

[image: image]






Massacre at Red Rock


 


Liberty Jones is tired of war – he fought hard in the Civil War, saw great suffering and endured much himself. Now all he wants is to be left in peace, but trouble has a way of finding him. He rides into the town of Red Rock to escape a marauding tribe of Indians, but any hopes of safety he may have held are soon dispelled. For the town is under military command and facing a gathering of great Indian tribes who are determined to drive the people from the town and reclaim their land.


Liberty, along with a ragtag band of townspeople, must face impossible odds; soon blood will run deep in the streets of Red Rock.
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Author’s Note


 


The American Indian Wars were a complex and often brutal series of confrontations fought with great courage and ingenuity shown by both sides. In the writing of this novel, I have eschewed the modern ideology and avoided words or phrases like Native Americans. I have struggled with the modern concept of political correctness and then decided that it is not relevant to the story.


I have stuck to the terminology used during the period in which the story is set. Likewise some of the characters show attributes that today we would call, racist. But that was the time and place and it is a writer’s duty to reflect as much reality as possible in any fiction for the deceit to work. However, artistic licence has been used with location and particularly the gathering together of the great tribes in the interest of telling a story.


Jack Martin









Prologue


 


The Civil War had ended, the country was being rebuilt, the railroads extended. Men whose names would go down in history – Goodnight, Chisholm, Macahan – were driving thousands upon thousands of longhorn cattle across treacherous trails. Gold was being discovered across the West, and scores of whites ran rampant over grounds that had been promised to the Indians by the Great White Father; the vast plains once the preserve of the Indians and buffalo now rumbled to the sound of the iron horse.


Towns sprang up in the wilderness and grew at tremendous rates as the reconstruction started and slowly wealth began to return to a country ravaged by war. With this great expansion the American government once again moved the Indian tribes and once more the native peoples learned that the white father spoke with a forked tongue.


More and more whites came into the West and the Indians feared that their way of life would soon be gone, like so much sand in the wind.


Some fought back.


The town of Red Rock was less than six months old when the army moved in to protect the new settlers from the marauding Indians. It wasn’t much of a town, occupying only three acres of ground. Plans were that it would grow but for now it consisted of a hotel, a saloon, a jailhouse, a livery stable and several unfinished buildings. The Indian attacks on the town had been ferocious and frequent. Army intelligence learned that a large band of Indians was gathering in the hills above Red Rock.


The government wanted the town to be here; it would serve as a feeder between Indian Territory and the railroads. So after the first Indian attacks the army had arrived with orders to protect the town at all costs, and lumber that had been intended for new commercial buildings was commandeered and used to construct a massive stockade wall around the town. From a distance the town looked like a large fort.


The War Between the States had been over but a short time and now the decades-old Indian wars were going to intensify in brutal and terrible ways.









Chapter One


 


‘Liberty Jones,’ Liberty said by way of introduction.


He climbed down from his horse, slid his rifle into its boot and smiled at the captain. He watched the troopers close the stockade gates, ran a hand over his sweaty brow and spat a globule of tobacco juice on to the ground.


‘Never thought I’d be glad to see a Blue Belly,’ he said.


‘Keep a civil tongue in your mouth, Reb,’ Captain Nathan Roberts snarled.


‘Relax.’ Liberty smiled. ‘The war’s over. We’re all Americans now, leastways that’s what they say.’


‘The war may be over,’ the captain said, prodding Liberty in the chest with a long fleshy finger, ‘but the grass has barely grown over the battlefields. Don’t much pay to be making jokes in a Southern accent.’


Liberty felt a wave of anger in his stomach but he controlled it. He was a little over thirty years old and had served valiantly in the War Between the States. He had seen action and bloodshed on the fields of conflict and much more besides.


‘Can’t help my accent,’ he said. He didn’t need this from this pompous cavalry captain, who didn’t look so much battle-scarred as fat and weary.


‘That may be so,’ the captain said, ‘but you can sure watch what you say. War or no war, Blue Belly is considered an insult.’


‘We’ve another war to occupy us in any case,’ Liberty said. He cast a look back towards the hastily constructed town gates. ‘Something’s sure riled up those Indians.’


‘All it takes is the sight of white skin to rile them devils,’ the captain said. He gestured for two of his men to take Liberty’s horse to the livery stable. Horses were of vital importance in the current situation: far more valuable than a loud-mouthed ex-Confederate soldier. ‘Consider yourself under my command.’


Liberty was about to protest but decided against it. He had just ridden past a massive Indian force and had barely made the town of Red Rock alive. It had been more luck than anything else that had kept him ahead of the pursuing Indians. For the moment he had nowhere else to go.


‘How many men have you got?’ Liberty asked. The captain took a slim cigar from his tunic and struck a match on his boot heel.


‘There are just over two hundred souls in this town.’


‘Does that include the women?’ Liberty asked, pointing at a group of women who had congregated outside a large white tent. They seemed to be queuing for the food rations that were being handed out by a portly man in uniform. He was ladling dollops of a thick-looking stew into large wooden bowls.


‘It does,’ the captain said. ‘There are two hundred-odd people here, including yourself. Sixty of us are women and children. The rest are able-bodied men.’


‘How many soldiers amongst that lot?’


‘The regiment consists of over ninety enlisted men.’


‘Then God help us!’ Liberty said. He had just seen an Indian war party that must have numbered at least a thousand braves. All in all the Indians seemed much better organized.


‘We’re severely outnumbered,’ Liberty went on. ‘When they attack it’ll be in force. We won’t be able to hold them for long.’


The captain smiled as if to dismiss the other man’s warnings.


‘Look around you,’ he said. ‘We can hold the savages off for ever if need be.’


True, the town had been turned into a fortress. The army had constructed a large wooden fence around the young town, and had built several sentry posts which were manned by armed men. Effectively they had constructed a fort around the new settlement. It offered some protection against the Indians but would not hold up indefinitely against onslaught after onslaught.


‘You intend to fight, then?’


‘We do,’ the captain said. ‘Reinforcements will be here in less than a week.’


‘Could be too long,’ Liberty told him. ‘Far better to evacuate everyone and fight the Indians on the run. If they drive us away they may be satisfied with that and let us go in peace.’


‘And what of the town?’


Liberty took a look around him.


Town? A hotel, a saloon, several nondescript wooden buildings, a jailhouse and a stack of unused lumber. Certainly it didn’t look like anything worth dying for.


‘It isn’t much of a town,’ he opined.


‘Nevertheless the war office wants this town to grow. It will be of vital importance when the railroad starts towards Arizona.’


‘Don’t think the Indians want the town to grow.’ Liberty spat on to the dusty ground. ‘That’s why you’re at odds.’


‘The Indians will move on,’ the captain said. ‘Or they’ll be moved by force. Congress demands it and I’m carrying out my orders.’


‘It’s Indian land,’ Liberty said. ‘They’ll fight to the last man to protect it.’


The captain ignored him; it was patently obvious that the man saw the Indians as nothing more than mindless savages, offering no real threat to the trained military machine.


‘Get yourself something to eat, Reb,’ he said, brushing dust from his tunic. ‘You’ll be expected to fight with the rest of the men.’


‘Naturally.’ Liberty replied. He wandered over to the chuck wagon. For a moment he had considered pointing out that the word ‘Reb’ was as much of an insult as ‘Blue Belly’ but figured it wouldn’t be worth wasting his breath.


He got himself a bowl of the stew and a piece of bread that had the texture of a small rock. Stew, vegetables and bread were the only items on the menu, but at that moment they were enough and his stomach rumbled in anticipation of the frugal meal. It had been days since he’d eaten anything other than wild berries and stale jerky. He took the meal over to a table that had been set up outside the saloon.


While Liberty chewed the tough beef and undercooked vegetables he kept his eyes busy watching events up and down the one and only street.


The group of women he’d seen queuing for food were eating at a table outside the chuck wagon, but they seemed too involved in their conversation to pay him much heed. A number of men both in and out of uniform walked up and down the street. A few other people, mostly men, milled around with seemingly nothing to do, and a couple of children ran up the street, a flea-bitten dog barking at their heels. The sentry posts, known as pigeon roosts were manned, each contained a Blue Belly armed with a rifle. Over in the far corner a bunch of men, all civilians, were being put through their paces by a sergeant.


The small town was completely enclosed within the stockade walls, which gave Liberty a feeling of confinement. It wasn’t a feeling he was particularly fond of. He had spent months in a prisoner-of-war camp towards the end of the recent conflict and now, barely a blink of an eye since hostilities had ended, he was once again facing imprisonment of a sort.


He looked across the street and saw the army commander chatting with the captain and another portly man who wore a sergeant’s stripes. They seemed to be assessing the current situation and, although Liberty couldn’t hear what was being said, it was obvious from their troubled expressions that things were not going as well as they’d like.


The town of Red Rock was under siege.









Chapter Two


 


‘Mind if I join you, old boy?’ the man asked in a cultured English accent.


Liberty peered up from his food and looked into the face of a most extraordinary-looking man. He man was wearing the cleanest, sharpest clothes Liberty had ever seen: a gaudily checked suit in sandy colours, a dazzling white shirt with a stiff starched collar, and a neatly tied necktie. He had long blond hair that poked out from under the brim of his bowler hat. A well-trimmed salt-and-pepper moustache gave him an air of maturity that made it difficult to put an age to him. There were deeply etched lines around the Englishman’s eyes that suggested he had seen a fair bit of life, but there was also a certain youthfulness about him.


‘Thank you,’ the man said without waiting for an invitation. He sat down, removed his hat, placed it on the table beside him and spooned a mouthful of the stew into his mouth. He pulled a face.


‘Dreadful. Quite simply dreadful.’


‘I’ve had worse,’ Liberty said, using a piece of stale bread to mop the last of his own stew.


‘I’m Lord Simon Sinclair,’ the Englishman said, holding out a hand. ‘I come from Bath, in England. Most pleased to meet you.’


Liberty stared at the Englishman’s hand but didn’t take the offer.


‘Liberty,’ he said. ‘Plain old Liberty.’


‘Liberty,’ Sinclair repeated. ‘Strange name. Why, that’s the strangest name I ever did hear.’ He laughed and spooned in another mouthful of the thick stew.


‘My pa named me,’ Liberty said. ‘I guess he held deep convictions.’


‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ the Englishman said. ‘In an American sort of way.’


‘Sure.’ Liberty spoke through a mouthful of stew.


‘Well, you won’t find much in the way of liberty here,’ Sinclair said. He stirred the stew around the bowl with a wooden spoon. ‘If I’d had any idea I’d end up like this – little more than a prisoner in this town – I’d never have come West.’


‘Why did you?’


The Englishman looked at Liberty, then smiled.


‘Gold and sin,’ he replied. ‘Gold and sin, old boy.’


‘You don’t look like a miner.’


‘Perceptive of you,’ Sinclair said. He forced an undercooked chunk of potato into his mouth. He chewed it rapidly and then swallowed. ‘I’m a gambler. A card player and, if I say so myself, a damn good one.’


Liberty nodded. He knew the type of man: bone idle, always chasing easy riches and avoiding any kind of real work.


‘I was on the stage to Tucson,’ Sinclair continued. ‘The town is booming but we were set upon by the red savages and had no option but to come into this sorry excuse for a town. I should have known it was a bad idea when I saw the army constructing the walls.’


‘How long you been here?’ Liberty asked.


‘A little over a week. Seems longer.’ The Englishman sighed. ‘Much longer.’


‘I guess this is the safest place at the moment,’ Liberty said. He used more bread to mop the last of his stew and chewed but it crumbled in his mouth. He swallowed and even though his stomach still felt empty he decided that he had benefited from the meal. He suddenly felt the urge for a smoke.


‘I’d rather take my chances and head on for Tucson myself,’ Sinclair said. ‘I can look after myself but the army insist I stay put. They say it’s for my own protection, but I’ve always looked after myself.’


‘Fought many Indians, then?’


‘No,’ Sinclair conceded. ‘But I dare say it shouldn’t prove too difficult for a superior man such as myself. I’ve seen action, old boy, and I shouldn’t think Indians are harder to kill than any other kind of man.’


‘You killed many men?’ Liberty asked.


‘Only when I’ve had to,’ Sinclair replied.


Liberty nodded. He was about to get up and leave the annoying English lord to his food and inane chatter when the military bugle sounded, screaming out its alarm. Gunfire erupted from the pigeon roosts and as Liberty looked up he saw one of the sentries struck by an arrow. The man threw his arms up in the air and then fell forward, rolling over the protective barrier and crashing to the hard ground some thirty feet below.


‘Once again we’re under attack,’ Sinclair said calmly and continued eating his stew. He chewed the lumps of meat seemingly unconcerned about the chaos that was going on around him.


Liberty looked at the man, said nothing.


‘Confounded Indians don’t seem to have any sense of timing,’ Sinclair complained. ‘That’s the trouble with savages – no idea of the social niceties.’


Liberty looked at the Englishman for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. He had come across some odd sorts over the years but he didn’t think he had seen a stranger man than this English lord. He rose to his feet, placed a hand on one of his Colts and cleared leather.


‘Can you hit anything with those things?’ The voice had come from behind Liberty. He spun round and saw the sergeant whom he had seen training the civilians earlier, a burly man with a barrel chest and stern features.


‘I generally hit what I aim for,’ Liberty said.


‘Then get to the walls,’ the sergeant said. ‘Fire through the slits.’


‘Sure.’ Liberty nodded. He noticed that the Englishman was still eating his meal as if oblivious of all that was going on around him.


Liberty went to a free slit in the wall, positioning himself between two soldiers. He peered through the makeshift opening and could see a party of perhaps fifty Indians circling the town. There were Apaches, Sioux and Navajos among them; tribes that were usually mortal enemies had joined forces.


He caught an Indian in his sights and fired, watching grimly as his bullet took the brave square in the face. Blood and gore sprayed into the air as the Indian fell backwards from his terrified horse. Liberty took no pleasure in killing Indians and could see that it was the white man’s encroachment on their lands that had turned them hostile. He had lived with Indians and knew that they were mostly peaceable until threatened.


‘You got one of the redskins!’ the soldier to Liberty’s left exclaimed. ‘Good shoo—’ His words were cut short as a perfectly aimed arrow came through the slit in the wall and buried itself dead centre in his forehead. His legs buckled beneath him and he fell to the ground, the arrow still buried in his head. His legs and arms kicked with involuntary muscle spasms even though he was already dead.


‘And one of them’s got you,’ Liberty observed grimly. He fired again. Sinclair stepped over the fallen soldier and smiled at Liberty.


‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked, as if he were requesting an invitation to some sort of social gathering. ‘This one seems to be sleeping this one out.’


‘It ain’t my party,’ Liberty said, smiling slightly at the Englishman’s grim humour. Again he looked the man up and down. ‘You armed?’


‘Indeed.’ Sinclair pulled a strange-looking gun from his jacket. It was roughly the size of a standard Colt but Liberty had never seen a gun quite like it. There were intricate patterns etched into its barrel; they continued along the weapon and on to the ivory butt. The trigger seemed to be made of a different metal from the rest of the gun and was a dull black in colour. It was mighty pretty but in the current situation it wasn’t ornamental value that mattered.


‘I hope you can shoot it,’ Liberty said. He fired several shots through the slit in the walls. He hugged the wall as a storm of arrows fell out of the sky and landed all around them. He sighted an Indian and fired again, taking him in the stomach and lifting him off his horse.


The Englishman fired with the skill of a true marksman through the slit that the soldier had forsaken. He let off three shots in quick succession and with each one he saw an Indian drop.


‘Does that answer your question?’ Sinclair asked. He took aim and fired again.


‘Damn!’ Liberty said and fired another shot of his own.


The bugle sounded and Liberty watched as the Indians rode away in retreat. There looked to be more leaving for the safety of their camp than had been left behind, dead or wounded. All in all it was not a good result. Liberty slid his Colt into its holster and looked at the Englishman with a curious eye.
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