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Arkansas Bushwhackers


 


Wandering ex-Union soldier Charlie Jefferson strikes up a friendship with Henry and Dave Willis in Pottersville, Arkansas. The brothers are planning to drive cattle from Texas to the logging camps in the Arkansas timberland and invite Charlie to join them. But the plan falls foul of a gang of bushwhackers called Red Masks who are terrorizing that area.


To bring that gang to justice, Charlie becomes a government agent, a role which requires all his bravery and fighting skills, and an ability to deceive people – even those he likes.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


Some units of the VI Corps had joined General Sheridan’s command that morning and were held in reserve while the enemy, half-a-mile away, tried to repel the cavalry charges. The fight had begun with Sheridan’s field guns bombarding the Confederate line. There had been little response to the salvo – an indication that most of the rebels’ artillery had been abandoned at Petersburg – but occasionally a Confederate cannon shell would scream its way towards the ranks of blue, a defiant retaliation for the destruction that was being meted out to their own army.


Then Sheridan unleashed his cavalry in a series of charges that almost overwhelmed the foe. The South responded with their handful of howitzers, such punishing weapons when discharged at close quarters, barking out spherical case shot and canister which spread from the mouth of the weapon like buckshot from over-sized shotguns, devastating to both onrushing horses and riders. When the cavalry pulled back to re-organize, the big guns of the North roared again.


The South’s resistance couldn’t last long. Another concentrated cavalry attack broke through the enemy line and that was the signal for the infantry, including the units of the VI Corps, to join the fray. With the smoke of their own shells drifting back towards them they swarmed across the dividing ground to grapple hand-to-hand with the enemy.


Below the smoke, here-and-there along the battle-front, white flags of surrender could be seen among the grey ranks of Confederate soldiers. Now and then, rifle shots crackled, marking the small resistance points that were eventually overrun and scattered by the merciless cavalry charges, but the big guns were quiet and to all intents and purposes the Battle of Sayler’s Creek was over.


 


For three days, since the failure of their defence of Petersburg and in compliance with General Lee’s subsequent orders, the rebels had marched west determined to link up with General Johnson’s army in North Carolina, but every step of the way had been dogged by battles and skirmishes with the better supplied and equipped Union army. Now, with the loss of this battle, a quarter of their remaining force had been captured and the end of the war was imminent.


But there were Union casualties, too, that day, grotesque bundles in blue cloth were scattered across a landscape pitted with canister detonations and scarred by mounted charges. For these dead, dying and wounded soldiers, the end of hostilities had not come soon enough. Among them lay Charlie Jefferson, a soldier in the VI Corps, his upper body ripped open by shrapnel but his life preserved by a vigilant medic and a swift transfer to Hillsman House which had been pressed into service as a field hospital.


Three days passed before Charlie regained consciousness and even that was for barely a few minutes. The noise in the hospital, the cries of men in agony, made him think he was still in the midst of battle where yells and shrieks mingled with bugle calls, drum rolls, gunshots and explosions. Although there was no clarity to his thoughts, no specific memory that governed this brief moment of consciousness, his immediate concern was for his friend Amos Prescott. Finding Amos was an overwhelming need. At one moment as they ran through the thick smoke towards the ever-nearing rifle flashes of the enemy, they had been side-by-side, then he was gone.


‘Amos,’ he called and at the same time tried to turn to his left where he expected his friend to be.


‘Careful,’ someone said, and that person put a tin cup to his lips and allowed a few drops of cold water to moisten them.


‘Where’s Amos?’


‘Don’t know,’ said the other. ‘Got enough to do fixing you up, pal. You’ve been hit bad but if you take it easy you’ll pull through.’


Charlie heard the words but his brain couldn’t juggle them into sense, and why was someone giving him a drink in the middle of a battle. The smell of gunpowder and blood momentarily flooded his senses but was quickly replaced by an odd sensation, as though a great weight was pressing on his chest. He wanted to ask again about Amos but he was engulfed by blackness and it was another day before he gained a grasp on reality again. This time when he turned his head to the left he saw a familiar face.


‘How you doing?’ asked Fess Salter. Fess was a grizzled fellow, formerly a trapper and trader who had acted as guide and interpreter for military expeditions in the highlands of the west before enlisting in the Union cause. He’d begun to bivouac with Charlie and Amos when he learned they were from the Wyoming Territory. They’d all agreed that westerners should stick together.


Fess spoke again. ‘You took a bad hit, Charlie, and lost a lot of blood. Thought you might not make it for a while but the doctor says you’ll do.’ He began to grin to add conviction to the fact that his words carried good news but it didn’t spread across his face because he remembered that Charlie always told him that he was the only person he’d met who looked less pleasant when grinning.


Charlie let his tongue run over his dry lips and Fess took the hint and found a cup to give him a drink. ‘War’s over,’ he told Charlie. ‘Lee surrendered two days ago. Custer captured his supply train at Appomattox Station, leaving him with no choice in the matter.’


Charlie shuffled, winced then closed his eyes for a moment to hide the pain from his friend.


‘When you get out that bed we’re going home,’ Fess said.


‘Where’s Amos?’ Charlie’s voice was almost unrecognizable, thin now, reedy but demanding an answer.


‘He’s gone, Charlie.’


‘He was at my side,’ Charlie explained, recalling once again his last battlefield memory before being lifted into the air by a nearby explosion. ‘One moment we were together and the next he wasn’t there. That’s why I stopped. I looked around but couldn’t find him.’


Fess stood and rested his hand on his young friend’s arm. ‘You build up your strength then we’ll get out of this place. Head back west where we belong.’


But Charlie wasn’t listening; his thoughts were fixed on the valley of his home. ‘What will I tell his folks?’ he muttered. ‘What will I tell them?’


 


In 1854, when Charlie was ten years old, his family had settled in the valley of the Tatanka, a tributary which fed the North Platte. They were accompanied by eight other families including that of Amos Prescott. Early successive hard winters became a trial of endurance which eventually persuaded two of those other families to move further west to the warmer climes of California.


For those who remained their lives were industrious but, in the main, content. Cattle herds increased and, after the disaster of the first two winters, their vegetable crops yielded sufficient to satisfy each family. The sale of steers and excess vegetables was negotiated with the military at Fort Laramie and cattle were driven there twice a year.


Without professional people in their group the settlers developed their own creed for existence. All matters were resolved within the valley. They tended their own ailments, settled their own disputes, buried their own dead and taught their offspring the things they needed to know to help the family prosper. Those that came later to the valley, if they stayed, were obliged to abide by the decisions of the first settlers but they were only welcome if they were prepared to work for one of the existing ranchers. No one else was permitted to run cattle on the range. Some came and stayed, finding employment on one of the spreads. Others came, worked a summer roundup then drifted on again. Only one man, a man called Grice, tried to buck the rule, tried running cattle on Jefferson range, but he failed. His beasts were confiscated and when he returned with a bunch of armed men he encountered a united force of valley families. All the invaders were buried where they fell, making the message clear: This valley was spoken for. There was no room for anyone else.


Charlie was fifteen at that time and the settlers were finally beginning to show some prosperity. The herds were larger, outbuildings more numerous and hired hands on the increase. Drifters, having heard of the valley from tales passed on by wagon scouts and soldiers, rode in, but only those with the intention of finding work on one or other of the ranches ever stayed. A trading post had been established at a river crossing point and Sam Flint, its proprietor, would sell a jug of whisky to anyone who could pay for it, but his establishment wasn’t a saloon bar where men could gather to play cards or dally with dance-hall girls. Without those attractions there was nothing to persuade drifters to stay.


Two years later, war was declared and although in the main the people of the Tatanka Valley considered the conflict primarily the concern of those in the east, Charlie saw it as a chance for adventure, sure that the fighting would soon be over. His father didn’t want him to enlist but soon realized that his son’s determination could not be overcome. When he left the valley in the spring of 1862 his friend Amos went with him.


Ezra Prescott, Amos’s father, never ceased to oppose his son’s decision, insisting that there were enough battles to fight if they were to establish the homestead. Most of those battles were against nature and the climate but rustlers and Indian raids were not unknown. Unlike Charlie, Amos believed in the cause he chose to fight for but his father refused to acknowledge his son’s political argument, that the spread of slavery to the west would prevent their own enterprise flourishing. Their parting was acrimonious and Ezra heaped plenty of the blame for that on Charlie Jefferson.


Both Charlie and Amos had brothers and Amos had a sister, too, and it was blonde-haired Ruth who mainly filled Charlie’s thoughts as he lay on his hospital bed. Ruth had been his girl before he quit the valley and had promised to be waiting for him when he returned with the fortune he believed he’d accrue while pursuing the great adventure. The memory of Ruth had helped him through many desolate moments during the campaigns of the past three years and warmed his nights when shivering under canvas in muddy and icy fields. He had no doubt of her constancy but he couldn’t escape the fact that returning penniless and without her brother would throw a pall over his homecoming.


When he was able he sent off three letters to the valley of the Tatanka River. The first, to Ezra Prescott, was the most difficult to write. Attempting to explain Amos’s death didn’t come easy and he hoped he would better convey his own sense of loss when he and Ezra met face to face. The only message that his letters to Ruth and his parents bore was that he was heading home. He didn’t say that the journey would be extended until he had enough money to fulfil his promise to Ruth, nor did he include any information which would let them know how to contact him. For the moment, until he’d shaken off the memories of war’s violence and until he’d come to terms with his own survival, he needed to be alone.


So when he left hospital he explained to Fess why he wouldn’t immediately be heading west.


Fess rubbed his jaw. ‘Have you got some plan for making this fortune you mean to take home with you?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘I heard tell that there was plenty of work in Petersburg. Clearing away rubble; re-building homes.’


‘You won’t get rich by hiring yourself out on a daily basis,’ Fess argued. ‘It’ll take the rest of your life to build a bankroll in that fashion.’


‘It’s a starting point,’ Charlie told him. ‘I’ll find something better. There will be opportunities.’


Fess didn’t agree. ‘There’ll be little money in a war-ravaged town and what there is will be gobbled up by crooks and politicians. Move on, Charlie. Go home. The war went on longer than anyone expected. Your girl and family will be pleased enough to see you.’


Charlie’s mind was set, however, although he wasn’t sure if his reluctance to return home was due to his lack of fortune or the loss of Amos. What he did know was that if others expected to be hailed as returning heroes it was an epithet he felt unable to wear. Even Fess’s unsubtle hint that his injures could have left him incapable of such heavy manual work could not sway him from his intention. He would find employment in Petersburg.


Two days before they were mustered out the army Fess again brought up the subject of making money. ‘Got to talking with Colonel Crook yesterday,’ he began. Fess had known Colonel Crook out at Fort Laramie, had acted as his scout when patrolling the Oregon Trail to ensure the safe westward passage of immigrants. ‘He’s looking for men to help round-up the remaining rebels. Are you interested?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘I’ve had enough of the army.’


‘You wouldn’t be in the army. He wants civilians to mix with local communities and find these fellows. Dangerous work so the pay will be better than you’d get clearing rubble. What do you say?’


‘Is that what you intend doing?’


Fess rubbed in characteristic fashion at his whiskery jaw. ‘You know I’m hankering to get back to the high country,’ he said, ‘but I’ll do it if you will.’


Charlie thought for a moment. ‘I think I’ve had enough fighting. I’m not looking for that sort of trouble, Fess. Those fellows will surrender soon enough when they see everyone else at peace.’


‘Reckon so,’ said Fess. ‘Reckon so.’


 


A week later Fess had ridden away towards the Territories beyond the Mississippi and Charlie had made the short journey east to the ruined city of Petersburg where he stayed for less than three weeks. It didn’t take him long to realize that he wasn’t welcome in Virginia. Finding work wasn’t difficult; he was an ex-Union soldier and the men who held sway in the conquered State were northern speculators prepared to grasp every opportunity to humiliate the people of the south. If that meant pushing them towards starvation by depriving them of jobs then that was one of the benefits of the war; to the victor the spoils.


It was a state of affairs that Charlie couldn’t long tolerate although he knew that quitting his job was no guarantee that he would be replaced by an ex-soldier of the south. But quit he did, mainly because, as Fess had predicted, what he was being paid was barely enough to sustain him through the week and therefore no road to the riches he hoped to take back to Ruth Prescott.


However, one thing that did improve was his physical strength. His body showed many scars, front and back. Some would disappear in time but others were long and ugly and during the first few days of loading debris on to carts in Petersburg they subjected him to such agony that he feared himself incapable of such labour but, by the time he, too, rode west from Virginia, further worries about the damage that had been done to his body were cast from his mind. He knew he was stronger than he had ever been.









CHAPTER TWO


 


From May to August Charlie Jefferson rode west with no destination in mind and no plan for acquiring the wealth he sought. Across Virginia and Kentucky he wandered, touching small towns where he hoped to earn enough to keep him fed and provisioned for the next phase of his journey. Wherever he travelled the effects of the war were clear to see and at most of his stopping places he was viewed with suspicion whenever his conversation made it clear he had fought for the Union. Men from the north were suspected of being carpetbaggers, opportunists looking to buy up southern estates for a fraction of their true worth. Consequently, when he arrived in a town where it was evident that there was insufficient work for homecoming Confederate soldiers, he quickly moved on. He heard rumours of work in the Arkansas timberland and, although that meant heading further south than he intended, his money was low and he was attracted by the prospect of earning a regular income for a while.


Three days after crossing the Arkansas River, dry, hungry and dust-covered, Charlie reined in his mount on a bluff above an arid canyon that opened out to the plains land beyond. Ahead, as far as the eye could see, the scrubby land stretched, unchanging, until, he supposed, it became Texas. The high rock face of the opposite canyon wall obscured any view to the south but he hoped that somewhere close at hand there was a town or settlement which would provide a comfortable bed for at least one night. His most pressing need, however, was a clear stream which would refresh both him and his horse.


As he removed his hat and wiped his brow with his sleeve something below caught his eye. Smoke was rising like a thin, pale ribbon, carrying with it the smell of pine logs. To his surprise and pleasure he discovered that the smoke emanated from the stone-built chimney of a mainly log-built house, an indication that a small corner of civilization was close at hand. The building was almost directly below, clinging to the shadow at the mouth of the canyon, making its presence difficult to detect from Charlie’s position. He stepped his horse forward until he was on the brink of the precipice where he was more able to study the set-up below.


Although the dryness of the territory seemed to preclude the growing of crops, the lay-out was that of a farm. A number of other buildings of variable size were clustered around the house, the function of each easily identifiable. There was a stable, barn, bunkhouse and out-buildings but, unlike the house, each bore the air of abandonment that he had seen so often during recent weeks. At one time this might have been a thriving farm but now it was in disrepair, another home in decline because of the war.


A series of low-fenced pens stretching into the open scrubland stood empty and many of the timber poles with which they were constructed were broken or dislodged. In contrast, however, a high fenced corral between the house and stable was in good repair. Thirty or more horses mingled quietly within but Charlie could discern no other activity around the place. Neither cattle nor sheep could be seen grazing in the scrubland, there was no dog on the prowl or hens scratching at the dirt. However, Charlie saw something in the yard that caused him to prick his horse into finding a way to the valley below. In front of the house stood a well and the prospect of cold water caused Charlie to run his tongue over his dry lips.


A fence had been built to enclose the buildings and, like the horse corral, it remained intact. In order to reach the long gate which gave access to the yard Charlie had to ride around and approach the farm from the scrubland. At the gate he called out to the house but no one answered. When his second call got no response his thirst took the upper hand over customary practice. He could wait no longer for an invitation into the yard. Reaching forward he grasped the loop that was holding the gate closed. Without warning a shot rang out from the side of the building. A huge chunk of wood flew out of the gatepost and spun through the air eventually digging deep into the hind quarters of Charlie’s horse.


The horse squealed and twisted, at first sinking back on its hind legs then jerking upright as though preparing to kick out at its torment. Charlie was caught off-guard both by the gunshot and the horse’s reaction but by shortening the reins he endeavoured to bring the beast under control.


‘Whoa, boy,’ he called. Involuntarily, his voice came out louder and rougher than normal which invoked the adverse effect to what Charlie had intended and the horse tried to fling its head to the side to break free of Charlie’s hold. With more gentleness in his voice, Charlie spoke again and at the same time ran the flat of his hand down the animal’s neck to reassure it. Snorting, the horse gave a little jump, all hoofs clearing the ground like a rodeo bronco. The landing jarred its body and excited another painful spasm. Its eyes rolled, frightened by the injury and the restraining hold of its rider.


Charlie spoke once more, could feel the horse quiver beneath him and knew that its desire to bolt was subsiding. He wanted to dismount and check the wound but he was aware of movement at the other side of the fence and knew that if flight was necessary his best hope of survival was to stay on board. With his horse almost under control Charlie was able to spare a glance in the direction of his adversary and was concerned by what he saw.


Once the shot had been fired, the shooter had flung aside the old Hall single-shot rifle and grabbed a similar gun which had been propped against the side of the house. Now the woman stalked across the yard with the second loaded gun pointed squarely at Charlie’s body. She was a long woman and although the jacket she wore over a soiled, grey dress added some bulk to her body it was clear that the flesh on her bones was sparse. On her head she wore an old, broad-brimmed hat and short laced-up black boots on her feet but it was the fierceness of her expression that demanded most attention. Her face was long and lined with the cares of almost sixty years of life and her unblinking eyes were like chips of hard rock. Her mouth was long and narrow-lipped and it turned down at the extremes, marking a determination to finish what she’d started. Her finger tightened on the trigger of the long rifle.


The thought of bringing out his pistol from its military, flap-covered holster lingered with Charlie no longer than a second. Not only did the prospect of drawing a gun on a woman sit uneasily with him but he knew that she could pull the trigger a lot more quickly than he could arm himself. He knew that if she pulled the trigger he was a dead man because he was convinced that there had been no element of luck in her first shot; she had struck the gate post exactly where she’d aimed to hit it.


‘Hold there,’ he shouted, raising his left hand while keeping a firm grip on the reins in his right hand. ‘I’m not seeking trouble.’


‘Then ride on,’ the woman commanded. ‘Keep off my land.’


‘I called out but you didn’t answer.’


‘Doesn’t mean you can trespass on my property.’ She gestured with the rifle for him to ride away.
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