

    
        
          The Forgotten Ghosts of Deadwood

        

        
        
          Horror, Volume 9

        

        
        
          Selene Arkwright

        

        
          Published by Arcane Horizons Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE FORGOTTEN GHOSTS OF DEADWOOD

    

    
      First edition. December 13, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Selene Arkwright.

    

    
    
      Written by Selene Arkwright.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1 — Whispers in the Gulch

Chapter 2 — The Deadwood Ledger

Chapter 3 — Bells, Brass, and Blood Money

Chapter 4 — The Backward Class Photo

Chapter 5 — Attendance

Chapter 6 — Strike the Record

Chapter 7 — Gold Dust & Ghost Fuel

Chapter 8 — The Sealed Drift

Chapter 9 — The Thirty-First

Chapter 10 — What the Bell Keeps

Sign up for Selene Arkwright's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the children whose names were erased,and for every voice history tried to quiet.
This story is for those who believe that remembering is an act of courage, that truth still rings even through cracked bells, and that the forgotten are never truly gone as long as someone is willing to speak their names.
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Chapter 1 — Whispers in the Gulch
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The first thing the hills taught Mina Ortiz was that silence out here was never empty. Even with the highway far behind and the tour buses tucked into their garages like sleeping beetles, the Black Hills had a low working hum: pine needles combed by wind, a little creek bitten into gravel, the distant clank of something metal settling after a long day. Deadwood itself sounded like a place practicing for company—music tracks looped behind saloon doors, an animatronic miner coughing in a storefront, a cashier telling someone from Ohio the difference between “ghost tours” and “after-hours ghost tours.”

“Welcome to the Frontier of Fun,” Aunt Celia said, flinging her arms toward Main Street as if she were unveiling a new planet. A strand of hair had escaped her scarf and stuck to her lip balm. “You’ll love it. It’s a summer and a half. And we have central air if you help me change filters.”

Their car idled in front of the Ghosts & Gold Museum—ninety percent gift shop, ten percent displays scavenged from auctions and attics. Plastic skulls winked in the window at a bronze plaque about the real Deadwood fire of 1879. Over the door a bell on a fishing line rang whenever anyone came in, which seemed to be mostly people wanting cold soda and directions to the HBO filming locations.

Mina pulled her suitcase up the curb and tried to look like she belonged anywhere with more sky than buildings. “It smells like caramel and dust,” she said.

“That’s the diffuser and also time,” Aunt Celia said. “Come on. You have to see the world’s worst wax Wild Bill. He’s melting.”

The museum was two rooms and a hallway. In the first, a headless mannequin wore a cowgirl dress and held a lantern. In the second, a glass case protected a broken-handled pickaxe and a school bell, both labeled “possible artifacts” because you were allowed to be honest when your patrons mainly wanted a selfie. The hallway was the best part: fifty feet of found photographs with typed captions, some correct, some less so. Aunt Celia’s favorite was a portrait of a family with grim mouths and one kid sticking her tongue out, shocked and delighted to be caught by 1880s technology.

“We close at nine,” Aunt Celia said, checking her phone. “Then we get pie from Mustang Sally’s if we made enough tips to earn pie. If not, we make pancakes and call them pie.”

“I’ll earn pie,” Mina said automatically. Last summer she’d done dishes in a strip-mall bistro. This summer she would sell t-shirts that said I GOT A LITTLE DEAD IN DEADWOOD, and she would learn the language of the display cases and the cash drawer and where the light switches hid behind old frames. She would also, silently, not think about Los Angeles and the way her mom’s new apartment echoed when the fridge kicked on and how she’d said, “Go. You’ll be with family. And ghosts. That’s your thing.”

Was it her thing? It had been, when she was nine and wore a plastic detective badge and wrote “mysterious occurrences” in a notebook. It had been when she was twelve and stayed late after school helping Ms. Duarte inventory theater props, half convinced the plaster cherubs were changing expression as soon as she looked away. At sixteen, “ghosts” had turned into how people talked about grief when they weren’t ready to use that word. But Deadwood didn’t seem to mind what you called things, as long as you listened.

They worked through the evening in an easy rhythm. Aunt Celia told the story of Calamity Jane to a family from Nebraska with confident inaccuracies. Mina folded shirts and discovered a low shelf of hand-tinted postcards, pretty and wrong. When the last customer left, Aunt Celia locked the door, turned the sign to CLOSED Y’ALL, and pointed her chin at the back stairs.

“Home tour,” she said. “We live above the last half of the nineteenth century and the first half of a fire code.”

The apartment was wider than it looked from the street and crooked in charming places. The kitchen had a window that faced the alley and a little table with two chairs that had obviously lived other lives. The bedroom Mina would take had a view of the back of a saloon and a square of sky. The walls were wood, old and scarred. The closet was an insult.

“It’s Minnesota-summer-hot until two a.m. and then mountain-chilly,” Aunt Celia warned, cranking a fan. “Sheets are in the ottoman with the stubborn zipper. We have a storage attic. Do not go up there in flip-flops. There are nails old enough to vote.”

Mina nodded, unpacked the way she always did—toothbrush first, then the small stack of notebooks held together with a rubber band, then the hoodie she hadn’t washed in too long because it smelled like her mom’s detergent. The sheets were cool and smelled like lemon cleaner and a little like the museum downstairs. She lay back and let the fan dry the sweat at her hairline. The window light pressed a rectangle onto the floorboards.

Somewhere below, Aunt Celia sang along to an old country song in the wrong key and perfect volume. Somewhere beyond the window, laughter spiraled up, then broke into a cough. The hills, in the distance, murmured like a dark animal sleeping.

Mina’s phone said 1:54 a.m. and then 2:09 and then she fell sideways into sleep the way you do when you are new in a place—hard and . . . shallow. Which meant that when the siren went off, she woke not to a blast but to the last curled second of it, that thin scream a machine makes when it thinks it might be needed again.

She sat up. The room was blue-dark and her mouth tasted like she’d been breathing through a penny. The siren sounded again—long and unwavering, coming from somewhere toward the gulch. Mina’s heart didn’t speed up; it sank, a slow heavy thing. She had heard sirens. She had never heard one tug the felt edge of time like that.

“What?” she said into the dark, her throat dry.

Aunt Celia’s feet hit the floor in the next room. “Go back to sleep,” she called, not sounding like sleep. “It’s two seventeen. Second death.”

Mina stood and padded to the doorway. “That’s not a thing,” she said.

“It’s a tourist town and a mining town,” Aunt Celia said, emerging in a giant sleep shirt that said DEAD TIRED in glitter letters. She rubbed her cheeks as if friction made answers. “We have a siren for weather. It’s also . . . it’s complicated. The locals call it the second death. It’s mostly superstition and a little bit scheduling.”

“How is a siren scheduled?”

“It isn’t. Officially.” Aunt Celia looked out the window like she expected to see the right sentence written on the alley. “Unofficially, some nights it goes at two seventeen a.m. It used to be the shift change for the mine and the time the undertaker did his work. People here have long memories and short explanations.”

“Okay,” Mina said, a word that meant both I accept this and This is unhelpful.

The siren wound down, leaving the night overbright and breathless in its wake. Mina stared at the ceiling and counted the fan’s blades as they turned. Two seventeen ticked to two twenty-eight. In a building across the alley, someone opened a door and then closed it lightly, the universal signal for I am not trying to wake you, and also I can’t help being alive right now.

She slept eventually. When she woke again, morning had pressed itself against the window, and the fan had given up and drooped. Aunt Celia was already downstairs. The smell of burnt coffee and the sound of a key ring hitting a counter made the apartment feel like a place that worked, not just a place that held them.

After a quick breakfast—toast, jam, the powdered-sugar kiss of a maple bar Aunt Celia swore fell into her hand on the way home—Mina volunteered to sweep the sidewalk while her aunt counted the till.

“You can say hi to the day,” Aunt Celia said, wrestling the drawer open. “The day likes compliments.”

Mina took the push broom, stepped out onto the wooden boardwalk, and forgot to breathe for a second. The hills to the west made a wall of green. The sky was a mouthful of cold water. The street was lined with buildings that looked like movie sets and had, in fact, been used as such. Two shops over, a mechanical prospector tipped his hat every sixteen seconds. Across the way, a wax figure of Wild Bill—less melted in cooler light—peered from behind glass with a face that had been designed by someone who had looked at one bad photograph and a stack of bad ideas.

She swept with satisfaction. The little curls of dust made dark waves ahead of the bristles. Cigarette butts. A folded flyer announcing a celebrity sighting from last year. She reached the end of the storefront and turned the broom and noticed, wedged between the board planks and the pale foundation, a thin wooden frame and a sheet of glass, so grimy she’d taken it for a slice of sidewalk shadow.

She crouched. It wasn’t a frame. It was a little tray with a raised lip, the way old photographers carried plates. She slid her fingers under the edge and pulled up a glass rectangle with its corners rounded and one side frosted where chemicals had once been poured. The smooth surface flashed and then caught a sepia ghost of an image.

A glass negative.

It was unlabeled and heavier than she expected. Her breath made a small fog on the surface that broke and reformed. When she tilted it, the light found street and bodies—men in hats, a dog, a woman’s parasol like an umbrella caught mid-bloom. The buildings were not quite where they sat now—older, rawer. And three figures, near the center, faced the camera backward. Their backs were sharp, their faces a blur of motion, as if they’d turned their heads against what was coming.

“Hey,” Mina said into the museum. “Celia? I found—”

A tour bus exhaled over by the saloon and a guide with a microphone voice called out something about the Number Ten Saloon. The bell on the museum door rang and Aunt Celia answered, “Welcome in! Free to look, cheap to buy!” as instinctively as breathing.

Mina lifted the negative and the street inside the glass tilted toward her, the figures fixed and impossible. She held it up to the morning. The three backward bodies made her throat close around nothing.

She carried it inside like you carry a sleeping cat: gentle and braced for the weight. “Look,” she said, and put it on the counter on a clean rag. “It was under the boardwalk. No label.”

Aunt Celia leaned over it, hands pressed to the laminate so she couldn’t tap the glass. “Well, that’s cool,” she said, voice flattened to keep from sounding like she wanted to put it on a t-shirt. “And also cursed, probably. Where’d you get it?”

“Outside. Between the boards,” Mina said. “Who takes photos with people’s backs to the camera?”

“Accidents. Pranks. People cut out of the record,” Aunt Celia said, and winced as if she’d said too much of a real thing before coffee. “We can check with Theo later. He’s the one who knows how to look at old pictures without breaking them with his eyes.”

“Theo?”

“Local history podcaster. Long hair. Fewer facts than opinions, but
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