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DEDICATION 

This third installment of the Legend of the Ghost Train is dedicated to an incredibly special group of men and women. The men who worked a dangerous and grueling job in the coal mines for pennies a day, barely making enough money to feed and shelter their families. And, to the women who supported them, raised their children, and cared for them even in the most difficult of times. 

My grandfather, father, uncles, and cousins worked in the coal mines of Kentucky.   
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Author’s Note and Acknowledgement 

[image: ]


Some of this story is loosely based upon actual events that happened in Harlan County Kentucky. It is fact that it got the nick name “Bloody Harlan County” for the many deaths attributed to striking coal miners, union representatives pushing to get into the mines, and the company owners who only cared about making money. If you Google Bloody Harlan County, you will find many stories about the men and women of this Appalachian Community and the life of poverty that they lived.

The Copperhead Mining Company is fiction, however, the camp known as Gulston is real. It is still a community on the outskirts of Harlan today. If you have any questions or want to know more about Appalachian life and coal mining, there are many sources available. 

The Legend of the Ghost Train 

Today, people say that on a quiet night in the mountains of Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky, you can hear the far off shriek of a locomotive whistle and the rumble of the train’s cars as they clamor across the tracks. The legend claims the train moves through the valleys and mountains searching for lost souls that need a lift to the other side.  

In the early Twentieth Century, railroads were not only a way to transport people, they also carried all types of goods across the country. Lumber from the forests of Tennessee, coal from the mines of Kentucky, and tobacco from the fields of Virginia were just a few of the industries that depended heavily on the railroad system. Even the Vanderbilt’s built a train system to carry the products needed to construct the great Biltmore Estate.  

The Legend of the Ghost Train series will carry you off to a simpler time before WWII and the Great Depression. It’s about the love between two men that wasn’t spoken of and ghosts of past loves that still linger in the mountains. Some haunt the living looking for a loved one. Some want revenge for wrong doings. And others are evil and will stop at nothing to repeat the past and kill again.
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Prologue 
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1930

Boone slipped out the back door of Red’s Bar, hoping the rest of the miners wouldn’t notice him missing. He left his truck where it sat and walked the mile out to Molly’s Place. Most of the single miners and some of the married ones spent an evening or two at Molly’s during the month. It was the only whorehouse in Harlan City, though it did sit just outside the city limits. That kept the local police out of her hair, most of the time.

Molly Shoemaker was a middle-aged woman whose husband had died many years ago in the coal mines. With no education and no way to make a living, she turned to the oldest profession. Eventually, she took on several girls and opened what every man in the county called Molly’s Place. What very few people knew about was one of her best whores was named Lucas, and that’s who Boone was going to see.

Skipping the front door, Boone made his way around the back of the run-down two-story house to the kitchen door. He rapped twice and pulled the screen door open.

“Come on in, you good looking thing,” Molly said. She rose from the table where she had been sitting. A mug of coffee sat on the table with steam rising from it. 

“I’d about give up on you. He’s been out here twice already looking to see if you were here,” she kissed his cheek, then rubbed away the lipstick she’d left. “He’s waiting.”

Boone walked out of the kitchen and took a side hallway to a room at the very end of the house. This way, he didn’t have to see anyone coming in the front entrance and nobody could see him. He stopped outside the bedroom door and knocked not waiting to be invited in.

“It’s about time you got your good-looking ass here,” Lucas muttered. He was laying on the bed, propped up with several pillows, and stroking his cock. “I was about to do the job myself.”

“I can see that,” Boone said smiling at the man. “But it wouldn’t have been nearly as satisfying.”

“You know I love that voice of yours. It always makes me think of warm Tennessee whiskey straight from the bottle: dark, moody, and sinful,” he stroked his cock faster. “Get yer damn clothes off and get over here.”

Boone shut and locked the door behind him. He liked Lucas. The man was full of shit and enjoyed giving Boone a hard time in more ways than one. In another situation they might have been friends. They both knew it was a purely physical thing between them. Boone didn’t even know if he could love someone, but Lucas probably came close. 

Just as he was taking off his boots, a loud commotion came from the area of the house that he tried to avoid. Molly was yelling. Men were hollering and some of the girls were screaming. Leaving his boots off, he rushed into the front room to see what the hell was going on. 

Two young men were holding up another guy. None of them were over twenty by the looks of them. The one being held up was drunk off his ass.

“Come on, Molly,” one of them moaned. “He’s a fucking virgin. He needs to get laid.”

“He’s falling down drunk and won’t know what the fuck is going on,” Molly yelled back.

Voices began to shout again. The situation was quickly escalating. 

“Do you know who this is?” the second guy asked. “You know what his old man will do if he finds out you turned him away!”

Molly slapped the guy, then said, “Of course I know who he is and that’s all the more reason for me to turn him away. Now, get him out of here. And you two are barred, don’t you come back ever!”

“Molly you got no right...”

“It’s her house and she has every right to turn you away. I suggest you take your friend and leave,” Boone stepped up behind Molly. He was more than a foot taller than anyone else in the room. His shoulders were wide, and he flexed them to show he could break these guys like twigs if they didn’t leave.

It was then the guy being propped up raised his head and stared at Boone. His eyes, though bloodshot, were the color of a cloudless summer sky. There were freckles dusting his nose and cheekbones. His lips were pale but when he glanced at Boone, they turned up at the corners into a sweet innocent smile. Boone thought he was the most beautiful man he’d ever seen.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he tried to right himself between his two buddies. “We’ll leave now.”

He looked back at Boone as the three of them walked out the front door. The same sweet smile was there. Boone’s heart leapt in his chest and his breath caught in his throat. He walked quietly back to the room where Lucas was waiting for him, wondering what the hell had just happened to him.

It was after three in the morning before Boone left his money on the kitchen table with Molly and slipped out the same door he’d entered at eleven o’clock. The town was asleep, but sunrise wasn’t too far off. Good thing it was Sunday morning and Boone didn’t have to work. 

The blue eyes and sweet smile of the guy at Molly’s was still on his mind. Lucas had been exactly what he’d needed but tonight as he left, it all had felt a little hollow. He chuckled to himself. At twenty-four, he shouldn’t be so melancholy. His mind was a hundred miles away when he felt the first slam of a bat into his back. He dropped to his knees groaning.

There were four men, he couldn’t see any of their faces, but he recognized the boots as those of a coal miner. What he didn’t understand was why they were doing this. They just kept hitting him. Boone was a big man and in a fist to fist fight with one or even two men, he would have come out the winner. This was an attack, four men with bats all shouting at once.

“Faggot!”

“You make me want to puke!”

“We’ll teach you to think you’re better than the rest of us!”

“Fucking whore!”

The words eventually became a blur and Boone lost consciousness. When he finally came to, he was in the Harlan County Hospital and Doc Winchester was leaning over him.

“Well, I’m glad to see you come around,” Doc said. “You took a terrible beating, son. I swore I heard the Ghost Train whistle when they brought you in.”

Boone tried to speak but his throat felt like sandpaper.

“Take it easy. You’ve been out for two days and your throat is dry. I’ll send a nurse in with something to drink. If that stays down, we’ll get you something to eat,” Doc’s face scrunched up. “Do you remember what happened?”

Boone didn’t remember much. He knew he felt like he’d been dragged behind one of the coal trucks over a gravel road. There wasn’t a place on him that didn’t hurt. He was having a hard time focusing on things, too. 

“Your eyes are still swollen and I’m not sure yet if there was any brain damage,” Doc answered his unasked questions. “You’re going to be fine now that you’ve woke up. Just take it easy and let the nurses do their jobs.”

It was a week later that Boone finally heard what had happened the night he was attacked. Molly’s Place had been raided by a group of masked men. They ran off all the girls and Molly, drug Lucas out and hung him from a tree in the front yard. Then they destroyed most of the house. A nurse on night shift said Molly was devastated. She had no money to repair the damage. Another nurse told Boone that Lucas was unrecognizable when they brought him in. His face and groin were a bloody pulp. 

Once he got out of the hospital, Boone kept to himself and didn’t hang out with any of the other miners. He knew the group of men who had killed Lucas and beat him were from the mine where he worked. He couldn’t prove it, but his gut told him so.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Present

Craig Waterson

“I’m telling you boys to stay away from that side of the mountain,” his body trembled with a deep cough as he choked out his words. “I heard ya’ talking about climbing around in Gulston Camp.”

“Gramps,” Tom Culpepper said. “We’re grown men and we know what we’re doing. There’s no need to worry.”

Craig watched as his friend tried to placate the elder Mr. Culpepper. He was ninety-two years old, and he was becoming more agitated as he spoke. The coughing was growing worse as well.

“Damn it! Listen to me! It ain’t safe up there,” he shouted. “You’re messing with stuff best left alone.”

“Mr. Culpepper, my father said it was perfectly safe after so many years. There hasn’t been a cave in since the last one in 1932. I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Craig tried to assure the old man.

“Your pa don’t know shit about that mine or what happened back then,” he slumped forward as he spoke. “I’m the only one left. Everyone else is dead. No one else knows what happened in ‘32.”

He laughed a throaty sound that caused him to cough uncontrollably. His face turned a horrific shade of red and his eyes bulged in their sockets.

“Take it easy, Gramps, let’s get you home,” Tom said.

It took Craig, Tom and their other buddy, Arthur, to get the old man in Tom’s car. Craig had no idea how the old man got to the Hempstead Market anyway. He couldn’t drive. Hell, he could barely walk.

“I’ll run him home and meet you at your place,” Tom said.

Craig and Arthur paid Mr. Hempstead for the beer and groceries they had been gathering when Tom’s grandfather had interrupted them. It was only a mile from the old market to the shack Craig had been renovating. Arthur shook his head as they walked the gravel road.

“Wonder what all that was about?” Arthur asked. “He sounded like he’d lost his mind.”

“He was upset, for sure,” Craig answered. “Still, why would us mentioning checking out the old mine shafts set him off like that?” 

They had already reached the house and were just sitting down in the wicker chairs Craig had bought off a neighbor when Tom’s SUV pulled up. Arthur went inside and got a beer for him before he made it to the porch.

“Man. He was still yelling about Gulston as I came out the door,” Tom said. “Mom looked worried.”

“He was really upset,” Craig offered. “Got any idea why?”

“He was about our age when all those people were killed in that cave in and he worked at the mine back then. He never used to talk about it much until he had that stroke five years ago,” Tom put the beer bottle to his lips but didn’t drink. “It was like a lightbulb suddenly went on in his brain and he started rambling about men who worked in the mine and his job there.”

“That’s really weird,” Arthur said. He swallowed the last of his beer and threw it in the recycle bin on the porch. “Two points,” he said when the bottle fell in.

“How much more do you have to do on this shack?” Tom asked Craig.

“I don’t understand why you want to live in this ghost town, anyway,” Arthur added. “It’s creepy as all get out around here.” 

Craig knew they didn’t understand but that was okay. He knew what it meant to him. His grandfather had left it to him, along with a trust fund from his great-great grandfather.

“Where the hell did you wander off to,” Tom said as he smacked Craig’s arm. Arthur the quieter of the three friends chuckled.

“Still thinking about that jerk, Dillon?”

Craig looked up to see the shadow of a frown form on Arthur’s face before he answered Tom. “You’re an ass. That’s ancient history.”

“Ya, but you love history,” Tom said batting his eyes. 

Arthur jumped up and rushed into the house letting the screen door slam behind him.

“What did you have to do that for?” Craig asked.

“He’s going to have to get over it sometime,” Tom said, shrugging his shoulders. “You can’t help it that he’s still carrying a torch for you.”

“But he’s a friend and I don’t want him hurt. Especially by you,” Craig hit Tom back, but a little harder just to make his point.

“Okay,” Tom pouted, rubbing his shoulder. “What time do you want to get started in the morning?”

“I’d like to be ready to hike by eight. This time of year can get awfully humid the later in the day it gets. Waiting until noon would just be stupid,” Craig said as Arthur came back out to the porch.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked quietly.

“Only that there will be no late night partying tonight. Slave driver here wants to start at the crack of dawn.” Tom pushed himself up out of the chair. “You need a lift or are you crashing here tonight?” he asked Arthur.

“Yes, I think I should go home tonight,” Arthur said as he took the steps from the porch to the ground two at a time. He didn’t look back at Craig.

“Okay. We’ll be here by eight as requested,” Tom said. 

Waving as they pulled away in Tom’s SUV, Craig said, “See you in the morning.”

He watched the vehicle as it made the loop that was the street he lived on and waved when they were on the main road headed out of Gulston Camp. 

Tom and Arthur were long gone when Craig finally crawled into his bed that night. His mind drifted to where he was at this point in his life and where he wanted to go in the future. Hiking up to the old mine was just the beginning, eventually he would write a book about Bloody Harlan County and the mining camps back in the day. 

––––––––
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CRAIG STUFFED HIS BACKPACK with a couple extra energy bars and plenty of water. Hoping against hope that Tom had done the same and wasn’t relying on him to take care of everything. He didn’t have to worry about Arthur, he’d be ready.

The three of them had been friends since high school, all growing up in the area and knowing each other’s families. Who would have thought that Tom would be the only straight one in the bunch? Arthur came out while they were still in high school. Craig wasn’t sure until he went to college and met Dillon. That had been a disaster waiting to happen. He eventually dated a few other guys and got to know himself and what he wanted. 

Unfortunately, Arthur had been crushing on his friend for years. Craig really hated that he couldn’t return Arthur’s feelings but there was no way he would push his friendship away. 

Now, here they were out of college, back in Harlan, and renewing their friendship and bond. Today’s hike up to Copperhead Mine was the first of their outings. Craig hoped there’d be many more.

“Okay, boss, I’m here,” Tom said. He pulled his long shaggy hair up in a bun on his head. 

“You know that just looks stupid on you,” Arthur said. Craig laughed because Arthur was so right.

“Says who?”

“Says anybody that will see you like that,” Craig answered. “But I guess it’s better than that sloppy ponytail you wear sometimes.”

Arthur’s laughter turned into snorting which caused Craig to laugh even harder. Tom frowned at both of them.

“Are we going or what?” he asked.

“We’re going. Did you both charge your cell phones? I don’t know what kind of reception we’ll get in that dense forest up there, but it would be better to have them charged,” Craig said as he pulled his backpack over his shoulders.

“Tom did you wear your high boots like I told you?” Craig asked as he turned to look at his friend. “No one’s seen one yet this spring, but we could run into a copperhead up there.”

“Yes, mother, I wore my tall boots.” Tom answered sarcastically. “And I packed the bear repellent, too.”

Arthur snickered. “Good job, Tom.”

They left Craig’s house and walked up to the railroad tracks that ran through the camp. At one time, empty train cars lined the tracks waiting to be pushed uphill to the mine’s location where they would be loaded down with great chunks of the black rocks. There hadn’t been a train in fifty years on those tracks. They were overgrown with grass and weeds, but they still made a good path to follow.

“Okay, I need a break,” Tom said as he sat down on a railroad tie and grabbed a bottle of water from his pack. “How long have we been walking?”

“About two hours,” Arthur answered. He wiped his brow with a towel his was carrying in his hip pocket. “I didn’t think it would get this hot and humid so fast.”

“It is warmer than I thought it would be. Not much of a breeze up here either,” Craig answered.

“How much further to the mine?” Tom asked.

“According to this,” Craig said as he unfolded the map his dad had given him. “About three more miles to where the mine buildings stood. We should be seeing them soon. Though the undergrowth is much thicker than I thought it would be.”

They gathered up their things and continued to walk. They had gone about two hundred yards when Arthur stepped into a dip in the ground off the side of the railroad ties. 

“Watch it,” Craig said as he caught Arthur.

“Thanks.”

Tom pulled the ferns and other undergrowth aside to find a hole in the ground. A grown man couldn’t have fit in it. Craig wondered if it could possibly be what he thought it was. 

Excitedly he exclaimed, “It’s an air shaft!”

“What?” 

“An air shaft. They ran up away from the actual mine shafts to allow air to travel downward and poisonous gases to escape. There’s no way for us to get down it though. They’re steep and very narrow.” Craig answered.

“So, if the map is right, we should be seeing signs of the buildings that were left standing anytime. Right?” Tom panted as he spoke.

“Craig?” Arthur asked. “What’s the matter?”

Craig was moving cautiously along the non-existent trail they had been following and tapping the ground with his foot.

“It’s odd that we haven’t come across more of those air shafts,” he explained. “I just want to be sure that we don’t fall into one.”

“That would be helpful,” Tom added sarcastically. “I got no bars on my phone so there’s no calling for help from here.”

Arthur looked between his two friends and said, “We’ll just have to be very careful.”

An hour later, they were no closer to finding the mine company and all of them were tired. It was two o’clock and they needed to head back down the mountain to avoid walking in the dark.

“We need to turn around,” Tom said angrily. “We didn’t plan on camping up here and we don’t have the supplies for it.”

“I know but we’re close,” Craig answered. “I can feel it.”

“Bullshit! Craig...” Tom yelled and was interrupted by Arthur.

“Look!” He pointed up the mountain.

It was a large wood and steel structure with shoots coming out of it with what looked like conveyor belts. 

“It’s the processing building,” Craig said excitedly. “We found it!”

“It’s about damn time,” Tom muttered.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Craig said, then the ground collapsed beneath him. 

Tom and Arthur watched in astonishment as Craig slipped farther and farther away from them. 

“Craig! Oh my God! Craig can you hear me?” Arthur yelled into the hole that had opened up and swallowed Craig. “Can you hear me?”

Craig felt the moment that the ground gave way beneath his feet. He slid down the steep incline at a rapid pace. Arthur’s voice echoed in the tight space but grew more distant the farther he fell. He hit hard what he hoped was the bottom of the shaft. He blacked out for a moment. When he opened his eyes, he was in complete darkness. Craig lay still and listened as voices grew around him. Men shouting. Rocks and pieces of wire mesh lay on top of him. When he tried to push it off, his left arm wouldn’t move. Crushing pain emanated from his forehead, arm, and his right leg. Reaching up with his good arm, his fingers came away sticky. Blood. He was bleeding. Blackness took him under once more. 

The next time he opened his eyes a huge man was bending over him. Close cropped hair and a hardened face stared down at Craig. The man swooped him up in his arms like he was a doll. For whatever reason Craig wasn’t afraid. The man’s eyes were soft and warm and full of concern. He held Craig gently and carried him into the sunlight where he placed him on some type of cot. Those eyes watched Craig as the man backed away and Craig gave way to the darkness one more time.
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