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Issuing classic fiction from
Yesterday and Today!


THE DEADLY SEVEN

Caleb Thorn: callous, young, wealthy,
he’d always enjoyed killing for kicks and revenge. Then the Civil
War gave him a cause, a new thirst for vengeance – and more scope
for his murderous instincts than he’d ever had before!

Jubal Hardin: big and strong as an ox,
there was only one kind of fighting he didn’t know – the clean kind
…

Natchez: he looked like a half-breed -
but he’d cut the ears off a man just for calling him that
…

Rhett Stuart: a Southerner fighting on
the Northern side, he was most dangerous when he seemed most quiet
…

Wilhelm Brandt: the big, stolid
explosives expert who could cheerfully kill three men with his bare
hands when the drink was in him …

Sam Shuckstein: small, agile and
deadly, he had the lightest fingers and the quickest knife in the
Union army …

Oliver Bell: barely more than a boy,
he weighed nearly 250 pounds, was a genius with horses - and had
strangled two men who tried to get between him and his food
…


 


There was nothing magnificent about these seven. They just had
to do the dirtiest jobs in a dirty war - if they wanted to stay alive. And
they sure wanted to stay alive …
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This is for Viv, John and Katie - the nicest of people and the best
of friends.


 


‘It is our opinion that living on free soil does not make a
person a free man. It follows that in terms of the law of this
country a slave is merely an ordinary article of merchandise and
that Congress has no power to limit the expansion of the
institution of slavery.’

The ruling of the Supreme Court of the United States of
America in the trial case of the slave Dred Scott, 1857.


Chapter One

‘For insultin’ behavior towards Miss Rachel
Lowell, the field hand, Jed Carter, has been sentenced to fifty
strokes with the lash. Right.’

‘I
never touched her, nor nothin’ like that. It was the way she looked
at me!’

‘One!’

The heavy snakeskin whip
hissed through the air, hitting the big, broad-built black across
the shoulders with a crack like a summer lightning storm. His whole
body jerked with the kick of the blow, tugging against the thick
ropes that bound his wrists to the top rail of the weathered
hickory fence.

‘Two!’

The watching crowd of slaves
moaned slightly, almost in unison, as the second cut opened a
furrow in the scarred skin that showed almost white for a fraction
of frozen time, and then leaked a ribbon of red over the bare back,
trickling down over the torn white cotton
trousers.

‘Three!’

The third blow crossed the
second, leaving an ‘X’ of blood etched into the man’s back. The man with the
whip, Nicodemus Austell, was the ramrod for the plantation. A tall
man, with longish hair curling over the stained collar of
his work
shirt. He’d worked for the Lowells for nearly eight years and had
earned his reputation as a hard but fair man. Most of the slaves
feared him. The rest hated him.

But he was just doing his
job.

‘Four!’

Like now. The daughter of the
late Harvey Lowell, that flighty Rachel, had accused Jed, one of
the hardest workers on the farm, of eyeing her up as she rode by on
her black stallion. Nicodemus had his own thoughts about that, but
he kept them to himself. Now that old man Lowell was dead, it was
Miss Rachel who gave the orders. Her mother, Martha, was happy to
stay home or go socializing up in Washington. No, Nicodemus would keep his
own counsel. And his skin in one piece.

‘Five!’

For the first time a noise
came from Carter. A whisper of breath, forced out by the shocking
pain from the whip. Austell sighed, pausing a moment to wipe sweat
from his own forehead. Summer of sixty-one had already been a hot
one, even up in the cool of the Blue Ridge Mountains of
Virginia.

‘Six!
Seven!’

This time the whisper of breath
became a cry, ragged and hoarse. The black’s flesh was already torn and ribbed,
like a piece of raw meat that the hounds had set on and draggled.
The watching slaves were silent now, knowing from bitter experience
the way the morning would end.

Nicodemus sniffed. A line from
an old song came to him, about how from here on in the hills
didn’t get
any higher, but the valleys got deeper and deeper.

That was the way it would be for
Jedediah Carter. Ten lashes was a normal punishment for a trivial
offence, like idling or trying to fornicate without permission.
Twenty was for talking back or petty theft. Thirty was for repeated
insolence or dirtiness in the house. Or for damaging livestock
through willful neglect.

‘Eight!
Nine! Ten!’

For a moment Nicodemus thought
the black was going to pass out. Odd how it was often the biggest
and the strongest who gave in first, while some of the scrawny
older men would take whipping after whipping and come back for
more, without more than a nasty set of weals. One or two of the
field hands, who’d worked the farm for the last fifteen or twenty years,
had backs like pickled leather.

‘Eleven! Twelve!’

Forty lashes were usually given for a
specially bad case of rudeness. Major theft. Sabotage. Sometimes
for running if the man had a good previous record. But that many
would put a hand out of the fields for a couple of weeks. So it
wasn’t hardly profitable to beat that bad. Better to shackle with a
spiked collar so the slave would have to sleep sitting up and would
have to be fed. A few days of cold cornmeal mush and brackish water
made even the most prideful nigra toe the line.

‘Thirteen! Fourteen! Fifteen! Sixteen!’

Jed had begun to moan, head
rolling on his shoulders, eyes turned up in their sockets so that
only white showed, with a thin rim of brown. Blood was threading
from his gaping mouth where he’d bitten through the leather gag and lacerated
his tongue.

‘Seventeen! Eighteen! Nineteen!’

Fifty lashes was one hell of a
sentence. Nicodemus wondered idly what had really happened down by
the creek. According to Miss Rachel, she had been watering her
horse when Jed came upon her, and ‘said things she wouldn’t repeat, being a
lady, and also looked at her in a certain way’.

Jed hadn’t been the first. There had been
September Charleston. Another big man, who had been shot dead by
Miss Lowell in similar surroundings. She said that he had come at
her and had tried to ravish her. But his clothes weren’t disturbed.
And Nicodemus had heard the talk around the fires in the evening.
About how the white Missy had been talking to September. And how
she’d gotten down off her stallion and - some said - she’d been
lifting up her long skirt, and taunting September. And the slave had tried
to walk away from her. That was when she pulled the mean little
pistol out of her belt, and shot him with it.

Nicodemus had watched the girl
grow up, running wild even when her father had been alive. And so
he tended to believe the stories of the blacks. Partly because he
didn’t see
how a man attempting rape could be shot in the back of the head,
with no powder burns on the skin.

‘Twenty! Twenty-one! Twenty-two!’

‘Jed’s
fainted, boss!’ called out a voice from the back of the crowd. The
Lowell farm ran with the help of about thirty slaves. Twenty male
field-hands, and the rest women, with a sprinkling of snot-nose
brats.

‘Twenty-three! Twenty-four! Only shammin’!’

Fifty lashes! That was way too
much to his thinking. He’d heard tell of nigras that had run two and three
times and gotten away light with just a twenty flogging, and maybe
a branding. Jed sure must have done something to turn Rachel
against him this way. The big hand was just hanging in his bonds
now, hardly moving as the heavy whip tore the flesh from his bones.
The blood had been pouring down, soaking over his legs and puddling
the dusty earth around his bare feet. Now it flowed more slowly,
like a wide river, the lash digging in with a wet, soggy sound.
Like beating out damp laundry on stones by the pool.

‘Twenty-five! Twenty-six! Twenty-seven!’

Nicodemus paused again, feeling
sweat streaming down the small of his back, and over his stomach
and thighs. For a moment he thought again about Rachel, and his
hands tightened on the slick stock of the whip as he recalled the
time he’d
seen her bathing in the woods. The memory of her proud, jutting
breasts and firm thighs excited him, and he reached down
self-consciously and adjusted the front of his trousers so that his
arousal was less obvious.

‘Twenty-eight! Twenty-nine! Thirty!’

Damn it to hell! There was
blood splattering all over his shirt and pants from the beating.
For a second or so he wondered if this beating was going to kill
Jed Carter.

‘Thirty-one! Thirty-two! Thirty-three!’

Maybe the nigra was going to
die. The price of slaves was linked to the price of cotton, even
though the Lowell spread wasn’t a real plantation like those further south. So
if cotton was, say, twelve cents a pound, then a prime hand would
set you back around twelve hundred dollars. A lot of money and, as
the overseer, Nicodemus was pained that Jed Carter was going to
have to be butchered just for Rachel Lowell’s pride and savage
lusts.

‘Thirty-four! Thirty-five! Thirty-six!
Thirty-seven!’

For the last two lashes
there had been no sign of life from the slave. He simply hung
there, but Nicodemus was close enough to hear the hoarse flutter of
breath deep in that great chest. And see the irregular beat of a
pulse in the neck, just below the left ear.

‘You
killed him, Massa Austell!’

He knew that voice, but he chose
to pretend he didn’t. Old Rosie was the senior among the women. Scarcely a
full hand any more, barely capable of handling her eight-hour
workload. Too old to breed. Which would mean that Miss Rachel would
soon spot her. And Nicodemus would have to take her out for a walk
one night, and slip her under the waters of Fisher’s Creek and hold
her there until the silver bubbles stopped.

‘No, he
ain’t. I see him breathing. Only another thirteen lashes and it’s
all over. You can take him and put some salt on his back and rest
him a day or so.’

‘Let
him off! Please spare him the last ten, boss. Missy Lowell, she
won’t ever find out from us. You know that. Please, Mister
Austell?’

For a moment, Nicodemus stood
there. It wasn’t any kind of humanitarian generosity that prompted the
hesitation. He wasn’t one of the bleeding-heart panty-waists who
wanted to do away with slavery and try and make the nigras equal to
white folks. That was like trying to teach pigs to climb trees and open bottles.
It was simply the thought of carrying on with the senseless
butchery of a valuable piece of merchandise that would have to be
replaced.

Maybe Rachel Lowell
wouldn’t get
to hear of it. None of the slaves would talk, you could bet your
hide on that. Nothing as close-mouthed as a sullen
nigra.

Maybe...

The voice broke into his
thoughts from somewhere behind him, near the stable. A soft voice,
like honey. But like honey with a flavoring of vinegar. The kind of voice
that set you to thinking of a bedroom lined with black
velvet.

‘The
last number I heard was thirty-seven. Things would go very ill for
you, Nicodemus, if the next number that I hear from your lips isn’t
thirty-eight.’

With a great effort of will, the
overseer didn’t turn round. Holding the whip low in his right hand, he
fumbled for a rag to wipe his face.

‘Just
taking a breath, Miss Lowell. Mighty hard work whipping a man in
this sort of heat.’

He hoped she
didn’t notice
the tremble in his voice. But Rachel didn’t miss much.

‘Tired,
Austell? Big strong man like you? Maybe we ought to find you some
easier work. Like digging a new pit for the ordinary, out
back.’

‘I’m
fine, Miss Lowell.’ Damned bitch. What she really needed was some
big buck nigra to take her out in the breaks and rip off her
drawers and throw it into her. ‘Really sorry, Miss Lowell. I’ll
carry on.’

The brief stoppage had
temporarily revived Jed Carter, and he twitched and cried out. Feet
scrabbling in the bloodied dirt to try and stand and take the
weight off his wrists. The ropes had dug into them, and worms of
scarlet nibbled their way up his arms, over his elbows, drying
before they reached his broad shoulders.

‘I done nothin’. I swear to sweet Jesus
Christ and all the saints that I done nothin’.’

There was an agony and
despair that even reached the stony heart of Nicodemus Austell. He
half-turned towards the girl, wondering if she might be inclined to
show pity.

Rachel Lowell had clearly been
out riding. She wore a tight white blouse of cotton, stained in an
unladylike manner beneath the arms and across her flat stomach. Her
long black hair was pulled tightly back and bound with a black
ribbon. In a manner that scandalized the matrons of Virginia, Rachel was
wearing men’s riding breeches, tailored for her figure so they
clung to her hips and thighs in a way that made Nicodemus draw
breath. Polished riding boots, coated in dust, with vicious Mexican
silver spurs completed the outfit.

And a riding-crop. A quirt
with a long knotted lash.

‘You
all too tired for ending the job, Austell, then I’ll show how it’s
done. Teach these nigra scum how to respect their betters. Out of
my way.’

‘But
...’

She stared coolly at him,
and he dropped his eyes, stepping aside. There was a hum of
chattering from the watching slaves, which she quelled in the same
way, looking at them, legs apart, one hand flicking the tip of the
whip against the side of her boot. The only sound in the heat and
stillness.

‘You
black trash might have heard about how some folks up North think
you ought to be treated like us, and not like the cattle you are.
Well, I want you to know that we may live close to them in
Washington, but there is not a hope at all that these
liberationists will triumph. They are weak, and we are strong. They
sit in their mansions and they sip their fine brandy and they never
even wet their lips. We will win, and all things will be as they
are. Forever.’

Her voice rose until she
was almost screaming, and Nicodemus wondered, as he sometimes did,
whether she was quite sane. Her mother was a very attractive woman,
in her early forties, but it was whispered that she and Harvey
Lowell had been first cousins.

‘And
now for this creature. Did I say fifty? I think that
sixty might be more
appropriate for touching a white woman. Don’t you,
Austell?’

‘You
said he just looked at...’ He knew instantly that he had made a
mistake and he cursed under his breath, wishing he could snatch
back those last few words.

‘Oh. I
see, Mister Austell, I was wrong, was I? He didn’t touch me. Just
looked at me. And you know better than me, do you,
Austell?’

‘No,
Miss Lowell, but I …’

‘You
are fired, Austell. Come up the house this evening and I will have
your pay left at the rear door. Good day.’

‘But I
been with your Pa for …’

‘Good
day, Austell. And if you show your face on Lowell land after this
evening, I will have the dogs set upon you. Good day.’

He blinked his eyes to rid
them of the salt sweat, dropping the blood-crusted snakeskin whip
in the dirt. Looking at the helpless figure of Jed Carter strung up
like a turkey ready for the plucking. The line of solemn black
faces, emotionless, watching him. Knowing that even a man who had
the power that Nicodemus had could be broken on the wheel as
effortlessly as stepping on a butterfly.

‘Well
enough, Miss Lowell. And as for what’s owing, you can take it and
make it a down-payment on a conscience, since you surely don’t have
even the beginnings of one.’

He might as well have
shouted at the sky, for all the notice she took of him. Rolling up
the right sleeve of her blouse and stepping in closer to judge her
aim.

‘Stay a
mite longer and see how a nigra should really be punished, not in
your soft way. Perhaps you believe in freedom for them, Nicodemus.’

Held despite himself, he paused
and watched her as she swung her whip up and back. Bringing it down
low across the slave’s spine, below his belt, opening up a new area of pain.
Jed cried out again, despite himself.

‘Yes.
This lash has already livened up one stallion this
day, and you shall
be the second. My horse reacts best when I hit him,
thus!’

Used to the unthinking brutality
of a slave farm, even Nicodemus winced as the girl swung with all
her might, aiming low, so the knotted end of the lash cut between
the man’s
spread legs, biting into his unprotected genitals. Carter strained
against the ropes, and the wood of the fence creaked, making
Nicodemus wonder for a crazy moment if he might break free. The
hand screamed, high and thin, like a horse at the gelding, and then
collapsed unconscious.

Or maybe dead.

‘I make
that round about thirty. A nice round figure. So there’s thirty
more to go. Dear, dear, but this clumsy nigra has managed to splash
his stinkin’ blood all over my riding boots. That’s worth another
ten.’

Her face was flushed, and
Nicodemus saw her eyes glittering with pleasure. Rachel was
conscious of her own delight in being able to inflict suffering.
There was a delicious warmth between her thighs and she longed to
go to the seclusion of her room and get that little octaroon maid,
Sylvie, to ease the place with her cool fingers.

‘I’m
goin’, Miss Lowell. I declare you’re a mighty sick
woman.’

She paused before the next
blow, smiling at him over her shoulder. The rising lust that he had
been aware of and that had sickened him vanished, as he saw that
her beauty was that of an over-ripe peach. Bite into it and your
mouth is filled with the sour sweetness of decay.

‘Perhaps. Perhaps this is a sick land. But I believe that
there will be a purging wind that will winnow out the chaff and
leave us cleansed and pure. One nation, as we are and should be. My
betrothed, Caleb Thorn, in Washington, sees this as I do. Surely
shall the hot wind blow through the green valley and scourge it of
all disturbance.’

‘In a
hog’s ass, Miss Lowell. Me, I’m heading north. I hear tell the
air’s a mite fresher there.’

Again she ignored him, turning
back to her task of flogging the last shreds of life from the helpless man.
Whipping at his body with a frenzy that Nicodemus could still hear
from a hundred paces away.

And still the patient slaves
watched. A lone white woman, who they could have torn apart if they
had wished. And Nicodemus knew that the rumblings of war could be
true. He didn’t give a flying damn for the nigras, but if anyone was to
help them, it would have to be white men. They were too beaten down
to rise on their own.

The dull sound of the whipping
followed him as he walked along the road that would lead him to the
bunkhouse, and then off the Lowell spread. And then on north. As he
walked, Nicodemus couldn’t help wondering about Rachel Lowell’s affianced.
This Northerner, Caleb Thorn.

Just what the hell sort of
a man could he be?
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