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Caleb Blood


 


Caleb Blood was a man who had seen too much blood-letting. He tried to hide inside a whiskey bottle but his demons, past and present, would not let him alone. All the things he should have cherished were being stripped from his life and he had no option but to take up arms again.


Once the guns were unlimbered, the death toll mounted and he faced so many enemies that it seemed he had no chance of survival.


When, he wondered, would the killing end?
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Chapter 1


 


‘Get them in the church. Get those sons of bitches inside.’


Wesley Harwinton, leader of the Jayhawkers, roared out his orders to his ragged band of raiders. His horse, a sturdy stallion, pranced about, made excited and nervous by the fevered yells of the big bearded man on its back and the smell of burning coming up from the town.


‘Get them goddamn people inside that goddamn church.’


Harwinton was a great bull of a man with a voice to match. The raiders scurried around on their horses, herding the frightened townsfolk towards the church, a fine wooden building with whitewashed walls.


Caleb Blood was helping his comrades carry out his leader’s orders. He tried to reassure the laggards as he gentled them along. At sixteen he was too young to join the regular army and so he had volunteered to ride with Harwinton’s Raiders. As the war progressed they subsequently became known as Hard Winter’s Raiders, for when they swept through a town or settlement they burnt and killed everything in their path, leaving behind a wasteland that no hard winter could quite match.


Caleb was not sure why the chief wanted the people penned up inside the church but, like his comrades, he was just following orders. He supposed his leader would want to do some preaching to the townsfolk when he got them in the church. Harwinton was in the habit of giving fiery speeches to his raiders. On the frequent occasions when he harangued his recruits he spoke to his men in the manner of a preacher, liberally quoting the Bible to illustrate his points.


Caleb was becoming more and more disillusioned with the actions of the raiders. The wanton acts of destruction and killings by his comrades seemed to the youngster callous and against all the principles of honourable behaviour.


Caleb had been fired up by the tub-thumping admonitions of the recruiting drives that saw most of his acquaintances going off to war. He too was desperate to join up and so, when the opportunity came to join Harwinton’s band of marauders, he had jumped at the chance. Age had not been a bar to his recruitment.


Now he was gradually becoming disillusioned. His images of war were of glorious forays against an enemy who would fight him on equal terms. So far the band of raiders had done nothing but raid civilian outposts and kill ordinary people. He was beginning to feel a sense of shame at some of the actions of his comrades in arms.


When he had voiced his doubts about the righteousness of their behaviour someone had thought it fit to inform the leader. It had brought Caleb to the notice of the chief.


‘This is a war we are fighting!’ Harwinton assured the youngster. ‘These civilians supply the Yankees with goods and services. Their sons take up arms against us. What do you think the rebels make of our tactics? I tell you what they think. They reason: “Hell, I shouldn’t be out here fighting in this stinking war. I should be at home defending my family.” Then Johnny Reb deserts and that’s another gun that won’t be shooting at our brave men on the battlefield. You see that, son? This is a necessary evil. The North must win this war. The Rebel soldiers are doing worse things to our people than what we are doing to theirs. By the Lord, we could not equal the atrocities committed by the Rebels against our poor suffering Northern folk. We are mere choirboys compared to them murdering scum.’


And now Hard Winter’s Raiders had come to Perryville and the fires in the houses had started up already while the population was herded towards the church.


‘Praise and worship to the good Lord,’ Harwinton bellowed and his horsemen whooped and yelled and the inhabitants of Perryville were herded like cattle towards the beautiful whitewashed church. The frightened faces of the women and the cries of the children were harrowing for young Caleb Blood and difficult to endure.


‘It’s all right,’ he called out as his horse pranced about, unsettled by the screams and pitiful cries of the terrified citizens. ‘Major Harwinton is just going to do some preachifying. You won’t be harmed, believe me, we mean you no hurt.’


The people he was attempting to reassure were mostly women, children and the elderly, for all the young men had marched off to war, leaving their folk to manage the farms and keep the family home together while they were away. Now Hard Winter’s Raiders had come and the villagers feared the worst. They milled around the doors of the church while the raiders yelled and chivvied them inside.


Eventually it was done and the last of the stragglers pushed through the large doors with the pieces carved into it so when it was closed a large cross was revealed.


More and more buildings in the town were going up in flames, and smoke from the burning houses began to darken the air.


‘Get them doors shut,’ Harwinton ordered.


The solid wooden doors of the church were slammed shut and the carved cross was revealed to the raiders. Men were racing up from the burning town carrying flaming torches. Harwinton waved the torchbearers forward.


‘Get her burning, boys.’


Caleb did not believe it would happen. Right up till the first torch was thrown into the church he supposed the mock burning to be a warning to frighten the people of Perryville. The torches arced through the air, trailing burning debris and smoke and crashing through the windows.


‘No!’ he yelled. ‘This ain’t right!’


As he watched, horrified, a wagon was brought up and pushed against the front doors. Two torches sailed through the air and set it alight. The wagon was packed with kerosene-soaked hay bales, which caught immediately and sent a fierce sheet of flame licking at the doors, blackening the white wood and obscuring the cross.


The screaming from the burning church grew in volume. Suddenly a head and shoulders appeared at a window as someone attempted to climb out. Shots rang out and the head disappeared. The screaming inside the burning building was continuous now. Caleb spurred his pony towards his leader.


‘Major, this ain’t right. What are you doing? Stop this madness!’


The fanatical eyes were turned towards the youngster.


‘Behold the wrath of the Lord. So shall all mine enemies perish in the flames of perdition. The Lord had judged these sinners and found them wanting. This is the fate of all enemies of the United States of America.’


Caleb grabbed the sleeve of the major and tugged hard, almost unseating his leader.


‘Major, this is murder! Stop this madness!’


In a fury Harwinton drew his pistol and swiped at the impertinent youngster daring to question his actions. The barrel caught Caleb across the forehead and he reeled back, feeling the wet trickle of blood from the blow. Now it was Caleb who became angry.


‘Let those people go!’ he yelled.


Harwinton was fast. He whipped round and pulled the trigger. That was how he taught his guerrillas to fight; rapid fire, pouring a storm of lead at the enemy. Mostly the enemy were helpless civilians and as a rule were not organized to fight back.


As the major fired, his stallion nipped the young recruit’s pony, causing it to jerk aside. The bullet that was meant to kill Caleb ploughed a bloody furrow along his forearm instead. In a reflex action the youngster pulled his own pistol and fired.


Caleb had been practising the fast draw to the amusement of his fellow raiders.


‘When you meet up with Johnny Reb and he’s shooting at you it’s not a fast draw as will save you, it’s a fast horse.’


Nevertheless Caleb had persevered with his practising and with sometime advice and help from the more experienced fighters had improved on his fast draw.


His bullet hit Harwinton in the chest. The big man swayed backwards, trying to hold his seat on his mount. The stallion, already excited by the activity and the flames and smoke of burning buildings, was thrown into a blind panic by the gunshots and bolted.


In the disorder around the burning church no one had noticed the gunplay between Caleb and the major. The raiders saw their leader in full flight and, believing him to be abandoning the town, they streamed after him.


As the raiders fled, the shrieks of the trapped people were growing less and less strident as they succumbed to the heat and smoke. Within a very short time Caleb was left alone in front of the burning church. Blood was streaming from his arm where Harwinton’s shot had grazed him. There was blood also on his face from the blow on the head from Harwinton’s pistol. For a moment only he became aware of the pain of his wounds while he stared up at the burning building. Then he urged his pony forward towards the church.


His mount was terrified and kept shying away. In despair Caleb abandoned the animal and ran forward to the fiercely blazing cart jammed in front of the doors. The body of the cart was well ablaze and the heat from the conflagration was intense. Caleb tried to shield his face from the fiercely burning hay. The roaring of the flames drowned out the last feeble shrieks of the trapped townspeople.


‘I’m coming!’ Caleb yelled and scorched his hands as he grabbed the shaft of the cart to pull it away from the doors.


‘Goddamn!’ he swore and danced around, waving his blistered hands in the air.


With a great whoosh like the bawl of a dying beast the roof of the burning building caved in. Caleb was showered with flaming embers. The heat from the huge fire was intense and drove him back. He fell to his knees and stared with horror at the inferno.


 


With a start he awoke, sweat soaking his shirt. He threw off the coverings and stared wild-eyed around the shack. Every time he fell asleep the terrible spectacle replayed in his dreams.


Whiskey! Only the whiskey helped and then only when he could get enough. Whiskey! He fumbled beside the bed for the bottle.









Chapter 2


 


‘Tell that lazy sonabitch boyfriend of yours to get his lazy ass up here. This place needs a good clean-up.’


The speaker was a large, florid man in a gold-embroidered waistcoat worn over a navy-and-white striped shirt and bow tie. Jess Jordan was the owner of the Horn of Plenty saloon. He scowled at the woman who at that moment was pulling a shawl over her bare shoulders.


Crystal Harkness was an attractive woman with long tresses of golden-brown hair and a full and lavish figure. She was dressed in a low-cut pink taffeta dress with a black sash pulled tight to draw in her waist and emphasize the full breasts and rounded bottom that made her attractive to the male customers. Wearing such a skimpy outfit the shawl was essential against the early-morning chill.


‘Sure, Jess, I’ll get him his breakfast and shoo him up here pronto.’


The saloon owner was still scowling at the woman while at the same time stroking his whiskers.


‘Why you waste your time on that bum sure beats me,’ he complained. ‘A girl like you could have your pick of men.’


Which wasn’t strictly true. Crystal was a saloon girl and though she had casual liaisons with men not many wanted to hook up with a painted lady.


‘Aw, Caleb is all right. He’s just sorrowing from some loss in his past. I reckon that’s why he drinks, to forget. He won’t talk none about it but I reckon he’s running from some deep tragedy.’ She stood there moodily, thinking about the young man she had taken into her home. ‘Sometimes he mutters in his sleep and it’s always the same. There’s something about a fire and the women and children screaming. He thrashes about something awful and calls out like a lost soul in hell.


‘Sometimes he just weeps. It breaks my heart to hear him. I try an’ comfort him but he just lies there sobbing like a stray child as is missing its mother.’ Crystal’s face creased up in worry. ‘You know what I reckon? He’s lost his family in a tragic fire and he’s the only one to survive. Or maybe it was his wife or sweetheart. Maybe he blames himself for what happened. I just don’t know. He won’t talk about it when I ask him. Just sits there looking like a whipped dog.’


The saloon owner cleared his throat. ‘Hell, Crystal, it’s just as I care about you and I hate to see you wasting yourself on that drunken bum. Kick him outta your cabin and when he has to stand on his own two feet and fend for himself he’ll soon sober up and get a proper job. What sorta fella is content to sweep up and empty spittoons and run errands and let a woman keep him? It ain’t natural. A young fella like that oughta be riding for some big ranch, herding cows or something useful. It sure beats me.’


‘Don’t be too hard on him, Jess. He ain’t nothing but a lost child seeking his way home. Maybe he’s found his home with me.’ This last remark was said a trifle wistfully, then Crystal gave a short humourless laugh. ‘A girl can dream, can’t she?’ She pulled the shawl close around her and headed for the door. ‘See you tonight, Jess. I’ll rouse Caleb and send him up here.’


With shoulders hunched against the morning chill Crystal walked towards the edge of town. She rented a tumbledown shack which she shared with her lodger, the man she had been discussing with the saloonkeeper who hired them both to work for him; Crystal to entertain the male customers and Caleb as a swamper.


‘Caleb, you awake, honey?’ Crystal called.


The shack was in poor repair. When it rained the roof leaked and when the wind blew it howled through the numerous cracks in the warped, ancient boards. At one time Crystal had used newspaper to cover the inside walls of the dwelling, but over time the paper had ripped and come away. Crystal tried patching over the gaps but it was a hopeless ongoing task as more and more of the paper gave way to damp and gravity and bulged out from the walls. The holes stretched and grew bigger, the fissures seemed to be leering, mocking at the woman’s efforts to keep her little refuge tidy.


There was no answer to her query. Crystal went over and stared down at the man in the bed. She could not see his face for it was obscured by a jumbled mass of tangled hair. Caleb never visited a barber nor would he let Crystal trim his unruly locks. He rarely shaved but occasionally would hack with his knife at his beard.


‘Caleb honey, you’ll have to stir yourself. Jess wants you down at the Horn. We were busy last night and he needs you to clean up for him.’


She got a grunt for an answer.


‘I’ll cook you some breakfast, Caleb honey. With something inside you you’ll feel good.’


She rattled around the small stove, getting a fire going and pulling out a frying pan and putting on a coffee pot to heat.


‘My old ma used to say eggs and bacon would set anyone up for whatever the coming day could throw at a body an’ I reckon she was right, my old ma.’


She set two plates out and knives and forks and a couple of mugs on the table.


‘Breakfast almost ready, honey. You better bestir yourself.’


There was a general upheaval and Caleb Blood groaned and rolled to the side of the bed. A hand reached out and groped around and came up with a bottle. Slowly he sat up, long straggly hair mostly obscuring his face. What little of his face could be seen was covered in dark fuzz. He pulled the strands of hair to one side, giving a glimpse of a pale, gaunt face and pressed the bottle to his lips. Crystal heard the gurgling and gave a quick distressed look in Caleb’s direction.


‘Honey, you think it a good idea to be drinking so early in the day like afore you even have breakfast?’


She served up the food and poured the coffee while Caleb fumbled for his boots. He was already dressed in stained, creased shirt and pants for he had fallen into bed last night and passed out without getting undressed. He picked up the bottle, shook it, then put it to his mouth again and drained the remainder. For a few moments he sat regarding the empty bottle.


‘Need a drink,’ he muttered.


‘Breakfast’s ready, Caleb honey.’


‘Need a goddamn drink.’


Without looking at the woman Caleb swayed over to the door, fumbled with the latch and lurched outside.


‘Caleb,’ she called, but the door slammed and the man was gone.









Chapter 3


 


They were surly men and dangerous. They rode into Musgrave and housed their mounts in the livery, then hired themselves rooms at the Horn of Plenty.


‘How long for?’ Jordan asked them as they signed the book and paid him.


The one that signed himself James Vance had a muscular build with powerful arms and shoulders. Underneath his hat he was bald. He had a stained bushy moustache that hid his hard cruel mouth. Jess Jordan suppressed the notion to step back a pace as he saw the cold blue eyes staring back at him.


‘As long as it takes,’ the man answered brusquely.


His companion was equally surly. He had a longish face covered in dirty stubble and a mouth that wore a perpetual sneer. The eyes of this man were just as hard and unfriendly. He signed the book as Tom Hardy. They ordered a bottle of rye and went to await the food they had requested.


‘Them two mean sonabitches,’ the saloonkeeper muttered, and out of habit he checked the Greener he kept stashed behind the bar.


The men kept to themselves for most of the evening and nursed a bottle of rye whiskey. Jordan tried to keep an eye on the two men but as the saloon filled up and he became busy they dropped away from his awareness. The trouble, when it came, was unexpected.


Caleb Blood, the flunky employed by the saloon owner, was collecting glasses and bringing them behind the bar where he was supposed to wash up and assist Bob Hopkins, the saloon’s full-time barman.


Caleb Blood lived only for the alcohol he used to block the painful memories that blighted his waking hours. What money Jess paid him was spent on whiskey and the saloon owner guessed Crystal subsidized Caleb’s alcohol habits also. Occasionally, customers feeling sorry for the youngster would buy Caleb a drink. Between all these sources of alcohol Caleb managed to feed his habit and was rarely sober enough to allow the demons that haunted him to surface.


The saloon was full and Jess Jordan was overseeing the running of the business. There were faro tables, a roulette table and a few card games run by housemen who worked for themselves but paid a percentage of their winnings to Jess. The bar was reasonably busy, the gambling was moderate, Crystal and two other women circulated amongst the customers encouraging them to buy drinks and enticing patrons upstairs to sample the delights of the flesh.


Caleb was kept busy collecting glasses and scrounging drinks from those patrons he knew had a soft spot for those more unfortunate than themselves.


The first Jess knew about the trouble was the commotion in one corner of the saloon. He suddenly remembered it was in that location the strangers had been seated. There were yells and the sounds of a scuffle. Jess signalled the barman to watch over events and elbowed his way towards the tumult. Bob Hopkins, a tough old coot, reached beneath the bar and laid hold of the Greener and awaited developments.


The two strangers were on their feet with angry expressions on their faces. Caleb Blood was curled up in a ball on the floor and Tom Hardy was busy kicking the swamper. The customers nearest the disturbance were standing around eagerly watching the fight. In fact it was not a fight, it was a helpless drunk getting a vicious kicking. No one wanted to get involved with the two strangers everyone sensed were dangerous men.


‘Whoa there, gents!’ Jordan called as he took in the scene. He held out a placating hand. ‘What seems to be the trouble?’


Mean eyes that seemed to burn red with anger turned towards the saloonkeeper.


‘This filthy animal bumped me as I was taking a drink. I don’t like whiskey soaks anywhere near me, never mind one that bangs into me and spills my liquor.’ Hardy aimed another vicious kick. ‘When I’m finished with this bum he won’t be able to walk, never mind bash into anyone else.’


‘Hell, he don’t know what he’s doing most of the time. He weren’t meaning no harm,’ Jordan tried to placate the angry man. ‘It was just an accident.’


‘It’s the last accident for this dirty sewer rat.’


The speaker returned to his task of kicking the curled-up heap on the floor. With a sudden cry Crystal burst in on the scene.


‘Stop it!’ she yelled and flung herself protectively on top of Caleb.


‘What the hell? Git away from that heap of shit!’ Tom Hardy, deprived of his entertainment, shouted angrily.


‘You’ve hurt him enough!’ Crystal yelled back undaunted. ‘You’re just a bully and a thug!’


‘You whorebitch! I’ll show you what hurtin’ is!’


Hardy suddenly pulled his pistol. Jess Jordan, seeing things getting out of hand, signalled his barkeep for help. At the same time he palmed a hideout gun.


‘Enough, stranger, there’s no call for gunplay. Like I say, it was a simple accident. Now put up that iron.’


Hardy turned his attention to the saloonkeeper. The gun he had been aiming at Crystal came round and was pointing now at Jordan.


‘You wanna make me put it up? Just go ahead. Make your play.’


Jordan held his hands out from his body to show he was unarmed, the little hideout gun in his hand concealed from the gunman.


‘Hell fella, is a spilled drink of rye worth getting into a shooting scrape for? You can have a bottle on the house if ’n you think you been hard done by. But put up that iron.’


At that moment Bob Hopkins, the barkeep pushed forward to stand on the other side of his boss. The shotgun was aimed directly at Hardy but both men at the table would catch part of the charge should it be necessary for the barkeep to fire the weapon.


A silence dropped in the saloon. Even the piano player had stopped. The tension built. Jess was watching the man he knew as Vance, who was behind the table knowing the barkeep would be aiming his weapon at Hardy, the one with the gun.


‘Look fellas, it doesn’t havta be like this,’ Jess entreated. ‘Have that drink on the house and let bygones be bygones. This is a peaceful town. Let’s keep it that way. We ain’t had a shooting in eighteen months. Don’t spoil the run.’


‘Tom! Let it drop!’ Vance called out to his companion.


‘Ain’t no one spills my drink and no one points no gun at me neither!’ Hardy grunted, his gun still aimed towards the saloonkeeper.


‘Tom, remember what we’re here for. Don’t spoil things.’


Those mean eyes burned with anger and a desire to inflict more damage. Tom Hardy wanted to kill someone. It was there in the mean eyes and the taut muscles of the face.


Jess Jordan could feel the sweat break on him. He was watching Vance, wondering whether he could shoot fast enough to down the man while his barkeep put a barrel of shot into Hardy. Hideout guns were notoriously unreliable at any distance. He needed to be up close but was afraid to move in case he initiated the very shoot-out he was trying so desperately to avoid.


The first barrel of the shotgun would be for Hardy, who already had his gun out. But who would be left standing when the gunsmoke cleared?


‘Tom!’


Jordan could see the indecision in Hardy’s eyes. The gunman was filled with a bloodlust that needed an outlet.


‘Tom!’ Vance called again, more urgent.


Hardy’s eyes flickered sideways towards his companion. Slowly the tension drained from him and even more slowly, not taking his eyes from the saloonkeeper and the barkeep, he holstered his gun.


‘You’re lucky this time. Next time you sic a man on me with a shotgun you better make sure you put me down with your first shot, otherwise you’re a dead man.’


He turned back to the table and grabbed up the chair that had been upset when the fracas had begun.


‘Git that piece of shit outta my sight. If ’n I ever lay eyes on him again I’ll shoot him like I would a mangy dog.’


The tension drained from the saloonkeeper.


‘OK, Bob. Get behind the bar again. I’ll serve these gents myself. Crystal, take Caleb home. He’s to stay outta here for the time being.’


‘Hang on, saloon man.’ There was a malicious glint in Hardy’s eyes. ‘How about this fine-looking whore taking me upstairs and making up for the upset that mangy cur caused me?’


‘Crystal, you heard the man. I’ll get someone else to take care of Caleb.’


Crystal was glaring at the saloonkeeper but he avoided looking at her. Hardy, with a leer, lumbered back on his feet and grabbed the woman by the arm.


‘Come on, honey. You and me we got some lovin’ to do. Vance,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘you comin’ too, you don’t wanna lose out on the fun.’


Jess Jordan watched the two men with the woman as they walked towards the stairs. There was something like regret in his eyes but also there was anger. He glared at the bundle of rags on the floor.


‘Some of you men, help me with this piece of shit.’
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