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      For Harvey Stanbrough,

      a great mentor and prolific writer

      who isn’t afraid of the dark.
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      A broke and broken gold miner digging a grave for wages witnesses a shocking desecration by a mysterious bloated figure in a black frock coat. Will he survive his encounter with the Gold Hill Ghoul?

      This standalone weird western horror story takes place in Gold Hill, Colorado, 1864. Rated PG-13 for language and gore. Approximately 4055 words.
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      Gold Hill, Colorado, 1864

      Thomas Kennedy sat with his back to a gravestone, willing his aching shoulders to relax. The sun was setting over Gold Hill, and if he didn't finish digging the grave before dark, there would be hell to pay.

      The earth wasn't making it easy on him.

      He'd earned a rest.

      Thomas tipped his head back against the rough granite marker, and stretched his legs out, accidentally knocking the abandoned pickaxe into the freshly dug hole. It didn't have far to fall. The grave was only thigh deep, and Thomas Kennedy was not a tall man.

      Not young anymore, either.

      His best guess was that he was thirty-eight years of age, older than most of the miners he'd buried above Gold Hill in the past year. Too old to be digging graves, with his shoulders and knees shot to smithereens from working the gold and tellurium mines for wages.

      It was hard work then. Grave digging was hard work, too. But at least he was above the ground, instead of in it.

      Smoke from the cooking fires in town wafted up to his nose. Somebody was having pork for supper.

      It was getting cooler now, even before the sun had fully set. He pulled the collar of his ratty coat up against his neck, reached into the pocket, and pulled out a hard chunk of sourdough bread.

      Thomas broke off a thumb-sized piece with his calloused fingers. Grave dirt smudged the bread. He put it into his mouth and worked it around, softening it so he could swallow. His teeth, the ones he still had, weren't up to the job. Spit would have to do the work.

      He listened to the breeze sweeping down from the mountain, cooling the earth. There would be a frost tonight.

      It was time to get back to digging the hole.

      Bones aching and joints popping, Thomas struggled to his knees. He crawled into the grave next to his pickaxe, hoisted it over his shoulder and started cracking the rocky soil into chunks.

      Eventually he'd need the shovel again, but the earth was rocky enough, and frozen enough for the pickaxe to suffice. He hoisted heavy blocks up and out of the hole, shoving them onto the mound he'd built and hoping none rolled back while his head was down.

      As the sun set, shadows spread across the municipal cemetery and filled the grave with darkness.

      Thomas wished he had a lantern. But lanterns needed kerosene he couldn't afford. And besides, he didn't have any matches.

      No need. The moon would rise soon. And what was there to look at but headstones, anyway?

      He was tempted to limp away from this job, but he didn't get paid until he finished digging the hole. He hoped to rent a cot and a bowl of soup at the vermin-infested flop tent before they were all taken.

      Thomas Kennedy flexed his throbbing knees, raised the pickaxe with aching shoulders, and brought it down, taking another bite out of the earth.
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