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For Papaw, Mamaw, and my other Appalachian ancestors.








  
  



“Words have no power to impress the mind without the exquisite horror of their reality.”
-Edgar Allan Poe








  
  INTRODUCTION


Each of these stories is rooted in horror, but most are not the ones typically associated with the genre. Sure, there’s a mysterious creature, and a common phobia. But more than that, these stories reveal everyday horrors: 
-The sins of someone in power. 
-Being forgotten by the world around you. 
-Losing a child.
-Facing your own death. 
I’ve titled this work “Shadows of Appalachia,” because most of the stories are set in Appalachia. But the horrors found in these stories are not limited to the mountains I call home. Appalachia is just the setting.
The truth is in the stories.

D.L. Winchester
March 2024






  
  MELUNGEON SPIRIT


“Sheriff, I don’t give a rat’s ass how you run your county or what laws you let people break as long as it doesn’t spill across the county lines!” 
Sheriff Beau Curtis twirled his handlebar mustache as he looked out the window. Jacob Thomas wanted to reach across the desk and grab the older man by the lapels, demanding to know why he hadn’t done anything about the moonshine flowing out of his county. He’d only been with the State’s Investigative Bureau for six months, but it felt like he had more passion for justice than this lifelong lawman.
Finally, Curtis sighed. “Son, I ain’t inclined to tell you what to do, but more than one outside interloper has left their bones in one of our hollers for nosin’ round where they shouldn’t. Now, if you’s smart, you’ll wander back to Knoxville and report you found a whole lot of nothing up here.”
“And let the whiskey keep flowing?” Thomas laughed. “I have a job to do.”
“And you’ll do it, right up until you stick your nose in the wrong holler and get it blowed off, with your head to boot,” the sheriff shot back. “That’s if you don’t get lost and end up as bear shit on some ridge line.”
“Well, don’t you have a deputy you could assign to escort me?”
This time the sheriff laughed. “I got one deputy, and I like his nose where it is, thank you very much. Now, I’m tellin’ you, boy. Go on back to Knoxville. Tell ‘em you found jack shit in Hancock County. Hell, tell ‘em you think it ain’t even made here, they’re just runnin’ it through here from Virginny. Put the pressure on Lee County for a while. Our boys could use the break.”
“Goddamnit, Sheriff!” Thomas exploded loud enough that the deputy stuck his head in the office. “I can have you brought up on obstruction charges!”
“You can,” the sheriff said, twirling his mustache and leaning back in his chair. “How long do you think it’ll take Dave, excuse me, Judge Perkins, to dismiss them charges? All you’ll do is waste time and paper. Git yourself back to the city. Come back in a month or so when I do my semi-monthly ‘raid’ and bust up a couple stills, get your name in the papers.”
“Damn it, Sheriff, this isn’t right! You know as well as I do that moonshine is flowing out of these mountains like a damn river! The law has to do something!”
“The law’s doin’ exactly what it should. This is how the world works, son. We don’t care much for outsiders comin’ in tellin’ us how to live our lives. So we pretend like we care ‘bout y’all’s nonsense enough to keep yous off our backs. If someone ain’t satisfied with that arrangement…” The sheriff shrugged. “Bears gotta eat too.”
“So you just let the moonshiners get away with it? What about justice?” 
The sheriff leaned across the desk. “‘Round here, justice means food in yer stomach and wakin’ to work another day. Sooner you git that through yer thick skull, the better you’ll be.” He leaned back in his chair again. “When you git back to Knoxville, tell Agent Mullins I’ll see him at the raid next month.” The sheriff turned away, and Thomas knew he’d been dismissed.
Outside the courthouse, Thomas stared at the mountains to the south. He didn’t want to go back across them, not without some kind of success. But the sheriff’s parting words stung, suggesting even his boss had bought into the nonsense the sheriff had suggested. 
Jesus.
A year out of college in Nashville, he was still determined to change the world, but it was damn hard when folks like the sheriff didn’t want the world to change.
“You okay, son?”
Thomas turned to find a man in overalls with no shirt under them. A straw hat was perched on his head. 
“I could use a drink,” he tried. 
The hillbilly laughed. “Son, you look like a revenuer, you sound like a revenuer, hell, I bet you’re driving one of them black Model-T’s from Knoxville too!”
“I am, but I’m not a Federal. I’m opening a place, and looking for a supply,” Thomas tried, hoping his brain was keeping up with his mouth. “I heard about Vardy Hooch, and wanted the best.”
He bent over, slapping his knee. “Goddamn, you sure do talk a good line. I reckon you might be telling the truth! Okay, boy, you want some o’ that Melungeon Spirit, I’ll help you out. But if you lyin’, by God, the Vardy Valley is the wrong place to be.”
“What do you mean, Melungeon?”
The man nodded. “Don’t reckon a city boy would know ‘bout that. Woman named Haley Collins was one o’ the first to make ‘shine in the Vardy Valley back at the end ‘o last century. They say she was ‘arrestable but not fetchable’ ‘cuz she was too big for the sheriff to get outta her house. She had that Melungeon blood, like most of the folks up there, so ‘round here we call moonshine from Vardy ‘Melungeon spirit.’”
Thomas nodded. He’d heard the name “Vardy Hooch” in Knoxville, but hadn’t heard the story behind it, except that it came from Hancock County.
“Yous gonna wanna talk to Fletcher,” the old man continued. “Cross this ridge here, then turn right up the valley. Pass the church, all the way to the state line, there’s a spot to pull off on the right and a trail. Follow that trail, you’ll run into Fletcher. Tell ‘em Goober sent you.”
“Goober?” Thomas asked.
“Cuz I liked peanuts when I was a kid. Still love ‘em.”
Thomas nodded. “Thanks, Goober.”
The gravel roads were rough on the car, but Thomas made it over the ridge. Turning toward Vardy, he passed the church and started looking for the state line. A couple miles later, a wooden sign was nailed to a fence post. “Virginia” was painted on it.
There was a place to pull off, and Thomas parked his car. Across the road was a run-down house with some kids playing in the yard. They had darker skin, but not dark enough to be negros. 
“Must be Melungeon blood,” Thomas muttered, getting out of his car. The trail was right where Goober said it would be. Pulling back his coat, he made sure his badge and pistol were there before following the trail into the woods.
An hour later, he was approaching the base of a rocky cliff when he rounded a curve and found a still in front of him. Smoke rose from a fire under the still. At the edge of the clearing, a small creek flowed down the mountain. 
Thick bushes filled in the space around the clearing, making the trail the only way in or out. But he hadn’t passed anyone on the trail, and there wasn’t a moonshiner here.
Behind him came the unmistakable sound of a shotgun’s action being pumped. “Hands up!”
Thomas raised his hands. The voice was younger than he’d expected. “Goober told me to come here,” he tried. “Said I could buy whiskey.”
A wad of spit hit the back of his neck. “Only reason Goober Goddard would send business my way is to eliminate the competition. That sonuvabitch is the biggest moonshiner in the county. So I guess you’s a revenuer?”
He’d swear he was being held at gunpoint by a kid. “State agent.”
“Same difference. You alone?” 
He nodded, and got poked with the barrel of the gun. 
“Out loud.”
“Um, yes. I’m alone.” He hadn’t even stopped to call the office after he’d gotten Goober’s tip, he’d been so excited. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
“You got handcuffs?” his captor asked.
He nodded again, and got another poke with the gun barrel. “I do.”
“Good. Walk toward the creek. Try anything funny, I’ll shoot you.”
Hands still up, Thomas walked past the still, past the condenser, and reached the creek. 
“No funny business. Take out your handcuffs.”
He thought about going for his gun, but by the time he turned around, the shotgun-toting moonshiner would have blown him halfway back to Sneedville. So he reached into his pocket and came out with a pair of metal handcuffs. 
“Now take out your keys.” 
The keys soon followed. 
“Pass ‘em back here.” 
The hand that took the keys was soft, small, almost feminine. 
“See that tree in the middle of the creek?”
“Yes.” It was out of place, a tall, straight tree growing out of the water, dividing the water’s flow in two. 
“Walk out to it, put your arms around it, and cuff your hands together.”
“What?”
“Hug the tree, Revenuer. Lock yourself in place hugging the tree.”
He gulped. “Is there another option?” 
Laughter. “Sure. Why not.” Something smashed into Thomas’s head, and he fell unconscious.
“Who is that?” 
Thomas tried to open his eyes, fighting the throbbing of his head. All he saw above him were tree limbs and blue sky. He tried to put a hand to his head, but every time he moved it, his leg tried to come with it as something metal bit into his wrist. Rolling on his side, he used his other hand to check for his gun. Gone, as was his badge and wallet. 
“Says he’s a state agent.” This time it was the voice from before, the one who had taken him prisoner. He rolled the other way and his eyes went wide.
She could have been as young as twelve or as old as twenty, but Thomas decided it was closer to the latter. It was her brown eyes that gave it away. They had a wildness, but also a steel in them that only comes from experience with the pains of life. If she smiled, she might have been pretty. But she was looking down at him, the shotgun held across her body in a way that suggested she knew how to use it. 
Next to her stood a pack of boys. The oldest looked to be nearing adulthood, the youngest about ten or eleven. They were all studying him. 
“You gonna shoot him, Bess?” the youngest boy asked. 
“Not if he behaves,” she replied.
“Ed Mullins’ paw says that’s all you can do with a revenuer. Says one less revenuer in the world is better for everyone,” the youngest continued, stepping toward the bound man.
“I’m a moonshiner, not a murderer,” Bess snapped. “Now get back over here, Earl. It’ll be dark soon.” 
The boys, there were five of them, trooped over to a row of glass jugs filled with clear liquid. Each grabbed a pair of jugs, leaving two. 
“How you gonna carry yours, Bess?” the youngest asked. 
“I ain’t. He is.” She nodded toward Thomas. 
“The hell I am!” Thomas said, trying to get to his feet and tumbling into the screen. Bess brought the gun up.
“You is if you don’t want me to blast your worthless hide,” she said, reaching in her shirt pocket and pulling out the handcuff key. “Richard, put your jugs down for a second and come here.” 
Thomas saw his revolver appear from her waistband, and she handed it to the oldest of the boys. “If he tries anything funny when I uncuff him, blow his head off.”
The boy nodded, taking the gun. She walked toward him and undid the cuff on his ankle, transferring it to his left wrist.
“Git those jugs,” she ordered. “You hide his car, Richard?”
He nodded. “Pulled it into the woods about half a
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