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Author’s Note and Acknowledgement 
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A good deal of the information in this story will be new to you, the readers. Here are some things that might help the reading along. 

––––––––
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The Civil War was a bloody and devastating war that nearly ravaged our country. In some states, it tore families apart and pitted neighbor against neighbor. Virginia bordered the North and South line of separation between the Yankees and the Confederates. Some families didn’t follow the path of slavery, most did.

When I was young, I had a great aunt, my paternal grandmother’s younger sister. Vergia Webb lived in between the sleepy little towns of Rose Hill and Jonesville, Virginia, close to the Tennessee and Kentucky borders. Her husband died from polio in the 1950’s leaving her to tend a farm with a tobacco crop and no children. She was a major influence in my life. 

The mansion in this story White Oak Manor is copied after a house that existed not far from her home. I saw that house many times in my childhood and teen years. The cannon ball holes in the side of the house were still there the last time I drove by it. They are mentioned in this story. 

The ghosts in this story come from that time period. The battles mentioned were actual battles that took place not far from Jonesville itself. 

I hope you enjoy Cannon Fire.

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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Chapter One
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Luke Ryder looked up at the wall on the west side of the house where holes made by cannon balls during the Civil War could still be seen. He knew past generations of his family had taken pride in their part of the war. Walking to the front of the house and up the steps to the two paneled front doors of White Oak Manor, he used his key to unlock them. He hadn’t actually been in the house for months, not since the bank had sent the man out to tour the house and take pictures for the sale. 

In its day, White Oak Manor had been the finest home in the area. Originally, five hundred acres of the best land in this south western part of Virginia surrounded the house. Corn, oats, and their number one crop, tobacco, kept the field hands busy.  A large apple orchard, herd of cattle, some horses, and a host of other farm animals made White Oak a sight to see. 

The family had deserted the manor in the fifties because there wasn’t enough money to keep the place open. Most of the land had been sold off over the years to pay the property taxes. There was a small carriage house on the property and the family moved into it. Luke’s parents had lived there until their deaths, and he was their only child. He’d done everything he could to keep White Oak in the family. There was only fifty acres left now, most of it was woods and none of it was good for planting crops. 

He had managed to secure the carriage house and the land it sat on when the sale was finalized. It was his now, and no one could take it from him. He also kept the small barn on the property. The bank didn’t know about the antiques hidden in that barn, that he had managed to save from the manor house itself. They were things he wanted to keep to hand down to a family he might have some day. Gay men were getting married and having children now. It could happen for him. Though living in this rural part of Virginia wasn’t exactly a gay haven. 

Get your act together Luke, he said to himself. 

The new owner was coming by later today to get the keys. The paperwork had been done by lawyers. All Luke had was a name and the knowledge that whoever the man was, he was rich. He’d paid for White Oak with cash. Luke gave him credit for letting him keep the carriage house, but that was the only thing Luke thought he’d ever like about the man. 

Stepping inside the main foyer, the room still took his breath away. The black and white tiled floors may have been covered in decades of dust and dirt, but it was still amazing. The grand staircase with its oak banisters and balustrades was over five feet wide. The red and gold carpet was threadbare with holes. It was a tripping hazard now. Looking up, he saw the cobweb covered glass chandelier. One of his ancestors had bought it while in Europe and brought it here. The room at its tallest was two stories high and the chandelier hung from a glass dome that let the sun shine through. He could just imagine the grandeur of this room in its heyday.  

Downstairs was a large parlor, a dining room big enough to sit twenty people comfortably, a kitchen, library, a ladies lounge, and a men’s smoking room. Luke knew this because his father had walked him through this house from top to bottom from the time he was old enough to walk until the day before his dad died. 

When he was old enough to appreciate it, his father had given him the photograph albums. Some of the pictures went back to the 1800’s, when the house was first built, and other photos during the Civil War, when a good deal of the family had been wiped out.

Thinking of those albums, he remembered he needed to get them for the new owner. The man had requested any photographs of the house and its contents. Luke had no idea why, but he agreed to let the new owner borrow them. They were family heirlooms and he wasn’t about to give them away permanently.

Surprisingly, the staircase was still in good condition. Most of the wood in the house was oak. He remembered his father saying the first Ryder believed the oak had staying power and he wanted everything possible to be made from it. Even the four pillars at the front of the house were supposedly fashioned from one solid oak tree each. However, the outside of the house and the fireplaces were made from brick and painted white.

Luke made his way upstairs, being careful to avoid the rips in the carpet. The second floor of the house had six bedrooms and four bathrooms, each with tubs and commodes. Hot water pipes were added in the early 1900’s and water no longer had to be carried upstairs. Luke’s favorite bedroom was the one on the left side of the staircase at the very front of the house.

A portrait of Maxwell Ryder had hung in the room until Luke had taken it down and hid it in the barn. He imagined Maxwell Ryder loved this room because it faced the front yard and rose garden. He could see every carriage or horse rider who came up the long drive. Funny thing was, he thought he favored Maxwell and even his father had mentioned the resemblance at one time.

Luke was standing, looking out those tall windows, when he saw a black SUV drive up the now overgrown drive. The man, a huge smile on his face, stepped out of the vehicle looking around at the front of the house.  He looked up to where Luke was standing in the window.

This man was absolutely gorgeous. One more reason for Luke to hate him.

Rushing down the stairs, Luke opened the front door before the man could knock.

“Hello. You must be Luke,” Jacob Walker said extending his hand.  

Luke took the offered hand and shook it quickly. He didn’t want to like the man standing in front of him, though he was definitely his type. 

Jacob was tall but only an inch or so more than Luke. His hair was styled in the latest fashion: model look, short on the sides and tall on top with sprinkles of blond highlights. He had just enough of a shadow beard to accentuate the cut of his angular jawline and very handsome face. 

Luke mentally slapped himself. This city slicker from Atlanta was not going to get to him. He realized he’d been staring and felt the heat as it rose in his cheeks. Jacob Walker grinned wider.

“Hi,” Luke said as he handed Jacob the keys. “This is the only set to this door. There are several other sets in the kitchen hanging on a rack. They mostly go to the bedrooms and the basement and some I have no idea about.”

Luke stepped back allowing Jacob to enter. It irked him to be showing this stranger into his family’s home. Reminding himself, this was Walker’s home now was going to take some getting used to. Luke had let the generations of his family down. The gasp coming from the man behind him caused him to turn.

“It’s even more beautiful than I imagined. The pictures the broker sent don’t do it justice,” Jacob said. He was standing in the middle of the foyer turning in circles as he looked in awe at the room. Jacob’s face was lit up like a kid’s on Christmas morning.

“It’s hard to photograph the interior with no lights to speak of. The electric hasn’t been on for twenty years. I suggest you have an electrician check out the wiring before you try to have it turned back on. All kinds of critters could have been in the attic or basement chewing on the wires,” Luke suggested. He would have done that himself if he’d had the finances to do so.

“That’s a great idea,” Jacob said. “I will certainly do that as well as have a plumber check out the pipes.” 

Jacob entered each room on the bottom floor gazing and commenting to himself as he went. Luke stood out of his way. He could imagine what the man was seeing, and he didn’t want to hear the changes he was planning on making. Once Jacob had finished his tour of the bottom floor, he made his way up the staircase.

“Be careful,” Luke said. “The carpet is worn and there are holes here and there.” He had no sooner spoke than Jacob stumbled on a step half way up the stairs. He fell backwards and Luke barely had time to catch him before Jacob landed on the black and white tiles.

After setting him upright, Luke realized he was holding Jacob too close and backed away from him. “You okay? I told you...”

“I’m fine but I didn’t catch my shoe on the carpet. I swear something pushed me.”

Jacob stared at Luke. His eyes dilated wide, turning them almost black. The man had beautiful eyes.

Luke laughed, “What are you talking about? Like some ghost pushed you?” He couldn’t help but laugh again.

Anger and embarrassment warred on Jacob’s face. 

“Sorry,” Luke said apologetically. “Of course, there are all kinds of ghost stories about this place, going back as far as the Civil War when Maxwell Ryder lived here.”

“Maybe you can tell me about them sometime,” Jacob said glancing back at the stairs. “I think I’ll wait until tomorrow, when my assistant arrives, to tackle the upstairs.”

“Sure, if that’s what you want.” 

Together they walked to the front door. Jacob used the keys to lock up. At the bottom of the stairs Jacob offered his hand to Luke again.

“I know this must have been a difficult decision for you. This is a historical landmark as far as I’m concerned, and it will be treated as such. When you have a chance, I would love to see the photograph albums you have. Especially any from the late 1800’s. It’s my intension to restore White Oak Manor to its original grandeur.”

Luke was shocked by his announcement. He thought Walker was going to turn it into a bed and breakfast, a place of business. 

“What about the bed and breakfast?” Luke asked.

“Oh, that will come later down the road. For now, the most important thing is to restore the home to its original state. That’s why the pictures are so important to me, but I would never ask you to give up such a precious item to a stranger,” Jacob said. His smile was warm and genuine. “I promise, I just want to borrow them.”

“Thank you,” Luke replied. It was becoming hard for him to dislike this man.

Luke noticed Jacob glancing at the bedroom window where he had observed him from earlier.

“Whose bedroom was that? I mean in the beginning when the house was new,” he asked. 

“It was Maxwell Ryder’s room. Why?”

“I could have sworn I just saw a woman standing there.” 

Luke turned quickly but saw nothing. He laughed softly.

“An old house like this can play tricks on your eyes,” Luke reassured Jacob. “I’m sure that was all it was.”

Jacob mumbled and left Luke standing at the bottom of the steps. He crossed the yard, glanced back at the second story window and slid into the driver seat. He was gone in a flash.

That was strange, Luke thought as he glanced back at the window. Old houses can have weird effects on some people. Jacob didn’t strike him as someone who was afraid of things that go bump in the night. It was probably just the sun’s reflection on the window. Luke walked the lane back to the carriage house, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. He heard the wind screeching through the nearby forest and walked a little faster.

Stepping away from the window, she ran her hand over her perfect bun. Not a hair out of place, the way she liked it. Somehow, she was related to that other one, not the Ryder. He had a striking resemblance to her brother, Jeremiah. The push was probably a bit much, but she wasn’t about to let it happen again. She was trapped here by her own doing, but she’d be damned if she would watch it happen again. Somehow she would stop it, like she did the first time. The old house shook, windows rattling in their panes. 

“There’s nothing you can do. They’ll never find you!”

Her laughter echoed through the halls of White Oak Manor. 
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Chapter Two
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Jacob dropped his briefcase on one of the beds and stretched out on the other. The hotel wasn’t the Ritz, but it would do until he could find an apartment in the small town. When Trisha arrived tomorrow, he’d have her get started on that first thing. They needed a place with two bedrooms and a workable area for all the blueprints and plans he’d already worked up. Maybe a small house would be better. His phone rang in his pocket.

“Hello, little brother,” Trisha laughed. She never failed to let him forget that she was the elder, wiser sibling. It got his goat when they were kids but now, not so much. After all, she worked for him. 

“And how is my employee today?” He chuckled back at her.

“Okay. Niceties aside. How did it go? Did he give you a hard time?” she asked.

“No. He was quite...” Jacob thought about the handsome man he’d just left moments ago. “He was nice.”

“Uh oh, that sounds like more than a nice guy. Good looking is he?”

“Is this my assistant or my sister asking?”

“Your sister,” Trisha answered.

“One of the most handsome men I’ve ever met in my life. Working around him is going to be difficult to say the least,” Jacob admitted. 

Trisha laughed, but it was a laugh full of understanding.

“It’s been awhile. You deserve to find someone to make you happy again,” Trisha said softly. “Just be careful. That last one was a jerk from the beginning to the end.”

“Just because you didn’t like him, didn’t make him a jerk. But yeah, you’re right, he was a jerk.” Jacob hated to admit when she was right, but she had been about that one.

“It’s in the past,” she said, then added. “I’m staying in Atlanta tonight and I should be to you sometime around noon. Text me the address of the hotel and I’ll put it in my GPS. Anything you need me to do before I get there?”

“We need to find something bigger than this hotel to live in. Start looking for an apartment, or preferably, a house we could rent. I need someplace to spread out. Especially when we start looking into local contractors. We definitely need an electrical guy and a plumber. The hardest thing will be finding a carpenter that can do the restoration without destroying what’s still there. Do you know the whole damn place is made from white oak?”

“I know. You’ve told me before,” Trisha snickered. “What about the Ryder guy?  Could he possibly be a good contact to reach the people we need on this job?”

“You know I hadn’t thought of that, but that’s a really good idea. Having him on the payroll with his knowledge of the house and its history could be very beneficial. I’ll ask him about it the next time I
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