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      INTRODUCTION


      
        
      


      To fully appreciate the complexity, singularity, and flat-out bad-assness of Hell Billy, you must first understand similar traits shared by the man who wrote it.


      Before Steven Shrewsbury desired to become a writer, he first desired to become a reader. That, in itself, was a harder row to hoe than you could imagine…in fact, it was little short of a God-given miracle. Shrews—as his friends call him—was born with severe cataracts in both eyes and, in his early years (before several corrective surgeries), was unable to read due to his limited eyesight. In 1973, his mother defied the odds dealt to Shrews and ordered Talking Tapes from the Library of Congress, hoping that would give him the edge he needed. His first two audio books were the King James Bible and Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes… both of which were pivotal in his development as a person and an author.


      Shrews is something of an enigma to those who meet him for the first time. He is a towering, dark-bearded man with the physical presence of one of his own wild-eyed, battle-scarred characters and the geniality, wisdom, and benevolence of a man of faith (which he undoubtedly is; he serves as an elder at St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in Chenoa, Illinois). Whenever I join ranks with him at a convention, book-signing, or discussion panel, a comparison of stature is immediately made by fans (I’m a measly 5-foot-7 to Shrews’ formidable 6-foot-5). Certain pairings from history immediately spring to mind; Mutt & Jeff, David & Goliath, Yoda & Chewbacca, to name a few. Shrews is so agreeable and soft-spoken during your first exposure, that his famed “Barbarian Rants” will completely throw you off guard when the time comes, and it usually always does. The fury and eardrum-piercing ferocity of such performances have had many seismic-inducing results, such as overturned water glasses or beer bottles, collapsing tables, or perhaps the embedding of a fellow panel reader’s spinal column in the drywall behind them (and I reckon you could probably guess who that might be). A horror or fantasy con always raises a notch or two in the memories of convention-goers when Shrews is in attendance.


      Shrews is a consistently-published author of numerous novels and short stories, but like many of his fellow writers (me included), he is a working man, laboring in a printing factory, running a perfect binder. He is a devoted family man with two strapping sons—his greatest achievements by his own admission—and a wonderful, supportive wife. He lives in the same house he grew up in, a half mile from the cemetery where they will likely lay his massive remains to rest one sad day. He’s an avid Chicago Bears fan and listens to sports radio all day long. Despite his bad eyes, he’s an excellent shot and loves the great outdoors. He knows more jokes than any man alive and can tell them extremely well. He is fiercely loyal and tends to get a tad riled up from time to time, which, I imagine, on the receiving end, must be a terrifying sight to behold.


      His favorite authors are Robert E. Howard, Karl Edward Wagner, Shelby Foote, and Kurt Vonnegut. In fact, there have been quite a few who say that Shrews is Robert E. Howard reincarnated. If you read his fiction, you can easily see where this strong impression originates from.


      Quite simply, I consider the man a cherished friend and a much respected peer in our mutual genre. When he asked me to write the introduction to this book, I jumped at the chance. How often do you have such great and interesting introductory material to work with? Most of the time, when authors request an introduction from me, I give it some consideration. With Shrews it was a no-brainer. The answer had to be a resounding “Yes!”


      But what about Hell Billy? How does this most recent offering stack up to all his previous literary triumphs? In my opinion, it surpasses them, for it is deeply rooted in a subject that is dear to the big guy’s heart…and that is a love for Civil War history and lore.


      
        
      


      Shrews has often told me that he feels like a Southerner trapped within a Yankee’s body. He has great respect for the Confederacy of old (not the negative leanings, of course, but the noble ones) and had an ancestor who actually rode with Bloody Bill Anderson during the War Between the States. Shrews’ father met this man, Joel Shrewsbury, in the early 1930’s. In turn, Joel became the template for the character of Joel Stuart, a one-armed raider in various books and tales of Shrews’ concoction.


      Hell Billy is Steven Shrewsbury’s horrifying—yet adventurous—tribute to a time in American history when pride and prejudice tore open a rend in the fabric of our Nation’s cloth and exposed the fetid, nasty bowels of Hell lurking underneath. A violent, bloody wound that lay exposed for four long years and, even today, in some shadowy corners, hollows, and ridges south of the Mason-Dixon Line, have never fully healed. The flesh is ugly and scarred and deceptively fragile to the touch, ready to give way and burst asunder by a simple misplaced word or the festering thought of a wrong that was never given the opportunity to be irrevocably set right.


      I won’t spoil your enjoyment of this tale by going into great detail about the characters and bizarre happenings that dwell between the covers that (just barely) contain it. Take it from me, the truth and tragedy, the blood and brutality of those dark, mad days of the 1860’s are here…naked, fully realized and unashamedly put to prose.


      Shrews knows of what he writes, so rest assured…you are in capable hands. Before you begin however, I suggest that you take precautions. Perhaps say a little prayer and mentally gird yourself, as those hollow-eyed soldiers in gray once did with pistol and bayonet, upon blood-soaked earth with the lightning-crack of rifleshot and the thunder of artillery fire echoing in their ears.


      And, as the words roll before your eyes like a dark and relentless tide, do not look away. Sometimes standing on the opposite side of Hell, looking in, has its share of comforts.


      Comforts laced with terror and unease, but comforts none the less.


      
        
      


      Ronald Kelly


      Brush Creek, TN


      January 2012


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      “You cannot have a proud and chivalrous spirit if your conduct is mean and paltry; for whatever a man’s actions are, such must be his spirit.”


      
        
      


      Demosthenes


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      PREFACE


      
        
      


      Late March, 1864


      
        
      


      The wail of a Confederate soldier on the ground echoed out into the rolling Kentucky hills. The cry whipped around and bounced back like a serpent in the air. The dozen men on horseback near the crying man never spoke, only searched for a different spot to aim their eyes, allowing the rage, grief and insane anger to explode from their comrade on the grass. After all, it was his family that lay dead before them. The bleating and screaming of the soldier couldn’t return life to the bodies rowed up in front of the smoldering barn and house, nor could his shouts locate their heads.


      The gruff foot soldiers meandered away from the officers on horseback. A slender rider, not an officer, rode up to the body of cavalry and saluted. “Not a damn sight of them, General.”


      The long face of their leader gave a single nod and he replied, “All right, Sergeant Woodward.” A hand rose to stroke across the General’s long goatee and then scratched onto the stubble of his cheek. “Damn them all.”


      A young cavalry officer waved at Woodward. As the sergeant’s hand disappeared into his tunic, Woodward watched the birds overhead. A flask emerged in Woodward’s hand and a few of the officers took a draw. Grateful looks soon mixed with somber profiles, but the drink couldn’t blot out the sounds wafting around them, mingling with the smoke of the smoldering buildings.


      After the rounds, Woodward again held the flask. He broke the stony quiet, saying, “Ya drink, General Forrest?”


      The steely eyes of the Confederate leader looked at the container his subordinate held, then at the headless bodies on the ground near the heated ruins of a farm and said, “You know better, Woody.”


      “I thought maybe things were different today.”


      The wails making gooseflesh appear even on the hardened General’s skin, Forrest said to Woody, “Many things have made me want to make it a regular practice, Sergeant Woodward. If I turned to the bottle every time I saw something that made me thirst to look away, I’d never have time for killing.”


      Woody upended the flask. “I’ll drink yer share, General, unless ya think now is a prime position to start.” He sloshed the flask, teasing. Forrest never took the drink. Woody’s wide eyes then peered down at the bodies again. “Fuck a duck, sir. I ain’t never saw no human body skinned alive before.”


      Forrest stared at the screaming soldier on the ground, who ripped grass from the earth and promised very bad things. “Who has? Even the crows above are wary.”


      “Gotta be General Michaels, damn his eyes,” one of the officers behind them said. “We know it was his bunch that came through here since we were repelled at Paducah. It didn’t take the scout Blackthorn to follow the trail of smoke and bodies.”


      Woody nodded. “They said Michaels and his cavalry detached from Stephen Hicks and headed south.”


      Forrest bristled at the name of Hicks. “Too bad he had position at the fort and small pox on his side or we’d have stayed longer.”


      One of the officers affirmed, “Damn, it was one of Michaels’ own deserters that led us up here, though. That fella got conscripted and wanted to go home, but ran into Woody and the foragers.”


      Woody watched Forrest intently as he said, “That punk led us up here, never mind the crows overhead. General Michaels’ men done killed William Hells’ family, sir, so he needs his pecker nailed to the wall.”


      At the mention of the defector from General Michaels’ division of the Army, Forrest glanced back at that individual, flanked by men from the infantry. He eyed the man in grimy Union blues for a long moment, fingers patting on his goatee, before saying, “I figured as much.”


      Woody swallowed, blinked. “Ya know the stories ’bout that fucker Michaels, sir. He’s a pervert of some kind, beyond just usin’ yer left hand every so often.”


      With a bitter expression, Forrest delivered a fast nod as if to cut Woody off, and even said, “Yes, yes…”


      Several more infantry troops walked up on the scene, but held their distance. One said, “Thought we’d have a rest after fightin’ damned Hicks.”


      Another soldier replied, “Ya know he done had colored armed in that fort for us to fight?”


      Woody shouted back at them, “Shut yer mouths, uh, that’s an order, fer chrissake.”


      An additional horseman arrived late, but he wore no uniform. His black eyes scanned the blue grass, the mountains, the sky, and then the bodies. Forrest only glanced at this rider, but the only Indian in the group said nothing.


      Woody said to the arrival, “Still no sign, Blackthorn?”


      Blackthorn shot back, “Long gone. It must’ve been rotten luck that made Michaels’ army pass through, for there wasn’t much for provisions here.”


      Forrest nodded and watched the man on the ground. Billy wailed and punched the earth with trembling hands.


      Woody sipped the flask and said in a low voice, “I hear tell Michaels collects body parts and tattoos off folks’ skin.”


      The General raised his head and faced the Sergeant. “That’s enough, Woody.”


      Still calm, the tall soldier turned his horse a little and added; “I hear he’s got a case for his eye glasses made from the skin of this pirate from New Orleans that died in the Navy.”


      Teeth almost grinding, Forrest said with firmness, “I say that’s enough, dammit, ya deaf?”


      Suddenly understanding his superior officer’s ire, Woody gawked at him and took another drink. He shrugged as if to apologize. They all then looked back at William Hells and the bodies. A dull silence settled in, only divided by Billy and his sobs.


      “It’s a spider,” Woody mumbled.


      “What?” Forrest asked without moving his gaze to regard him.


      “On General Michaels’ eyeglass case. The thing is tanned real good, but ya can see the spider tattoo from the pirate guy.”


      Forrest snapped his look, burning with rage, at the soldier. “They’re gonna find the impression of my boots on yer ass tomorrow, Woody! Now shut yer pie-hole, fast-like. I’d hate to give ya an order.”


      Blackthorn moved closer to the bodies and remarked in a soft voice, “It’s unclear if the corpses are male or female, so much flesh flailed away. That little boy, the runt there by the drum, he’s the only one they never skinned.”


      “Took a wedge outta his head, though,” Woody noted of the dead boy near the play drum.


      Billy stayed on the ground and kept repeating names, some that rhymed, others that must be terms of affection. The men waited and watched, hoping that in time the heartache would break and the soldier’s mind wouldn’t.


      Woody whistled, and then raised a chorus of the obvious. “Yeah, shit damn, dunno if that’s his mammy or not since it looks like the teats are gone. Christ, they done cleared way the balls like no pig farmer woulda even done.”


      Hells muttered, “Mother, father, brothers,” of the four bodies, then started to laugh. This hideous tone unnerved the horses first. They shifted on their hooves before the men in the saddles could even fight down the shakes trickling to their spines. The infantry started to step away, faces pale, having reached their toleration point.


      Blackthorn pulled his horse back a few paces and exchanged grim looks with his other Confederates.


      “Michaels will pay for leaving them naked in such a way,” Billy ripped open the tunic of his dirty uniform and screamed at the sky, beating his fist on his chest. When he turned toward his comrades, they could see a bizarre tattoo on his heart, a symbol none of them had ever witnessed. If anything it resembled the letter ‘F’ but more stylized.


      Forrest addressed the Indian clad in grays, saying, “Blackthorn, where are we exactly? How close are we to the Tennessee border? What has you so spooked?”


      “We need to get out of here, General,” Blackthorn said with a nod. “I haven’t felt so bad since I was forced to sleep overnight in Harlan County while conscripting years ago. There is bad magick here for sure, I bet you all can feel it.”


      Woody shrugged. “I feel kinda drunk, and I gotta pee, but it’s early yet.”


      Blackthorn and Forrest both grimaced at Woody, but it was the General who asked, “What is it?”


      Woody interjected, “Yeah, ya feel a disturbance in the great spirit or what?”


      Blackthorn rolled his eyes to heaven. “I’m your tracker and I know territory. I don’t know anything about the Great Spirit or any of that hogwash. I’m a Methodist.” He then gaped down at Billy, still crying on the ground, now totally nude and starting to dance around the bodies. “This isn’t good and we need to scat.”


      Forrest regarded Billy and then stared off at the distant mountains. “It is almost too peaceful here.”


      “Gives me the willies,” Woody said, trembled and then calmed. “Like we are gonna get shot any moment.”


      Arms up, Billy screamed, “I will follow him unto the end of the Earth—into Hell itself if need be—for all together, they’ll never be stronger than me! They’re not gone, you see, for they are all with us together again.” He then howled as if calling them all in for a coon hunt. Many of the soldiers looked around and wondered if someone would show up.


      The screaming stopped and a long silence embraced them.


      A single voice distracted Forrest and the others on horseback. It belonged to the man who betrayed Michaels. Though he tried to talk quietly to the infantrymen, his words floated up clear to the officers.


      “That’s Nathan Bedford Forrest for real? The old butcher who used to fight with Van Dorn? They say he cursed Van Dorn, by God and the Devil. Van Dorn died funny, I heard tell. Nathan Bedford Forrest his own damned self! He’s come a long way from a slave trader.”


      A sideways glance at his officers, who let free nervous chuckles at the man’s crazy words, Forrest muttered, “Folks will believe ’bout any trash the papers print, eh?” His voice rose and he addressed the captive. “Van Dorn and I clashed often and he was not like me, a West Pointer and a seeker of glory. However, I went to Alabama for a spell and our conflict ceased. There was no curse that slew him, unless you call the husband of his mistress killing him at his headquarters magical.”


      Woody took another drink and said, “Slave trader, har, har. I come a long way from the Arkansas farm, but who cares ’bout me?” He grinned and then said, “I thought the tales about General Michaels were all bullshit. Why skin a human, sir? What kinda dickhead does that? What are ya gonna do with it really? Make boots or a hand bag?”


      One of the green infantry troops that stood near Woody vomited violently at his words.


      The spewing soldier received a distasteful look from Forrest, but no words of reproach appeared.


      Never changing his expression, Woody shrugged and said, “I’m just sayin’, sir.”


      “What does one make?” Forrest replied, looking at William on the ground, sobbing into the earth, words turning to curses, then to laughter, frothing at the mouth, running his hands on the dead bodies, taking handfuls of flies and stuffing them in his mouth. “Enemies. Bad ones.”


      “God,” one of the officers said and turned his horse away.


      Forrest climbed down from his horse and stood straight before Billy. The General gleaned Billy’s attention, standing well over six feet and sporting no visible sign of fear.


      “Private Hells, we are bound for Tennessee to root out some scoundrels.”


      At Forrest’s words, Billy peered up at him and remained silent.


      “I must meet a delegation at Jackson to see where the fight lies, but if the trail of General Michaels is where Blackthorn says, both of us are heading to the same place.”


      Billy spat and stood. In time, his spine straightened.


      “Chalmers will join us with some more men, but in time we will be ready, on the inside of two weeks to attack.” Forrest nodded and said, “Now get yourself dressed, soldier, and we shall be off. They say the Lord works in weird ways. Let us see if you can find this Michaels at Fort Pillow.”


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      
        
      


      1868, Memphis in a Church


      
        
      


      “Ever seen such a damnable thing, General Forrest?” the young soldier in a Union uniform asked, gesturing toward the figure on the wooden kneeling bench.


      Hand on his salt and pepper goatee, the tall man replied, “Sorry to say, but yeah, I have. Ain’t that right, Woody?”


      After taking a sip from a leather-bound flask, the man next to Nathan in the sanctuary nodded. Woody then blinked hard, hooked one thumb through a suspender, and sighed. He frowned at what they looked at, then glanced around the interior of the church lit by many flickering candles and a pair of lanterns near the altar.


      The soldier asked, “In the war?”


      Nathan’s eyes widened, still fixed on the body in front of them. His anger stoked, he spat back, “It damn sure wasn’t in a fucking Yankee church, son.” His anger ebbed away and he took a breath. “Then again, I ain’t a Baptist.”


      “I saw a guy stabbed to death in a German bakery once,” Woody admitted, eyes scanning the balcony. “There was powdered sugar all over and the blood from his heart damn near hit the cuttin’ board two yards away, by God.”


      Forrest grimaced at Woody, but soon faced the dead man again.


      Woody grinned, his long face seeming to grow as he smiled. “God’a Heaven and Hell must be a Yankee hater to let this happen under his very own roof, eh, sir? See, I told ya after the war was over folks would still die funny. Ya owe me a drink.”


      “I asked a Parson to pray once at Murfreesboro and he was blown apart by an artillery shell not long afterwards.” After he gave the church’s main sanctuary a quick glance, Nathan gazed up at the second floor balcony, nose flaring once before returning to the body. “Did he not pray with enough heart or is the Devil a good shot? Who knows?” The tall man sighed.“The war is over, Woody. We all took the pledge.”


      A voice from down the main aisle of the church intoned, “So we’re all damn Yankees now, Bedford Forrest?”


      The man who entered took off his hat in respect as he nodded toward the altar. Though clean-shaven and cleaned up proper, his receding hairline and weathered skin attested him older than the other Union men. His hollow eyes and gaunt appearance betrayed a telltale sign he’d seen war and probably tasted other men’s blood. Either that or the dysentery that seemed to affect both sides slapped him in the backside for all time since the fighting stopped.


      Although he imparted slight regard to the young man wearing Union blues, Nathan pointed a thumb over his shoulder at the corpse and declared, “Well, the fella here with his nut-sack in his mouth ain’t a Union man anymore.”


      “Sorry I called you out to the house of God for such a reason,” the man wearing the insignia of a Major said to Nathan.


      “That’s all right, Burkes.” The former Confederate General put his hat back on and adjusted his overcoat. “I’m not real big on God, much to my wife Mary’s anger, dead preachers notwithstanding. After you’ve seen so many go out to the grave unnatural, not a lot bothers a fellow.”


      Woody tipped the flask again and said in his molasses drawl, “C’mon down, General, ya know why this Yank called us out from the farm sure as my pecker stands up at 5 a.m. every day. Just like when they found ol’ Wilbur Ferguson chopped up and scalped last week out on the docks. Hell, part of him lay on the Jezebel paddlewheels, part off.”


      Burkes’ jaw tightened but he let Woody continue.


      “They think we know something ’bout the dealin’s of some unrepentant rebel. They don’t want no riot like we had a while back. Ya think they might want one, as they got the police out and their own troops entrenched good ’cause of that race riot.” Eyes still full of humor, he asked Burkes, “That true, Major, that aside from havin’ his pecker sliced off and jammed in his throat, someone nailed Wilbur’s heart to the handrail by the paddlewheel, half-eaten, right?”


      Burkes leered at Woody, but never answered him about Wilbur. “Contrary to what you might want to believe, Governor Brownlow doesn’t want any more bloodshed between races or ex-rebels and Union men.”


      Nathan gestured at the body, saying, “Yeah, Woody, but any couple of the Major’s stalwarts could figure out a cause of death or accuse a southern man without sending for us. You don’t need to keep draggin’ me out every time a carpetbagger gets murdered, odd-like. I got better shit to do, like figure out a better way to get the streets in Memphis paved, sharecrop plant on property I used to own or see that a rail contract can be signed.”


      The Major scowled. Nathan assumed Burkes remained edgy at the amiable manner of the former Confederates. Burkes said with a terse voice, “You have always been the picture of the reconstructed rebel, General, that’s why we asked your advice out of respect.”


      “Thanks so much,” Forrest said with a dry tone. “I’d rather ya asked me to dinner.”


      Woody quipped, “Dinner with a Yank, nutsack in the mouth, same difference, sir.”


      Burkes’ ears turned red. “You’re a link to the Old South, General, a doorstop to let the New South in.”


      Nathan raised an eye to Woody and then looked away from Burkes.


      Woody said, “Doorstops are stumbling blocks, General.”


      The Major frowned. “There were tales of a William Hells that rode in your cavalry and his habits of death dealing in the war.”


      “He wasn’t alone, Major Burkes.” Nathan sniffed the air, his dark eyes again glancing around at the upper balcony of the church. “The Missouri raiders scalped men and worse than my soldiers ever did. Granted, Ol’ Billy Hells became quite the muleskinner from the mountains. His, uh, appetite ran rather, well, unsavory and unquenchable.”


      Woody sipped at his booze again, nodding in agreement with Nathan. “Damned feral, he was, don’t think he ever had any sorta book learnin’, rightly. He hated Yankees so that was good enough for him to ride with us.”


      “Trouble is,” Nathan said with another sigh as he walked around the body of the dead minister, who kept staring at the cross in a wicked death rictus. “Billy’s dead. Hard for him to be murdering occupying forces when he’s buried deep in the ground, like the rest of his kin.”


      Major Burkes folded his hands and looked down at the minister. “You’re positive he’s dead, Forrest?”


      “I saw his brains.” Nathan pointed his right index finger at Burkes’ forehead. “Not just rebels could kill in such a way as this, Major, or with such hot-assed vengeance. Maybe the preacher here came to dippin’ his pen in the wrong inkwell. That’s one of them there old sins, right? It’s next to lyin’, cheatin’ and eatin’ apples with talkin’ snakes.”


      The soldiers near the rear vestibule of the church laughed at Forrest’s bawdy remarks and Woody nearly coughed up a fresh swallow of whisky at the jest.


      The Major’s expression remained flat. “This man is…was…the right Reverend John R. Michaels. His brother is the commandant of the occupying forces.” Pride seemed to enter his tone the longer Burkes spoke. “Once a soldier in his brother’s troops during the war, John swore off violence forever. His wife’s an angel, sirs.”


      Woody chuckled. “My first ol’ lady wasn’t human, either.”


      Forrest nodded, as if appreciating Burke’s speech. “I can hear her song outside, trying to get in the back of the church.” Again, he faced toward the balcony and his nostrils flared. Woody looked at his former commander and his joking visage grew serious.


      “General,” he said softly. “Ya look to be scanning a battlefield.”


      “This places smells,” he whispered. Never checking the Major, Forrest asked, “And ya’all think ol’ Billy Hells is the guy slaughtering folks hereabouts because of his special methods of castration and decapitation? I told ya he’s dead, but if someone else wanted to get even with General Michaels, killin’ his brother may bring the Commandant out of the woodwork.”


      “Well, the General is a busy man,” Major Burkes sighed as a young soldier walked into the church. After Burkes gave this new arrival a pat on the shoulder, he related, “Even if the victim of a terrible crime is his brother. This here is Michaels’ nephew, Captain Byron Fox, whom he’s sent along to oversee things while I question various witnesses we have outside.”


      His gaze continuing to scrutinize the balcony, Nathan asked, “What witnesses?”


      Captain Fox, a corpulent man Forrest thought too young to be a commissioned officer, said, “Mrs. Michaels, sir. She saw the man who came in and talked with her husband last of all. Her description is that of a tall, slender peckerwood with long, stringy hair.” He said the word peckerwood like he pointed out dung to avoid. Nathan and Woody exchanged a look, and then went back to surveying the church. “She said he had gray eyes and a mustache that covered his mouth, almost joining up with his sideburns, but a clean chin.”


      Still hitting off the flask, Woody looked up alongside Nathan, but spared a quick nod. “That sounds like Billy, all right.”


      Nathan added, “And quite a few thousand others in a hundred-mile radius.”


      Captain Fox smiled, walked around behind Burkes and said, “Perhaps you were mistaken about Billy being dead, sirs.”


      Woody winked at him and said, “Must be a burden to be perfect, ol’ son.”


      Fox puffed up his chest and his buttons shined as he replied, “You never have learned how to mind your betters, have you?”


      “Nice accent,” Woody said as he grinned wide at Fox. “You from Boston? Well, I never come up to New England, tellin’ ya how to do yer job, kicking dicks outta yer mouth.”


      Nathan shook his head and faced the Captain. Eyes on the young officer who never knew war more than in a book, the General’s mind spun back in time. He’d never forget the orgy of violence they’d caught Billy Hells in, catching Hells with a few of the men that helped to kill his family. Nathan believed in a God, he hoped the Lord would forgive him his acts on that day. Woody was his only witness and even he knew Forrest did the right thing.


      “I know what I saw in Kentucky that started Billy on his path to revenge,” Nathan said. “And I know Billy is dead, first hand, but I think whoever did this murder made a mistake. The General never left his quarters. The prey never took the bait so the hunt will go on.”


      Once Fox rubbed an index finger under his nose, he demanded, “What are you saying?”


      “Michaels never came here, now did he? Maybe someone wanted that. He sent along his kin to see…” Nathan’s eyes flamed as if something dawned on him, a clue wafting in the air. “The smell in here is like oil soap, but underneath it…” His voice trailed off as he read the scent, the dank odor of week-old sweat, rotten meat and fecal matter.


      A loud detonation from above happened immediately before Fox’s head exploded. The oblong form split at the top and ripped apart in four pulpy segments, the greatest spew reaching toward the men he faced. The abrupt outburst sent a wash of brains, blood and teeth all over Burkes and Forrest.


      Nathan threw out a jab at Woody, but the tall man already turned to dive for cover behind a pew. Fox dropped to his knees as Woody pulled the long wooden seat over for cover. Away from the aisle, taking a knee, Nathan then pulled a pistol from his holster.


      Laughter rippled from the balcony of the church, traveling around the sanctuary like a cloud of bats. Insane, uneven and dry came the voice that didn’t sound birthed on the Earth. The echo of the discharge still lingered, framing in this hilarity. The creepy effect added doubt of its relation to anything human to those there. The close quarters of the church helped to hem in the voice, raising the sound to lurid levels, like leathery chuckles from a Hell-sprung chorus vomiting out a swarm of flies.


      Undeterred by natural alarm, Forrest backed toward the left side of the altar, grasping out to attain his hat from the floor. He noted that the headless soldier Fox still stood on his knees as if in a prayer pose, searching for answers.


      “Get up, Woody,” Nathan hissed, trying not to shout.


      Woody slithered out from under the pew like a snake with legs just as three more men in Union blue jogged down the aisle, pistols drawn. Two carried oil lamps, trying to shed light on what lurked above them.


      Behind these men ran a woman, clad in a common dress and bonnet, weeping and crying out. While the men seemed at a loss to control her, Nathan swore, realizing this woman probably was the Reverend’s wife, let loose from her watchers by the sudden violence inside the church.


      Burkes wiped blood from his face and shouted up to the second level, “Come on down, damn you! You are under arrest!”


      More joviality came from all directions above them, echoing as sharp as a turning saw blade. “You can’t arrest me,” the voice from above told the Major. “I’m already dead.”


      Nathan glowered at the Major just before grabbing Woody by the elbow and hauling him up a few steps toward the altar. Head cocked to the left, Nathan said, “Get down, I think whoever is up there just reloaded the double-barreled…”


      Another explosion rocked the sanctuary and his word halted. This time, one of the enlisted soldiers below took a blast in the chest, sending him tumbling away from the Reverend’s wife and over a series of pews.


      “…shotgun,” Nathan finished saying and then pulled at Woody’s sleeve. “We gotta get outta here.”


      Woody agreed with a wide-eyed gape. “I don’t like the good graces of anyone who just hates Yankees. Not a damned one of us is wearin’ gray now.”


      Mrs. Michaels, liberated of all men in her way, ran screaming to the slouched figure of her husband. When she laid hands on his shoulders, something dropped from the balcony. At first, the shape aped that of a peculiar spider, falling fast on its prey. Nathan had no time to shout a warning before the noose looped around her throat and snapped tight, jerking her flailing body into the air. Nathan and Woody fired up into the darkness, but still, she arose higher above the church floor.


      “Dammit,” Nathan swore, stepping down into the aisle again and pointing up at the rope with his gun.


      Just as he was about to shoot at the rope strangling Mrs. Michaels, something heavy dropped against his body. It rolled off him and plopped at Major Burkes’ feet. The Yankee Major’s eyes locked on the object and he turned to run.


      Woody grabbed Forrest by the shoulder and ran for the sidewall. His frantic shout became a war cry as Nathan backpedaled to keep up with him. Both men scaled a pew and crashed through the stained glass as the roll of dynamite exploded. In mid-air as the night ripped apart with sound, the men landed rough, but unhurt on the grass outside. When they turned over Nathan couldn’t believe they made it across the hedge outside the windows.


      “Crazy bastard,” said Nathan as hymnal pages and wooden splinters rained from the sky.


      Woody laughed and rolled. “Hey, I got us out General.”


      “Not you, ya dumb prick, whoever is in there.”


      More dynamite exploded, and they scooted away backwards before getting to their boots. As they fled, they turned to see half the church explode and fire birth in the sanctuary. Like a dollhouse struck by blows from an axe, the church’s interior lay exposed. Above the pews, the shape of Mrs. Michaels swung, silhouetted against the flames, still tied to the remaining beams overhead. At her heels knelt her husband, still affixed toward the cross.


      Also in the fire a tall, slender form dropped from the balcony. Face glowing in the flames, he grinned at Bedford Forrest and bellowed out the Rebel yell.


      Nathan’s breath caught in his throat.


      “Billy Hells, his own damned self,” he rasped, unable to accept what he saw. Frozen in place, it took Woody to break him from the spot.


      But Major Burkes saw Billy, too, and watched him take the scrotum from the mouth of the preacher, rip off a hunk and start to chew it. Burkes extended his right arm and shot Billy in the stomach with his revolver, causing the half chewed testicle of the preacher to fly through the air. Burkes then advanced on the burning building with his men and shot at Billy’s feet. Billy cried out, hopping, and the Union men leapt back into the breach. Burkes took the roughneck rebel in a headlock, wrestling him outside through the breach. Two more troopers fell on Billy as well. They helped hogtie the bleeding man, but this action couldn’t stop Billy from laughing.


      “Should just shoot this jackass dead now, Major,” one of the soldiers told Burkes, and then waved at Forrest and Woody. “They ain’t gonna talk, now are you?”


      Major Burkes shook his head. “No, none of that. I want this bastard patched up and made right again.” He kicked Billy in the face, crushing one of his eyes to jelly before saying, “I wouldn’t want to hang a dead man.”


      Nathan noted that Woody’s awfully shaken up body buried such terror fast. After he got his breathing under control, Woody surveyed the sights: Mrs. Michaels still swinging in the background like a pendulum, her hubby’s mouth open, but empty, still praying for deliverance, fire starting to run wild. In the air flew countless pages of hymnals or Bibles, raining down on those outside.


      “Christ on a cracker, General, it’s really him.”


      “Yeah, looks to be, son,” Forrest said in a somber voice as he stared at Billy. “But that ain’t possible, and ya know it.”


      “Yup. Ain’t that the piss icing on the crap cake?” Woody reached for his flask, but Nathan snatched it out of his hand and took a belt from it. “Maybe he’s undead after all?”


      Nathan stood and slipped on some of the fallen pages. Woody seized his elbow, righting the tall man.


      “Thanks,” the General said quietly. “Wouldn’t be the first time the Word a’ God tripped me up.”


      Still, in the night, Billy slobbered out an unending giggle.


      Nathan looked over at the horses wandering in the street, probably mounts of the soldiers pulled free of their hitches when the explosion occurred. He scanned the area, trying to find where their horses resided.


      Eyes and mind following Nathan’s


      

      
        

      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpg





