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Book
Description

Savannah Caleman’s family has been
coming apart since the early 1920’s. The pain of a horrific
suicide, loss of the family ranch, and the stigma of insanity track
them to their new home. It’s a property the locals call “The
Witcher Place,” and the troubles the Calemans bring with them only
deepen the troubles already there….

The Witcher Place becomes a focus for
insanity and the manifestation of ghosts and shape shifters,
bringing Savannah to the brink of madness. Horror abounds, and
Savannah turns to distant relatives for answers, fearing the
insanity is real and has spread throughout her family. She is
forced to face her own inner-demons and the manifestations of
horror that inhabit her new home. The Witcher Chime.
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Preamble

“That the sons of God
saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and
they took them wives of all which they chose.”

Genesis 6:2
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Prologue

The Witcher Place,
Victor, Colorado

June 6, 1988, 7
p.m.

Savannah Caleman stepped onto the
porch planks, dropping a round gas can beside the door with a
derisive, metallic clank. Everything she touched was coated,
fuming, and combustible. Muted sunlight tumbled through foggy dusk.
A warm, afternoon wind blasted last winter’s leaves from the aspen
grove across the yard, scattering streaks of burnished gold in
contrast to a bruised sky. The wind chimes danced with uneven low
harmony, claiming the peace. The screen door smacked shut, bounced
from the jamb and came to a whining stop. Cool chain links grated
in her clammy grip as she sat on the porch swing for the last time
and started a gentle pace in an easy to-and-fro. Darkness poured
from inside the house, the divided-light panes contrasting Mother’s
sun-yellowed sheers pulled back at the sides. The entire thing was
tinder.

A reluctant, sad smile tugged at
Savannah’s dimples. Soon, the whole damned house would burn, the
ashes a tribute to the ruin of her life, carried away by black
smoke spiraling into the night sky. The minutes ticked by with the
creaking of the swing as she fought the urge to get it over with,
to strike a spark of life into looming death. Timing was
everything. Oblivion was her reward for waiting it out.

A mountain lion screamed in the
distance. Finally. Savannah pulled a crushed box of matches
from a dampened pocket, fingering the strike pad as the wind
quieted. The family’s horses trotted through the yard,
experimenting with freedom. A fresh sob caught in her throat when
her mare stopped at the porch steps and nickered to her. Savannah
closed her eyes, tears cascading. So much hate fractured her heart.
The bastard that drove her to such an extreme belonged in hell and
after what he’d done to her family, it was her pleasure to escort
him through the flaming gates.

“Go! Yah!” she yelled,
flipping an arm. The horses snorted and took off at a sprint toward
the hay field.

The chimes slowed as the wind calmed
and eerie silence took over. She didn’t react, just waited it out,
watching her fuel-splattered cowboy boots swing above the painted
porch floor. Tears dried, salty in the corners of her mouth.
Strands of hair stuck to her cheek, but she left it that way. She’d
assigned her lot. She was simply bait. A worm on a hook. A snared
rabbit with a predator following her screams.

The heavy scent of decay bounded from
the trees, tumbling toward her on an invisible fog. For the first
time she wasn’t terrified when the death-scent thickened until it
was the only tint on the air. Nausea rumbled in her gut and she
swallowed hard.

Mother had left three sleeping pills
in the medicine cabinet and Savannah had taken them to mute the
sting. They’d done a little more than that, and she was dizzy as
hell, but the time had come. She wiped her face on her shirt and
slid from the swing, pulling the screen door wide enough to touch
the side of the house as she hurried through to the stairs. Aged
wood creaked beneath footsteps behind her, and to no surprise, the
screen didn’t slam, instead being caught and held open.

A fist of adrenaline clenched inside
her chest as she fought the urge to sprint up the stairs on wobbly
legs. One careful step leading another, Savannah ascended to her
bedroom through a growing haze, closed the door, and dropped onto
her bed. Wet linen clung to her t-shirt and skin as she backed
against the headboard, feeling tendrils of her long hair clinging
to accelerant dripping from splashes on the wall.

A small line of saliva plummeted from
her bottom lip, chilling her chin. She wiped it away with a wrist,
amazed at just how screwed up she was after taking a few little
pills. An empty stomach likely amplified the drug, which battled
adrenaline in her system. The jarring thrash of beats against her
sternum faltered, and she hoped her heart would soon give in to
sedation. Tears mixed with cold sweat as she forced herself to
concentrate on good thoughts and wait for the right second. She
couldn’t jump the gun and spring the trap too early.

Savannah closed her eyes and focused
on memories of her siblings. Chaz and Molly danced with her in the
kitchen, red balloons tethered to their little wrists with strings,
bouncing in rhythm as they giggled, singing along with “Monster
Mash.” A weight anchored around her ribcage, pulling her
against the mattress with soothing, cool waves of calm.

When the doorknob wiggled once and
began to twist, she readied a match against the pad on the carton,
grasping hard to avoid dropping it with her sloppy grip. The door
swung, wedging slowly to reveal a rectangle of darkness.

“Here kitty, kitty,” she
crooned.

***

 



Chapter
1

The Cresson Mine,
Cripple Creek, Colorado

June, 1922

“The bloody thing’s lost
its wits.”

Four men huddled beneath a pitiful
light bulb, encircling a brass birdcage, watching a canary flit
about. Feathers puffed from within the small area, knocked free
when the bird launched itself one last time against the bars. One
wing continued to pump at the cage floor, where the small bird
landed, tiny head cocked at an impossible angle and chest
heaving.

The wings stopped and the miner
holding the cage at eye level deposited the untimely little tomb
onto the uneven, cut-rock floor. The men continued to stare,
wide-eyed and gathering closer in the meager halo. Machinery
chugged softly from far above, steel wheels screeching along
tracks.

“The air’s tainted,
then,” a miner stated with a tremble that rivaled any common
stutter.

“They don’t do that.
They just kick over. And this’uns still breathin’,” another said.
“It ain’t the gas.”

“What the hell’s wrong
with it, then?” the man asked, nudging the cage a bit with the toe
of a boot. “’Suppose it don’t matter no way. We get topside or
we’re dead men.”

The smallest of the men crept to the
farthest reach of the light, wet eyes even wider than his normal,
scattered look. “Somethin’s wrong in here,” he said with a quaky
voice. “Animals sense things us men can’t see.”

“Spare us, Nelson. We
don’t need none of your woo-woo shit down here,” one gruff voice
warned.

Nelson shook his head, pointing a
shaky finger at the cage. “If that bird’s tryin’ that hard to get
outta here, we should be, too.”

“One went out on us at
the Independence last year, before those poor bastards rode the
cage to the bottom,” the first said, approaching for a better look.
“Faint-hearted, these little ones.”

No one spoke as fresh memories
circulated. Vignettes of terror played as each man’s mind recapped
a version of the accident. Fifteen miners were literally broken to
bits when the cable frayed loose, sending the lift plummeting over
fourteen-hundred feet to a miner’s version of a sump-soaked
hell.

“Poor bastards,” he
said, again his low voice breaking dense silence. His breath laced
into steam in the dim paths of light. They took turns huffing
clouds of vapor in disbelief.

“That’s a day, then.”
Nelson paced free of the group, snatching gear and tossing it onto
a half-full ore cart. “The damned bird’s given up the ghost and the
temp dropped somethin’ mighty.”

“It’s no’ upta you. What
ya reckon, Charlie?” one man asked, gesturing to the crew foreman
with a nod.

Charlie Caleman, a shifter who’d
built years of confidence as a lead, didn’t make snap decisions. He
nodded calmly. The big man stood half a foot over the tallest,
searching the faces of his crew and returned his gaze to the first
one who’d spoken up— his brother, Paul. He considered quickly.
Three lives depended on his judgment. The first instinct was to
keep the calm and get them out. They were low, nearly seven hundred
feet deep at the bottom of the shaft and had made decent ground
that day, cutting a new room into the mountain. The ceiling was
right at seven feet, and they’d hollowed out enough flat ground
that the men walked easily from cart to shaft under a new line of
electric light. Going got real rough for the last hour and some,
but fluorite and dusty quartz ran thick in purple veins, pointing
to pay dirt that would still be there at the top of a new day. He
gestured toward the path out.

Nerves spiked in his stomach. A bird
kickin’off was one thing. The life of a miner was another. He
tilted his timepiece to the light, steeling himself. There was less
than an hour left before he and his men would head topside for the
night anyway. He clasped the watch closed, sending a metallic
snap ricocheting from wall to wall in the chiseled-out
cave.

“Pack it in,” he said,
low and calm. “Get yourselves out. Nelson,” he said, holding the
flighty miner’s gaze, “calm the hell down so you don’t get one of
us hurt.”

No one argued against their shifter,
or superstition, both of which were known to keep miners alive. The
men hastily turned to retrieve various diggers and
canteens.

Nelson jerked his pick free from
where he’d lodged it into the rock wall. The crackle of splitting
granite rent the dim room. The men stopped their hustle for an
instant when the light flickered. Air hissed somewhere, filling the
space with the smell of a hundred corpses. A lone splinter of stone
slashed free, tumbling and clacking from above, coming to rest
inside their meager line of light.

“Aw Jesus!” Nelson
screamed, breaking into a flailing sprint for his life.

“She’s comin’ down—” one
crew-member yelled, the last of his words cut off when a slab of
rock slammed down from above. His helmet shot against a wall as
bone crushed with wet snaps, and frothy gurgles of air released
from organs. The mountain screamed as gasses pushed free, busting
cracks in every direction. Fissures slashed through stone fast as
lightning cutting the night sky.

Charlie Caleman didn’t know why, but
he dodged a blast of gravel, grabbed the bird cage and lunged
toward the stope leading to safety as a wall of fluorite-veined
granite sloughed, crushing his crew and brother behind him so fast
he only heard one tortured scream from inside.

* * *

Three months after the death of her
husband Paul, Rebecca Caleman refused to wait for the bank to claim
her house in Victor, Colorado. She let defeat slide off her
shoulders and silently released the property in hopes of retaining
the last shreds of her dignity. In the days shortly after the
mining accident that claimed her husband, the cellar stocks ran
empty so she picked up and moved her four daughters and one son a
few miles south to the Caleman family ranch on the Shelf Road. Her
husband had worked hard to afford a nice home for them, away from
the drudgery of ranch life. Rebecca was grateful her in-laws
maintained the Caleman property and offered them a portion of the
monstrous house.

Paul had been a good husband, and his
brother Charlie remained one of the most kind-hearted. Although he
was a gruff shift boss at the mine, losing his brother just weeks
before had taken a toll on Charlie, leaving his face creased with
grief and diminishing his easy smile. Rebecca cycled, trying to
hate Charlie for being the one that survived. Certainly, it was
chaos in that shaft when the mountain came down, but wasn’t there
one thing he could have done to save his brother? Why save a dead
bird? Why wouldn’t he die trying to rescue her husband?

Charlie didn’t speak of the accident
and she couldn’t bring herself to pry any further. She’d been told
what happened. It was an accident, plain and simple. Miners
accepted the risk to make the good money. Paul chose to put himself
in danger to provide a good life for his family. Charlie accepted
larger responsibilities, being the boss. He was responsible for the
safety of his crew. There were but a handful of lives with him, and
Charlie chose to save a damned birdcage. God gave her strength to
forgive. That didn’t stop her from wishing she could hate
him.

But he was just too good. Caleman men
were chiseled from the block that way, apparently. Charlie offered
to take them all in the day of the funeral service for Paul, but
Rebecca waited, searching for enough work to cover her bank note.
She finally conceded, but at least she’d tried.

Resilient to the point they earned a
healthy dose of jealousy from Rebecca, the children meshed well
with their cousins on the ranch, splitting the morning milking,
stall mucking, and hay stacking duties up nine ways between them.
Rebecca was guilt-ridden at first, bringing on more mouths to feed,
but seeing how her children rose to the responsibilities of ranch
life made her proud, lessening her remorse.

“It’s just another glass
of milk and baked potato,” Charlie said, patting her shoulder.
“We’re family.” His thin, forced smile was lost behind his coffee
cup. “And besides, now that all your young ‘uns are here, I haven’t
touched a shovel in weeks.”

Rebecca nodded and smiled as best she
could.

She did what she could do, keeping
house with her sister-in-law, mending and sewing, cooking, and
sketching free hand pictures to sell in town, earning a little
money to help the family.

Not only did her art keep her hands
busy, it helped when her mind began to race and she thought about
the horrid death her husband suffered, his big, strong body torn
apart, and her heart threatened to break all over again. It was
during those times when she was most productive, creating beauty on
plain parched, lifeless paper. Adding color like splashes of
vibrant life, again jealous even of her own work, because the thing
she gave to her work was the very essence she felt she lacked. She
was a shell. An empty vessel, cold and echoing. A plain, white
canvas, lacking vibrancy and lust for life. Depth of
soul.

At first, she sketched things that
comforted her. Sunshine on her husband’s face in the morning. One
of his eyes with a pool of color so deep she saw herself looking
back, and heard him telling her, “You’ve got my heart, girl,” like
he did countless times to make her smile. She sketched his hands,
strong when he provided for his family, soft as the fur of a
cottontail when he touched her.

Gradually, she moved on to the beauty
provided by the vast, mountainous acreage at the ranch. A doe and a
fawn in a glade. A family of skunks with lively kittens wrestling
by a stump at twilight. She’d walk for hours, watching the sun to
keep her bearings, thrilling in her ability to see God in the
scenes she found. Each span of beauty was a gift from above. All
color in a sunrise was painted by angels; the same ones that kept
their brushes nimble and moist, awaiting a clean palate for
sunset.

One bright morning the most
beautiful, enormous cougar was laid out on a ledge across a crag.
The mountain lion’s gaze was locked on her, so it appeared to have
been watching as she meandered the wilderness, one big paw bent at
the wrist and dangling from the slab. From her vantage, she guessed
it to be much larger than she, outweighing her by over fifty
pounds. If the thing got a hair, it could likely clear the chasm
separating them, but it reclined, instead watching her every step
with tawny-gold eyes.

She’d never considered the color of a
wild cat’s eyes before. They stood out beautifully in the
fawn-colored face, contrasting, soft white blending at the jaw and
continuing along the cat’s underneath. Its belly rose and fell, and
she fancied she heard the deep rumbling purr as it blinked,
basking, and watching. The massive tail twitched, the only agitated
part of the animal, like a house cat cornered by an ornery toddler.
It seemed caged then, perhaps stuck there on the ledge, trapped by
its own cunning. She backed away with their eyes locked on each
other, finally turning to run once the cat was out of
sight.

The trip back to the ranch house was
a quick one. Rebecca’s heart pounded as she pulled a long canvas
from behind the headboard in her bedroom and flattened in on the
pad. She’d concentrated hard during the hike back, memorizing the
subtleties along with the strengths of the picture in her mind’s
eye. When the canvas stared back at her, taunting with a question
of blank lifelessness, she answered by laying out the sketch at a
quick pace. It was her only large canvas, left over from months
ago. The big ones were terribly expensive, but Rebecca knew it
would soon be a painting, deeper and beautiful beyond anything
she’d ever done. She created for hours, barely eating or sleeping
between cycles of the sun.

Six days later Charlie hung the
painting over the couch. The mountain lion gazed out from his perch
above, swirling fog pooling deep in the crag below. Rebecca beamed
with pride. The painting wouldn’t be sold; it would hang for the
family to enjoy. The children hugged her and told her it was
brilliant. Charlie and his wife shook their heads, smiling at her
talent. Soon, everyone went back to their preoccupations, leaving
Rebecca standing in front of the painting, tears streaming her
cheeks as she gazed into the feline eyes and saw herself looking
back. Paul would have loved it.

* * *

Two days later Rebecca backed away
from the door as her oldest niece sprinted through, sobbing,
holding the hem of her skirts high as she ran. Charlie ducked
through the door behind her, a switch poised in his huge right
hand, but the girl continued through the room, quickly making
herself lost in the sprawling house. He snapped the willow in half,
bending it back once to sever the moist bark holding it together
and flung it to the floor.

Not wanting to show the look of
incrimination, one that she knew would reveal her shock, Rebecca
dropped her gaze and said nothing, the only sound in the room the
drawing of Charlie’s ragged breath.

“Don’t you say a bloody
word,” he growled.

“I wouldn’t,” she
whispered, eyes still averted.

He stomped back outside, slamming the
door.

Rebecca charged through the house,
searching for the girl to see what could have prompted Charlie to
act in such a manner. He was kind and patient as he was tall, and
she’d never heard him raise his voice at one of his children, let
alone whip one. Following the sound of the girl’s sobs, she came to
a closed door and pushed it open, intent on consoling the child.
She stopped, hands falling limp to her sides.

Two of the girls had come to aid the
child, having helped her out of her clothes. Tears streaked all the
young women’s faces. Their mother held an open tin of salve, eyes
wide, surveying like she didn’t know where to begin.

Welts rose on tender flesh at the
backs of the girl’s pale thighs, some to the point of tearing the
skin. Bruising had begun in places, creating blotches of blackness
scattered down a thin back, bottom and legs. The girl was in shock,
hugging her frock against her chest, trembling as if she might
freeze. She stared at Rebecca, teeth chattering.

“I left the gate open,”
she admitted.

“Has he ever—” Rebecca
managed.

“No, he’s never hit
anyone,” one of the distraught girls wailed, throwing her hands
over her face.

Rebecca did the only thing she could
think to do. She threw her arms around her bloodied niece and held
her as she cried from the pain when her mother started slathering
on the salve.

* * *

Charlie apologized. He wept. Promised
he’d never lose his temper again. Days went by, and one night when
Rebecca couldn’t hold her bladder until morning, she passed Charlie
as he slept on the couch, the mountain lion in the painting
watching him breathe. She didn’t want to think of the trouble that
could be between Charlie and his wife, but after such an
occurrence, it was likely. He’d probably been stuck out on the
couch since that day. Carefully and quiet so she didn’t wake him,
she made her way out to relieve herself and back inside before he’d
turned over.

Although apologies continued to flow,
the mood around the ranch was somber. Children didn’t chase. If
conversation took place, it stopped when Charlie came around.
Rebecca couldn’t help but feel bad for him, and she ached for the
family that had lost trust. She didn’t get involved, but she
offered smiles, continued to help manage her niece’s wounds with
her sister-in-law and sketched from the scenes she found
outside.

She’d started a new drawing of a
big,bull elk she seen and heard bugling just down the draw. The
picture came along nicely, although she’d been working on it for
hours and her drawing hand cramped painfully. Setting her supplies
aside, she changed for bed, and climbed beneath a thick cover of
quilts.

Floorboards creaked on the other side
of the door. Rebecca couldn’t remember anyone being up as late as
she was, but discounted the footsteps, deciding someone must have
needed to go to the outhouse. A wind kicked up, screaming through
trees out back. She closed her eyes.

Moments later a shrill scream tore
through the slumbering ranch house. Rebecca ran from her room,
listening, trying to control her own panic as she attempted to
discern which child the horrible noise came from. Others ran about
in the house, and she ran toward the sounds they made. Two girls
stood in their open doorway.

“Back to bed,” Rebecca
commanded. The girls ran inside and closed their door. The boys’
room was lit by a hand lantern, one child standing upright on his
bed, a finger held out toward the doorway Rebecca had just stepped
through.

The moment she was inside the room,
bile rose in her throat when she inhaled. The smell of death coated
the air like tar over a hot fencepost. She placed a hand over her
mouth and nose, trying not to gag.

Charlie stood next to his son,
rubbing his back.

“It’s okay, we’re all
here,” he said, with a calming tone. “It was just a
nightmare.”

“There was a man,” the
child said, voice shaking.

“Who?” Rebecca
asked.

He jabbed a small finger at the dark
hall. “He was a cat-man,” he said, breaking down. He hid his face,
embarrassed at his show of emotion.

His mother picked him off the bed,
cradling him against her chest and hip as if he was a toddler. The
boy melted against her, crying like he’d been beaten.

“Charlie, please go look
outside to see if the dogs drug something dead up by the house,”
she said.

He nodded and left the
room.

“Is there anything I can
do?” Rebecca asked.

Her sister-in-law just shook her
head, rocking her son. “I’ll get him settled in. Go on to sleep,
Becca.”

Rebecca nodded and went to the door,
grateful to get into some fresh air. Taking a turn down the hall,
she stepped into the girls’ room. Moonlight shone through a window,
showing the scared girls were all lumped into two beds together,
bodies huddled under covers. They peeked out, wide-eyed and
fearful, but tucked firmly in their bunks.

“All’s well. Just a bad
dream.” She smiled and left.

* * *

Thankfully, October brought peace to
the Caleman ranch. Normalcy claimed its place, and Rebecca tried to
get back to healing from her loss. Her children continued to do
well on the ranch, and chores had expanded to include stacking wood
for the winter and counting cattle before snow began to fly.
Preserves were stored in the pantry. Lard was hauled into the
kitchen in buckets, and the household waited out winter at the
ready.

Days shortened and nights chilled at
sundown. Out of need for something to do when it was dark just past
afternoon, the children at the ranch fashioned a wind chime from
the old birdcage their father had brought from the mine the day of
the fatality. The dehydrated corpse of the yellow mining bird was
discarded into the trees in back of the hen house.

Charlie hung the gift from a hook on
the porch the next morning. The bars hung askew, creating an
imbalanced tone, although the love with which it was created melded
the notes into beautiful harmonies that charmed the wind on the
lawn and gardens.

Rebecca was comfortable with letting
her mind wander to better days and times when her heart was whole.
She imagined her husband’s deep, soothing voice before bed, his
words masking the way she was the only person in the house that
slept in a room by herself. Charlie and his wife went back to
sharing their marriage bed. All the boys slept in grand beds in a
cozy room, as did the girls. Charlie had said she would need
privacy. It was a nice gesture. She hated it.

Each night was long, and she would
sketch and paint until her hand ached and back was stiff from
standing or hunching, depending on the size of the canvas. Working
deep into each night, she tried to exhaust herself, because that
was the only way she could fall asleep. She’d get changed, climb
into bed, and think good, warm thoughts about her husband. Her mind
relaxed as she thought of him, her body slackened, and she entered
the comfort of sleep.

The sound of her bedroom door should
have fully awakened her, but instead of being awake and alarmed
when Charlie stepped in, she was confused and half asleep. He
closed the door behind him and knelt beside her bed, peering into
her face with a tender gaze. The potent smell of decay followed on
his heels. One hand moved to her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw
with a gentle touch. He lowered his face to barely an inch above
hers, and just when she was about to say something— she didn’t know
what, exactly— but certainly something in protest, he clamped a big
hand tightly over her mouth.

A man could do a lot with one hand.
He tugged his belt loose from his britches. Tears contorted her
vision in the low light as she searched his face for reason. Just a
year apart, Charlie shared many features with her husband, Paul.
They were the same height, and just as strong as one another, as
well. He bared her quickly, and she continued to watch him as he
worked to free their bodies for access. She tore at his skin,
determined to leave marks, attempting to hurt him if even a little.
His muscular chest hovered, touching her nose, and since she was
forced to breathe only through one nostril that wasn’t crushed
closed, her senses filled with the scent of death. Eyes, black as
hell itself, neared her own as he entered her. She wept, thinking
how she knew she’d weep silently, even if his hand wasn’t over her
mouth. He moved slowly, iris-less eyes on hers, one free hand
caressing parts of her like they were lovers. He kissed tears from
her cheeks, closing her eyes with his lips.

“You’ve got my heart,
girl,” he whispered.

“Why?” she cried out,
the wail smothered against his palm.

He stilled. “Because I love you. You
wouldn’t accept me if I didn’t come to you with this man.” He let
his gaze take in the curve of her jaw, the deep pools of tears in
her eyes. “I regard you as you wander. You call me
forth.”

Rebecca searched Charlie’s eyes but
found only blackness, the likes of a deep, light-forbidding cave.
Whatever crept above her then wasn’t her brother-in-law, or her
beloved Paul. Lord God, why? Heavenly Father … please help
me ….

But he touched her like her husband,
felt just like him everywhere. He moved as her Paul did, touching
the places she loved to be touched, relentlessly. Rebecca wondered
if it was her mind doing it all, masking him, giving her a
sickening parody of intimacy she knew she would never have
again.

Exhaustion from straining and
fighting won out and her grip relaxed on his forearm, fingernails
sliding from the bloodied grooves in the flesh there. Charlie
removed his hand and replaced it with his lips, her husband’s lips,
quickening his pace with frantic thrusts.

When Charlie left Rebecca, she pulled
her quilts up to her chin, closed her eyes, and prayed to continue
to dream.

***

 



Chapter
2

May Day, 1923

Jim Witcher was a man of passions,
and above all others that drove him was the deep, Christian love he
had for his wife, Marybelle. Sickly from childhood, Marybelle never
bore children, which, contrary to most couples of the times, made
them closer. It was just the two of them, her tuberculosis, and
plenty of old Witcher money to get them close to Pikes Peak in the
arid, high altitudes of Colorado in America.

“We’ll beat the odds,”
Marybelle stated through her mask.

“Yes, love.” The body of
his frail wife held a heart worthy of ten lions.

Jim was amazed at how easily British
society moved on after news struck of the sinking of the mammoth
ship, the Titanic, over a decade ago. There was no blame to
place, for he, himself again lent faith in steamship travel when he
put his mate aboard a passenger liner for America. The three week
jaunt was emotionally draining, for although unspoken, the fact
that the gamble was Marybelle’s last hope of beating the infection
in her lungs weighed heavy. Anticipation and dread warred in heart,
but hope and love won out, keeping them in check.

The ship’s physician stayed close and
delivered reports on the hour. Being paid handsomely, the doctor
kept news of her condition unknown to the other passengers. Twice
during the trip, the doctor woke Jim, insisting Marybelle’s lungs
would fail at any moment. Despite crimson-soaked bed sheets, she
hung on.

They landed at Boston and wasted no
time making way across the Midwest, high into the rocky, treed
mountains of Victor, Colorado.

Marybelle squinted into the pale sky.
“Oh, James do you see? We’re so very close to heaven.” She squeezed
his hand best she could in her weakened state. Jim kissed her
forehead and carried her toward their new house.

Jim’s confidence grew, knowing he had
made the right decision. The dry air worked wonders for Marybelle,
and she made a decent but slow-coming recovery. The new Witcher
Estate claimed land far into the outlying district, southeast of
Victor. His wife needed peace to heal, and Jim made it life’s
purpose to provide all Marybelle needed. His heart soared each time
he noted another way she became herself again. Her spirits lifted,
and she removed her mask each morning with a smile that fueled his
very soul.

Merely providing the best environment
known for his wife’s recovery wasn’t the only step it would take to
ensure Marybelle would live. Jim took great care in choosing the
services of a highly-recommended physician in Cripple Creek.
Keeping a second office in Victor, the doctor stopped by twice
weekly unless the weather was bad, which was not a common
occurrence for the bespectacled, mousy man who talked too much. The
doctor was older, not a widower, and remained unmarried. Jim didn’t
trust a gentleman when a wife couldn’t, either. He worked hard to
keep his distaste for the man’s appearance from creating doubt in
his abilities as a physician. Handsome or not, the doctor came with
the best recommendations, which spoke clearly enough to earn Jim’s
trust.

Jim held Marybelle’s tiny hand tight,
walking around the yard. She loved the aspen trees and wildflowers
of the region. Shaking loose of his grip, she paced ahead while he
leaned in the shade. His heart swelled, watching the tiny chipmunks
that skittered to the hem of her gown to collect scattered bits of
dry bread she dropped for them. She glanced over a shoulder, blue
eyes sparkling.

“Thank you, love.” Wind
swept a wave of hair beneath her chin, which she cheated away
behind an ear.

He need not ask for what. She was
thankful for her extended life, as was he. “I love you,
Mary.”

She remained too weak to bind her
hair, leaving twisting tresses to fall in youthful, blonde lengths
about her shoulders. Jim rested easier. His beautiful wife was
right. They’d beaten the odds. She leaned against a large,
mica-speckled boulder, smiling. “Let’s begin living once more. God
graces me with breath. I want to go to Sunday service.”

“Mary, I—”

“Please, James. What
good is this new life without the Lord?”

He sighed, scrubbing his chin. “That
will cause you pain, Mary. The lesions are healing, but you’re not
steady—”

“I grow strong again.
You worry for naught.”

“We’ll ask what the
doctor thinks best.” He shook his head, not surprised at all by her
defiance in the face of certain agony. Mary was a good woman, and
those of such heart sacrificed for the Heavenly Father. “Certainly,
the Lord knows the risk is great.”

She stepped close, pulling one of his
hands free from where he’d clenched his arms across his chest. “As
is the reward of being back in His house.”

He nodded, pulling her in. “We have
much to thank Him for.” Jim’s ability to deny his wife wasn’t on
the list.

* * *

Midsummer brought chill, and just as
the wives at the congregation predicted, hemmed, and hawed, the
snow flew on Hall-o-ween. Jim bundled Mary tightly for their trips
into town. Despite his assertions that the cold air could cause a
relapse, the physician continued to insist Marybelle had made a
respectable recovery and was well enough to travel to church on
Sundays.

Jim watched closely, finally warming
to the idea that the sparkle had returned to her eyes, and she
laughed easily, the way she had before the sickness took her. The
ladies took her in, drawn by her charm and purity of
soul.

She reclaimed the position as lady of
the house, sewing beside her favorite window and tatting new lace
curtains for their home. She sang like an angel. Jim’s heart mended
and he relaxed his protective grip, allowing her to take on life as
she wished.

Mary boiled a rich, fatty stew for
supper one night, and she carried the small boiling pot to the
dining table, letting go a bit too soon. The cast iron clacked down
hard and thick broth exploded upward, spraying the
table.

Jim shot from his chair, pulling her
into view. Her cheeks were flushed. “Mary?”

She dropped a potholder to the table,
leaning for support. “It’s terribly hot in here.” She took a corner
seat at their huge table, breath coming too fast.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t
do so much, Mary. It is likely too soon for these mundane
tasks.”

“If I’m not able to do
things for you, to show I adore you in the ways a wife wants, what
good is life at all?” Her lower lip trembled. She looked
away.

“You should have told me
you weren’t feeling well. Your smile is all I need.”

She sighed, gathered herself, and
ladled their bowls full.

* * *

Marybelle didn’t eat again after that
night. Scarred lungs again filled and she began to suffocate, her
tiny body racked with croup that produced growing spatters of
bloody phlegm. Frost-laced wind howled, beating against the windows
as she struggled for air.

Jim held her Bible and one fevered
hand, praying for God’s mercy. Mary went unresponsive. He removed
his own mask, bowing his head.

She didn’t make it through another
storm. Jim tucked her into bed, placing a kiss on her forehead. Her
fever had finally broken, for good this time. His heart shattered,
shards stabbing deep. He wept, rocking, grieving for uncounted
hours.

“Such a shame,” a man
said softly, in the doorway.

Jim spun, startled to his feet. “Who
are you? What business do you have in my house, and with my wife?”
His voice rose to a scream. “How did you get in? Get
out!”

“You’ve every right to
be angry,” the gentleman intoned, obviously not a very recent
arrival from Britain, but not droll in tongue like an American.
“Please, allow me to help.” The man straightened his finely
tailored jacket.

Jim took a shaky breath, a little
embarrassed at his outburst. “My apologies. Are you from the
doctor’s office? What is your name, sir?”

“Titles are such
trifling cordialities.” The man shook his head with pity. “She was
beautiful, and was taken from you.” He waved a hand slowly,
gesturing to Marybelle. “Wrath is nothing, if not appropriately
placed,” he stated, with a nod. Not a black hair moved, impeccably
parted, combed and oiled. His gaze moved to the discarded
Bible.

“Wrath?” Jim balled a
fist. “What do you know? Have you shared my position in this?” He
paced close, eye level. Scowling, he swallowed hard. The man
smelled as if he’d wallowed with the dead, despite a clean, pressed
suit of clothes. “By all that’s Holy, you’ve come to the wrong
house. Now, leave, or you shall know of my wrath first
hand.”

“Is the fault mine,
then?” the stranger replied, not shaken by the advance. “Who is it
that has failed? Not I, who has only seen from a distance …
and not merely you, who has given everything to provide care for
her. You’ve done what you believed to be best.”

Jim sobbed through gritted teeth, not
bothering to fight shame.

“You sacrificed her
health when you should have kept her home.” He tilted his head,
gaze scrutinizing. “I find faith fascinating. Entertaining. Is God
worth this?” He glanced at the bloodied bed. “Marybelle was let
down by a being who put no stock in her existence. One who would
lose nothing if she passed. One who was merely inconvenienced by
every breath she managed.”

“How dare you blaspheme
the Holy Father?”

The man laughed. “Well let’s have an
all-powerful cure then.” He leaned against the doorway. “Go on.
Pray for God to save your good wife.”

Scowling, Jim wiped tears and snot
away with a sleeve. He glanced to the Bible and back at the
stranger.

“Please, go ahead.”
Scorn softened to pity in the man’s voice.

After a moment, Jim responded,
trembling. He examined the intruder. “The Angel of Death assumes to
enlighten me, then?”

“Dear James Lee Witcher,
I am not the Angel of Death.”

Jim glanced at Mary, her thin, pale
features lax, no longer strained for shallow breath. “She was
everything. I’ll follow my beloved as surely as the sun follows the
moon. Certainly the Heavenly Father can make exception for his
broken child.”

“He has His rules.
Follow that path and your soul shall perish. There is still life to
be lived. I will show you.”

“Leave me! There is no
life here.”

“You would take your own
life? The worst of sins against Him?”

Jim didn’t answer, just looked
away.

“As you will.” The
stranger pulled the door closed behind him.

“If you’re a thief, be
my guest!” Jim screamed at the door. “I’ll see you in
hell!”

Marybelle’s eyes remained fixed where
he’d knelt beside the bed, blue gaze clouding by the moment, life
stolen away. It was true. He’d done everything he could, but gave
in, granting his wife what killed her.

* * *

Stepping from his Tin Lizzie and into
the sights of Jim’s rifle, the doctor met his fate, Jim taking the
place of judge, jury and executioner. Jim Witcher couldn’t put a
bullet in the breast of God, but by God it felt damned fine to let
the good doctor take the hit. The shallow click of the cartridge
snapping into place resounded from low clouds. No other would lose
a loved one because of negligence from the uncaring
bastard.

Any unlikely passers-by would know of
the dead man’s failing. Jim hung the doctor’s slim body neatly from
the lofty, wrought-iron headgate leading onto the estate, perfectly
centered beneath the name “Witcher.” There was no way to punish the
Almighty for the death of Marybelle, but the good doctor had also
let her down.

There was no reason to wait out
spring. Jim looked to the sky. Indeed, the sun followed the
moon.

The hanging corpse froze in the
mountain chill, remaining a fixture for the best part of the month
of November.

* * *

Pierce Allan preferred the assuring
gait of a horse over that of an automobile, any day. He’d been the
sheriff of Teller County for nineteen months and twenty-six days
the day he rode out to investigate the claim of a dead man hanging
above a residential gate on the outskirts of town. Surely the call
was hokum, but it was a dandy excuse for a ride.

The fresh-shod horse beneath him
eased into a smooth lope once the busier streets of town were
behind him. Older, burned and abandoned buildings and homes mingled
on the outer blocks of Victor, some families or business owners
having the ability to rebuild after the Great Fire a couple decades
back, and others victimized and cashed out by the combination of
the loss of their homes and the falling price of gold. They’d left
a boneyard of foundations in memory. Pierce didn’t dismay. He
huffed and spit a long stream of tobacco colored saliva from the
seasoned groove in his bottom lip. Hell, Victor had the sort of
spirit that didn’t die out during the iciest of winters. The flames
of hell wouldn’t keep her down forever.

He pulled back with slight, gentle
pressure on the reins of the hackamore. The big mare snorted and
tossed her head just a bit to testify her disapproval of his
decision to slow down. She kept up a high-tailed prancing trot,
proud ears pricked forward. Pierce removed a glove and leaned
across the pommel, patting the damp fur of her neck. That sort of
spirit couldn’t be found sitting on his ass driving a motor
car.

“Ho, now. We gotta a
ways to go today, Lady.” They’d head about seven miles down Phantom
Canyon, and the horse would need her energy to carry his weight and
also to keep warm throughout the day. He slid his fingers inside
the glove, pulled his hat lower, and popped the collar on his
lined, riding duster, settling in against the chill. The storm had
crept up quick and uninvited. Maybe he should just let the mare do
like she wanted and run herself stupid, just to get there, check
out the claim, which was likely a big pile of horse shit. Then
again, maybe he should have just rode bareback to share warmth with
his horse. He’d talked himself out of that, preferring to ride with
a scabbard mounted to his saddle, rather than hanging across his
shoulder or back all day. It was a toss-up. He huffed and spit
again. Either way, he wouldn’t let Lady hurt herself, even if it
was only a couple hours walk each way.

True to form, the Colorado weather
shifted from clear morning frost to sunshine, then to sleet halfway
through the trip. Fog barreled at him from ahead, heavily laden
with icy snow. By the time they made the headgate to the old
Witcher Place, where sure as hell hung a corpse, a layer of powder
dry snow covered the road.

“I’ll be damned.” The
corpse’s blackened face was about eye level with his
own.

“Poor son-of-a-bitch,”
Peirce muttered as he swung down. Reins in one hand, he approached
and grabbed one of the cadaver’s legs. “Correction. Poor, frozen
son-of-a-bitch.”

Lady snorted and danced in place.
Wind drove blasts of snow to form drifts next to a Model T on the
roadside.

“He ain’t gonna bite ya,
girl,” he said, and secured the mare a few feet away by wrapping
the reins around the top rail of property fence. Pierce locked both
arms around the corpse’s knees, lifted to free the dead man’s coat
from the top of the “T” in “Witcher,” then lowered the small, rigid
man to the snow. Soft tissue was either removed by animals or
withdrawn, revealing empty, pecked out sockets and bared, but
impeccable white teeth. Crow and magpie droppings hung thick across
the man’s coat and the tips of his fancy shoes. His linen shirt was
shredded from beak marks, flesh removed to show ribs gleaming from
darkened skin and muscle. A slug was embedded in the man’s sternum,
but that wasn’t what killed him. He’d been shot far more than one
time, and the wounds were stripped clean down to bone. He only
found the one bullet and decided that was enough evidence to let
the poor man rest.

Frisking the corpse to make
short-work of the job and get back to town before the storm hit
hard, Pierce pulled several things from the pockets of the jacket,
including an envelope containing an invoice sheet from a Physician
Robert McKinley for one “James Witcher” for the “Care of wife
Marybelle (tuber).” A neatly rolled and bound stethoscope in a
wooden case, a pouch containing dried apple slices, and a pen were
all placed inside Peirce’s saddle bags to take back as evidence to
identify the dead man. No mystery there. Shoulda brought a
damned motor car to haul the stiff.

The sheriff sighed, turning toward
the house where no smoke came from the chimney and snow continued
to fall across an untraveled path. Now for the fun part.
Although the murderer likely fled, he still had to investigate the
house. And just because it looked empty didn’t mean it was. He led
Lady to the porch, where he fastened her lead.

“Sheriff,” he called,
banging on the door. He repeated himself. Lady bobbed her head,
nickering.

“Well, if you say so.”
Pierce tried the door handle, which opened easily into a mudroom
with a main entry hanging wide open into a richly furnished home.
“Hello? Sheriff Allan here,” he yelled, fingering the straps loose
for his forty-five. He inhaled to call out again, filling his lungs
with rancid air tainted by decaying flesh.

“Dammit.” The house was
cold, and if not for the impressive amount of glass windows it
would have been dark, too. Grey light coated the interior. Pierce
thanked all that was good he wasn’t the type to spook easy and
trudged through the kitchen and den. Finding no source of the
smell, he started upstairs to search the bedrooms.

A dead gal, a lady, was in a bed in
the first room he came to. He covered his mouth with a gloved hand
and bent to get a look at who had to have been “Marybelle”,
according to the doctor’s note. Black streaks and splattered drops
coated her lacy bedding.

Tuber. Pierce fought his gag
reflex. He’d seen them before and all the poor folks ended up
emaciated and bloody.

Knobby cheekbones seemed to make up
the majority of what time had left of her face. Blonde hair twisted
into feverish piles around her head like a frayed halo. A gold
cross on a chain rested against a protruding sternum, barely
disguised by a blouse of finely crafted lace and rich linen. Frail,
boney fingers were adorned with gold. An overwhelming sadness
gripped Pierce from the inside. She had been someone’s everything,
this Marybelle Witcher. He raised up and removed his hat in
respect. “God bless ya, sweet lady.”

A Bible lie on
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