good.
Reaching onto the table, he began to rake in the pot.
"The hell do you think you're doing?" someone called from the crowd.
"He done killed the Spencers!" another voice called. Roche breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed his associate on the balcony had gone unnoticed.
"Hang the sidewinder!"
Forgetting the money, Roche climbed onto the table, a second revolver appearing in his hand. "Friends, I may be in hell before the night's over, but if you're inclined to try anything foolish, I'll punch your ticket before I go."
"He's bluffing!" a big man in the front row yelled. "Let's settle his hash!"
Roche fired, drilling him through the eye before he could take a step.
"Line's gettin' longer, folks."
Slowly, the crowd began to slip away, until all that remained was an ugly man in a battered hat. He spit a stream of tobacco juice onto the floor, then looked up at Roche. "Reckon when Judge Spencer finds out what you've done, you ain't gonna be so tough."
"I'll cross that bridge when I get to it."
The batwings at the front of the saloon banged open, and a fat, bald man with a gold badge pinned to his shirt came in. His narrow eyes studied the room, settling on the three bodies around the table.
"What the hell happened here?"
Roche used his revolver to gesture at the bodies. "Had a disagreement over cards."
"Looks like more than a disagreement." He stepped closer, then froze. "Jesus, them's the Spencers!"
"That's what it says on these wanted posters." Roche hopped to the floor and holstered one of his pistols before picking up the papers. "You'll note they say 'Dead or Alive.'"
The crowd was returning, emboldened by the sheriff's presence. 
"Git 'im, Sheriff," someone called.
"No need to try the snake, let's string his ass up!" 
The sheriff pulled his pistol and fired it into the air, bringing a shower of plaster down from the ceiling.
"Hey!" the bartender yelled. "I don't want no skylight!"
The sheriff's gun lowered, aimed between the man's eyes. "How 'bout a hole in your head?"
The bartender paused, staring into the gun's mouth before slowly shaking his head.
"Didn't figure." He lowered the gun and turned to the mob. "Now as for the rest of you, he'll get what's coming to him, but we're gonna do it nice and legal." A shit-eating grin crossed his face as he faced Roche. "Tomorrow, you'll go before Judge Spencer, and the next day, I'll hang your ass. Now drop that gun."
Roche leveled it at the sheriff. "Not happening, Sheriff. This was justified, and I got the wanted posters even if it wasn't."
"Ain't nothing justified in this town unless I say it is!" the sheriff snarled. "Wanted posters mean jack shit around here. Way I see it, you done killed a pair of upstanding citizens."
"If they're upstanding citizens, I'd hate to see your low-lifes."
A floorboard next to Roche creaked, and he turned his head in time to see a gun barrel descend, knocking him unconscious.
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