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Chapter One

    Ed Cade quietly hurried through Virginia forest undergrowth into his first ambush position, touch-checking to make sure that all eight of the Colt .44

revolvers belted to his hips and shoulders had arrived with him. They had. He drew two of them, cocked them, and settled into a reasonably comfortable position as he watched two others of his ambush team settle into positions of their own. 

    Perhaps fifteen minutes passed before a long line of grey-uniformed men, their rifles at the ready, advanced cautiously northward and slightly upward along the mountainside through the early morning mists of the forest. Because of the morning mist, Cade couldn't tell how far the line extended, but it seemed that there were a helluva lot more rebel soldiers than he'd been told to expect. Oh, well. Too late now to cancel the damned party. Some ten to fifteen paces behind the first line, a second line of men also moved forward, following almost in the footsteps of the those ahead. Cade silently watched the first line of Confederate soldiers pass his position and hoped that none of them would stumble onto one of his men and start the shooting too soon. 

    As the second line neared, he saw that one of the first-line soldiers was dangerously near Clarke's position. That didn't necessarily mean that Clarke would break cover by shooting, but it can be damned difficult to sit still when someone who'd cheerfully shoot you is about to step on you. Corporal Higgins knew what to do. A pistol hammer cocked well away down the western end of the lines, briefly halting nearly all of the soldiers and calling their attention that direction. Some dropped to one knee to aim that direction. The really smart ones dropped flat. 

    A Confederate lieutenant hurried behind the first line to hold a short conference with a sergeant about halfway to Higgins' position. After some moments of whispering, the sergeant raised an arm and motioned forward. Men began breathing and moving again; some stepping forward carefully through the damp vegetation and some getting back to their feet with muttered cursings about being soaked with dew. 

    The first line of men had completely passed Cade's position. It was time. Cade quickly fired each of his revolvers at nearby soldiers, shifted his aim slightly and fired at two more, and then he dove to his left and fired upward at two more from behind his secondary position's covering foliage. As most of the other Confederate soldiers pivoted toward Cade, Clarke and fourteen other Union men opened fire in the same manner as Cade, each of them taking down as many as six rebels with their first volleys and ducking fast for their secondary covers. 

    Although most of the nearest enemy soldiers fell, others began blindly returning fire through the billowing gunsmoke that filled the air and thickened the morning mist. 

    Perhaps half a dozen enemy rounds tore through foliage where Cade had been. Only two of the remaining soldiers in his immediate vicinity were still clearly visible and aiming his way. 

    Cade's next two shots took them down before he stepped behind a tree, stood up, and chose two new targets among those who'd dropped flat to frantically reload their rifles. 

    From well behind Cade's victims came shouts and the sound of men crashing rapidly through the forest toward them. The main body of troops had begun a charging advance. 

    Cade whistled two tones, then repeated them; the signal to fall back. A few more rounds were fired here and there and Cade saw vague shadows running through the misty haze. 

    One of the soldiers lying on the ground near Cade raised his rifle and aimed at one of the shadows. Cade quickly put a round through the man's head, ducked low, backed away from his tree, and hurried to his next preselected position. 

    Covering each others' rapid retreats through the forest for about another fifty yards, Cade's men reached a treeless area. A soft, two-toned whistle sounded ahead them. 

    Cade returned the whistle, then stopped behind one of the last big trees at the edge of the clearing and kept an eye out for rebel soldiers as some of his men dashed past. When no more runners crossed the open area, Cade hunkered a bit and tried to keep the big tree directly behind him as he also ran toward the first line of Union riflemen. 

    Jumping an overgrown culvert where the first rank of riflemen were waiting, Cade continued twenty yards or so and dropped into another, equally overgrown culvert as he looked for Lieutenant Davis and found him. Cade's men took positions among the riflemen as Lieutenant Ephraim Davis whispered, "Things went well, I take it?" 

    "Oh, hell, yeah," replied Cade, "Just fucking fine, LT. There were quite a few more than we were told to expect, but we dropped damned near all of their first two ranks. I heard the men behind them start forward when the firing stopped. They ought to make it at least this far before they realize something's not right." 

    Lieutenant Davis's mouth was open to say something, but a sentry's hand descended twice to enforce silence. Almost as Cade had finished speaking, the front lines of the advancing rebel soldiers came crashing through the mist to the open area. 

    Some of them weren't very far at all from the concealed riflemen when Davis yelled, "Fire!" and the Union rifles erupted. Many of the rebs at the front of the charge fell immediately, but by no means all of them. Almost none of the surprised rebs returned fire instantly, but as some of them spotted and aimed at Union soldiers, Cade's men opened fire on them. 

    As quickly as he fired the last rounds from his revolvers, Cade dropped them and drew two more without taking his eyes off the action beyond the culvert. 

    Behind Cade's culvert, the third rank of Union rifles had sent another volley of lead into the rebel charge and again Cade's men picked off those who'd remained on their feet. 

    The rebel charge broke apart and the remaining rebel soldiers dove for any cover they could find, some even using the bodies of their fallen comrades as shelter from Union fire. 

    Firing was sporadic for a time, then it ceased altogether as men from both sides watched and waited for valid targets. Cade used the lull to begin reloading his revolvers. 

    Lieutenant Davis used hand signals to direct and reposition some of his men as he approached, then he said softly, "All appears to be going according to plan, Sergeant." 

    Gunshots from some distance to the west caused Cade to chuckle and glance up after ramming a load into a revolver's cylinder. He spoke as he powdered the next chamber. 

    "LT, I love a good plan as well as anyone, but I've never really been able to put my complete faith in them, y'know? The rebs've already started investigating their cage. You've got a few dozen men at each end, right?" Lifting an eyebrow, Davis replied archly, "Indeed I have, Sergeant." 

    "And our boys are already closing in from a hundred yards out on both sides of 'em, also right?" 

    Davis nodded. "Yes. Of course." 

    "What's the signal to bring them in faster?" 

    "There's no such signal, Sergeant. They aren't supposed to come in

'faster'. They're intended to securely cover each side as others begin closing the trap at the other end." With an impatient sigh, he added, "And you well know that, so why did you even ask?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "Yup. I know that, but the rebs have probably figured it out, too, or will real soon. We're already hearing shots from the sides. The plan didn't call for that to happen so soon and there are a helluva lot more rebs than the planners expected." 

    He rammed another ball and glanced west as he said, "They know what the shots way over there mean, too. I don't think they'll retreat, LT. I think they've already hunkered down to regroup and reload. They'll either try to shoot their way out the way they came in or come at us again." Using his 'let's be reasonable about this' voice, Davis said "Have another look out there, Sergeant. They don't have enough men left to mount a decent charge. They won't face our rifles again; they'll try to escape the way they came and we'll bottle them up, just as planned." 

    "Uh, huh. Tell you what, LT; you may be right. They may even see the light and surrender. But just in case they don't, I'm moving my men back one ditch to cover everybody." 

    Stiffening with wide-eyed startlement, Davis said, "That won't be necessary, Sergeant! Our orders are to..." 

    "Our orders 'were', LT. Then all those extra rebs showed up. Think about it. They were ambushed, then stopped cold by three ranks of entrenched rifles. That isn't exactly a spur-of-the-moment sort of occurrence, is it? You think maybe they didn't instantly realize they'd been boxed tight? What happens when you corner a man, LT? Likely as not, he'll charge at you." In a rather tight tone, Davis said, "Sergeant, I'm afraid I must insist that you and your men..." 

    Holding up a hand, Cade interjected, "Don't say it, LT. If you actually say it, you'll be making it a direct order, and if you do that, you'll have to court martial a bunch of us later, because I am going to move my men back to cover all three trenches." 

    Thumbing back toward the trees, Cade said, "I'd say they had almost half again as many men as we were expecting, LT. Given that, how many are left? A damned sight more than we bargained for, at the very least. Think, sir! If the rebs manage to get in trenches with us, the guys up the hill and our rovers will have to fire into our positions or not fire at all. We'll be ass-deep in bad news, dammit!" 

    Davis looked peeringly at Cade and asked, "Are you absolutely sure there were more of them than..." 

    "Aw, hell!" snapped Cade, startling Davis. Cade returned to his reloading as he asked, "LT, when have I ever turned in a bad head count? Listen to someone who was just out there and who doesn't particularly want to die in a goddamned ditch in the middle of no-goddamned-where Virginia!" Glancing around, Cade took a breath and more calmly added, "Sorry 'bout that, LT. Besides, the border's somewhere around here and the maps are old, so we can't even be sure that this particular tall pile of nodamnedwhere really is in Virginia, can we?" 

    After a moment of staring at Cade in mild shock, Davis cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and put a hand on Cade's shoulder as he rather condescendingly said, "Sergeant, I can see that you truly feel strongly about this. Since I can't really see how allowing you to cover all three culverts will create any difficulties, I'm giving you my permission to do so." The LT's tone made it obvious that he thought he was throwing Cade some kind of a damned bone. As much as it galled him, Cade chose to accept it as offered in order to end the discussion and get on with things. 

    "Thanks, LT," he said, ramming the last chamber of his second revolver, 

"I'll get everybody back there now." 

    Getting to his feet and capping his powder flask, Cade headed for the narrow connecting trench someone had thoughtfully caused to be dug. On the way he told Brinkman and Fuller to pass the word. Within five minutes or so all sixteen of his men were interspersed among the riflemen in the third culvert. 

    Cade found a place where he could study the treeline through a tiny gap between two logs and finished reloading his last two revolvers almost by touch. 

    Sergeant Pierce came up behind Cade and said, "I'm pretty sure you're supposed to be over there in Davis's trench." 

    Without taking his eyes off the woods, Cade replied, "Plans change. Got your binoculars with you?" 

    "Nope. One side got busted. I gave them to Harkins and requisitioned new ones. They ain't here yet." 

    "One side would do. Think he left them in camp?" Grinning, Pierce chucklingly replied, "Well, gee, I dunno. Want me to find out for you?" 

    Sighing for Pierce's benefit, Cade shook his head slightly and softly muttered, "Jesus..." then answered, "Yes, Pierce, and thank you so very much for asking, of course. Look, I think the plan's about to come apart at the seams. I told Davis, but he didn't seem to want to believe me. Truth, Pierce; we found a lot more rebs out there than we were told there'd be, and I really don't think they're stupid. They have to know their situation by now. What would you do in their place?" 

    Pierce's answer was instantaneous. 

    "I'd mass troops, charge the guns where I figured I could get through, and I'd do it damned soon." 

    He turned and pointed at one of the runners as he snapped, "See if Harkins has binoculars. Bring 'em here quick." 

    His tone was such that the runner didn't even waste time with a "Yes, Sergeant." He simply nodded briskly and headed off down the line of men in the culvert in a crouching trot. 

    Turning back to Cade, Pierce asked, "Just how many extra rebs do you think we got out there, Cade?" 

    "A bunch. A big bunch. I can't give you an actual number, but it was pretty damned crowded out there a while ago. I put my men back here to cover all three ditches." 

    "You checked with the LT first?" 

    "Yup. He seemed to think he was doing me a big, fat favor by allowing me to do this one small thing my own way." 

    Chuckling again, Pierce said, "Yeah, that sounds about right. Later, Cade. I'm gonna make the rounds." 

    He'd just turned to go when someone within the trees shouted, "First rank! 

Fire!" 

    The woods erupted with rifle fire aimed at all of the culverts as the voice yelled, "Second rank! Fire!" 

    Union soldiers fell dead or wounded here and there along the trench lines and others fired back before they ducked, but it was unlikely they'd hit any of the well-concealed rebs. 

    The two small logs Cade had been peering between had jolted and shifted under the hammering impacts of several hits. One log fell away from the other and into the culvert. Cade put it back in place and spiked it with a couple of sticks. 

    Whether they'd fired or not, most of the Union troops had instinctively ducked in anticipation of a rapid second volley, and as they stayed down, precious seconds were lost. 

    Running, screaming, shooting rebel troops pounded across the open region toward the culverts. Union riflemen recovered from their surprise and opened up on the charging horde, dropping many only a few feet from the first culvert. Reb riflemen fired back on the run to pick off Union riflemen. Cade and his men held their fire until the Union rifles had finished firing to avoid wasting ammo on the same targets. As the riflemen reloaded, Cade's pistoleers began picking off the nearest of the still-charging rebel troops. 

    Firing his first pair of revolvers dry, Cade dropped them and grabbed two more to continue shooting. A fair number of rebs made it to the first culvert and over it, but no farther. Cade and his men quickly picked them off, sometimes in mid-leap. 

    But the rebs were coming too fast and there were just too damned many. Some of them began creating havoc in the first culvert with their bayonets and camp knives. 

    Cade's men kept most of the first wave of rebs from reaching the second culvert, which gave the Union riflemen there barely enough time to finish reloading. 

    Most of them didn't even have to raise their rifles to aim; they had only to tilt their weapons up at the onrushing rebs and fire, then their rifles became bayonet-spears and clubs. 

    As the second trench also became inundated with rebel troops and more rebs jumped over them en route to the third culvert, the riflemen in the third trench fired a ragged volley, then prepared to meet the enemy as had the men in the second trench. 

    Cade quickly emptied his second pair of revolvers and unholstered two more, grimly continuing the task of keeping the nearest of the onrushing troops from reaching his culvert. 

    The horde of rebel troops had thinned considerably, but that seemed not to mean much as two men rushed toward Cade with their bayonets aimed at his chest. 

    He raised his revolvers more or less together and fired both at about the same time. Both men fell, but two more seemingly appeared in their place. He fired again, clearing the area directly ahead, and glanced around as he fired at a reb who'd leaped into the trench and planted his bayonet in a Union trooper's chest. 

    A man behind Cade screamed and Cade spun to see a reb pulling his bayonet out of another soldier. Before the attacker could turn, Cade put a round in the side of his head. 

    There were now five rebs in his trench. Cade backed against the far wall of the culvert and fired at one of them even as he fired upward at a reb about to jump into the trench. A corporal not far away bayoneted a reb as Cade shot three more and returned his attention to those still above the trench. Blue uniforms appeared at the western tree line and fired a volley at the rebels still charging above the culverts. Cade almost shot one of the bluejackets through the thick gunsmoke before he realized that the man's uniform was too dark. 

    A grey-uniformed soldier went down hard and slid head-first into Cade's culvert. Cade spared him a glance; he seemed to be either unconscious or dead. Returning his attention to those still moving forward, he almost didn't see the man's boot move backward, then flash upward in a hard kick. Cade sidestepped fast and swung the heavy barrel of the .44 in his left hand hard across the shin above the man's boot. There was a loud 'crack!' and the man let out a hissing scream as he fell back clutching his leg. Facing forward, Cade put a round in another reb rifleman who was so close he banged his head on Cade's revolver as he fell. A flicker of light on the wall of the culvert made Cade look back to see the reb he'd bashed holding a camp knife and lunging forward on his knees. 

    Slinging his left arm backward, Cade spun halfway around and slapped the knife aside with his revolver. He pulled the trigger of the revolver in his right hand as the barrel impacted the man's chest, then he spun back around and looked up just in time to see a bayonet heading at his face. He dove awkwardly to the left and fired upward instinctively --and hopefully --and was rather surprised when the man's eyes went wide and he fell stiffly forward into the trench. 

    Another reb above the culvert arched in agony and went to his knees, having been shot from behind. He glared hatefully at Cade as he mustered himself to try to heave his bayoneted rifle at Cade like a spear. Cade had no trouble stepping out of the rifle's path as the man groaned and collapsed on his face. The rifle sailed past Cade and impaled the rebel who'd attacked him with the knife, but that man was well beyond caring. Sitting up, Cade fired at a rebel behind and to the left of the man who'd thrown the rifle, then he fired again at another one who appeared to the right. 

    The rebel who'd thrown the rifle groaned again as he crawled forward to the edge of the trench. As he gasped for breath, another round hit him from behind and he stiffened, clutching with his left hand at the small of his back as he moaningly let the air out that he'd been holding. Gasping at Cade, he managed to rasp, "I'm... gut... shot... Sergeant! Two times! For God's sake... kill me!" 

    Ignoring him, Cade put a round in yet another reb heading for the third culvert, then saw one trying to climb out of the second culvert without having to let go of a revolver. 

    The reb and Cade saw each other at about the same time, but the reb had to lower his gun to aim. Cade had only to change his point of aim slightly to put a round in the man's forehead. The man froze with an expression of vast surprise, then fell backward into the trench. 

    Union troops at the trees had thinned the rebel horde down considerably. Realizing their situation, some of the rebs dropped their weapons and raised their hands. Some didn't. 

    One screamed at those near him to fight on. He was generally ignored. The man called his comrades some names, spotted Cade watching him, and seemed to go berserk. When he charged Cade with his bayoneted rifle, Cade simply raised a revolver and shot him between the eyes, then continued watching the others. Only moments later the firing had stopped altogether as troops from the tree line advanced and took prisoners. Cade looked at the man who'd asked to be shot, glanced around quickly, and offered one of his empty revolvers to the man. 

    "It's empty," said Cade. "Make things to look right. If you still want me to shoot you, take it and point it at me." 

    The man's glare never abated a whit as he reached for the revolver. His hand closed around the weapon's grip, his eyes closed tightly, and he pointed the revolver waveringly in Cade's direction as he pulled the hammer back and hissed, "Now, goddammit! Do it now! Please!" 

    As the man's gun hand moved to pretend to aim, Cade put a round into the man's forehead from a distance of perhaps three feet. The man's head snapped back, then flopped forward. His hand relaxed and the revolver dangled from a limp finger by its trigger guard. Cade left it there for others to see. A voice pitched high with outrage yelled, "You sorry Yankee sunnuvabitch! 

I seen what you just done to Jimmy!" 

    Turning to face his accuser, Cade saw a blonde-haired kid even younger than himself --the same guy he'd shot in a hopeful manner and who'd fallen into the culvert --clutching the right side of his chest with his left hand and lunging at Cade with a camp knife. 

    Firing once, Cade sent a .44 round straight through the man's heart and stepped back a pace. The blonde man's face displayed great shock and apparent surprise as he staggered against the wall of the culvert. He tried to look down at his chest, which caused him to drop to his knees, and looked up at Cade with that same shocked expression as the knife fell from his nerveless fingers. 

    Cade didn't watch him die. Instead, he glanced around to make sure no more rebs were coming at him, then picked up his spent revolvers, clacked them against each other to knock the dirt out of them, and holstered them. Taking the revolver he'd loaned the reb out of the man's hand, he went to find out how many of his team had survived the attack. 

    Some distance down the trench he found Private Parker and Corporal Higgins patching each others' wounds. 

    "How bad?" asked Cade. 

    "My arm and his leg," said Higgins. "Not bad, but Ellis got hit in the hip and shoulder. He's alive, but his war's over." 

    "Anybody else?" 

    "Don't know, Sarge. We were kinda busy." 

    "Okay. Damned glad you made it." 

    Cade moved on to find eight more of his men wounded in minor ways. After helping with various treatments, he went looking for Sergeant Pierce and found him near the other end of the culvert. Pierce was unconscious and a slick-sleeve private was binding a wound in Pierce's right leg. 

    "How bad?" asked Cade. 

    Looking up briefly, the man answered, "Not too bad. He's out 'cause a rifle barrel smacked 'im in th' head. Real hard, too. I seen it happen. I figger he'll wake up in a while." Shrugging, he added, "Or not, I guess. Don't really know, y'know?" 

    Kneeling, Cade checked Pierce's skull and it seemed to be intact. He nodded and said, "Good work," then moved on and climbed out of the culvert to have a look around. 

    Men were laying the dead in rows of blue and grey. A quick look at the blue rows told him that Lieutenant Davis wouldn't be following any more half-assed plans from Headquarters. Too bad. He might've been trainable if he'd survived. 

    Walking to a pile of weapons near the lines of bodies, Cade fished half a dozen revolvers, holsters, and belts out of the heap and checked their calibers. All .44's. Good. 

    He went to the next weapons pile and dug out four more, slinging them over his shoulders as he continued poking through the pile. 

    "Sergeant Cade," said a voice behind him that he recognized as belonging to Captain Spence. 

    Cade looked around to see a rather bedraggled looking man approaching. His jacket was torn open and stained red down the entire right sleeve, but Cade saw no wounds and Spence hefted a pair of rifles onto the weapons pile easily enough. 

    Standing up, Cade tossed him a salute that became a gesture at Spence's right arm as he asked, "You okay, Cap?" 

    Nodding, Spence replied, "It isn't mine. How about you?" 

    "Not a scratch, I think. It's too soon to make much of a report, Cap. Kinda looks like we won, though." 

    Swigging from a canteen, Spence grunted, "Won. Huh. More like we held our ground is all." 

    "Could have been worse, Cap. I don't know how the others made out, but half my men were wounded. Only one badly enough to get sent home." Pausing, he added, "Sir, I'd like to be in the room the next time somebody cobbles up an ambush plan. I had to argue with Davis about moving my men back to the third ditch." 

    Raising an eyebrow, Spence asked, "You 'argued'?" Nodding slightly, Cade said, "Well... I 'insisted', sir. He was on the verge of ordering us to stay put, then he reconsidered. It might even look good on his record if you credit him with ordering us back there. If my men hadn't been in that third ditch, the rebs would have overrun us completely, and that's gospel. Some of 'em would definitely have gotten through." Looking around, Spence asked, "Do you really want to give Davis the credit? And will he go along with that?" 

    Pointing at the fourth body in the blue line, Cade said, "He'll go along with it. I didn't see how he got it, Cap. We were all kind of busy." With an air of weariness, Spence looked at the lines of dead men and almost sighingly said, "Yeah. Sure. Write it up and I'll sign it. It'll give his family something to remember him for. Carry on, Cade. And my thanks to you and your men." 

    Holding all the belts on his shoulders in place with his left hand, Cade tossed Spence a quick salute and replied, "I'll pass it on, Cap. Glad you made it too." 

    A private dumped an armful of weapons on the pile. Cade retrieved another revolver and almost tossed it back on the pile when the cylinder rattled more loosely than he'd ever seen before. 

    He examined the gun's action; while the cylinder looked almost new, the rest of the gun was worn all to hell. Someone had tried to make a quick fix to keep the gun in service. 

    Oh, well. He'd salvage it for parts. After checking on his team members, Cade headed back to camp. It was only eight in the morning; everything had happened in less than two hours from the time they'd taken their ambush positions. 

    Two days of planning preparation for two hours of battle. Cade had been awake for most of those two days; he told the camp sentry to wake him at noon and went to his tent. 

    Sitting on his bunk, he took off his boots, sipped from his canteen, and studied the last revolver he'd picked up. As he drifted off to sleep, he remembered the first time he'd used one. 
Chapter Two

    The rather portly man on the school stage paused for breath, fixed the front rows of the student audience with a steely gaze, and forcefully concluded his oration with, "We, the enlightened, truly Christian citizens of these United States, have fought against reprehensible evil for the past full year because we cannot simply stand by while fellow human beings are brutally, viciously enslaved by our own countrymen." 

    Slamming his open palm on the dais made a sound like a shot as he shouted, 

"We most certainly can not! As good Christian men, we must not!" Stepping back from the podium, US Army Major Harold Fillmore stood as tall as possible and gave his blue uniform coat a settling tug that rattled his six medals, posturing by the dais as another man rose from a line of seated school officials behind him. 

    Apparently quite happy to be referred to as 'men' as well as

'enlightened', the student audience began clapping, whistling, and cheering. A few of the older boys stood, then more got to their feet and their ovation went on for another minute or so. 

    Ed Cade also got to his feet and --after putting down the book he'd been reading --mimed clapping along with the others, mostly to avoid unnecessary schoolyard harassments and confrontations with 'true believers'. Unlike most of his classmates, Cade had always been generally unmoved by political, religious, and patriotic rhetoric. Some odd turn of his mind seemed to examine every phrase for hidden motivations and meanings. In his opinion, posturing blowhards like Major Fillmore were just shills who came to schools to recruit cannon fodder for the Army by wrapping current issues in patriotic and religious oratory and infecting the minds of callow students with dreams of battlefield glory. 

    The Major had leaned heavily on the issue of Negro slavery. Cade had no doubt that recruiting shills in the south were leaning just as hard on the other side of the same issue. 

    Cade didn't need a pudgy Major to tell him that slavery was wrong. He'd met enough local Negroes to know that they had the same general interests as everyone else and --although most Negroes were poorly educated --they didn't seem inherently more stupid than anyone else. 

    In the agricultural south, slavery was an issue that by itself had caused several states to secede from the Union. Slaves were their core labor force. Freeing them would not only mean having to pay them, it would mean watching far too many of them leave in search of better lives. 

    But in the north, slavery wasn't even close to being the true reason for the war. Nothing was more important to the Union government than the territory, population, and revenue to be lost by the Confederate States' 

secession. 

    As the school principal beat his gavel on the podium and requested --then demanded --quiet in the auditorium, Cade considered his options yet again. He'd turn eighteen in four months, right after graduation. Since there was nothing physically or mentally wrong with him, he could pretty much count on being conscripted, and failure to report when called would land him in prison. His family didn't have money enough to pay someone to take his place; hell, they'd barely had money enough to help him stay in school. Leaving the country would mean never returning for fear of being imprisoned or hanged, and opportunities further north didn't appear too rich, as the Canadian government had already voiced its opinion of "cowards" who ran from military service. 

    Cowardice had nothing to do with Cade's reluctance to participate. He was a student of history and he knew that wars were both extremely expensive and vastly profitable; expensive as hell for the average citizenry --especially those who'd lose their sons, homes, and farms --and profitable beyond reason for the select few in positions of power, most of whom were already bloated with wealth. 

    For all the fine, proud words about emancipation and 'bringing the joys of equality and democracy to the Negro man', this war was about nothing more than land, power, and money, just like most all other wars throughout history. Companies supplying weapons and ammunition, wagons, tents, uniforms, horses, food, and other staple items to the militaries would grow fat with profits. 

    The men who carried, wore, and used all that equipment would receive pitifully small wages in exchange for risking their lives daily. Some would survive, but far too many would return missing arms and legs if they didn't end up in a pine box. 

    Correction; if they didn't end up stripped of their uniforms and gear, dumped into a long trench with their fellow dead, and buried in some far away and anonymous plot of land. 

    For some, the scars of war would be internal. They'd return to their farms and homes --if their farms and homes still existed --and discover that such places no longer suited them or that they now posed a danger to themselves and the very people they'd fought to protect. 

    That had been the fate of Henry Vance Lee, who'd fought and slaughtered Indians as an Army scout for sixteen years before realizing they were human beings who were just defending their ancestral lands. 

    Lee had married an Indian woman and settled on a farm two miles from town. He'd spoken out about his newfound beliefs too often and been soundly ridiculed. When he'd continued voicing his beliefs, local officials had used late tax payments to 'appropriate' his property and they'd jailed him when he'd objected. 

    Lee's wife had returned with their infant son to her tribe to wait for him, but illness had claimed both mother and son during the following winter. After almost a year of being a vicious drunk day and night, Henry Vance Lee had walked out of the town's only pub and disappeared during a winter storm. His frozen body had been found on the trail by the river; apparently he'd simply sat down against a tree and waited quietly for oblivion. Cade didn't want to have to kill or be killed or end up a physical or mental cripple in order to help some company fill its vaults with gold or further the career ambitions of politicians. 

    But without the documented religious convictions of a conscientious objector and being unwilling to go to prison, deliberately cripple himself, or to leave the country, Cade would have only one viable option. He'd simply have to make the best choices possible when he entered one of the militaries. The school principal said a few more words, then dismissed the assembly. Cade re-strapped his three school books, shouldered his bundle, and left the hall, avoiding clusters of other students who --still stirred by the Major's rousing speech --blathered intensely at each other about such things as heroism, glory, and great moral causes. 

    About four fingers' depth of new snow had fallen during the day. Cade trod carefully on the worn stone steps of the school and the cobbles of Volant's main street as he made his way a block south to a parallel unpaved street and surer footing. 

    Where his cross-country shortcut home began by the stream at the edge of town, Cade stopped to roll up his left sleeve and unwind his sling from his arm. 

    After one of the other boys had mentioned Cade's previous sling, Cade had been called to the school office to endure a lecture about civility. The fact that Cade might miss an opportunity to bring home some small game for the table made no difference to Principal Hoag, who confiscated Cade's sling. Cade's response had been to make a new sling and to no longer keep it in his pockets, which were now subject to impromptu inspections in school. Shaking out the cords, he spit lightly on the leather pouch between them and folded it, then rubbed the sides against themselves to soften them. He always stopped in the same place on the way home because there were plenty of smooth, small round stones in the stream that flowed from nearby Potter Lake. 

    After choosing a dozen marble-sized stones, Cade slung his book bundle on his left shoulder, placed a stone in the sling's pouch, and moved on, alert for any motion that might turn out to be a rabbit or a good-sized bird. Using the road, home was a bit more than three miles from school, but by taking the creekbed shortcut through Becker's farm, Cade shaved almost two miles off his daily walk. 

    Market wagons from surrounding farms usually provided him rides to school in the mornings. If time permitted, Cade would help the farmer unload, then walk the two blocks to school. If not, it didn't really matter; the farmers were also neighbors, and more than once in his young life Cade had helped build someone's new barn or harvest a crop. 

    A quarter-mile farther along the creek, three big rabbits broke cover and ran. Cade's sling whipped through a single swing and the rabbit to his left slidingly tumbled to a stop. 

    Cade reloaded his sling and moved forward. Another rabbit spooked from behind a snow-covered bush and Cade's stone found it. He automatically reloaded his sling as he watched for a third target and continued moving forward. 

    When the third rabbit failed to reappear, Cade took a bit of cord from his pocket, snapped the rabbits' necks and tied them to his belt, and continued onward along the stream. 

    Just before he reached Jim Becker's fence, the door of the farm's outhouse just up the hill opened, startling another rabbit into dashing under the fence and across the small garden plot beside Becker's house. Cade let fly a stone and the rabbit dropped a few feet from the house. 

    "Damned good shot!" said a male voice --not Jim Becker's --"Yessir, that was a whiz-bang damned good shot, boy! That there bunny was runnin' flat out and a-haulin' ass!" 

    The broadly grinning man was holding his pants up with his left hand and holding a cocked Colt revolver in his right. He let the hammer down gently as he conversationally exclaimed, "And by God, you got two more of 'em! Sumbitch! 

You're probably better with that thing than I am with this Colt! But does ol' 

Jim Becker know you hunt rabbits on his land?" 

    Nodding, Cade answered, "Yes, sir, that he does." Cade saw three yellow stripes on the man's sleeves. That made him a sergeant. He was in his late twenties and favored his left leg as he turned to reach back into the outhouse for a crutch. 

    He shrugged before he tucked it under his left arm and said, "I'm supposed to use this damn thing for a while yet. Caught a ball in the leg. Just nicked the bone, but it hurt like a sumbitch at the time, I guaran-damn-tee ya. Still hurts now'n then." 

    Cade nodded slightly and said, "Not to be impolite, sir, but I need to get to that rabbit before it comes to." 

    The man chucklingly repeated the word 'impolite', then grinned and waved for Cade to proceed. 

    "Yeah, sure. I'll get myself together and see you up there in a minute. Cora's in the house." 

    'Cora'. That seemed a rather familiar way to refer to another man's wife. Could he be a relation? Cade slipped through the fence and hurried to the rabbit, snapped its neck, and walked to the front door of the house. Before he could knock, Mrs. Becker opened it and greeted him effusively -as she always did --then praised his hunting skill as he presented her with the latest rabbit. 

    As the sergeant hobbled up behind him, Cade saw her fingers deftly check to see that the rabbit's neck had been properly broken, then she held the limp rabbit up with a big smile and said, "Guess what's for dinner, Dave!" 

    "Well," said the grinning sergeant, "Seein' as how Cora's so happy an' 

all, I guess ol' Jim prob'ly does know some kid's been huntin' his rabbits." 

    "Ed Cade," said Mrs. Becker, "Meet Jim's brother David. He arrived this afternoon and he'll be staying with us while he recuperates." Cade looked more closely at the man as he approached. He only had a couple of weeks' worth of beard, so he was probably only about that long away from a hospital. 

    His uniform had definitely seen better days; the brass and leather needed attention, some small seam rips had occurred along the pockets and sleeves, and the uniform needed a good cleaning as badly as the man needed a bath. The man noted Cade's critical examination of his uniform, but said nothing. 

    Extending a hand, Cade said, "Glad to meet you, sergeant." Becker took his hand and asked, "You know what these stripes mean, huh? 

Good for you, boy! The time's a-comin' when you might be takin' orders from somebody with stripes like these. If you ain't wearin' bars, that is." His last few words hadn't really sounded complimentary, but he reached to slap Cade's books lightly and said, "If I'd spent more time with those, I might've had myself some bars, too." 

    In a slightly self-righteous tone, Mrs. Becker commented, "I seem to remember a number of people suggesting..." 

    Sighing, Becker said, "Yeah, yeah. Too late now, Cora, so save it for this kid. Maybe he'll listen better'n I did." Faking a side-whisper to Cade, he added, "She was like that when she was ten, too, but Jim seemed to like her well enough." 

    With a sigh of her own, Mrs. Becker thrust the rabbit at him and said, 

"Here, soldier boy. Make yourself useful while I see if I can find young Mr. Cade some hot soup." 

    Becker laughed as he took the rabbit and hobbled toward the board table by the garden gate. Mrs. Becker started to lead Cade into the house, but Becker's shouted "Hey! You want me to dress those two while I got my knife out?" 

    "No, thanks," said Cade, pointing along the stream, "I still have a mile to go. I don't want the blood smell on me in the woods." Nodding, Becker turned back to the rabbit as Cade hung his rabbits on a peg by the front door and went into the house. 

    "I can't stay long," he said as he pulled the door shut, "I have to split some wood before dark." 

    Cade set his books on the table, then set his coiled sling and remaining stones on top of them. No point in putting them away; he intended to hunt all the way home. 

    As she set his soup to the table, Cora Becker very quietly said, "I feel as if I should suggest that you limit your contact with David. He's not the same man I knew before the war." 

    Looking up from his soup, Cade met her gaze and just as softly asked, "Not the same how, ma'am?" 

    She sighed. "Apparently happy one minute, moody or angry the next. Short-tempered. His patience with someone can burn out with no warning at all. When that happens, he'll either order them to be quiet or treat them as if they ceased to exist." 

    Nodding slightly, Cade sipped his soup. He knew half a dozen such people among his neighbors. Most had lost family members --often children --to accidents and felt they had good reason to be short with others at times. The blacksmith, for instance. He'd hired local boys to work in his shop for years, but since a mule had kicked and killed his only son, he'd worked alone and had become so brusque as to be unpleasant with any boys who asked about a job. 

    The door opened and Sergeant Becker came in with the freshly skinned rabbit, which he gave to Cora Becker before he hobbled to the other end of the table and gently sat down. 

    Sipping soup, Cade noticed Becker eyeing him and met his gaze for a moment. Becker made a little facial grimace that might have been an attempt at a small smile, but his eyes were like stones and he seemed to be looking through Cade more than at him. 

    Cade stirred his soup gently as he spoke. 

    "Sergeant Becker," Cade began, choosing his words with care, "A rather long-winded Army major came to my school today. He gave a rousing speech intended to inspire young men to dash to the nearest recruiting office." Becker replied, "You don't sound too 'inspired'." Pausing, Cade looked up from his soup and said, "No, I wasn't, but I turn eighteen in four months and there's no reason to think I won't be conscripted immediately. Would you care to offer me any advice?" Cora Becker had frozen in place with a horrified look on her face. She rather unthinkingly let the ladle lower back into the soup, then that hand rose to cover her mouth. 

    Her eyes brimmed and she softly muttered, "Excuse me," as she set the ladle aside and hurried to the door. 

    David Becker watched her leave, then fixed his gaze on Cade. His eyes seemed to rakingly evaluate Cade before they settled on Cade's sling and stones. 

    He reached to pick up one of the stones and studied it between two fingers for a moment, then flicked it at Cade's chest as Cade was spooning up some more soup. 

    Cade's left hand flashed out and caught the stone almost a foot from his chest. Becker's left eyebrow went up as Cade wordlessly placed the stone back with the others on his books. 

    Their staring match continued for some moments before Becker said, "You're a bit more alert than some, I'll give you that. I'd be obliged if you'd bring me that soup Cora never quite managed to bring over here, kid." 

    "Ed," said Cade, as he rose to his feet. 

    "Ed," Becker repeated with a nod, adjusting the lean of his crutch against his chair and resting his elbows on the table. 

    Cade ladled a cup of soup and glanced back before turning to take it to the table. Becker seemed lost in thought. On general principles, Cade chose to deliver the cup on Becker's crutchless right side and stayed alert as he neared the table. 

    When Becker's right hand flashed out, Cade had only to raise the cup a bit, let the backhand swing go by, and quickly place the cup on the table. Stepping back, Cade said, "Sergeant Becker, if you want to know how I'd take being covered with soup, I'll tell you. You don't have to make a mess in Mrs. Becker's kitchen." 

    Glaringly regarding him in silence for a short time, Becker growled, "So tell me, kid; how would you take it?" 

    Sitting down, Cade said, "Not well. I'd leave and I'd avoid you from then on." Pausing a moment, he added, "But I'm pretty sure I'm about to go into the Army soon, and I'd like to hear what you have to say about that, so I'd really rather you talk to me than throw soup at me." 

    As Cade sipped soup, Becker snorted a snide laugh. 

    "You want some war stories, huh? You sure about that? I'll tell you what, kid; I can tell you things that'll have your soup coming back up in no time flat." 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Very doubtful. I worked with Doc Faust all last year. I saw broken bones, gunshot and stab wounds, cholera, and even a few bad burns. I also helped look for bodies after the spring floods wiped out nine farms. Twenty-one dead. We didn't find some of them for days and others weren't found for over a week. I'd imagine their condition by then might turn even your combat-hardened stomach, Sergeant Becker." Becker's left eyebrow raised slightly and he seemed to reevaluate Cade. 

    "I'm looking for more practical information," said Cade. He gestured at Becker's sidearm and said, "I've shot rifles. Never revolvers. I've seen a parade, but I've never had a reason to learn to march. I've camped overnight on hunting trips, but never had to live in a tent very long. Or in a barracks." 

    Sipping his soup, he added, "I'm just looking for some tips. A head start on things; some way to be more than just another ignorant new recruit when I get there." 

    Idly plucking at his sleeve, Becker seemed deeply thoughtful for a time, then he sipped his soup and asked, "Where'd you learn to use a sling?" 

    "I read about them, then I made one and figured out how to make the stones go where I wanted them to go." 

    "Nobody showed you?" 

    "Nope. Nobody around here'd ever seen one before." Becker sat back in his chair and indicated Cade's books. 

    "You read all those yet?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yes." 

    "Then why are you carting them around?" 

    "School rules. Show up for a class without the right book and you're flunked for the day. It doesn't matter whether you know what's in them or not." 

    With a chuckle, Becker said, "That's kinda like the Army. Gotta have a razor in your kit whether you're old enough to need it or not." He pulled his revolver out of its holster and laid it on the table as he asked, "Ever seen one of these up close before?" 

    "Yes. It's a model 1858 Colt .44. Fulton's hardware store carries them." The gun's brass frame was darkly tarnished and much of the original finish on the steel barrel had long since been worn off. Where the metal met leather in the holster, bare shining steel gleamed. The walnut grips were pitted and sweat-stained and worn slightly away from the frame. A new-looking cylinder seemed rather out of place. 

    Sighing, Becker asked, "Doesn't look much like the ones in the store, does it?" He tapped the new cylinder with a finger and said, "I had an Army gunsmith put in some new parts. The action was getting real loose, shaving lead every shot." 

    Picking up the gun and eyeing it, Becker said, "I fancy this is about how I look these days. Once --less'n two years ago is all --I was like you, kid; all brand new and shiny." Holstering the gun, he added, "But now I could use some new parts, too. Lemme think about it while I eat." He started eating and said no more as he and Cade finished their soup. Cade was a little surprised that Mrs. Becker hadn't come back in from the afternoon cold, although she might be in the barn. 

    As Cade gathered up spoons and cups and took them to the washtub by the window, Becker asked, "How do you think you're gonna feel the first time you know for a fact that your shot killed a man?" 

    Cade gave that some thought and finally ventured, "I'll probably feel relieved, mostly." 

    Giving Cade a wry look, Becker chuckled and asked, "Yeah? And just why do you think that?" 

    Meeting Becker's intent gaze, Cade replied, "Because unless I change one helluva lot between now and then, I won't have shot anyone unless I had to." Nodding, Becker grunted, "Uh, huh. What about when you've had to shoot so many men your gun rattles like a baby's toy?" 

    "Well, I guess I'll probably feel just about the same way you seem to feel right now, Sergeant Becker. Somewhat guilty. Bitter and resentful. But since it isn't very likely that I'll be able to avoid conscription, what's the point of wondering about things like that?" 

    Becker eyed Cade for a moment, then said, "All those killin's add up, boy, and they get real damned heavy to carry around at times. Trust me on that." They heard the door to the small shed attached to the front of the house open. Tools rattled, then the door closed. 

    "Cora's coming back," said Becker, "No need to tell her what we've been talking about." 

    Nodding agreement, although he doubted that Mrs. Becker was as naive as Becker thought she might be, Cade said, "I need to get going, anyway. I guess if I see you tomorrow, I'll find out then how you feel about advising me." Becker remained seated, but he said rather flatly, "If I'm not outside, come up to the house. We'll talk. Maybe shoot some rabbits with something other than that sling." 

    Picking up his sling, stones, and books, Cade said, "I'll be here. Thanks." 

    "Don't thank me yet, kid," growled Becker, "I'm not one of your prissy classroom teachers. I'll be showin' you how to stay alive, and if you make a mistake, you'll hear about it loud, clear, and quick." 
Chapter Three

    Voices outside his tent woke Cade from a light sleep. He lay still and listened as footsteps and the rattle of gear accompanied a sharp voice he didn't recognize asking, "... and where the hell are those mens' rifles?!" A voice he recognized as belonging to Corporal Walter Higgins said, "We don't carry rifles, Lieutenant. Look, this is the first chance he's had to get any sleep in two days. Can't you just get settled in and come back in a little while?" 

    In a somewhat outraged tone, someone said, "Corporal, if you block my path again, I'll have your stripes! How is it that your sergeant has the use of an officer's tent?!" 

    Cade said, "Higgins, it's too late. Thanks, anyway." 

    "Sorry, Sarge." 

    Getting up to part the tent flap and look outside, Cade saw Higgins standing next to what looked like a brand-new second lieutenant. Everything about him looked as if it had been issued the day before. Cade glanced at the angle of the sun and sighed, 'Aw, hell.' After helping with the wounded and prisoners, he'd only managed about four hours of sleep, and his first sight of the new day had to include a goddamned shavetail. Mentally shrugging, he let the tentflap drop and said, "Not your fault, Higgins. Just send the looie in and bring us some coffee. And bring three cups. You're included." 

    The tent flap snapped open and an angry blonde-haired man about Cade's age barked, "What did you call me, Sergeant?!" 

    Rubbing sleep out of his eyes, Cade replied, "A looie. But my men will swear I saluted and 'sirred' you until you blushed and begged me to stop, so get in here, have a seat, and tell me what brings you to my humble office in the woods." 

    The kid looked absolutely shocked as Cade gestured at the folding table and chairs near the tent's entrance, then shoved his feet into his boots. 

    "And to answer your previous question, Lieutenant, we set up this tent for the same reason we pitch extra enlisted tents and make extra campfires at night. Enemy observers. They don't really need an accurate headcount, do they?" 

    Higgins appeared behind the lieutenant and cleared his throat. The lieutenant glanced back at him, then completed entering the tent. Higgins followed and placed three tin cups and a coffee pot on the table. After pouring coffee in each cup, he set the pot down to hand a cup to the lieutenant, who ignored the offering as he growled at Cade. 

    "Sergeant Cade, you will report to me in a proper manner or I'll damned well charge you with insubordination as my first official act in this unit." Meeting his gaze in a manner that made the lieutenant feel like a target, Cade eyed the lieutenant's new-looking uniform and boots, the sabre on his left side, and the new-looking revolver holster on his right. His eyes moved upward to the kid's disgruntled face as he said, "Very doubtful, LT. You're the new man here, so why not introduce yourself?" Almost livid, the lieutenant blustered, "I'm Lieutenant Nelson Andrew Roget, Sergeant! Is this how you..." 

    Sighing again, Cade interrupted, "Yeah, yeah. How long have you been in the Army?" 

    With a stark stare of disbelief at Cade's attitude, Roget yelped, "See here, Sergeant..!" 

    Cade cut him off with a sharp, "How long, dammit?!" Corporal Higgins moved to stand between Roget and the tent flaps, an action which Roget found rather disturbing. 

    He answered more quietly, "Ah... Nineteen months. But..." 

    "Doing what?" Cade interrupted him, "You're still a second looie and that uniform looks damned near new." 

    Stiffening, Roget replied, "That's because it is new. I was in Requisitions and Disbursements at Harrisburg." 

    Glancing at Higgins, Cade muttered, "Oh, wonderful. They sent us a fucking supply clerk." Higgins chuckled as Cade asked Roget, "How'd you piss someone off enough to get sent down here to the ass-end of Virginia?" Bridling, Roget said, "Now, wait just one damned minute..." Raising a hand to stop him, Cade handed Roget the coffee he'd ignored before, then picked up one for himself and sipped it. Roget took the coffee in silence as he tried to find a way to get a handle on the situation. Shrugging, Cade said, "Yeah, well, maybe you're right, LT. It may be the ass-end of Virginia, but I guess it isn't really all that bad out here." To call Roget's attention to Higgins, he added, "Is it, Higgins?" Higgins chuckled, "Nah, not really, 'cept maybe when one side or the other gets a hair to attack. Then it gets kinda noisy for a while, but that never lasts too long." 

    Glancing back at Higgins, Roget saw a man apparently well at ease, sipping his coffee and smilingly blocking the tent's entrance no less resolutely than before. Roget felt trapped, as Cade had intended. 

    "Sit down, Lieutenant," said Cade. "Drink some of that coffee and let's get to know each other a bit better, because --unless someone at brigade owes you a big favor --you belong to us now." He paused and met Roget's eyes as he quietly added, "And how well we get along will make or break you." Sitting down, Cade sipped again. After a moment, Roget held his sabre aside and sat down at the table. Higgins left the doorway to join them. Cade said, "You're replacing Lieutenant Brock, who left us last month and was our first serious casualty in two months. He was taking his position just before an ambush and he found a rattlesnake the hard way." 

    "Yup," said Higgins, and in a tone of awe, he continued, "Thorsen saw the whole thing. The rebs weren't but about fifty paces out by then. The snake got Brock in the leg, but Brock didn't yell or say shit about it. He just grabbed that rattler and twisted its head off, then settled in. When he stopped shooting in the middle of things, we all figured he'd been hit." Taking up the story, Cade said, "He'd passed out. Then he was hit once in the leg, but he was still alive when we found him. We had to turn him over to the Hospital Corps, God help his ass. I gave him a big write-up and the CO

signed it, then I sent it to brigade by special runner. Word is Brock'll get his medal before he leaves the hospital." 

    Roget blinked at him. "You wrote him up for a medal?" Shrugging, Cade returned, "From the look of his position, we figured he got at least eight rebs. I figure that's worth a medal at the very least, don't you?" 

    Clearly disbelieving, Roget almost shouted, "Eight?! You're telling me a snakebitten, wounded man killed eight of the enemy?!" 

    "Easy, LT," said Higgins. "I got eleven, myself. Bryce got thirteen and Sarge got thirteen. The looie would have done just as good if it hadn't been for that damned snake." 

    Cade said, "Just as well, Higgins." 

    Blinking at him, Higgins grunted, "Huh?" 

    "Not 'just as good'. 'Just as well'. You've been spending too much time among the common troops again." 

    Higgins grinningly gave him the finger and sipped his coffee. Still obviously disbelieving what he'd heard, Roget sat back in his chair and said, "I may be new to field duty, but I'm not an idiot. You're either trying to make me the butt of a joke or you're flatly..." He saw the look on Higgins' face and stopped talking before he said the word 'lying'. 

    "Or what?" Higgins growled quietly, "'Or what' Lieutenant?" Holding up a cautioning hand, Cade said, "Higgins." Higgins' glare turned to Cade. 

    "He's about an inch away from callin' me a liar, Sarge! Calling us, I mean." 

    "He's just thinking we're liars. He didn't actually say it." 

    "Doesn't matter. Same thing, the way he didn't say it." Grinning, Cade replied, "Almost. Not quite. We didn't tell him enough, that's all." He sipped his coffee and said, "LT, this little chunk of 'B' 

Company currently musters sixteen men. We only have five rifles, but we have one hundred and twenty-eight of these." 

    Taking his revolver out of its holster, Cade placed it on the table as he continued, "The rifles sometimes cover us while we work up close. Sometimes not. Are you getting the idea yet?" 

    No, that didn't seem to make a bit of sense to Roget, and his consternation showed very well in his expression. 

    Higgins grinningly chuckled and sipped his coffee before he said, "Looks like he's thinkin' you're the liar now, Sarge." 

    Roget glanced at him, but said nothing. His gaze returned first to the revolver, then to Cade's face as he said, "Maybe you'd better explain, Sergeant." 

    Nodding, Cade put his revolver away and said, "Okay. This isn't a traditional line unit, LT. We're strikers. Flankers. In March of last year we ran into some reb flankers in the woods. There were about the same number of them as of us, but they tore the living hell out of us. Only a few of them had rifles. The others all had pistols, six or eight each." He sipped, sighed, and said, "The whole encounter was over in fifteen minutes and everything happened within rock-throwing distance. They had to retreat when our main force caught up with us, and I figure that's all that saved those of us who were left. We only got six of them, LT. They got twenty-one of us, and most of our casualties were trying to reload their rifles or use their bayonets when they were shot." Sipping again, Cade said, "We talked things over and Cap'n Spence went to Brigade about making some changes, but the hidebound bastards wouldn't listen." Shrugging, Cade said, "From then on we didn't turn in captured pistols. One by one, we've added them to our tack and only turned in rifles. Now our pistoleers lead and our riflemen follow and cover us. If we don't meet rebel flankers before we find their main forces, we rip the hell out of their nearest lines and cover each other as we advance or pull back. Most of the men in this outfit haven't carried rifles for nine months or longer." Pouring more coffee in all the cups, he grinningly said, "I hope you weren't dreaming of leading troops in dramatic stands and charges against cannonfire and cavalry, because we flatly won't do that. We don't mind taking a few chances now and then, mind you, but we aren't even a little bit suicidal." 

    He let his words sink in for a moment before adding, "And we won't follow anyone who is. If you have dreams of glory on the battlefield, you'd better get yourself a transfer." 

    Lieutenant Roget sat very still for a time as he met Cade's gaze, then he looked at Corporal Higgins, who met his eyes as stolidly as had Cade. He noted their well-lived-in uniforms and modified leatherwork on their belts and holsters. 

    Roget suddenly felt like a child among men; a child who'd simply been playing soldier for the last two years of his life. He sighed and pretended to choke slightly on coffee in order to clear his throat and lower his voice before he spoke again. 

    Taking a deep breath, he said, "Sergeant, I fully expected to find myself doing exactly that, but to be honest with you, I wasn't wholeheartedly looking forward to such leadership opportunities. While at Harrisburg, I saw bloody, mangled uniforms and equipment returned to us from various battles. I also accompanied supplies to hospitals, where I saw men... most horribly wounded." Pausing, Roget shuddered and said, "Along my route to this assignment, I saw more dead and wounded and knew that I had only vaguely glimpsed the true carnage and horror of war. If you and your men have devised a... safer... way for me to execute my duty, I'll be more than happy to consider it." After a moment of meeting Roget's gaze, Cade asked Higgins, "What do you think of him, Corporal Higgins?" 

    Higgins eyed Roget shortly and answered, "He's as green as a sapling, sir. He uses ten words when one would do. Talks way too damned much to say way too damned little." With a shrug, he grinningly added, "But so did Brock at first, and he worked out okay, so I guess we can put up with this one for a little while if he'll swap his thirty-six for a forty-four." Roget glanced at Cade and yelped, "What?! But it's a brand new gun!" 

    "So? It didn't cost you anything. We all use forty-fours, LT. That way we can use each others' weapons, clean and reload for each other, and we always have spares and parts." 

    Somebody outside the tent called, "Officer coming! All by hisself, 'bout a hunnert yards out!" 

    "That'll likely be Captain Spence," said Cade, "Coming to see how you're fitting in. Before you say or do anything, you might want to wait and see how he fits in around here." 

    Roget's left eyebrow went up at that. Cade and Higgins downed their coffees, then Higgins left the tent to find a clean cup. That raised Roget's eyebrow a second time. 

    "I've had enough coffee," said Roget. "He can use my cup." In a slightly sharp tone, Cade said, "No, he can't, LT." Stiffening, Roget started to say something, but Cade said, "In this outfit nobody shares canteens or cups. Nobody uses anyone else's mess gear without boiling it first. We're not much on shaking hands, either. There's always a certain amount of sickness in Army camps, but when everybody else has the runny shits or pneumonia, most of the men in this outfit usually don't have

'em." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Roget said, "That's very comforting to know, Sergeant, but I'm no stranger to personal hygiene." 

    "You were about to let someone else use your cup, weren't you? Would you drink after someone else, too?" 

    Looking insulted, Roget snapped, "I suppose that would depend on who..." 

    "No, it doesn't depend on who, LT. Not on rank nor anything else. Captains and generals get the runny shits, too." 

    Roget's eyes fell on Cade's insignia. He smirkingly said, "I see no medical emblems on your uniform. Do you fancy yourself to be some sort of physician, Sergeant Cade?" 

    Returning his smirk with a flat gaze, Cade replied, "I know a fibula from a tibia, Lieutenant Roget. Do you? I know how to set broken limbs, treat fevers and dehydration, remove shrapnel, and how to stitch gashes or dress a bayonet wound. Do you? I also know how to tell the difference between typhoid fever and cholera, I know what to do about it, and I know how it spreads around a camp. Do you?" 

    Pausing, Cade said, "There's something else to be aware of, LT. The men call Captain Spence 'sir'. That's because he's earned it. The men will probably call you 'LT' or 'Lieutenant'. How long it'll be before you hear your first voluntarily-offered 'sir' will depend on you." Roget sat stiffly and said, "I see. Are you saying that the fact that the Army saw fit to make me an officer doesn't mean anything in this unit?" With a chuckle, Cade replied, "By God, that was a damned good guess, LT." Outside the tent, Higgins said, "Good day, Captain Spence." 

    "Good day, Corporal Higgins," said another voice, "Cade's in the tent?" 

    "Yes, sir. So's that new lieutenant. Here's a cup, sir." 

    "Thanks. I'd have been here sooner, but one of the wagons got bogged down on the hill. What do you think of him?" 

    In a cautious tone, Higgins replied, "Uh, well, sir, I think it's prob'ly a little too soon to tell, really." 

    Spence laughed and said, "Okay. Thanks, Higgins." As footsteps approached the tent, Roget and Cade stood up and Cade held the flap open as he said, "Hello, Cap'n. There's an officer in here, so I'll let him do all the fancy saluting." 

    Stooping slightly to enter the tent, Spence asked, "Does he know which end of a gun to hold?" 

    Taking in Spence's mud-spattered appearance, Cade said, "Sorry, Cap, couldn't say. Haven't seen him hold one yet." 

    Roget's startlement at Captain Spence's appearance was readily evident in his expression, but he stood at attention and rendered a textbook salute as Spence straightened up and set his empty coffee cup on the table. Cade filled all the cups as Roget snapped, "Second Lieutenant Nelson Roget at your service, sir!" 

    After a moment, Spence returned the salute and said, "At ease, Lieutenant." 

    They eyed each other for some moments. Roget's eyes noted Spence's open collar and the dirt and stains on his hands and uniform jacket sleeves as Spence's gaze noted Roget's attentions to such details. 

    "Yes, Lieutenant," said Spence, "That's real Virginia dirt on my hands, and I came by it honestly. A wagon got stuck about a hundred yards from here. I stopped to help push it free on my way up. What would you have done?" Glancing at Cade, Roget replied, "Why, uh... I would probably have done exactly what you did, sir." 

    In a sharp tone, Spence asked, "'Probably'? Why only 'probably', Lieutenant? Are you questioning my judgment?" 

    Roget blinked and uttered, "Uh... No, sir... I..." he firmed up a bit and said, "One presumes the Captain elected to assist." His gaze narrowing, Spence stated, "'The Captain' damned sure did, and don't you ever again use those asinine goddamned passive-voice forms of address with me, Lieutenant. Four men and four horses were doing their best to move that wagon. One more man was all it took to get it going again." Spence stepped over to the washbowl, dampened a rag, and started cleaning his hands and face as he waited to see how Roget would handle himself. Roget seemed rather flustered for a moment, then he settled for, "Yes, sir," the Army's catch-all response. 

    Watching Cade's reactions in the small table's mirror told Spence more than watching Roget would have. Cade glanced slightly askance with a skeptical expression, then his eyes met Spence's in the mirror. 

    "Sergeant Cade," said Spence. 

    "Yes, sir." 

    "Dry his ears. Treat him like a noncom for now and train him for me. Let me know when you think he's ready to try to command anything more than a kindergarten and I'll move him over to Kelly's group when Barton makes Captain. That'll be in about three or four months, I think." Nodding, Cade said, "Shouldn't be a problem, sir." 

    "Good. The Army has lots of officers, Cade. About one for every five enlisted, in fact." He cast a glance at Roget, then at Cade, and said, "But we're short as hell on good ones. There's another stripe in it for you if he can impress me." 

    Casting his own glance at Roget, Cade chuckled, "For another stripe, he'll damned well do or die, sir." 

    Drying his hands, Spence turned to face Cade with a glance at Roget as he grinningly replied, "That's the spirit. In the meantime, you're still in complete charge here. I don't want a green-assed supply clerk getting my people killed." 

    Roget's shocked expression had barely fully formed when Spence turned to face him and asked, "You understand, Roget? This unit has enough leadership. It needs shooters a damned sight more than it needs an officer." Noddingly indicating Cade and Higgins, he said, "These men know the job, Roget. They invented most of our best tricks or learned 'em from the rebs the hard way. You'll sign what needs signed and act like an officer when required. Any other time, you're to consider yourself an NCO nearly equal to Cade's rank and learn the job from the ground up." 

    Tossing the rag on the wash table, he asked, "Do you truly understand your orders, Lieutenant?" 

    Straightening slightly, but still looking rather stunned, Roget waveringly answered, "Yes, sir. I'm... ah... to regard myself as a... a sergeant of sorts... for the time being." 

    Nodding slightly, Captain Spence sat down and picked up his coffee to take a sip before he asked, "Will you actually be able to do that, Lieutenant? If not, I can dump you on some other unit. It might take some explaining --hell, it might take some outright lying --but there'd be no animosity at this point." 

    "Uh... would another unit believe that, sir?" Shrugging, Spence grinningly said, "That would be your concern, not mine." He waved at Cade to take a seat and rapped his knuckles on the table as he said, "I know this isn't what you expected, Roget, but these men get the job done and they have the lowest casualty rate in the regiment. Sit down and think about that. Ask questions if you want." 

    Pulling the other chair out and holding his sabre clear, Roget sat down. He seemed to regard his cup thoughtfully before he picked it up, put it to his lips, and sipped for a long moment without looking at either of the other men. When he put his cup down, he asked, "Sergeant Cade, how long have you been with this unit?" 

    "Eighteen months. Higgins and Clarke, too." 

    "Clarke?" 

    "Corporal Clarke," said Spence. "In fact, all but six of the men currently assigned to this unit are old hands." 

    Cade said, "Brinkman and Fuller have been with us for three and seven months, respectively. Collier's been with us since January. Everybody else has been with us about a year, give or take a month or two." Roget seemed thoughtful again, sipping coffee and nodding slightly before he said quietly, "Gentlemen, I stopped at HQ on the way here. Of thirty-eight young officers assigned to this regiment three months ago, only seven still live. Nobody else has offered me better odds of survival. Count me in." 
Chapter Four

    For the next two weeks, Roget learned the ways of Cade's group by participating in camp activities including such menial pastimes as gathering firewood, repairing equipment, digging latrines, and cleaning and reloading weapons. 

    He surprised the hell out of all of the men --and Higgins in particular

--by pitching in heartily and never uttering even one audible cross word about the unseemliness of an officer performing such tasks. On the damp September afternoon that ended his third week with Cade's unit, Roget returned from a visit to Headquarters company on a supply wagon. With a 'come here' gesture at Cade and Higgins, he jumped down and began untying the tarpaulin that protected the wagon's cargo from the weather. After a questioning glance at Cade, Higgins dragooned a few men to help unload the wagon and nine unmarked crates were soon stacked behind the unit's officer's tent. 

    As soon as the wagon had left the area, Roget invited Higgins and Cade to open one of the crates. Higgins used his camp knife to pry one open and muttered, "Well, I'll be damned," as he lifted a rolled-up blanket out of the box. 

    "Winter's coming soon," said Roget, "So I visited an old friend and made an unofficial requisition. Each blanket roll contains a second blanket, longjohns, four pairs of socks, two pairs of gloves, two full uniforms, two shelterhalves, and two pairs of footwear." 

    Higgins wonderingly muttered, "Jeeezuusss..." as Roget continued, "Each crate contains three such blanket rolls. I didn't know what sizes the men would need, so I took some of several sizes. The ninth crate contains coffee and staples. We can trade away whatever we can't use." Higgins grinningly yelped, "By God, Lieutenant! If you weren't a goddamned officer, I'd..." He stuck out his hand. When Roget took it, Higgins pulled him into a quick hug and let him go, then turned to Cade. 

    "How're we gonna do this, Sarge? We can't just line 'em up and hand stuff out; the other units would know somethin's goin' on over here." 

    "I'm sure we'll figure something out before dark, Higgins. How about getting us all some coffee so we can talk about it?" Nodding, Higgins answered, "Be right back," and wheeled to leave the tent with a quick, sloppy salute to Roget in passing. 

    Once Higgins was outside, Cade chuckled, "Well, it wasn't quite regulation, but I do believe you just received your first real salute in this unit, LT." 

    Roget grinned wryly, took off his coat, and sat down at the tent's small table as he said, "I'd have returned sooner, but I overheard something while I was at Brigade and I stopped to discuss the matter with Captain Spence." Thumbing at the stack of crates, Roget said, "He received one of those crates, too, by the way." 

    "So what's the news? Something about moving south by southwest fifty miles or so before next Friday?" 

    Blinking in openmouthed surprise, Roget yelped, "How the hell could you know something that was decided upon only yesterday afternoon in a closed conference?!" 

    From somewhere outside the front of the tent, Captain Spence said, 

"Sergeants are omniscient, Lieutenant. Haven't you learned anything during your time in service?" 

    Spence held the tent flap open for Higgins, who carried in a coffee pot and several tin cups and set them on the table. 

    As Higgins poured coffee, Cade said, "Last we heard, the rebs were camped along the river road near Bainburg. Between us and them, the only towns are Louisburg and Hartsville, which are on opposite sides of the river. The main reb forces are sixty miles south of Louisburg. We're almost fifty miles north, but it wouldn't surprise me if the Army expects us to get there first and keep them from blowing up the bridge." 

    By that time everyone had a cup of coffee. Cade sipped his and enjoyed the consternation on Roget's face. Spence chuckled aloud and sat down, sipping his coffee as Roget's head turned sharply to face him. 

    Spence said, "That's exactly what we're going to do, but there's a bit more to it than that. I'll tell you later." 

    Thumbing at the stack of crates, he said, "Go ahead and distribute your gifts tonight, Roget. Save the crates and find us a buckboard for them tomorrow. Scully and Martin will bring whatever equipment we don't carry with us." 

    Looking somewhat confused, Roget asked, "'We', sir? Are you coming with us?" 

    "Sort of. I'll be very visibly leading a borrowed column of men from 'D' 

company down the river road tomorrow. You and Cade will take our men downriver tomorrow night." 

    Higgins asked, "Why not get started tonight, sir? There are some boats in Wilbury, and it's only ten miles upstream." 

    Shrugging, Spence replied, "If the Army were to commandeer privately owned boats, you can bet riders would get the word to the rebs pretty much overnight. We'll make some rafts," and took another sip of coffee. Roget seemed to give this some thought, then almost hesitantly asked, 

"Uhm... Won't making rafts for over thirty men and their equipment require a couple of days, sir?" 

    Spence replied, "Only twenty-four men," thumbed at Cade, and said, "Cade will see to it that a lot of men who aren't going with us will lose a few hours of sleep tying trees together tomorrow night." 

    "Ah... um... well, excuse me, of course, sir, but that would seem to mean that a lot of men will be cutting trees tomorrow. Won't any reb spies in the area notice all the activity?" 

    Giving Roget a droll look, Spence replied, "We'll make it look as if we're harvesting wood for wagon repairs and timbers for the bunkers men will begin constructing near the river's edge tomorrow morning. If anything, reb spies should get the idea we've been ordered to dig in here." Peeking out the tent flaps, Cade said, "Almost dark. Higgins, let's have a look in these blanket rolls and find our sizes. Once we're all set you can detail a couple of men to bring everybody in here two at a time. I'd like to have everyone outfitted as quickly as possible so we can all get some sleep." So it went; Spence and Roget remained until the last man left the tent with his bundle of new goods. Undistributed items were packed tightly into crates and set aside as Spence wrote each man's name on a small square of paper. 

    "Tomorrow," he said, "Each man will deposit whatever he isn't going to carry in this tent. His goods will be packed in a blanket and marked with his name in his presence." 

    Producing a map, he spread it on the small table and put a finger on a bend in the river about two or three miles north of Louisburg. 

    "Gentlemen," he said, "The rebs' main forces are on our side of the river, so you'll land here, on the western shore. Your primary objective will be to capture a steamboat called the 'Catahoula'. Your secondary objective will be the preservation of the bridge. The Army anticipates only light resistance." Grinning, he thumbed at Cade and added, "Sergeant Cade and I respectfully disagree with the Army about that possibility." 

    Higgins grinned at that. 

    Roget looked at Cade, who nodded and said, "Yup. That's a key crossing point and the rebs have been moving north along the river for more than two weeks. I wouldn't doubt at all that they've sent some light cannon and a few troops ahead." 

    Waving a dismissive hand, Roget said, "We have spies, too, Cade, or we wouldn't know which day to attack the steamboat. We'd know if they had troops and cannons at the bridge." 

    Giving him an 'oh, you think so?' look, Cade replied, "Uh, huh. I'd bet a week's pay the bridge is already in reb hands." 

    "Don't matter," chuckled Higgins, "It won't be for long." 

    "Pride goeth before a fall," muttered Roget. Looking at Roget, Higgins asked, "What's 'at mean?" 

    "It means," said Cade, "That the Lieutenant is a man of staunch caution and a veritable fountain of advice. If you prod him a little, he'll probably also tell you not to count your chickens before your eggs hatch." 

    "Why'n hell would I wanna count chickens?" Realization dawned and he looked at Roget. "Oh, you mean we shouldn't be talkin' big before a fight, right, LT?" 

    With a sigh and a slight roll of his eyes, Roget nodded. "Yes, Corporal Higgins. Something like that, at any rate." 

    Noting Roget's attitude of sufferance, Higgins stiffened and asked rather tightly, "Well, why not, if you don't mind me asking? It's how we get up for a fight. It's how we stay up for a fight." He leaned over the little table and fixed Roget with a gaze that made the hair on Roget's neck rise. "But we all know it don't mean nothin' in the middle of a fight, LT." Roget nodded almost imperceptibly. "Yes," he said, "Yes, I suppose we do." Although Roget was a year older than Higgins, he suddenly felt like a ten-year-old kid. 

    As if to somehow reestablish himself at the table, he tapped the map and said, "But the Army's best intelligence says that there aren't any rebel troops in either Louisburg or Hartsville." 

    "Daviston," said Higgins. "Amberville. Esther. Gatesville." Looking wary, Roget asked, "What about them?" Cade said, "They were before his time with us, Higgins." Looking at Roget, he said, "The Army believed there weren't any rebs in those towns, too. The Army was wrong." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Captain Spence said quietly, "Very, very wrong, in fact." 

    After a moment, Roget said, "I see." 

    There was silence in the tent for a time, then Spence set his empty coffee cup down and said, "I'll see everyone tomorrow. Good evening, all," as he put on his coat. 

    Higgins held the tent flap open for him as the others got to their feet, then Spence was gone. Turning to Cade, Higgins asked, "Anything else tonight, Sarge?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope. Thanks, Higgins." With a nod, Higgins ducked out of the tent. Cade gathered up the empty cups and the coffee pot and left the tent to wash the utensils and take a leak. 

    He offered the last dregs of coffee to the sentries, rinsed the pot and cups with water from the unit's rain barrel, and set the utensils upside-down on a rough-hewn bench outside the officer's tent before heading for the latrine. 

    The evening air was already cool and a slight breeze stirred surrounding leaves as Cade walked the well-worn path to the slit trench. Although he saw no one else at the trench line, Cade had a sense of another presence in the vicinity. 

    Oh, well. There was a bright moon above and some people seemed to need more privacy than others. Cade continued his way to the trench and relieved himself, then headed back toward the tents. 

    That sense of presence again manifested itself as he neared a slight curve in the trail. Sniffing the air quietly, Cade confirmed the faint scent of blood and his hackles went up. Maybe an animal had made a kill? 

    Glancing back, he saw that the trench was only barely visible. Robbery wasn't unheard of in Army camps. Although seldom, now and then a soldier reported being ambushed between units or while making a trip to the latrine. Being smack in the middle of a fairly large encampment didn't automatically rule out the possibility that the presence could belong to a Confederate spy, either, and if that spy had to silence a sentry... Cade returned to his tent and found Roget at the small table, penning a letter by lamplight. Utilizing Roget's shadow, Cade slipped back out of the tent without lifting the flap more than necessary. 

    Beyond the bench outside the tent he crouched and listened for a few moments, heard nothing, and eased into the woods near the end of the bench. Some thirty steps into the woods, Cade again felt the presence ahead and

--assuming that someone was keeping an eye on either the camp or the trail -he pulled his revolver and angled slightly left to approach whomever obliquely. 

    After another twelve cautious, quiet steps, Cade stopped behind an oak tree and parted some of the undergrowth near it. What he saw made him lower his weapon and stand up. 

    A slicksleeve private stood between a couple of large trees. His rifle leaned against one of the trees as the soldier buckled his belt and buttoned his trousers. 

    Cade chose that moment to step into the tiny clearing. The soldier froze, staring at Cade like a startled deer for a couple of heartbeats, then stood straight and said firmly, "Good evening, Sergeant." He was barely over five feet tall and had an odd, mixed-tone voice, like that of a kid trying to sound older. That wouldn't have surprised Cade much; some boys lied to get into the Army and body-hungry recruiters were sometimes less than scrupulous about verifying personal information. Stepping forward to reach for the kid's rifle, Cade asked, "What's your name, Private?" 

    "Culver, Sergeant. Charles Randolph Culver. 'D' Company." 

    "Why aren't you using the trench like everyone else, Culver?" The private's eyes followed Cade's movements as he lifted the muzzle rag and looked the weapon over briefly, then replaced the rag and leaned the rifle back against the tree. 

    Turning to face the silent private, Cade asked, "Well?" Swallowing hard, the private seemed unable to make a response. Stepping a pace closer to him, Cade studied the kid's face. Freckles. Red hair, judging by the eyebrows and what was visible around his cap. Young. Maybe thirteen or fourteen? 

    Peering a bit harder, Cade thought, 'No, not all that young; something about the hard eyes... and the corners of the eyes and mouth...' 

    The kid swallowed again and the answer hit Cade like a fist. No adam's apple. The private was a woman. 

    "Oh, shit," Cade whispered flatly, eyeing the front of her long-worn uniform. His eyes flicked to her rifle. It, too, had seen considerable use. So had her kit, bed roll, and canteen. They hadn't been new for quite a while. He heard a faint sliding of metal and an equally faint 'tick' sound as a tension spring closed a tiny last fraction of an inch past the tip of a camp knife drawn from a wooden scabbard. 

    Thumbing his revolver's hammer back and pointing the pistol at her, Cade said, "Woman or not, if you come at me with that knife, I'll assume you know how to use it. Put it back in the scabbard or drop it." In surly compliance, she slowly brought her hand around front and let the knife fall to the ground. 

    Facing Cade squarely, she asked, "What are you going to do?" Letting his revolver's hammer close gently, Cade said, "I'm not really sure. What's your real name?" 

    "Charlene. Randolph was my father's name." 

    "Why are you pretending to be a soldier, Charlie?" She snapped, "I haven't been pretending, damn you! I've been killing rebs with that rifle since March, and I've..." 

    Cade held up a hand and interrupted her with, "I can see you've had some time in the field. I asked you why." 

    He gestured at her feet. "Just sit down right there and don't even consider reaching for a weapon. I'll sit over here while you try to make me believe you aren't a Confederate spy. Start talking, ma'am." As Cade sat on a fallen tree with his revolver in his lap, she growled, 

"Don't call me that." 

    "Call you what? A spy or a ma'am?" 

    "Either one. I'm not a spy or a ma'am." Apparently trying to stand a little taller, she hitched her shoulders back and firmly stated, "I'm a soldier in the US Army." 

    "Uh, huh. Tell me why I shouldn't turn you in. Ma'am." Assuming a somewhat insulted air, she said, "Suppose you tell me why you wouldn't, Sergeant. Are you about to offer me a trade of some sort? A few moments of pleasure in exchange for keeping your mouth shut?" He shrugged. "Nah. Don't know you well enough. Don't need the pox, either." As she let out an outraged gasp, he said, "Relax. You aren't the first woman to sneak into the Army. They found one in a body pile after the Turnerville battle. Someone said she'd been in her unit for close to a year and in another unit for about six months before that." 

    "That doesn't bother you?" 

    "Not much, I guess. She was doing well enough or someone would have caught her before she stopped that slug." 

    Hissing her irritation, the woman asked, "I meant... Doesn't it bother you that a woman was killed in..." 

    Shaking his head, Cade crisply said, "No. People tend to do what-the-hell-ever they're gonna do and sometimes it kills them. She decided to go to war and apparently did pretty well at it until she got to Turnerville." 

    "What do you mean, 'she did pretty well'?" With a shrug, Cade said, "She made corporal the week before she died." Growling again, she asked, "Do you think that's funny?!" 

    "Only in the sense that she got what she worked so hard for and it killed her. Irony, I think they call that. She did her damnedest to put herself in the way of that bullet." 

    Taking an angry step toward him, she asked harshly, "You think she wanted to die?!" 

    "It's a possibility. At the very least, she wanted to kill." He sighed and said, "Something drove her to want to be out there and she knew the risks well enough by the time it happened. She could have quit any time just by turning herself in. Now sit your ass down and tell me why you're out here." The woman in the blue private's uniform stared at Cade for a moment, then sat down, hung her head, and sighed dejectedly, "What's the point? You're going to turn me in anyway." 

    "Maybe. Maybe not. Haven't decided yet." 

    "Bullshit." 

    Flicking an acorn at the top of her head, Cade said, "Well, I damned sure will if you don't start talking real soon. Why the hell are you out here playing soldier?" 

    She rubbed the top of her head and glared at him in the moonlight for a moment, then snapped, "The rebs killed my father and took our farm! That's why I'm out here and I'm for goddamned sure not playing at anything!" 

    "Details," said Cade, "Your farm where? When? Why?" After glaring at him for a time, she said, "In Maryland. We had a hundred and eighty acres along the Little Pipe River. We didn't know slave runners were using our north docks. One night they caught five escaped slaves and two whites on boats tied up at our docks. We were dragged out of our beds by a colonel and his men. My father was beaten, then jailed. Nobody would listen. Our land was up for auction before my father's trial date. They said he had a heart attack in jail, but he was only forty-one. I think they killed him. When Colonel Miller's brother-in-law took over our farm, he kicked me off the land and said he'd have me arrested if I came back." 

    Taking a deep breath, she met Cade's gaze as she finished, "So I cut my hair, walked across the border into Pennsylvania, and joined the Union Army. When we win this goddamned war, I'm going to see those bastards hung." 

    "Uh, huh. If you don't get yourself killed before then, that is, and best of luck with that. Got any proof?" 

    She snapped, "What?" 

    Cade sighed, "Proof, dammit. Evidence to back your story." Looking slightly confused and bereft, she shruggingly replied, "Well, I'm here, aren't I?" 

    "That's not even close to being good enough. Everything you've told me could be a spy's well-rehearsed lie." 

    Looking thoroughly exasperated, she hissed, "No! It isn't! Just wait a moment!" and started unbuckling her kit. 

    Cade kept her covered with his revolver as she rooted out some papers tied with a ribbon. Holding them up, she asked, "Can you read, Sergeant?" 

    "Yup. What's all that?" 

    "My proof," she said in a triumphant tone, "My proof that my father died in jail and that our farm was legally stolen from us. The bastards even gave me a county receipt when they confiscated everything we owned." She tossed the roll of papers at his feet. Cade reached for them without taking his eyes off her and plucked the slipknot loose with his teeth. Holding the top sheet of paper where he could see it without taking his eyes off her, he muttered, "Well, damn. Not enough light to read out here. On your feet. We're going to find a lamp and someone to keep an eye on you while I read." 

    Lieutenant Roget was still writing when Cade ushered Culver into the officer's tent. He looked up as a shocked Private Culver snapped to attention and saluted by the tent flaps. 

    Returning the salute, Roget said, "At ease, Private. When you're in the company of a superior NCO, saluting is his job. Sergeant Cade, what's all this about?" 

    Holding up the roll of papers, Cade replied, "Just doing a little latrine lawyering, LT. Needed some light to read by." 

    "Does any of it require my attention?" 

    "Not unless you feel like looking over some Confederate court records. Culver, here, says the rebs stole his father's land after they caught some slave runners using his family's river docks." 

    Instantly interested, Roget yelped, "Confederate documents?! Of course I'd like to see them!" and reached for the bundle. 

    Culver was still noticeably pale, but she remained still and silent by the tent flaps. Cade gave the papers to Roget, who eagerly spread them on the table and started reading. 

    After a moment, Roget asked, "Who's Charlene Culver, Private? Your sister?" 

    In a rather tremulous tone, Culver answered, "She was the only member of the family available to sign the receipt, sir." 

    Cade shot her a quick, small grin for her truthful evasion of Roget's question. 

    "I see," said Roget, "You say your family didn't know the slave runners were using the docks?" 

    "No, sir. The reb colonel knew that, too, but his brother-in-law wanted our land. We never had a chance, sir." 

    Shaking his head, Roget said, "Damn. There's testimony from three junior officers that your father confessed his guilt in their presence. I note that they're dated the day after he's supposed to have died in jail. How very convenient." 

    Looking up, he said, "I think you may have a very good chance of winning your land back in court, Private." With a small shrug, he added, "After the war, of course. You really should take these papers to Brigade HQ. In case anything happens to you, I mean. God forbid. That would make sure someone would eventually take up the matter on your family's behalf." Culver looked moderately stunned. 

    "Uh, sir... you mean... uh, I mean... you're saying..?" 

    "I'm saying that you may get your farm back." Waving the papers slightly, he said, "But only if these papers are available. I notice they've already suffered somewhat in your possession. They really should be on file for postwar consideration." 

    Cade said, "Maybe you could write a short recommendation to that effect, LT. Privates can have a hard time getting up to Brigade HQ unless they're in some kind of trouble." 

    Laughing, Roget noddingly agreed. "Of course. Good thinking, Sergeant Cade. I'll do just that, immediately." 

    After adding his note to the roll of documents, Roget handed them back to Culver, who had to step forward to receive them. 

    She kept her head down and nodded as she said, "Thanks very much, Lieutenant," then stepped back by the tent flaps. 

    Cade said, "Yeah, thanks, LT," and thumbed at the tent flap to get Culver moving. 

    She took the hint and stood at attention, rendering a textbook salute to Roget. He returned it and she ducked out of the tent. Cade followed her out and kept going toward the communal campfire. Culver hurried to catch up. 
Chapter Five

    Cade used his camp knife to slice a short strip of meat from the hog carcass above the fire, then offered it to Culver as she arrived. She took it and he cut another strip for himself. 

    After a few moments of chewing, Culver eyed her trembling hands and whispered, "Oh, God... I was so frightened in there... More than I've ever been frightened under fire, I think." 

    Spitting some gristle into the fire and watching it sizzle, Cade said, 

"I'd say you need to rearrange your priorities." 

    "Huh?" 

    "Think about it, ma'am. What's the worst he could have done? Pack you off to brigade for a talk with the brass? As I see it, you should find some safe place to wait out the damned war, then go home and take your farm back from those assholes." 

    Leaning her rifle against the cook's table, she faced Cade and said, "I was right. You're just like all the others. You do resent the idea of a woman on the front lines." 

    He studied her face as he said, "I'm not real fond of the idea of me being on the front lines, either, but I can't just walk away. You can, and I suggest you damned well do that just as soon as humanly possible." Softly hissing the words, she asked, "Are you threatening to turn me in after all?" 

    "Nope. If you're blindly, stupidly determined to be in the thick of it, you'll just sign up with some other outfit later. But I'd still suggest that you get the hell out of this war and stay clear of it 'till it's over. Ma'am." 

    "Yeah? Where the hell would I go? What would I do? And why the hell can't I just be where I want to be?" 

    Cutting another slice of hog, Cade said, "Because being where you want to be could get you killed --just like that ol' girl at Turnerville --and then Miller's in-laws'll keep your land. You have to decide whether killing a few rebs now is more important than getting your family farm back later." He knelt by the fire as he wiped his knife on his lower pantsleg and held the blade in the fire for a time before putting it back in its scabbard and asking, "What can you accomplish with a hundred dead rebs?" 

    "What?" She shrugged. "Uh... Nothing, I guess." 

    "Right. Not a damned thing. Now, what could you accomplish with a hundred acres of reb farm land? Y'see, lady, land is worth more than people at the moment. Fact is, it always has been. Both sides know there's only so much land, but that they can grow more people. They'll kill each other's people for a while, then the North'll win because they have more money, men, food, and guns. The South can't even make their own damned guns and y'can't eat cotton. They're already trading away crops they haven't grown yet. I figure that'll work for maybe three years before their credit runs dry." Standing up, he turned to face her. 

    "What I'm sayin' is... If you're where you have to be with proof in hand when this war's over, you'll very likely get your farm back. If you're dead, you won't. It's just that simple, ma'am. Goodnight." Charlene Culver watched him gather a coffee pot and some cups from a nearby bench and enter his tent. For a few long moments, she stood staring at nothing, then she used her own camp knife to carve off another sliver of meat, picked up her rifle, and headed back to the woods beyond Cade's tent. In his tent, Cade set the pot and cups on one of the chairs near the table and sat on his bunk to take off his boots. 

    Roget penned another line of his letter, then asked, "Was that private a friend of yours?" 

    Without looking up, Cade answered, "Nope. Just someone with a problem. I figured you'd know whether the papers looked genuine and know what to do with them." 

    Glancing up, Cade said, "You may have helped Culver save the family farm. You ought to feel pretty good about that." 

    As Cade stretched out on his bunk, Roget put his writing quill away and stoppered his ink bottle as he said, "Don't lose sight of the fact that I wouldn't have had the opportunity to advise him if you hadn't brought him in here." 

    Cade chuckled, "Yeah. Okay, I'll keep that in mind." Perhaps a dozen paces into the woods, Charlene Culver sat on a log and listened to the voices in the tent. She watched the lamplight in the tent fade, then extinguish, and continued listening for a time. When the tent finally fell silent except for someone's soft snoring, she stood up and picked her way among the trees to the latrine trail, then ambled back to her unit, her mind whirling with relief and jumbled thoughts. Almost unbelievably, the sergeant hadn't turned her in. But what if he changed his mind? What if --by the light of a new day --he had second thoughts? 

    On the other hand, why should he? He hadn't seemed very concerned about the woman who'd been killed at Turnerville. She discovered that --for some undefined reason --his rather cavalier attitude about that woman's death irritated her. 

    A sentry's challenge interrupted her thoughts. She identified herself and continued into her unit area, stopping to check a coffee pot by the fire, then she poured herself half a cup and sat sipping it as she thought about things. Corporal Maxwell approached her from her unit's command tent and stopped by the fire to fill a coffee cup. 

    "What'sa matter, Culver? Can't sleep?" 

    "Haven't tried yet, Corporal. Do you know Sergeant Cade or Lieutenant Roget?" 

    "I've only heard of Roget. I've met Cade." Sipping coffee, Culver said, "I met them both tonight. Sergeant Cade took me to see Lieutenant Roget. Now I'm supposed to take some papers to Brigade instead of carrying them around." 

    Maxwell's gaze narrowed. "A lieutenant from another platoon told you to do something? What papers?" 

    Culver said protestingly, "It wasn't an order or anything like that, Corporal Maxwell. He was just trying to help. The papers prove the rebs stole my father's land. Lieutenant Roget said I might be able to get it back after the war." 

    Moving to stand looming above her, Maxwell angrily snapped, "You mind tellin' me why the hell you didn't bring all this to your own people, Private? 

Why you went way the hell outside your own damned chain of command?" 

    "What?! I didn't... Look here, Corporal, we were just talking, and Sergeant Cade seemed to think Lieutenant Roget would be interested in my situation. Was I going to refuse to go with him? Maybe you can get away with saying no to a man with three stripes on his sleeve, but not me." Standing up, she said, "I'll ask to see Lieutenant Borland in the morning. Will that make everything all right?" 

    Maxwell looked almost apoplectic with rage and he'd been known to strike lesser-ranking soldiers now and then for various reasons. Holding her scalding-hot coffee between them so she could sling it in his face to slow him down, Culver waited to see how he'd respond. 

    He calmed a bit, but remained tense, his fists balled and ready as he growled, "I don't like you one damned little bit, Culver. I never have. There's just something about you that makes me want to beat the shit out of you." 

    Looking up to meet his gaze, she growled softly in return, "Corporal Maxwell, I'm not very big and I know it. I also know a man your size could easily beat me bloody in a fair fight. But you need to know that if you ever hit me like you've hit Lewis and Stenner, you'd better just go ahead and fucking kill me on the spot, because if the rebs don't get you, I damned sure will. It might be an accidental shooting, a rattlesnake in your bedroll, or poison oak in your food, but I will kill you somehow, Corporal Maxwell. You can be absolutely certain of it." 

    Their glaring match endured another couple of moments until someone headed toward the fire with a tin cup. Culver reached for the coffee pot and poured a bit more in her cup, then offered the pot to the newcomer and picked up her rifle. 

    Without another look at Maxwell, she headed for her tent. Cade watched her from his position of concealment at the edge of the clearing and nodded slightly to himself. Her quiet, challenging words to Maxwell had carried to Cade through the night air, and they hadn't at all been the words of someone intent only on remaining undiscovered. Threats of poisoning or back-shooting not withstanding, Maxwell might have lost his temper as he was known to do now and then. Culver was either sadly inept and very lucky or vastly skilled at manipulating belligerent men. Easing back into the brush a few yards, Cade turned and headed for his own tent and some sleep. 

    In the morning, the woods surrounding the encampment began to look and sound like a lumber camp and some thirty men were put to work digging bunkers along the riverbank. 

    Cade and Roget weren't too startled to see Lieutenant Borland and a corporal enter their compound at midmorning, but they were rather surprised when Borland barely completed a cursory greeting salute with Roget before angrily barking, "I don't appreciate you and your sergeant advising my subordinates, sir." 

    Maxwell stood stiffly beside him and glared as Cade sipped his coffee and ignored him. 

    Roget calmly asked, "I take it Private Culver brought his papers to your attention?" 

    Borland responded, "That he did, sir, but..." 

    "Was my advice to Private Culver in any way incorrect? Was it somehow different from what you'd have suggested?" 

    "Well, no, but..." 

    "Then what's your issue with us, Lieutenant Borland? How did we undermine or jeopardize your authority by providing convenient advice at an opportune moment?" 

    Maxwell snapped at Cade, "We don't like you messin' with our people, Sergeant." 

    Still ignoring him, Cade asked, "Lieutenant Borland, will Private Culver encounter any difficulties --any at all --regarding the matter of filing those papers with Brigade?" 

    Maxwell blustered, "Culver's got himself a few extra chores to do before he can mess with his personal stuff." 

    Without looking at him, Cade asked Borland, "You gave him punishment duties, Lieutenant?" 

    Stiffening, Borland answered, "Yes. Culver stepped outside his chain of command with this matter, Sergeant." 

    Looking at Roget, Cade asked, "How do we feel about that, Lieutenant?" 

    "Oh, we heartily disapprove," said Roget, "In fact, we intend to discuss the matter with our superiors." Returning his gaze to Borland, he added, "Who happen also to be your superiors, Lieutenant. And since I have reason to visit Brigade today, and since Culver's papers will have to be filed with Brigade, we may as well discuss this matter on the way and save some time." Turning to Cade, he asked, "Do you think you can get along without me for a few hours, Sergeant?" 

    "Oh, we'll manage, I think. But just barely, of course." 

    "Very good. I'll get my things while Lieutenant Borland sends his corporal to collect Private Culver." Looking at Borland, he asked, "Unless you have other plans for the day, sir?" 

    Borland had options. He could say other more pressing matters required his attention and send Culver to Brigade with or without Roget or he could accompany Roget and spend some time hob-nobbing at Brigade HQ, perhaps coming away with a good bottle of whiskey after a meal or two in the officer's mess. 

    "Corporal Maxwell," said Borland, "Have Private Culver prepare for presentation at Brigade Headquarters. I want him ready to travel within the hour." 

    Looking as if he felt somewhat betrayed, Maxwell was a touch slow to respond as he saluted, said, "Yes, sir," and left the group. To Roget, Borland said, "I shall return shortly, sir," then he exchanged salutes with Roget and followed Maxwell toward 'D' company's area. Once he was out of earshot, Cade said, "Well done, LT. If you happen across an extra bottle of whiskey at Brigade, I'd be pleased to add it to our medical inventory." 

    Nodding, Roget replied, "I'll see what I can find. It disturbs me that they gave Culver punishment details for merely having spoken with us, Cade." As they headed for the command tent, Cade said, "Then you aren't seeing it from their perspective, LT. You'd be just as tense if one of our men consulted officers or NCO's outside our unit. You'd at least want to know why." 

    "I suppose so, but all I'd need is a decent explanation and the matter would be settled. There was no call to punish him." They split up at the tent. Roget went inside to prepare for travel and Cade headed for the woods to see how logging efforts were proceeding. Over a hundred men took turns with axes and eight teams of horses hauled logs to the river road. Some of the logs were positioned so they could be tilted into narrow trenches to form barricade walls, but just inside the cover of the trees along the shoreline, four teams prepared logs that would be lashed together to create rafts. 

    The logs were first cut to a length of ten feet, then a notch about three fingers deep was chopped around the end of each log before it was rolled to a storage area near the shoreline. 

    Just before sundown, Cade saw Roget striding toward the work area and put down the axe he'd been using to notch logs. Grabbing a rag from a pile by the rope, he stepped down to the riverbank above the construction area and cleaned himself up a bit as Roget arrived. 

    For some moments, Roget stood silent, then he snapped, "The oddest thing happened at Brigade, Sergeant Cade; while we were at Major Landsby's office, Private Charles Culver suddenly claimed to be a woman named Charlene." With a chuckle, Cade rinsed his hair and face and replied, "Well, I certainly hope someone made Private Culver prove such an outrageous claim." 

    "Are you saying you didn't know?" 

    Drying his face and looking at Roget, Cade said, "I had my suspicions, LT, but since we have a place to go and a thing to do in the near future, I thought it best to let the matter come to light elsewhere. It seemed likely to me that she'd either 'fess up or some perceptive soul at brigade would spot her." 

    "And if that hadn't come to pass? If no one had spotted her and she hadn't confessed?" 

    "Then I'd have kept my mouth shut and let her soldier on, LT. It would have been her choice to do so." 

    Almost red-faced, Roget hissed, "Her choice?! Did I hear you correctly, Cade?!" 

    Putting his tunic on, Cade said, "Yup. She's not my woman, LT, so I don't much give a damn what she does. I have other things to worry about, like getting some rafts down the river tonight. There's a war on, y'know." Heading back up the embankment, Cade said to Corporal Higgins, "I'm going to get something to eat and try to get some sleep before we launch. Turn things over to Conrad and make sure everybody who's coming with us has the same opportunity." 

    With a quick grin, Higgins replied, "Will do. Oh, hey, Sarge, when we're out on the water, do we have to say 'aye, aye' like they do in the Navy?" 

    "Nah. Might confuse the officers. Tell the men who lash the logs together that some of them will be going with us tonight." 

    "Okay. Uh... Will any of 'em be going with us, Sarge?" Shaking his head, Cade said, "Not likely, but I want the work done right as well as quickly." 

    Higgins laughed and went to collect people. 

    Using an exposed root to finish pulling himself up the slope, Roget rather tightly asked, "'Might confuse the officers'?" 

    "You heard that, huh? Well, never to lose your sense of humor, LT. Keep it as shiny as your brass, 'cause you never know when you'll need it." A few steps later, Roget still seemed tense. Cade stopped walking and Roget stopped a step later. 

    "LT," said Cade, "Tonight we'll have to put twenty-four men who probably can't swim for shit on rafts on a river and get them and their gear fifty miles downstream in working order. Now tell me, what's funny about that?" After a thoughtful moment, Roget growled, "I'll be damned if I can see anything funny about it, Cade." 

    Grinning, Cade said, "Well, you can bet they will --or they'll try damned hard --so try to be ready to laugh at someone else's bad jokes. Wanna know why we aren't going to call them 'Roget's Raiders' when we launch?" Giving Cade a totally mystified expression, Roget tiredly replied, "Oh, certainly, Cade. Yes, I'd love to know that." 

    Nodding, Cade continued walking as he said, "When things go right, the brass hats climb all over each other trying to grab a piece of the glory, but when things go wrong, the higher-ups flap like chickens and try to hang the blame on someone of lesser rank, who in this case would likely be you or Captain Spence. If things don't go well, we'll blame it all on poor missing-in-action Captain Ethan Niven. If all goes well, we'll call ourselves

'Roget's Raiders' tomorrow." 

    With a droll expression, Roget said, "There are no officer-grade Nivens in this regiment, Cade." 

    "Brigade is only vaguely aware of who's out here, LT. They're concerned about numbers and units. Each general or colonel knows a few names, but that's all. If the reports say a new man named Niven screwed up, they'll be believed unless someone bothers to check the rosters." 

    In an incredulous tone, Roget asked, "Do you actually believe that, Cade?" 

    "Ever hear of Lieutenant Dickey, who led second platoon the wrong way during a flank attack late last year?" 

    "Well, I've heard about him, of course, but..." Cade shook his head. "Dickey was a figment, LT. So was the wrong-way flank attack." 

    "But... Cade! I saw the reference to that action in..." As Roget paused, trying to remember something, Cade asked, "In what?" 

    "In... I saw it in a report compiled from eyewitness testimonies when several rebel cannon were added to our inventories. Dickey's unit discovered and captured... uh, I believe it was... six cannon and their munitions, but the venture was completely unauthorized." 

    "Right. The key word is 'unauthorized', LT. An opportunity presented itself and we didn't have time to send word up the chain of command. We decided to try for those cannon, and if things had gone to hell in the attempt, Lieutenant Dickey would have been blamed for it." Realization dawned in Roget's expression. "You were in that report, Cade. So was Sergeant Helmutsen." 

    "Yup. We went in quick and fourth platoon's rifles covered us while we wiped out the gun crews. A few of fourth platoon's men helped us haul those cannon and most of their powder around the hill to our own lines. We had three wounded, but we only lost one man, LT... poor, valiant, imaginary Lieutenant Dickey was listed as missing in action. The Army postponed any awards or indictments indefinitely and Dickey was forgotten with the next round of battles and casualties." 

    Roget muttered a horrified, "Oh, dear God..! You and your men falsified an official report?!" 

    Cade chuckled, "About a dozen men from three units told the same story," and stepped into his tent for his mess kit. After a meal and some progress updates, he made sure all of his unit's members were at chow or resting, then took a nap. 
Chapter Six

    Voices woke Cade. He noted the darkness beyond the tent flaps and sat up as he listened, but the conversation was apparently finished. Roget came into the tent, stopped briefly by the flaps when he saw Cade was awake, then moved to the table and struck a match to light the lamp as he spoke. 

    "Davis and Hicks are waking the others. We're to board the rafts in an hour or so." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Good 'nuff. Tell everybody else half an hour so we'll have time to check things. I need some coffee and a leak. Back in a few." Some thirty minutes later, Cade sipped coffee as he told Higgins to line everybody up behind the mess tent. Once all were present, Cade and Higgins quickly checked their gear, then led the men to the river bank. The rafts were each large enough for four men and there were two extra rafts onto which had been lashed a dozen rifles and a number of barrels. 

    "Boots off," said Cade, "Tie 'em together and put 'em in a barrel on the equipment raft. Keep only one revolver. Put the others in the barrels. Everything but your shirts and pants and one gun goes in the barrels." As the men set to following instructions, Phillips held up his knife and asked, "Everything?" 

    "Everything. Some of us may have to swim ashore." 

    "Uh, Sarge," Weaver said hesitantly and with some embarrassment, "I, uh... I can't swim." 

    Eyeing the line of men, Cade asked, "Anybody else who can't swim? Or doesn't swim well? Hands up now." 

    Two more hands went up. Cade found some half-inch rope and cut three pieces, each about twelve feet long. 

    Tossing the chunks of rope to the men, he said, "You're all going to be on the second raft. Tie yourselves to a corner --repeat, to a corner --of your raft until we get there." 

    To the group as a whole, he said, "The rafts will be tied together and each raft has an anchor line. When we get there, whichever rafts are closest to shore will throw grapples and tie their anchor lines to trees." Stepping aboard the nearest raft, he picked up an eight-foot pole and held it aloft. 

    "These will be used to steer and paddle. Everybody please note that one end is wrapped in rags. That end goes in the water. Those in the last raft will work to keep our line generally straight as we drift down the river." Miller asked, "Sarge, how long are we gonna be on those rafts?" Sipping his coffee, Cade said, "Captain Barker said about four hours to the point." 

    Somebody muttered, "How'n hell would he know sumpin' like that?" Cade snapped, "The same way I'd have figured it out. He went ten miles upstream to Wilbury and timed his boat ride back down here." Someone else softly chuckled, "Oh, lordy, does that mean officers is gettin' to be as smart as sergeants?" 

    From the edge of the darkness a human form separated from a large tree and became Lieutenant Roget as he stepped into the circle of firelight. Roget calmly said, "It would appear so, Private Marks. We find it helpful in deciding which privates should be assigned to help the cooks and dig latrines." 

    Private Marks blanched and received some ribbing from his friends as Roget walked over to stand by Cade and survey the men as Cade assigned the men to rafts. 

    Sitting on a log to take off his boots, Roget asked, "Are we just about ready, Sergeant Cade?" 

    Dumping his boots and guns in one of the barrels, Cade checked the lashing ropes and said, "Just waiting for you, LT." 

    One of the men stared at the black river water beyond the end of his raft and quietly asked, "Shouldn't we take a minute to pray, Sarge?" 

    "You'll have four hours to pray. And do it very quietly." 

    "Quietly? Why? You ain't a religious man, Sarge?" With a sigh, Cade said, "You can hear men talking at a hundred paces or more in the woods." Thumbing at the river, he added, "There won't be any woods out there, so everybody keep quiet once we cast off." Roget chuckled, "'Cast off'? How very nautical! Were you a sailor in your youth, Cade?" 

    Giving him a wry look, Cade said, "Lieutenants make good ballast, LT. Untie that line before you board, please." 

    Handing his boots and gear to Cade, Roget pulled the slipknot that anchored the string of rafts. Some poling by the men allowed the current that had been tugging at the other end of the string to pull them into the river's main current. 

    After some anxious moments for many of the men, they settled down and concentrated on maneuvering the rafts to the approximate middle of the river. Sure enough, Cade heard someone say, 'Our Father, who art in...' and he snapped quietly at the other rafts, "I said quiet, dammit! Just like an ambush! You whisper if you have to talk at all from here on." Somebody --it sounded like Roper --moaned, "I think I'm gonna be sick." 

    "Well damn," said Cade, "Get it done, then. Taylor, knock him cold if he starts getting sick after this. The same goes for everyone else. If maintaining silence means knocking a man out, do it. We'll wake 'em up when we need 'em." 

    Surprisingly, Roper never quite got sick enough to throw up his dinner and the men managed a reasonable level of quiet during their travel. A little more than three hours into their journey, Roget tapped Cade's shoulder and showed him a pocket watch by the faint light of a quarter-moon as he said, "I think something's wrong." 

    "You've been checking that watch every two minutes for the last hour, LT. Are you thinking we should have seen the point by now?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Watch." 

    Thinking Cade meant he wanted to see the watch, Roget started to hand it to him, but Cade leaned to pluck a piece of bark off a log and flicked it into the water. The bit of bark very slowly floated past the raft and out of sight. Looking extremely puzzled and rather disturbed, Roget took his eyes off the water where the bark had vanished and repeated the test with another bit of bark. 

    "Damned if I know why," said Cade, "But leaves and sticks and such have been passing us like that since we started. I figure we're about half an hour behind schedule." 

    Roget hissed, "Why the hell didn't you say something?!" Cade shrugged. "It won't change anything. It'll still be dark when we land. Time to start poling toward shore, though, 'cuz that point'll probably sneak up on us if we don't." 

    It did. Cade had guesstimated forty-five minutes to an hour of travel before the point, and it showed up right on schedule, looming vaguely on their right in the faint moonlight. 

    Along the shoreline were a few places where there was little or no foliage; more than likely easily-reached fishing spots or places to tie trading boats. 

    Standing up, Cade swung the grappling hook over his head twice and let it fly at some large tree roots near the water line. The hook snagged firmly and the men aboard Cade's raft began quickly hauling on the rope. The hook from the next raft hung up in a willow tree and the hook from the third raft lodged in the mud, but snagged firmly on something near the shore when the thrower tried to retrieve it. 

    Soon the first three rafts were secured to trees and the other rafts were swinging around them to the shoreline. Cade and Roget quickly put on their boots, grabbed their weapons, and headed up the shore's embankment into the trees to have a look around and stand guard as the others debarked. In a tense whisper, Roget hissed, "I don't see the river road! Where the hell's the road?!" 

    "Relax, LT. It probably runs around this thicket. Might be someone didn't want a road cutting through his property." 

    "But the map clearly showed it closely following the river around the point." 

    "Maps can be wrong, LT. We're on the right side of the river and we can walk from here. Let's get everybody up here and get moving before we lose the damned moonlight." 

    Once everybody was assembled, Cade told them to take a leak or a crap if necessary because there'd be no more breaks. Within ten minutes every man was ready to go. 

    Heading downriver through the trees along the top of the embankment at almost a jogging pace, another thirty minutes or so passed before Cade faintly heard voices ahead. 

    He raised a hand to stop the group and made the hand signal for voices. Higgins joined Cade and Roget and they moved silently forward. They crested a low hill on their bellies and finally saw the road. On either side of the road were sentries in foxholes and a thick branch had been placed across the road to stop wagons. 

    The two men in the foxhole nearest Cade were apparently telling each other jokes to keep themselves awake; both were laughing softly and passing a cup back and forth. 

    "Hey, Courtland!" came a low voice from the other side of the road, "Y'all got any more o' that coffee Jimmy brung out here?" Lifting the obviously-heavy pot from the dirt beside him and swirling the contents, Courtland replied, "Naw, 's all gone, Will." 

    "Aw, bullshit. I seen you pick it up. I'm comin' over." 

    "Sarge'll have your ass if you leave that hole." A figure stood up and started across the road saying, "He ain't gonna know about it less'n you tell 'im. Now gimme some o' that coffee." When the sentry was back in his hole with his coffee, Cade tapped his companions and retreated from the hillock a hundred paces to join the waiting group, then led them well around the sentry post and onward toward the bridge. A mile or so later, the campfire-lit beginnings of a town became visible ahead. Cade again stopped the group and eased toward the road. As he'd expected, two buckboard wagons soon rolled past his vantage point and dogs began to bark at the edge of town at their approach. Good 'nuff. Can't tell the difference between dogs barking at passing wagons or Union soldiers. 

    Cade's group generally kept pace with the wagons as they neared the tiny town that had sprouted at the western end of a new-looking narrow stone bridge. 

    While there were several buildings on each side of the road where it met the bridge, the number of buildings along the road thinned quickly within a quarter-mile. 

    The wagons stopped in front of an office and left a crate with the guards on the porch, then moved on to roll across the bridge and head north. Except for a few civilians going about their early-morning business, the street was deserted, as expected. Runners had delivered the news that the Union Army was moving down the other side of the river and the rebs had rushed men and guns to try to stop them. 

    Barrels had been placed at short intervals along both sides of the bridge and a man lounged near a campfire on each side of the bridge's western end. Cade moved deeper into the trees and gave the sign for his corporals to form up on his position. 

    As soon as they and Roget had joined him, he said, "Things are about as we were told. It's a small resupply depot. We'll get as close as we can, hunker down in cover, and wait for the right moment." 

    Higgins asked, "How long d'ya think?" 

    "That's up to Spence and Company 'D'. They're the lead element, but the real force will be behind and a mile or two to the east of them. We'll be watching for runners or riders and keeping an eye on the men by the fires. If those guards head for the barrels, knock 'em down and shoot anyone else who goes on or near the bridge." 

    Miller said, "This is startin' to look like a goddamn suicide mission, Sarge. Spence might not get here before sundown and the rebs could spot us long before then." 

    "Doesn't matter. We're here to grab a steamboat and clear the bridge any way we can, and I have some ideas about that." 

    Roget raised an eyebrow and asked, "Such as..?" 

    "The third building from the bridge on the south side of the street is their ammo dump." 

    With a skeptical glance at Cade, Roget asked, "How did you reach that conclusion?" 

    "Take a good look around the front porch and at the walkway leading to it from the street. It's a lot darker than the rest of the dirt around here." When Roget glanced at Higgins as if for a second opinion on the matter, he nodded. 

    "Yup. You could damn near use that path for a fuse, LT. They've been kinda sloppy." 

    Looking at Cade, Roget asked, "What are you proposing?" Giving Roget a droll look, Cade replied, "Well, I think we should prob'ly try to blow that building up, LT." 

    Roget took the jibe with a small smile and asked, "Would you care to enlighten us a bit, Sergeant? Exactly how do we get past the guards?" 

    "We don't. See the big oil lamp hanging in the alcove above the front door?" 

    Peering at the doorway, Roget studied the five-flame brass lamp and nodded. "Yes." 

    "It holds about a gallon of oil. While we shoot the men by the bridge, one of our men will shoot at that lamp, then at anyone who tries to put out the fire." 

    "Cade, a bullet isn't likely to ignite lamp oil." 

    "No, but the blast from a revolver will." In a tone of exasperation, Roget quietly exclaimed, "You'd practically have to be standing in the oil to set it off that way, Cade! Do you seriously think one of our men would be able to get that close to the building?" With a sigh to display his own exasperation, Cade replied, "Miller will throw a cocked revolver at the door, LT." 

    Higgins and Walton chuckled as Roget gave Cade a narrow glare and stiffly asked, "And what if the gun doesn't go off, Sergeant Cade? What then? Throw another one?" 

    Higgins stifled a snort of laughter and Cade chuckled. 

    "LT," said Miller, "I got one ol' gun that'll go off if you sneeze too close to it. I'll gar-un-tee it'll go off." 

    After glaring briefly at Miller, Roget said to Cade, "That lamp's been burning all night. It's probably nearly empty." 

    "Aw, jeez," muttered Cade. Turning to Higgins, he said, "Corporal Higgins, you're a reasonably smart man. Do you think one should try to fill a burning oil lamp?" 

    Grinning, Higgins replied, "Oh, no, I truly don't think so." 

    "And would you want to have to fill a lamp before lighting it if you were the private who'd been detailed to light a dozen such outdoor lamps just before dark?" 

    "Well, no, Sergeant Cade, I don't believe I would." 

    "So when should it be refilled, do you think?" With an exaggerated air of speculation, Higgins replied, "Oh, well, I think I'd prob'ly have the lamp snuffer do it." 

    Roget snapped, "Enough!" then added, "You've made your point, Sergeant Cade." 

    There were a couple of snickers from those present before Cade said, 

"Higgins, put two riflemen on those guards at the bridge. Things'll be moving fast, so they get one shot each, no reloading. If they miss, they'll damned well have to run down there with their revolvers." Nodding, Higgins said, "Got it." 

    "Two more riflemen with four rifles will cover the first house by the bridge on the south side. Two riflemen with one rifle each will cover the road north toward what's left of their camp. Hit a few rebs before they get close so the rest'll be real cautious about getting any closer." Turning to Corporal Walton, Cade said, "You and your men will run cleanup and cover. Spread 'em out a bit." 

    Walton nodded. "Will do." 

    Roget asked, "What about the barrels on the bridge? We can't leave them there during an attack." 

    "Of course we can. They aren't fused." 

    "What?! Are you sure?" 

    "Did you see any? Fuses contain gunpowder. Gunpowder absorbs moisture. Leave fuses in overnight near a river and they may not burn in the morning. The men by the bridge will have to place fuses before they can blow the barrels." 

    "Then why the hell aren't they our first targets?" Cade snapped, "Dammit, stop asking questions and think, LT! Are they gonna panic and blow the bridge because of a few bluecoats? No. They know there's a column of cavalry headed this way. They'll figure we're just a distraction." Shrugging, he added, "And that's exactly what we'll be, right up until we set fire to their powder room." 

    Roget bridled for a long moment, then took a deep breath, raised his hands slightly, and said, "Go on, Sergeant Cade." 

    Also taking a long breath, Cade said, "Sorry, LT, but the time to learn about munitions is before a mission." 

    Higgins said, "Sarge, we haven't used any more than a standard revolver load since he's been with us." 

    "Yeah, I know. That's why I apologized. Is everyone clear about what he's supposed to do? Walton?" 

    Walton repeated his instructions, then Higgins. Roget started to say something, then stopped. 

    Cade asked, "What, LT?" 

    Shrugging, Roget replied, "Uh, well I don't seem to have any instructions. What am I supposed to do?" 

    "You'll be with me, LT. Once the powder room's burning properly, we'll deal with those barrels." 

    "Uh... You mean... go out on the bridge?!" Grinning, Cade replied, "Yup. Sounds exciting, doesn't it?" Rather sarcastically, Roget snapped, "Oh, hell yes! Are you insane, Cade?! 

Do you have any idea how many guns will be aiming at us?" Pointing at the fire wagon between the first and second buildings, Cade said, "Eight water barrels will give us plenty of cover. It's short and heavy enough to crush a powder keg and if we drop a sideboard crosswise, it'll be wide enough to scatter the barrels on both sides of the bridge. We'll get it moving across the bridge and hop off by the guard posts." Higgins muttered, "Do you think we can hang on until Spence gets here?" Shaking his head, Roget replied, "Doubtful. The local woods are full of troops and the steamboat'll get here before he does. Once the shooting starts, they'll all be on their way to town." 

    Looking at Cade, Higgins asked, "So what do we do?" Pointing down the hill toward the river below the first building, Cade said, "Well, now, I was kind of worried about that too, but see all the goods and firewood they stacked on that pier this morning? Some of that stuff's perishable, so they wouldn't leave it out there overnight. It wouldn't surprise me much if that steamboat showed up fairly soon." Grinning like a big kid, Higgins said, "Aw-right! I've never been on a steamboat before!" 

    After a bit more discussion, everyone found suitable positions and they settled down to wait. Just after dawn a man used a ladder to snuff and refill the oil lamps at five buildings along the street and Higgins nudged Roget as he pointed and grinned. Roget gave him a look of vast sufferance in return. The rest of the morning was generally uneventful; Cade's men watched as the rebs went through daily routine until mid-day, when a rider appeared on the other side of the river and hurried across the bridge to the first building. 

    Within an hour, about a hundred and fifty men had been assembled in the street from encampments in the surrounding woods. An officer addressed the men briefly, then the troops were led across the bridge and northward on the river road. 

    Not long after the column of men was out of sight, a white side-wheel steamboat appeared at the bend about two miles downriver. While it wasn't the biggest steamboat Cade had ever seen, it was two stories tall. The steamboat docked at the pier and several crates were offloaded before men began loading the firewood for the boiler. Once the firewood had been loaded, they began loading the other goods on the pier. Cade signaled Higgins to join him and said, "They'll be finished loading in an hour or so. Take a man and go down there to secure the boat. Find a place near it and wait until you hear the shooting up here. Tell the pilot that if the boat isn't ready to go when we get there, he'll die today." With a curt nod, Higgins moved out. Roget gave Cade an arch look and said, 

"The boat pilot could be a civilian." 

    Meeting Roget's gaze, Cade coldly replied, "Doubtful, but in any case he's working for the rebs, LT. We have twenty-four men to consider and we don't have a better idea for getting away from here. If he cooperates, he'll live. If he doesn't, the Army probably won't get a chance to court-martial me for shooting him." 

    "Don't you think we could figure out how to run the boat?" 

    "Boilers are tricky and there won't be time to learn much during an escape. If it looks simple enough after we get underway, maybe we'll let the crew jump ship." 
Chapter Seven

    There were only a few crates and bales left on the pier when Cade gave the signal to start the attack. Corporal Miller fired one round at the powder building's lamp. His round impacted the lamp near its base, jarring the five glass lampshades hard enough to break two of them, and exited the lamp at almost exactly the same level it had entered. 

    Oil spewed and doused the doorway and the wooden porch as the lamp swung wildly on its chains. Miller counted to five and threw his specially prepared revolver at the door. 

    One chamber of the revolver's cylinder had been packed with gunpowder and a bit of rag had been wadded into the chamber to contain the powder, then Miller had rammed another bit of rag to the bottom of the barrel and filled the barrel with gunpowder. 

    After plugging the barrel's open end with yet another bit of rag, he'd placed a primer cap on the chamber and fully cocked the weapon's hammer. The overloaded revolver sailed in a high arc at the door as the lamp dribbled the last of its oil on the door and its surroundings. When it landed, there was a sound like a cannon firing and a huge ball of flame erupted from the porch. 

    When Miller had fired at the lamp, a number of men in the street or near the other buildings had frozen and stared around rather than seeking cover. Many hadn't even drawn their weapons, which told Cade and his men that they weren't dealing with combat-hardened troops. 

    A number of men rushed to hitch the horses to the fire wagon as others ran for buckets under the direction of a junior officer. As soon as the fire wagon was ready to roll, two men got aboard and guided it up the slight incline to the street. 

    Roget muttered, "Damn! Don't they realize someone's attacking them?" 

    "Maybe not," said Cade, "There haven't been any more shots fired. They may think someone had an accident." 

    Shaking his head, Roget said, "Impossible." Grinning, Cade said, "Could be you're right. Look there." Cade pointed at half a dozen men running toward town on the road. Even as he pointed, two shots were heard and two of the running men dropped in their tracks and the others quickly sought cover. 

    It was time. Cade and Roget charged out of the trees toward the fire wagon, which was so heavy that the horses were having trouble pulling it through a drainage ditch and into the street. 

    Two quick rifle shots sounded down by the pier just before Cade and Roget each shot the men on the wagon. Roget provided as much cover as possible while keeping a hand on the lead horse as Cade yanked a sideboard up and off the wagon and jammed it widthwise between the middle barrels. 

    "All aboard," said Cade, climbing into the driver's seat. He slapped the reins across the backs of the horses and the wagon lurched into forward motion as Roget dropped his butt onto the board seat and braced himself to shoot at a man with a rifle who'd appeared on a nearby porch. Someone broke out a window on the second floor of the first building as they approached the bridge. Cade and Roget both fired at that window as a rifle poked out. The rifle tilted upward and disappeared as the wagon clatteringly reached the apron of cobblestones fronting the mouth of the bridge. 

    The guards on both sides of the bridge aimed at them --one of the men even stood up to aim in practice-range style --but Cade's men picked them off before they could fire. Both men dropped as the heavy water wagon clambered up the slight incline onto the bridge. 

    Flogging the reins one last time to spur the horses to their best efforts, Cade yelled, "Time to jump!" and heaved himself well clear of the wagon's forward wheel to land on his feet and roll into the guard foxhole on the left. The young man in the hole was still alive, holding his right hand over a bloody spot on his shirt. Cade grabbed the man's rifle and aimed it at the man's gut as he kept an eye on the wagon's progress. 

    The horses struggled to head straight up the middle of the bridge, but their shod feet found the stones rather slippery and the wagon drifted a bit to the left, its wheel hub tumbling that side's powder kegs as the sideboard sticking out slapped the barrels on the right. 

    Several of the kegs were already rolling down the slight incline toward Cade. One burst open and its contents spilled in a jerky, sprawling line as it rolled. 

    Three powder barrels rolled quickly past Cade and another one followed them. Two more faster-moving kegs collided in the street and one of them split open maybe thirty feet from Cade's position. 

    When the wagon finally crested the top of the bridge and disappeared down the other side, there was only one intact barrel left on the bridge, rolling crazily from one side to the other as it slowly made its way down the slope. It stopped against the bridge's low wall less than a yard from Cade. He gave it a hard shove with the rifle's muzzle to get it moving again, then leaned to pull the guard's hand away from his wound. 

    "Doesn't look too bad," said Cade, "Lie still and keep what blood y'got left inside you and you'll likely make it." 

    Glowering and gritting his teeth, the kid hissed, "Fuck you, Yankee!" and made a left-handed grab at the rifle's muzzle. 

    Cade simply rammed the rifle's butt hard into the kid's gut and swatted him lightly across the temple with the muzzle to knock him out, then looked toward the other guard foxhole. 

    Over the sounds of sporadic gunfire up the street, Roget said, "This one's dead." 

    "Take his rifle if he didn't fire it. We'll find some cover over that way so we can help cover the others." 

    Picking up the reb's powder flask, Cade jammed a foot-long chunk of fuse into it, leaned farther than was really safe to light it from the campfire, and tossed it at the barrels in the street. 

    The moment the lit fuse reached the spilled powder, a huge flash and a cloud of smoke enveloped the street. Cade used the smoke cover to lunge across the mouth of the bridge to Roget's position, then down the hill behind it. Roget was right behind him when the powder flask exploded and ruptured the barrel in the street. There was a thunderous blast, an amazing flash of light, and fragments of the street cobbles flew past them overhead to land in the river as the blast's concussion wave surged over the edge of the embankment and knocked both men tumbling. 

    Cade rolled twice before he could spread out to stop his downhill tumble. He looked for Roget as he located the rifle and checked to make sure he still had his eight revolvers. 

    A groan and "My God!" came from Cade's left and he spotted Roget pushing himself upright against a tree. 

    "Were you hit?" asked Cade. 

    Searching himself for damage, Roget replied, "I don't think so, but my Lord, that was phenomenal!" 

    "Yeah," said Cade. He started back up the slope. "A real big bang. Now grab that rifle and cover our people." 

    Roget scrambled up the slope beside Cade and took a position behind a tree, his rifle aimed generally at the street. 

    There was a ten-foot-wide hole in the street and a huge cloud of smoke was hanging over the area. Most of the windows of the first few buildings on both sides of the street were gone and there was a noticeable lack of rebel gunfire. 

    Just down the street, the powder room fire was blazing merrily up the entire front and the east side of the building and appeared to have reached inside. Drapes were burning, at any rate, and nobody seemed daring enough to try to do anything about the fire, possibly due to the half-dozen bodies already lying in front of the building. 

    Six of Cade's men moved through the trees toward the river, now and then exchanging fire with those who spotted them from nearer buildings. Cade saw a man stand up behind the corner of a building about a hundred feet away and aim at the men. Letting the embankment take the weight of his rifle, Cade aimed and fired. 

    The man arched and seemed to stare in surprise for a moment, then he leaned against the building and slumped to the ground as his rifle discharged into the dirt at his feet. 

    Shoving the rifle away, Cade drew a revolver and waited for another target. More of his men eased through the woods, covering each other as they retreated toward the river. 

    Corporal Miller burst from the trees and dashed in a jagged pattern across the street to dive over the embankment near Roget. He instantly rolled upright and climbed back up the slope to get flat between Roget and Cade. 

    "Hi, Sarge. Looks like things are working out pretty well." 

    "Any casualties?" 

    "A ball nicked Phipps, but he'll be fine." 

    "Good 'nuff. Watch the bridge. We don't want any surprises at this stage of the game." 

    Nodding, Miller turned away to take cover behind a good-sized tree and stared upward at the arch of the bridge. There was motion in the brush on the embankment on the other side of the bridge and Cade saw a group of his men making their way toward him. He waved to indicate they should head directly to the boat and went back to watching for targets. 

    A few minutes later, Walton joined them and said, "All set, Sarge. Perdue's dead. Everybody else is on the boat." 

    Miller's gun fired twice behind them. They looked up to see a rifle tumble through the tree branches below the bridge. Cade saw smoke billowing from the steamboat's stacks. 

    "Time to go," said Cade, and they hauled ass down the slope toward the pier. 

    Cade and Roget paused halfway down to turn and fire at any pursuers, but saw none. When Miller yelled, "Come on!" they continued scrambling down the slope as Miller and Walton covered their retreat from behind dock pilings. They'd almost reached the pier when Miller and Walton opened fire, shooting above and past them. There was gunfire from above and rounds dug up the wood decking near them as they ran up the gangplank and onto the boat. They dropped flat behind the railing as one of Higgins' men at each end of the boat swung an axe to cut the two remaining ropes securing the boat to the pier and the boat drifted quickly away from shore. 

    Both of the big sidewheels began turning immediately and the boat surged slowly forward against the river's current as rebel rounds peppered the length of the boat. 

    The men on the shore continued to waste ammunition on the sides of the boat to little effect, but men on the bridge would be a different matter. As the boat moved toward the bridge, Cade directed his men to get inside the boat's superstructure and followed them, there to find two civilian men, three women, and four rebel officers under Miller's guard. The soldiers' 

weapons were piled on the floor at the other end of the parlor. All of them were dressed casually, the men without jackets and the women in simple skirts and blouses, although their cleanliness indicated they were passengers, not crew. 

    "Is this everyone who was on board?" asked Cade. 

    "Nope," said Miller, "The boat's cap'n is upstairs and the mate or whatever he's called is in the engine room with eight nigras who load the boat." 

    Cade nodded to Miller and ignored the prisoners as he climbed the spiral staircase to the upper deck. The door to the wheelhouse was open and just beyond it Higgins stood in the little room with his revolver aimed at a tall, middle-aged man who had both hands on a big wheel. 

    Two of Higgins' men stood guard just inside the doors on either side of the wheelhouse. Looking out the front windows, Cade saw men running on the bridge. 

    Pulling the man at the wheel down, Cade said, "Just try to keep us going straight ahead." 

    "But I can't see!" 

    "Just keep us going straight." 

    Roget entered after Cade and looked around, then went to look out a side window just as gunfire from above began to pepper the roof of the wheelhouse. Cade said, "LT, get your dumb ass down before some reb gets lucky," but Roget was already making himself as small as possible behind the wooden bulkhead. 

    Glancing across at Cade, he said, "Nice to know you care. Why isn't anyone shooting back?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Go for it, LT. All you have to do is poke yourself up where they can all take a free shot at you." 

    "Um. Yes, there's that to consider, I suppose." Rounds shattered windows and slammed into the roof of the wheelhouse. On general principles, Cade moved to stand in the doorway. Higgins joined him there and the man kneeling at the wheel snorted a chuckle. With what sounded like a Virginia accent, the man said, "It would take a cannon to poke a hole in my ceiling. Would you be the Sergeant Cade I've been waiting to meet?" 

    "Yeah, that's me. Who're you?" 

    "I'm river Captain Andrew Walker, and in case you failed to notice in your haste to board, you're on the good ship 'Catahoula'." 

    "How do you feel about taking us a few miles upstream, Captain Walker?" The gunfire above became sporadic and ceased altogether as the boat paddled onward. Walker looked at Roget and gestured for him to come to the wheel. 

    "See if you can keep us in the middle of the river." 

    "What?! You want me to drive this boat?" 

    "Steer it, not drive it. Proper terminology is important on the water, Lieutenant." 

    Higgins seemed to take a dim view of this turn of events. 

    "Captain Walker," said Cade, "I'd appreciate it if you'd let our Corporal Higgins have that honor while we talk." 

    With a shrug, Walker replied, "Certainly. Step right up here, Corporal Higgins." 

    With a big grin, Higgins quickly went to the wheel and Walker again said, 

"Keep us in the middle of the river. I'll be right nearby, Corporal Higgins." 

    "Yes, sir, Captain!" yelped Higgins, taking the wheel with a quick salute, 

"Thanks, sir!" 

    Walker was grinning as hugely as Higgins when he turned to face Cade and said, "I see why you wanted him to steer." 

    Roget walked with Walker as he came to stand in front of Cade. The two men eyed each other for a moment, then Walker stuck out his right hand. 

    "Pleased to meet you, Sergeant Cade." 

    Noting that Roget held his revolver, Cade holstered his own revolver to shake Walker's hand and asked, "Are you sure?" Walker nodded. "Sure enough. Tell you what, Sergeant Cade, as a gesture of good faith, I'll tell you that there's a loaded Spencer rifle behind a false wall inside that cabinet to your left." 

    Cade glanced at Roget and Roget moved to check the cabinet. He took out the Spencer Walker had mentioned, handed it to Cade, and returned to stand behind Walker. 

    Examining the rifle briefly, Cade let it dangle at his left side as he said, "You have my attention, Captain." 

    Nodding, Walker replied, "Your orders were simply to capture this boat, weren't they?" 

    "My orders are none of your business." 

    "Oh, but they are, since they involve me and my boat. Would it interest you to know that my orders were to wait at that pier as long as necessary for a group of Union soldiers?" 

    "If true, things are working out fine, but I can't simply assume you're telling the truth." 

    "What would convince you? Someone's name, perhaps?" 

    "Why try to convince me of anything, Captain? I'll deliver you and your boat as ordered and be done with it." 

    "Deliver it where?" 

    Giving him a fisheye look, Cade chuckled, "Somewhere up the river, of course." 

    In a determined tone, Walker said, "I'm serious, damn it. Deliver it where? To whom?" 

    With a narrow gaze, Cade replied, "I'm serious too, Walker. You don't need to know." 

    Tense silence filled a few moments between Cade and Walker before Walker said, "So much for gestures of good faith." Turning to Roget, he asked, "Are you or are you not this man's commanding officer?" Roget stiffened. "I am, and I agree with him completely. You have no reason to know where we're going." 

    A thunderous roar reached the boat and Higgins grinningly said, "Bet that was the powder room," before he leaned as far as possible to look out the port windows. "Yup," he confirmed, "Looks like the fire finally reached the basement." 

    When Walker moved a little too quickly to reach into his coat, Cade brought the heavy Spencer's muzzle to rest against Walker's chest. Walker's right eyebrow went up as he froze. 

    "Oh, that was very well done, Sergeant. Left-handed, too. I'm more than a little impressed." 

    "Good. What were you reaching for in such a hurry?" Holding his coat open, Walker retrieved a key from a pocket and tried to hand it to Cade, but Cade refused it and noddingly indicated he should hand it to Roget as he thumbed the Spencer's hammer down gently. As Roget took the key, Walker said, "Look in the hidden drawer in the wall behind the barometer." 

    Roget located the framed barometer and moved it to find a small drawer, as described. He unlocked the drawer and removed and examined the two sheets of paper he found. His face became a mask of surprise as he showed the top sheet to Cade. 

    "This is the Presidential Seal, Cade. I've seen it before on regimental orders." 

    Glancing at the paper, Cade asked, "What does it say?" 

    "It says Captain Walker and the sidewheeler 'Catahoula' are to have safe passage at Union hands. It's dated less than two weeks ago." 

    "Could be he has the same note with Jackson's name on it in another hidden drawer. Doesn't matter, since getting this boat to Union hands is why we're here." 

    "The letter also orders any member of the Union forces to render any assistance Captain Walker may request." 

    With a slight sigh, Cade said, "The South can print money, LT. That means they can forge documents, too. Let the brass hats guess at whether it's real or not." 

    At the bottom of the spiral staircase, Miller yelled, "Sarge, we gotta problem!" 

    "Be right there," Cade yelled back. "Higgins, let Captain Walker steer his boat. Help LT keep an eye on him, please." 

    Higgins immediately stepped away from the wheel. Walker blanched slightly and leaped to grab the wheel as he yelped, "Never let go of that wheel while we're underway! Never!" 

    Walker's sudden move almost got him shot. Cade's finger eased off the Spencer's trigger and he glanced at Higgins and Roget, then turned to descend the staircase with Higgins in tow. 

    As Cade made the last turn on the stairs, Miller waved a silver object and said, "One of the women tried to hide this pepperbox in the sofa cushions, Sarge." 

    Eyeing the three women in the room, Cade asked, "Which woman?" Pointing at a redheaded woman in her thirties, Miller said, "Her. The redhead." 

    Without comment, Cade instantly fired the Spencer at the floor between her feet. The woman jumped backward and only the quick supporting grasps of two other women kept her from falling on her ass. 

    Cade said quietly, "You will cooperate or you will die. Put any remaining weapons on the floor immediately. Knives, guns, scissors, knitting needles. Anything that could possibly be used to injure or kill someone. Do it now." The brunette woman tremblingly reached under her skirt and produced a small knife, which she tossed on the floor near Cade. The blonde woman produced a small pistol and got a surprised look from the woman who'd relinquished the knife. 

    "You never told me you had that, Constance!" The blonde coolly replied in a warm, rich contralto, "I never told you a lot of things, Margaret." 

    She knelt to put the pistol on the floor and shoved it toward Cade, then stood straight as she asked, "What's going to happen to us?" 

    "Probably not much," said Cade. "Unless you're spies." One of the Confederate officers rolled his eyes and Margaret snorted a snide laugh. 

    "No," said Constance, "We're definitely not spies." Miller grinningly said, "Well, you'd pretty much have to say that even if you were, wouldn't you?" 

    Higgins said, "They're probably just whores, Miller." Glaring daggers at him, Constance snapped, "We aren't whores, either, Corporal." 

    "Is one of these men your husband?" 

    "No. I'm a widow." As an afterthought, she added, "And please don't take that as any sort of encouragement." 

    Picking up her pistol, Cade chuckled, "She's already got you figured out, Higgins. Ladies, gentlemen... I'm not convinced you've completely disarmed yourselves, so we're going to have a look. This parlor has two anterooms. Men will go into the portside room; women will go to starboard." The portly captain blustered, "Now see here, Sergeant..!" 

    "No!" Cade cut in, "You see, Captain, and realize your delicate position. I won't risk a damned thing on any of you. Ladies first. Into your room now." Once the ladies were locked in, Cade turned to the men, gestured with the Spencer, and said, "Strip." 

    There was some muttering and bitching, but soon all the men were down to their underwear and Miller and Higgins were rooting through the clothing and boots. 

    Sure enough, they found two boot knives, a straight razor, and even a tiny revolver among the men's possessions. Miller claimed the straight razor because his had a cracked blade and Higgins took a liking to the tiny revolver. 

    They tossed the boot knives onto the general weapons pile and a couple of the other men picked them up. Cade watched two of Miller's men pat down the prisoners, then called the search finished and let the prisoners get dressed. One of the prisoners snapped in an ominous tone, "I hope you ain't thinkin' of searching the womenfolk this way." 

    Cade chuckled, "You think women can't be dangerous? Didn't one of 'em have a gun up her skirt?" 

    Glowering, the man growled, "I'm just sayin' it ain't right an' you better damn well not do it." 

    Gesturing with the Spencer, Cade said, "'Right' is what I say it is for the moment, and anyone who argues the point too strenuously may get killed. You men get yourselves into the anteroom and shut up." Once the men were sequestered, Cade walked over to the pile of weapons on the floor and rooted through the pile to check the revolvers. Two were .44's and one was a .36. All of them looked nearly new. 

    Tossing one of the .44's to Miller, Cade said, "For the one you had to throw. Does anyone need the other one?" 

    "Mathis is short one. His keeper strap broke." Nodding, Cade handed Miller the other .44 and examined the only rifle in the pile. It was an issue-type weapon, but none of the prisoners was an enlisted man. 

    "Higgins, where was this rifle found?" 

    "Against the rear wall, Sarge." 

    "No enlisteds aboard at all?" 

    "Nope. We figured it belonged to one of the civvies." 

    "Maybe so. How many in the crew?" 

    "The captain, the mate, the cook, and eight slaves that tend the boiler." 

    "How'd they take it when you two came aboard?" Higgins shrugged. "Once they realized we weren't gonna shoot 'em, it didn't seem to mean a damned thing to 'em. One of the slaves asked if there'd be any dinner tonight." 

    "Good question. Where's the cook?" 

    "Downstairs. So's the mate. What about the women?" 

    "What about 'em, Higgins? They're fine where they are. Better we should get to know the cook. Bring him up to the wheelhouse with the first mate." Turning to Miller, he said, "Miller, you're on guard here. There are spittoons in both anterooms if anyone says he or she has to visit the outhouse. You've seen the anteroom doors; they won't stop bullets, so don't stand in front of them." 

    With that, Cade led the way up the spiral staircase to the wheelhouse. Walker glanced up at a mirror over the window and Roget met Cade's glance from his position by the portside door. Cade went to stand by the window and looked at the river for a time before he spoke. 

    "Dinner will be a hearty stew and will be served to everyone on board at the same time, yourself included, from the same pots, under guard. The only tableware will be spoons, and those spoons will be counted, as will all other dishware and utensils. Corporal Higgins, Lieutenant Roget, and I will eat after everyone else in case the stew is somehow drugged." Walker looked at Cade and asked, "Shouldn't you be speaking with the ship's cook about such things?" 

    "He'll be here shortly. I wanted you to hear it first." 

    "Mind if I ask why?" 

    "I want your support when I speak to the cook." 

    "I see. Will you allow wine with dinner?" Shrugging, Cade said, "Not a drop will be offered to my men, and I'll advise them not to request or accept any." 

    Continuing to look coolly at Cade for a moment, Walker said, "Understood," and returned his gaze to the river. 

    Cade looked near the bow for a few moments, then asked, "How fast are we going?" 

    "A bit more than seven knots." 

    "Seven knots is only eight miles per hour." Walker's right eyebrow went up again as he glanced at Cade and asked, "You know much about boats?" 

    "Some," said Cade, "For example, I know that in 1832, the sidewheeler

'North America' managed fifteen miles per hour in a race. Is eight the best this one can do?" 

    "The 'North America' had boilers twice the size of mine and she was empty when she raced on calm water. We have nearly half a load below decks and we're fighting the current." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Just do the best you can." 
Chapter Eight

    The first mate's face was a mask of distrust and caution when Higgins brought him to the wheelhouse with the rather overweight, fortyish cook, who was slightly winded when he arrived at the top of the stairs. 

    "Take a minute," said Cade, "No hurry." The cook nodded and gave a little wave of thanks as he leaned on the door frame, tried to suck in more air than he could, and wheezed, "Good. I don't... get up here... too often. Fuckin' lotta... stairs between... here and the galley." 

    Turning to the first mate, Cade studied him for a moment, then said, "You don't seem happy to see us. Are you going to try to be a problem?" Glaring at Cade, the mate's eyes narrowed as he replied, "My uncle was killed by you heathen Yankees." 

    "On a battlefield?" 

    "Yew damn right 'on a battlefield'! He was a..." Interrupting him by placing the muzzle of the Spencer solidly in the man's stomach, Cade said, "He was a soldier, and sometimes soldiers die on battlefields. Should I just assume the worst and shoot you now? Yes or no, please." 

    The mate's mouth slammed shut and he simply glared at Cade as Cade thumbed the Spencer's hammer back. 

    "Give me a yes or no, please," said Cade, "Or I'll take your continued silence as a 'yes' rather than try to figure out how you'll try to sabotage the boat." 

    Roget said in a quiet, cautionary tone, "Sergeant, that man is a noncombatant. You can lock him with the others, but you can't shoot him because you think he might try something." 

    Glancing at Higgins, Cade asked, "Was this man searched?" Higgins looked puzzled. 

    "Huh? Sure he was, Sarge. They all were." 

    "Search him again." 

    When Higgins stepped behind the mate to begin the search, the mate lunged for the staircase doorway. Higgins grabbed the man's right arm and pulled him to the deck, then knelt on his back as he searched him and found a small revolver in the man's right boot. 

    Eyeing the little gun, Higgins muttered, "Well, sumbitch!" He put the gun on the deck and Cade kicked it to Roget as he said to Higgins, "Stand him up." 

    As Higgins did so, Walker said, "I'm going to need him to run the boiler." 

    "The boat's running just fine. Put someone else on the boiler." 

    "I don't have anyone else for that job." 

    "The black gang. One of 'em will know what needs to be done." Walker raised his voice a bit to say, "I won't entrust my boiler to..." Poking him firmly in the back with the Spencer to interrupt him, Cade said, "I will. Get on the horn and get someone up here." Although he'd stiffened when the Spencer poked him, Walker stiffened even more and said, "Sergeant, you can tell me where you want this boat to go, but I'll decide who tends the boilers. I'll run her aground before I let you blow her up through incompetence." 

    Cade considered the situation for a moment, then said, "Higgins, put Captain Walker and the mate with the others and double the guard, then come back up here. Lieutenant Roget, take the wheel." 

    Roget started to object, but Cade shook his head. "No. We can steer it and one of the blacks can run the boiler. We don't need top speed, LT; we just need to get there." 

    Turning to the cook, as Higgins herded the men down the staircase, Cade said, "Dinner will be a hearty stew and will be served to everyone at the same time from the same pots." He went on to specify that only spoons would be issued and only water would be served with the meal. 

    When Higgins returned, Cade told him to choose two men to guard the cook and get dinner preparations underway, then he left Roget at the wheel and went downstairs. 

    In the engine room he found eight raggedly-dressed black men sitting and lying on the floor and a narrow bench that ran past the firewood bin. The blacks stood up and eyed Cade and his Spencer with expressions ranging from impassiveness to outright fear. 

    Cade asked, "Who's in charge of you men?" A man in his forties raised a hand and replied, "Thass me, suh. Ah's Leo." 

    "Well, Leo, I'm Sergeant Cade of the Union Army. We've taken over this boat and we're going north. Can you run the boiler for us?" 

    "Ah kin keep it fired up an' Ah knows how ta keep it from gettin' too hot." He amended, "Ah means, Ah knows how ta do tha waterin' an' all." 

    "You can keep it going and not blow it up, right?" 

    "Yessuh." 

    "Well, that's all we need." Looking at the other men, Cade asked, "Do you men think he can do it?" 

    There were a few nods and one man said, "The mate, he done let Leo do it lotsa times when he be off drinkin'." 

    Cade stuck his hand out and said, "Then you've got the job, Leo. Just keep us going like we're going now." 

    Leo stared at Cade's hand for a moment, then met his gaze in a studious manner for another moment before he took Cade's hand and shook it. 

    "You ain't kiddin', is you?" 

    "Nope. Where do you men usually eat dinner?" Gesturing around, Leo replied, "Raht here. We does everthin' raht here. An' in tha galley." 

    "Can you leave the boiler on its own for a little while?" With a cautious expression, Leo said, "For a lil' while, I reckon. Not long, though. Cain't trust no boiler." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Okay, then. Bring two men with you and let's go." Cade turned and headed up the steps to the main deck. Leo quickly picked two of the men and followed him. They emerged into the late afternoon sunshine at the rear of the boat and Cade pointed at a crate on the deck. 

    "This is where you'll wash up and eat dinner, four men at a time. I don't see a water bucket, so you'll have to find one. I'll have the cook put a pot of stew on that crate for you. Eat whenever you're ready." Pointing at the heavy hatch he'd lifted to get out of the engine room, Cade said, "Leave that hatch open for now and let some air and sunlight get down there." 

    Looking a little alarmed, Leo said, "Uh, suh, that hatch ain't never supposed to be open." 

    "Will the boat sink if it is?" 

    "Well, Ah don' rightly know, but the mate, he..." 

    "It's open now and the boat isn't sinking, right?" 

    "Uh... Ah reckon it ain't, but..." 

    Cade held up a hand to stop him. "Leo, I don't give a rat's ass what the rules were. It's my boat now. If it isn't raining, I want that hatch open. Now find a bucket so you men can clean up for dinner. I have to go back to the wheelhouse." 

    With that, Cade waved one of Miller's men over from the other side of the stern. 

    "Willoughby," said Cade, "These men will be keeping our engine running. They're to have free access to this rear deck in groups of no more than four. Pass the word and have someone take down that reb flag and light the deck lamps." 

    "Uh... the deck lamps, Sergeant Cade? Aren't we supposed to be sneaking this boat up the river?" 

    "We'll have a quarter-moon tonight, Willoughby. Anyone could see us pretty well without the lamps." 

    Nodding, Willoughby went to do as ordered. Cade went inside the boat's parlor and crossed to the galley, where he told the cook to set a pot of stew and dishware on the crate on the rear deck, then he went back into the parlor and stopped in front of the women's anteroom. 

    "Open the door," he said to the guards, and one of the men produced a key to unlock the door. 

    The ladies were wary as hell, of course, and stood together toward the back of the anteroom as the door opened. 

    Constance asked, "What the hell do you want?" 

    "A better attitude from you would be a good start. I want a volunteer." 

    "A volunteer? For what?" 

    "To get whatever you ladies will need to clean up for dinner. Water. Soap. Towels. You'll do. Let's go." 

    "Why can't we use the washroom? That's what it's for." 

    "We're keeping things simple and quick. Come with me now or do without." With a glance at the other women, Constance joined Cade outside the room as the guard relocked the door. 

    Constance snapped, "I don't see why we can't use the washroom." 

    "All you're going to wash are the parts you're willing to show us, ma'am. That's how it'll be until we're off the boat." 

    "This is barbaric!" 

    "Sorry 'bout that, but I just can't quite bring myself to trust you, ma'am." 

    Facing him with a glowering gaze, Constance said, "I fully intend to inform your superiors of your mistreatment of us." 

    "Yeah, fine. Let's go." 

    Cade started walking and realized Constance wasn't coming with him. She remained standing by the door, glowering at him. He stepped back to the door and told the guard to open it again, which the guard did. Shoving Constance rudely into the anteroom, Cade said, "Miss Prissy, here, thinks she's too damned good to haul wash water and towels. If you all feel that way, you'll eat dirty if you eat at all." 

    Pointing at the brunette, he said, "You. Margaret, was it? How about you? 

Say anything but 'yes' and this door closes for the rest of the night. No wash and no dinner." 

    Glancing at the others, Margaret came forward to the doorway and asked, 

"That's really all you want me for?" 

    Grinning, Cade replied, "Yup. You disappointed, ma'am?" Stiffening and standing straight, Margaret yelped, "How dare you..?!" Cade chuckled, "Yeah, yeah. All that. Come on, let's go." Pointing at one of the guards, he grinningly added, "You're coming too. She looks pretty dangerous to me." 

    The guard grinningly shrugged and said, "Okay, but she just looks kinda pretty to me, Sarge. Not real dangerous." 

    "Uh, huh. Someday you're gonna wake up married, Stenner. You'll have half a dozen brats and debts up to your chin. Be careful around the pretty ones." They rounded up a bar of soap, two buckets of water, and three clean towels. Cade carried the buckets and Margaret carried the towels and soap as they returned to the anteroom. 

    To the guards, Cade said, "When they're taken to dinner, take the buckets out of the room." 

    Across the parlor, Cade had one of the guards open the men's anteroom door and stood to one side as it opened. The young lieutenant's malevolent glare swept the region outside the door and he seemed to relax somewhat. Captain Walker started to bluster something, but Cade told him to shut up and had a look around the room. 

    Addressing the reb captain, Cade said, "If you'll lend me your LT for a few minutes, you'll be able to wash up for dinner." After a moment, the captain nodded. 

    The lieutenant snapped, "Why not use one of the civilians?" Cade laughed, "I'm sure they appreciate your thinking of them. Bring that spittoon with you. It needs to be dumped." 

    As an afterthought, Cade pointed to one of the civilians, a small man who was apparently trying to remain altogether unnoticed. The man startled and his eyes got rather large. 

    "You," said Cade, "Get over here. You'll be carrying the water buckets. Let's go." 

    The captain watched the little man hurry to the door, then said, "This really isn't necessary, Sergeant. There are washrooms aboard this vessel." 

    "Too much moving people around. Too much chance one of you'll try something." 

    "Try what, if I may ask?" 

    "No, Captain, you may not ask." 

    After rounding up a couple of clean chamber pots, Cade had the lieutenant rinse out the spittoon as the civilian tossed a bucket on a rope to get more water from the river. 

    The lieutenant suddenly threw the spittoon at Cade and lunged over the rail to hit the water flat on his back with a huge splash. Cade easily sidestepped the clumsy toss of the spittoon and watched the LT

surface in the wake of the boat. One of Miller's men came running and aimed at the man in the water. 

    Raising a hand, Cade said, "Don't waste your ammo, Potter. It's half a mile to shore and there's a strong current. He's out of our hair." 

    "But he's escaping, Sarge!" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Okay, so shoot at him." The guard aimed and fired a few times. Gouts of water kicked up in the LT's general vicinity, but none hit him. 

    "Damn it!" said the guard, "If I'd shot sooner..." 

    "Forget it. He's gone. He was trouble waiting to happen and we have a boat to deliver." 

    Turning to the civilian, he asked, "How about you? Got an urge to go swimming this evening?" 

    Glancing at the dark water, the man said, "Ah... no, Sergeant, I don't believe so." 

    "Then pull up another bucket of water." 

    When they got back to the room, Cade kicked the chamber pots and spittoon into the room as the Captain asked, "Where's my lieutenant?! What have you done with him?" 

    "He won't be joining us for dinner." Thumbing at the civilian, Cade said, 

"And he'll tell you all about it." 

    Spotting Higgins near the staircase, Cade took him along to the wheelroom. 

    "LT," said Cade to Roget, "How about letting Higgins take the wheel for a while?" 

    Higgins reached for the wheel as Roget stepped back and asked, "What were those shots about?" 

    "The reb LT jumped over the side during latrine duty. Potter took a few shots at him, but he was too far away." 

    Roget said, "It'll be dark soon. Do we really want to be steaming up the middle of the river at night?" 

    "Better the middle than the shorelines. We'll have a quarter-moon for light and this part of the river is supposed to be sixty feet deep for the next hundred miles. If ol' Higgins can manage to keep us in the middle of the river, we'll be fine." 

    Higgins snorted a chuckle and said, "Up yours, Sarge." 

    "We'll let you know when dinner's ready, Higgins." Cade and Roget went downstairs to the galley and had a look at preparations, which seemed to be well underway. The cook finished chopping some carrots and said, "Half an hour," then dumped the carrots in a pot on the stove. 

    When Roget met Leo and saw the engine room, he was appalled to learn that the black gang normally never came above decks except to load or unload goods. 

    "That's why I opened the rear hatch," said Cade, "Four at a time can take turns on the deck. I'm having their stew delivered to there, too." 

    "Good, Sergeant Cade. Very good. Men shouldn't have to live like this." Turning to Leo, he asked, "Are you sure you can do this job, Leo?" With a bob of his head, Leo replied, "Yassuh. Done it befo' lotsa times. The mate, he likes'a drink a bit some nights. He show me what ta do." Cade said, "LT, these men don't want to blow up and burn in the middle of a river any more than we do. If Leo thought he couldn't do the job, I think he'd have told me. Now I'll show you a few other things you ought to see before dinner. We'll see you later, Leo." 

    Bobbing his head again, Leo said, "Yassuh." Roget followed Cade up the rear ladder to the deck and seemed confused when Cade stopped to watch the starboard sidewheel turn for a time without comment. 

    "I thought you said you wanted to show me some things." 

    "Here's a great big wheel. There's a bird. Look around. I mainly wanted to get you the hell out of there." 

    Turning to face Roget, Cade said, "LT, I gave that job to that man because he can do it. You sounded as if you lacked confidence in my judgment and you very well could have insulted Leo, the only man on this boat we can trust to any degree to keep things running." 

    For a moment, Roget simply stared at Cade, then he nodded slightly. "My apologies, Cade. I didn't realize... Never mind. My apologies." Cade shrugged. "No sweat. Nice view out here, isn't it?" Roget looked at the river and the tree-lined banks and agreed, "Yes. It is." 

    "Why do you think we were ordered to grab this boat?" Shrugging, Roget replied, "I wasn't told. Possibly just to deny it to the rebs. After all, we were told to destroy it if we couldn't capture it." Nodding, Cade said, "Just wondered. Take the wheel while Higgins eats, 

'cuz I'd like him there while the prisoners eat." Pausing, Cade added, "LT, I may disappear for a while, so don't let anyone get nervous about it." Chuckling, Roget asked, "You'll disappear on a boat?" 

    "Yup. Probably during or just after dinner. If you really need me for some reason, send someone to the roof. Otherwise, let me be for three hours." 

    "Mind if I ask what you'd be doing on the roof?" 

    "I might be napping to make up for some of the sleep I missed last night. When we arrive with this boat, things'll be rather busy for a while, and you can bet they'll want us at brigade in the morning." Even more amused, Roget said, "Perhaps you failed to notice that there are rooms with beds on this vessel?" 

    "Ever see a rented bed that didn't have bedbugs?" 

    "Um... I wouldn't know. I've never rented a bed." Snorting a laugh, Cade replied, "Figures." 

    "Oh, really? What do you mean, 'figures'? You'd never find bedbugs at one of the better hotels." 

    "No, of course not. Guess what, LT; it was the Dorchester in Boston. I was interviewing for college and..." 

    Cade was interrupted by Miller opening the rear promenade door and saying, 

"Chow's on." 

    He pulled the door shut and Cade turned back to Roget to discover a horrified look on his face. 

    Roget hissed, "The Dorchester?! Are you sure?! I mean... For God's sake! 

The Dorchester?!" 

    Heading for the promenade door, Cade replied, "Hell, yes, I'm sure. I tossed a book on the bed and went to take a leak. When I came back, the little bastards were all over the bed. I caught some of them in the pillowcase and took 'em down to the front desk. They gave me another room and didn't charge me for the three days I was in Boston." 

    In the parlor, two tables had been placed together endwise and chairs had been placed at the tables. Four good-sized pots were flanked by stacks of bowls, a pile of spoons, pitchers of water and rows of glasses, and several loaves of bread. 

    "Seat the ladies first," said Cade, "And the cook. He'll eat before anyone else is served. Once the ladies are seated, bring out the men. Our men will take two of these pots and twenty-three bowls and spoons to the card tables. Higgins and his men will eat while Miller's men guard and Roget steers the boat." 

    Once all the prisoners were seated, Cade ladled a bit of stew from each pot in to one bowl and handed it to the cook, who grinned and showed no reservation at all about eating it. 

    When he'd finished about half the bowl, Cade allowed the prisoners to be served. One of Miller's men ladled stew into each person's bowl as it was passed up to him. 

    Some of the prisoners appeared to have reservations about the food --or perhaps the manner of its serving --but those reservations seemed to fade quickly after the cook held up his bowl for a second helping. After all the prisoners had eaten some of their stew, Cade allowed Miller's men to move two of the pots to the card tables and Higgins' men served themselves. 

    Stepping out the parlor's rear door, Cade found Leo and three of his men eating their stew with their fingers from old wooden bowls. The men stopped eating and stood up as he approached. 

    "Yes, suh?" asked Leo. "You ain't mad at us, is you?" 

    "No," said Cade, "Not at you. I'll be right back." Cade returned to the parlor and interrupted whatever the cook was saying to the rebel captain by taking a firm grip on the man's arm and lifting him to his feet. 

    "Eight bowls and spoons," said Cade, "To the men on the rear deck. Now, please." 

    "But them darkies have their own..." the man's voice failed him as he saw that Cade was more than a little pissed. He nodded quickly and said, "Yes, sir. Sergeant, I mean. I'll take care of it, sir." In a flat tone, Cade replied, "Thank you," and the cook hurried away toward the galley. 

    The Confederate captain put his napkin down and said, "I don't think you understand, Sergeant. They expect no better and have no experience with such things as..." he shrugged and grinned at others around the table as he said, 

"Spoons." 

    "Could be nobody's given them spoons before. Could be you're simply an asshole in a uniform. Another remark like that will get you knocked out of your chair, Captain." 

    One of the civilian men slid his chair back and stood up to indignantly bluster, "See here, Sergeant! Those niggas are proper slaves, and we don't need no high-falutin' goddamned Yankee tellin' us how to..." That was as far as he got before the butt of Cade's Spencer slammed into the side of his head. The civilian collapsed to the floor and lay still. To the others, Cade said, "I'll remind you all one time that you're prisoners, not guests. Never argue with me. Never make sudden movements or get out of your chairs until ordered to do so. You have ten minutes to finish eating." 

    Looking at Roget, he said, "Check your watch, please. Ten minutes from now they're all to go back in their rooms." 

    Roget nodded and looked at his pocket watch, then put it back in his pocket. Cade saw that Margaret had her hand up like a child in school and snapped, "Yes?" 

    "Uh... what about Mr. Mason?" She glanced at the man on the floor. 

    "He's fine where he is. If he doesn't come around, the men will haul him into their room." 

    "But... You hit him with that rifle! He may be seriously injured!" Cade knelt and pinched Mason's nostrils shut. He came awake quickly and lay staring upward as Cade stood up. 

    "Get back in your chair," said Cade, "You were making the ladies nervous." With that, Cade ladled himself a bowl of stew, stuck a spoon in it, and walked out of the parlor to the bow deck. Two folding chairs hung on pegs by the doorway; he set the Spencer against the wall and opened one of the chairs, then sat down to eat in relative privacy. 

    Some time later, he heard activity in the parlor and opened the door a crack to take a peek. Miller's men were herding the men back to their anteroom. 

    Other noises from outside the parlor reached him and he looked back along the starboard walkway to see one of the black gang heave the water bucket over the side and pull it back aboard by its rope. 

    About halfway along the side of the ship a small brown form moved on the walkway above; the form became a rather skinny cat that sat watching the unusual spectacle of four black men eating on the rear deck. Cade stood up, picked up the Spencer, and walked to just below the cat, then looked up. The cat looked impassively back at him, but retreated as Cade plucked a bit of meat from his bowl and reached high to set it on the upper deck. 

    A few moments later, the cat came back and sniffed the offering briefly, then grabbed it and backed away to eat it. Cade placed another chunk of meat up there and walked a few paces to a side door to enter the boat's parlor. He saw only Roget and Miller's men serving themselves stew. The prisoners had all been returned to their rooms and some of Higgins' men were helping the cook gather utensils to take to the galley. 

    "Cook," said Cade, "What's your name?" The man paused in stacking bowls and replied, "Morris. Anthony Morris." Nodding, Cade said, "Wish to hell you were our camp cook, Morris. This stew is damned good stuff. Is there any left?" 

    Grinning, Morris rapped the side of one pot and tilted it to look inside, then picked up the ladle and filled Cade's bowl. 

    Cade said, "Thanks," and headed back out the side door. The cat was still up there, licking the deck. Cade set a few of his larger pieces of meat on the edge and leaned on the rail as he watched the cat eat. 

    He saw some slight motion and looked at the window in front of him just as the inside shutter opened a few inches and Constance looked curiously back at him. 

    "What are you doing?" she asked, her voice somewhat distorted by the non-opening window. 

    Thumbing upward, Cade replied, "There's a cat on the upper level. He looked hungry." 

    Plucking another bit of meat from his stew, Cade held it up for the cat instead of placing it on the deck. After a moment's hesitation, the cat cautiously and quickly snatched the meat. 

    Constance watched, although she couldn't see the cat. Cade noted her eyes traveling over him as he reached with the meat. When he looked at her again, her eyes quickly shifted to his upraised hand, then her gaze met his. 
Chapter Nine

    Once Cade and the cat had shared his stew, Cade took the bowl and spoon to the galley and found the cook and one of the blacks washing pots and pans. The black had a large carrot between his teeth like a cigar; rinsing the soap off his hands between pots, he took a big bite of the carrot and moved it, then grabbed another pot. He grinned around the carrot at Cade and the cook looked up as Cade put his bowl and spoon on the wash counter. 

    "If anyone aboard complained about that stew," said Cade, "They're too tasteless to live. I'll damned well toss 'em over the side for you, Morris." Morris beamed and Cade gave him a small salute before heading to the engine room stairwell. He knelt and looked in just as Leo heaved a chunk of wood into the fire and closed the grating. 

    Standing up, Cade stepped down and walked over to Leo. 

    "How was the stew, Leo?" 

    With a big grin, Leo replied, "Good, suh! Real good!" And as if it were an unusual occurrence, he added, "He give us some bread with it, too!" 

    "Very good. I forgot to mention bread, so Morris did that on his own. Leo, do you know how to rig this boat for night?" 

    "You mean like with lamps an' all?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Ah sho' do, Sergeant Cade." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Great. Would you help me take care of that? We don't want anyone to think we're trying to sneak into the north." Grinning, he added, "Some of the people around here have guns, y'know." Looking at Cade's eight revolvers and the Spencer, Leo chuckled, "Yassuh, that they damn sho' does." 

    Leo had one of his crew bring the refill can and they worked their way around the boat, lighting the bow lamps first. When they were done, Cade asked what else was normally done to prepare the boat for the night and Leo shrugged. 

    "Thass about it, suh. We gotta dump the chamber pots an' spittoons, wash

'em out, an' then we jus' keeps an eye on tha boiler if'n we's movin'." 

    "Don't do the pots and spittoons in the prisoners' rooms. In fact, don't go near them at all. If they need anything, my men will see to it. Thanks for helping us, Leo." 

    Nodding, Leo said, "Yassuh," as Cade turned and headed for the cargo hold. Before he'd gone three paces, Leo asked, "Uh... Suh, what's gonna happen to us niggas?" 

    Facing him, Cade said, "That's likely going to be up to you, Leo. Do you like what you're doing?" 

    "It's all Ah knows, suh. Bin doin' it since Ah was..." he held his hand out about four feet above the deck and concluded, "Since Ah was 'bout lahk this tall. Bin doin' it on four boats." 

    "Well, there are other kinds of work, but I'll be honest with you, Leo... for men without education, most jobs are going to be hard work and low pay. You might want to stay on as the boiler man. It'll pay a lot better than farm work." 

    "Thass kinda what Ah figgered, too, suh. Thanks." Cade said, "I'll make sure they know you kept this boat going for us, Leo," and continued on to the cargo hold ladder. 

    It was pitch black in the hold, so Cade took a deck lamp off the nearest hook and carried it in his left hand as he carefully descended the steep steps. 

    The Union had steamboats aplenty. Cade would have reasonably expected orders to scuttle this one if it had just been a matter of denying its use to the enemy, but instead, he'd been ordered to capture it. That seemed to Cade to mean that there was something particularly valuable aboard. That 'something' could have been a 'someone', instead --one of the passengers or crew --but Cade had a feeling the answer was in the cargo. When he saw the seemingly vast pile of crates, luggage, and bundles in the hold, Cade knew he'd be extremely lucky to find the answer before they put the boat ashore. 

    Cade also knew he really had no business even considering the matter; whatever was in the hold was about to be turned over to the Army. But he was curious. He wasn't interested in rooting through personal luggage for jewelry and such. The individuals to whom the luggage belonged would undoubtedly suffer enough from the war without Cade's help. No, what he wanted to find was something the Army would consider a viable reason for not having simply ordered him to sink the boat. For a time, he read labels and scribbles on cartons and crates and poked through some of the bundles. Nothing leaped out at him until he tried to shove aside a smallish crate labeled 'To: Devereaux Distributors, Waynestown, S.Carolina.' 

    Uhhh..! The goddamned crate felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds! The other label said 'Model 812 Knobs, brass, 144cnt, 125#.' Hm. It supposedly weighed 125 pounds. 

    He pried the lid up and eyed the contents. Did they really ship door knobs in individual cardboard wrappers? Perhaps in peacetime. If they were the real fancy kind. 

    Cade reached into the crate for one of the rather tiny knobs and was flatly amazed at how heavy it was. Examining the knob by lamp light, he saw that it was somewhat ornate and cast solid instead of hollow. Huh? He'd never seen solid metal door knobs of any size. Turning it over, he saw where the square rod would go and where the keeper screw would go, but there was no screw. Packed separately, maybe? And these weren't standard knobs; they were way too small. They looked as if they'd belong on hallway cabinets, not regular doors. 

    When he looked again at the square hole in the knob, he noticed what seemed to be some kind of stained finish that had been rather sloppily applied; droplets had been allowed to form and dry as dark spots. Scraping a spot with his camp knife revealed a gold streak. Huh. Be damned. It was nothing but a coat of colored lacquer that made the gold look like brass. They'd filled plain ol' door brass knobs with gold and shipped 'em as if there was nothing unusual about them. 

    He checked the label and didn't recognize the destination, but they'd been crated in Hartsville, the town on the side of the bridge where they'd taken over the boat. 

    Looking around a bit, Cade found four more such crates, all of which had originated in Hartsville. Prying up the corners of two more of the crates, he confirmed their contents were gold-filled knobs. 

    Confederate gold. Over six hundred pounds of it, if the labels were true. Cade used the hilt of his camp knife to press crate nails back into place and sat on someone's luggage. 

    The crates didn't appear on the boat's cargo manifest, but chances were that at least one of the people upstairs knew about the gold and was aboard as a covert escort. 

    Maybe a couple of 'em knew about it, just in case the escort got hurt or killed or decided to try to become independently wealthy. Would any escorts know each other, or would their brass have sent each of them as if he --or she, Cade supposed --were the only one? Hard to say. Brass hats move in mysterious ways and sometimes in ways that make no sense at all. 

    He had twenty-three men positioned around the boat and it was getting fairly late in the evening. If the prisoners didn't see and hear Cade's men preparing to camp aboard the boat, someone might reasonably deduce that they'd make a landing sometime before anyone needed sleep. 

    That could lead to trouble. Cade had no doubt that there were weapons in hidden compartments on the boat, and it seemed likely that some of the passengers might have personal weapons in their carryable luggage. After shoving the crates well back into the piles of other cargo, Cade went back upstairs to the parlor and told Miller to get with Higgins and find the men places to bunk. 

    "And assign double watches for the night. I want at least eight men awake at all times. Two of them will patrol the upper deck, two the lower deck, and the others will station themselves at each end of the main parlor. The four of us will take turns at the wheel and I'll have the cook put on a pot of coffee before he sacks out." 

    Miller responded with, "Will do, Sarge," and went upstairs to the wheelhouse. Cade stepped out a side door to the deck and walked to the wheelhouse steps at the boat's bow, then went to the upper deck and leaned into the wheelhouse. 

    Speaking quietly, Cade said, "If the prisoners don't see and hear us getting ready to bed down, they'll realize we aren't very far from a landing." Glancing at Roget, Higgins asked, "So? They're locked up." 

    "Would that door stop you if you wanted out badly enough? What about the window? The only things keeping those people in those rooms are the guards." Shrugging, Higgins replied, "Like I said, they're locked up." Cade sighed, "Higgins, why didn't the Army tell us to sink this boat? Why did they want it captured? Just assume there's a damned good reason and that some of those prisoners would get rowdy as hell if they thought time was running short." 

    Higgins glanced down the staircase at the men's anteroom and Miller's left eyebrow went up as he asked, "You know something you ain't tellin', Sarge?" With a small grin, Cade replied, "I know the US Army isn't in the steamboat business. If you can figure out why they didn't want us to sink this tub, let me know too." 

    Roget chuckled and Cade went to the galley to have Morris put on a big pot of coffee. Morris offered to get up and check the pot during the night. Cade replied, "Sorry, Morris, but once you hit the sack, I want you to stay there for your own safety." 

    "I could get one of the guards to escort me." 

    "Thanks, but that would take a guard off his post. I'd rather have them where they can watch the prisoners." 

    Morris shrugged. "Okay. Want me to set out some food, as well as coffee?" 

    "No, thanks. Full bellies make men sleepy on watch." 

    "Can you tell me how long it'll be before we dock again? I don't have enough stores on hand to feed everybody more'n twice tomorrow." Shrugging, Cade replied, "So only feed us once tomorrow. Light rations won't hurt us. See if you can make things stretch another two days." Eyeing his galley skeptically, Morris said, "It's gonna be a damned skinny two days, Sergeant." 

    "Like I said, nobody'll starve. We'll talk about it over coffee when I've got everybody situated." 

    Tossing Cade a mock salute, Morris ducked back into his galley and went to work. Cade next went to the engine room, where he asked Leo how they handled nights on the river. 

    Leo seemed confused by the question and answered, "We sleeps some an' we works some, suh. The mate an' th' cap'n, they come by maybe two, three times an' makes sure somebody be awake ta mind th' boiler. Izzat what you means?" Nodding, Cade replied, "Yup. Sounds like you know what you're doing, Leo, so I'll leave you to it. See you later." 

    Bobbing his head, Leo said, "Yassuh," as Cade headed up the steps and checked the position of the moon. Maybe three hours to go before... A loud double-thumping sound and a shout of rage or anguish reached him from the parlor. Cade drew a revolver and stepped to the nearby open doorway, standing to one side of it and taking a quick peek inside. He saw nothing, but heard another loud thumping and heard someone's, "No! 

Don't!" before someone else swore and there was more thumping. Miller and Higgins arrived as Cade walked to the men's anteroom and stood to one side of the door as he said, "Gentlemen, keep the noise down in there." Higgins grinned and Miller chuckled as someone inside yelled, "He's going to kill me! Get me out of here! Please!" 

    "Who are you and who's going to kill you?" 

    "I'm Richard Evan! Get me out of here!" 

    "Who's going to kill you, Evan?" 

    "Captain Bates!" 

    "Just stand by, Evan." 

    "What?!" 

    Cade very quietly lined up four men in front of the door, having them kneel to present a low target profile with their revolvers drawn and covering the doorway, then he equally quietly set one of the heavy sofa chairs in front of the door and told the guard to give him the door's key. 

    "Evan," he said, "I'll slide the key under the door. You'll come out, then turn around and lock the door. Got that?" 

    There was no answer. Cade rapped the door with the muzzle of his revolver and called, "Evan. Answer me." 

    After another few moments of silence, Evan croaked hoarsely, "Yes, Sergeant. I hear you. Yes, I'll come out and relock the door." Cade slid the key under the sofa chair hard enough to get it past the door and stepped back with his revolver pointed at the door. Someone in the room -presumably Evan --fumbled the key into the lock and turned it, then the top of the door burst off its hinges and outward. 

    The sofa chair moved a bit, of course, but it drastically slowed the progress of the three men now jammed together in the half-open doorway. Cade brought his revolver's barrel down hard on the exposed wrist of a man who held a small silver revolver and the man yelled as he let go of it and retreated. 

    Now unjammed, the remaining two men --Evan and the rebel captain --fell sideways when Cade kicked the chair away from the door and leaned to grab the fallen revolver. 

    Three more men stared over them at the line of Union revolvers facing them and backed away from the door. 

    Evan instantly screeched, "You have to take me out of there, Sergeant! 

They used me as a damned battering ram! The moment I unlocked the door, they..." 

    Pointing the silver revolver at Evan's face, Cade said in a conversational tone, "Shut up, Evan. If I thought I could get away with it, I'd make everydamnbody in that room step off the rear deck and swim for it." The reb captain snapped, "Well, why the hell don't you?! At least we'd have a better chance than we'll have in a rotten goddamned Yankee prison camp." 

    Giving him a cold look, Cade replied, "Somebody'd talk about it sooner or later, Cap. You people aren't worth a stint in Leavenworth." Turning to Miller, he said, "Get 'em all out here and search 'em again, then search the room. Tap on the walls and baseboards and listen for hollow spots." 

    Some fifteen minutes later the prisoners were again herded into the room and the door was locked. Cade suggested to one of Miller's men that the sofa chair should be put back in front of the door and the man grinned as he slid it in place. 

    The man chuckled, "It sure worked pretty good the first time, didn't it?" Cade tossed the little gun to Miller and gestured for him and Higgins to come along as he walked to the rear deck. 

    Once they were outside the parlor, Miller whispered, "I don't think they were just trying to escape, Sarge. I think they'd try to burn the boat or blow it up." 

    Biting back a grin and a 'No shit, genius!' sort of response, Cade simply nodded and said, "Yup, and we can expect them to try again, but we may be able to head them off. When we're near that door again, I want you to tell me that two damned days is too long to be on this boat with nothing to do." 

    "Huh?" 

    Cade sighed, "Give 'em the idea they have time to try to come up with another escape plan. It'll keep 'em quiet." 

    Looking enlightened, Miller grinned. "Oh. Yeah. Right." They went back inside and Cade suggested aloud that there had to be a few books and at least one deck of playing cards on the boat. "The men can read or play poker to pass the time." 

    Miller said, "Uh, some of 'em can't read, Sarge, and even poker's gonna get damned old after two days on this tub." 

    Pretending irritation, Cade snapped, "Well, that's just too damned bad, Corporal, so tell 'em to suffer gracefully. See if they know any games." Higgins said, "If anyone bitches, I'll put 'em to scrubbing the decks, Sarge." 

    "Sounds good to me," said Cade. 

    From within the men's anteroom, Walker raised his voice to suggest, "Have them do something useful instead, Sergeant. There are bare spots along the rails and walkways. Leo can show you the paint and brushes." Grinning, Cade said, "That sounds even better, Walker." With that, he walked toward the ladies anteroom, where he tapped on the door. 

    "Hello in there," he called, "Do you ladies also wish to make an escape attempt at this time? We might as well get it over with now so we can all get some sleep tonight." 

    Constance raised her voice and said, "That's very humorous of you, Sergeant. I do so hope you didn't injure yourself while thinking it up." There were snickers and grins among the men in the parlor as Cade returned, "Oh, no, ma'am, it didn't hurt at all, but thanks so much for your concern. Goodnight, ladies." 

    "Wait!" yelled one of the other women, "How long are you going to keep us in here?!" 

    "Not more than another two days." 

    "Two days?! Are you insane?!" 

    As she began screaming various imprecations, Cade headed for the staircase and up to the wheelhouse, where he looked outside to check the position of the moon. 

    Roget looked at his watch and started to say something, but Cade spoke first. 

    "Three hours to go." 

    "Ah... yes, almost exactly. I still can't figure out how you do that, Cade." 

    "That's 'cuz you didn't grow up in the country." To the two men standing by the doors to the upper-level deck, Cade said, 

"Take a ten-minute break, men. See if that coffee's ready yet. I'd like a word with the LT." 

    Eyeing the pull-chain handle for the boat's steam whistle, Cade waited until the side doors had closed and asked, "You think you can put this boat ashore in one piece, LT?" 

    "Oh, I think so. This has been a grand little adventure, hasn't it, Cade?" 

    "Yup. But don't quite call it finished. Who sent us to capture this boat?" Looking a bit confused, Roget replied, "The Army, of course." 

    "Who --exactly --initiated the order?" 

    Shrugging, Roget said, "I have no idea. Someone at brigade or above." 

    "How did the boat become important in the first place? Was there ever any mention of a good reason for capturing this steamboat rather than simply destroying it? Why was it more important than a reb ammo dump?" 

    "Dammit, Cade, why are you asking all these questions? We were ordered to capture this boat. We did it. End of story." 

    "You were in supply, LT. What'll happen to the cargo? Rolls of non-uniform cloth, boxes of non-uniform shoes, window sash weights, barrels of grain, and crates of brass door knobs?" 

    Mention of door knobs didn't seem to elicit an unusual response from Roget, nor had Cade expected one. He'd have no reason to know about them. 

    "Cade, I never dealt with non-military goods. I suppose it'll all be disbursed in some useful fashion. Why does it matter to you? The boat is what we came for." 

    "What about the door knobs?" 

    "Oh, hell, I don't know. They'll probably be melted down and recast as war materiel." 

    "That means someone --probably a field grade officer --would have to take possession of them and send them to a smelter, right? With an order to have them made into something, right? Otherwise they'd just sit in storage somewhere until a need for brass gadgets came along." Giving him a truly mystified look, Roget replied, "I suppose so. Gun parts, maybe. Or uniform buttons." 

    "Uh, huh. LT, I want to hide some of those door knobs and see who goes crazy when he can't find them." 

    "Would it be remotely possible that someone has already gone crazy about them, Cade? You, perhaps?" 

    "Nah. I'm fine. What would you say if I told you that those door knobs are filled with gold?" 

    After staring at Cade for a moment, Roget said, "I'd say to get Higgins up here and show me." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Back in a minute." 

    He went halfway down the staircase, saw Higgins, and motioned for Higgins to come to the wheelhouse, then returned to Roget. When Higgins arrived, he asked where the two guards were and Cade told him they'd be back shortly, then told him to take the wheel for a while. 

Chapter Ten

    Roget and Cade walked the length of the upper deck --above the womens' 

room --without speaking and made their way down the rear steps to the cargo hatch, again taking the deck lamp off its hook by the parlor doors. Cade led the way to the crates and pried the lid of one up to retrieve a door knob, which he handed to Roget by letting go of the knob just as it touched Roget's hand. 

    The weight of the knob dragged Roget's hand down and made him gasp in surprise. Cade used his camp knife to score the interior surface as he had before and the dull gleam of gold reached them in the lamp light. Once Roget got over his shock, he turned to Cade and almost whispered, 

"Okay, so you aren't crazy, and you apparently believe these crates are the real reason we were sent to take this vessel." 

    Also keeping his voice down, Cade asked, "You saying you don't think so, LT?" 

    Roget chuckled, "Ah... well, yes, actually, I do. But why do you think something might be amiss about our orders?" 

    "Because at no time have I heard anything to indicate that there might be anyone or anything aboard the boat that would make it more important than an ammo dump." 

    "For God's sake, Cade! You're a sergeant! I'm a lieutenant! Why the hell would the Army feel a need to entrust us with information like this?" He examined the knob again briefly, then put it back in its cardboard wrapper as he sighed, "I see. It wouldn't be the first time a unit has... acted in a less than honorable manner... regarding various spoils of war." Looking at Cade, he added, "And I'm sure that's already occurred to you." 

    "Of course it has. But it also occurred to me that in two cases I know about, officers instigated and directed the actions of the enlisteds involved. I'm wondering if the Army even knows about this gold, LT. I'm wondering if somebody plans to log in a bunch of brass knobs, then find a way to make them disappear." 

    Looking somewhat offended, Roget eyed Cade rather balefully for a time, then said, "I'm sure you realize what you're implying, but what are you proposing?" 

    Cade instantly responded, "That we take some of the knobs directly to a few people at brigade and see if anyone shows more than passing curiosity about some missing door knobs." With a shrug, he added, "Could be I'm wrong, but nobody'll court martial us for trying to be sure." After a few moments, Roget asked, "How many knobs and to whom?" 

    "A dozen or so to General Mitchell with a private report the moment we land. Another dozen to General Greenville, same report. You take one and I'll take the other." 

    Another few moments passed before Roget surprised the hell out of Cade by saying, "The gold theft at Weirsville involved a general and two colonels. Four enlisted men were found guilty and shot on spurious evidence before sound evidence against the officers surfaced. Also, you might have trouble getting in to see a general without an appointment, you know. I think we should make the capture of the gold public knowledge the moment we land the boat." 

    "That might kill any chance of finding out who was behind the mission, LT." 

    "Better that than being shot for theft if higher-ups need scapegoats. Let the publicity protect us and let our suspicions and questions cause some quiet investigation." 

    Cade considered Roget's suggestion, then said, "Sounds good to me, LT, but to really cover our asses, let's separate the knobs from the rest of the cargo and put them on display for all officers and NCO's present when we land. The rear deck would do as a viewing area." 

    Nodding, Roget said, "It certainly would." They left the hold and went back to the wheelhouse, where someone had delivered a pot of coffee. A little less than an hour before landing, Cade concealed the fifth crate and detailed four men to bring the other four crates up to the rear deck. 

    One of the men could read to a degree; he saw the labels and asked, "You mind tellin' me why'n hell we're haulin' these friggin' door knobs up here, Sarge?" 

    Miller chuckled, "You're doing it 'cuz a corporal told you to, Bender." 

    "Ha, ha. Funny. Really, why're we doin' it?" Cade said, "Tell you what, Bender; we'll make sure you're out here when we open the crates. Okay?" 

    Bender snorted disgustedly, "Yeah, sure," and followed Morton back down the steps for another crate. 

    Miller turned to Cade as he thumbed at Higgins. 

    "How 'bout tellin' us, Cade?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade replied, "Nope. You'll be here too. I want eight men back here while we turn the prisoners over to Captain Spence or whomever. Every other man we have is to be on guard against a last-minute escape attempt." 

    "Damn!" said Higgins, "You're expecting trouble, huh? About these crates?" Meeting his gaze, Cade nodded. "Maybe." 

    "Aw, come on, Cade. What the hell's in 'em?" Grinning, Cade said, "You'll see," and headed for the bow to make sure all was ready for signaling. 

    In truth, he didn't really expect to need anything more than was already up there; a few forward lamps, one of which was on a pole for waving from side to side per instructions. 

    Entering the parlor, Cade said, "Bring Walker out," to the men guarding the prisoners, then he climbed the staircase to the wheelhouse doorway. Three men covered the door as Walker left the anteroom and two of those men covered Walker as he ascended the staircase. Cade stepped aside to let them pass and watched Walker as he studied the river beyond the windows. 

    "We're not too far from Wilbury," stated Walker, "And you've brought me up here. Is Wilbury our destination?" 

    Roget seemed somewhat amazed that Walker could so easily recognize the area at night. 

    "Nope," said Cade, "Somewhere not far ahead is a hole in the treeline that should be well-lit with campfires. Just beyond it is a sandbar that should have one or two lamps on poles marking its position for us. That's where we want you to take us to shore." 

    "You haven't thought you needed my help with running this boat. Are you suddenly having trepidations about..." 

    "Walker," Cade interrupted him, "Just give me a yes or no. I wouldn't mind seeing your boat survive our use of it." 

    After a moment, Walker said, "Yes." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Then take the wheel." Roget stepped away from the wheel and Walker stepped up to it. Reaching for the megaphone, he called, "Leo!" 

    A voice made small by tubing and distance yelled back, "Yassah, Cap'n Walker!" 

    "Send a man to take readings, Leo. We'll be making for shore shortly." 

    "Yassah, Cap'n Walker!" 

    Turning to Cade, Walker said, "He'll have to do some running along the deck, so don't let your men shoot him." 

    Cade sent a guard below to pass the word as a black man ran to the bow, grabbed a coil of rope, and waved up at the wheelhouse. 

    "Open the side doors and windows," said Walker, "I have to be able to hear him call depth." 

    "Done," said Roget, heading for the portside door as a guard opened the starboard door and window. 

    As they rounded a slight bend, a row of three lights hovered above the water near shore just ahead. Ten minutes later the campfires Cade had been told to watch for became faintly visible among the trees, then became clearly visible as the boat drew closer to the landing site that had been cleared for it. 

    Another twenty minutes of careful maneuvering had the boat close enough to shore that lines could be thrown to the men waiting on the bank. The lines were secured to trees and the boat was pulled to within twenty feet or so of the shore. 

    The shoreline was packed with men; it seemed as if half the Union Army had gathered to see the captured steamboat. When the gangplank had been lowered and secured, a group of about twenty officers and NCO's boarded the boat and were met by Cade and Roget before they could step beyond the outer deck. Once congratulations were out of the way, Roget said, "Sirs, we have some prisoners aboard, but..." 

    An officer Cade knew to be Colonel Stelling interrupted Roget with, "Where is the captain of this vessel, Lieutenant? A Captain Walker, I believe?" Roget answered, "He's under guard in the wheelhouse, sir." Looking somewhat startled and offended, Stelling asked, "May I ask why?" Cade said, "We had no orders concerning Walker, Colonel. Our orders were simply to secure the boat." 

    Stelling stiffened and his gaze remained on Roget for a moment before he rather slowly and deliberately looked at Cade and asked, "Was I addressing you, Sergeant?" 

    Meeting his gaze, Cade quietly said, "No, Colonel, you weren't. I'll go see to the prisoners." 

    With that, he opened and stepped through the parlor door without waiting for a response. In the parlor, he told the guards to assemble the prisoners in the middle of the room and continued to the rear deck. 

    Higgins and Miller were sitting on the crates. They stood up as Cade approached and Cade grabbed the corner of the lid on one of the crates and forced it upward enough to get his fingers under it, then ripped the lid off the crate. 

    "Um..." said Miller, "Are you pissed about something, Sarge?" 

    "A little. Miller, open the parlor doors." Cade and Miller opened the parlor doors to see the prisoners generally lined up against the port wall and the group of Union officers and NCO's clustered more or less in the center of the room. Captain Walker had been brought down from the wheelhouse and was standing near Colonel Stelling. All eyes turned to the rear deck when the doors opened. Cade saw questioning gazes or impassivity on the faces of most of the prisoners, but the rebel captain and one of the civilians seemed sharply interested in the crates beyond the doors. 

    Taking one of the door knobs from a crate, Cade took the cardboard off it and set the knob on top of the others. 

    "Door knobs?!" yelped Higgins, "All this friggin' fuss'n bother over a few friggin' boxes of door knobs?!" 

    Turning to face him, Cade said, "Scrape the paint off the inside of that one, Higgins. They're filled with gold." 

    Reaching for the knob, Higgins exclaimed, "Are you shittin' me, Sarge?!" and took out his camp knife to scrape the paint away as Cade headed for Roget. 

    "Lieutenant," he said, "We searched the hold from end to end twice. Didn't find anything else like those door knobs. The crates are ready for inspection at your convenience." 

    Roget replied, "Indeed. Well, thank you, Sergeant. I'll advise the others." 

    They swapped salutes and Cade headed for the coffee pot on the table by the staircase. The rebel captain eyed him as he passed, but said nothing. Walker took his eyes off the crates and looked at Cade as Cade poured a cup of coffee, then he walked over to join Cade and poured a coffee for himself. 

    "I'm trying to look as if I know what the hell's going on," chuckled Walker, "What's in those crates, Sergeant?" 

    "Door knobs. Somebody filled 'em with gold." Seemingly genuinely amazed, Walker's eyes widened and his mouth fell open. 

"You're serious?" he hissed. 

    Not caring whether his amazement was real, Cade replied, "Yup. They weren't on the manifest, so I took a closer look at 'em. Scraped some paint off the inside." 

    Taking a breath, Walker sipped his coffee and said, "That I'll have to see. Are you wondering why I'm not under guard?" 

    Watching the prisoners, Cade shook his head slightly and said, "Nope. Somebody here knows you. If that somebody tells me it's all right to do so, I'll give back your rifle." 

    Apparently expecting some other answer, Walker faltered for a moment, then nodded. "Thank you." 

    Footsteps behind him made Cade look around. Captain Spence was approaching them with a big grin. Cade grabbed a cup and held it out to him as he arrived. 

    "Sorry I'm late, of course," said Spence, reaching for the coffee cup, 

"How'd it go, Cade?" 

    Walker seemed disturbed by Spence's casual greeting and Cade's rather nonmilitary response to his arrival. 

    "Oh, pretty well, Cap," Cade replied as he poured coffee in Spence's cup, 

"We blew up an ammo dump, got the boat, got some prisoners, got some gold..." Spence glanced up from his cup. "Gold?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. That's what those brass hats are all a-twitter about at the moment. They're pawing through four crates of gold-filled door knobs." 

    With a chuckle, Spence eyed the scene for a moment, then sipped his coffee and asked, "Is there anything we might be interested in?" 

    "Two barrels of coffee beans, flour and other fixings, and a few small barrels of salt. Want me to make sure some of that stuff finds its way to our unit, Cap?" 

    Grinning, Spence nodded firmly. 

    "Oh, definitely. Yes, indeed." 

    "Excuse me," said Walker, "But that's my cargo you're talking about stealing." 

    "Not cargo," said Cade, "Captured contraband that was officially en route to rebel interests until we took over the boat." 

    "I was told I'd be allowed to keep the boat and cargo." Sighing, Cade said, "Look, Walker, we risked our asses to bring you and your boat north. The least you can do is part with some coffee and salt." 

    "And if I say no?" 

    Spence answered him with, "Then a lot of coffee beans will float down the river. Share a little or lose it all." 

    Taking a deep breath, Walker muttered, "Well, hell. All right, then, but leave me at least one full barrel of each item." 

    Cade nodded. "Will do." Switching his coffee cup to his left hand, he rendered a textbook salute and said to Spence, "I'll get right on it just as soon as they get everybody off the boat. We'll be guarding it, right?" 

    "Oh, I'll make sure of it, Cade. By the way, good work. Tell the men. I'll tell them later, when we can all get together around a good dinner in camp." Turning to Walker, Cade asked, "Are you going to stay on as captain of this boat?" 

    Looking surprised, Walker replied, "Well, I should hope so. I own sixty percent of it. Depending on how things settle out, I may own one hundred percent by war's end." 

    "That means you'll keep Leo and his men, right?" 

    "Of course." 

    "And pay them?" 

    Shrugging, Walker said, "I'll have to, now that this is a Union vessel. Why are you asking about such things?" 

    "Leo was very cooperative, Captain Walker. I appreciate things like that. Oh, and I let him and his men wash up and eat dinner on the rear deck. I hope that didn't violate some kind of tradition, 'cuz they seemed to enjoy it." Walker shrugged again. "Things had to be a certain way before. They no longer have to be that way. As long as none of the paying passengers complain, that'll be fine." 

    The three of them watched as Colonel Stelling finally detailed a major to take charge of the gold and the prisoners and led his entourage back into the parlor on a bee-line toward Cade's little group. 

    "Uh, oh," said Cade, "Cap, maybe you'd better take charge. Stelling was a little pissed at me earlier." 

    Giving him a fisheye look, Spence asked, "Did he have some reason to be pissed?" 

    "Well, I didn't think so, of course." 

    "No, of course you didn't. How silly of me." Walker chuckled and turned to face the oncoming herd of officers and NCO's with as straight a face as he could muster. 

    Spence saluted for the group and Stelling returned it, then asked, 

"Lieutenant Roget and Sergeant Cade are your men, Captain Spence?" Cade thought, 'If you gave a rat's ass about such things, you'd know that, you frigging dilettante.' 

    Nodding, Spence replied, "Yes, Colonel." 

    "Congratulations," said Stelling, "I'm told they performed particularly well on this mission. I'd like a full report on my desk in the morning." Looking at Cade, he said, "I'm told you found the gold." 

    "Sure did, Colonel. The knobs weren't on the manifest, so I checked the crates." 

    "You can read?" Holding up a hand and shaking his head slightly, Stelling said, "Forget I asked that. Why did you take it upon yourself to check the manifest, Sergeant?" 

    "I was looking for salt and coffee, Colonel. We're always a little short of salt and coffee, and I was going to make sure some of it made it to our unit." 

    After a moment, Stelling replied in a flat tone, "I see. Well, I see no reason why you shouldn't take a bit of each." He looked at Spence and said, 

"Pass my congratulations to your men, Captain. That'll be all." 

    "Colonel," said Cade, "If I may make a suggestion...?" Giving Cade a fisheye look, Stelling said, "Go ahead." 

    "Captain Walker's boat took a lot of hits during our getaway. We have plenty of lumber sitting around from building the rafts. I suggest that we check the boat for serious damage and fix what we can before he continues on his way. He has pitch and paint aboard." 

    A long silence ensued, during which Spence stared at Cade no less hard than Stelling before Stelling glanced around at the assembled officers and asked, "Any objections, gentlemen?" 

    There were none. Stelling looked at Cade. 

    "Sergeant, since this is your idea, you and your men will have the task of repairing the boat." 

    "Yes, sir. Oh, and if all's well now, should I return Captain Walker's Spencer rifle to him?" 

    Eyeing the rifle Cade had laid on the table in a somewhat jealous manner, Stelling asked, "That rifle?" 

    Cade nodded. 

    Stelling looked at Walker and asked, "Would you care to sell it, sir?" Shaking his head, Walker replied, "No, sir. I went through too much to get it." 

    Eyeing the rifle again, Stelling said regretfully, "I see. Well, then, yes, Sergeant, return his rifle." 

    Cade picked up the Spencer and handed it to Walker. Turning to Spence, Stelling said, "Good evening, Captain." They exchanged salutes again and Stelling led his group ashore. Once they were out of earshot, Spence asked, "Why didn't you check with me before suggesting we fix the boat?" 

    "The work needs to be done, Cap. If he couldn't spare us, he'd have said so." 

    After some more discussion, Spence asked Walker to show him the wheelhouse and Cade stood alone. 

    He took his cup to the bow and stood studying the river for a time before he heard booted footsteps behind him. 

    Without turning around, he said, "Hello, Higgins." 

    "How'd you know it was me, Sarge?" 

    As Higgins came to stand beside him, Cade replied, "Just did. Everybody's off the boat?" 

    "All but Spence, Walker, and twelve guards. I'll run 'em four to a watch

'till morning. Spence is runnin' around tellin' everybody what a good job we did." 

    Grinning, Cade sipped his coffee and said, "Good. Saves me the trouble." Higgins chuckled as Cade added, "Get Nelson down here in the morning. He knows something about carpentry. I figure it'll take us about three days to find and replace the damaged wood on the boat. By then we ought to know which hinges and fittings need fixed or replaced. Roget can get some from his friend in supply or Kent can set up his forge. The whole job shouldn't take more than a week." 

    "A week?! Why are we fixing the boat, Sarge?" 

    "I made a deal of sorts with Walker. He's giving us a barrel of coffee and a barrel of salt and maybe some other stuff. Make sure whatever he gives us ends up in our unit." 

    "Will do." 

    A bug flew into Cade's coffee. He slung it over the side as he said, "I'll be camping on the boat until the work's done," then he headed back into the parlor with the empty cup. 
Chapter Eleven

    The war between the states had been over for nearly a full year when a tall man rode into Wilbury, Virginia on a Tuesday afternoon in April. He dismounted his horse in front of the sheriff's office, tipped his wide-brimmed cavalry hat at two ladies on the raised boardwalk in front of the small building, and entered the sheriff's office to find a narrow-eyed blond man in his twenties staring at him. 

    The blonde man said, "You wear your gun funny, mister." 

    "Old habit," said Cade, "From the Army." 

    "You got a problem?" asked the blond man. It didn't sound like a challenge, only a poorly-phrased question about Cade's reason for being in the sheriff's office. 

    "Nope. Just thought I'd check in before I go digging." The kid sat up and asked, "Digging? For what? Where?" Taking a few sheets of official-looking paper from his jacket pocket, Ed Cade handed them to the kid and said, "I know you men who wear badges like to keep tabs on who's in your town. I'll be looking for the mortal remains of Army Captain Ethan Niven. He was buried down by the river a few years ago and his family sent me to find him and bring him home." It was fairly obvious the kid either couldn't read or couldn't read well, not that it mattered. The papers were nothing more than a letter Cade had written and posted to himself to justify his presence and activities in Wilbury. 

    When the kid looked up, Cade said in a somewhat subdued tone, "I'm gonna need a coffin when I find him. Who do I see about that?" Thumbing to his left, the kid said, "Head for the church. The preacher can make you one. Makin' coffins and cupboards is how he makes enough to live on these days." 

    Nodding, Cade thanked him, took his papers back, and put them away as he asked, "Does Wilbury still have a hotel?" 

    "Sure does. Same direction as the church. You'll see it." 

    "Thanks. Got any idea who owns the land where they brought that captured steamboat ashore during the war?" 

    The kid's eyes got big. "Were you part of that, mister?" 

    "I was one of the men who went to get it. Not much to it, really; the boat captain was on our side." He adjusted the hang of his coat and asked, "Who owns that land? I'd like to get someone's permission before I go wandering around out there." 

    Apparently having to think about that, the kid finally said, "I don't usually get that far downriver, but... I think the widow Gentry owns that land. The preacher'd know for sure, though. He knows everybody 'round here." Cade thanked him and took his leave, untying his horse and riding the hundred yards or so to the livery stable across from the hotel. After renting a stall for his horse, Cade went across the street to rent a room. The hotel showed the wear and tear of the war years, but it was neat and clean and the woman who ran it --Mrs. Holtz --was glad to have another room rented for the week. 

    She showed Cade his room and set about making the bed as Cade put his oversized saddlebags on the floor by the closet and opened them to bring out his laundry. 

    Mrs. Holtz finished making the bed and took his laundry to be cleaned as Cade left the hotel on his way to the church. As he pulled the hotel's front door shut, Mrs. Holtz reminded him that his room included meals and told him to be at the table by six if he wanted to eat. Cade smilingly nodded and left. He found the pastor tending a garden behind the church. The fiftyish man eyed Cade's left-hip mounted right-hand holster as he introduced himself as Reverend Phillips and asked how he could be of service. Cade repeated his story about taking Captain Ethan Niven home. Phillips nodded and intoned, "A somber task, young man. Did you know Captain Niven well?" 

    "Knew his sister better," said Cade, knowing the reaction to expect. Sure enough, Phillips seemed shocked, so Cade grinningly added, "I meant to say... I went to grade school with her, so his family knows me." Phillips deflated a bit and chuckled. "Oh. My apologies for assuming the worst, Mr. Cade. Are you fairly sure you'll be able to find him out there?" 

    "I think so. I marked the spot pretty well..." 

    "You're the one who buried him?" 

    "Yup." 

    "We've had three straight years of floods, Mr. Cade. Your marker may not be there anymore. I hope you buried him well above the river." 

    "I did." Sighing, Cade said, "If I can't find him, I'll just leave the coffin and you can sell it to someone else." 

    "I'd give you your money back, of course." Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nah. I was told you need the money. Call it a donation. The kid at the sheriff's office said you might know who owns the land where we brought the steamboat ashore. He said it might belong to a widow named Gentry. Is that right?" 

    Nodding, Phillips said, "Yes, it is. Maybe I ought to go with you and introduce you, Mr. Cade." 

    "If you can spare the time, I'd appreciate it." He grinned. "Might keep me from getting shot for trespassing." 

    Phillips chuckled, "That it might. She's a feisty woman." They made arrangements to ride to the Gentry property on Saturday and Cade wandered around town for a while before returning to the hotel for dinner. The following morning, Phillips arrived at the hotel a little before seven. They had breakfast and rode out a little before eight; Cade on his horse to the right of Phillips on a buckboard wagon that looked as if it might be repainted war surplus. 

    As they rode south, Cade noticed the preacher sneaking glances at him now and then and asked, "You concerned about my gun, Reverend?" Caught in the act, Phillips grinned weakly and admitted, "Uh... well, no, not concerned, exactly. It's just that everyone else carries theirs on their right hip." 

    "I'm more comfortable with a cross-draw. Wore it like that in the Army." Somewhat hesitantly, Phillips asked, "May I ask which Army you served with?" 

    "The Union." 

    "Interesting. I've only ever heard of guns being slung like that on rebel raiders." 

    "We borrowed the idea from them about a year into the war. Preacher, I'm sure you of all people can understand when I suggest that it's far better to talk about where the world's going instead of where it's been." Phillips looked up at Cade and studied his face for a moment, then nodded. For a time, neither man spoke, then Phillips asked, "Are you a married man, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Got a home somewhere? Family?" 

    "No family left. Just a piece of land with what used to be a farmhouse on it. I rent the land to a wheat farmer." 

    "Are you making any money doing that?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade replied, "No, not really. It just pays the taxes and damned little else." 

    "What kind of work do you do?" 

    It wasn't the first time someone had asked that question; Cade gave Phillips his stock answer, "I have some money left from the Army and I haven't decided what I want to do yet. I'm only certain of a few things I don't want to do." 

    "I take it farming is one of those things?" 

    "You take it right. I want to see what else there is before I settle down." 

    Phillips seemed to ponder Cade's words for a time, then he said, "Mr. Cade, just about all any man needs is a good woman. The widow Gentry's a fine-looking woman and she's only a little older than you are. Maybe five years or so." 

    With a hefty chuckle, Cade asked, "And should I take that to mean no other man in town's, um... met her standards?" 

    Looking slightly offended, Phillips responded, "No, Mr. Cade. That's not what I mean at all. There are only four single men near her age in this area. Two were crippled in the war. One's slightly touched in the head. The other one's in jail at the moment. He drinks every nickel he earns." Giving Phillips a fisheye look, Cade asked, "What makes you think I'd be such a great catch, Reverend? You don't know a damned thing about me." Shrugging, Phillips said, "Mrs. Holtz said you haven't been near a saloon since you arrived yesterday. She also said there was no bottle in your room. You say you own land, so you aren't indigent. You're apparently in good health and you seem to be of reasonably sound mind." 

    "Uh, huh. Reverend, I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't try to marry me off until I've been here a little longer." 

    As if tossing a last chip in the pot, Phillips quietly said, "She owns over three hundred acres of prime farm land, Mr. Cade. It's well above the flood plain, too." 

    "Is she farming it?" 

    "No, she isn't." 

    "Is she sick or addled?" 

    Phillips snapped, "No! Of course not! She's a very bright woman, Mr. Cade, well-versed in..." 

    "Reverend," Cade interrupted, "It sounds to me as if widow Gentry isn't much interested in being a farmer, either. I kind of doubt an offer to chip in the money from my sixty-two acres would make her want to marry me." Looking rather disgruntled, Phillips said, "There are other ways to catch a woman's eye, sir. You look to be the sort of man who'd know how to do that." 

    "Ah!" Cade said to the sky with a grin, "So now I'm a probable womanizer, too?" 

    With considerable irritation, Phillips yelped, "I didn't say that! I mean... I didn't mean that!" 

    Still grinning, Cade suggested, "Maybe we should choose some other topic of conversation, Reverend." 

    Sighing, Phillips replied, "At this point, I'm inclined to agree with you, Mr. Cade." 

    Maybe eight miles from town, Phillips loosened the rifle in its scabbard on the side of the wagon and said, "Watch for rabbits, Mr. Cade. Maybe we won't have to show up empty handed." 

    When Cade unbuttoned and rolled up his sleeve to untie two cords and shake out his sling, Phillips flatly stared at it and asked, "What is that thing?" 

    "You'll see the next time a rabbit pops up." Cade draped the reins over the saddle's pommel and let the horse guide itself along the trail as he watched the grass and loaded a .44 caliber ball in his sling. 

    Sure enough, another rabbit broke cover within a few more paces and Cade's sling whined through an arc as Phillips frantically ducked away from it. Getting off his horse, Cade deftly snapped the rabbit's neck and picked up the lead ball that had fallen near it. 

    Phillips sounded almost awestruck as he said, "That was phenomenal, Mr. Cade! Astounding!" 

    "Got lots of practice when I was a kid." 

    He handed the rabbit up to Phillips and remounted his horse, then reloaded his sling and waited for another rabbit to appear as they continued on. Eyeing the sling, Phillips asked, "Is it hard to learn to use one of those?" 

    "Nope. Well, I didn't think so. Just a lot of practice. I'll make you one if you have some scrap leather." 

    "I'd appreciate that. Thank you, Mr. Cade." Another rabbit tried and failed to cross the wagon tracks ahead, then another one some minutes later. Phillips said that three should be more than enough. 

    That comment told Cade that Gentry lived alone or nearly so. Good. Nobody to come nosing around while he dug up... Cade's train of thought stopped as he looked around. 

    "Someone's watching us, Reverend." 

    Phillips looked quickly around. "What? Where?" 

    "Don't know yet. Feels like to the west of us. Over in the trees by the river." 

    Turning that direction, Phillips yelled, "Heeelllooo!" and waved enthusiastically as he stopped his wagon. 

    His waving was unnecessary; it was readily evident that the rider had seen them and was heading their way at a lope. Cade put his sling away and slipped his holster's keeper loop off his revolver's hammer on general principles. As the rider got closer, Cade saw a brown skirt billowing around the saddle. The woman wore a big, floppy hat and an oversized plaid shirt that also billowed around her. 

    At fifty feet she was just a woman on a horse, but by the time she was twenty feet from them, Cade was pretty sure he recognized her. He racked his brain for the name of an attractive woman he'd known for less than a day three years before. A name surfaced that seemed right and he tried it. 

    "Constance?" he asked. 

    "Oh, my God!" she yelped, reining her horse to a sudden stop, and peering at him. "Sergeant... Cade, was it?" 

    "It still is, ma'am. I'm not a sergeant these days, though." Feeling somewhat forgotten, Phillips asked, "You know this man, Mrs. Gentry?" 

    She seemed about to say something, then took a breath and said, "After a fashion, yes, I do, Reverend." Looking at Cade, she asked sharply, "What are you doing here?!" 

    Cade repeated his Captain Niven story and gestured at the wagon as he added, "By the way, ma'am, we brought you some rabbits." Quickly reaching under the wagon's seat, Phillips produced a rabbit and said, "Oh! Yes, we did! Nice ones, too! Mr. Cade is apparently quite proficient with a sling!" 

    Constance's left eyebow went high. "A sling?" Fishing it out of his coat pocket and holding it up, Cade said, "This." Studying the device for a moment, Constance almost commandingly said, 

"Show me, please." 

    "Show me a rabbit and I will. Are you riding into town or are we still riding out to your place?" He shrugged and added, "All I wanted was your permission to look for Niven, ma'am. I realize I may not be someone you'd choose as a visitor." 

    Looking back and forth between them, Phillips seemed a bit confused as he rather defensively asked, "What? Why not? What are you talking about, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I took her prisoner a few years ago, Reverend. She was aboard the Confederate steamboat we captured." 

    Phillips actually placed a hand on his rifle as he stared at Cade and asked in a nervous tone, "Mrs. Gentry? Are we in any danger from this man?" She laughed, "If we were, it would very likely be too late for both of us, Reverend. Leave that rifle where it is, please. Let's head for the house and get out of this sun." 

    Constance's horse seemed to have some spirit and a need to move. The gelding fairly danced with impatience at the slow pace set by the wagon and Constance had to continually rein him in to remain beside the wagon. Cade's horse seemed intent on holding its own with Constance's horse, and a subdued competition of sorts began to occur as first one horse, then the other, tried to range ahead a bit. After some minutes of this, Constance's horse broke into a trot and Cade's horse followed suit. As Constance and Cade yet again reined their horses, Phillips laughed, 

"You two go on ahead. Let those horses get some exercise. I'll be along in a little while." 

    Instead of asking, "Are you sure?" or politely refusing to leave him behind, Constance grinningly yelped, "Okay!" and let her horse surge ahead. 

    'Yeah, what the hell,' thought Cade. He waved at Phillips and let his horse have its head. The horse hauled ass to catch up to Constance's horse, but her horse was having none of that. It loped ahead like a damned greyhound and sprinted the last half mile or so to a large, grey two story house surrounded by several smaller buildings. 

    The overgrown dirt trail became a narrow, red-cobbled lane about a hundred yards from the house and Constance wheeled her prancing horse around to make it trot toward him as she grinningly yelled, "What kept you?" Constance and the horse were both somewhat winded from their run. Her hair had come loose and was flowing around her head and shoulders like a golden halo as she laughed. 

    Cade noted that she had a real laugh, not one of those tittering, barely audible, socially acceptable giggles so many women manifested behind fluttering fans at parties. 

    She leaned to pat her horse with a 'smack' he could hear at a distance and he heard her enthusiastically murmur, "That's my good little pretty pony, yes he is!" and she laughed again as she said to Cade, "If you spoke to your horse like that, you might get a little more speed out of him." Laughing, Cade replied, "Feel free to test your theory on her, ma'am. I wouldn't mind riding that one some time." 

    Still breathless, Constance said, "Wouldn't happen without a fight, Mr. Cade. Nobody rides Damian but me." 

    She didn't elaborate on whether the fight would be with her or the horse, but Cade suspected both would object. Her horse still wanted to lead as they headed for the house, but Constance reined him in as she spoke softly. 

    "There, there, Damian, we'll go running again later." Damian shook his head and snorted in that, 'Wanna go NOW!' manner some horses seem to have, but Constance kept the reins in and patted him as she said, "Later, baby." 

    "Nah," said Cade, "Poor little Damian looks as if he hasn't been ridden in a while and he's having a really grand time hauling you around, ma'am. I'll follow along if you want to let him run some more. Maybe he'll be ready to slow down by the time Phillips gets here." 

    Grinning, Constance asked, "You don't mind being left behind again?" Cade laughed, "You just let him run, ma'am. We'll be around to carry you back when you run out of steam." 

    Constance laughed hugely and yelled, "Go, Damian! Go, baby!" and the horse responded about as Cade had expected. 

    Damian seemed to tuck his hind hooves under his chin and his saddle blanket flapped to the ground as he surged forward. 

    Constance's from-the-gut scream startled the hell out of Cade until it trailed off as "Go-Go-Go-Go-Goooo!" and he realized that Constance was letting off as much steam as Damian as they sped over the grassy turf beside the lane. The horse Cade had bought for the trip to Wilbury almost spooked, then stood staring after Constance and Damian with that wall-eyed look horses get when they think something's very wrong. 

    Patting the horse's neck, Cade said, "It's okay, Esther. They're just having a good time," and led the horse to where Damian's blanket lay on the ground. 

    Picking up the blanket, Cade dusted it off and tossed it over his saddle, then led his horse to the front of the house. Big block construction. Four tall pillars supporting a second-floor balcony. Six steps led between them up to the front doors. The place was a small mansion in the middle of nowhere. 

    'No, not nowhere,' Cade corrected himself, 'It's in the approximate middle of three hundred acres and it's only a quarter-mile downhill to the river. Whoever built this house expected to haul a lot of grain out of these fields.' 

    As he tied his horse at the rail by the steps and slung the blanket over the rail, the voice in his head asked, 'So why the hell aren't the fields full of grain?' 

    Looking at the house again, Cade estimated that it would take about four people to maintain the place, yet Phillips hadn't mentioned anyone else living there. That likely meant that the other people who lived there were invisible to Phillips, which probably also meant they were black. Cade wandered around the front of the house, then had a look at one of the outbuildings. The layout of the place kind of reminded him of someplace he'd seen before, but nowhere he'd actually been. There'd been a similar house in a photograph that had been published in a newspaper. 

    It came to him as he loosened the saddle on his horse. 'Got it. Monticello.' Someone had constructed a miniature Monticello just south of Wilbury, Virginia. 

    Sipping from his canteen, Cade sat on the steps and waited for someone to return. Or to appear, Cade guessed, if those within the house became curious enough. 

    A good-sized rabbit emerged from the overgrowth and hopped across the cobbled lane some distance away. Cade heard the front door open behind him, then heard a sound that sent him quickly behind one of the balcony pillars. Someone had cocked a gun of some sort. 

    He peeked quickly around the column at the doors and saw an old black man doing his best to steady a rifle that looked as if it was a remnant of the Revolutionary War. 

    "Wait," said Cade, readying his sling, "You want that rabbit, right?" The black man ignored him and continued to aim, then pulled the trigger. The antique rifle uttered a deafening 'ka-boom' and the rabbit bolted across the courtyard as the rifle ball kicked up dirt well beyond where the rabbit had been. 

    Cade sent a lead ball at the rabbit and knocked it flat, then went to get it as he reloaded his sling. Where there's one rabbit, there are usually more. Sure enough, another rabbit spooked at his approach and Cade walked back to the front steps with both rabbits. 

    He held them out to the old black man and said, "Here you go. There'll be three more on the preacher's wagon. He'll be here shortly." The old man simply leaned on the rifle and stared at Cade, then at the rabbits. The front door opened again and a portly black woman stepped onto the porch. 

    "Mister, ol' Rupert don' talk so good and he don' hear a-tall. Sometimes Ah don' think he thinks good, neither, 'cuz he been livin' two farms west 'o here since before the war, but he keep showin' up here t' sleep in the barn. You wan' anythin' done with them rabbits, you gotta give 'em to me." Cade gave her the rabbits and said, "There'll be three more when the preacher gets here." 

    "Yessuh, Ah heard you tell him that." 

    She smacked the old man's arm lightly and motioned for him to follow her back into the house. He nodded and gave Cade a big grin as he pointed at the rabbits, then turned to go with her. The door closed and Cade chuckled. Oh, well, the setup seemed to work for them. Good 'nuff. 

    Shod hooves and wagon wheels on cobbles called his attention to the lane, where Constance and Phillips were approaching the house. Cade noted that Constance now rode bareback and her saddle rested in the bed of the wagon. He wondered whether she'd had to stop to take it off or pick it up. Whatever Phillips said to her as they approached made Constance laugh again, and Cade found himself marveling at the melodious sound. 

    'Melodious sound? Where the hell had that come from?' 

    Yet he couldn't deny it. Constance had one of those rich contralto voices. In fact, hers had some sort of slight raspiness to it that seemed to capture his attention. 

    A black man in his thirties left one of the side buildings and whistled sharply. Two young boys came running from somewhere behind the house and the three of them took charge of the horses and wagon as Constance and Phillips dismounted and Phillips laid the rabbits on the wagon's seat. One of the boys ran to Constance and she leaned over so he could whisper something to her. Straightening up with an expression of amazement to match his, she humored him with, "Really? Two more? And he didn't use a gun?" The kid shook his head solemnly and mimicked Cade's use of the sling by waving a hand over his head. After a studious look at Cade, Constance leaned back down and whispered something to the kid that made him grin hugely and nod vigorously, then run to help with the horses. 

    "Let me guess," said Cade, "I'll have to make at least three slings before I go?" 

    "Three?" asked Constance. 

    Thumbing at Phillips, Cade said, "He wants one, too." 

    "Ah," she said, looking at Phillips. 

    He nodded. "You bet I want one. No more bullets to buy." Grinning, Constance said, "Just lots and lots of practice before you hit anything, I'll bet. Show Mr. Cade where to wash up and bring him inside, please." 
Chapter Twelve

    As Constance climbed the steps, Phillips led Cade around the house to a stone trough next to a pump handle and one of the black kids brought them soap and towels. 

    Cade pulled his sling from his pocket and asked the kid, "Can you find me some leather like this?" 

    Giving him a blank look, the kid replied, "I dunno." 

    "Would your daddy know where to find some?" Same blank look. "I dunno." 

    "I'll ask somebody else, then. Thanks for the soap." Grinning, the kid almost yelled, "Y'all welcome! Bye!" and ran back into the house. 

    Laughing, Phillips said, "Mrs. Gentry has a family of nigras living in one of the side buildings. They were slaves until 1864, when they got stranded here. That was the year Mr. Gentry died, too." 

    "Died of what?" 

    "Cholera. He was a surgeon. He went to Turleyville to help out and caught the disease." 

    "Was he the one who built this house?" 

    "No. His father bought this land about forty-five years ago. He commissioned the house to be built before he arrived. The way old man Reims tells it, Gentry senior moved his whole family here one July, then nobody saw any of them in town until Christmas, when they came to church." Phillips sighed, "I don't remember ever seeing Gentry junior at church except when he made donations to the orphan fund. He'd just drop in, hand me an envelope, and leave after a very brief chat. Pleasant enough, but not in the least interested in anything to do with religion." 

    "What about Constance?" 

    Shaking his head, Phillips said, "About the same, really. She's continued contributions to the orphans, but she appears to have no interest in other church functions." 

    "Same here," said Cade. "No religion. No need for one. I help people when it suits me, and I do it for my own reasons." 

    After a moment of silence, Phillips said, "Well, I suppose most any reason is a good one if it helps someone." 

    "That's kind of the way I see it, too." 

    Seeing the woman who'd taken the rabbits through the kitchen window, Cade asked, "Are you the cook?" 

    Without stopping what she was doing on the other side of the window, she answered, "Ah sho is, suh." 

    "How long do you cook the meat? I like mine pretty well done." She held three fingers sideways in the sunlight streaming into the window and said, "This long, suh. We don' wan' nobody gettin' sick." Nodding, Cade said, "That's good. Excellent. Thank you." 

    "Y'all's welcome, suh." 

    As they walked around the house, Phillips said, "I wouldn't ordinarily recommend such a thing, but... we're ten miles from town, Mr. Cade. That's a long way to go every day until you find Captain Niven." He seemed reluctant to continue. Cade chose not to anticipate or suggest Phillip's next words and let him find his way to them on his own. 

    "What I mean is... Maybe, uhm... Maybe Mrs. Gentry could let you use one of the side buildings, Mr. Cade. I mean... as long as you weren't sleeping under the same roof..." 

    Cade maintained his silence as they walked until Phillips stopped and said, "Mr. Cade, Mrs. Gentry is a strong young woman. She needs a strong young man to guide her and..." 

    Holding up a hand, Cade said, "Stop. Then think. Really think, Phillips. I saw that woman ride today. I heard her laugh. She may get rather horny now and then, but she's definitely not altogether unhappy here, nor is she in need of your matchmaking skills." 

    When Cade again started walking, Phillips was still trying to recover from Cade's use of the word 'horny' in reference to Constance. 

    "Mr. Cade!" he almost shouted in outrage, "How dare you?" Leaning against the wall of the house, Cade said, "Oh, hell, Phillips. I just do. Constance is smart and beautiful and owns a lot of prime farm land. Do you honestly believe she couldn't snag a new man if she wanted one? Or does it simply offend the hell out of you as a man --and as a preacher --that there's even one woman running loose in the world without the dubious benefit of male management?" 

    Phillips seemed at a loss for words, or at least at a loss for a way of making them come out of his mouth. He stared at Cade in total outrage for a few moments, then stormed away toward the front of the house. He stopped near the corner, then stalked back to Cade and said, "Forget about coming to me for a coffin, Mr. Cade." 

    Spinning on his heel, he started to walk away again, but Cade raised his voice and said, "Headline: Preacher won't sell coffin for war hero's return home." 

    Phillips stopped in his tracks. 

    Cade continued, "Story: Reverend Phillips today adamantly refused to supply a coffin for the purpose of returning the remains of a fallen Union officer to his family. Would you care to explain your actions to this journalist, Reverend Phillips?" 

    Turning to face Cade, Phillips said, "You're despicable, Mr. Cade. Despicable." 

    "No, Phillips, I'm just not inclined to try to shoehorn a reasonably happy woman into marriage simply because she's unmarried." 

    "Her house is empty, Mr. Cade! Her fields are fallow! Her land is going to waste and so is she! This house could be full of children, Mr. Cade!" Shaking his head, Cade replied, "It's not your house, Phillips. Not your land. And whether she has kids is definitely not your decision to make." His gaze narrowing to a tight glare, Phillips fairly proclaimed, "Then it's fairly obvious that there's something wrong with you, too!" and again stormed toward the front of the house. 

    The window above Cade slammed upward and open and Constance yelled, 

"Mister Phillips!" 

    Phillips stopped and slowly turned to stare as he realized that Constance had heard their conversation. 

    Constance met his gaze with one of deep anger and asked quietly, "So you think something's wrong with me, Mr. Phillips? Why? Because I don't squeeze out a new brat every year or because I don't farm my land?! Which of my horrendous transgressions offends you the most?!" 

    Appearing to galvanize a bit, Phillips replied, "Mrs. Gentry, I'm absolutely sure I could have phrased what I said in a better fashion, and I truly apologize, of course, but you have to admit that living way out here alone..." 

    Raising her voice in a tone of steel, Constance interrupted him and supplied, "Living way out here alone is my choice! Damned few women can avoid being ruled by men, but-I-can!" 

    She whistled sharply and the black man and two boys appeared around the building almost instantly, as if they'd been waiting for her call. 

    "James," she said, "I'd like you to hitch up Mister Phillips' 

buckboard..." she looked at Phillips and firmly finished, "So he can get the hell off my property." 

    Looking as if he'd salute her, James nodded vigorously and yelped, 

"Yas'm!" then headed for the carriage house at a trot. Phillips almost whined, "Mrs. Gentry, please let me..." 

    "Shut up, Phillips!" snapped Constance. 

    "But..." 

    She slammed the window closed hard enough to rattle the glass and backed away from the window. Phillips glared at Cade and seemed to want to say something, but didn't. After a few moments, he again headed for the front of the building. 

    Cade didn't feel like dealing with further discussion from Phillips, so he went back to the stone trough and pumped some water as he drank from the spout. 

    The cook asked through the window, "You mind me askin' you a question, suh?" 

    "Nope. Go right ahead." 

    "Why you wanna go pissin' off a man o' God like that?" 

    "He was wrong. Deep down he knows it. That's half the reason he's pissed." 

    "Uh, huh... An' what's the other half, suh?" Grinning, Cade said, "He didn't get his way, that's what. He doesn't get to play God and tinker with somebody's life, and that's what being in the God business is all about." 

    Nodding, she said, "At's about how Ah seen it, too. He been buggin' Miz Constance fo' a couple o' years, now, draggin' half th' strangers that show up in town out here." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Well, maybe that'll stop now." She snickered, "Yeah, Ah reckon it might, at that. Dinner'll be on th' 

table soon, suh." 

    "Thanks, uh..." 

    "Marigold, suh. Ah named myownself when Ah got freed. After Mah fav'rit flower. You like it?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Sounds good to me, Marigold. As long as you like it, that's all that matters, right?" 

    Marigold grinned as she did something with her hands and nodded. "Ah reckon so, suh. Ah reckon so." 

    She went back to her task and Cade worked the pump handle again for another drink as one of the little boys came tearing around the corner of the building and stopped a few yards from Cade. 

    When Cade straightened and looked at him, the boy said, "Miz Constance wants t' see ya, suh. She be in th' house." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Okay," and started for the back door. The kid and Marigold stared in amazement as he walked through the kitchen to the hallway beyond. 

    Cade stopped and checked himself over quickly. Nope, his fly was shut and there was nothing out of place or unusual. The thirtyish black man who'd taken the horses came down the stairs with an armload of bedding and a book. He stopped as he looked at Cade, then looked beyond him. 

    "Y'all jus' come through the kitchen, suh?" 

    "Yup." 

    The man said, "Then that's why they be starin' at ya, suh," and eased past Cade without further explanation to part a row of books on a hall shelf and put the book he'd been carrying near the front third of the row. Oh, well. Maybe living way out here had an odd effect on people, after all. Cade looked at the row of books for a moment, then continued on to the living room, where he found Constance leaning on a desk as she watched Phillips leave through a tall front window. 

    She drummed her fingers on the edge of the desk, shook her head, and sighed, then turned and saw Cade just as he stopped about six feet from her. With a wide-eyed gasp, she stepped back against the window and placed a hand over her chest as she yelped, "Are you trying to give me a heart attack?!" 

    Shrugging, Cade hung his thumbs in his pockets and said, "Sorry. One of the kids said you wanted to see me." 

    Relaxing somewhat, Constance said, "Oh. Right." She crossed her arms and leaned on the wall between the windows as she studied Cade for a moment, then asked, "Are you really here to find somebody's grave?" Nodding, Cade replied, "Yup. Captain Niven's." 

    "How long do you think it'll take you to find him?" 

    "Not very. Maybe a day or two to find him and dig him up." She shuddered. "Not a pretty task." 

    "No, but necessary." 

    "You don't have a wagon, Mr. Cade. How did you intend to transport a coffin?" 

    "I'll rent one to haul him into town, ma'am. Niven's going home by train. Given our previous history, should I call you Mrs. Gentry or Constance?" Constance smiled. "Constance. Or Connie. And you?" 

    "My first name's Ed, but everybody seems to end up calling me Cade." 

    "Ed," she repeated, "Cade." She chucked, "I think I'll use Cade for now. It'll sound better if I'm screaming at you about something." Giving her a fisheye look, Cade asked, "Why would you be screaming at me, Constance?" 

    "I'm sure there'll be reasons. Would you like to stay here while you look for Niven?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "I'd like that a lot. Are you sure you're okay with it?" 

    Without the least hesitation, she said, "Yes, I am." Levering herself off the wall, Constance came to stand in front of him and said quietly, "I heard what you said to Phillips at the side of the house. I've never heard a man say anything even remotely like that before." Constance seemed to study him closely for a moment, then she said, 

"Dinner," and swept around him on her way to the dining room, leaving the impression of her nearness and her scent wafting in the breeze of her passing. Cade knew the trick she'd just performed; he'd been to dozens of parties and social functions and had seen or experienced the same trick many times. But, by God, Constance had performed it very well, indeed. He leaned forward and took a deep, quiet whiff of the air where she'd been before he turned to follow her. 

    Not much perfume. Just a faint touch, too fresh to have been on her all day. The scent that quickened his pulse and made him feel hungry was strictly hers. 

    Constance spoke to James as Marigold set a platter of meat and another of vegetables on the table. James nodded and left as Cade arrived and Constance seemed pleasantly surprised when Cade pulled the chair at the head of the table out and seated her. 

    "Thank you," she said, "Would it bother you if Marigold and James join us for dinner?" 

    He'd already seen the extra two settings at the table and wasn't surprised. Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope." James reappeared with a bottle of wine and set it on the other end of the table, then took a corkscrew out of a drawer in the nearby china cabinet. 

    "What year's that wine?" asked Cade. 

    James glanced at the label and replied, "1858, suh." Cade said, "Just curious. I'll open and pour it, but I'd prefer a glass of water with dinner." 

    Nodding, James headed for the kitchen as Cade opened the wine and set the cork aside on a saucer. 

    Constance asked, "You don't drink, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Not much and not wine. I prefer ale." 

    "What about whiskey?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "People use too many things to cut it. You never know what you're getting." 

    "My whiskey is straight from the distillery." 

    "Then it's probably very good. I'd still rather have water with dinner." Marigold arrived and Cade interrupted pouring the wine to seat her as he had Constance. Marigold gave Constance a big-eyed look of surprise as she sat down that made Constance smile. Cade finished pouring the wine and sat down as James returned with a glass of water and set it by Cade's place. Cade sipped his water, then when nobody moved for some moments, Marigold glanced at Constance, then asked Cade, "Don' you wanna say grace, suh?" Meeting her gaze, Cade replied, "No, ma'am, I don't. You may, if you wish, and I'll hold off serving while you do it." 

    She looked at Constance, then James, and bowed her head to recite a quick prayer. James also bowed his head, but Constance simply looked at Cade and waited. 

    When Marigold finished, Cade called for plates and served the meat, then vegetables were passed around the table. When all had some of each item, they started eating. 

    James sipped his wine, then asked, "You ain't a religious man, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I'm not even a little bit religious, James, and please don't take that to mean I need some." 

    Glancing at Constance, James replied, "Funny. Thass what Miz Constance said first time we met her." He shrugged and said, "I s'pose some people jus' 

don' need no religion. Miz Constance took a rifle t' two men that night an' 

chased 'em off so quick they left us behind. We was afraid they'd come back, but they never did." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "No surprise, James. The first time I met her, she told off an Army corporal right to his face. That's a man with two stripes, y'know. And a little later, she argued with a three-stripe sergeant." That tidbit seemed to truly impress James and Marigold, so Cade added in a somewhat confidential tone, "And would you believe she was their prisoner at the time?" 

    "Oh, my!" gasped Marigold, "Izzat true, Miz Constance?!" Constance rolled her eyes and chuckled, "Mr. Cade should know, Marigold. He was the sergeant." 

    Looking at Cade with a narrow gaze, James growled, "They din't hurt you none, did they, Miz Constance?" 

    "No, they didn't, James, and please be careful around Mr. Cade. The last time I saw him, he was wearing eight pistols at once. He'd just stolen a steamboat from the Confederates and he blew up half a town before he did it." Now James and Marigold turned their big eyes on Cade with no less amazement. For some moments, neither of them said anything, then Marigold took a breath. 

    "Well," she exclaimed softly, "I thought they was sumpin' funny about him when I seen how he was wearin' his gun sideways behind him. Then I seen it on his left, but I seen him usin' his raht hand t'work that string-thing." 

    "It's a sling," Cade supplied. 

    "A sling," Marigold repeated, then she looked at James and said, "Little Ben called it a 'fling'." 

    Shrugging, James commented laconically, "It flings things." 

    "Oh, it damn sho' do that! Y'all oughta seen him get them rabbits!" Raising her fork to shoulder height, she waved it in a little circle and yelped, "Bing! Bam! Jus' lahk that!" 

    Cade said, "We'll need some leather later. I'll show James how to make one. It won't take long." 

    James nodded and said, "Thanky, Mr. Cade. I'll see t' that leather raht after dinner." 

    Looking at Constance, Cade asked, "How'd you come to be on that boat, milady?" 

    His use of the term 'milady' made Marigold give him an odd glance and made Constance eye him for a moment before she replied, "I was on my way home from Turleyville. My husband was there. As it happens, you saved me a fifty-mile wagon ride by landing on my property." 

    Giving her a two-finger salute, Cade replied, "Glad to have been of service, ma'am." 

    Constance gave a ladylike snort and chuckled, "Some service, Cade. You locked us in an anteroom with nothing more than a spittoon for a chamber pot." Shrugging, Cade sliced some rabbit meat and said, "Well, I thought you might be dangerous, milady. Beautiful women can make us poor men do things we shouldn't, y'know." Glancing at James, he asked, "Right, James?" Nodding somberly, James replied, "Oh, yessuh! Alla time, suh. They be the onlyest reason us men ever get in trouble." 

    Marigold almost choked on something, then she let out a cackle of laughter. Constance rolled her eyes and snickered, then laughed in that melodious manner Cade had heard before. James tried to look confused and offended and caused another round of laughter, so he shruggingly gave it up and went back to eating with a sidelong grin at Cade. 

    Toward the end of dinner, James asked, "D'y'all fish, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I have. Never caught much out of the little stream through my farm, though." 

    "You have a farm?" 

    "Yup. Sixty-two acres, but I'm letting other people farm the land while I do other things for a while." 

    "Mind if Ah ask what kind of things, suh?" With a slight grin, Cade said, "Careful, there, James. Your 'step'n fetchit' mask is slipping again." 

    James froze in the midst of sipping his wine and eyed Cade for a moment, then asked, "Whatchoo mean, suh?" 

    "I mean I know you can read and count and I've heard you pronounce various words properly since I've been here. You don't have to pretend to be something you aren't around me. If that sort of thing bothered me, I wouldn't be at this table." 

    When James looked at Constance, she gave him a wry little 'what the hell' 

expression and a shrug. 

    Looking back at Cade, James asked, "What tipped you?" 

    "Little things, like when you made room in the right spot on a shelf for a book by a man named 'Forrest' and when you confirmed my suspicion by reading the wine label." 

    Again glancing at Constance, James replied, "Thank you. I'll be more careful in the future." 

    "Can't hurt. It's good cover. I used to use the 'I'm just a poor, dumb sergeant' routine to avoid the more obnoxious officers. Five minutes of that made them go away or send me to get someone else." Sipping her wine, Constance said, "I'll be going for a walk after dinner, Cade. Would you care to join me?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "It'll be my pleasure to walk with you, milady." 
Chapter Thirteen

    Constance asked James to show Cade to his room and she disappeared for a time after dinner. Cade looked out his room's window for a few moments, then cleaned his teeth with a small brush he kept in his coat pocket and used a bit of horsehair to get between his teeth. 

    Once an annoying bit of meat had been removed, he put the horsehair back in his pocket with the brush and went downstairs to find Constance talking with James in the library. 

    Cade left them to their discussion and went into the dining room, where Marigold was tidying up the dinner table. 

    "Marigold, would you show me the whiskey?" Nodding, she led him to a cabinet and opened one side of it to reveal three bottles and a few small glasses. Cade thanked her and poured half a shot in a glass, then stoppered the bottle and put it back. He sipped some whiskey and swirled it around in his mouth for a time, then swallowed it. Marigold watched him as she went about her business. When he did the same with the rest of whiskey in his glass and closed the cabinet, she stood straight and cleared her throat. 

    "Suh, you was makin' a face lahk you don' really favor stong drink. If'n you don' lahk it, why you drink it?" 

    "It makes good mouthwash. Cleans the teeth." She gave him a skeptical look, but said nothing more as she took the glass from him. 

    "I suppose it does," said Constance, coming from the other room, "But that's not why I drink some now and then." 

    She took the glass from Marigold and reopened the cabinet, then poured a shot in the glass and handed it to Cade. 

    Reaching for another glass, she filled it and grinningly held it up in the light between them. 

    "See that color? That clarity? Your mouthwash costs twelve dollars a bottle, Mr. Cade." 

    "Well, damn. That's nearly half a good horse. My apologies, milady. I'll use the cheap stuff next time." Eyeing the cabinet, he asked, "Which one would that be?" 

    Marigold snickered and headed for the kitchen as Constance chuckled, 

"There is no 'cheap stuff' here, Mr. Cade. You'll have to make do with this. Care to make a toast?" 

    Cade pretended to have to consider that, then said, "Her eyes the color of the sky, yet so like the stars above. Her hair a golden halo, this woman of grace and beauty who shines brighter than the sun," and lightly clinked his glass to hers. 

    They sipped their whiskies, then Constance smilingly said, "That was very nice, but as I recall, the woman in that poem died." 

    "Oh, yeah. So she did. Sorry 'bout that, milady, I just thought that part of it applied particularly well to you." 

    "You think I'm beautiful, do you?" 

    Nodding firmly, Cade replied, "Yes, milady. Very much so. Rather disturbingly so, in fact." 

    Constance blushed slightly and sipped the last of her drink, then set the glass on the table. Cade finished his and they walked to the front door, where Constance took a new-looking rifle from the nearby corner and slung it on her shoulder. 

    Cade recognized it as one of the new Winchester lever-action cartridge rifles, to which she'd added a simple leather loop-sling. He'd seen and handled one of the guns and greatly admired it, but he'd heard that there'd be as many as three bad cartridges in a box of twenty-five. Though very tempted by the Winchester, Cade had been in law enforcement at the time and had limited funds, so he'd stuck with his revolvers. If a chamber misfired, he had only to thumb the hammer to bring the next chamber into position, and rapid-fire was possible by the simple motions of fanning the hammer while holding the trigger back. 

    Nonetheless, he said, "That's a very nice rifle. I nearly bought one, but I heard about people finding bad rounds in every box." She nodded. "I've found a few, but not having to hand-load a single-shot rifle is very convenient, and it gives me the reach on someone armed only with a pistol." 

    As they stepped outside, Constance said, "Sometimes I find people on my property. Most are just passing through. Some need a place to camp. I don't mind if they don't stay too long and they're respectful of me and my property, but some of them aren't very nice." 

    A few steps later, she said, "And some of them are sick, sometimes very sick. Every once in a while someone comes to the house and asks to borrow a shovel." After a pause, she added, "Since the war ended, I think I've seen just about every damned kind of disease there is, Cade." 

    "No doubt," said Cade, "Sickness used to sweep through the camps every time new men showed up. I think diseases killed more men than shot and shell ever did, then the ones who survived the shooting took those diseases home with them. The government-sponsored killing stopped in 1865, but I don't think the residual suffering from the war will end for another generation. Maybe longer." 

    Constance glanced at Cade and said, "I think it'll be a lot longer than that. We weren't fighting invaders this time; people who could go home to some other country, like the British or the French." She sighed, "It was a family fight, and now we'll all have to try to live with the results." Cade waited to see if she had anything else to say. Apparently not. They walked in silence along a path leading toward the barn for some moments before Cade spoke. 

    "James and Marigold... and those kids... None of them are quite the same shade, except the kids. They aren't related to each other, are they?" She shook her head. "No. Marigold and two other slaves were trying to reach the north during the last months of the war. They didn't know they'd already reached it and ran when they saw white men on horses. Marigold was left behind when she broke her leg trying to jump a ditch." Hitching the rifle off her shoulder and into a port arms position, she continued, "I bought the two boys at an estate sale when John and I delivered supplies to a hospital in Waynestown, two days south of here. Got them both for five dollars because they had pneumonia. James was given to us in lieu of payment in '64 by a man who used to own half of Morris County. He'd had James castrated." 

    "Castrated?! Why the hell did he do that?" Giving Cade a wry look, Constance said, "He thought his twenty-year-old daughter was 'getting ideas'. She's the one who taught James to read and write." 

    Snorting a chuckle, she added, "James said Millicent had been acting on her 'ideas' with him since she was fifteen, when she'd first threatened to tell her father James had touched her if he didn't cooperate. Her father became suspicious, but rather than call his darling daughter a liar, he gelded James." 

    Cade muttered, "Damn!" and took a deliberate misstep that put him less than an arm's length from Constance before he asked, "If you don't mind my asking, ma'am, how did you happen to discover he'd been gelded?" Constance stopped as if she'd hit a wall and spun to face him in wide-eyed astonishment. Cade's left hand kept her rifle's muzzle from turning with her as her gaze narrowed and she growled, "Had you forgotten I'm holding a loaded rifle?" 

    Grinning, Cade replied, "No, ma'am. That's why I'm standing so close and holding the barrel way the hell away from me. I only asked a perfectly reasonable question of a woman who used to work with her surgeon husband." She simmered for a few moments, then Cade felt her grip on the rifle relax somewhat. On general principles, he continued to hold the barrel. Taking a breath, Constance said, "You can let go now. I've pretty much decided not to shoot you." 

    "Only pretty much?" 

    Pulling the rifle free of his hand, she again laid it on her right shoulder and with a small grin said, "Just give me another minute or two. I'm almost through deciding." 

    "You'll let me know how things turn out?" Nodding, she spoke firmly. "Oh, yeah. You'll know. To answer your question; James was helping one of the children land a good sized fish when he slipped in the mud and landed on a broken tree root. It penetrated his abdominal cavity..." she paused and asked, "You know what that is?" He gave her a wry look and patted his stomach once. She nodded and continued, "Okay. Just like you had to ask, I had to ask. Anyway, the root impaled him just below his belt buckle. He tried to bandage himself and pretend it was just a scratch, but infection set in. We had to remove nearly a foot of his lower intestine and... Well, never mind the details. That's when we discovered he'd been gelded." Cade reached to touch her cheek and said, "Your hubby must have been one helluva good surgeon. I can't tell you how many men we lost to gut wounds and those half-assed, diploma-factory surgeons." 

    "John used to complain about them, too, even before the war. He often found himself cleaning up another surgeon's mistakes. When the war started, medical school amounted to three semesters of thirteen weeks each at the better schools. During the war, many schools granted early diplomas to those who could afford them." She sighed and added, "Some of the so-called

'surgeons' they papered couldn't name the bones they sawed through when they amputated limbs." 

    "Has James ever talked about going back for revenge? I damned sure would." Nodding, Constance replied, "Oh, yes. I'm not sure why he hasn't, in fact." She hefted her rifle and said, "I even offered him the use of this rifle when I found him crying on the front steps one night. He just thanked me and wandered off into the fields for a while." 

    She stopped in the path and said, "Cade, I told you about it so you'd understand why he might not be... oh, hell, I don't know... why he might not seem altogether... manly... at times, I guess. You know; if he doesn't... Oh, hell. I don't know what I'm trying to say." 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "Don't worry about it. I hadn't planned to discuss women with him." He grinned. "I haven't had that much experience with

'em myself." 

    With an expression of total shock above a wide grin, Constance exclaimed, 

"You haven't?! You, the big, brave Army sergeant?! With all the... um... 

'affordable'... women available around Army camps, you never... uh..." She giggled, "You never... 'participated'..?" 

    Giving her a flat look, Cade said, "You were a surgeon's wife. Why do you think I didn't mess with those women?" Without waiting for her answer, he said, "Half the men in Company 'B' were pissing fire and screaming and crying like babies every time they took a leak. And Corporal Lewis... well, he had open sores all over and lost his sight to syphilis. Not a damned thing to do about it. When the war ended, he put his revolver in his mouth and pulled the trigger one night rather than go home like that." 

    Shaking his head, Cade said emphatically, "Nope, no whores for me. A girl named Becky used me to bust her cherry before I left home and there was a nurse in Evanston, but..." Pretending to forcibly stop himself from going on, he said, "My apologies, Constance. I guess I got too used to speaking frankly and I haven't had much time in polite company since... Well, just never mind, that's all. Sorry if I've offended you." 

    For a moment, Constance met Cade's eyes, then she said, "Crap, Mr. Cade. You were letting me know you're clean. How much of that was the truth?" Cade shrugged. "All of it. Even Lewis. He was teased unmercifully about being a virgin when he joined us. The men rented him a whore for his eighteenth birthday, and after his first big battle, he spent all his money on whores and booze. He used to say he knew he'd never get home again because there was a bullet with his name on it. After surviving three years of war and receiving his walking papers, he fulfilled his own prophecy. We wrote it up as an accident." 

    Constance nodded slightly and gestured at the house as she said, "Some of this house was a hospital for a time. Young men who wake up missing limbs -or other critical parts --can be very ingenious about finding ways to end their misery." She glanced at Cade and said, "Officially, we never had a suicide, of course. We reported them as just about anything else." They walked on in silence for a time, then Constance spoke without taking her eyes off the path ahead. 

    "You spoke frankly, so I'm going to speak frankly, too, Cade. What you said to Phillips was quite correct; I'm not very interested in farming and I'm not looking for another husband. Maybe later for both, but not at this time." Cade nodded, but made no reply, since none seemed necessary. After a few paces, Constance said, "I would, however, be interested in suitable male companionship." 

    When Cade again made no reply, she rather sharply asked, "Have you nothing to say to that, Mr. Cade?" 

    He chuckled, "Oh, I'm sorry, milady. I was waiting to hear your definition of 'suitable'." 

    Grinning at him, she asked, "Indeed? What do you think I mean by

'suitable'?" 

    "Hm. Well, let's see... You look like a woman with pretty high standards, so... I guess he'd have to be a gentleman, of course; a man who knows which fork to use and doesn't wear his napkin as a bib. He'd have to be able to carry a reasonably intelligent conversation in something other than a bucket and wouldn't argue with you about how you run your property. And he'd probably have to be able to make sweet, lingering love to you or fight off a bear with his bare hands, and possibly even be able to do both simultaneously." Constance snorted a sharp laugh and swatted his arm, appeared to give the matter a second thought, and laughingly swatted his arm again for good measure. 

    "Oh, yeah!" said Cade, holding an index finger up as if he'd been reminded of something, "And he should probably be someone who can make you laugh now and then, I think. Yeah, that might be a good thing, don't you think?" With a grinning roll of her eyes, Constance replied, "If you hadn't mentioned that, I would have. Well, Mr. Cade? Do you qualify for the position?" 

    Trying to look surprised, Cade said, "Sure seems that way, doesn't it? Did I miss anything?" 

    "Nothing that can't be discussed later." 

    Shrugging, he said, "Well, then, I guess I'll just go ahead and volunteer." Bowing with a flourish of his hat, he said, "I'm at your service, milady." 

    Snorting another laugh, Constance replied, "Uh, huh. You're on probation until we see how well you can fight off a bear." 

    "That could be a rather long probation, ma'am. There aren't too many bears around here anymore." 

    "There were until the Army camped here for two years and ate them all." She sighed, "Never mind the bear. We'll think of something else." 

    "Thank you... I think. What kind of 'something else' did you have in mind?" 

    "Oh, I have no idea. Yet. Nothing more drastic than a bear, I suppose." Watching the two black children leave the house and head for the woods in the gathering twilight, Cade responded, "Then make that a firm 'thank you'. Where are they going?" 

    "They're taking some of your rabbit meat to people camping in the south woods. Mr. Cade, I believe I'd like a brandy. Have you ever had brandy?" Nodding, Cade replied, "A few times." 

    "You didn't like it?" 

    "It was okay." He grinned, "It makes good mouthwash." With a look of mock disgust, she commented, "In some ways you're a heathen, Cade." 

    "Yes'm. I've been told that before." He shrugged and added, "Mostly by women, come to think of it. And one colonel's aide who probably should have been a woman, the way he was always fussing with the colonel's uniform." Something didn't seem right about the shadows near the edge of the lane and Cade abruptly stopped walking as he grabbed Constance's arm and stopped her just as abruptly. 

    A buzzing noise started and stopped, then started again and continued for a moment. Once Cade heard the noise, he was able to locate the source and spot the other end of the rattlesnake. 

    The snake was perhaps ten feet away from Constance and was as big around as a man's wrist. Cade drew his revolver, but Constance simply let the Winchester's muzzle fall forward, steadied the weapon, and pulled the trigger. The snake's head exploded and the rest of the snake writhed furiously. Looking at Cade as she levered a fresh round into the rifle, Constance said, "I don't like it when they come this close to the house. How did you spot it, Cade? I had no earthly idea it was there until it started rattling at us." 

    He shrugged. "Just did. Something didn't seem right over there, so I stopped. Good shot, milady." 

    The front door slammed and they saw James running toward them from the house with another rifle that looked as if it had been Army-issue at some time. 

    After ascertaining that Constance and Cade were all right, James stepped on the still-writhing snake to hold it still while he grabbed it, then headed back to the house with it. 

    Constance shuddered and said, "I hate snakes. When I was teaching myself to shoot, I must have killed half a dozen black snakes before John told me they're actually beneficial to homes and farms. James'll probably make a belt out of that one." 

    She started walking again and they went into the house. After placing the rifle muzzle-down by the door, Constance headed for the library and opened a tall cabinet. 

    Placing two snifters on the table, she poured three fingers of brandy in each, then put the bottle back. After closing the cabinet, she picked up both snifters and handed one to Cade. 

    Swirling her brandy for a moment, Constance took a deep whiff of the snifter's contents before sipping it. Cade did the same with his brandy, then looked at Constance. 

    "Well?" she asked. 

    "It's good," he said, "Very good, I suppose." 

    "You suppose?" 

    He shrugged. "I'm not very experienced with booze, but after what you told me about the whiskey, I expect this stuff is probably top quality or close to it." 

    Nodding, Constance said, "It is," and sipped again. Ambling over to the desk, she opened a drawer and removed paper, a quill, and a bottle of ink, setting the items to one side of the desk's blotter. 

    In the left corner of the drawer, Cade saw something that made him briefly freeze with shock in the middle of sipping his brandy. He quickly recovered, switched his gaze to the things on the desk, and continued sipping brandy without comment as Constance spoke. 

    "Tomorrow we'll take a walk and make a list of what needs fixed around here. Any objections to a little work, Mr. Cade?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade replied, "None at all, milady. I wasn't expecting to be a house pet." 

    Nodding, she said, "Good," and reached into the drawer to bring out the object that had so thoroughly startled Cade; a .36 caliber minie-ball made of solid gold. 

    She held the round up to the lamplight for a moment, then showed it to Cade and said, "Corporal Higgins gave me this the night I set his leg. He was very apologetic for having inferred that I --and the other ladies on the boat

--might be ladies of convenience." 

    Studying the round between her fingers, Cade said, "He turned in four, but it seems he didn't turn them all in." 

    Grinning, Constance replied, "Apparently not." 

    "How many more did he have?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "Just this one and another one. That I know of, that is." 

    "Huh. We were searched top to bottom several times. I wonder where the hell he... Um. No... I guess I don't want to wonder that, after all. You boiled it clean, right?" 

    Constance laughed, "Of course. It also had an alcohol bath." 

    "Speaking of baths, may I make a suggestion, milady?" 

    "Of course." 

    "If you put that trinket back in the drawer we could go upstairs. I need a bath and I'd love to help you take one." 
Chapter Fourteen

    Cade woke in darkness, wondering what small sound had roused him. A very female silhouette moved past the moonlit window and Constance's scent was strong on his pillow. 

    Realizing where he was made him relax and he said, "Constance." She froze with a gasp and turned. "Damn. I tried not to wake you." 

    "That's what woke me. From now on, just hop out of bed and clomp around as you would if I wasn't here, please." 

    "What?! You..! I don't 'clomp'!" 

    "Oh, yes'm. I'm terribly sorry, that was a poor choice of words. But you get the idea?" 

    Constance snickered. "Yes, I do. Okay." 

    As she headed for the hall, Cade's mind traveled back to the night they'd delivered the steamboat to the riverbank camp. When he knew the boat would be going nowhere for a week or so, he'd taken four long pieces of rope to the hold. 

    After tying the miniature door knobs from the remaining crate into loops along the lower halves of the rope pieces, he'd tied all the rope pieces together on a heavier length of rope and lowered the knobs into the water near the boat. 

    Securing the heavier rope at the boat's rail or on stanchions would have been risky; someone might have seen a need to re-anchor the boat if the water rose or fell. 

    Instead, he'd simply tied the rope below the waterline on the river-side sidewheel frame and hoped nobody would notice it until Kent's forge could be set up on the rear deck. 

    Wood repairs were conducted until Tuesday, when the small forge was set up and the task of repairing or replacing various metal fittings began; work which had lasted until Saturday due to a stormy Friday afternoon and evening. It was too much trouble to rekindle the forge daily, so the fire coals were never allowed to go completely out and a tent had been erected over the forge to keep rain out of it. 

    During the day they'd rolled up the tent walls for ventilation. At night, they'd rolled them down. For a couple of long, boring, sleepless nights, Cade had sat in the hot little tent, feeding a few door knobs at a time into a big iron ladle and melting them. 

    After skimming away the lighter brass that rose to the surface and slinging it over the side, Cade had repeatedly filled and emptied four .36

caliber bullet molds. He'd chosen those molds because everyone knew his unit only used .44 caliber. 

    Once the golden bullets had cooled, he'd put them through the small dispensing-hole of an empty powder cask and pounded a bung into place, then he'd put the powder cask in his tent as a makeshift chair. With a hot poker, he'd deeply burned the name 'Ethan Niven, Cpt. USA d.1863' into a suitable piece of thick hickory board, then he'd dug a deep hole in the dirt floor of his tent and buried the barrel containing the gold. Cade had chosen the location for his tent for reasons of drainage and elevation as well as the protection from several large nearby trees and a boulder that stood almost as tall as his tent above the surrounding ground. The easily-traveled trail that led to the river was almost a hundred feet away from his tent, so unless someone had reason to remove the boulder -highly unlikely --Cade would be able to find the spot again without difficulty. 

    Because he'd truly believed that knowledge of a fifth crate would surface sooner or later, Cade had scattered seven golden bullets in the boat's dark hold with the idea of causing one or more of them to be found. Their discovery had been intended to lead the Army's brass hats to believe that someone had tried to steal the gold before Cade and his men had boarded the boat. 

    Cade had planned to help someone 'find' one of the bullets on Sunday, but the night of the storm, Higgins found and turned in four of the bullets and set an investigation into motion that had spanned several months. Three of the bullets were still unaccounted for after two very thorough searches of the entire boat and its cargo. Cade's men and their possessions were also thoroughly searched, of course, but the main thrust of the investigation had been centered on the prisoners and Captain Walker. During the next three months in which Cade's men had camped by the river, they endured two more impromptu searches, intense questioning, and their activities and personal interactions in and around camp were carefully noted. Fourteen men had died during the winter; an even dozen Army personnel and two nameless refugees who'd been deathly ill when they'd been brought to the camp for treatment. 

    A small graveyard had been established on the leeward side of a hill. When spring arrived and the regiment prepared to move southward, Cade had planted his 'Captain Niven' grave marker on one of the refugees' graves. The marker was noted by someone, because when the regiment's new commanding officer stopped by Cade's unit on a 'meet and greet' tour of the camp in April, Cade saw 'Cpt. Ethan Niven' on a list of winter casualties. When the war ended, Cade had gone home to find that a fire had swept over the hills and destroyed half a dozen homes, his included. His parents had joined others in a tent camp to wait out the fire and died from one of the pulmonary diseases that had ravaged the town. 

    Cade had considered selling the farm, but he'd decided against it. Using almost all of his Army savings, he'd paid off long overdue debts for seed and feed, made arrangements through the bank to rent the property to other farmers, and taken a job with the sheriff's office. 

    Because he'd been a sergeant in the Army and because some senior members of the sheriff's force knew what Cade had been doing in the Army, he was made a sheriff's sergeant. 

    After almost two years, the number of indigent transients passing through the county had dwindled to a bare trickle and the sheriff's office --with deepest regrets, of course --told Cade the transitional crisis was over and that they could no longer afford extra officers. 

    Cade turned in the horse, uniform, and weapons they'd issued him and collected his last pay from the sheriff's office, then he'd written a letter about returning Captain Niven to his family and mailed it to his Army postal address. 

    The Army forwarded the letter to his home of record, which no longer existed, but the town's postmaster knew he'd worked for the sheriff, so he sent the letter to that office. 

    The sheriff's office knew Cade had moved into Cora Becker's barn to help her fix up and run her farm --her husband Jim and his brother Dave had died during the war --and they'd sent the letter out to him that afternoon on the same milk wagon Cade had often ridden to school a few years before. Cade's arrangement with Cora Becker had caused a small stir in town, but times were so tough for everybody that little was said after a ladies group from the church visited on the pretense of distributing donations of food and clothing. 

    They found that Cade had created a small, clean room in the barn and that the room looked well-used. That was enough to satisfy their bluenosed curiosity. 

    In fact, the room looked well-used because Cade used it almost every night. Beyond the possibility that someone might drop by the farm, lovely Cora Becker had a tendency to snore rather loudly, which had kept Cade awake only one night before they discussed the matter at length and agreed that he should sleep in the barn. 

    Other than the fact that Cora was very definitely in the market for a new husband --she'd suggested that their seven-year age difference was almost inconsequential after a few nights of lustful satiation --Cade was afraid her contraceptive methods might fail or that Cora would simply allow herself to become pregnant. 

    By the time Cade received his letter, it had been read by a dozen or so people in town and the gossip mill had told everyone else about poor Captain Niven's family's request that Cade find him and bring him home. Cade made his most profound apologies to Cora and they spent one last, glorious night together, then Cade set forth on his mission on the only horse he'd been able to find for sale around town; a sweet-tempered, easy-going twelve-year-old brown mare named Esther. 

    Traveling with groups when he could, Cade and Esther plodded the over three hundred miles to Wilbury with only two incidents. Three days into the trip, heavy rains flooded the roads around Collier and kept Cade in a hotel for two days. 

    In the early afternoon of the seventh day, Cade reached the town of Morton, but found the hotel had burned down. He bought some fresh vegetables for a stew, fed two big carrots to Esther, and continued downriver to find a campsite. 

    Perhaps twelve miles south of town Cade met a man on horseback who said he was looking for stray cattle. The man recommended and described a couple of places along the river as good spots to camp before moving on. The first spot hadn't managed to shed the remnants of the last rainstorm, so he moved on. The second site was dry enough, but as Cade gathered some firewood, he noted that the bark of some of the trees around the small clearing had been damaged by gunfire. Hunters' guns? 

    Upon closer examination, he identified the damage as having been caused by buckshot, but pattern spread indicated that the shotgun had been fired from quite a distance. 

    Eyeing the size of the small clearing, Cade knew that a load of buckshot from a normal shotgun wouldn't have spread so widely in less than fifty feet. Using a hoof pick, he probed a few of the pellet holes and found them to be rather shallow, tapping the lead balls within less than an inch from the surface. 

    Hm. Wide spread and low impact were the results you get when you chop off most of the barrel of a shotgun. 

    That night, two men very quietly approached Cade's campsite. One had a revolver and the other --a huge man almost twice the size of his companion -aimed a sawed-off, double-barreled shotgun at Cade's tent as if it was a pistol. 

    Cade hunkered well behind a wide tree as he asked, "May I help you gentlemen?" and pulled a cord that toppled a thick, propped-up tree branch forward into some brush just to the left of his position. Both men instantly fired at the falling branch; the man with the revolver fired twice and dropped to a low crouch as he scanned the darkness. The sawed-off shotgun lit up the darkness in two ear-splitting blasts, spraying lead pellets at a phenomenally large area of the forest. As soon as the shotgun had boomed a second time, Cade aimed carefully around his tree and put one round into the head of the crouching man, then quickly put two rounds into the shotgunner's chest and ducked back behind his tree. 

    The big man had been very quick, indeed, about reloading; his shotgun snapped shut on fresh loads just as Cade's rounds slammed into his chest. He stood there looking very surprised for a moment, then his expression turned to rage and he fired both barrels at Cade's position. Cade glanced out after the second blast. The man was wobbling, but somehow still on his feet and breaking open his shotgun yet again. Cade fired at the shotgun and his round knocked the gun from the man's hands. With a loud grunt as Cade's round skipped off the shotgun and hit his gut, the man's left hand clutched at his middle as his right hand reached for his revolver. Cade's next carefully-aimed round punched a hole through the man's skull and he toppled backward. 

    Damn! It had taken four rounds to put him down! For some moments, Cade remained very still, listening for any sounds that might mean yet a third man was in the area, but he heard nothing. 

    Searching the bodies and their saddlebags, Cade found almost three hundred dollars, then it was cleanup time. He picked up shotgun shells and stuffed the shotgun into the gunner's belt, replaced the revolver in the other man's holster, and dragged the bodies down to the river, where he let the river's current take them. 

    Unsaddling their horses, Cade set the animals free and heaved their saddles into the river, then he returned to his campsite and used a leafy bush to obliterate any signs that the men had ever been near his campfire. After sipping some coffee and listening to the night for a time, Cade slept until he was awakened by sunshine streaming between the trees. The rest of the trip to Wilbury had been uneventful. 

    Constance left the chamber pot closet and returned to bed. Cade reached for her, kissed her, and they began another session of lovemaking that lasted until just before dawn. 

    The sun was well into the sky when Constance and Cade came downstairs. Marigold gave them a sidelong fisheye look as she swept the living room floor, but she greeted them cheerily enough and accepted Constance's suggestion to have some coffee with them. 

    Once they were all seated and sipping, Constance said, "Marigold, I've decided to keep Mr. Cade for a while and see how he works out." With a small, wry grin, Marigold replied, "Yes'm, Ah kinda figgered that when Ah seen th' two a' y'all comin' downstairs in th' middle o' th' day." They discussed Cade's role at the farm for a time, then Constance said she had a few things to do and excused herself to head for the barn. Cade offered to go with her and help, but Constance said they were small things she'd rather do herself. 

    Once she'd closed the front door behind her, Cade said, "Seems as if she left us here to talk things over." 

    Eyeing him, Marigold replied, "Yessuh, I b'lieve she did." 

    "What do you think those things would be? I didn't hear her put me in charge of anything." He sipped coffee and added, "Well, except a few hand tools. She obviously plans to get some work out of me along the line." 

    "Yessuh, I b'lieve she do." 

    "I think I can simplify this." 

    "Do what to what?" 

    "Simplify. Make things simple. I prefer to work alone, Marigold. If I need help with something, you'll hear me ask for it, not order people around. Okay?" 

    Nodding, Marigold replied, "Yessuh, thass fine." They sat and sipped for a while in silence before Cade looked into his coffee and sighingly muttered, "Well, this is going particularly well, isn't it? We aren't arguing, anyway." 

    Marigold snickered, then chuckled and got to her feet. 

    "Ah'll see y'all later, Mr. Cade." 

    She took her cup with her to the kitchen, leaving Cade at the table. Cade finished his coffee and took his cup to the kitchen, made himself a sandwich and wrapped it in a clean rag, then went outside. 

    In the barn Cade found James brushing Damian and said, "I thought I'd see about getting the search for Captain Niven out of the way. It seems I may be here for a while." 

    James grinned and nodded. "Yes, it does. You want some help looking for him?" 

    "Thanks, but I'll have a look around out there first. If I can't find him, I'll let you know." 

    He saddled Esther, tied an empty burlap bag and a shovel crosswise over his saddlebags, stopped at the water pump to fill his canteen, and set forth for the old riverside camp. 

    Rounding a bend along the edge of the treeline, Cade saw a brace of trees that looked familiar and headed Esther toward them. They definitely were the marker trees he remembered, but they seemed too short and somehow their surroundings were very different. 

    Thick, low undergrowth, that's what the difference was. Most of the stuff was half as tall as the trees. He stopped Esther and got off to take a closer look. There was a layer of black ash just beneath the leaves and topsoil. Hm. That explained it. Fire had removed the old stuff and new stuff had shot up the next spring. Oh, well, he'd found the trail entrance. Now all he had to do was bull his way through to the campsite, and he couldn't see subjecting Esther to that. Some of the vines had thorns. Anchoring Esther's tether to a small tree, Cade looked for weaker spots in the undergrowth and took out his camp knife to start cutting an inroad. Over an hour later he was finally able to see the boulder that had sheltered the back of his tent for several months. He didn't make a trail to it; instead he cut past it toward the area where they'd buried their winter dead. 

    The undergrowth was somewhat thinner there and there was no ash underfoot, but if Cade hadn't known exactly where to look, he'd never have realized there was a tiny graveyard halfway up the hill. 

    There was no sign of his 'Captain Niven' marker; no indication, really, that anyone had ever trod that ground. All lumber had been cut on the other side of the trail for the convenience of dragging skinned logs straight to the river. 

    Expecting to be observed on general principles, Cade wandered through the area for a while as if searching, then stood back from it and made arm motions as if trying to remember or calculate angles and distances. After a bit of this, he headed back up the slope and used a sharpened stick as a probe. He had only to scuff some leaves and crud aside to discover the 'Captain Niven' marker; it had been knocked over, perhaps by an animal, and lay face down. 

    Okay, now it was time for an appropriate show of emotions. Cade went through the motions of discovery, excitement, and, finally and briefly, a period of moderately mournful reflection as he brushed clean the marker and set it back upright. 

    Working his way down to the riverbank, Cade sat on a stump and stared out over the water for a time as he sipped from his canteen and listened for his watchers trying to move through the undergrowth without making noise. Heh. Not through that stuff, they wouldn't. 

    When he heard the watchers moving away, Cade took another sip from his canteen, then climbed the trail back to the 'Captain Niven' marker to find a few child-sized footprints faintly surrounding it. The black kids were his watchers. 

    Following the tunnel he'd made through the undergrowth to reach Esther, Cade untied his saddlebags and slung them on his shoulder, leaving the shovel and burlap bag still tied to them for convenience. 

    Were the kids still watching? Easily answered. Children aren't good at sitting still. After returning to drop his bags by the boulder, Cade simply sat and listened some more as he slowly nibbled his way through his sandwich. After a time he took his shovel and the burlap bag up the hill and started digging. Fertile forest soil can render a body to bones in less than two years, and more than three had passed. Cade found what he'd expected; nothing but bones in the frail remnants of ragged wool clothing. Bagging the bones, Cade took them and the marker back to the boulder and began digging again, this time to retrieve the keg of gold bullets. Half an hour later he reached the rotting keg and removed the pieces of it from the hole, then rooted through the dirt to retrieve the gold bullets, placing them in his saddlebags. 

    When he was sure he'd found them all, Cade dropped the keg parts back into the hole, filled in the hole and smoothed the area, and used a branch to sweep away traces of his activity before he hauled everything back to Esther. To make things easier on poor Esther, Cade walked the last half-mile or so to the farm and led her into the barn, where he hung the bag of bones and the marker high on the back wall of the next stall as he unsaddled and groomed her. 

    James and Constance came to the barn, then Marigold, and the three of them stood staring at the burlap bag and marker for a time before James sighed, "So that's him, huh?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Well, I'm pretty sure it isn't President Lincoln in that sack, James." 

    Constance entered the stall and studied the marker more closely, then reached to touch it and the bag, which made Marigold yelp, "No, Miss Constance!" 

    Halting his grooming of Esther, Cade gave her a fisheye look and laughed, 

"Marigold, do you really think any normal man --alive or dead --would mind in the least having a beautiful woman touch him?" 

    Returning to his task, Cade said, "Besides, he didn't say anything when I hauled him out of that hole and put him in a bag. I really don't think he cares much at this point." 

    Rounding on Cade, Marigold snapped, "Well, Ah guess y'all gonna fin' out if'n he cares when he start haintin' ya!" 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "I'm not very worried about ghosts, ma'am." Sounding a bit angry, she asked, "Yeah? Why'zat?" He sighed and turned to face her to say, "Because I put about three hundred men in the ground during the war, ma'am, and either none of 'em became ghosts or they're all out there haunting somebody else by mistake." Marigold seemed a bit taken aback by that bit of news. She stared at Cade for a moment, then looked at James, who was looking at 'Captain Niven'. Cade went back to work as Constance asked, "Why did you hang... um, everything... way up there?" 

    "Rats, milady. A barrel or a box would have been better, but I didn't see one empty. I'll build him a shipping crate this afternoon." 

    "That won't be necessary," she said as she left the stall, "The Army left four pine coffins in one of the outbuildings. James will show them to you." With that, she walked quickly out of the barn toward the house. Marigold glanced at James and Cade, then followed her. 

    Cade finished brushing Esther and poured her a bit of feed, then left her stall. 

    James shifted his gaze from the bag to Cade and asked, "Did you really kill three hundred men in the war?" 

    Nodding, Cade latched the stall gate and said, "At least that many, James. We'd pop out of hiding and empty our revolvers into the enemy at hard-to-miss range. In my unit, we carried eight revolvers each and we usually had to reload a few times during longer engagements." 

    "Damn. I mean... well... damn." 

    Cade quietly agreed, "Yup. Damn." 

    "Does it ever bother you?" 

    "Well, I don't think so. Not so far, at least. That bag on the wall seemed to bother the ladies, though, so how about showing me those coffins?" Nodding, James replied, "I'll get the key," and headed for the house. 
Chapter Fifteen

    James opened one of the outbuildings, then came to get Cade. They carried one of the pine coffins to the barn and placed it across a couple of saddle stands, then James went to lock the building and return the key. Cade found a hammer and nails and took the bag and marker down from the wall. James returned as he was placing the bag and marker in the coffin and asked, "Are you going to leave the bones in that feed bag?" 

    "Planned to. Why? You need that bag for something?" James gave him an 'are you crazy?' expression and Cade grinned as he lifted the coffin's lid. 

    "No," said James, "No, I don't think so, not after what's been in it. Aren't you going to nail the marker onto the lid?" Fitting the lid to the coffin, Cade replied, "Nope. They may have to stack luggage and stuff on it on the train. Who all's likely to go into town with me tomorrow?" 

    "Miss Constance, certainly. And Marigold will want to visit the general store. I'll stay here and keep an eye on the place." 

    "Good 'nuff. I never did like driving wagons and one of them can do it. Is there anything you need from town?" Cade pointed at James' old straw hat, then his ancient pants, and asked, "Maybe a new hat and some clothes?" James shrugged and said, "Guess not, Mr. Cade. I wear things Mr. Gentry left behind. I'm saving my money to buy a farm of my own someday." 

    "Uh, huh," Cade chuckled, "Tell you what, James; if you're dead set on private farming, this may be the last time you see any new clothes for a long while. Look, I came into a little money on the way here. Does Marigold know your sizes?" 

    "Um. I think so. She altered the three pairs of pants Miss Constance gave me." 

    'Interesting,' thought Cade, 'That Miss Constance doles out her dead hubby's clothes instead of simply giving most or all of them to him.' 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Okay. But if I see anything I think you can't live without, I'll haul it back here. Let's toss this coffin on the buckboard so we won't have to load it tomorrow." 

    Once they'd loaded the coffin, Cade located some neat's-foot oil and spent some time oiling his saddle and saddlebags, mostly to have a reason to stay close to them. 

    He'd bought a saddle that matched the horse. Both were about twelve years old and neither were likely to attract thieves on the road, but while the horse was simply somewhat old, the saddle had seen a lot of hard use without adequate repairs. 

    Cade found good reasons to replace a few concho straps and restitch the back of the cantle, so he asked James to find some thin scrap leather, adding that it might also be a good time to make some slings. 

    Setting work on the saddle aside, Cade made three slings for James and the boys, propped up a foot-wide wooden target beside the barn, and showed them which small stones worked best by sending one completely through the target board. 

    After all of them had the hang of sending their stones in a general direction, Cade told them to keep practicing and went back into the barn to work on his saddle. 

    Perhaps an hour before dark, Cade heard Constance talking softly to someone outside the barn on the side away from James and the boys. He peeked out a window and saw Constance talking to three white women, one of whom was holding a baby. He couldn't quite hear what was being said, but he also couldn't see how it would be any of his business, so he went to see how sling practice was going. 

    One of the boys really seemed to be making progress, hitting some portion of the target several times. The other boy and James were still apparently having some trouble. 

    "Everybody stop," said Cade, and when they turned to face him, he said, 

"You're all trying to hit the target hard, and that's why you miss it. Try slowing down a bit. Get to where you can hit the target every time, then speed up the swing." 

    Watching them try his suggestion, he knew they'd nonetheless be trying too hard again in no time. Cade went back to repairing the stitching on his saddle and its blanket. 

    Constance entered the barn quietly. Cade felt a presence behind him and knew it was her when the slight breeze from the doorway carried the faint scent of her perfume to him. 

    Tying off a line of stitches and using his knife to cut the heavy thread, Cade said, "Hi, there, Miz Constance." 

    "How did you know I was here?" 

    He stuck the needle into the old stitch holes he'd been following and said, "Just did." 

    Coming to study the saddle, she grinningly asked, "You can sew, too? Oh, my, I think I'm impressed." 

    Taking her in his arms, Cade chuckled, "We didn't have maid service in the Army, y'know. If we wanted something fixed, we fixed it. Who were those women I heard talking?" 

    "Refugees. I've been letting three families camp a mile south of the house. Amazing, isn't it? This long after the war, there are still people trying to get home." 

    "Careful. Let 'em stay too long and some of them may try to pull that

'squatter's rights' crap on you." 

    Nodding, Constance replied, "I'm aware of that. Nobody's allowed to stay long. Are you about finished out here?" 

    Reaching to riffle the last few unrepaired inches of stitching on the back of his saddle, Cade said, "That's all that's left to do, I think." Shrugging, he added with a grin, "And what the hell; it was working well enough before I fixed it, so it could probably wait if you want to run upstairs before dinner." 

    Constance grinningly thumped Cade's chest with both hands and said, 

"Contain yourself, sir. You finish your sewing. I have something to do in the house before dinner." 

    She kissed him and pulled away, striding to the barn door with a grin and a little 'bye-bye' wave. 

    Cade watched her go, then re-threaded the needle to finish stitching his saddle and gave some thought as to whether to try to move his gold bullets from the saddlebags to some hiding place in the barn. 

    No. The saddle had been in the barn all night. Anyone who wanted to know what was in his saddlebags would already have looked. Better to simply leave it on the saddle stand well out of everyone's way. 

    He heard James tell the boys to get washed up for dinner. A moment later, James came into the barn and watched Cade finish the last half-inch of stitching. 

    "I may have used too much oil," said Cade, swiping a finger over the top of a saddlebag, "Got any old rags? I'll spread 'em out and toss a bag of feed on 'em to hold 'em tight against the leather tonight. If it still feels wet tomorrow, I may have to borrow a saddle." 

    Thumbing at a tack room, James said, "In there," and led the way. Cade spread half a dozen cotton rags over the saddle and draped a bag of oats over them. 

    James said, "You sure used a lot of rags." 

    "I don't want the neat's-foot oil getting to the feed. It might be poison. What is neat's-foot oil, anyway? I mean, what's it made from? Got any idea?" Shaking his head, James said, "I've heard it's made from boiled-down hooves and bones, but I don't know if that's true." Looking at his hands, Cade asked, "Hooves and bones, huh? Well, hell. Suddenly I'm wondering if there's enough soap at the trough." Laughing, James pointed at the coffin and asked, "You can dig him up, but a little saddle oil bothers you?" 

    Giving him a flat look, Cade said, "Niven's bones didn't try to soak into my skin," and headed for the wash trough. 

    "It's likely too late anyway," said James, "You've been messing with that saddle for hours." 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "Yeah, I know. Next time maybe I'll use a damned paintbrush or something." 

    When James took off his hat and hung it by the door on his way to the table, Cade grabbed the hat and used his widespread hand to get an idea of what size it might be, then put it back on the peg. 

    Constance saw his actions, but said nothing. During dinner, the talk around the table mostly had to do with the trip to town and what to look for at the general store. 

    Cade put in, "I thought about getting James a new hat. That straw thing he wears is about worn out." 

    Looking up from cutting her meat, Constance asked, "Is it?" and looked at James. "James, do you need a new hat?" 

    He shrugged and replied, "I can make do, ma'am." 

    "Nonsense," stated Constance, "If one of John's hats will fit you, you may have it. I'll bring one down after dinner." 

    Nodding, James said, "Thank you, Miss Constance." Forking up some greens, Cade asked, "What about shoes?" Shaking his head, James said, "Mr. Gentry's don't fit me. They're way too big." 

    "No problem. You're right handed, so trace your left foot on a piece of board. I'll see what I can find at the store." 

    His words caused Marigold to stop eating, study him briefly, and ask, 

"Jus' his lef' foot, Mr. Cade?" 

    Cade explained, "The Army discovered that feet aren't exactly the same size, Marigold. They also discovered that lefties usually have bigger right feet, and that odd little bit of news caused them discover that the opposite was generally true for right-handers." 

    Marigold glanced at Constance, then asked Cade, "So thass some kinda gospel, huh?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Seems so. The Army measures both feet before they issue boots, then they issue the bigger-foot size. That's how I found out my left foot is a half-size bigger than my right." 

    Constance asked, "What size do you wear?" 

    "Eleven." 

    "So did John. Maybe there are some things in his room that would fit you, Mr. Cade." 

    He shrugged. "Well, I don't like to carry much and poor ol' Esther might object to the extra weight on her back." 

    It somehow didn't surprise Cade much to learn that Mr. Gentry'd had a room of his own, though he couldn't really put a finger on why it didn't surprise him. 

    Chuckling, Constance asked, "Surely a few shirts or pants wouldn't cause her too much distress? Or is it that you'd prefer not to wear a dead man's clothes?" 

    Cade said, "Nah. It wouldn't be the first time. Supply never had enough stuff. We scavenged for pants and boots after our original-issue stuff wore out. We poured wood alcohol into the boots and boiled the clothing." Shrugging again, he said, "Well, I did, anyway. Some didn't even bother to patch the holes." 

    Her left eyebrow raised high, Constance asked, "Would that be how you learned to sew?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "Yes, it would. That and sewing up horses and men. And tents." 

    Mention of sewing caused table talk to take a different course and the ladies began discussing dress patterns, fabrics, and styles. Well, maybe such things had meaning even way out here, since the ladies felt called upon to discuss them in what seemed to be great detail. Because Cade was rather looking forward to the evening ahead as it would privately apply to Constance and himself, dinner and table chat seemed to grind on interminably. 

    His mind slipped to mental images of Constance; the way she'd laughed while riding Damian and how she'd looked when she'd turned from the window framed in golden sunlight. And the way she'd been so tickled and pleased at Cade's interest in her private pleasures. 

    It seemed that ol' John had been well-enough endowed, but had lacked any lovemaking technique whatsoever and been more than a little shocked when Constance had suggested that he could use his finger or his tongue to... A spoon rapping firmly on the table interrupted his thoughts and he looked for the source as Constance called, "Mr. Cade?" for what might have been the second or third time. 

    "Sorry," he said, "I had something on my mind." 

    "Obviously so. It was as if you were staring at me, but not really seeing me. May I ask what so thoroughly occupied your attention?" Cade gave her a direct look and replied quietly, "Oh, I was very definitely seeing you, ma'am. I was seeing the way you looked when you turned from the window yesterday and when you laughed while you were riding Damian. You have a very nice sort of laugh, y'know. It feels warm. Rich. Strong, even." 

    Marigold just sort of blinked at Cade, then motioned to James and picked up her empty plate as she stood up. He did the same as she said, "Y'all go ahead an' talk. Ah'll git th' rest o' this stuff later." Nodding, Cade said, "Thank you," as she headed for the kitchen with James in tow. 

    Constance's left eyebrow had risen high above her wide eyes. She asked, 

"My laugh is warm, rich, and strong?" 

    "Yeah, that's what I'd call it. For lack of better words, that is. It's like the rest of you, Constance. I think it's probably a reflection of your character. Seems like it so far, anyway." 

    Leaning across the table, she almost whispered, "You were really daydreaming about me at the dinner table?" 

    Nodding again, Cade replied equally quietly, "Oh, yeah. You taste wonderful and you're rather beautiful when you're dressed, milady, but when all you're wearing is soap and water, you shine like a statue of some kind of goddess." 

    She blushed deeply and hissed an alarmed, "Cade..!" as she glanced quickly toward the kitchen. 

    He continued with, "Hm. Which goddess would you be..? Nike? Athena? Or maybe Venus?" 

    Grabbing his hand, Constance hissed, "Enough, please." Grinning, Cade said, "Oh, not nearly enough, milady Constance." He faked a sigh, "But I suppose I can understand if you'd rather I save such comments for times of privacy." 

    Manufacturing a disapproving look, Constance sat upright and nodded firmly. "Yes. I certainly would." 

    Cade studied her face and form above the table and said, "Then I propose that we go where I can say such things to you, Miz Constance. Many such things. Often." 

    She nibbled her lip and studied him for a moment, then said, "Let's visit the brandy, then go for a walk." 

    "Um. Well, that's not exactly what I had in mind." With a wry expression Constance replied, "Oh, I know what you had in mind, but I always walk in the evenings, Mr. Cade. I prefer to ease into some things." She then stood up and headed for the library. Cade rose and followed her. 

    Hm. She hadn't seemed to be concerned about easing into things when she'd climbed aboard him last night. Oh, well. Give the lady what she wants. As she poured brandy, Constance said in a low tone, "I can't believe you said that in front of them." 

    "You think they don't know about last night?" Standing straight, she replied, "It isn't that they don't know, Cade, it's that..." She paused and gave him a narrow look. "You know what I mean. It's a private matter." 

    Taking the brandy she held out to him, Cade nodded as if properly enlightened. "Ah. Yes. I suppose it is. They should probably never find out that I yearn --no, that I crave --to lick my way up your thighs and..." Nearly choking on her first sip of brandy, Constance blushed deeply again and hissingly exclaimed, "Dammit!" as she examined the front of her blouse for brandy stains. 

    Doing his best to look contrite, Cade said, "Very sorry, milady!" She took a breath and said, "No, you're not sorry, but don't think I won't slap the hell out of you if you ever say anything like that in public." Cade shrugged. "Can't see that happening. I'd never say something like that in front of anyone else." When she opened her mouth and looked back toward the dining room, he added, "Not even in front of them." Sipping his brandy, he allowed, "I might drop a hint that I think you're beautiful, but I'd never say anything about tasting you all the way from your ankles to your..." 

    Again she hissingly yelped, "Cade, dammit!" and her blush returned in full bloom. 

    Glaring at him for a moment, she tried to hold her look of outrage, but she lost her fight to contain a snicker, then a softer version of her usual laugh escaped. 

    Constance tossed back the rest of her brandy, made a face and gasped, then commanded, "Come on, Cade. Let's walk." 

    Saying, "Oh, yes, milady. As you say, milady," Cade quickly finished his own brandy and set the glass down. 

    She grabbed her rifle and rested it on her shoulder as Cade opened the front door. Cade noted that where before she'd strolled rather aimlessly along the lane, she now stayed pretty much in the middle of the cobbled area. Cade asked, "Think we'll see another snake?" 

    "My thoughts exactly," she answered. "That was the first time I've ever seen one near the lane." 

    "That doesn't mean they didn't slither across now and then while you weren't looking. I'm not worried; I have you to blow 'em away before they can get me. Wow! One-hand! You just leveled that 'ol Winchester and boom!" Constance grinned and said, "I saw your gun pointed at him, too, Cade. If I hadn't got him, you would have." 

    "True, but still..." He mimed swinging a rifle off his shoulder and aiming it at an imaginary snake. "That was a good shot. I knew men in the Army who'd carried a rifle for years and a lot of 'em couldn't have done that." Her grin widened for a few paces, then she said, "My interest in shooting bothered John. He tried not to let it show, of course, but it did." Not having a ready answer for that, Cade said nothing. A few steps later, Constance stopped and looked at him. Cade waited to hear what she might have to say, but after a long, studious look at him, she continued walking. A bat flew past; a quick shadow that changed direction even as he spotted it. Two more zipped by near them and Cade suggested they change direction a bit. 

    "Why? Do bats bother you?" 

    "No, but bats eat bugs. The more bats, the more bugs, and there's quite a flock of bats over there. Watch the moon and you'll see what I mean." They stopped and watched quick shadows zip in front of the moon for a time, then Constance said, "I wish I could fly like them. Or just fly at all, really. I think it would be a joyous thing to be able to do." Cade laughed, "No doubt about that. The bats and birds seem to have a good time of it." 

    Another few moments passed before she asked, "May we speak absolutely frankly?" 

    "That's usually the best way to speak." 

    She glanced at him and seemed hesitant as she asked, "Have you wondered why I was so quick to let you into my bed, Cade?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "A little, yes." 

    "Only a little?" 

    "Without reason not to, I'll take what's offered, Constance. If I hadn't seen your herb collection, I might have been more reluctant, but you aren't too worried about getting pregnant." 

    After a moment, she nodded and said, "I see. Would you actually care if I got pregnant?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. I don't want to be anyone's daddy. Not for a long time yet. Maybe never." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "They're a lot of responsibility and I'd rather not get tied down. If there's any possible way to get sick or hurt, a kid'll be sure to find it. And having them usually ruins a woman's good looks. I like your looks just as they are." 

    Holding his hands a foot apart, he said, "Before kids." Moving them about three feet apart, he said, "After. It doesn't happen with every woman, but it seems to with most of 'em." 

    "Would you leave if I did get pregnant?" 

    "Like I said, I saw the herbs in your cabinet. If you wanted kids, you'd have probably had some with Mr. Gentry." 

    "That wasn't the question." 

    Cade sighed, "Yes, milady, I'd leave. It's too early in my life to be saddled with a family, and if I weren't here, you'd likely decide not to keep the baby." 

    "Why would you think that?" 

    "Are we still speaking frankly, ma'am? Very frankly?" Her gaze narrowed a bit. "Yes. Of course." Nodding Cade ventured, "Quinine is an early abortifacient, and you have several bottles on hand." 

    "Are you sure you never attended a medical school?" 

    "Yup." He stopped walking and looked at her. "I'm only twenty-one and I've spent three years of my short life in forced bondage to the Army. Now I'm free and I'm going to stay that way for a while. I want to see the country and maybe see other countries. I want to travel and learn and maybe even go back to school for a while. A man can't do any of that conveniently if he has to support a family." 

    Having said all that, he simply stood looking at her as he waited for her response. 

    For some long moments, Constance simply looked back at him, studying his face, then she asked, "What if we want the same things, Cade? I'd like to see London someday." 
Chapter Sixteen

    Looking around at the mansion, the outbuildings, the barn, and the cobbled lane, Cade asked, "You'd leave all this?" 

    His question made her chuckle softly. 

    "I was fifteen, Cade," she said, "Just fifteen when my father arranged for me to marry John. He was thirty-six and that seemed pretty damned old to me back then. My family was dirt-poor before I married John. Not long afterward, my family suddenly had new clothes, another fifty acres that used to be someone else's farm, and a brand-new buckboard." 

    She sighed, "I was sold, Cade. Or traded, I guess you could say. Just like a damned breeding slave, except that my fate was euphemistically called

'marriage'." 

    Cade kept his expression blank and said nothing, even when she glanced to see how he'd taken her words. 

    "I was angry," she said, "Angry and devastated by what I saw as my father's betrayal of me. My mother's, too. She never once said a word against the 'marriage'. I even heard her tell John that I'd be every bit as fit for childbearing as she was." 

    Looking up at Cade, Constance said, "And that was saying a lot, I suppose. My mother had ten children, Cade. Well, twelve, actually, but two of them died before I was born. The last time I saw her --a month after they handed me over to John --I was actually startled by how old and worn-out she looked." Sighing again, she said, "I came to see things differently as I grew older, of course; I realized my mother simply didn't know any other way to live and thought that marrying me to a rich man was better than letting some local boy have the honor of knocking me up. But I'd been helping a midwife since I was about ten; I knew how to prevent pregnancy and what to do about it if I slipped. I figured that if John didn't get the sons he wanted, he'd let me go someday." 

    Laughing shortly, she sighed yet again and walked for some distance before she said, "But I was certainly wrong about that. John came to love me, and as hard as I resisted, I came to love him; I just couldn't see it for all my rebelliousness. I guess I didn't really want to see it. For the first time in my life, I had nice clothes and jewelry. A room of my own and things to fill it. Tutors to end my ignorance and my backwoods manners. For a long time, the only white people I spoke with were grain buyers and teachers. John never took me to parties and he was quite candid about why; he said that I was heart-wrenchingly beautiful, but that he was afraid the society hens would start pecking at me." 

    As an aside, she chuckled, "And he was right. I met some of them when I was seventeen. They were snooty bitches." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "So were most of the 'ladies' I met at military and political functions. They had money, social status, and nasty dispositions, like yappy little dogs. You'd think they'd be nicer people with all that going for them." 

    Constance laughed, "Yeah, you'd think so. Those bitches sent me home in tears, Cade. They picked and poked and teased until one said something particularly mean about my background. I slapped her so hard one of her earrings went flying across the room and landed in the punchbowl. That caused a bit of an uproar and John took me home immediately. He was so angry I thought he'd kill me, but about a mile from town, he sighed, took my hand, and said, 'You got her damned good, didn't you, Honey? How's your hand?' and I realized he was angry with them, not with me. He saw me cry for the first time since our wedding night." 

    Cade chuckled, "Well, damn. Some people never do what you think they're gonna do, do they?" 

    Reaching for a hanky, Constance blearily muttered, "Doh. Dey dod't. Dammit." 

    She blew her nose and they walked a while in silence as full darkness fell around them. Constance pointed upward at one point and sounded almost like a child as she said, "He knew all the constellations, too. John was a very smart man." 

    They reached a stream Cade hadn't seen before and turned to follow it. The shimmer of reflected moonlight seemed to run back toward the house, and as they walked, Cade saw the vague form of an outbuilding ahead. Constance coughed roughly enough to startle him, blew her nose again, then said, "I'm sorry for going on like that." 

    "No apologies necessary, milady, and you might as well tell it all. Don't pretend there isn't a lot more." 

    Stopping, Constance studied his face and asked, "You're sure you want to hear it?" 

    "Yeah, I think so. So far, he sounds like a pretty good man." For a moment, she continued studying his face, then said, "He was," and started walking again. "Cade, until that night, I felt more like his daughter than his wife. I can't explain how or why that changed, but suddenly I saw things very differently. I still wasn't willing to let myself get pregnant, but I began taking an active role in running the house and the farm. I learned to keep the books and badgered him into teaching me to shoot and much, much more. Then the war started and John was called to serve as a surgeon. He refused to go, but offered the use of our outbuildings as hospitals. I'm sure that if he hadn't, they'd have thrown us out." 

    She stopped to cup some stream water in her hand and sipped it, then said, 

"We were less than popular, to say the least, but we had the only hospital facilities for miles. When the Union Army took over the area, we continued treating the sick and wounded. If we hadn't, they'd have either taken over the house or burned it, just like the Confederates. As it was, we had soldiers staying in the house. Officers only, of course, and for the most part, they were well behaved." 

    Sipping another handful of water, she said, "Then a slave brought word that an old friend of John's --Richard Harp --was deathly ill and that a lot of others in the town were just as sick. John and I slipped out one night soon after and the slave led us to a dilapidated barn in Turleyville. John's friend had already died, but there were more than twenty sick people in that barn. John sent me home for more supplies, but I was caught trying to sneak back into the house. I told them where John had gone and they put me under guard, but I managed to pack a bag and lower it out a window to Richard's slave, and he took it to John. Or at least, I think he did. He had nothing but good to say about Mr. Harp, and I believed him." 

    Leaning on a tree and staring up at the moon, Constance said, "A month passed with no word from John. I decided to try to go to Turleyville and find him. With Marigold's help, James hid me in a supply wagon. I slipped out a mile from the farm and started walking south. It took me another two weeks to get to Turleyville, and I found that the barn had burned, whether by accident or design. John had died weeks before and was buried in the local cemetery. I stayed with friends of Mr. Harper for a few days, then started back." 

    "Huh. That took guts, lady. After two escapes, the Army damned sure wouldn't have been too happy with you." 

    Shaking her head, Constance replied, "No, but I knew I had to come back and explain or lose everything for certain. Mr. Harper's friends put me on a steamboat." She grinned wryly at Cade. "Two days later I was about to disembark when your men blew up the town and captured the boat." Cade shrugged. "Could have been worse. We did save you some fifty miles of walking, milady." 

    Constance snickered. "I suppose I should thank you." 

    "Better late than never. And you're very welcome, of course. Sorry your accommodations were so spartan. What happened after you got back here?" 

    "I told them exactly where I'd gone and why. For the next week I was either locked in my room or working under guard, then the colonel called me to his office and said that they'd been able to verify my story, then offered his condolences about John. I was allowed run of the house and buildings, but until the day the war ended, I knew someone was watching me at all times. The Army packed up and left. We still had thirty or so wounded soldiers and a supply wagon brought us essentials every month, but it became apparent that we'd become rather low-priority. Then one month the wagon didn't come. We had to scavenge bedsheets for bandages and we ran out of most medicines. I sent a letter to the Army with one of the wounded we discharged, but another month went by before a wagon came. A few months later it was decided that the Army no longer needed our services and several wagons were sent to take our remaining patients." 

    She shrugged, "And that was it. A cavalry lieutenant and four enlisted men arrived one morning about three months after the last wounded men were taken away. The lieutenant delivered six thousand dollars --two thousand for each year we were a Union hospital --with a thank-you note from the Army. He had me sign for them, then they left." 

    "Huh," grunted Cade, "I didn't know they did that. Paid for occupation time, I mean. All some people got for hosting the Army was a thank-you note. If they got anything at all. How long do you figure that money'll last?" 

    "Until I sell this place." 

    "Might be better to do what I did; lease it. Let others farm the land and take a percentage of their earnings. Let whoever can pay best live in the house and maintain it." 

    Shaking her head, Constance said, "No, I don't think so. If I ever come back here, I'll want my own home. Someplace that won't have any memories in it." 

    "That's still no reason not to keep the place and lease it out. Live on the income and save some to buy a new place. My bank is managing my property. Five adjoining farms signed up to work my land and pay me twice a year." Looking moderately amazed, she asked, "You trust banks? My God, Cade; since the war, they've become so land-hungry they'll take a man's land if he's late making a single payment." 

    Cade laughed, "I only gave my banker a power of attorney to oversee the leases, collect money, and pay taxes. We talked before I left. He knows I'd take losing my farm very poorly, and that a man with nothing left to lose can easily disappear into the western territories. Besides, he'll make money without having to work for it. Bankers love that sort of thing." 

    "You actually threatened him?" 

    "Didn't have to. His son was in my regiment. He knows what we used to do." Levering herself off the tree she'd been leaning on, Constance started walking again. 

    Cade ambled along beside her for a time, then asked, "Has the railroad been out to see you yet?" 

    "No. Should I expect them?" 

    "Oh, probably. Sooner or later. There's a water source for boilers, a forest for firewood, a storage facility, and buildings capable of housing people of all classes. The Army thought about putting tracks on this side of the river once the area was secure. They surveyed from Wilbury to about halfway to the stone bridge. Probably farther. If you decide to sell, maybe you should contact them. Might be you can get a copy of that survey and contact the railroad with an offer." 

    As they approached the house from the south side, Constance said, "The war's over. They probably decided they don't need a railroad here, after all." Shaking his head, Cade said, "Boats used to be the fastest, cheapest way to ship things. Not now. Sending that coffin north by river would cost me four times what it'll cost by train and it would take a week or so. The railroad will get it there in two days. Times are changing, Miss Constance, milady." 

    "I see. Well, if you think so highly of railroads, may I ask why you didn't come down here on a train, Mr. Cade?" 

    "They're too damned dangerous. Always crashing." 

    "Yet you'd ship poor Captain Niven home on one?" Cade shrugged. "Like I said, it's cheaper and faster. And a crash wouldn't hurt him. They'd just gather him up and put him on another northbound train." A horse made a whuffling sound, then made it again as they neared the barn. Cade said, "That's Esther." 

    "How can you tell? Damian makes the same noise." Hearing a soft, repeated 'clunk' sound from the barn, Cade said, "Hers is two parts. She's the insistent type." 

    Constance chuckled, "Why'd you buy such an old horse?" 

    "People don't steal them as readily as young horses and she seemed to like me right away. She followed me around as I looked at the other horses and nosed me along when I stopped to look at them. When I left the corral, she slipped the latch, followed me to the office, and waited by the door." 

    "You mean she let herself out of the corral?" Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. She stuck her head through the slats, pulled the rope sideways, and let herself out." 

    Looking at the barn, Constance said, "Maybe we'd better make sure she hasn't figured out the latch on her stall." 

    As the barn door swung open and Esther strolled toward them, Cade said, 

"Oh, I think we can probably assume she has. Hello, Esther. How are you this evening, ma'am?" 

    Esther whuffled again and stopped beside Cade, who patted her and talked to her for a few moments as she grazed on clumps of grass near the corner of the barn. 

    "She just wanted to visit a bit," Cade said, "We'll put her back in a minute." 

    Constance watched him rub Esther's ears and pat her. When Cade eventually put a hand under Esther's chin to lift her head, Esther eyed him as he said, 

"It's time to go in, ma'am," then she followed Cade into the barn. Following Esther, Constance chuckled, "I think you're right, Cade. She does seem to like you. If Damian got out, I'd have to chase him." 

    "That wouldn't mean he doesn't like you. It would just mean he didn't want to go to bed." 

    There was enough moonlight streaming through the open barn door that Cade saw no need to light a barn lamp. He gave Esther a double handful of oats from an open bag in the tack room, then did the same for Damian, who backed to the rear of the stall and watched him warily. 

    Ignoring Damian's nervousness, Cade found a bit of wire and used it to secure Esther's stall gate as Constance said, "Damian doesn't seem to share Esther's opinion of you." 

    "I'm a stranger and we're in his barn at night. Horses don't like unusual happenings much." Reaching to pat Esther, he said, "But my Esther's older and wiser, isn't she? Ol' Esther knows a good thing when she sees one, doesn't she?" 

    Esther whuffled into her feed bag and seemed altogether content as she munched her oats. When Constance went to Damian's stall gate, she had to coax Damian to come forward. Once she'd patted his nose and talked to him, he seemed to relax a bit and sniffed his feed bag. 

    Cade came over and reached into the feed bag to lift out some oats and let them dribble back as he said, "See, Damian? No cause for concern." He held a small handful of the oats under the horse's nose and Damian accepted the offering, then Cade turned to check the big oat bag atop his saddle. It was undamaged; Esther hadn't bothered it on her way out of the barn. 

    Lifting the corner of the bag, he checked the rags and the bag to make sure neat's-foot oil hadn't soaked through to the oats. Nope. No problems. He said, "Should be dry enough to use by morning." 

    "Why'd you use so much oil?" 

    "Some of the leather cracked. I may have to toss a piece of leather over it tomorrow to keep the oil off my pants." 

    Constance had moved to stand by the buckboard and reach to touch the coffin. "Such an inauspicious end," she muttered, "Being dug up and shipped home like so much freight." 

    Joining her at the wagon, Cade chuckled, "You think I ought to hand-carry him there in a fancy suitcase?" 

    Shaking her head, Constance replied, "No, that's not what I meant. It just seems so..." she shook her head again rather tersely and sighed, "Never mind. He has to get home some way. Maybe he'll enjoy a train ride." A mouse ran across the floor and zipped between cracks in the board wall. An orange cat who was hot on the mouse's tail skidded to a stop in the straw and lightly collided with the wall, then turned to study Constance and Cade. 

    "Well, hi, there," said Cade. "Better luck next time, kitty." 

    "That's Doodlebug," said Constance. 

    "Doodlebug," repeated Cade, "Okay. Hello, Doodlebug." Doodlebug flicked an ear back and seemed generally unimpressed with him. After a moment, the cat settled in by the wall to peer at the crack between the boards. 

    When Constance and Cade reached her room, they found four buckets of bath water waiting for them. Constance was tickled and pleased at the surprise and asked Cade if he'd arranged it. 

    "Nope. We'll have to thank somebody tomorrow." They passed the evening in each other's arms until around midnight, when a sated Constance rolled wearily off Cade and rather firmly suggested they might need some sleep. 

    After breakfast the following morning, James hitched a brown mare to the buckboard as Cade saddled Esther. Cade untied his saddlebags before hoisting the saddle onto her back, then he did his best not to show the effort involved in heaving the hundred-pound bags into place behind the saddle. The trip to town was uneventful, but to take it easy on Esther, Cade made a point of stopping a few times to check her left front hoof and walked with her for a while. 

    When Constance asked what was wrong, Cade said, "Maybe nothing, but I'm going to visit the blacksmith while you ladies do your shopping." They stopped first at the train station, where Cade helped the stationmaster move the coffin to the station platform and let the ladies continue to the general store. 

    Under the name 'JM Braden', Cade paid the freight to have 'Captain Niven' 

shipped to Ft. Myer in Arlington, Virginia. 

    The stationmaster asked, "Any particular office?" With a wry chuckle, Cade replied, "Nope. They've had plenty of experience. They'll know what to do with him." 

    Cade led Esther to the blacksmith's shop beside the livery stable and studied the man's forge. He decided it would do as the blacksmith approached. 

    "How do?" the blacksmith greeted him. 

    "Fine," said Cade, "I'd like to use your forge for about half an hour. How much would that cost me?" 

    "Mister, ain't nobody uses my forge but me. Y'know how that is, right?" 

    "Yeah, I know how that is. I want to melt some stuff and pour it into dirt molds." He fished one of the gold bullets out of his left saddlebag and added, 

"You can have one of these for helping or I can take them to the bank the way they are." 

    The man's eyes got big as he took the .36 caliber round and held it up to the light, then bit it. 

    "Where'n hell did you get this?!" 

    "That's my business. Do we have a deal?" 

    The blacksmith wiped his face with a rag and stared at the round some more as he said, "Well, I dunno. If'n you could take 'em to the bank like they are, you wouldn't be in my shop now, would you? Make it two of 'em." Cade met his gaze and said, "That minie-ball is worth more than you make in a full month of hard work. You'll be happy with one or I'll take 'em to the bank and find out if they really give a fat damn where gold comes from." After a moment, the blacksmith gave a grinning shrug and said, "Yeah, I think you'd really do that. Oh, well. Better one than none, I always say." As the blacksmith readied his forge, Cade swept an area of the dirt floor smooth and used the corner of a hoe to carve several long, deep grooves in the dirt near the forge. 

    Using the smith's iron ladle, he melted the gold bullets and carefully poured the molten gold into the grooves, then used his knife to dig a shallow, cone-shaped depression in the dirt. 

    "What's that for?" asked the blacksmith. 

    "It's for your bullet," said Cade, "Fact is, I really didn't want anyone to see this gold the way it was. Still don't." 

    The smith's eyebrow went up and his hand closed around his bullet. "I like mine just the way it is, mister." 

    Cade sighed, "Think, dammit. If the government finds out you have a gold thirty-six round, they'll confiscate it and lock your ass up until you can somehow make them believe you don't know anything about more of them. This way there's no evidence. No investigation. No trouble." His lower lip sticking out a bit, the smith muttered, "I knew this shit was bad news." Dropping the bullet in the ladle, he watched it turn to liquid as he grunted, "You happy now?" 

    "You bet. Why aren't you? You just made a month's pay for half an hour's work. That's supposed to be a good thing." 

    The smith chuckled, "Yeah, I 'spose it is." Gathering the sticks of gold with tongs, Cade dunked them in a water trough to cool them, then loaded them into his saddlebags as the smith filled the small hole with gold and hung the ladle on the side of the forge. When Cade led Esther out of the shop, the smith dug the gold cone out of the dirt and eyed it, then looked at Cade, who tossed him a small, two-finger salute and kept walking. 

    At the bank, Cade untied his bags, slung them over his shoulder, and walked straight to the manager's office, where he laid a gold strip on the manager's desk. 

    The manager got rather excited for a few minutes as he examined the other sticks of gold, then seemed to calm himself and said, "Just let me send Tom to get the jeweler." 

    The town jeweler came to the bank and verified the gold, then weighed it and quoted a value. 

    "No," said Cade. 

    Taken aback, the jeweler blurted, "Excuse me?" 

    "I said 'no'. Four days ago gold was worth three times that. If you can't or won't offer a fair price, I'll take it elsewhere." The banker cleared his throat and blustered, "Sir, we have no idea how you came by this gold. I really think you..." 

    "If that mattered," Cade interrupted him, "You wouldn't be making offers at all. Make the price right or watch me take it somewhere else." The jeweler asked, "Uh, sir, where, exactly, would that 'elsewhere' be? 

This is the only bank for sixty miles." 

    Cade shrugged. "Two days away. No problem." After a bit more discussion, the banker offered Cade a price that was about eighty percent of the gold's value. Cade said he'd be willing to pay a five percent commission for converting the gold to cash. More discussion ensued and they eventually reached a settlement at eight and a half percent, which was far less than the fifteen percent Cade had expected to lose in conversion. 

    Once the cash was on his desk and the paperwork had been done, the banker suggested that Cade open an account rather than carry so much money on his person. 

    Pretending to give that some thought, Cade let him create an account book for all but two thousand dollars of the money. 

    As he placed the cash and his account book in his saddlebags, Cade said, 

"By the way, this was a truly confidential transaction. You two and one other person are the only people who know about the gold. If word gets out about it, I'll very likely be investigated by the federal government. If that happens, I'll make absolutely sure they believe that both of you knew about the gold all along." 

    The jeweler simply blinked at Cade and paled. 

    The banker froze in his chair for a moment, then he met Cade's gaze and said quietly, "Then perhaps you should tell us where you got the gold, Mr. Cade." 

    With a grin, Cade replied, "I think not. I will say that it was captured during the war and that it would have been lost if I hadn't salvaged it. I'll also say that the Union Army suspected --but never knew for certain --that it existed. But nobody needs to know exactly where, how, or when it became mine." 

    As Cade stepped out of the bank, he saw the blacksmith standing in the shade on his shop's porch. Cade nodded to him with a little two-fingered salute and looked around. 

    Constance's buckboard was in front of the general store, of course. He started in that direction and saw the preacher, Phillips, leave the church. Phillips saw him, but appeared not to recognize him at a distance and continued toward the store, stopping to talk with the sheriff as that man left his office. 

    Cade entered the general store and found Marigold holding the board on which James had traced his foot. He took the board and picked out a pair of shoes and a pair of boots that looked about right, then went to the counter to pay for them. 

    The store owner looked at Cade's boots and asked, "These for a house nigger?" 

    "Does it matter?" 

    As if Cade had asked a stupid question, the man chuckled, "Hell, yeah, it matters. If they're for a white man, I can take 'em back if they don't fit." Meeting the man's eyes, Cade said quietly, "I'm white and I'm paying for them. If they don't fit, I'll be back for some that do. Now, how about showing me your hats?" 

    Cade picked out a couple of hats, paid for them, and took his purchases to the buckboard just as Phillips stepped onto the boardwalk at the corner of the store and stopped about ten feet away. 

    "Oh," said Phillips dourly, "It's you." The store owner started to wave at him, but stifled the gesture at Phillips' expression. 

    Cade turned to face Phillips and said, "Yup, I was still me the last time I looked. How many orphans are you herding these days, Phillips?" In a cold tone, Phillips replied, "Eight. Why do you ask?" Reaching in his shirt pocket, Cade produced a ten-dollar bill and replied, 

"Because kids have to eat. I don't have to get along with you to make a donation, do I?" 

    Making no move to reach for the money, Phillips asked, "Why would a man like you care about orphans, Cade?" 

    Grinning, Cade asked, "'A man like me'? Oh! You mean a godless heathen-type person, right?" 

    Through tight lips, Phillips said, "Something like that." Glancing back into the store as Constance and Marigold moved toward the register, Cade said, "Just take it or don't, Phillips." The store owner had seemed very startled to see Cade wave the ten-dollar bill at Phillips. He now leaned toward the window and yelled, "Take it, Reverend! You got a bill to pay!" 

    Turning, Cade asked, "How big a bill? Will this cover it?" 

    "Nope. Another eight bucks would, though." Cade looked through the wad in his pocket and found a twenty. He walked inside the store and set the bill on the counter. 

    The store owner quickly took the twenty, put it in the register, and handed Cade two dollars, then asked, "Why're you covering his tab? He didn't have even one good word to say about you when he was in here yesterday." Shrugging, Cade said, "Then maybe he needs to learn some new words." He heard Phillips quietly step into the store as he continued, "I'd say 'live and let live' might be some real good 'new words' to start with, wouldn't you?" With a chuckle, the man patted the register and said, "They sound like damned fine words to me!" 

    Grinning slightly, Cade asked, "And you'll remember you said that if I have to bring those shoes back, right?" 

    The man's mouth slammed shut and his grin vanished, but he nodded and sighed, "Yeah, I guess so." 

    "Thank you." Turning to Phillips, Cade asked, "Got an objection to having your bill paid by a godless heathen?" 

    "It would appear to be too late for objections." 

    "That wasn't the question. Do you object?" For a long few moments, Phillips simply glared at Cade, then he looked at the store owner and said flatly, "I'll come back later, Mr. Davis." As Phillips crossed the street, Davis said, "The Reverend Phillips can be a truly stubborn man. You never told me why you paid his bill, mister." Cade took his eyes away from the store's gun display and asked, "Is he really taking care of eight orphans?" 

    Nodding, Davis replied, "Yeah." 

    "Then he's worth helping, isn't he? I don't have to get along with him to do that." 
Chapter Seventeen

    Constance came to stand near the counter and said, "That was a very nice thing to do, Cade." 

    Cade chuckled, "Oh, I'm not so sure about that. Now he'll have to wrap his mind around the idea that Christians don't have a monopoly on good deeds and compassion. That could take him a while and cause him considerable distress." Marigold snickered and Constance laughed softly. Davis seemed to think Cade's words bordered on heresy. 

    "Are you saying you're not a Christian?" 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "I prefer to avoid religion. Didn't need it before the war and didn't find my way to it during the war." Giving Davis a direct gaze, he added, "Don't even like to talk about it, 'cuz it usually just causes trouble." 

    Davis subsided, but he seemed unwilling to let the matter pass. He fingered the collar of a dress Constance had placed on the counter and found the price tag as he grunted, "Huh. I thought ever'body was Christians." Looking up, he added, "Even some outlaws prayed before we hung 'em last year. Reverend Phillips said so." 

    Cade chuckled, "No surprise. He's in the God business, isn't he? 'Yea, brother, even that bad ol' outlaw we hung prayed before he died'. That's called selling your product, Davis. Besides, I've heard a lot of people pray real hard before they died of disease or got blown apart. That always made me think prayers aren't really all that effective." 

    His comment obviously irritated Davis, but without a ready response, Davis kept his mouth shut as Cade studied the store's display of rifles. 

    "Mr. Davis," said Cade, "How about letting me see that Winchester?" Davis brightened immediately and hastened to unlock the small chain that ran through the trigger guards of all the rifles on display. He quickly used a polishing rag on the Winchester's brass and handed the rifle to Cade. 

    "I'll need two boxes of ammunition," said Cade, and Davis happily realized that the sale had already been made. He was grinning hugely as he set two boxes on the counter. 

    "You'll be right happy with that one!" Davis enthused, "I've sold four of them in the last six months. Ain't had a problem with any of 'em. Damned fine guns!" 

    Cade paid Davis and began sliding cartridges into the rifle as Constance asked, "Do you have a scabbard for it?" 

    Davis sounded sincerely apologetic as he shook his head and replied, "No, ma'am, I'm sorry to say I don't. But I have some right fancy buckles and fittings! He could take a chunk of leather and..." 

    "I'll make something for it," Cade said, "All leather. No fancy buckles." The ladies finished shopping and placed their purchases in the wagon, then they all headed back toward the farm. When they crossed a small stream a few miles from town, Constance stopped the wagon under some trees and she and Marigold spread a tablecloth on the ground near the stream. Cade tied Esther's tether where she could graze on the rich grass by the stream and lifted the picnic basket down from the buckboard, then opened and read the papers that had come with his new rifle as the ladies set up their late lunch. 

    To Cade, the rifle and its pre-assembled ammunition represented more than simply a choice in firearms. It reflected one of the main ways in which the world seemed to be changing around him. 

    He'd seen many other products in the store that had once been things people had made themselves. Clothing soap. Bar soap. Candles. Shoes and boots in several sizes and colors. Flour in bags. More people were now buying flour than grinding their own. 

    Around a bite of sandwich, Cade commented, "Almost every essential item in that store was made somewhere else and shipped to Wilbury by train." Marigold cocked her head and looked at him, but said nothing. Constance took another bite of her sandwich and waited to hear what else he might say, but when neither of the ladies replied to his comment, Cade went back to studying the repair guide for his rifle. 

    Some moments passed before Constance said, "That store didn't exist before the war. McNulty's hardware store carried a few essentials made by locals, but he was usually out of whatever you wanted and orders could take three weeks." 

    "Changing times," said Cade, "And we're right smack in the middle of them. Long distance wagon transport is about to end. Trains are becoming the future, if only due to the difference between four miles an hour and sixty miles an hour." 

    Marigold stopped chewing and her mouth fell open as her eyes grew wide. She yelped, "Sixty-miles-in-one-hour?!" 

    "That's what they say. Our old troop trains only went about thirty-five. 

'Course, they were usually overloaded." 

    No less amazed, Marigold breathed, "Thirty-five?! My Lord! Y'cain't walk that far in a whole day!" 

    "Yup," said Cade, "Most people in this world have never gone faster than a horse could carry them. Suppose they put a track from Washington to Atlanta, like they were going to do in '64? Part of the track they planned would have run through your property, Constance. It was the easiest and fastest route to build. Now that the war's over, they'd have to pay you a fair price for the right-of-way land and like I said before, I think the house could become a way station." 

    Her eyes still huge, Marigold turned to stare at Constance. Constance raised an eyebrow at her, then returned her gaze to Cade and asked around some sandwich, "If that's such a great idea, why aren't you offering to buy my farm so you can turn it into a way station?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Well, that wouldn't be quite as much fun, but... Okay. What's it worth to you?" 

    Giving him a grinning 'okay, I'll play along' look, she replied in a speculative tone, "I'd have to think about that, but it would be worth well over forty thousand, certainly. How soon do you think you could raise that much money?" 

    Nodding thoughtfully, Cade got to his feet and went to get his bank book out of his saddlebag, then returned to hand it to Constance. She smilingly opened it, looked at the first page, and her eyes became huge before she looked up at Cade. 

    Marigold leaned to peek at the page and tried to make sense of it, but it was apparent that she couldn't understand what she was seeing. Constance put a finger on the page and almost whispered the number to her. Marigold couldn't seem to wrap her mind around either the number or the concept of having that much money. 

    Looking up again, Constance said, "The date of this deposit... It's today, Cade! You opened this account while we were in town!" 

    "Yes'm. That I did." 

    "I thought you said you only had sixty acres in..." she thought a bit and finished with, "I can't remember where." 

    "Yup. Sixty acres and I didn't say where. My land has nothing to do with this money. I just wanted to show you that I wasn't kidding around. Now I'd like to know if you were." 

    Sitting very upright, Constance said, "No. I wasn't. I could buy a lot of someplace else with what my farm's worth." 

    "True, but you likely couldn't lease that 'someplace else' to a railroad indefinitely and hit the road with me. We could go see the world, milady, and we could do it with some money and a place to return to someday." Constance simply stared in silence at him for a time. Marigold put her hands to her face in apparently complete shock and wailed, "Ohhh maaah Gaaawwwd! I thin' he's perposin' to ya, Miss Constance!" Looking at her, Constance replied in a tone of mild astonishment, "It certainly sounds that way, doesn't it, Marigold?" Looking at Cade, she asked, 

"Are you proposing to me, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Not exactly. Not yet, anyway. I am suggesting we should join forces and go see the world. If we can still stand each other after a year or so of touring, we probably should get married. Would you like a minute or two to think about it?" 

    She laughed, "You've only known me for two days!" 

    "Yup." 

    "But I don't know anything about you!" 

    With a fisheye look above a grin, Cade replied, "Well, that's not altogether true, ma'am. You've gotten to know me extremely well in some ways." Marigold seemed shocked at his inference, but Constance rolled her eyes at Marigold and turned back to Cade. 

    "But..! I mean..!" she shook her head as if to clear it and said, "I just think we should know each other a little better before we... uh..." Constance lapsed into silence and looked at Marigold, who stared back at her for a moment, then busied herself with a sandwich in a rather flustered manner. 

    Cade sat back and chuckled, "You're a beautiful, educated, fun-loving woman and a joy to be with. Unless there's something in particular about me that makes you wary, I can't see a good reason not to pair up." He shrugged. "Constance, you said you want the same things I do; freedom and travel. I'd just like to set us up so we wouldn't have to worry about getting stranded somewhere, going broke, or losing our lands. James and Marigold would have a permanent home and we could hire someone to manage the way station." 

    With a soft, laughing sigh, Constance asked, "Cade, why are you so certain there'll be a way station? Or even a track? Doesn't the railroad have any say in the matter?" 

    Grinning, he said, "Oh, I'll talk to them about it, of course." 

    "What if they say 'no'?" 

    "Then lease the land to farmers. They always wish they had another few acres to plant, and yours is some of the best land I've ever seen." For some moments, Constance seemed to be thinking about the matter, then she said, "I'd like to know where and how you got all that money, Cade." 

    "I'd rather not say." 

    Sighing, she said, "I'm sure you wouldn't, but I think I need to know. It was buried with Captain Niven, wasn't it? What was it? An Army payroll?" Cade shook his head. "Nope. It wasn't a payroll, ma'am. Regimental payrolls aren't that big." 

    "But you put it there, didn't you?" 

    "Yes'm. I did." 

    "And this visit was really only about retrieving it, wasn't it?" 

    "It was." He reached to take her hand. "Until I met you." Marigold looked bug-eyed at their clasped hands and muttered yet again, 

"Ohhh maaahhh Gaawwwd!" 

    When Constance and Cade both gave her droll looks, Marigold's hands fluttered as she looked for something to do with them. She began collecting plates and wrappings, casting quick glances as she dithered. 

    "Cade," said Constance, "This is a lot to take in all at once." He shrugged. "Is it? I don't think so." 

    Taking her hand back, she shifted to a kneeling position and clasped her hands in her lap. "What happens if I want to take some time about deciding?" Cade took his time about framing an answer; he sat back and looked at her for a few moments before saying, "Then I'd like to stay with you until we figure things out." 

    "Until we figure things out?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yes'm. You'd be figuring out whether to come with me. I'd be figuring out whether I need you enough to give up my dreams of seeing the world." 

    Shaking her head, Constance said, "You wouldn't." 

    "Men have done stranger things for beautiful women." Again shaking her head, this time with a grin, Constance reiterated, "You wouldn't. Sooner or later you'd leave, whether I went with you or not." Getting to her feet, Constance helped Marigold gather their picnic goods to put them in the buckboard. Once they'd finished, she turned to look at Cade, who'd gone back to reading the Winchester papers. 

    "Are you coming with us?" she asked, "We're ready." He got to his feet and handed both ladies into the wagon, then went to untie Esther from her tether by the stream. Esther craned her neck to rip up one last mouthful of the thick grass as Cade climbed aboard her. The ladies were chatting in low tones as Cade caught up, so he hung back a bit and let Esther snatch mouthfuls from the side of the road as they followed the wagon. 

    As they rounded the trees and came within sight of the house, Cade saw a spot of light move across the trees behind the house, then flicker back and forth across the barn doors. 

    He moved up near the wagon to say, "Stop the wagon. Check the back left wheel for a while." 

    Constance asked, "What? What do you mean 'for a while'? What's the matter with the wheel?" 

    "Nothing. Just stay here and look busy. I want to ride ahead and have a look at the house." 

    She asked, "Cade, what's wrong?" but he veered away from the road and into the trees half a mile from the house. 

    Taking the trail around the small hill between the house and the river, Cade came upon two women loitering beside an old buckboard. One woman held the reins of three horses that began moving uneasily as Cade approached at a trot. The other woman quickly dropped a large hand mirror, reached into the wagon, and brought forth a rifle she aimed at Cade. Without asking who he might be, she fired. Cade felt her bullet punch into his saddle's fork, switched his rifle to his left hand with the reins, and drew his revolver as the woman frantically drew and aimed a revolver of her own at him. 

    His first round buried itself in her chest and she yelled a grunt as she clutched her free hand to the spot, but she tried again to aim the revolver at Cade. His second round hit her right hip and she screamed as she fell. The other woman had let go of the horses and started running toward the house. Urging Esther into a gallop, he quickly overtook her and his extended boot slammed her flat on the ground. 

    He quickly got off Esther and put his revolver against her breastbone as he asked, "How many people are in the house?" Her mouth opened and closed a few times, but she seemed unable to make more than a panicky hissing noise. Cade swung the revolver against her temple and surveyed the area. 

    It was less than a hundred feet uphill to the back of the house, but there was almost no cover. Cade put his revolver away and retrieved a couple of handfuls of rifle cartridges from his saddlebag, putting the rounds in his pants pockets. 

    A little water from his canteen woke the woman up choking and sputtering. She seemed dazed for a moment, then saw Cade and opened her mouth to scream. He made as if to swat her with the rifle and she froze. 

    "Stand up," he said, "We're going up to the house." She growled, "I ain't goin' nowhere with you!" 

    "Then you'll die like your friend; right here, right now." 

    "She ain't just my friend, you bastard! She's my sister!" Poking her hard in the gut with the rifle, Cade corrected her with, "Well, now she's your dead sister, so get your ass up and walking or this rifle's gonna blow a big hole in you." 

    Holding both her head and her gut, the woman walked slowly ahead of Cade as they approached the house. A clatter behind him made him order the woman to stop. 

    Constance and Marigold rolled around the small hill and stopped some distance from the woman by the buckboard. Constance handed the reins to Marigold and jumped down to go to the woman. Constance knelt by her for a moment, then stood up and shoved the woman's revolver into her own belt. Cade's prisoner suddenly screamed, "Billleee!" just as if she thought whoever was in the house might somehow not have heard all the shooting in the back courtyard. 

    He looked toward the house and saw an indistinct motion behind an upstairs window just before the familiar blast of a Springfield rifle blew out half of the window's lower glass in a cloud of smoke. 

    Firing from behind a closed window may have interfered with the shooter's aim or the round's trajectory. Or maybe the man just didn't give a damn about shooting through the woman in order to hit him. 

    If Cade hadn't been standing somewhat sideways behind the woman he'd been marching up the slope, the big .58 round that punched completely through her chest would have ploughed into him as well. 

    Cade yanked his hat off and dove to roll flat behind the nearest small tree before the gasping woman hit the ground. He aimed the Winchester up the slope and looked for a target, but all he saw was the upright barrel of a rifle just behind the right side of a second-floor window. A hand moved above the muzzle and Cade knew the man was already halfway through reloading; ramming another load and withdrawing the ramrod. He aimed carefully at the window and waited for the rifle to move when the man finished. Sure enough, the man reached a little too far in lifting and turning the big rifle to aim it out the window again. The moment his shoulder filled Cade's gunsight, Cade fired. 

    His bullet punched through one of the remaining window panes before it bored into the man's shoulder. Cade didn't move immediately, thinking it likely that more than one gun was aimed at him. 

    Instead, he found a two-foot stick and put his hat on the end of it, then quickly bobbed the hat up and down above the mound of earth in front of him. Another rifle fired and smoke billowed inside the kitchen as a round whizzed above his hat. The man had fired from well behind the doorway, and while the smoke meant Cade couldn't see the shooter, it also meant the shooter couldn't see him. 

    Cade took advantage of the moment by surging over the mound and running to the small stand of firewood by the chopping block twenty feet from the house. The firewood wasn't the best possible cover unless the man upstairs was dead or incapacitated, but Cade felt he'd nailed the guy pretty well and he'd hear the rifle against the window sill if the man tried to shoot it one-handed. 

    He glanced back to see Marigold hunkering behind another tree beyond the wagon. He heard Constance work the action of her rifle before dashing from behind the ratty buckboard to join Marigold. Would she know to provide cover fire if he moved? 

    Possibly, but assume not and be safe. From his prone position behind the firewood, Cade caught her attention with a small wave and pointed up the right side of the house at the window, then pointed at the other two windows on that side of the house and waggled his finger to let her know to watch both of them. Constance nodded and aimed her rifle in that direction. A sound from the house made Cade lay his rifle down and move a chunk of firewood to create a small lateral gap. He saw nobody, but he heard the noise again; a creaking of wood like someone on the stairs. Which stairs? The ones to the second floor or the ones to the cellar? 

    Cade tried the hat-on-a-stick trick again, but drew no fire. He'd have to cover some twenty feet to the back door or about the same distance to the water trough. 

    The man was undoubtedly waiting for Cade to try to dart across the open space. Cade flattened the wide brim of his hat and flipped it to roll on its edge away from the woodpile. A rifle round tore through the hat before it was five feet away and Cade was up and running instantly. 

    He was halfway to the door when he heard Constance's rifle fire and glass shattering, then he was inside the kitchen and diving to the left, away from the slightly open cellar door. 

    From behind the cellar door came the sound of a rod being shoved down a barrel. Cade drew his revolver and aimed at the sound of the rod being withdrawn from the rifle's barrel as he fired three rounds through the door. One scream sounded immediately, then there was the sound of someone tumbling down the steps, a snapping sound, and another scream. The impact of Cade's rounds had closed the cellar door. He considered easing it open to take a look down there, but there was still at least one man unaccounted for in the house. 

    Propping one of the kitchen chairs under the cellar door's knob, Cade wedged the chair tightly and took a few moments to reload his revolver as he considered the situation. 

    If he were a wounded man upstairs, he'd either be covering the door of the room he was in or covering the top of the stairs. Or maybe also trying to cover the first floor hallway below the stairs. Hm. The only way to get upstairs looked like a good way to get killed. 

    And so far, both men had used rifles, but Cade's other two loaded revolvers were up there in his bedroll bag. If they'd found those... Oh, well. He'd know soon enough. The man upstairs had been hit at least once. With any luck he'd bleed to death quickly. As he tamped the last load into place in his revolver, Cade eyed the cellar door and considered how best to open it. 

    Sigh. Carefully, of course. There aren't that many ways to open a door, after all. He crouched well to one side of the door and reached to slowly turn the knob. If the man was still alive, he'd be watching for that and might decide to try to shoot Cade through the door. 

    As the latch slipped open and no rifle bullet slammed through the door, Cade thought, 'Or not.' He used his foot to quietly shove the chair away from the knob, then pulled it clear of the doorway and used his revolver to nudge the door open. 

    Putting the muzzle in the opening near the floor, Cade shoved the door fully open. No bullet whizzed by. After a look at the hallway to be sure the upstairs man hadn't snuck down, he stood up and took a quick peek around the door frame. 

    The man lay in a heap at the bottom of the stairs, apparently unconscious or dead. A ruse to make Cade show himself? No reason to give a damn, really. Cade readied his revolver and stepped quickly to the other side of the door. The man at the bottom of the stairs didn't fire. Good 'nuff. Poking his revolver around the door frame, Cade took quick aim and put a round through the man's head. 

    He heard someone down there take in a deep, gasping breath, then let forth a scream of anguish or rage. A woman darted out from under the stairs and fetched up against the back wall of the cellar, aiming a revolver at Cade's doorway. 

    Cade dropped flat as the woman fired three times. One poorly-aimed round hit a hanging pot over the kitchen window and the other tore up the wood of the top step. He had no idea where the other round had gone. She'd fired late and she had lousy aim. Good. Cade let her get another glimpse of him as he shoved himself up and to the left to get out of the doorway. 

    The woman fired again and the door's frame exploded. Smoke had filled her end of the cellar and it seemed unlikely she'd be able to see the top of the stairs well enough to aim, but the light was behind him. She might fire at a shadow. 

    Moving quickly, Cade stepped to the other side of the door again. Sure enough, the woman fired again. Five rounds gone. Did she have a five-shot revolver or a Colt like his? Only one way to find out. Cade stepped across the doorway again. 

    He heard her revolver's hammer snap loudly, but it wasn't followed by the boom of exploding powder. He heard her cock the revolver and try again. Cade quickly leaned around the doorframe, spotted her vague form as her gun clacked yet again, and fired twice. The woman fell back against the wall, seemed to hang there for a moment, then slid down the wall to a sitting position. 

    That left the man upstairs. Cade had cleared houses room by room during the war, and it had always been a tense and cautious business. After reloading again, Cade edged down the hall with an eye on the upper landing. He made it to the foot of the stairs without being shot at or seeing anyone. Ducking behind the library door frame, he took a quick look around. James lay face-down on the floor in the dining room doorway. Damn. Oh, well. He'd have to wait. 

    The sound of a door closing softly above reached him and Cade looked up the stairs. To the left? Couldn't be sure, but it seemed likely, being the room the man had shot from. 

    Cade could see only two closed doors up there. Well, hell. Only one chance to choose the wrong door, right? Cade stayed by the wall as he climbed the stairs, then had a thought and moved to the middle. 

    When he'd gone a few steps, one of the stairs creaked under his weight. Good. Near the top of the stairs, another step creaked as he eased toward the bedroom door on the left. 

    Hm. The knob had to be on the other side of the damned door, of course, but over there was a deep corner formed by the door's framing and the corner of the open linen closet. 

    Cade stopped to slip off his right boot and set it where the boot would be visible under the door, then he quickly hopped over the boot to the corner and turned the knob. 

    Boom! A rifle round punched through the door at about waist height and hit the wall at the other end of the walkway. Cade yanked open the door to find a man kneeling in a cloud of acrid smoke in the middle of the room. The man looked up from reloading his rifle with an expression of vast surprise on his face. Cade fired once, putting a round dead center in the man's chest. Looking even more surprised, the man stared down and touched the hole in his chest as if in disbelief, then he looked up at Cade. Cade had seen the expression on other faces many times before. It was a

'How can this be happening to me?' look of utter shock and bewilderment. The man seemed confused as he whispered, "No!" and his coordination failed him. His left hand released the rifle and it toppled clatteringly to the floor atop the unused ramrod. His right hand fell away from his chest and the man stared down at the hole again for a moment before he fell forward. Three women. Two men. Three horses and a wagon. One of the women had been on a horse? Could be. Or not. Rather than assume anything, Cade made a very careful and quiet room-by-room search of the house before he went to the kitchen door and yelled, "Come on in!" 
Chapter Eighteen

    As the ladies approached the house, Cade went to have a look at James. His right forearm was broken and he had a nasty gash on the back of his head. He'd evidently been punched a few times, as well, judging from his face. Standing up, Cade wondered what had happened to the boys. He'd checked every door and room in the house, including the closets. The barn, maybe? The woods? 

    The library was a mess. All the drawers of the desk stood open and some of the shelves had been mostly cleared of books. The brandy cabinet had been smashed open and one of the bottles had been shattered on the floor. Cade surveyed the rest of the destruction for a moment until he heard Constance and Marigold enter the kitchen. They came down the hall and stopped in the doorway in shock as they saw James, then they came running across the room. 

    Constance had brought his rifle from the woodpile. Cade took it and said, 

"Thanks. Did you see the boys anywhere?" 

    Looking up from examining James' head, Constance nodded. "Yes. They were in the barn. They're taking care of the horses now. I told them not to come in yet." 

    "Good. Let's set James' arm while he's out. Marigold, get what you need to clean him up right here. We won't move him until we see how badly he's hurt." Marigold hurried to the kitchen. Constance nodded again as she stood up and hurried to another room. She returned with a surgeon's bag and a pair of short splints. 

    After placing a soft, folded rag between the floor and James' face, they set his arm without otherwise moving him, then Marigold cleaned his head wound and Constance stitched it shut as Marigold blotted away fresh blood. Bandaging the head wound required rolling him over. Keeping the folded rag under his head, they did so and Marigold set to work cleaning his face as gently as possible. 

    Cade touched her shoulder and she looked up. 

    "He can't feel what you're doing," said Cade, "So get it done quickly. Get the worst of the blood out of his nose before it has a chance to stiffen up

'cuz it'll hurt like hell if he has to try to blow it out later. Check his teeth and jaw, too." 

    "When we gonna put him in his bed?" 

    "After you clean him up here and put fresh sheets on his bed while we deal with the bodies." 

    She stared at him for a moment, but nodded and went back to work. Her efforts were quicker, but seemed no less gentle. As soon as she'd finished, Marigold and Constance held him steady as Cade set his arm. Sure enough, James came to with a scream as his arm was pulled out straight. The ladies held on and talked to him as he tried to thrash and James quickly settled down enough that Cade could bind the splints into place. One of the boys came running in to report that they'd put Cade's horse and Miss Constance's horse and wagon in the barn, then he asked what they were supposed to do with the other horse and wagon. 

    "We don't know yet," said Constance. "Just give the horse a bucket of feed and some water and put it in the shade." 

    The kid nodded and took off running. 

    Cade asked, "We don't know yet?" 

    "No, we don't. Who were these people? 

    "Well, the woman I shot on the way in was one of the women you talked to last night." 

    In a resentful tone, Constance replied, "Yes, I know. All three of them are here. I'm wondering where they left the baby. It wasn't on the wagon." 

    "Do you know where they were camping?" 

    "Yes. Well, I think so." 

    "Were there any other adults in their group?" Sighing, Constance said, "Hell, I don't know. There was a young girl on the wagon the first time they came to the house." Her tone turned angry as she said, "I tried to help those people, damn it. I feel betrayed, Cade." 

    "And justifiably so, but that doesn't matter at the moment. We need to find anyone else who was with them before we decide what to do with these bodies and the wagon." 

    She gave him a flat gaze and said, "Explain, please." Cade nodded. "Five bodies and a horse and wagon someone might recognize. Do you want to leave the bodies just as they are until the sheriff can get out here, then maybe wait in a jail cell for a week or so to see how things turn out? Or would you rather just let the river have the bodies and say the horse and wagon were sold to you? We need to locate that girl and deal with her one way or another." 

    "What? Why? She wasn't part of this... attempted robbery." 

    "Attempted murder, too, don't forget. She was part of their vicious little group, ma'am. If she's willing to meet the sheriff, fine. If not, the river can have her, too." 

    After another long look at him, Constance said, "I'm not at all sure I agree with you, Mr. Cade, but I think we should at least try to find the baby. I'll saddle Damian and we'll go find their camp." 

    She started to leave, but Cade put a hand on her arm and said, "Let's do that after we haul these bodies out of the house. We can put 'em in their wagon for now." 

    To avoid leaving messy trails through the house, Cade located a chunk of scrap rug in the basement and they rolled the bodies onto that to drag them out the back door. 

    Each body was thoroughly searched before it was loaded on the wagon. Along with varying amounts of money and personal items, they found some of Constance's silverware and John Gentry's pocket watch in the pockets of the men. 

    Cade stood back and watched as Constance searched the women. She didn't find much until she searched the woman who'd shot at Cade in the basement. Rooting through the woman's skirt pockets, she found several of her rings and her golden bullet. 

    After finishing her search and helping Cade toss the body on the wagon, Constance looked at the bullet and said, "She was either their ringleader or she was the best damned thief in the group." 

    She seemed rather tense as she trudged to the wash trough. When Cade followed and reached for the soap, Constance said, "We're only going to look for the girl, Cade; we aren't going to hunt her down." Marigold brought them a towel and Cade washed his hands without replying to Constance's comment. Until the girl was in the bag, there was someone out there who could be a problem. 

    Constance dried her hands and headed for the barn. 

    Marigold looked at Cade and asked, "You gonna kill that girl, ain't you?" 

    "If she's like the others, she'll probably start shooting the minute she sees us. I won't have a problem shooting back." 

    "Thass what Ah thought. Don' you let Miss Constance do it, Mr. Cade. You do it. It won' bother you none, but it'll eat Miss Constance up if'n she has to shoot that girl." 

    Cade nodded. "I'll do it if it needs done." As they carried James through the house, Marigold said, "Ah know they was bad people, Mr. Cade, but th' baby's jus a baby, y'know? Cain't hurt t' try t' 

raise it right." 

    She arranged James on his bed as Cade replied, "I'll let Constance decide what to do with the kid." 

    "But Ah can take care of..." 

    Raising a hand to interrupt her, Cade said, "I know you mean well, but look at your skin, Marigold. Sooner or later, someone would ask where you got it while they took it away from you and put you in jail. You know that. The best we could do is take the kid to Phillips." 

    Looking almost startled, Marigold happily stammered, "Uh... yeah! Thass fine, Mr. Cade! Ah was afraid... Uh..." 

    Giving her a droll look, Cade said, "You thought I'd kill it." 

    "Uh... no... Ah jus' din't know..." 

    Cade snorted, "Yeah, right. You thought I'd kill it." Taking a breath, Marigold stiffened up and yelped, "Well? Y'all done killed all them other people!" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "They shot at me," and went out to the water pump. After a long drink, he went to the barn and saw Constance standing by Damian's open stall. 

    She heard him come to the door and said in a choked voice, "Come see what they did, Cade." 

    He expected to see Damian dead in his stall, but that wasn't the case. The normally rather high-strung horse stood staring in stark terror in the center of his stall. He was sweat-soaked, but shaking as if it was the middle of winter. 

    A saddle hung sideways off his back. Both reins from the bridle on his face had snapped away near the bit and his mouth was bleeding, as was a bloody furrow low on his left buttock that looked as if a bullet hadn't quite missed him. 

    Cade eased into the stall with soft words and approached the horse with more soft words, then worked the saddle's right-side cinch loose and lowered the saddle to the stall floor, noting a bullet hole completely through the cantle. 

    Setting the saddle in the stall doorway, he pointed at the hole and Constance's eyes grew wider with rage as she looked at Damian. The horse saw her motion and her emotion and his quailing became worse than ever. 

    "You're scaring him," said Cade. "Turn around." Her yelped, "What?!" made Damian startle hard. 

    "Just do it," said Cade. "Now. Turn around so he can't see your face. He's not gonna get any better until you stop looking as if you want to kill somebody." 

    She turned around, but she growled, "I do want to kill somebody, but you've probably already killed him, damn it." 

    "Apologies, ma'am. Now don't say anything else in that tone of voice until we get away from Damian." 

    Returning to the horse, Cade removed his bridle, briefly examining the horse's teeth for the source of the bleeding as his mouth opened to release the bridle's bit. 

    Cade couldn't see any broken teeth or obvious damage inside the horse's mouth and he definitely wasn't going to jam his thumbs into the corners of Damian's mouth to try to open it in his present nervous state. He handed the bridle to Constance and moved the saddle enough to close the stall door as he said, "We'll check the wound on his butt later. It isn't deep, but it'll need covered." 

    "I'd rather do that now. How can we cover it?" 

    "Make a feed sack into a drape. Whip stitch the end to a cinch-blanket and tie the other end of the sack under his tail. He won't like it much, but the flies won't be able to get to the wound and he won't be able to slash at it with his tail." 

    Constance immediately headed for the tack room and came back with two burlap sacks and a cinch-blanket. She set them down on the saddle and went back to the tack room, returning with the needle and thread Cade had used on his saddle. 

    She used Cade's knife to slit one side of the burlap sack, spread it behind the saddle blanket, and whip-stitched them together in only a few minutes. 

    Cade added a piece of rein at the other end as a tail strap and installed the drape on Damian, then Constance spent a few minutes baby talking to Damian in her 'He's my pretty little pony, yes, he is' voice. 

    Glancing outside, Cade said, "We have about three hours of daylight for finding that camp." 

    She snapped, "To hell with all of them," in a tone that startled Damian, then she apologized to him in her soft voice. 

    "The baby, Constance," said Cade, "The girl." Tearing her gaze from Damian's bleeding mouth, Constance growled, "To hell with it! It's one of them! To hell with her, too! None of them deserve to live!" 

    "The girl could cause further trouble if we don't find her." Turning to glare at him, Constance took an angry breath as if to snap at him, but stopped when Cade raised a hand. 

    Pointing at Damian, Cade said, "No yelling, ma'am. He's finally starting to calm down. Come on out of there now and let's discuss things a bit." With a last few pats, she did so and stopped outside the stall to glare at Cade before she headed for the water pump. 

    Cade took Damian's saddle to the brown mare's stall. When the mare was ready, Cade led her out with Esther and tied them to the rail behind the house. 

    Going to his room, Cade retrieved another revolver from his kit bag and slung the holster on his left side, then reloaded the revolver he'd used in the house search. 

    Returning to the pump, Cade said, "By the way, thanks," as he filled their canteens. 

    Constance looked away from the barn. "For what?" 

    "You nailed that man at the window." 

    Snorting a snide chuckle, Constance replied, "Not well enough, apparently. He was still alive when you found him." 

    "Your shot kept him from shooting at me and let me get into the house. Got everything you need to go wandering around in the woods?" 

    "Canteen. Rifle. Extra rounds. What else do I need?" Cade shrugged. "Nothing, I guess. Let's go." He would have held her horse as she mounted, but Constance simply grabbed the rein from the rail, put her left foot in the stirrup, and swung herself aboard. 

    After mounting Esther, he asked, "Are you mad at me about something, Constance?" 

    She gave him a sharp glance as she turned her horse and said, "I'm mad at myself, Cade. Mad at them for what they did and what they made us do and mad as hell at myself for being such a fool." 

    They started south as Cade asked, "A fool, huh? How many people have you helped over the last few years, Constance? Even if it was just to let them camp for a while?" 

    "Don't try to use platitudes on me, Cade." 

    "I asked you how many, ma'am. Hundreds? Seems likely." With a narrow gaze, she nodded. "Yeah. I suppose so." 

    "Remember when you told me why you have that rifle? You said that some of them turn out not to be nice people." 

    "Cade, there's a big damned difference between not being nice and... Damn it, none of them have ever tried to raid my house before!" 

    "Okay, but I'll bet there were some who made you worry until they were gone. What I'm getting at is that this could have happened before today and it could happen again if you continue to let people camp on your property. I think you've just been damned lucky so far." 

    "So you think I should stop letting people camp? You haven't seen them, Cade. Some of them are dead tired, starving, sick, and..." Interrupting her, Cade said, "And some of them are combat-hardened veterans who've turned as mean as men can be, Constance. The one upstairs had his rifle reloaded in half a minute. That's not a typical hunter's level of skill. They also knew exactly where to look for the kind of valuables they could get rid of quickly and easily and they seemed to have some fun tearing the place up. Beyond all that, they obviously kept an eye on the house, because they knew when to move in. It all adds up to you not being their first victim." 

    Tracks in the dirt and crushed grass ahead seemed to lead gradually to the west, toward the river. They had to dismount to follow the tracks inside the tree line, where they discovered that a fairly wide tunnel had been hacked southward some distance through the undergrowth. 

    From a distance, the tunnel through the foliage seemed to end ahead as if someone had simply stopped chopping. Cade drew a revolver and handed his rifle and reins to Constance. 

    "Wait here. Stand between the horses and stay alert." She nodded and Cade moved forward, taking a step every half-second or so and listening hard to his surroundings. When the foliage tunnel turned sharply toward the river, he eased into the surrounding undergrowth and worked his way west in a path parallel to the tunnel. 

    After ten more minutes of quietly fighting his way through the vines and brush, Cade saw a clearing ahead and stopped to study matters. There were two very worn-looking military-issue command tents on the south side of a cold fire pit. A pair of tethered horses grazed near the tents and a covered wagon that still bore Confederate markings stood beyond them. Like the tent Cade had used for so long during the war, each tent was tall enough to stand up in and was big enough to sleep four men around a small field desk. 

    A metallic sort of sound like a chunk of light chain being dragged across dirt came from the tent on the right and Cade started to ease through the brush to try to reach a spot where he could get a look through the open tent flap. 

    He froze as the flap on the other tent opened and a scruffy looking man in his forties ducked through the opening, stood and stretched as he yawned loudly, then he scratched his crotch and headed toward the river. From inside the tent on the right, Cade clearly heard the quick rustle of chain links as the man passed that tent. The man ignored the sound and walked past the tent to stop at the edge of the slope, where he opened his pants and let go a long fart as he peed over the edge. 

    He yelled over his shoulder, "Girl! Get your ass outta that tent and get the fire going! They're gonna be back soon!" 

    The chain rattled again and a baby started crying as a dark-haired girl of about fifteen scurried out of the tent and began stacking wood in the fire pit. Around her left ankle was an iron manacle, from which a long chain led back into the tent. 

    She had a black eye and bruises on her arms. Rips in her shabby, filthy night dress displayed bruises on her legs, and when she moved around the fire pit, Cade saw the marks of a beating on her back and legs. The man turned as he buttoned his pants. Cade aimed as he pulled the hammer of his revolver back and watched the man's eyes widen as he froze. 

    "No gun!" yelled the man, raising his hands, "I ain't got no gun! Don't shoot!" 

    Cade said nothing and watched the tents. Sure enough, a revolver muzzle poked through the tent flap and swiveled in Cade's direction. Shifting his aim, Cade fired at a spot a little above the muzzle as he moved to his left. A man screamed and Cade fired again, then moved to his right, beyond the smoke of his first shot. 

    A shirtless man pitched forward and fell flat, clutching the side of his face as blood poured from a hole in his chest. The baby began screaming as if someone was peeling its skin off; that is to say, it screamed the way babies usually scream. 

    The wounded man rolled on his side with a grunt of agony and tried to aim at Cade's last position. Cade fired again and his bullet punched through the man's head. 

    The scruffy man who'd been taking a leak had lunged at the girl and knocked her down to lie flat behind her with a knife at her throat. The man behind the girl yelled, "I see you in there! Come on out here and let's talk this over!" 

    Stepping out of the brush, Cade walked past them to take the gun from the dead shooter, check his pockets, and cautiously peek into each tent. The one on the right was empty and there was no sign that more than one man had escaped through the back of it. 

    In the tent on the right, the screaming baby was the only occupant. Cade turned away from it and looked at the man with the girl. He still held the knife at the girl's throat, but he'd gotten them both to their feet and he continued using her as a shield. Cade walked past them again, this time to soothe the horses before they broke their tethers. As he patted one and looked it over, the man yelled, "Hey, mister! We got somethin' t' talk about here!" 

    Turning to face him, Cade yelled, "Constance! Come on in! Bring the horses!" then he said conversationally, "If you cut her, you'll suffer a lot before you die." 

    Walking to the covered wagon, Cade lifted the back flap and saw what appeared to be a wagonload of mismatched luggage, drawstring sacks made of carpet or drapery material, and a few small wooden kegs. As he walked back toward the fire pit, the man said, "All that stuff's yours if you gimme a horse and let me go." 

    Watching for Constance, Cade replied, "All that stuff's mine anyway. If you don't do anything too stupid in the near future, you'll be driving that wagon to the house up the road, then you'll be burying all your friends tonight." 

    Sudden realization dawned on the man and he tightened his grip on the girl's arm as he almost whispered, "You killed 'em? All of 'em?" 

    "That we did. You might as well relax and get comfortable. We'll want to know where you got all the stuff in that wagon and where else you've been. If you cooperate, I won't kill you. Can you write?" 

    Seemingly flabbergasted with the way things were going, the man yelped, 

"What?" 

    "Write. On paper, y'know? If you can, you'll make a list of people and places for us." 

    "And what if I can't?" 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "Then we'll take notes. Now let the girl go shut that kid up." 

    The man's gaze narrowed. "I don't think so. You'll shoot me the minute I let her go." 

    Constance and the horses came into view. She peeked cautiously around the bend in the vegetation tunnel, then led the horses toward the campsite. Cade aimed his revolver at the man's leg and said calmly, "I'll shoot you if you don't let her go. Now let her do something about that kid or you'll be screaming right along with it." 

    After a long few moments of thought, the man flipped his knife to the ground near Cade and the girl darted away from him screaming, "Shoot him! Kill him, please kill him!" 

    She lunged frantically at the gun in Cade's left hand and Cade put a boot in her chest to shove her away. She landed hard on her ass near the baby's tent and stared up at him in a shocked, unbelieving manner. 

    "Never, ever grab at my guns," said Cade, "Now see to that squalling baby. Find a way to shut it up." 

    The girl glaringly got to her feet and entered the tent. When the baby stopped squalling, Cade peeked in to see her breast-feeding the kid as she rocked it lightly and murmured something. Good enough. That would keep them both busy. 

    Constance tied their horses at the edge of the clearing and came forward with her rifle at the ready. She cast glances at the man on the ground as if she thought he might still be dangerous. 

    "Who's this, Cade?" 

    "Don't know yet. The covered wagon's full of loot. I figured we'd try to find out where it came from." 

    "You think they left anyone alive to claim it?" He shrugged. "Might be some relatives left. Some of it might belong to the girl in the tent." 

    Constance turned to the man and asked, "What's your name?" 

    "Donald," said the man, "Jim Donald." 

    "Well, Jim Donald, do you think you can bring yourself to tell us where the stuff in that wagon came from?" 

    "Some of it, but I just joined up with 'em last month. All I do is drive the wagon and watch the camp." 

    From the tent, the girl screamed, "Liar! He's lying! He was with them when they killed my mother and took me!" 

    Cade looked at Donald, who said, "She's just saying that 'cuz she wants you to kill me." 

    "Now, why would she feel that way about you, I wonder?" Donald said, "I may've beat her a little a couple of times, but I never screwed her. If she says I did, she's lying." 

    Constance asked, "He said, she said, is that it?" 

    "Yes, ma'am." 

    She leveled her rifle at Donald's chest and he could see that she wasn't too far from pulling the trigger, but after a time, she said, "The sheriff can have him," and went into the tent with the girl. She reemerged shortly and asked, "Where's the key to her leg iron?" 

    Donald reached into his pants pocket and handed the key to Constance without comment. Constance looked as if she might shoot him anyway for a moment, then she ducked back into the tent. 

    There was a clacking noise and a rattle as the chain and manacle landed on the dirt floor of the tent, then another clacking noise. Constance left the tent carrying the chain and said, "They had her chained to a big tree root." Holding up a manacle, she added, "I think this would look better on you, Jim," and tossed it at his feet. "Here. Put it on." As Donald started to kneel to reach the manacle, Cade realized that he was about to try something. Constance wiped her rust-covered left hand on her skirt, then switched the rifle to that hand so she could wipe that one. Donald threw the chain and manacles at Cade and lunged at her rifle. Cade ducked as he raised his left arm to keep the chain away from his face and fired at Donald with the revolver in his right hand. 

    A spot on Donald's left leg blossomed red as the bullet ploughed through his thigh and out the other side. A split-second later, Constance's rifle fired a foot from Donald's face and blew much of it away as the back of his head exploded. 

    Donald collapsed to the dirt as Constance ended up on her butt with her legs in the air. She quickly flattened herself out and rolled to keep the rifle aimed at Donald, then realized there was no further danger. Cade holstered his .44 and extended his right hand to help her up. Constance shook her head as if to clear it and took his hand, then pulled herself up. 

    "Well, damn," she said, taking a deep breath and eyeing Donald's body, 

"Now what?" 

    Looking around, Cade said, "We'll leave the tents where they are and add these two bodies to the wagon with the others. I'll drive this wagon to the house, then go into town tomorrow and bring back the sheriff." 

    "I thought you wanted to dump them in the river." 

    "That was before there was a wagon load of other peoples' stuff and a witness." 

    The girl in the tent said, "I know the last two places they robbed. My house was one of them." 

    Cade shrugged. "Well, that would be a good start." He went to hitch up the horses, put the two bodies on the wagon and tied Esther to the back of it, then handed the girl into the wagon as Constance held the baby. 

    Handing the baby up to the girl, Constance said, "I'll drive the wagon," and tied her horse to the back of it. 

    Untying Esther, Cade led her to the front of the wagon and handed Constance aboard, then mounted up and led the way into and through the foliage tunnel. 

    On the road back to the house, Constance asked, "Cade, would you mind too terribly going into town tonight? I'd really rather not have a wagon load of dead bodies behind my house all night." 

    Grinning, Cade replied, "Oh, I guess I wouldn't mind all that much. Not

'too terribly', anyway." 

    Rolling her eyes, she sighed, "Oh, thank you, sir." 
Chapter Nineteen

    Marigold saw them coming and came out of the house as Constance stopped the wagon behind the house. Leaving the ladies to their own devices, he took Esther to a stall and set her up with feed and water, then unsaddled her and chose one of the other horses as his ride into town. 

    The horse had a Union Army brand; likely war surplus, like so many other commodities. The brand on the other horse told him it had been in the Confederate Army. 

    Cade heard a mewling noise and searched for it. When he opened the tack room door, the orange cat that had been ready to run out of the room froze and backed away. 

    "It's okay, Doodlebug," said Cade, backing to one side of the door, "Come on out." 

    Damian saw the cat and whuffled, then whuffled again. The cat darted past Cade on a bee-line to Damian's stall and ducked under the gate, where it turned to watch Cade as Damian appeared to inspect the cat for damage. Using the coffee can in the bag, Cade scooped some feed for Damian and patted him, then closed the tack room door and led his ride to town out of the barn. 

    After he finished transferring the two new bodies to the other wagon, Marigold told him to wash up for dinner, which surprised Cade somewhat. 

    "Dinner?" 

    "Mo' sammiches is all, but y'all gotta eat 'fo you go." 

    "Good idea. How's James?" 

    She grinned. "He woke up, then he went back t' sleep." Hm. Might be good, might not, but if he had a concussion or worse, there wasn't much to do about it. Cade washed and followed her into the house. He ate two sandwiches as the ladies fussed over the girl and her baby and drank some cold water from the pump when he left the house. 

    "Cade," Constance said from the kitchen doorway. 

    "Yes'm," he said, raising a hand, "Here. Present. Yo." 

    "Were you going to leave without kissing me goodbye?" 

    "You looked busy, milady." 

    As he walked over to kiss her, she said, "I've been doing some thinking since lunch." 

    Kissing her, Cade said, "That's nice. About what?" 

    "The house. The land. I'll tell you when you get back. Bring Reverend Phillips back with you if it doesn't occur to the sheriff to bring him." Laughing, Cade asked, "You think he'll come out to this den of sinful heathens?" 

    Thumbing at the wagon some distance from the house, she replied, "There are bodies to bury. Coffins to make. He'll come." 

    Kissing her again, then standing back to salute her, Cade said, "Yes, ma'am, ma'am! One sheriff and one preacher, coming right up! Any other orders, ma'am?" 

    She laughed, "No, Sergeant. Just hurry back, please." 

    "Yes, milady. As you command, milady." 

    Cade mounted up and rode out with a wave. Not quite two hours of daylight left. Neither the sheriff nor the preacher would be happy about being dragged miles out of town at night. Oh, well. 

    He stopped at the stream near sundown to let his horse drink, munch some grass, and rest for a few minutes, then mounted up again and finished the trip, reaching Wilbury about half an hour after sundown. The sheriff wasn't in his office, so Cade knocked on the restaurant's door, but nobody answered. At the nearby saloon, he was told that the sheriff lived just north of town and was asked why he needed the sheriff. Cade thanked the bartender without explaining his reason for looking for the sheriff, rode north, and found the sheriff's home just where the bartender had said it would be. 

    There were two wagons out front and a rather hefty woman stood on the porch who said the sheriff's wife was in labor before she went inside to get him. 

    The sheriff closed the door behind him when he came out, then gestured for Cade to take a chair next to his rocker and said, "I'm Sheriff Dan Heller and I already know who you are, Mr. Cade. What can I do for you this evening?" After Cade had fully described the situation, Sheriff Heller sat back in his rocking chair and said, "Well, damn, Mr. Cade, it seems to me that you and Mrs. Gentry have things pretty well in hand. Those bodies aren't going anywhere and my wife's in the middle of having a baby tonight, so if you don't mind, I'd really rather handle this matter tomorrow morning." 

    "That would be fine with me, Sheriff, but Mrs. Gentry specifically asked me to ask you to take that wagon load of bodies out of her back courtyard tonight." 

    "So why didn't you drive the wagon into town?" 

    "I thought you'd probably want to see everything just as it happened, as much as that's possible." 

    Heller shrugged. "I will, but nothing'll change much by morning. If it'll make her feel better, you could put that wagon out by the road." 

    "Maybe Reverend Phillips could collect them tonight? He'll eventually have to deal with them, anyway." 

    Shrugging again, Heller said, "If he wants to, fine. You said you haven't touched anything in the other wagon, right?" 

    "Right. Just brought it to the house and put it out back." 

    "Leave it where it is, then. We'll do a witnessed inventory before I bring it into town. You said there were two tents in the woods. Is there anything else out there?" 

    "Not that I know of." 

    Heller stood up and said, "Let me get a horse and I'll go with you to see the Reverend." 

    Cade waited as Heller went inside to tell the midwife. He heard the back door close, and a few minutes later Heller came riding around the side of the house on a horse with no saddle. 

    They rode to the church and Cade explained the situation. When Phillips seemed reluctant, Cade held up a twenty-dollar bill and said, "This is yours if you'll come out tonight." 

    With a sigh, Phillips reached for the twenty and nodded. "Yeah. Okay. Let me prepare the children and saddle up." 

    Fifteen minutes later he and Cade were on their way to the farm as Heller rode back to his house. Phillips said nothing all the way to the stream, where Cade again stopped to let his horse drink and nibble some grass. Phillips asked, "Is this stop really necessary?" Stepping well away from the stream, Cade peed heartily on a tree and chuckled, "Oh, yeah. Sure was." 

    Once they were moving again, Phillips asked, "Mr. Cade, I'm about to collect seven dead men and women that you say you personally killed. Can you tell me why the sheriff didn't think such an occurrence was momentous enough to deserve his immediate attention?" 

    Giving Phillips a sidelong glance, Cade said, "You know why he wanted to be on hand at home. What's more important; a pile of dead people or his brand new baby?" 

    "I was referring to the manner in which they came to be dead. To be frank, Mr. Cade, I'm wondering why you aren't in jail at this very moment." Cade sighed, "Why the hell does it matter to you, Phillips? Other than the fact you don't like me much, that is. You get the coffin business and twenty extra bucks for hauling the bodies tonight. If you have any doubts, talk to the ladies. One's a fifteen-year-old white girl who says she was taken from her home and made their camp slave. We found her chained to a tree root in a tent. She had a black eye and bruises all over. She said they killed her mother and it seems likely that some of her family's stuff is on the other wagon." 

    "Oh, Lord! What are you going to do with her?" 

    "Me? Nothing. That's up to Constance and the girl. And there's a baby to consider. The girl was breastfeeding it, so I assumed it's hers." He heard Phillips softly mutter, "My God!" and there was silence between them for a time before Phillips said, "I knew you were trouble the minute I saw you, Mr. Cade." 

    "Yeah, well, I knew you were a parsimonious, hypocritical ass after your performances at the farm and the store. Stick to making coffins and herding orphans, preacher. Leave personal evaluations to those qualified to make them." 

    Phillips almost yelled, "Did you or did you not kill seven people today?" Cade replied, "Were they or were they not shooting at me?" 

    "You said so, of course, but that's something only you'd know for certain, isn't it?" 

    "And Constance. And Marigold." 

    "Both household members. How very convenient." 

    "Huh. Say that to Constance tonight. I want to watch her throw your ass off the property again. Preacher, you have some standing in the community, if only because you wear your collar backward. That's why I'm going to warn you one time never to call me a liar again. Don't even infer it or question my honesty --in public or private --unless you have absolute proof that would stand up in court." 

    "In court? Is that a threat to sue me?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Well, hell, Phillips; what else did you think it might be? 

If I just beat the holy shit out of you, I'd be written up as the nasty man who hurt the poor little preacher. If I take you to court, you'll have to explain your every word and justify your reasoning." Laughing, Cade added, "Or your lack of it. You just plain damned don't like me, Phillips, but don't ever let that dislike make a liar out of you." 

    A frantic rustling in the grass some twenty feet or so ahead caused Cade to stop his horse and snap, "Phillips, hold it!" just before a rabbit burst out of the grass on the west side of the road in a full-speed run right at Cade and Phillips. 

    The rabbit didn't make it six feet from the grass before something with a six-foot wingspan swooped down and latched onto it. That something then launched itself back into the air maybe ten feet in front of the horses. Both horses reared back, which didn't help because it made them seem taller and made the huge owl abort its attempt to climb back into the air. The owl landed in the road and spread its wings fully as it stood stiffly guarding its kill. 

    Phillips was pitched backward off his horse and landed on his back. Cade had dealt with panicked horses before; he leaned forward past the saddle horn and hung on until his horse's front hooves were again on the ground. Seeing Phillips slide off his horse, Cade grabbed for his reins and snagged one. Phillips' horse dropped back to all fours as Cade's did, then it tried to pull away and pivoted toward the owl. The bird took that as an aggressive act and flapped its wings, one of which hit Phillips' horse's legs, and the horse went completely crazy, screaming, bucking, and kicking. Cade's horse was prancing on the edge of bucking. He yanked the reins to the left and she headed that direction willingly and quickly. Phillips' horse balked, but followed before his rein could be yanked out of Cade's hand. Fifty feet from the road, Cade managed to get both horses stopped and turned his around. Phillips still sat in the middle of the road transfixed by the big-assed bird, who apparently still considered him a threat and continued to stiffly shake its huge wings at him. 

    "Phillips!" yelled Cade, "Quit screwing around with that damned bird! Get up and come get your horse!" 

    "But...but, if I stand up, it'll attack me!" 

    "He'll prob'ly attack if you don't move, damn it! He thinks you want his rabbit! Back away!" 

    Once Phillips had scooted backward maybe six feet, the owl apparently decided it had won the encounter and --without letting go of the rabbit -hoppingly turned itself into the night breeze and flapped upward into the sky. Cade led the horses back to the road as Phillips staringly watched the bird blend with the darkness. Feeling his horse's breath on his hair and neck made Phillips yelp and sidle away, then jump to his feet with shaky knees. 

    "Are you through birdwatching, Phillips?" Looking at Cade, Phillips asked, "What was that?!" Handing him the rein to his horse, Cade said, "An owl. Kinda big, wasn't it?" 

    Gathering the loose rein and tossing it over the horse's neck, Phillips yelped, "Are you joking?! It was huge!" 

    "Nah. It was about average. We used to see 'em all the time on night watch. They'd sort of fall out of the sky and grab something, then flap like hell to get off the ground with it." 

    Phillips heaved himself back aboard his horse as Cade said, "They used to scare the holy crap out of city boys who'd never seen anything bigger than a pigeon. Somebody managed to shoot one once. As big as they look, that one only weighed maybe two pounds." 

    As they got moving again, Phillips asked, "That's all?" 

    "Yup. Hollow bones. And they taste like chickens." 

    "You ate one of those things?" 

    "We were usually at the far end of the supply line. Anything that couldn't talk might've ended up in the pot." He shrugged. "Except cats. I like cats, so we didn't eat 'em in my unit." 

    "Cats? Are you serious?" 

    "Yeah. What's so odd about liking cats? We had lots of 'em around the farm and we were damned glad to have them, especially when one of 'em would parade through the barn with a big-assed rat carcass." 

    Phillips said, "No, I meant... Men ate them?" Cade snorted a chuckle. "Try going three days without food sometime. You'll be ready to bite into a raw rattlesnake. After four days you'll eat pine bark and grass just to put something in your stomach. Late in the war, there was talk of some rebels eating their dead, but it was never proven. Prob'ly a good thing. Everybody has enough bad memories." Several moments passed before Phillips said, "You must have seen a lot of...ah... tribulation... Mr. Cade." 

    "That's one word for it." 

    "Yet you never found your way to faith?" 

    With a sharp glance at Phillips, Cade said, "'Faith?' I had 'faith' in myself and my men. What you mean is religion. No, I didn't and I don't intend to. I've seen what religion can do to people and what it can make them do to each other." 

    Rather stiffly, Phillips said, "In my case, it caused me to care for orphans, among other things." 

    "Uh, huh. Asking if I've seen wartime tribulation told me you haven't. You're from somewhere in New York, if I read your accent right. You've obviously had a reasonable amount of schooling, and your manners --when you aren't berating me --are those of upper society." 

    Phillips began to make a reply, but Cade held up a hand. 

    "I don't care if you avoided the war. I don't care how, either. My point is, Phillips, that you were born into a well-to-do family and raised to be a gentleman. For whatever reason, you couldn't remain in New York and pursue that sort of life. Now you're down here in rural Virginia, passing yourself off as a preacher and turning pine boards into coffins to scrape money together now and then. I find that more than a little odd." Letting Phillips pull ahead slightly as Cade finished his speculations, he rested a hand on his revolver and waited to see how Phillips would react. For a few moments, Phillips continued riding in silence, then he turned to look at Cade and said, "I'm not a deserter." 

    Meeting his gaze, Cade replied, "I told you; I wouldn't care if you were." Sounding somewhat irritated, Phillips asked, "Then what was all that about?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Just letting you know that you didn't ring quite right to me. How long have you been in Wilbury?" 

    "A little over three years." Phillips sighed and said, "Here's the simple version: I wanted to apply for conscientious objector status. My father wouldn't hear of it. I filed the papers anyway. He disowned me, both privately and publicly, and threw me out of the house with nothing but the clothes on my back and ninety-one dollars in my pocket." 

    "Most people I've met in the last few years would consider that a pretty good start. You can buy three or four horses with ninety bucks." With a snide laugh, Phillips said, "I had it for less than two hours. When I tried to find the office address of an antiwar newsletter, the man who'd given me directions to a burned-out building darted out of an alley and hit me with something. When I woke up, my money and my watch were gone." Sighing, he said, "I was a naive fool and I freely admit it. But he couldn't get my class ring off my finger before two men came along and chased him away. They were with the antiwar group I'd been looking for and their office was in the next building. I sold the ring and split the money with the group in exchange for room and board for a month, but my luck was determined to be bad. Two days later, the office was raided and destroyed and I was again on the streets." 

    Phillips stopped his horse and Cade maintained his distance as he also stopped. 

    "Mr. Cade, I went to a school that required a religious studies class every semester. I graduated twenty-seventh in my class of three hundred. I may not have studied at a seminary, but I'm fairly well versed. When I arrived here, I learned that the previous pastor had died. It seemed a perfect opportunity to do something truly helpful during the war." Cade shrugged. "Prob'ly was, at that. At least you didn't go to a religious school and learn nothing else. Do you think you can lighten up on Constance and me? Just leave us alone and say nothing more about us if you can't get along with us?" 

    Cocking his head with a quizzical look, Phillips said, "For all that, you haven't figured out why I reacted so poorly to your arrival, have you?" 

    "Either you have a thing for Constance or you thought I was here to find you. Maybe both. Does that about cover it?" 

    Phillips studied Cade in silence for a moment, then faced forward without comment. Cade let him take the lead a length or so ahead until they neared the farm. 

    Leading Phillips around the house, Cade pointed at the wagon he'd be driving back to town and said, "That one." 

    As Phillips went to see his cargo, Cade went into the house and poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the stove. 

    Constance came into the kitchen, kissed Cade, poured herself a cup of coffee, and watched Phillips hesitantly inspect his wagon load as she said, "I don't see Sheriff Heller." 

    "His wife's having a baby tonight. He said he'd be out tomorrow. It took a twenty-dollar donation to get Phillips to make the trip. You work fast, ma'am. I saw the cloth over the broken window." 

    Looking at Cade, she asked, "It's old drapery material that'll do until I can order some glass. Did Sheriff Heller believe you when you told him what happened?" 

    "Yeah, I think so." 

    With a disbelieving head shake and a chuckle, she turned back to the window to watch Phillips and asked, "Should we turn in the money we found on them?" 

    "I wouldn't. It was only eight hundred bucks. Let's just say they placed a bet and lost." 

    She glanced at him. "Okay. What about their weapons?" He shrugged. "I have two revolvers and our rifles are better than theirs. Both their revolvers were .36's. I prefer .44's. I'd just make sure none of your stuff is on that wagon and let Heller take care of the rest." 

    "Already done," she said, "Marigold and I found a number of things of mine in a bag near the tailgate." 

    "When they pull the inventory by daylight, you'll probably see a few more things. You realize that most of that stuff isn't likely to find its way back home, don't you?" 

    Nodding, Constance said, "Yes, but I know Sheriff Heller. He'll at least try to find out where it came from. The girl --she said she's Ariadne Stokes

--may be able to help him." 

    "Ariadne. Does she know who she's named after?" Chuckling, Constance gave Cade a rather fisheye glance and asked, "Do you?" 

    "Her brother was the Minotaur. Are you impressed yet?" With a soft laugh, she replied, "Oh, very. So you aren't just a simple soldier, after all?" 

    "Guess not. Sure would be nice to see the Amphitheater in Rome someday, wouldn't it? After we make your visit to London, of course." As Phillips headed toward the house, she laughed, "Your ploy is so transparent, sir." 

    He shrugged. "I know, but you look as if you might be worth all the trouble of hauling you around Europe." 

    "What about the western territories here?" 

    "They'll still be here when we get back. Might even be able to take a train to get out there by then, y'know?" 

    Phillips reached the back steps. Cade waved at him to come inside. As he did so, Cade said, "Coffee's on. Grab a cup." Glancing past them at the pot, Phillips replied, "Thanks, I think I will." Once he'd poured a cup, he sipped it and looked at Constance and Cade for a long moment before speaking. 

    "I was wondering what your plans might be for the girl." Constance said, "Her name is Ariadne Stokes and I don't have any plans for her. I expect Sheriff Heller will arrange to have her taken home." Nodding, Phillips replied, "Of course," as he sipped again, then said, 

"Mr. Cade said she had a baby. May I meet her?" Marigold, who was coming down the hall from the living room, said, "Ah jus' got her washed up an' tucked inta bed." 

    Looking at Constance, she added, "James is awake. He wanna talk to you when you got a minute." 

    Cade went to the pot and poured a coffee for Marigold, handed it to her, and refilled his cup. Marigold raised an eyebrow at the gesture and took the cup. 

    Phillips also raised an eyebrow at the gesture, then apparently chose to ignore the social faux pas that Cade had made by tacitly inviting her to drink with them. 

    Constance glanced around the little group, then said, "I think I'll go up now. Mr. Phillips, in case I don't see you again before you leave, I'll say goodnight now. Enjoy your coffee." 

    As she turned and headed for the staircase, it seemed unlikely to Cade that Phillips would see her again before he left. A tiny grin on Marigold's face told him she thought so, too. 

    Seeming a bit adrift, Phillips managed, "Oh, uh, yes, well, goodnight, then, Mrs. Gentry." Turning to Cade, he said, "It is getting late and tomorrow will be here early, as usual. I'll finish this coffee and start back." Cade asked, "Will you come back with Heller tomorrow?" 

    "Probably not. I'll have a lot of work to do." He almost added, "Thanks to you," but didn't. He finished his coffee and handed the cup to Marigold, then said, "Goodnight," and went back out to the wagon. As Phillips guided the wagon around the house toward the lane, Marigold said, "He may be a Reverend an' all, but..." she left the rest of her thought unsaid, giving a little head shake and sipping her coffee. Chuckling, Cade said, "He may yet work out. He's only been in the God business a few years, y'know. Still a trainee." 

    Marigold snickered as she echoed, "A trainee, huh?" then she put the cups down and checked the level of coffee in the pot before she went back to the living room. 

    Cade took a lamp out to the loot wagon and checked to see that the bags were tied well and that boxes and barrels were secure against raccoons and such, then he went into the barn to see if there was something to throw over the wagon. 

    There was nothing big enough. He visited with Esther for a few minutes, then went into Damian's stall to check the horse's wound. It looked clean enough, but Cade brought some pump water and used a clean rag to rinse the wound. 

    Damian flinched hard, but didn't otherwise react too poorly to Cade's attentions. After retying the cover's tail strap, Cade had a look at Damian's teeth and found the cut that had been bleeding. The bridle's bit had gashed Damian's gums, but it wouldn't interfere with his chewing. He patted Damian and spoke reassuringly to him, then left the stall and gave Esther another few minutes before heading back to the house, where he found Marigold trying to scrub the blood off the wood floor of the hallway. 

    "Good work," he said, "But don't kill yourself scrubbing. It's damned hard to get blood out of wood." 

    She shook her head. "Ah know, suh. Sumpin' lahk this happens an' y'gotta redo th' wood." 

    Continuing upstairs, Cade overheard Constance telling James, "As I said, there was nothing you could have done, James. Don't worry about it." 

    "Miss Constance, if I'd had a gun..." 

    Cade stepped into the room instead of passing by and said to James, "If you'd had a gun they'd have killed you." 

    James looked at Cade for a moment, then seemed to steel himself and said, 

"They couldn't kill you." 

    "I've had training and experience. You'd have been shooting out a window and one of their rifles would have taken your head off from a hundred yards. I know it's hard to admit, but sometimes there's just not a damned thing you can do. We're glad you're still alive, James. Sometimes that's all you come away with, so just be happy you made it through the day." Cade's answer obviously didn't satisfy James. He sighed somewhat painfully and lay back with a hand to his head injury. Cade pulled the chair away from the small desk in the room and sat down. 

    "James," he said, "I'll see if Sheriff Heller will let us keep one of the rifles and one of the revolvers. If he will, I'll show you how to load them and use them." 

    As an eager expression formed on James' face, Constance asked, "Didn't you just tell him they'd have killed him, Cade?" 

    He met her rather cool gaze and replied, "They'd have killed him anyway. Or made him a camp slave until they were tired of him. A little training can make a big difference, especially when it's the last thing the attackers expect to encounter." 

    Looking at James, he said, "Chances are that even with a little training you'd only have been able to take a few down with you, James. Experience is what takes up the slack and makes you duck before you realize why you're doing it." 

    Eyeing the splints on James' left arm, Cade said, "It'll be a while before we start. You'll need both hands to load." 

    Glancing at Constance as if to see how she felt about Cade's offer, James asked, "Do you think the sheriff will let us keep those guns?" 

    "If he doesn't, I'll buy you one, but I'd rather start you out with one of those guns. They now have a history that will keep your reason for owning one shining bright." 

    James felt his swollen face and said wryly, "I think all I'll need is a look in the mirror, Mr. Cade." 

    Pretending to study his face, Cade shook his head and chuckled, "Nah. You'll have maybe two pissy little scars. Not nearly good enough. You need a keepsake with some impact." 

    Laughing made James wince, but he continued grinning as the corner of his mouth cracked and began to bleed slightly. Cade held up the hand mirror they'd found by the wagon and James used the rag on the night table to dab the blood. 

    "See?" asked Cade, "Scars like those won't even get you a cheap girlfriend. No way in hell they're gonna scare anyone. Oh, by the way, there's a new hat waiting for when your head heals up enough to wear one again." He stood up and headed for the door with, "See you later. I'm gonna get another coffee before it's gone." 

    Cade was halfway to his room when he heard James chuckle and Constance laugh softly and say, "No, I think he's probably right about that." 

Chapter Twenty

    Sheriff Heller arrived at the Gentry farm around midmorning with a dark-haired boy of about sixteen. Cade led them around back to the loot wagon, where Heller swung down from his horse as the kid hopped off his horse and stood ready with a notebook. 

    Constance, Marigold, and James came down the back steps to join them beside the wagon. Ariadne chose to wait inside the kitchen with her baby. 

    "This is Tom Everett," said Heller, thumbing at the kid, "He'll be taking notes for me. I'll talk with everyone separately, starting with..." he glanced at his own notebook and finished, "The man named who was beaten." Looking at James' face and splints, he said, "I'm guessing that might be you." Tom asked, "Why him first, Sheriff? Why not the girl Mr. Cade mentioned?" 

    "Save procedural questions for the ride back, son. We're the only ones here being paid for our time. After James, we'll talk to Marigold, then to Mrs. Gentry, then to Mr. Cade. We'll get Miss Stokes' story on the way back to town." 

    The kid noddingly replied, "Yes, sir." 

    Constance raised a hand and said, "I'd prefer that you talk to her here first and see how she responds or wait until you get to town and have at least one woman on hand. She's been through quite a lot and much of it could be considered embarrassing at the very least." 

    Heller looked at Constance and asked, "Would that mean she's already... taken you into her confidence... about certain sensitive matters?" Nodding, Constance said, "Yes, she has." 

    "Then we'll talk to her first. If she needs a break, we can talk to someone else while you calm her. I'd like to get as much detailed information as possible, Mrs. Gentry. I'd also like her to show me what's hers aboard the wagon while you're available. Things can evoke strong memories." 

    "That's what I told James," said Cade. "I'd like to keep one of the revolvers and one of the rifles, Sheriff Heller." Nodding at James, he added, 

"For training purposes. Had I not been here, the only gunslinger in the house would have been Constance, and all she has is her Winchester." Heller chuckled, "Gunslinger?" and looked at Constance to ask, "You're a

'gunslinger', ma'am?" 

    Giving Cade a roll of her eyes, Constance replied, "Hardly one of Mr. Cade's... uhm... 'caliber', of course, but I can usually hit what I can see, Sheriff Heller." 

    "Good for you, ma'am." He glanced around and pointed at a fist-sized pale rock perhaps sixty feet away toward the river. "Shoot that rock, please." Somewhat mystified, Constance blurted, "What?" 

    "That rock. Shoot it, please." 

    She raised the rifle and fired as soon as the rock entered her sights. The rock shattered and she lowered her rifle as she looked at Sheriff Heller. 

    "May I ask why you wanted me to shoot that rock?" 

    "To verify what Mr. Cade told me last night about your window shot, ma'am. You were quick and accurate and I'm now confident that he was in no way exaggerating your skill with that rifle. May we all go inside, now?" Thumbing at the barn, Cade said, "Since I'm last on your list, I'll get a few things done in the barn." 

    Constance asked, "Need any help?" 

    "Doubt it. I'm going to install a small swinging panel in the tack room door for Doodlebug." 

    Giving him a fisheye look, Marigold asked, "For Doodlebug?" 

    "Yup. That door keeps cats and horses out of the feed, but it doesn't seem to work real well against mice and rats. I'll just cut one of the slats about six inches up and hang it on a couple of nails so it'll swing." Constance grinned. "You really think she'll use it?" Nodding, Cade replied, "Yup," and headed for the barn. Glancing around, Constance chuckled, "I'll have to see that. Doodlebug wouldn't use a new food dish for two weeks," then she followed Cade to the barn. 

    As she watched Cade remove a slat from the door and cut a chunk from the end of it, she asked, "Why a swinging panel? Why not just leave the piece missing?" 

    "Other animals might come into the barn. Didn't you tell me you had dogs?" Shrugging, Constance said, "Well, we used to have two, but one died and one went missing a couple of weeks ago." 

    Cutting an extra half-inch off the chunk, Cade asked, "Was he friendly?" 

    "She. No. Well, not really. Belle was her name. She'd let people she knew pet her. Sometimes." 

    "Did she know the people we shot?" 

    "Yes. They'd visited before a few times." Cade stopped nailing the slat back on the door and asked, "Do you want to continue to speculate along these lines?" 

    Shaking her head, Constance replied, "No. I think not." Anchoring a nail on each top corner of the chunk of board he'd removed, Cade checked the fit against the other boards of the door and used fence staples to form hanging loops on the back of the door, then set the panel in place. 

    When he tapped it, the panel swung back and forth freely and Cade said, 

"That ought to do it. Now all we need is a willing volunteer. Where's Doodlebug?" 

    Glancing around, Constance spotted the cat watching them from the corner post of Damian's stall and asked, "Where else?" 

    "Can you handle her? Catch her and hold her?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Bring her over to the door, then. We'll put her in the tack room and wiggle something on this side of the panel. When it moves, she'll get the idea." 

    And so it went. Doodlebug went stiff in Constance's arms as she passed Cade, then seemed rather confused when Constance put her down inside the tack room. 

    Cade sent the tip of a buggy whip past the crack under the door a few times, then dragged it slowly past. A little furry arm shot out and pinned it, which made the panel swing out and back. The arm retracted as if stung and Cade used the end of the buggy whip to make the panel swing a little harder. After a few moments of this, he again dragged the whip tip past the panel and the cat couldn't resist grabbing for it. When the panel moved, her arm didn't pull back; instead, her other arm shot out and tried to drag the whip tip under the door. Cade worked it slowly out of her grasp and away a couple of inches and the cat's motions to recapture it had her head and shoulders outside the door. 

    She looked around and Cade said, "Hi, there. Got the idea?" The cat tried to retreat, but the edge of the panel stopped her. When she struggled, more of her oozed out of the tack room. She rolled on her back and attacked the panel for a moment, then scooted out from under it and watched it swing back into place. 

    Cade slipped the buggy whip through a crack and let the tip dangle near the feed bags inside the tack room. Doodlebug heard the soft rasp of leather on burlap and saw the motion under the door. 

    She nosed the panel and felt it give. Cade jinked the whip again and Doodlebug froze, then eased under the panel and crept toward the whip. When only her butt and tail had yet to pass under the panel, Cade gave the whip a final twitch and Doodlebug charged at it, pinning the tip against a feed bag. To reinforce her new knowledge, Cade moved the whip from the inside to the outside and back a few more times, then hung the whip on the wall and looked at Constance. 

    Except for giggling and laughing at Doodlebug's efforts to catch the whip, Constance had said nothing during the chases through the panel. Now she laughed again as Doodlebug watched Cade put the whip away. 

    "She's wondering why you stopped playing with her." 

    "Yup. I'll play with her some more later. Thought you might want to work on Damian's butt while we're out here." 

    Constance went for clean water and a rag as Cade lifted the burlap and looked at the wound. It was more like a burn than a gash. Couldn't stitch it shut. Couldn't really rig anything better than the burlap to keep flies out of it. 

    After she'd cleaned the wound and he'd let the burlap fall back into place, they went to wash up and go into the house, where they found Heller talking with Marigold. 

    Standing as Constance entered the room, Heller said, "Good timing, ma'am. We were just finishing up." 

    Through the front window, Cade saw a couple of rabbits in the front courtyard and excused himself to step outside. He used his sling and went to get the rabbits, then headed back to the house with them. At the windows on each side of the door were white and dark faces. Everybody in the front room had come to the windows to watch him use his sling. 

    Tom Everett's eyes were big as Cade entered the house and gave the rabbits to Marigold. He asked to see Cade's sling and Cade handed it to him. He studied it with a level of amazement as Heller said, "You're pretty good with that thing, Mr. Cade." 

    "Had lots of practice." 

    "Ever used it on men?" 

    "Nope. Too chancy. I used it a few times to make men look the wrong way, though. Sent hefty stones to the far side of an artillery position once. While they were all looking that way and wondering what was knocking over their stacked rifles, we got close enough to use these." He touched the butt of his revolver and Heller's eyes followed his hand, then Heller asked, "I've been meaning to ask you about that. My deputy said you wore it 'funny' and that you tie your holster onto your belt with straps. Now I can see what he meant. Mind telling me what you did in the war?" Watching for Heller's reaction, Cade said, "I ran a striker unit. Sixteen men, eight revolvers each." 

    Heller's eyes seemed to harden briefly, then he took a breath and rather grimly said, "I see." 

    His hand still on the butt of his revolver, Cade said, "We did as we were told, just like everyone else. The war's over." 

    Standing still and meeting Cade's gaze, Heller replied, "Yes, Mr. Cade, the war is over. But the memories aren't. I was a line officer. We met a dozen Union strikers on our fourth day in the field. I lost half a company of men in less than an hour." 

    "The Union lost a lot of men learning about strikers, Sheriff. The South invented them, after all; we just copied them." 

    After a moment, Heller grunted, "Hm. Indeed," and turned to Constance to say, "Mrs. Gentry, we may resume now." 

    He was about to sit at the table when he turned and said, "Mr. Cade. While I may have some hard feelings about your... military occupation... I'm thankful you were here for Mrs. Gentry yesterday." Cade nodded and Heller sat down. Leaving them to discuss matters, Cade went to the kitchen to see if there was any coffee on the stove. Some moments passed as Cade sipped coffee and Marigold stole glances at him while she worked on the rabbits, then she softly said, "Th' war ain't over for mos' people, y'know." 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "I know." 

    "Be a long time yet." 

    "Yup. A lifetime, more'n likely. Maybe longer. But it's over for me. I won't even talk about it if I'm not asked." 

    "Miss Constance been wonderin' where y' got all that money, Mr. Cade." 

    "That's something else I won't talk about." He grinned and added, "Not

'till we're married, anyway." 

    With a much bigger grin, Marigold dropped her voice and yelped, "Ooooo! I declare...! She say she'd marry you, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Not yet, and I haven't asked her to yet." 

    "But you gonna?" 

    "Yeah, I think so. Sooner or later. I'll see whether she'll travel with me first." 

    "An' if'n she won't?" 

    "Don't know yet." 

    Suddenly earnest, Marigold whispered, "You don' wanna let her go by, Mr. Cade. Ah seen what's goin' on between ya. She ain't gonna do no better. You ain't, neither. You two's made fo' each other." 

    As if thinking she might have overstepped some boundary of expression, Marigold dropped her gaze and concentrated on her efforts with the rabbits as she muttered, "Sorry, Mr. Cade. Ah been speakin' mah mind with Miss Constance fo' a long time now. Done got to be a habit, Ah guess." Cade shrugged. "You didn't say anything I haven't said to myself a few times. Constance is special. I just want to see how well we'll get along when the 'new' wears off." 

    Marigold snickered, then chuckled, "Yeah, it always do wear off soona'later. Mr. Cade, Ah don' care what no rebel sheriff says. Y'all done damn good yesterday. We'd a'been jus' as dead as these here rabbits..." 

    "Excuse me," Sheriff Heller said from the hallway, "But the 'rebel sheriff' would like to speak with Mr. Cade now." 

    Her eyes as big as saucers, Marigold busied herself rather frenetically with preparing the rabbits. Cade had been leaning on the counter. He levered himself off the counter and headed for the hallway, patting Marigold's shoulder as he passed. 

    Taking Constance's place at the dining room table, Cade answered a few specific questions after telling of the events of the previous day. Referring to Tom's notes a few times, Heller seemed generally satisfied with his answers, but then he watched Cade's eyes closely as he asked, "Mr. Cade, had you ever met any of those people prior to shooting them?" Shaking his head, Cade replied, "None of them looked familiar. Until that woman yelled 'Billee', I didn't know any of their names." Constance snapped, "Just what are you implying, Sheriff? That Mr. Cade had anything to do with what happened?" 

    Cade turned to her and asked, "How long were they camped out there? When did I show up? Was it a coincidence that they decided to raid the house while we were in town? Did they have someone watching and waiting for a signal? And last, but likely not least; did I simply decide to get rid of them and be a hero to the beautiful blonde lady of the manor?" 

    Turning back to Heller, Cade asked, "Did I leave anything out, Sheriff?" His gaze still studious, Heller replied, "Oh, maybe a few little things, but those questions covered things well enough. Care to answer any of them?" Shrugging, Cade said, "It's all conjecture. No evidence for or against. They shot at me and I shot back. Beyond that, my original reason for being here ended when I found Captain Niven and shipped him home. In case you're wondering, I have witnesses. Two people watched me dig him up and James helped me with the coffin." 

    "Who watched you dig him up?" 

    "The two kids that live here." 

    Constance asked in a somewhat startled tone, "You knew they were watching you?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "Yup. Never saw them, but I heard them and saw their tracks around Niven's grave." 

    Heller said, "Would someone please fetch those kids?" James nodded, opened the front door, and let forth a piercing whistle. A few moments later, both boys came into the house and James steered them toward the table. 

    They looked rather nervous, but Heller said, "It's all right, boys, I just want you to tell me what you saw Mr. Cade do in the woods the other day." One of the boys mumbled something and James said, "Speak up. We can't hear you." 

    The kid steeled himself and said, "We seen Mr. Cade dig up a dade man." With a snort, James laughed, "A 'dade' man, huh? You mean dead, don't you?" 

    The kid nodded vigorously. "Yessuh. They weren't nuthin' but bones and rags in that hole, suh. Mr. Cade, he done put all them bones in a feed bag an' 

brung 'em back here an' hung 'em on th' barn wall an' then James, he showed Mr. Cade them ol' Army coffins an' they done put them bones in one an' then Mr. Cade, Miss Constance, and Miss Marigold done took 'em to town in th' 

wagon." 

    Sucking in a deep breath after his long speech, the kid stood waiting nervously for someone to say something. 

    Sheriff Heller looked at the kid for some moments, then looked at the other kid, who stood tall and declared, "Thass raht, suh. Lahk he said an' 

all." 

    Nodding, Heller clapped a hand on each boy's shoulder for a moment and said, "Good enough, then. Thanks, boys. I think that about clears everything up." Getting to his feet, he asked Tom, "Did you get all that? It went by kind of fast." 

    Grinning, Tom nodded. "Sure did, Sheriff." Marigold came bustling out of the kitchen with a platter that contained meat, bread, and butter. She set the platter on the table and said, "Y'all don' wanna leave fo' you eat somethin'. Y'done missed lunch with all them questions." 

    Constance said, "Marigold, they still have to look through the things in the wagon." 

    "Oh. Well, it wouldn't hurt 'em none to eat somethin' first." Heller laughingly agreed heartily, "No, it certainly won't. Thank you very much, Marigold." 

    Cade had expected a little table chat about the events of the day before and possibly even some obliquely incisive questions, but Heller seemed to have completely wrapped up his investigation. Nonetheless, Cade remained alert for possible twists and turns of conversation. 

    After their late lunch, the entire group adjourned to the loot wagon and stood watching as Heller spread the contents of various bags and other containers on the ground. 

    Only one of the bags contained things belonging to Constance. She identified her silverware and a few other items and Marigold took them into the house as another bag was opened and spread on the ground. Tom Everett listed each item as identified by Heller or consensus of opinion --the uses of some of the odds and ends were debatable --and eventually everything had been logged and repacked, with certain items claimed by Ariadne. 

    Heller selected the most worn rifle and revolvers and tossed them on the wagon, then handed Cade the best Sharps rifle and Colt revolver of the bunch. Cade thanked him and aimed the revolver toward the river, where a wagon wheel had trundled over a tree root and kicked up a fist-sized wad of mud about ten paces away. 

    Fanning the hammer, Cade made the wad of mud disappear in three quick shots and just under a full second, then he checked to make sure all chambers were empty. 

    As Cade handed the revolver to James, Tom whispered, "Day-um!" and Heller looked at Cade as if wondering whether the demonstration had been for his benefit. 

    Constance didn't bother wondering; she asked, "Care to tell us why you just annihilated an innocent blob of mud?" 

    Thumbing at James, Cade said, "He has to learn to load this gun. Now he won't be risking his fingers with someone else's capped loads in it." 

    "No other reason?" 

    With a shrug, Cade pretended to study the sky and opined, "Well, I might have been showing off just a little for the lovely lady in the audience, but I'd never admit to anything so vain, of course." 

    She snickered, "Oh, no, of course not. Not you." After making their goodbyes, Heller and Tom left; Heller on his horse and Tom driving the wagon with Ariadne and her baby on the seat beside him and his horse tied to the tailgate. 

    Before she'd boarded the wagon, Ariadne had turned to face Constance and Cade and simply looked at them for a couple of moments before she choked out, 

"Thank you." 

    Without waiting for their replies and without another word, she'd handed her baby up to Tom and climbed aboard. Taking her baby back from Tom, she didn't again so much as glance at anyone but the baby. 

    Tom and Heller had obviously thought her behavior a little odd, but Heller just shook his head in one of those 'oh, well' motions and thumbed to Tom to get the wagon moving. 

    Except for Ariadne's parting words, the only other time she'd directly addressed Cade had been to implore him to kill the man at the campsite. Constance said, "She was three months pregnant when they took her." When Cade handed the Sharps rifle to James and made no reply, she said, 

"She heard them talking about whether or not to keep her after they'd robbed my house. One of them had wanted to shoot her and dump her and the baby in the river. One wanted to get rid of the baby and keep her." 

    "Not surprising," said Cade. He looked directly at Constance and said, 

"She's gone, milady. I don't really need to know anything else about her." Stiffening slightly, Constance said, "I just thought you might like to know why she acted so strangely." 

    "Thanks, but I can guess." Pointing at the rifle in James' left hand, Cade said, "You'll have a helluva time trying to load a Sharps rifle one-handed. For that matter, loading a revolver one-handed can be damned difficult." Wincing as he pulled the hinged ramrod away from the revolver's barrel with his right hand, James replied, "My arm won't be broken forever. I'll find a way in the meantime." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "You may be able to ram revolver loads one-handed if you can brace the gun on something." 

    Constance stopped at the water pump as Cade held the house's back door open for James and closed it behind him. When Cade turned to join Constance at the pump, she gave him a very skeptical look as she crossed her arms and leaned against the nearby tree. 

    "What?" asked Cade. 

    "Just 'showing off for the lovely lady', huh?" Cade shrugged. "You know how it is, ma'am. Put a pretty woman in the crowd and men just naturally show off." 

    She laughed shortly and said, "The wagon's gone, the sheriff's gone, and there's not a damned thing we absolutely have to do. Let's take the afternoon off, Cade." 
Chapter Twenty-one

    During July, the railroad sent a man to re-survey and evaluate the Gentry property. He arrived with a wagon load of equipment and an assistant, stayed a week in one of the farm's outbuildings, and left without venturing an estimated value of the property. He said he only measured things and that he had no idea what to suggest as a dollar value. 

    Cade rode to Turleyville and spoke at the bank as if he had an interest in buying some riverside farm property. The price per acre quoted to him was a rather staggering sum, explained by the fact that the railroad had been arranging rights-of-ways at least as far as the North Carolina border. He then rode north of Wilbury and went through the same motions. Again the land prices were outrageously high compared to those between Wilbury and Turleyville. 

    Riding up to the outskirts of Richmond, he looked up pre-railroad and post-railroad land sales in farming communities and discovered that in many cases, the price of an acre had risen from as little as three dollars to as much as sixty dollars in the decade prior to the war. 

    Returning to the Gentry farm, Cade showed Constance his notes and they concocted a plan of sorts to deal with the railroad when it finally came calling. 

    They heard no more from the railroad until October, when Constance received a telegram stating that a man named Angus Crombie would arrive on the afternoon of the fifteenth. 

    The telegram asked that he be accorded all hospitality during his stay, but the request was phrased in a manner that sounded like an order. Crombie arrived on schedule and Constance and Cade met him at the train station. Crombie --the only passenger to step off the train --wore a bowler hat, white spats over highly-shined buttoned half-boots, and a haughty attitude that seemed to radiate disdain in all directions as he waited for his luggage in the station's lobby. 

    With a Scottish accent, he berated one railroad employee's lack of alacrity and another's appearance before he turned his attention to Constance and Cade and looked them both up and down once before he asked, "Do you two work for a Mrs. Gentry?" 

    Lightly squeezing Constance's arm to signal her to let him do the talking, Cade grinned as he replied, "You could say I'm pretty much at her beck and call." 

    His gaze narrowing, Crombie supplied, "Sir." Deliberately misinterpreting, Cade said, "You don't have to call me 'sir'. My name's Cade." 

    Puffing himself up even more, Crombie ominously growled, "Apparently you misunderstood. You're to call me 'sir.'" 

    Cade chuckled and looked at Constance. "What do you think? Will that happen?" 

    She laughingly shook her head. "Doesn't seem likely." Crombie didn't take that well. He stepped forward a pace and snapped, "Do you two... bumpkins... know who I am?! Have you any idea at all?!" 

    "Yeah," said Cade, "You're a stuffed shirt from Scotland who just called Mrs. Gentry a 'bumpkin'." 

    Crombie's eyes switched to Constance so quickly they almost clicked in their sockets. 

    Before he could say a word, Constance said, "You want the use of my property and I want your company's money. Make your best offer." 

    "Ah... well, good lady, I'd rather expected to review... that is, I thought I might have a look at the property..." 

    "Crap," she cut in, "You thought you'd abuse my hospitality for a week or so, try to convince me my land is worth less than it is, and then offer me as little as possible for the use of it." 

    Crombie straightened and met her gaze for a few moments in silence. The train began chugging its way out of the station behind him and his demeanor tightened slightly more. 

    "You do me an injustice, madame. I was under the impression you were merely servants who lacked proper respect for their betters." Tapping Cade's shoulder, Constance said, "Let's go," and turned to head for the door. 

    "Madame," said Crombie, "I must remind you that you signed a letter of intent. Failing to negotiate in good faith could result in rather serious legal ramifications." 

    Turning back, she grinningly replied, "I signed a letter of interest. My lawyer made sure of that. His office is three doors down. Would you like to discuss it with him?" 

    Stepping close to Crombie, Constance said, "I don't like being threatened in any fashion and I've decided I don't like you, Mr. Crombie, but business is business. Make a fair offer right now --right this minute --and we'll talk." Crombie's anger was very visible and almost tangible as he loomed over Constance, but he wasn't stupid enough to touch her. When he took a little too long to answer her, Constance walked to the telegraph desk. 

    "Richard," she said to the clerk, "The telegram that announced Mr. Crombie's arrival... do you still have it?" 

    Rooting through a spindled stack of messages, Richard chose one, held it up, and replied, "Yes, ma'am, I sure do." 

    "Good. Send this to the originating office; 'Crombie is obnoxiously arrogant. Send someone else.' Sign it 'C. Gentry'. How much will that be, please?" 

    "Ten words or less is two bits, ma'am." 

    She fished a quarter out of her skirt pocket and passed it to him. The clerk looked past her at Crombie. Constance moved to block his gaze. In a quiet, commanding tone, she said, "Send it now, Richard. Immediately. I want to watch." 

    Crombie growled, "If you send that telegram, you'll be finished with the company." 

    Cade said, "If he won't send it, I will." With a snide laugh, Crombie snorted, "You?!" Walking to the telegraph office, Cade thumbed at Richard to get up and took his seat, then read the old message's source number and tapped '217. 338. 217. 338.' 

    Almost instantly, the telegraph clacked out, '338. 217. Slow hand. Not Richard. Who?' 

    Ignoring the query, Cade tapped out Constance's message to the railroad office and requested confirmation. 

    Realizing that Cade hadn't been bluffing and that someone had actually answered him, Crombie came storming over to the office window yelling, "How dare you?! Get the hell out of that office! I'll have you arrested!" Someone sent back, '338. 217. Msg received. Repeat, who you? Where Richard?' 

    As Crombie ranted again and ordered Richard to close the office, Cade sent, 'Richard back shortly. Msg paid. 338 bye.' 

    Although office 217 continued to clack out repeated requests for identification, Cade pushed back from the desk and said, "Done, milady." 

    "Uhm... thank you. Where did you learn to do that?" Getting up, Cade replied, "The Army." 

    Grabbing Richard by the front of his shirt, Crombie nearly shrieked, "If you'd locked that office..! You're fired! Fired, do you hear me?!" 

    "That lock wouldn't have stopped me," said Cade. Pointing at Crombie's grasp on Richard's shirt, he said, "That's assault. I'm a witness." 

    "Oh, me, too," Constance chirped brightly, "We'll help you sue him, Richard." 

    "And the company," added Cade. 

    Nodding, Constance happily agreed, "Yes, indeed! And the company. Would you like us to get the sheriff?" 

    Richard looked as if he'd rather simply disappear altogether, but Crombie got the message. He let go of Richard and made a visible and deliberate effort to calm himself as he turned to face Cade and Constance. 

    "So it's become a shakedown? I cooperate or go to jail?" Constance laughed, "Weren't you paying attention? You were dismissed. You'll return to the office with empty hands and I'll wait for the next railroad emissary." 

    Assuming a rather condescending air, Crombie said, "If I were you, Mrs. Gentry, I wouldn't be too quick to assume there will be a next 'emissary'." She shrugged. "Fine. I'll lease to farmers. The railroad's attempts at acquisition of access should be very interesting, since I'll carve the land widthwise along the river, ostensibly so that each lessee will have reasonable access to the water for irrigation and shipping. You'll have to buy your way clear from about thirty farmers and get the bank's management to approve each clearance, and before any of that happens, land values will have skyrocketed due to the railroad's interest." 

    Crombie growled, "We could bypass this region altogether, you know." 

    "Bypass nine well-established towns along an existing river shipping route? All of which are local hubs of commerce, agriculture, or industry?" Constance laughed, "Oh, I'd love to be there if you make that suggestion, Mr. Crombie. They'd boot you so hard you wouldn't need a boat to get back to Scotland. You'd skip across the Atlantic like a flat stone on calm water." For several long moments, Crombie, Constance, and Cade simply stood staring at each other in silence, then Crombie rather stiffly said, "My office originated the telegram that announced my arrival. Your telegram will never be seen by anyone other than my personal assistant." 

    Cade shrugged. "If she wants to talk to someone about it, we'll go to Richmond. We might even take a train." 

    Constance chuckled. Crombie glowered. 

    "Mr. Crombie," said Constance, "Are you truly a man of any consequence?" She named a figure and added, "That would be for an outright sale of the land, of course." 

    Looking shocked, Crombie blurted, "But that's... that's twelve times what the property is worth!" 

    She nodded. "As farmland at today's values, yes. But not by its value as railroad land. My offer has changed, Mr. Crombie. I don't want to have to deal with you or the railroad again. I just don't think I'd enjoy dealing with the kind of people who'd hire you or work for you. So... the lease offer is hereby rescinded. If you want to put tracks through my land, you'll have to buy my whole farm. If you're willing to do that, we'll do business. If not, we'll be on our way." 

    "You've lost your mind, woman!" 

    "Let's not pretend, Mr. Crombie. The railroad has quietly bought or leased about three hundred miles of land along the river north of Wilbury and south of Turleyville. The shortest possible route around my property on this side of the river would cause a ninety-six-mile detour and force you to run tracks a third of the way up a mountainside." 

    As Constance had spoken to Crombie, Cade had spoken to Richard. He quietly, firmly asked Richard to close the telegraph office and bring Constance's lawyer to the train station. 

    Richard nodded and left, slipping out the front door as Crombie's attention was on Constance. When the door closed, Crombie glanced around and realized Richard had gone. 

    "Now," said Cade, "While we have a few moments of privacy, there's another point I'd like to mention, Crombie. The Martin family held out for a better price for several months before Mr. Martin was robbed and killed on his way back from Turleyville. Mrs. Martin --once as adamant as her husband about their price --suddenly accepted far less and left Durrin county with her four children." 

    Constance said, "I'm glad you brought that up, Mr. Cade. Mr. Crombie, if I die while that land is in my possession, it will be apportioned equally among three rabidly anti-railroad political groups headquartered in Washington, D.C." 

    She named the groups, then said, "And if you won't meet my price today, I'll telegraph two Richmond real estate offices. They'll immediately place a wide section of my land on the market and I'll begin leasing the rest." For a time, Crombie simply gazed at her speculatively, then he ventured, 

"So... This was all arranged well in advance of my arrival. You never truly intended to discuss the matter." 

    Shrugging, Constance replied, "We're discussing it now, aren't we?" Crombie switched his gaze to Cade. "What was your part in all this, Mr. Cade?" 

    Cade shrugged. "I'm just her devoted minion, of course. 'Step'nfetchit Cade', that's me." In a confidential tone, he added, "Sometimes she lets me drive the wagon if I get all my work done on time." Constance gave him a brief fisheye glance and Crombie burst out laughing. 

    "Madame," said Crombie, "Would you accept stock in the company as partial payment?" 

    She nodded. "I would." 

    When Richard returned, Constance's lawyer --John Vetter --presented Crombie with several prepared documents that needed only a dollar amount to be filled in. 

    The stock offer caused them to visit the lawyer's office for a bit more paperwork, then they adjourned to the restaurant across the street. After a meal and a few drinks at the saloon, Crombie took a room at the hotel and Constance and Cade mounted up to set forth for her farm about an hour before sundown. 

    Constance seemed lost in thought for nearly half the first hour of their journey. Cade stayed near her, but didn't ask what was on her mind or otherwise intrude on her thoughts. 

    Hitching her coat a bit and buttoning the top button against the chilling evening, she asked, "Was that too easy, Cade?" 

    "Nope. You surrounded him with cannon before you demanded his surrender, and he's the kind who can appreciate a good ambush. Whether it's his or not." 

    "Should I have taken the stock?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Your lawyer sure seemed happy about it." 

    "Yes, he did, but what do you think?" 

    He looked at her and said, "I think you did fine, Constance. Nobody's come up with anything better than trains for moving people and freight and the railroads will be expanding until they've reached every big city and piddly little town on the continent. You're rich now and you'll only get richer." After a few paces, she said, "Some of that money should be yours, Cade. If not for you, they'd have come knocking some months from now and I'd have taken whatever they offered." 

    He grinned. "Oh, I dunno 'bout that, ma'am. You're pretty smart, y'know. You'd have probably driven them up a bit." 

    "Not that much, and you know it." 

    "Well, if you say so, milady. I still think you'd have..." She laughed, "Oh, shut up, Cade. Which would you want; half the money or half the stocks?" 

    Giving her a startled expression, he echoed, "Half?" Nodding firmly, she stated, "Yes. Half." 

    Shrugging, he replied, "The stocks, then, but it doesn't really matter. I can buy stocks with the money." 

    "You'd actually do that? Buy stocks?" 

    "Yup. Did you think I was bullshitting you, Connie? Until someone invents something better, the railroads are going to rule the transportation industry." 

    She was silent again for a time, then she said, "I'm worried about Marigold and James. And the boys. Until we'd cooked up this plan, they'd have been able to stay on at the farm." 

    "Only for however long the railroad chose to let them. There was no way to write that into a believable contract. Christmas is coming and the old Ames farm has been up for sale since July. Make them a present of it." 

    "I don't know. It has a house, but the barn burned down." 

    "No problem, Miz Rich Lady. You buy the farm and I'll buy a barn and a few horses." 

    Several paces later, Constance chuckled, "How the hell do you gift wrap a farm, Cade?" 

    "Put a handmade deed in a fancy box. After Christmas, you take them to town and record the real deed with plenty of witnesses, because Negroes owning land is still something of a novelty around here. And get them married in an official ceremony, with papers and all." 

    Constance's head snapped around. "What?" 

    "They've only jumped a broom, Connie. That's not legally binding in Virginia anymore. Hasn't been since 1858, I think. They could probably make a case for common-law marriage, but why leave the door open to trouble? If he died, Marigold would have to be able to prove she owned his estate just to get a seed loan. Let's try to get 'em legal before Christmas." 

    "What do we say? 'Get married and we'll buy you a farm'?" He shrugged. "Sure. Sounds good to me." 

    They stopped at the creek to let the horses graze and rest for a few minutes and discussed things some more as the last glimmers of sunshine faded and twilight began to darken. 

    The light of a half-moon just starting to ascend in the sky faintly illuminated the countryside as they set forth again. Some twenty minutes along, Esther's ears began to switch back and forth and she seemed to become more nervous with every step. 

    When Cade called a halt, Constance asked him why they were stopping. Cade got off Esther and lifted her front hoof as if to check it as he scanned the grassy plain ahead of them. 

    One of the big owls swooped down near the road some distance ahead, but suddenly the owl veered sideways and aborted the attack. For long moments, nothing moved as far as Cade could see toward the south. Could be the owl had thought to try to take something else's dinner and realized the error of its ways when the 'something else' objected. But that meant something in the high grass near the road was big enough to scare off one of those big-assed owls. There was a trail that led along the riverbank. It was a bit more than a hundred yards away and led through a grove of trees, but Cade decided there was enough light to avoid getting knocked off their horses if they didn't hurry. 

    Climbing back aboard Esther, he whispered, "There's something near the road up ahead. Might be human or animal. Let's take the river trail for a while." 

    Esther seemed greatly relieved when they were some distance from the road, but she kept turning her head to keep the suspect area of road in sight. Maybe two hundred yards after they entered the trees, the wind shifted a bit and Cade faintly smelled coffee. From their left, the direction of the road, he heard an equally faint 'tick' of metal on metal and a cough. It wasn't the stifled cough of someone trying to remain hidden and it was followed by the hawking noises of someone clearing his throat and snorting. Cade dismounted and motioned Constance to do the same, then handed her the reins, drew his revolver, and stalked quietly ahead to intercept the approaching man. 

    As the man came within twenty feet or so, Cade stepped behind a tree and said, "Hello," and watched the man instantly drop what he was carrying as he fell flat. 

    A revolver hammer cocked and the man hissed, "What the hell are you doin', sneakin' up on a man like that?! Who the hell are you?! Where the hell are you?!" 

    Cade said, "A better question would be; why were you hunkered in the grass by the road? Were you thinking about trying to ambush us?" 

    "What?! Hell, no! I was checking my trap! Look in that bag over there! I got me a rabbit is all!" 

    "Show me. Holster the gun and bring the bag over here." 

    "You ain't gonna get all spooky and shoot, right?" With a chuckle, Cade asked, "Do I sound spooky?" 

    "Yer hidin' behind a damned tree, ain'tcha?" 

    "That's called 'caution'. C'mon. On your feet and show me what's in the bag so we can all relax." 

    There was a brief pause, then the man said, "Well gaw-damn! I think I know you, mister!" 

    As the man stood up and holstered his revolver, Cade replied, "Yeah? 

What's your name, then?" 

    "Jim Parker. Of Clewiston, just outside Harrisburg. I think we were in the same unit right here on this river a few years ago. Would you be Sergeant Ed Cade?" 

    "Step forward, Parker. Let me get a look at you." The man stepped two paces forward and Cade let him hear his revolver's hammer lower gently as he stepped away from the tree. 

    "Be damned," said Cade, "What are you doing here, Parker? I thought you took your discharge in Atlanta." 

    "I did. The job didn't work out, though." Pointing at the bag on the ground, Parker said, "I've been huntin' rabbits tonight, Sarge. Got me a camp over that way." He pointed toward the river. "Been on the road for about two weeks. I'm finally on my way back to Clewiston." 

    Parker stooped to pick up the bag and held it open as he said, "They got some damn big rabbits around here." 

    Cade glanced in the bag and nodded. "Yup. Sorry about the reception, but I'm escorting a lady home. Just a minute." 

    Without taking his eyes completely off Parker, he called, "Mrs. Gentry! 

Bring the horses up, please!" 

    Turning to Parker, he said, "Someone you may remember, Parker. The lady who owns this property." 

    Shaking his head, Parker said, "Never met her, Sarge. Hope she don't mind me takin' a rabbit." 

    When Constance appeared, Cade took the horses' reins and said, "The boogeyman in the grass was Mr. Parker, checking a rabbit trap. He used to be in my unit and he's on his way back to Pennsylvania. We can get underway again and maybe still get you home before it gets too cold and late." Parker tapped his hat brim with a finger and said, "Good evenin', ma'am." 

    "Good evening," said Constance, "I heard what you said. Don't worry about the rabbit. I seem to have plenty of them." 

    Grinning, Parker nodded. "Yes'm, you certainly do. They're all over this place." 

    "Do you have everything you need out here, Mr. Parker?" He nodded and touched his hat again. "Yes'm, I sure do. Thanks for asking, though." 

    From a short distance to the west, a horse whuffled and Parker chuckled, 

"That's Becky. Had her for nearly a year now. She gets upset if I'm gone too long." 

    Cade asked, "How are you fixed for money, Parker?" Parker stood straight and replied, "I got a little, Sarge." 

    "Good," Cade said, then he looked in the bag again and said, "Yup. Some damned big rabbits around here. It was good to see you again, Parker. Have a safe trip. That's an order." 

    Giving him a sloppy salute, Parker nodded. "Will do, Sarge." As they rode away toward the road, Constance whispered, "I saw you drop that bill in his rabbit bag." 

    "Did he see me do it?" 

    "I don't think so. How much was it?" 

    "A twenty. Enough for a few nights indoors and some warm meals along the way if he doesn't drink it." 

    "You think he's a drinker?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Don't know. Don't have to care." 

    "Then why'd you give him that money?" 

    "Old times' sake. Once upon a time, he was a striker too." 
Chapter Twenty-two

    On a bright, clear Sunday afternoon in late October, James and Marigold were married on the front steps of Wilbury's tiny church in full view of nearly two hundred people who'd come to town for the harvest festival. The timing of the wedding was no coincidence; Cade had suggested as many witnesses as possible and Constance had taken the idea to heart. She'd offered Phillips the remaining coffins in her outbuilding, twenty beds the Army had left behind, and a preacher's fee of twenty dollars in exchange for a very public wedding ceremony. 

    After helping Marigold cook the night before, Constance had driven one wagon and Marigold had driven the other in order to get everything to town in one trip. 

    Only one visitor had anything negative to say about the wedding. With a leg of Marigold's chicken in one hand and a beer in the other, Tim Hunt laughingly commented aloud that 'marryin' nigras together was about the same as marryin' yer huntin' hounds'. 

    The barrel of Sheriff Heller's revolver slammed into the side of Tim's head and he and Cade each took one of Tim's arms to drag him to the jail. Tim wasn't under arrest; he was simply going to be allowed to sleep off his transgression in a cell. 

    At least one other known loudmouth --a friend of Tim's --saw what had happened and wisely chose not to voice his own opinions concerning the wedding. 

    Constance also used the occasion to present James and Marigold with the deed to their new farm as both a wedding present and an early Christmas present. She did this inside the church in front of a much smaller audience and later let it slip that at least half the farm was payment in lieu of earnings. 

    A couple of people asked for clarification and Constance said, "James once risked his life for me and he and Marigold have been with me for years. Now I'm making sure they have something of their own before I leave." That, of course, sparked a whole new round of questions, since it was the first anyone had heard that she was leaving town. Ellen Morgan yelped that she'd thought Constance would simply buy another farm in the area. Shaking her head, Constance said, "Maybe later. Mr. Cade and I are going away for a while. When we return, we may come back here and settle down, but not before he's shown me his own farm." 

    Young Bill Fern almost shouted, "Are you gonna marry him, Constance?" She grinned at the teenager and said, "Maybe later for that, too, Bill. Why? Were you planning to wait for me?" 

    "Well, I'd like to, y'know," he said, "But Mary Jo wouldn't like it. She's decided she's my girlfriend, and you know how stubborn she can be about some things." 

    Across the room at the serving line, Mary Jo stared daggers at him for a moment, then sighingly rolled her eyes and went back to work. All in all, it was a good day for everyone but Tim Hunter. Just before Cade handed Constance up and into the buckboard, she let it be known that her household auction would happen during the first week of March because she'd be turning the house over to the railroad by the beginning of April. Listening to responses from the crowd as he mounted Esther, Cade got the impression that the auction would be pretty well attended. After a round of goodbyes six miles from town, Cade and Constance watched James and Marigold head east on the trail that led to what had been the old Ames farm and become the Jefferson farm. 

    "Funny," said Cade, "Until we all sat down to make out that deed, I never knew his last name was Jefferson." 

    Constance's sharp snort of laughter made him affect a confused expression and ask, "What? The subject just never came up, y'know?" Laughing again, Constance kicked her horse into motion and said, 

"Sometimes it moderately amazes me that you even know my last name, Cade. I'm not saying you're inconsiderate or shallow, you understand. I'm just saying that you don't always delve very deeply concerning other people." Looking enlightened, he responded, "Ah, I see. Oh, well, as long as I'm not being inconsiderate. Have I told you lately how very beautiful you are, ma'am?" 

    Grinning, Constance replied, "Why, yes, you have, sir. Sometime around noon, when I brought food to the jail. I thought you were just being overly thankful for being fed." 

    "Overly thankful? Now who's being shallow, lady? Couldn't you feel my sincerity?" 

    "Ha. What I felt was your hand roaming my leg when I put the plate down. I'm just glad Heller didn't see you do it." 

    "Oh, yeah, me too. He'd have been jealous as hell." She snickered, "I'm sure." After a few paces, Constance asked, "Cade, have you noticed how easily things seem to have come together?" 

    "Easily?" 

    "Yes. 'Easily'. I've been paid for the property. James and Marigold have a roof over their heads. We don't have to be out until April, which means we can be on a boat to London almost as soon as the northern sea lanes open to passenger traffic." 

    "Hm. Wouldn't hurt my feelings any if we waited until June to tackle the northern sea lanes. Last year an iceberg made it as far south as New York in May." 

    "Oh, I read about that! It was just a little one, Cade, and they kept a close eye on it until it was gone." 

    Cade snorted, "Yeah. Right. How many didn't they see? I don't think you realize how truly vast the ocean is, Connie. Have you ever seen it?" 

    "No. Have you?" 

    "I've stood on a beach, ma'am. I've seen salt water stretching away seemingly to infinity in front of me and to both sides, bordered only by a narrow strip of sand." 

    Constance gave him a slightly wide-eyed look and nearly whispered, "Oooo. I'd love to see that." 

    "Think so, huh? How do you think you'd feel if you were standing on the deck of a ship, watching that narrow strip of sand drift away from you?" 

    "Um," she managed before her envisionment of the scene stopped her. After a moment, she said softly, "I... I don't know, Cade. Giddy. Excited, certainly. Possibly even more than a little frightened, I think. I guess I won't really know that until it happens." 

    Looking at him, she asked, "How did you feel when you stood on that beach?" 

    Cade thought a moment, then replied, "Small, Constance. I felt very small. The beach was well over two hundred paces wide, yet to the north and south it dwindled to nothing, and beyond it lay only water. So much water. The waves were over a yard tall just before they crashed on the beach." He shrugged hard to shake off a shudder. "We'd just come away from several months of fighting our way through deep forests. I was used to hearing every little sound, even in the daytime; used to being aware of every little thing around me. On that beach there seemed to be nothing to see but the water and nothing to hear but the wind and the crashing of the waves. They seemed to completely mask everything else. It was unnerving as hell, but altogether fascinating." 

    Constance said softly, "Maybe I should be asking how you'll feel when that boat moves away from the shore." 

    "Thousands of people travel the oceans every year, milady. I think I'll probably survive as well as anyone else." Shrugging again, he added, "Besides, they haven't built a bridge to London yet and it might be quite a while before they do." 

    Some moments passed before Constance said, "I've had some tutoring and my table manners are beyond local reproach, but I won't delude myself. If we find ourselves in the company of real gentility, I'll be... Well, I just wonder if we're really up to that sort of thing." 

    Cade gave her words some thought, then replied, "Well, milady, it seems likely to me that foreign society folk would expect Americans to be a little rough-hewn. Remember Crombie, and how he called us 'bumpkins'? I imagine we'll get some of that at times, mostly from people who fancy themselves superior to everyone else." 

    He looked at her and said, "Most of the people we'll meet will be just like people here, busy making a living and glad for anything that breaks the monotony. They'll never have traveled far except while in uniform and they'll be as interested in us as we are in foreigners who come to America. We'll be novelties everywhere we go if we don't stay in one place long enough for our novelty to wear thin. Some will stare us and others will treat us like royalty." 

    Grinning, he added, "I think we should spend most of our time with the ones who treat us like royalty, of course." 

    Chuckling, Constance agreed, "Oh, of course. You really think it'll be like that, Cade?" 

    He laughed, "Sure it will. Society folk over there will be every bit as snooty as they are here, ma'am. They'll just be snooty with funny accents." She chuckled again and they chatted about their travel possibilities all the way to the farm, but Cade heard a trace of what seemed to be reluctance in her voice and her words. 

    As he put the horses and wagon in the barn, Doodlebug came out of the tack room through the swinging panel, loudly either greeting him or berating him for being gone so long. 

    Hopping onto the buckboard, the orange cat perched on the seat as Cade backed the wagon into the barn and set a bit of board in front of the back wheel. 

    He ruffled the cat's chin and stroked him as he said, "Poor little kitty, right? Left all alone for hours and hours?" 

    "Yahhh!" yelled Doodlebug. 

    Cade chuckled, "Awww. Too bad, so sad. Sometime between now and April, we're gonna haul your little furry butt over to the Jefferson place. Hope you don't decide to try to come back here." 

    Doodlebug turned around so Cade could ruffle the other side of his face and yelled again as he sat down. Cade felt a presence outside the barn and let his hand fall to his revolver as he continued to pet Doodlebug. The door's latch bar lifted and Constance asked, "Cade, why didn't you light the lamp? It's dark in here." 

    Continuing to ruffle Doodlebug's chin, Cade said, "Not that dark. There's plenty of moonlight for putting horses away." 

    Constance peered at the floor ahead of her and took careful steps as she approached the wagon saying, "For you, maybe. I can barely see where I'm going. Hello, Doodlebug." 

    Doodlebug enthusiastically yelled, "Yahhh!" and stood up, eager to receive more attention from a second source. 

    Chuckling, Constance reached to pet the cat and Cade said, "If you'll take over here, milady, I'll feed the horses." 

    She said, "No problem. I think I know what to do," as Cade went into the tack room. 

    He filled each horse's feed bag and unsaddled Esther, then put the feed bucket back in the tack room and spent a few minutes brushing the horses before Constance spoke softly. 

    "It'll be different over there, Cade." 

    Cade chuckled, "Well, I should hope so." 

    "No, I mean... so very, very different." 

    "Nah. There'll be trees, rocks, horses, wagons, and people. Restaurants, shops, and even railroads. Other than English in one place, French in another, and German elsewhere, how will it be 'so very, very different', ma'am?" He glanced at her as he finished speaking and Constance gave him a wry roll of her eyes and a sigh. 

    "You just don't understand, Cade." 

    Shrugging, he continued brushing as he chuckled, "Oh, yes, milady. I mean, no, milady. I mean, well... apparently not, milady." 

    "Don't tease me, please. You know what I mean." 

    "Nope. Sure don't. All I know is that some of 'em won't speak English, so we'll need interpreters sometimes." 

    Her tone turned slightly sharp as she asked, "It's all so simple for you, isn't it?" 

    Cade gave Esther a pat and said, "Yup. Sure is. Go there, see that. Have a good time of it. What's bothering you, Connie? It's kind of late to be developing a case of cold feet." 

    Constance spent a few moments intently attending Doodlebug, then she sighed, "What if I did, Cade? What if I realized I'd rather make a home here instead of going to Europe?" 

    Turning to face him, she added, "I mean a real home. A home of my very own, not something... Well, a home of my own, that's all." Shaking her head with a sour expression, she said firmly, "No. Not just my home. Our home, Cade." 

    "It would really only be your home, Constance. You know that. I'm not ready to put down roots yet." He studied her for a short time, then ventured, 

"The last time you left one place for another, the circumstances were less than happy. Would that have anything to do with what you're feeling now?" 

    "No, I really don't think so. Cade, what if something... happened to you... while we were in Europe?" 

    Cade shrugged and walked over to the wagon to help her pet Doodlebug as he said, "Something could just as easily happen to me here. If it does, you should probably have someone bury me, no matter where we are. Are you worried about being stranded over there?" 

    "Well... yes." 

    Chuckling, Cade said, "Try to remember that you're rich now, ma'am. There'll be someone right at your elbow all the time, if only to try to tickle some of your money loose." 

    Letting her hand drop from Doodlebug, Constance softly snorted, "Damn it," and strode across the barn to Damian's stall. Doodlebug yelled about the loss of one of his attendees. 

    In a comforting tone, Cade said, "Aww. It's okay, Doodlebug. She wasn't swearing at you. She just thinks I'm being a little dense tonight." Without looking away from patting Damian, Constance asked, "Well? Aren't you?" 

    "I don't think so, Connie. Have you ever been any farther than Turleyville?" 

    For long moments, Constance was silent, then she shook her head slightly and spoke softly. "No." 

    She continued stroking Damian for a moment, then turned to face Cade. 

    "No," she said flatly, "I haven't." 

    "Is that what all this is really about?" 

    "I... I think so. Yes." Taking a deep breath, she said, "Cade, everything I've known all of my adult life is about to disappear. The land, the house, even Damian." 

    "And Doodlebug," supplied Cade. "Don't forget your poor little kitty, ma'am." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "I'd really rather you didn't tease me." Shrugging, Cade said, "Tell me something, Connie; which would you rather have... brains or money?" 

    "What?" 

    He snapped, "Brains or money, damn it. Pick one." Startled by his tone, Constance shrugged and said, "Uh... brains, I guess. If you have brains, you can make money. What's your point, Cade?" 

    "You had brains before you had money, didn't you?" 

    "Ah... well, I'd like to think so, of course." 

    "It seemed that way to me, too. Do you still have 'em?" 

    "Would you just get to the point, dammit?!" 

    "No," He chuckled, "What's the first thing we'd do in London? We'd get off the boat and then what?" 

    She considered a moment and said, "Find a way to our hotel. I'm sure they have carriages for hire." 

    Laughing shortly, Cade nodded. "Yeah, seems likely. Once we're checked in, then what?" 

    "What do you mean, 'then what'?" 

    Carefully enunciating, Cade replied, "'Then'. 'What'. Two little words, ma'am. There's always a 'then what', usually as in 'then what will we do?', but preferably spoken without any hint of terror whenever possible." Constance stepped out of Damian's stall, closed the gate, and then came to stand in front of Cade, her face a mask of irritation bordering anger. Cade said quietly, "You're the lady who risked getting shot as a spy to take a bag of medicine past enemy lines to Turleyville. Who risked her life again to return. Who stood up to a Union sergeant who'd taken over a steamboat and who made Crombie cough up big money for a whole new arrangement less than ten minutes after he met you. Lady, I'm having a real hard time believing that the idea of traveling the world in relative luxury can scare you." Through gritted teeth, Constance growled, "Well, suppose it does, whether you can believe it or not? To use your own words, then what?" Shrugging, Cade replied, "Okay, suppose it does. You've already sold the farm and you'll have to leave in April." 

    "I can buy another farm. The Miller place is for sale. Are you saying you wouldn't consider staying here with me?" 

    Meeting her steady gaze, Cade sighed, "I'm going to see some of this world, Constance. I'd like to see it with you." 

    In a flat tone, she stated, "But you'll see it with or without me." Standing a bit straighter, she said, "I'll need some time to think about things, Cade. I'd appreciate it if you'd use the room across the hall tonight." 

    "Are you saying you can't think when I'm in the room, ma'am?" He leaned to whisper in her ear, "Am I that distracting, milady? I do try, you know." Stepping back a pace, Constance gave him a small, rather artificial smile and said, "I've become... far too used to your attentions, Cade. I think I need some time to myself; time to think about what I really want." Cade continued petting Doodlebug as he replied, "How long do you think you'll need to figure things out?" 

    "That would be hard to say." Constance reached past him to stroke Doodlebug a few times, then withdrew and said, "I'll leave you to finish what you were doing." 

    Constance abruptly turned and headed for the door. 

    Watching her go, he quietly took a big whiff of the air where she'd been so close before him and said to Doodlebug, "I may be taking you to your new home very soon, kitty." 

    Having been directly addressed, Doodlebug happily yelled a reply and moved to rub his chin on Cade's hand. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    After securing the horses for the night, Cade pumped a bucket of water to take into the house and up to the bathroom. He filled the pot atop the wood stove, then went to Constance's room to get his gear. 

    Lifting his saddlebags out of her closet, he slung them on his shoulder and reached for his rifle, then for his extra boots. Slinging his other shirts and pants over his other arm, he turned to head for his own room and saw Constance standing at the bedroom doorway. 

    When she didn't move for several seconds, Cade asked, "Have you changed your mind about me using the other room?" 

    Meeting his gaze, she shook her head slightly, said, "No," and stepped aside for him. 

    Cade proceeded past her, dumped his gear on his new bed, and entered the bathroom with a change of clothes. After pouring warm water from the pot into a washbasin, he shaved and bathed as his rinse water warmed in the pot. As he left the bathroom, Constance came down the hall in her usual rather sheer night dress. She stopped a few feet away from him and asked if he'd left any water. 

    Light from two lamps in the hallway behind her --one on the wall and one on a table --silhouetted her figure through the night dress. Cade didn't bother to conceal his study of her outline as he said, "Over half a bucket. If you need more, just holler." 

    She nodded and said, "Thanks," then proceeded through the bathroom door. Her heady scent reached Cade as he turned to leave and he smiled. Fresh perfume before bathing? Hm. 

    Once upon a time --about half an hour before --he'd have taken a moment to savor the scent of her. Now he simply headed for the kitchen, assembled a small pot of coffee, and sat at the table to think as the coffee brewed. He was angry with Constance; angry that she'd pull such a shallow stunt and angry that she thought he was the type to be led around by his dick. With a sighing head shake, he mentally amended, 'Or maybe she just wanted to find out for sure.' 

    Well, find out she would. Extensive travel had been one of Cade's dreams since he'd first read about far away places. He'd survived the goddamned war and now he had money and he was damned well going to see those far away places. 

    A door opened and closed upstairs and he heard the board in front of Constance's door creak faintly. Some moments later it creaked again and then he heard the stair creak, so he got up and retrieved a second coffee cup on general principles. 

    When Constance appeared in the kitchen doorway, he held up the cup and invited her to have some coffee. 

    "At this hour?" 

    He set the cup down. "It's only seven or so and I like coffee. Care to sit down and tell me what you expect to accomplish by cutting me off?" Giving him a roll of her eyes, Constance said, "I'm not cutting you off, Cade. I just want to give myself some time to... evaluate... our relationship. To see whether our goals are truly the same." 

    Regarding her silently for a moment, Cade replied, "You are cutting me off and I don't see how it will help you evaluate anything concerning travel. It just feels as if you're saying, 'I'll decide what we'll do or you won't sleep in my bed.' Show me where I'm wrong." 

    Constance rolled her eyes again and huffed an exasperated sigh. "You just don't understand, Cade. I don't want to be one of those women who blindly follows some man because..." she seemed to be groping for a word and appeared to give up that quest as she sighingly finished, "Oh, hell... simply because he's a good lay." 

    Hm. Maybe he was supposed to be flattered, but all he felt was irritation. If that's all she got out of being with him, to hell with it. And if she'd immutably decided they weren't even going to have that much, he might as well get started on his trip to Europe. 

    Maybe something in his eyes or his quiet demeanor tipped Constance to his thoughts. Her eyes widened a bit, then narrowed quickly. 

    "You're thinking of leaving soon, aren't you?" He shrugged. "Why not? If I'm just a good lay and you won't even let me fulfill that role, I'm out of a job. If you've decided not to go to Europe, I might as well hit the road." 

    "It's the middle of winter, Cade!" 

    Sipping coffee, Cade said, "Not quite. It's only October." 

    "But you won't find a ship to Europe until spring. Where will you go?" 

    "Pennsylvania, first, to let my bank know where I'm going and maybe sell my land there. Then to New York. I can have a look at that town before the ship leaves." 

    Her gaze no less narrow, Constance crossed her arms as she leaned on the door frame. "So you've got it all planned out?" 

    "Weren't you listening all these months?" Setting his cup down, Cade said, 

"Constance, you have the same choice you've always had. You can stay here. If you want. Or you can come with me. If you want. The key words are obviously

'if-you-want'. I really can't think of anything to say that will make matters any clearer." 

    In a soft, steely tone, Constance replied, "Oh, that was quite clear enough, Cade." Levering herself off the door frame, she said, "You know, you're the last person I'd have expected to hand me an ultimatum." With that, she spun on her heel and marched away from the kitchen. Cade watched her until she reached the staircase and disappeared from view without a backward glance. 

    Cade put his feet up on another chair as he considered matters. Where had her 'ultimatum' shit come from? She'd been the one to spring an ultimatum on him with her sudden urge for separate bedrooms. 

    Was all this just a culmination of the day's events and fear of the changes they represented, or had she never really intended to travel with him? 

    In the barn, she'd said, 'I can buy another farm. The Miller place is for sale.' Had she already picked out a new place? Mental shrug. Hard to say. It had been for sale for two months, so she might have simply mentioned it as an example. 

    Whatever. She'd have to maintain the house and property until the railroad officially took it over in April, and getting through the winter could be a big job for one person. 

    Unless she threw him out, he'd stick around and help out until then. If she threw him out, he'd either spend the winter with James and Marigold or head back to Pennsylvania. 

    He sat watching the night deepen outside the windows. A few small animals ran across the back courtyard by the light of the moon. A shooting star streaked briefly and disappeared. Cade thought of all the winter nights he'd spent in tents, bundled against the cold, and shuddered. Cade had stitched blankets together to make a pair of coats for the horses, but while Damian let Constance drape one on him and seemed content to wear it, Esther had repeatedly shaken hers off. 

    He wondered if it might appeal to her a bit more when the dead of winter arrived, but her level of appreciation wouldn't matter. He'd had to treat a few horses for frostbite and he'd strap the cover to her if necessary. A small form made a dash across the open space between the barn and the house and ducked under the water trough as a large shadow passed quickly over the area. As soon as the shadow had passed, Doodlebug hurried up the steps and into the house through the little swinging panel Cade had installed in the back door. 

    Greeting the cat with, "Hi, there! Glad you made it," Cade patted his lap and Doodlebug hopped aboard. He'd thought about shooting the owls that dared to hunt in the courtyard, but it would have been a waste of time. As soon as he'd eliminated one, another would take over its turf. 

    On the other hand, it wouldn't hurt to provide a bit more cover for the cat. Something as simple as an overturned crate would do, and there were several in one of the out buildings. 

    Patting the cat, he fingered Doodlebug's pennyroyal collar and said, 

"Doodlebug, I'm gonna do you a great ol' big favor tomorrow." Standing in his lap, Doodlebug yelled, "Yahhh!" Cade heard quiet footsteps and looked up to see Constance in the kitchen doorway. Was she slightly flushed? 

    She asked, "What kind of favor would that be?" 

    "I'll put some of those old crates in the courtyard between here and the barn; somewhere to hide when the owl comes." 

    "I'd rather you shoot the owls." 

    "It might come to that. It's time to re-dose Doodlebug's bug collar, too. This one's getting weak. I'll make some pennyroyal tea tomorrow and sprinkle some around the tack room." 

    Nodding toward her herb cabinet, Constance said, "I'm nearly out of eucalyptus and mint. I could probably use some more catnip, too. Until you came along, I'd never have thought of trying catnip tea as a bug repellent." Cade chuckled, "Just think... if you didn't have a cat, you'd be able to grow your own catnip in the garden." 

    "How true. Is there any coffee left?" 

    "Yup." 

    She picked up her cup, filled it at the stove, and sat down at the kitchen table as she sighed, "Cade, I really think we need to talk." Rapping his knuckles on the table once, Cade replied, "That's what kitchen tables seem to be for, y'know. Every woman I've ever known has said the words

'we need to talk' at a kitchen table. Must be a female territorial thing." 

    "I'm serious, Cade." 

    He shrugged. "So am I. Every one of 'em thought the kitchen table was some kind of discussion forum." 

    Constance took a deep breath, stared into her coffee, and said, "I can't go with you, Ed." 

    Cade suspended petting Doodlebug as the cat stood up and repositioned itself on his lap. Once Doodlebug had resettled, Cade ruffled the cat's chin and said, "Yeah, I kind of figured that, Connie." Sighing, Constance said, "I'm almost thirty. I need to build a new life. A home. With a man who wants what I want." 

    Drumming his fingers on the table for a moment, Cade gave some thought to his reply, then said, "You're five or six years from thirty and you're gorgeous, ma'am. You'll prob'ly be just as gorgeous when you're forty and still damned good-looking when you're fifty. The last thing you'll have to worry about is finding a man." 

    She digested his answer briefly, then said, "Well, thank you, of course, but that's the kind of answer I'd expect from a friend, not a lover." 

    "I'd like to think I'm both. For now, anyway. Is there some good reason why I can't be your lover until April and your friend forever?" Constance sipped her coffee and eyed him for a time before asking, "Were you thinking of coming back here someday?" 

    He shrugged. "Might. It could happen." 

    Shaking her head, Constance said, "No, I don't think it could. I wouldn't want to have to explain you." 

    "Then you couldn't stay here. Not around Wilbury or Turleyville. Too many people know me or know of me. Sooner or later the subject would come up." Meeting his gaze, she replied, "I know that." When she didn't say anything more for a time, Cade nodded and sipped his coffee, then said, "Winter's here, but it won't be too bad until mid-November. If you're going to tell me to hit the road, do it now so I can get underway before the snow..." 

    Interrupting him with a raised hand, Constance shook her head and said, 

"No. I'm not going to tell you to leave." 

    "Be sure about that," he replied. "I don't want to have to set out a month from now in three feet of snow." 

    She chuckled, "It never gets that deep, Cade." 

    "Not here, but it'll be that deep and deeper on the way to Pennsylvania." 

    "You could take the train." 

    "Nah. Richard said there were three wrecks this month in Virginia alone and he thinks things are only gonna get worse with the weather. Says it happens every year 'cuz when it gets nasty cold people get in a hurry and don't check things as well as they should." 

    "So you'd ride Esther all the way to Pennsylvania?" Shrugging, Cade replied, "Yup. Just listen to yourself, ma'am. You... the lady who had doubts about the train coming through this area at all... Now you sound as if you can't imagine traveling any other way." Constance chuckled, "Now I'm a stockholder, so it's in my best interest to see you buy a ticket." 

    Sipping coffee, Cade replied, "Ah. Of course. Miz Railroad Baroness would rather see me toss caution to the wind and risk my neck --and Esther's --on a train." 

    "You'd take Esther with you?" 

    "Yup. Can't leave her with you and James would have to use her in the fields. Working the land is as hard on animals as it is on people." 

    "You'll have to sell her before you go to Europe." 

    "Yeah, but I'll have time to try to find her a good home." Constance studied him for a moment, then sipped the last of her coffee and stood up. Her motions were quick and terse as she washed the cup at the sink. Cade ruffled Doodlebug's ears and sipped the last of his, then set the cup on the table. 

    "Have you had enough coffee?" asked Constance. 

    "Guess so." 

    "Hand me your cup, then." 

    He did so and she washed it with the same terse motions as she said, "I should have known better than to drink any this late. Now I'll be up for hours." 

    "Hours, huh? Want some company?" 

    She turned and dried her hands as she looked at him. 

    "Yes," said Constance, "I'd like some company." Hanging the towel on the rack, she added, "Until April." 

    "Mind if I hope you'll change your mind about coming to Europe with me?" Shaking her head, Constance said, "Not if you do your hoping quietly." 
Chapter Twenty-four

    The bank manager hadn't been too happy when Cade had used almost all of his deposited money to purchase more stock in the railroad back in February, but Cade had pointed out that the bank's interest for an entire year would be less than a single share of his stock's earnings for one month. Faced with that sort of logic, the bank manager had simply shrugged and sighed and suggested that he might be in the wrong business as he'd counted Cade's withdrawal. 

    Constance, James, and Cade had moved two of the big beds, the second bathtub, assorted housewares and linens, and Doodlebug to the Jefferson farm on March 25th. 

    During some very intensive investigation of the Jefferson barn, Doodlebug had discovered the cat door at the bottom of the tack room door and some treats on a plate in a corner of the tack room. 

    Some time later, he discovered a similar cat door in the kitchen door and investigated the house thoroughly before joining the people sitting around the kitchen table. 

    A covered wagon and a carriage had approached the house the morning of March 28th. Cade had given the bottom of the front door a last stroke of the wood plane and tested it. The door closed snugly, but no longer scuffed hard at the bottom. He put the wood plane in the tool box and wiped his hands as he called Constance. 

    She arrived to stand beside him as the carriage stopped in front of the house and a well-dressed middle-aged man got out, then turned to hand a woman out of the carriage. 

    They were Henry and Hope Corwin, the couple who'd be managing the house for the railroad. In the covered wagon were Samuel and Irina Morgan and their young son Harold, who seemed a bit shy. 

    After greetings, Constance had led them to the dining room and Cade presented a list of recent repairs with a list of things that would likely need attention during the year. 

    Corwin's reply had been, "Samuel will take care of these," and he'd handed the lists to Samuel without a glance at them. 

    His tone and attitude had been those of so many officers Cade had known, and it irritated him. 

    Cade had turned to Samuel and said, "Then perhaps I should be talking to you. I put a lot of time and care into those repairs and there are things you should know about the house." 

    "Yes," said Corwin, "Perhaps you should. My time would be better invested in speaking with Mrs. Gentry, I'm sure." 

    "Really?" asked Constance, "Why might that be, Mr. Corwin?" Hope Corwin had said, "Why, you're the property owner and stockholder, of course. Our servants can discuss such things as labor and materials..." 

    "Mr. Cade isn't a servant," Constance interrupted, "But he is a railroad stockholder. In fact, at this very moment, he owns more stock than I do." Turning to eye Cade from boots to hat, Corwin seemed a little skeptical as he asked, "Then may I ask why you've been making your own repairs, sir?" 

    "It was something to do." Indicating the hallway to the kitchen, Cade said, "Come on, Sam. Irina. I'll show you the guts of the place while ol' 

Henry makes small talk with the lovely lady." 

    As he'd walked away, Constance had called, "Mr. Cade." He'd stopped and turned and she'd said, "There are some papers to sign, then I'll be ready to leave whenever you are." 

    Giving her a small, two-fingered salute, he'd continued on his way to the kitchen. Irina had seemed very pleased with the facilities and Sam had asked about the crates in the back courtyard. When Cade had explained them, Sam had grinned. 

    "Where's the cat?" 

    "It went to some friends." 

    Shaking his head, Sam said, "A barn needs a cat, Mr. Cade. Where can we get one?" 

    "That depends. How do you feel about Negroes?" Sam shrugged. "That's a hard question, I guess. I don't much want 'em around here, but I guess it wouldn't hurt to get a cat from one." 

    "You could get a lot more than that if you were friendly with the Negroes I have in mind. James and Marigold worked here for years before they got their own farm. They know this property inside and out and they're the kind of people who'll stand ready to help you if you'll do the same for them." Thumbing at Sam's son Harold, who'd followed them from the house, he added, "And they have two boys his age who know the woods and the riverbank." 

    "They really own their own farm, huh? Where'd they get the money for that?" 

    "Working here. And James once risked his life for Mrs. Gentry when some thieves tried to rob the house. She bought them a foreclosure farm so they wouldn't have to hope the railroad would let them stay on here." Harold had come to stand beside his father as Sam said, "Well, you seem to think pretty highly of them and Mrs. Gentry bought them a farm. The least I can do is meet them if that's okay with Mr. Corwin." Laughing, Cade said, "If it isn't, meet them anyway. I got the feeling Corwin won't be much help to you if it means getting his hands dirty." After showing Sam around, Cade had saddled Esther and Damian and led them around front, then gone inside the house to find Constance and the Corwins still in conference. 

    When Constance looked up as Cade sat down at the table, he said, "Ready when you are," and poured himself a coffee from the pot on the table. Looking at Corwin, Cade said, "There are some Negroes you might want to meet. They worked here for years." 

    Glancing at his wife, Corwin asked, "Uhm... Why might I want to meet them, Mr. Cade?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "Okay, then, let's say it might be good for Sam and Irina to meet them, since they'll be doing all the real work around here." Corwin looked rather irritated for a few moments, then he said, "You tend to speak your mind, don't you, Mr. Cade?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. There'll be times when Sam won't be able to fix or do something on his own. James and Marigold Jefferson know this property well and they're good people. They have the farm next door, and since you're likely to have to hire someone to help Sam now and then, it might as well be someone who doesn't have to come all the way from town or stay here until the work's done." 

    Hope Corwin had softly said, "He makes sense, Henry, and times have changed." Looking at Cade, she asked, "You say they own their own farm?" 

    "That they do. And they have two boys Harold's age." Henry Corwin looked thoughtful for a time, then said, "Could you bring them by sometime?" 

    "Sure. How's tomorrow? We'll be staying at their place tonight, so..." Hope looked startled as she asked, "Their place? But we assumed you'd stay here until April 2nd." 

    Constance shook her head. "No. We want some time with our old friends before we go." 

    And so it had been. Constance and Cade had taken James and Marigold and the boys to meet the Corwins and the Morgans and the meeting seemed to go fairly well, particularly when James spoke to the Corwins with a command of English easily on a par with their own. 

    For the next few days and nights, Constance and Cade spent every possible moment together, and although there were a few tears here and there, they managed to have a generally wonderful time. 

    A little after eight in the morning on April 2nd, Cade waved goodbye to everybody and set forth on Esther to follow the trail they'd named 'Jefferson Lane' to the Wilbury road. 

    The first 165 miles of his trip north was generally uneventful, but Cade had barely made it into Frederick, Maryland, before some clouds he'd been watching all morning decided to empty themselves in a torrential downpour. In most respects, Frederick wasn't really much different from Wilbury or any other town along his route, but it was considerably bigger than any of them. 

    Cade took a hotel room and boarded Esther in a stable across the street, then found the bath house next to the hotel. After he got cleaned up, he headed downstairs for a leisurely lunch and asked the woman at the front desk where he could find a book store. 

    After staring at him for a moment in rather stark surprise, she mentioned a shop two blocks from the train station and commented, "Sorry about staring at you like that. I never woulda thought you were... I mean, when you rode in today, you just... uh... didn't look much like a man who... uh, reads much, you know?" 

    Cade made a show of patting his pockets, then leaned across the counter and replied in a confidential tone, "Sorry, ma'am. I left my 'I can read' sign in my room." 

    She gave him a droll look and rolled her eyes, then suggested with a small grin that he carry his sign at all times to avoid such confusions in the future. 

    Unlike other tiny bookstores Cade had seen in various small towns, the one he found on the corner of 10th Street and Pine Avenue was huge, spanning two full floors of the north side of the building. 

    To save some time, he stopped a floor clerk and handed the woman a list of authors and subjects Constance had seemed to enjoy. The woman gave him a sidelong glance, but showed him to some shelves near the rear of the first floor. 

    Instead of leaving him to study the titles, she asked, "Are you a surgeon, sir? We don't usually sell these sorts of books to untrained people." He laughed and asked, "Do I look like a surgeon, ma'am? They're going to Wilbury, Virginia by train. I'll need a shipping crate and the use of a cart." In fact, after Cade had tossed in some mysteries, adventure fiction, and a few other titles that he thought might interest Constance and James, two crates were required. He paid for the books and a boy from the store went with him as he wheeled the two crates to the train station. 

    Once the crates had been freight-labeled, Cade went back to the store to see what he could find for himself. 

    As he browsed the racks, he heard a woman on the other side whisper, "No, Carmen! I'm not imagining things! I really think it may be the same man!" Another woman whispered, "Well, if you aren't sure, there's only one way to find out. Go ask him." 

    "But what if I'm wrong? I'd be so embarrassed!" 

    "Oh, so what?! This is the big city, Charlene! We're leaving in two hours, so who cares? And what if you're right, damn it?! Shouldn't you at least say hello and thank you?" 

    Charlene? He'd only ever known one Charlene. Cade stepped quickly around the end of the stack and a rather pretty young brunette woman he'd never seen before stared at him in open-mouthed startlement. 

    The other woman --a redhead --spun around and he recognized her instantly as Charlene Culver. 

    Grinning, Cade quietly asked, "Private Culver, where the hell's your rifle and why are you so very much out of uniform?" He studied her shades-of-green dress and bonnet and added, "I will say that outfit looks pretty good on you, though." 

    Charlene blushed and yelped, "It is you! Oh, my God! What the hell are you doing here? In Frederick?" 

    Gesturing around, Cade said, "Buying books." Looking beyond her, he said, 

"Hello, Carmen. She was right. I am me. Ed Cade, ex-sergeant. And you're just as lovely as Charlene, you know. I'm feeling pretty privileged at the moment, meeting two good-looking women at once and all." 

    Carmen chuckled and nibbled her lip as Charlene said, "No, I mean why are you here in Frederick?" 

    Cade shrugged. "I'm on my way to Pennsylvania. Then to New York. Then Europe. Don't know where from there." 

    His itinerary seemed to impress Carmen, who asked, "Really? You're going to Europe?" 

    "Yup. I've wanted to go ever since I was a kid. I came into some money last year and now I'm on my way." 

    Her big-eyed gaze at Charlene made Charlene yelp, "Oh, you wait just a minute, Carmen. If you're thinking what I think you're thinking..." Carmen grinned. "Oh, I am. No doubt about it." 

    "No. Just... no, that's all. It's absurd." Cade asked, "You were thinking about a trip to Europe, too? If so, maybe you can give me some pointers." 

    Looking at Cade, Charlene asked, "Some what? Oh, you mean advice?" She shook her head. "No. I've never been there before. I wouldn't know what to tell you." 

    Leaning to Charlene's left shoulder, Carmen stage-whispered, "Well, you could start by telling him 'thank you' and see where things go from there." Blushing again, Charlene snapped, "Carmen, damn it!" Shrugging at Cade, Carmen said, "I get a lot of that from her. She thinks all of my best ideas are outrageous." 

    Grinning, Cade replied, "Yeah, I know how that is. You want some sympathy? 

I'll treat you ladies to drinks or ice cream next door. If you're feeling really outrageous, maybe both." 

    Carmen chuckled, "I like you. You're nice, but you aren't sickeningly polite about it." 

    A man in a very constricting-looking suit came over to them and said, 

"Sir, even buying a hundred dollars' worth of books does not give you the right to annoy our feminine patrons." 

    "Don't assume the worst," said Cade, "Miss Culver, here, is an old friend. Right, ladies?" 

    Nodding with a huge grin, Carmen brightly answered, "Oh, yes! He and Charlene go way back!" 

    With a sigh of exasperation, Charlene snapped, "We do not! I only ever met him once." 

    "But it was way back," snickered Carmen. 

    His eyes switching from the ladies to Cade and back, the man said, "I see. Well, no, I don't, really, but this seems to be a private matter, so I'll excuse myself. But do let me know if there's any sort of problem." Cade nodded. "You bet, mister. If these ladies get too rowdy for me, I'll call you right away." 

    Giving Cade a droll look, the man strode away. 

    Looking at Charlene and Carmen, Cade sternly asked, "What about it, ladies? Will I have to call him back here or will you two behave yourselves?" Carmen laughed outright --albeit softly --and Charlene gave him a rather flat stare before aiming her gaze at Carmen. 

    To Carmen, Cade said, "She looked just like that the first time I met her, too. Takes a lot to amuse her, I think." 

    "Oh, come on," said Carmen, taking Charlene's arm, "He offered us ice cream and booze and he isn't a perfect stranger." 

    "Well, I may not be perfect," said Cade, "But I'm not too strange, either, so I guess I'm probably safe enough." 

    Charlene said, "Her husband may object." 

    "Not if he has the common sense of a pissant, he won't." 

    "And exactly what does that mean?" 

    "It means, Private Culver, that your friend wants to accompany you to have an ice cream with me so you can discuss old times with me in relative safety and propriety. If her hubby's smart, he'll think the idea's just dandy, and since they've been married a few years, I think he'll probably agree." Staring at him, Charlene asked, "How the hell would you know how long they've been married?" 

    "Yes," echoed Carmen, "How?" 

    "Your gloves," said Cade, "One looks almost brand-new, but the other shows permanent stretching and wear over your wedding ring. You wear those gloves with that dress and you only wear it once or twice a year, likely not at weddings and funerals because it's too bright and cheery. You'd outshine the bride or piss off mourners." 

    Big-eyed and grinning, Carmen laughingly whispered to Charlene, "Oooo, he's good, Charlene! Keep him here while I go find Frank!" Even as Charlene again yelped, "Carmen, dammit!" Carmen breezed away down the aisle. Charlene looked at Cade and sighed through clenched teeth. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    "Relax," said Cade. "It's only an ice cream. Or maybe a drink. By the way, it's nice to see you again. Did you get your farm back?" Looking up at him, Charlene replied, "Yes, actually, I did, and thank you. Are you aware of what happened to my company after I left?" Nodding, Cade said, "Sixty-five percent casualties in one battle about two weeks later." 

    "I could have been one of them. Thanks for that, too." 

    "You're quite welcome, milady. You're also quite lovely when you're out of uniform. What brought you to town besides this bookstore?" Charlene asked, "How do you feel about the railroad?" 

    "The railroad? Which one in particular?" 

    "Any of them. All of them. Some people aren't too fond of the railroads these days." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I guess I wouldn't know why people up this way would be upset with them. I've been down by the North Carolina border for almost the last year." 

    "Doing what?" 

    "Helping some people with a farm. Two farms, really." With a slight headshake, Charlene said, "Then you probably wouldn't be too happy with what I've been doing lately." 

    "Try me. If you don't think I'd be happy because I've been helping at a farm, you probably sold some land to the railroad. As it happens, I don't have a problem with that." 

    "You don't, huh? Why?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Because I came out of that enterprise with eleven thousand shares of railroad stock and some cash." 

    Charlene's mouth fell open and she hissed, "Eleven thousand shares..?!" 

    "Hey, they were cheap. I bought a bunch, then bought some more. What did you do?" 

    "Uh... I sold some land to the railroad. How did you..?" 

    "Just did. Legally, I might add. Why'd you sell your farm?" As Charlene opened her mouth to answer, Carmen reappeared with a well-dressed man in tow. He was almost Cade's height and weighed perhaps thirty pounds more, but it was mostly around his middle. The man's eyes spotted Cade's cross-draw holster and his eyes narrowed slightly, but he greeted Cade cordially enough with an extended hand and, 

"Carmen tells me you two are old friends. I'm Frank Linker." Taking his hand, Cade said, "Ed Cade. Charlene and I met some years ago and I tried to help her with some papers." 

    Looking enlightened, Linker said, "Ah! You're really the sergeant who encouraged her to file her court papers and leave the Army?" 

    "That's me. Seems to have been the right advice, too, since she's still alive and in one piece." 

    Linker grinned and added, "And rich, as of yesterday. If she has any sense of justice, she'll force a reward on you." 

    Cade laughed, "Force reward money on me? Ha. I'll take what's offered whether I need it or not." 

    "Oh, indeed so, sir, and who doesn't need more money?" Charlene said flatly, "He doesn't." When Frank and Carmen looked in startlement at her, she said, "He says he owns eleven thousand shares of railroad stock." 

    "Oh, dear God!" muttered Frank, turning to Cade with big eyes to ask, "Is that true, Mr. Cade?!" 

    "Yup." He shrugged. "I came into some money while I was down in Wilbury and I put it to work the best way I knew how. Are we going for ice cream sometime today? I haven't had any in years." 

    Glancing around, Linker said, "Oh! Uh, yes. I'd completely forgotten for a moment. Carmen, dear, I need another few minutes, but I'll join you shortly. Good?" 

    She kissed his cheek and replied, "Good. Don't be long, dear," then she took Charlene's arm and headed the little group toward the shop's front doors. 

    'Interesting,' thought Cade. Most men of means were quick to tell just about anyone their occupation, but Frank Linker had never mentioned his, nor had Carmen mentioned it. 

    Neither Frank nor Carmen had the weathered appearance of farmers or working-class people, and Cade noted that Carmen took no particular pains to keep her skirt from brushing against things as she led their little parade past the three doors to the ice cream and pastries shop. Cade stopped as if to look in a store's doorway display windows and saw Frank leaving the bookstore in the reflection. He hurried around the corner toward the train station and disappeared from sight. 

    Uh, huh. When Frank suddenly reappeared, he crossed a waiting platform and entered the telegraph office. Cade shook his head as if the merchandise in the window didn't quite appeal to him and rejoined the ladies. The shop had only half a dozen flavors. Cade tried a dish of vanilla with sassafras flavoring added. Not bad, but he thought he might have preferred the vanilla alone. 

    Carmen and Charlene also chose vanilla, but they had the lady at the counter dribble some melted chocolate over their ice cream and marveled at the way it quickly solidified in rivulets. Cade felt he might be missing something, since he couldn't envision what else the chocolate could have done. Charlene had been first to receive her ice cream order and had chosen their table as well as the chair that put her back to the counter. Carmen took the chair on her left and Cade took the chair on her right, a compromise of sorts in that his back wasn't facing the front door. 

    Thus it was that he and the ladies all saw Frank come hurrying to the ice cream shop and skid to a stop at the door. He let himself in, greeted them, and excused himself to go to the counter for a dish of ice cream. As he stood waiting for his order, he glanced oddly at Cade once in the mirror behind the counter and once directly. When he joined them at the table, he rather overly cheerily apologized for his tardiness and dug into his ice cream with what Cade thought was excessive enthusiasm. 

    Cade paused between bites to ask, "Frank, are you with the railroad or are you a stockbroker?" 

    Freezing in mid-bite of his ice cream, Frank gave Cade a very startled look and swallowed to say, "I'm with the railroad, Mr. Cade. How did you know that?" 

    "Just Cade. I never use anything else." 

    "Uh, okay, then. Cade. How did you know?" 

    "It only took you about five minutes to get a reply to your telegram about me. How're my stocks doing, Frank?" 

    Glancing briefly at Carmen, Linker replied, "They're doing very well, actually. You now have eleven thousand, six hundred and nine shares." Nodding, Cade said, "Yeah, that sounds about right. They told me what to expect for the rest of the year. I think the growth numbers are rigged, but it's still the best deal I can reach and majority holders won't let their stocks fall." 

    "You know much about the stock market, Cade?" 

    "Only that ninety percent of what's available is a crapshoot and the rest is questionable as hell. The railroads are going to expand until they reach every ten-horse town in the country, Frank. It has to be that way 'cuz the country's growing faster than horses and wagons can supply it and the rivers don't go everywhere people do. How long it'll take is anyone's guess, but I figure I'll be long dead before railroad stock goes down." Charlene said, "I wish I had your faith, Mr. Cade." 

    "Just Cade. Think about it. What's faster than a train? What's cheaper for hauling stuff? And even if something faster does come along, they'll get another thirty years out of the railroads while the new thing carves a place for itself." 

    "What do you think that 'new thing' will be, Cade?" 

    "Oh, hell, I dunno. You'd just about have to be able to fly stuff from place to place to go much faster safely." 

    Linker chuckled, "Safely? You aren't referring to that old saw about men not being able to survive at speeds above sixty, are you?" 

    "Nope. I'm talking about wrecks, Frank. Poor maintenance and the kind of plain damned stupidity that makes one train run smack into another train trying to make up time on a dream sheet some bean-counter calls a schedule." In a rather condescending tone, Linker said, "You must realize that trains can't run without schedules, Cade." 

    Nodding Cade said, "Yup. I know that. What time is it?" Glancing at his pocket watch, Linker replied, "It's... one thirty-six." Cade chuckled, "Now ask any ten other people the same question." 

    "I see what you mean, but now that we have the telegraph, we have time checks on the hour." 

    "Then why are you still having train wrecks, Frank? Who isn't going along with that program?" 

    Carmen snickered and Charlene grinned. 

    With a somewhat tired-sounding sigh, Linker replied, "Why don't you tell me, Cade? You seem to have given this matter some thought." 

    "Okay. You're having the same problems we had in the Army. The man who's late to formation and hopes his uncleaned rifle will be overlooked, for instance. Say he gets lucky and doesn't get a demerit, but he gets unlucky later when the rifle misfires and the enemy kills him." Spooning up a bite of ice cream, Cade said, "On a somewhat larger scale, there's the company commander who's been ordered to have his men in position at three by some halfwit brass hat who doesn't know or doesn't want to hear that the terrain will slow things down severely. Assuming his bright, shiny plan will go as planned, the brass hat orders an attack, but there's a hole in the line because a full company of men are bogged down knee-deep in a marsh. Or pushing through dense undergrowth or engaging a team of roving enemy strikers. Whatever; they won't be where they're supposed to be because they won't be able to make the marching speed required by the brass hat's plan." He took a breath and added, "And then there's the unit that thinks it has another hour to get into position and runs into an enemy unit that's already on the move. That's why this railroad stockholder just rode a horse 165 miles, Frank. There's a train wreck just about every week." Linker said, "You could have traveled from Wilbury to Frederick in less than five hours, Cade. Trains average forty miles an hour from here to North Carolina. There's not much risk involved in five hours' travel." 

    "Nine hours," said Cade, "There are four stops to let southbound trains pass on single-line tracks and all the other town stops along the way. I checked before I decided for certain to ride Esther up here." 

    "Esther?" snickered Carmen, "Your horse is named Esther? Are you a particularly religious man, Cade?" 

    "She was 'Esther' before I got her." 

    "But are you a religious man?" 

    "That's my business, ma'am. Nobody else's." Frank Linker said, "See here, Mr. Cade, it was a common question and all we'd like is a civil answer." 

    "It was a common question, but it's about my private beliefs and you've received the only answer I'm willing to give without knowing precisely why the question was asked." 

    Looking at Charlene, he said, "You've been awfully quiet, milady. Care to toss something on the table? Maybe ask me a question I'd be willing to answer?" 

    She spooned up some ice cream, shook her head slightly the moment the spoon was out of her mouth, and managed, "No, not just now," around her ice cream. 

    "Later may never come. You're leaving in an hour or so." Nodding, she said, "I know." 

    Frank said, "I'd like to know how you happen to know that, Mr. Cade." 

    "The ladies were whispering about me in the bookstore." 

    "You were eavesdropping?" 

    "Hell, no. I was standing six feet away. They just don't whisper worth a damn." 

    For some reason, that comment caused Carmen to snort her ice cream off her spoon and laugh so hard she started coughing. Frank seemed shocked when her blob of ice cream landed on his coat lapel and his frantic reaction with a napkin set Charlene off in a spate of laughing. 

    On the other hand, something impelled Cade to finish the last few bites of his ice cream and scoot his chair back as he said, "Well, I guess I'll be on my way. Nice seeing you again, Charlene. Nice meeting you, Carmen. See ya, Frank." 

    As he started to stand up, Charlene put a hand on his arm and said, "No. Wait." Looking at the others, she asked, "Have either of you ever been to Europe?" 

    Both heads shook. Carmen said, "I almost went there a few years ago, but... things got in the way." She hastened to add, "Not you, Frank. Other things." 

    Charlene looked at Cade and said, "You gave me good advice once. Do you think you could do it again?" 

    "I guess that would depend, ma'am. What sort of advice?" 

    "A simple yes or no answer to a simple question." Cade shrugged. "Try me." 

    Glancing briefly at the others, Charlene locked eyes with Cade and asked, 

"Should I go with you?" 

    Carmen gasped and Frank put a hand on Charlene's other arm as he said, 

"Wait just one damned minute, young lady! You can't be serious!" 

    "Oh, she's serious enough," said Cade, not looking away from Charlene, "Do you have your affairs in order, ma'am?" 

    Charlene nodded. 

    "Do you really want to go to Europe, or do you just want to get away from something here?" 

    "Both." 

    Noddingly indicating Carmen and Frank, Cade asked, "Them?" Frank yelped, "What?!" 

    Quickly shaking her head, Charlene replied, "No. Not them. They offered to put me up while I found a new home." 

    "Can you get by on your own if something happens to me? Will you have money to get back here?" 

    "Yes." 

    Nodding, Cade asked, "You aren't pregnant? You aren't looking for a husband?" 

    The Linkers gasped almost in unison. 

    Charlene shook her head. "I'm not pregnant and I had a husband for two years. Now he's dead and I'm free again." 

    "The way you said that... You aren't wanted for any major crimes, are you?" 

    She snickered, "You mean like murder? No, I'm not." Sitting back in his chair, Cade said, "Well, then, I guess it's truly up to you whether you'll go, Charlene. I don't know you well enough to know whether I'd enjoy your company day in and day out for months, but you're welcome to ride with me as long as we get along with each other." 

    "When are you leaving?" 

    "I'm in no hurry. If you need a few days to..." 

    "I don't," she interrupted, "I was going to stay with the Linkers for a little while until I could figure out what to do next, but I can do my figuring on the road." 

    'Uh, huh,' thought Cade, 'Let's see if she's absolutely serious about this.' 

    "One last thing," said Cade, "We can travel as friends and lovers or just friends." 

    Carmen's eyes got even bigger and her mouth fell open. Frank looked as if he was close to having a heart attack and began to stammer a protest. The look on his face made Carmen forget her shock and giggle at him. 

    "If it's to be just friends," Cade continued, "I'll want to know before we get on the boat. And I won't want to hear any noise from you if I tie up with some woman along the way." 

    Charlene glanced at the Linkers, then looked at Cade. 

    "Okay," she said, "I should know how I feel about that by the time we get to the boat. The ship, actually. They call the bigger, ocean-going vessels ships, not boats." 

    "Eh," shrugged Carmen, "Boats. Ships. Floaty things." Cade chuckled, "Yeah, floating's the important thing. Let's go find a horse and wagon, Charlene." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "A wagon? I can ship my things ahead. Why do we need a wagon if you don't have one already?" 

    "So we won't have to sleep on the ground, of course." She looked appropriately enlightened and said, "Oh. Well, I hadn't considered that. I thought we'd just rent rooms along the way." 

    "I've found that some of the towns are an inconveniently long ride apart, ma'am. If we have a wagon, we won't be caught in the rain or end up sleeping on the ground between towns. We can carry some decent camping gear, too." Grinning from ear to ear, Charlene got to her feet and extended a hand to Carmen, then to Frank as she said, "Thank you for your very kind offer to let me stay with you, but now I have to go help select a horse and wagon." Carmen asked in an incredulous tone, "You're really going to do this, Charlene?" 

    Nodding firmly, Charlene said, "Oh, yes. Absolutely." Her definite tone made Cade warily wonder what questions he'd somehow failed to ask, but he kissed Carmen's hand and tossed Frank one of his two-fingered salutes, then he and Charlene walked out of the ice cream shop. 
Chapter Twenty-six

    Charlene's first stop was the train station, where she cashed in her ticket and retrieved her two bags and a small trunk. 

    Turning to Cade, she said, "We'll take this stuff to your room, then go shopping for a horse and wagon." 

    "Didn't you say you were going to ship this stuff ahead?" 

    "We'll have a wagon and I want to give some of it to some people. By the way, why are we going to Pennsylvania?" 

    "I have a farm there. I want to make sure everything's okay before I leave the States. Maybe sell it if the leases aren't paying off the way they should." 

    As soon as a baggage boy was free, Cade offered him a tip for bringing Charlene's luggage and led the way to his room, stopping at the front desk to let Charlene sign in as Mrs. Cade and pay for the extra body in the room. Cade noted that the kid seemed to be studying Charlene as he followed them, and when the luggage was finally piled on the floor of Cade's room, the kid made the stupid mistake of grinningly glancing at Charlene and wiggling his eyebrows at Cade as if to say 'that's a hot one'. 

    Letting his irritation show in his tip, Cade gave the kid a dime. It was an hour's wage in his sort of work, but the kid had obviously expected at least a quarter. 

    He stared at the dime as Cade said quietly, "Maybe next time you'll keep your opinions about other mens' companions to yourself." When the door had closed behind the kid, Charlene turned from the window and grinningly said, "I thought Carmen's eyeballs would fall out when you asked if I was pregnant. Frank looked as if he was having a heart attack." He shrugged and replied, "It seemed a reasonable question at the time." She snickered. "I thought so, too, but it shocked the hell out of them. Let me have that large bag, please. I'll open it on the bed." Cade hoisted the bag to the bed and she dug through it for a plain cotton dress and a blouse and a few other things, then looked rather studiously at Cade for a few moments. 

    Turning around, she said, "Undo me, please. I'm dying to get out of this corset." 

    Reaching for her dress buttons, Cade chuckled, "That's quite understandable, ma'am." 

    Charlene climbed out of the dress and put it on the bed, then returned to stand with her back to him so he could undo her corset laces. Soon she was down to her undies and she turned to face him. 

    "Do scars bother you, Cade?" 

    "I have a few of my own." 

    "Not like mine, I'll bet. I want you to see them now so you'll know why I did what I did later." 

    She turned away and hauled the back of her underblouse up. A crosshatching of five-to -nine-inch scars extended from her hips to her shoulders. Cade said, "Okay. I've seen them," and Charlene dropped her underblouse to cover them. 

    "I woke up with Lee on top of me," she said, "He was half-drunk. He knelt on my back and tied my wrists to the bedposts, then he beat me with his fishing pole before he passed out. But he went too far. He fell on top of me. I couldn't move or breathe very well and I lost a lot of blood. When he woke up, he had to fetch help for me; Bessie, a colored midwife who lived on a nearby farm." 

    Putting on her blouse, she said, "I almost didn't live, according to Bessie. She nursed me for two weeks, staying at the house for three days and nights and coming by twice a day after that until she thought I could manage on my own." 

    She buttoned the blouse as she said, "Lee tried to sell the farm while I was... ill... but Bessie had put word out about what he'd done to me. The bank and a few others who had money enough to buy the place didn't want to be charged with 'after the fact' sorts of crimes and wouldn't even talk to him. The most he could get was six hundred from one of the Miller clan. Billy Miller came to the house for the deed, but I wouldn't give it to him, so he went after Lee to get his money back." 

    Reaching for her skirt, Charlene said, "Lee was drunk when he showed up again, but one of Bessie's boys had been keeping an eye on the road to the farm and he told Bessie that Lee was on his way." 

    She turned to face Cade and said, "When a man turns mean like that, you can't change him. I didn't even want to try. I climbed into bed and pretended to be asleep when he came in. When he leaned over the bed, I rammed a kitchen knife up under his sternum, just like the Army taught me to use a bayonet, and then I put his snake club in his hand and just lay there under him until Bessie and her boys showed up with the sheriff's deputy. Everybody was properly sympathetic and Bessie's boys buried Lee that evening." Charlene sat on the bed to put her boots on and said, "And that explains the scars. Well, almost. Do you want to know why Lee beat me, Cade?" 

    "Given the rest of the story so far, yeah, I do." 

    "Okay. When the war ended, the Army told me to go home and show my papers to the reconstruction authorities, but there were no authorities in our area yet. Lee Foster had always been after me and I'd kind of had a thing for him at one time, though I'd never acted on it. He was kind of an almost-outcast because he never went to the war. He'd had a broken leg when the war started. It got infected and he walked with a pretty bad limp..." --she paused to grin

--"...but his limp pretty much went away when the war ended. Anyway, when I came home to nothing and had nowhere to stay, he saw his chance and proposed to me. Most of Lee's family was tight with the Millers --the ones who took my father's land --and they knew what I was going to do because I'd told Lee and he'd been stupid enough to tell his sister." 

    Rooting in her trunk for a broad-brimmed leather hat, Charlene said, "So, anyway, one day the Union Army showed up and set up shop in the courthouse and I took my papers there. It took them all of fifteen minutes to decide in my favor. A new deed was issued and half a dozen soldiers went with me to serve the eviction notice to the Millers. One of them --David, everyone thought -fired at the soldiers and they fired back. It was stupid. Altogether stupid, Cade. It just made things worse. Lee and I were asleep in the house one night a few weeks later, when men on horses came with torches and set fire to it. The Army questioned half the people in town, but nobody talked." She sat on the edge of the bed and said, "So we had the land, but no house. We started stacking stones to build something to live in and Bessie's boys sneaked over to help us. By the end of summer, a house of sorts was nearly finished and we had a roof over our heads again. That's when they burned our crops, Cade. Men on horses again, lots of them. They rode through the fields with torches and by the morning, we had nothing left but that house we'd built. Literally nothing else. I had to sell my Spencer rifle to buy food. We talked to the bank and the Army and couldn't get one red cent out of them. The Army and the sheriff couldn't seem to find any of the two dozen or so men who'd burned our fields. I think everybody just wanted us to go the hell away at that point, the Army included." 

    She sighed, "But we didn't go away. Maybe I'd still be married to a nice man named Lee if we had. He kept getting into fights and he started keeping company with some men who made shine liquor to make a little money. He was delivering the stuff for them and helping with the stills. The trouble is, he turned into one of them and worse. He couldn't hold his liquor and he knew it, but he drank anyway. Got into fight after fight. Lost teeth and nearly lost an eye and had his arm broken once. The shiners decided he was too much trouble and his free booze stopped. That was the night he came home to get my camp knife to trade it for booze. I kept a few things from my Army kit, just for reminiscing, you know. One by one those things disappeared until only the camp knife was left, and I flatly wouldn't part with it. Lee ranted until he passed out on the floor. I left him there and went to bed and woke up later with Lee on my back, beating the hell out of me with that skinny damned rod. Not long after that I became a widow." 

    Charlene looked up with a wry grin and asked, "Can you stand just a little more?" 

    "Sure. Might as well get it all out while you're at it." Nodding, she said, "The bank wouldn't loan seed money because I was a woman alone and someone had told the manager that I'd never get any kind of a crop out of that ground as long as I lived. A few months later, taxes came due and I was ready to panic, but then I had an idea. The Army captain who'd heard my case had put up a sign about the railroad looking for land on the flats, but nobody'd sell there because the land was too good for farming. I sold them half my land and leased most of the other half to them with the understanding that Bessie and anyone else she designated could work the land until they put in tracks." 

    She grinned, "But just to be difficult, I let the railroad have the stretch by the river. It's some of the best bottom land in the county, Cade. Just sitting there unused, growing grass they can't even let their cattle graze. It's all posted now, and if anyone takes a wagon or a plow out there, the railroad has the right to confiscate it. Nobody really believed that until Sheriff Rines had to back the railroad when it confiscated Jake Miller's two plows and four horses." 

    She laughed, "He said he damned well wasn't gonna let that land go to waste, and if nobody else had the guts to farm it, he would. Half the town was there the morning he tore down the fence and took his plows in." Laughing again, she said, "The day I left, Jake promised --again in front of half the town --to personally shoot me if I ever showed my face there again." 

    'Uh, huh. With all that buildup, there just had to be some little something left unsaid...' 

    "So," said Charlene, "I plan to give him the chance to try." 

    'Oh, hell, yeah. Of course. No damned doubt.' 

    "Excuse me, ma'am, but that sounds just a little dangerous. All he'd need is a rifle." 

    Shaking her head, Charlene said, "He can't see more than fifty feet, Cade. If he's got the guts to try, he'll have to get close or get lucky." 

    "Or get someone else to do it." 

    "Nope. He publicly promised to do it personally. He's that kind, Cade; he'll have to try or he'll lose face." 

    "Uh, huh. Change of subject for a minute, okay? Tell me something; how come you don't have any children after two years with Lee?" Giving him a wry look, she said, "I was wondering when you'd ask that. The midwife said it must have been the Scarlet Fever I had when I was twelve. Lee and I tried --well, we tried a lot at first. Day and night, anywhere either of us got the urge. But nothing ever happened." 

    "Men go sterile, too. What if it was him, not you?" She shook her head. "No, the cheating bastard knocked up Red Miller's daughter." 

    "Is that gospel or opinion?" 

    "He admitted it during one of our fights. He busted her cherry when she turned fifteen and spiked her every night for a week before her brother heard him in her room and caught him in bed with her. That's how Lee lost three teeth. The damned fool couldn't do anything quietly when he was drunk." She snickered, then laughed, and Cade laughed with her even as he considered whether he wanted anything at all to do with Charlene and her dream of revenge. 

    Well, she'd buy her horse and wagon with her own money, so if he couldn't talk her out of doing something that could land them in jail and keep him from going to Europe, he could part company with her somewhere near the Little Pipe River. 

    Charlene read the reservations in his face and manner and her own face turned into a coldly beautiful mask framing lovely, rock-hard green eyes. Cade said, "This whole thing needs a lot more thought, ma'am. Let's go find you a horse and wagon." 

    "You're thinking about ditching me, aren't you?" 

    "If you're dead set on trying to draw Jake Miller into a gunfight, hell yeah. That could land us in prison, which would mean no Europe for me, y'know? 

Maybe you hate ol' Jake, but I don't even know him and don't want to if it could put an end to my travel plans. Can't you wait 'till you get back to go after him? Let him suffer a while longer about the wasted farmland and confiscated gear and let's go play in Paris." 

    She seemed to give the matter some thought, then said, "Aw, hell, maybe you're right. It rips his guts out to see the land he tried to steal from me going to waste like that." 

    Uh-uh. Nope. Too glib. Too pat. Too quick to be reasonable after her previous speech. She had it in for ol' Jake and now he knew why. He was the man who'd sent her father to jail. 

    Charlene stood, picked up her purse, and walked to the door. They headed downstairs and across the street to the stables, where the owner detailed a man to show them what was available. 

    In the small corral out back were two horses, one of which was Esther. The man brought two more horses out of the extended barn and put them in an adjoining corral, then went back into the barn saying he'd be right back. Cade noted that he'd left the smaller brown horse loose in the pen, but had tied the bigger grey horse to the gatepost between the two corrals and that the grey horse was becoming rather agitated. 

    It craned over the top rail to sniff in Esther's direction, then in the other horse's direction. As it sniffed, it developed a rather massive erection and made a deep whuffling noise that rose in pitch until it was a full-throated whinny. 

    Charlene's wide eyes were locked on the horse's giant dong as it alternately lunged against the railings and tried to yank its face free of the post rope. The corral rails began to wobble immediately, of course; such things are just mental barriers to an animal as big as a horse. Two rails gave and a section of the corral fence fell, then the post the grey was tied to tilted and came out of the ground. The grey tried to get rid of his facial encumbrance, then apparently said to hell with it and trotted toward Esther. 

    The dragging post made her nervous --just about anything moving on the ground will spook a horse --and she tried to back away, then trot away, but the other horse didn't like the trailing post, either, and blocked her way. The grey cornered Esther between the other horse and the corral rails and reared up onto her, his yard-long dick waving in the breeze as he maneuvered himself. 

    He screamed and Esther moved. The grey's first attempt to mount her failed as he slipped off her shoulders and he screamed again as he prepared to try again. 

    Yelling and swearing, the stable guy came running out of the barn waving his hat, but the grey ignored him as easily as it ignored the fencepost hanging from its face. 

    Cade glanced at Charlene. She was deeply flushed, had a big-eyed stare, and her mouth had fallen open as if she couldn't believe what she was seeing. Well, maybe she couldn't if she'd never seen it before. The grey heaved himself up and onto Esther again as he whinnied loudly. Esther whinnied loudly in return. The stable guy climbed the corral rails and yelled and slapped at them with his hat, but the grey's dick found Esther's rear. 

    Charlene gripped the fence rail and softly muttered, "Ohhh, myyyy Gawwwd!" as the grey drove himself deep into Esther. 

    Horse sex doesn't take long and isn't at all gentle. In what seemed too short a time to have accomplished the deed, the grey sounded off again and slid off --and out of --Esther. 

    The yard man squeezed through the rails and grabbed at the grey's halter, untied the post, and led the now much calmer grey back to the other end of the barn. 

    "Well," said Cade, leaning on the top rail as Esther stood breathing hard and staring after the grey, "Poor little Esther." Charlene's goggle-eyed stare found him and she giggled as he called to Esther and said, "Come on over here, ma'am! Let's have a look at you." Esther's legs seemed a little wobbly as she approached. Cade turned to wrench up a few handfuls of the thick grass between the water troughs, swished them in the water, and gave them to her with some pattings and soft words. 

    "Poor little thing! What did that mean ol' grey do to you?" She snuffled and snorted, then made her whuffling sound a few times as she accepted the grass. Cade pulled up some more grass and Esther whuffled again several times as she chewed and nuzzled him. 

    Stepping through the rails to give her neck a hug, Cade said, "Well, that's a helluva sad story, ma'am. You want me to go beat him up for you?" then he patted her a bit, said, "Poor little Esther," again, and checked her rear. 

    The strong scent alone told him the grey had been successful, and a trail of glistening residue confirmed it. Oh, well. He was going to have to find Esther a home soon anyway. They'd get two horses for the price of one. When he turned to return to the fence, he saw Charlene staring at him. Her blush was fading, but her lips still looked swollen and her fingers trembled slightly. 

    "Yes'm?" asked Cade, "You have a question?" Her eyes shifted to Esther's rear. "Did he... uh, did he..." Nodding, Cade replied, "Oh, yeah. He did. Somebody's gonna get two horses when they get Esther." 

    Charlene looked rather starkly into Cade's eyes for a moment, then her gaze shifted to his crotch and her eyes got big again. 

    "Um," said Cade, "Watching something like that can..." 

    "Yes," Charlene said with a quick, firm nod, "Yes, I know. Let's go back to the room, Cade. Now." 

    Without waiting for an answer, she turned and marched quickly through the stable, past the office, and across the street. Cade patted Esther again and stepped between the rails as the stable man came trotting in his direction. 

    "Mister, I'm plumb damned sorry about what happened, but there wasn't nuthin' I could do to stop it." 

    Cade waved off his apology. "No problem. We all know how horses can be. I won't pay a stud fee, though." 

    "No, no!" the man yelped, "No stud fee! We'll just pretend it didn't happen, okay?!" 

    Uh, huh. More'n likely he'd catch hell for it if the owner found out. 

    "Yeah, okay," said Cade, "Look, I have to go now. Just rinse her butt to get rid of the grey's smell and tell your boss I'll be back later or tomorrow. We still need a horse and wagon." 

    Giving the man in the office a friendly wave as he passed, Cade followed Charlene back to the hotel room. As he reached the street, he looked up at his second floor window and saw that she was already there, watching him. 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    Cade tapped on the door to his room rather than use his key, and the door opened instantly. He looked around the room and didn't see Charlene, then he heard her snicker from behind the door. 

    As he walked in and turned around, a very naked Charlene quickly closed the door and turned to face him with a big grin. She looked delicious. He reached to run his fingers over her soft skin and grinned. She felt as good as she looked. 

    "Any questions?" she asked. 

    Unbuttoning his shirt, Cade shook his head. "Nope. I think I can figure things out from here." 

    Charlene giggled and went to the bed, where she knelt in the center of it to watch him drape his shirt over the chair and sit down to take off his boots. 

    In an impatient tone, she asked, "Why aren't you in more of a hurry, Cade?" 

    He stood up to take off his pants and replied, "It isn't really an emergency, ma'am. It only feels like one." 

    Going to hands and knees on the bed, she snapped, "Just get over here and mount up," and made a passable imitation of a horse's whinny before she snickered again and ruined it. 

    Dropping his pants on the chair, Cade saluted her and replied, "Yes, milady. As you command, milady," then joined her on the bed. It turned out that Charlene was very fond of sex, but not very knowledgeable about her own body and how various parts of it would react to his attentions. 

    As her third orgasm racked her body and left her staring at nothing in a rather glassy-eyed manner, Cade stroked her thighs and butt and leaned to kiss her back as he whispered, "I'm glad things are going so well between us, aren't you?" 

    She took a breath to sigh and it came out as a soft giggle, then a snorted chuckle. Her next breath was an outright laugh that went on for quite a while and felt rather interesting from Cade's extended perspective within her. They didn't make it back to the stable that afternoon, but they got dressed around six and went to the restaurant next door for dinner. As they waited for their food, Charlene began to fiddle with things on the table and fidget in her chair. 

    When their food arrived, she ate with a rather unladylike alacrity that the waitress and a few nearby patrons noticed and finished her meal well before Cade finished his. 

    Her fidgeting began again as Cade continued eating and he asked if she'd like some dessert to take her mind off whatever was making her so twitchy. Her gaze narrowed. 

    "No," she growled at him, "I don't want any dessert, thank you ever so much." Leaning across the table, she hissed, "You know what I want, so hurry up, dammit!" 

    Around some green beans, Cade replied, "Gotta keep my strength up, y'know. You're a lot of work." 

    "Your strength is fine. Hurry up." 

    "Don't you want to tour the city? See the sights?" She leaned again to hiss, "Right now, the only sight I want to see is that thing of yours heading for my pussy! Come on, Cade! You're being deliberately slow!" 

    In truth, he wasn't; he was actually eating a bit faster than usual, but he didn't think she'd believe that, so he didn't say anything about it and forked up some more food. 

    "How old are you, Charlene? Nineteen? Twenty?" The question stopped her fidgeting. She studied him for a moment, then asked, "Why do you want to know?" 

    "Just curious. I'm twenty-one." 

    Looking surprised, she sat back in her chair and replied, "That's all? I had you figured for twenty-five. Or more." 

    He grinned. "Well, gee, thanks, lady. Was that before or after this afternoon?" 

    Grinning back, she said, "Before." Studying him for another moment, she said, "I'm twenty-one, too. Why did you ask?" 

    "I really was just curious. In some states the ages of consent and majority are fifteen, seventeen, and eighteen, but in a few, it's twenty-one." Forking up some mashed potatoes, he said, "We gave the hotel clerk the impression you were my wife. She looked for a ring when you held the book to sign it." 

    Charlene shrugged. "I was married for two years and never had a ring. Just a piece of paper." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "That's fine for dirt-poor farmers in small towns where everybody knows everybody else. It won't be fine a lot of other places. They'll expect to see rings." 

    Her grin widened and she asked teasingly, "Oh, Mr. Cade, are you proposing to me?!" 

    "Ha. After this afternoon, I'm absolutely sure I could do a helluva lot worse, but no, ma'am. I'm just suggesting we wear rings to keep the bluenosed flies off us." 

    She looked around the room for a time, then said, "You're right, of course. No argument here. Most of these fine, upright people would have hissy fits about us sharing a room." Holding up an index finger as if making a point, she added, "Speaking of 'upright'... are you finished yet?" Cade sighed, "Greedy woman. You just want me for my body. I feel so used." Laughing softly, Charlene replied, "Good. That means I'm doing something right." 

    "You couldn't tell?" 

    "Oh, I could tell. I could tell you were doing something right, anyway. You were doing things to me that Lee never even dreamed of. Where did you learn all those tricks?" 

    "From horny women, of course. But they aren't 'tricks', ma'am. They're simply the results of paying attention." 

    "Paying attention?" 

    "Yup. Something a lady asked me to do made her tingle nicely, so I made a note of it. Something else made her sigh or moan with delight, so I made a note of that, too. Then there are the things that make a woman go all glassy-eyed and limp for a while. I didn't need notes to remember those, of course." 

    Charlene stared at him for a moment, then her cackle of laughter turned nearby heads. 

    "Did you really just say 'glassy-eyed and limp'?" Forking up the last of his meat, Cade said, "Yup. Sure did. You were there this afternoon, ma'am. Tell me I'm wrong. There were a few times when you didn't seem able to put a sentence together." 

    He shrugged and chuckled, "And that's how I know when I'm doing something very, very right. Kinda makes all the hot, sweaty work of pleasing a woman worthwhile, y'know?" 

    Cackling again, Charlene threw her napkin at him. A nearby waiter started quickly toward their table, then saw that she was laughing and turned back to his section of the restaurant. 

    Finishing the last few bites of his meal, Cade swigged his ale and studied the glass. "As soon as this is gone, ma'am. That means you have time to finish your wine if you want." 

    She picked up her half-full wine glass and said, "You're the slowest eater I've ever seen. Now you're going to be the slowest drinker, too, aren't you?" With a slight shake of his head, Cade put his glass down so he could place his right hand over his heart and replied, "Nope. Not me. Never. Wouldn't dream of it, ma'am." 

    Charlene gazed darkly at his ale glass and asked, "Then why the hell aren't you drinking?" 

    A woman at a nearby table heard her use the word 'hell' and looked around at Charlene with a startled expression. 

    Charlene flapped a hand at her and said, "Oh, turn around and mind your own business," and the thirtyish man across from the woman sputtered, "Now see here, young lady..!" 

    "See-what-where?!" snapped Charlene, "That's such an inane thing to say, but for some reason it's the first thing all pompous people say when they pretend to be shocked." 

    She sat very straight and puffed herself up and imitated him with 'Now see here, young lady!' and snickered. 

    The man stared at her and bellowed, "Pompous?! How dare you?!" Turning to Cade, he began to say something else, but Cade raised a hand and said, "You're causing a scene. That's what pompous people do to try to get attention and aggrandize themselves, so I think she may be right." To Charlene, he said, "Guzzle your wine and let's go," then finished his ale in a few gulps. Charlene was still drinking her wine as he stood up and walked around the table. 

    The thirtyish man had also stood up and started around his table toward theirs, but his eyes fell to the revolver suspended so that the butt covered Cade's belt buckle. 

    He stopped and eyed the revolver for a moment, then met Cade's gaze and asked, "You were a striker?" 

    Nodding slightly, Cade replied, "Yup." 

    "So was my cousin Louis. Which side?" 

    Charlene started to speak, but Cade put a grip on her shoulder that made her hiss and pull away as he said, "That's my business. The war's over." The man put his hands on his hips and grinningly spoke to the room in general as he said, "Now, that's exactly the kind of thing I'd expect a Johnny Reb to say if he was surrounded by a dozen good Union men." Glancing around, he asked the room at large, "Doesn't it sound that way to everyone here?" There were murmurs and a couple of "Yeahs!" and a "Hell, yeah!" and a number of men stood up around the room. When Cade heard the sound of a gun sliding out of a holster behind him and to his right, he acted. In a split-second, Cade's left hand had a firm grip on the man in front of him and his cocked revolver was pushing deep under the noisemaker's chin as Cade said, "That gun behind me better damned well find its way back to its holster soon. Don't you agree?" 

    Another gun slid from a holster to Cade's left, but it was pointed at the man behind Cade. The noisemaker's pants darkened as he peed himself and tried to nod, but couldn't move against the gun barrel. 

    He hissed, "Yes!" 

    Cade said, "Louder, you asshole. He may not have heard you. Say it the way you asked your goddamned questions when you were so intent on starting a ruckus." 

    "Yes!" the man almost bellowed. 

    Cade heard the gun behind him slide back into its holster. 

    "Good enough," said Cade, "Mister, you're one of those people who loves to start trouble, but prefers that other people deal with the results. Well, I'm dealing with the results. We're staying just like this until the law gets here to straighten things out. Charlene, go get the sheriff, please." 

    "The constable, actually," said a fortyish man at another table, "We don't have sheriffs here." He stood up and holstered his gun as he showed Cade a badge and added, "And I'm one of those constables, sir. Constable Tucker. You can put your gun away now." 

    "Let me see that badge over here, please." The man approached around two tables and held the badge where Cade could see it. Cade noted that the man's gun was still in its holster and lowered his to his side as he let go of the man in front of him. The man started to back away and Cade said, "Just stay right there." 

    Tucker addressed the room as he said, "Sit down, all of you," then he looked at one man in particular and added, "You want a week in jail, Barker?" A chair scooted and squeaked as it took someone's weight and Tucker said, 

"Thank you, Barker. I hate paperwork." 

    Someone snickered and Tucker said to Cade, "I asked you to put the gun away, sir." 

    Cade did so, but he didn't loop the hammer. He raised his left hand to point at a waiter and said, "Bring our check, please. We're leaving." The kid stammered, "Uh... That... that isn't my table, sir." Tucker snapped, "Get your head out of your ass and get Fred over here, Billy." 

    Nodding frantically, the kid almost ran to the kitchen. Another kid appeared at the kitchen doorway and Tucker motioned him to get moving. He joined them and handed Cade the dinner check. 

    Two-thirty five for both meals and drinks. Cade gave him three dollars and told him to keep the change, then turned to Tucker. Charlene had stood up. She moved to stand on Cade's left and took his arm. 

    "Ready," Cade said to Tucker, who turned to the man Cade had braced with his revolver. 

    "John Smoot," Tucker said, "This is the third time I've had to stop things from turning into a damned shooting war due to your runny mouth." Without the slightest warning, Tucker pulled his revolver out of its holster and slammed it into Smoot's face at the end of a full-armed swing. 

    Smoot collapsed to the floor and groaned loudly as he rather disjointedly tried to lift his hands to his face. 

    Turning to face the room, Tucker said, "I won't have it, people. Not in my part of town. Like the man said, the war's over." Lowering his voice to a normal tone, he said, "Let's go, mister," and nodded at the front doors. Once they were outside, Tucker asked, "Which way?" 

    "Which way?" asked Charlene, "But I thought you were taking us to jail." 

    "Nope. I'm walking you to your hotel. Which way?" Thumbing left, Cade said, "We have a room next door." Walking with them in that direction, Tucker asked, "How long do you plan to be in Frederick?" 

    "Not very. We'll pick out a horse and wagon tomorrow and be on our way. Thanks for stepping in back there." 

    Tucker chuckled, "Thank you for not blowing his head off. I truly do hate paperwork." 

    Charlene asked, "Won't there be paperwork from slugging him with your gun?" 

    "Maybe. If so, he'll regret it. I've warned him twice before about starting shit like that. 'Scuse my language, of course, but that's how it is. Tonight was the first time he put a man in a position where that man could have been back-shot. It was the first time he had a cocked gun jammed in his throat and wet himself, too. That might have been enough to make him tone himself down, but I doubt it. Men can talk themselves into thinking all kinds of silly shit to excuse or forget their stupidities, but I don't think he'll be able to forget how and why he got broken teeth, and there were plenty of people he knows there who'll correct his story later if he does." Opening the hotel's front door for them, Tucker said, "By the way, if I get called here later because someone busted into your room looking for revenge, I want to find that person's body on the floor. You know what I mean; a clear-cut case of self-defense that won't waste my time in a courtroom and won't delay you from leaving town." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Sounds damned good to me." With a small salute, Tucker said, "Then I'll go finish my dinner now. Goodnight," and headed back to the restaurant. 

    Cade called after him, "By the way, Constable, you can tell the blowhard I was blue, not grey. If you want to, that is." 

    Tucker said, "I saw your belt buckle, sir. Apparently he didn't. I'll mention his oversight to the room in general," and then he resumed walking. Charlene started toward the lobby staircase, then noticed that Cade hadn't moved. She returned and looked out the window to see what he might be looking at, but he was apparently staring at nothing but the almost-empty street. 

    "Are you watching for people from the restaurant?" 

    "Nope. I seem to recall you come from the area around Ladiesburg. A place called Simpson's Mill. That right?" 

    "Yes. Why?" 

    "Does the train go to Ladiesburg?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Where does it go from there? What's the next town?" Charlene gave him a fisheye look and said, "It crosses the Little Pipe River to get to Taneytown. Why?" 

    "Just thinking. Constable Tucker's words and deeds not withstanding, we may have trouble with the natives in the morning, if not tonight. Heading north with a wagon suddenly seems rather risky. An ambush would be too easy. I'm thinking of taking the train." 

    Her fisheye look remained and perhaps even intensified as she asked, 

"Aren't you the man who hates train travel?" 

    Giving her a direct look, he replied, "I don't hate it, ma'am. I fear it. I've helped clean up after a couple of train crashes. Taneytown is about twenty miles away, right?" 

    "I think so." 

    "That would mean Ladiesburg is about fifteen. I think we could probably chance a trip that far by train, don't you?" 

    Shrugging, Charlene chuckled, "Oh, I guess so." 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    Charlene used Cade unmercifully for another three hours, then it was as if she ran out of steam all at once. She rolled off Cade after a gentle string of orgasms and seemed to merge with the bedding as her breathing returned to normal. 

    Her eyes closed, her breathing deepened and slowed, and she was suddenly asleep and softly snoring. Cade studied her for a moment, then got out of bed for a towel. Using it first on himself, he folded it clean-side-out and tucked it between Charlene's legs. 

    Her snoring stopped as she rolled on her side, buried her face in the pillow, and sighingly mumbled, "G'night." 

    Cade took a couple of refreshing swigs from his canteen, used the chamber pot, and climbed back into bed. He lay studying Charlene for a while and thinking about things in general until sleep found him. A rustling of bedding and soft jarrings woke him in the morning. He cracked an eye and watched Charlene hurriedly step into the closet with the chamber pot. A few moments later, she came back out, washed her hands at the washbowl on the small dresser, and glanced his way. 

    Continuing to feign sleep, Cade watched her turn her back to him and dampen the end of one of their remaining towels, then use it to clean herself thoroughly. 

    After using the other end of the towel to dry herself, she walked over to the bed and sat down, then shook his shoulder. 

    Without opening his eyes, Cade said, "Don't ever do that again, please. Stand a safe distance away and say my name until I answer. Or maybe poke me with a broom. But never just walk over and grab me." Giving him a wry roll of her eyes, Charlene said, "I knew you were awake, Cade. I felt you watching me." 

    Sitting up, he said, "Then I suppose the next thing to do is find out whether you want me or breakfast." 

    Grinning, she said, "Both, but food first." Feeding his teasing words from the restaurant back at him, she said, "Gotta keep my strength up, you know." 

    "In that case, let's get dressed and eat at the restaurant by the train station." 

    She snickered, "What? Why? Are you afraid to go back to the one next door?" 

    "Do they have train schedules next door? Get your gear ready and it can go to the station with us." 

    Standing up, she asked, "You aren't going to keep the room? What if we have to wait for the train? However will we entertain ourselves?" He reached to run his fingers from her hip to her knee and said, "We'll have the room until eleven whether we use it or not. You know, we could forget about going to Ladiesburg and head for Baltimore, instead. At least we'd be heading in the right direction for getting to the New York docks." Shaking her head, Charlene said firmly, "No. I need to see Bessie before I go. I have something for her." 

    "Money or stocks?" 

    "A deed. Some money, too. She's been living on my father's land for thirteen years, Cade, and she saved my life. I'm giving her the seven acres I didn't sell off; the seven acres she's been working for the last..." A knock at the door interrupted her. Cade quickly crossed the room for his revolver and stepped to stand beside the door. 

    "Who is it?" 

    "Constable Tucker. May I come in, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Hang on while we get dressed." 

    As they got dressed, Charlene whispered, "How did he know your name? We never told him last night." 

    "Prob'ly asked the clerk." 

    Once they were dressed, Cade again stood by the door with his gun as he turned the key and then turned the knob. The door opened to reveal Tucker leaning on the door jamb. 

    "Good morning," he said, "I'm here to see you safely out of town, if such is possible." Walking into the room, he said, "Smoot's fifteen-year-old son took his father's rifle and left the house last night. His avowed purpose is to avenge his father's humiliation in the restaurant. At the moment, it's a toss-up whether he's after you, me, or both of us." 

    "Rifle, huh?" muttered Cade, "Do you know the kid? Will he try to meet us in the street or snipe at us from a roof?" 

    Tucker sighed, "I only know his father. He knows you were a striker, Mr. Cade. Would you be foolish enough to meet a man like you in a street?" 

    "Hm. Suggestions?" 

    "Stay inside until we find him, of course. And close the drapes and stay away from windows for the time being." 

    Crossing the room, Tucker stood to one side of the window as he reached to draw the drape on the other side across, then he quickly stepped to the other side and reached for the drape he'd left open. 

    Cade saw a flash of light above the facade on the roof of the stable across the street and snapped, "Tucker, get down!" as he reached for his rifle that was leaning against the wall by the bed. 

    Tucker instantly let go of the drape, dropped his arm, and hugged the wall, but no gunfire sounded and no bullets came through the window. 

    "I saw something flash on the stable roof," said Cade. "What's up there that's shiny?" 

    Apparently thinking a moment, Tucker said, "Nothing. Not even a weathervane. Are you sure you saw something?" 

    Grinning, Cade said, "I'm sure enough to let someone else be first to take another look. You have men downstairs?" 

    "Just Harris in the lobby." Looking at his pocket watch, Tucker said, "The office opens in fifteen minutes whether I'm there or not. Then there'll be four men, but the kid may be gone by then if he starts wondering why the other drape was left open." 

    Charlene said, "He isn't going anywhere," and the men turned to look at her as she casually strode to stand in the middle of the room and undid the last button of her blouse. 

    She slipped the blouse off and turned to face the dresser with her breasts in perfect profile and hefted them with her hands as she turned to face them and said, "You said he's fifteen and the flash was probably a pair of binoculars or opera glasses. Go get him while he's distracted." Tucker tore his eyes off her chest and grinned as he said, "Yes, ma'am!" and scurried in a crouch to the room's door. 

    "Tucker," said Cade, and Tucker stopped to look back. Cade said, "If he shoots at her, he's dead. Whether he hits her or not. Same if he shoots at me or anyone else out there." 

    Nodding, Tucker said, "I'm deputizing you here and now. If he shoots at anyone, feel free to drop him." 

    Charlene walked to within a few feet of the window and pretended to study the street below. 

    "Yeah," she said, turning sideways as if talking to someone by the dresser, "There are two shining spots just above the facade. If he doesn't wear glasses, he's using binoculars." 

    Grinning up at her, Cade said, "You're doing a helluva job as a distraction, ma'am. I'm almost distracted myself." Still talking to the dresser and turning herself this way and that as if examining herself, she asked, "Only almost?" 

    "Oh, hell. Okay. I'm most very impressed, ma'am. They're exemplary examples of how all womens' tits should be. Is that what you want to hear?" She snickered, "Exemplary examples, huh? Yeah, I guess I wanted to hear something like that. Somebody just walked across the street. It wasn't Tucker, so maybe it was the other man. Harris was it?" 

    "Yeah. Harris." 

    A shot rang out and Charlene stepped away from the window as she yelped, 

"Oh, shit! The kid just shot the man in the street!" Cade barely parted the curtain and saw someone in a brown suit lying in the street. The kid stood up on the stable roof and aimed at the hotel window. Cade ducked back and a bullet shattered a window as the sound of another shot followed it. 

    Quickly aiming at the kid through the broken pane, Cade fired and levered another round into the rifle's chamber, but another shot seemed unnecessary. The kid yelled and staggered as he clutched a hand to his upper right chest, then he seemed to see something in the street and tried to aim his rifle by leaning it on the top of the facade. 

    The next shot Cade heard was that of a revolver. Wood kicked up in front of the kid and he flinched hard, then he tried to aim the rifle again. Cade aimed carefully and fired at the kid's torso. 

    For a moment, nothing happened, then the rifle slipped from the kid's hand and fell behind the facade. He took an awkward step as if trying to keep his balance, looking at the hotel window for another moment, then he fell backwards and out of sight. 

    Less than a minute later, Tucker appeared on the roof and hurried to the kid. He dropped behind the facade as if to check the kid, then a rifle shot sounded before Tucker jumped up and back and fired his revolver at the kid. Someone in the street yelled up at Tucker and he held his coat open as he shoved the barrel of his revolver through a hole in the fabric, then he gestured for that person to come up to the roof. 

    "Oh, Lord!" muttered Charlene, "That was close!" Cade said nothing. He knew where his bullet had entered the kid's chest, and it seemed unlikely to him that the kid had been in any condition to lift and fire his rifle. 

    Add to that the showmanship of running a revolver barrel through the hole for the whole street to see. Showboating? Claiming credit for the kill? Or simply making sure there were no questions later? Or both? 

    Didn't matter. The kid would have died in any case. Cade went to his saddlebags and replaced the two rounds he'd fired from his rifle. 

    "We're about to have company," he said, "You gonna greet them like that?" Charlene turned to face him and he gazed appreciatively at her breasts as she glanced down, then reached for her blouse on the bed. She barely had her first button fastened as a kid came running up the stairs to their room door and breathlessly said, "Constable Tucker wants to know if you're all right." 

    "Yup," said Cade, "We're fine." The kid stared at Charlene for a moment, then managed to blurt, "God, you're pretty!" and dashed back down the stairs. 

    Charlene giggled and turned to Cade with a surprised grin. 

    "I happen to agree," he said, "Now get your stuff ready to go. There's likely to be a nasty reaction to what just happened, and I'd like to be out of this town as soon as possible." 

    He went downstairs, put two bucks on the check-in counter for the window, waited as the woman wrote him a receipt, and then headed across the street to the stable. 

    After locating Tucker and the stable owner standing by a ladder as two men lowered the kid's body down from the roof, Cade gave the stable owner a dollar for Esther's overnight stay, then went to saddle her. Tucker came to stand nearby while Cade was cinching the saddle tight. 

    "Mr. Cade, were you going to leave without discussing and reporting on what happened?" 

    "Yup. Sure was. You put the last round in him, Constable. Everybody saw you do it." 

    Tucker held his coat open to display the hole near the buttons and stuck a finger through it. Cade glanced at the hole and returned to cinching the saddle and lowering the left stirrup from the saddle horn. 

    "You'd better hope there's no autopsy," chuckled Cade, "I know where my rounds hit him." 

    His gaze narrowing, Tucker asked, "Are you saying you want some kind of credit for the kill?" 

    Cade turned to lead Esther out of the corral and said, "Hell, no. If there's any 'credit', Tucker, you're welcome to it, 'cuz you're taking the responsibility for it, too, and that's just fine with me. Nobody'll fault you

'cuz you're the local law and they'll know the kid tried to shoot you. If they thought I killed him, some of his relatives might try to hunt me down." 

    "Then what's wrong?" 

    Stopping to face Tucker, Cade said, "What's wrong is that I don't feel a damned thing other than anger for having to shoot that kid. I'm angry at his blowhard idiot father for raising him to go off like that. I'm angry that the dickhead manipulated peoples' hard feelings about the war just to entertain himself and posture in a restaurant. What happened last night and today just gives me yet another reason to go to Europe; to finally get the hell away from the war and all the people who still want to fight it in some goddamned fashion." 

    Tucker stared at him for a moment, then said, "I was wondering why you stopped in my town and where you were headed. Would you mind if I wish you and your lady good luck in your travels?" He stuck out his hand. Cade shook his hand and said, "I don't mind at all, Constable. Go right ahead." He then pulled his hand free and pointed at a teenaged boy running past the stable. "You! Want to make a buck?" 

    The kid skidded to a stop and asked warily, "A whole dollar? For what?" Shifting his pointing finger to the hotel, Cade said, "See if the woman in two-ten is ready to leave. If she is, help her take her bags to the train station. If you want to use one of the station carts, that's fine. Might have to give somebody a dime, though." 

    The kid laughed, "A dime?! If I get the other ninety cents, I won't give a damn about a dime!" 

    Cade fished out a buck as he asked Tucker, "You know this kid, Constable? 

Is it safe to give him the money now?" 

    Tucker grinned and said, "He's Bill Royer's boy. He's as lazy as any other kid, but he's honest enough." 

    Staring at Tucker, the kid yelped, "Hey! I ain't lazy!" 

    "Then prove it," said Tucker, "Haul ass and get a cart for that woman's bags." 

    Handing the kid the dollar, Cade said, "Tell her the constable sent you or she may shoot you. She's kinda mean." 

    Looking rather skeptical, the kid took the dollar and glanced at Tucker to see if he was being teased. 

    Tucker nodded solemnly and said, "Yeah, she's a mean one, all right. You sure you want the job?" 

    Staring at the dollar bill as if he'd never seen one before, the kid nodded vigorously, then ran toward the train station. A few minutes later, they saw him pushing a four-wheeled cart toward the hotel. Cade's hotel room window opened and Charlene leaned out to yell, "Hey! Are you gonna make me carry my own bags?!" 

    Tucker and Cade both pointed at the kid with the cart and Cade yelled, 

"That cart's for you! Don't shoot the kid when he grabs your luggage, okay?!" She looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded and ducked back inside as Cade said, "He'll likely have trouble with her trunk. Guess I'd better get in there and help." 

    Nodding, Tucker said, "Yeah, and I guess I'd better head for the office. Have a good trip and take it easy." 

    "Plan to. Don't let the natives run you ragged." As Tucker walked away up the street, Cade headed for the hotel and tied Esther to the rail out front. 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    They bought tickets and paid the freight for Charlene's bags and Esther, then wandered around that area of town until their train pulled in at nine-nineteen. 

    When Esther seemed more than a little reluctant to board, Cade took over the process and led her up the ramp into the car, then the handler secured her in a numbered stall. 

    Cade studied the arrangement for a moment. There hadn't been any such stalls built into the cattle cars during the war, and the structure didn't look strong enough to withstand the weight of a horse falling against it. He supposed the numbered stalls were a way of keeping people from claiming the wrong horses --deliberately or otherwise --but he'd have preferred there not be any breakable boards around Esther. 

    The handler said, "You'll have to take the saddle off her, sir. Company rules." 

    Cade did so and slung the saddle over his shoulder as he patted Esther and said, "It's only for a little while, ma'am. Try to stay on your feet in here," then left the car to join Charlene on the station platform. There were only six people in the passenger car, but the fiftyish conductor stopped and eyed Cade's saddle on the floor between his seat and the seat facing his. 

    In a prissy tone, he said, "Sir, that saddle belongs in the baggage car." 

    "I'm only going as far as Ladiesburg." 

    "Your duration of travel doesn't matter, sir. It belongs in the baggage car." 

    "Someone should have said something when I got on the train and we've discussed it long enough. Go away. Now." 

    The conductor glowered and seethed for a moment, then offered to go to the next car and get the security officer. Cade reached in his saddlebag and produced a folded letter which he unfolded and showed to the conductor. Blanching slightly, the conductor softly muttered, "Oh, dear Lord..!", apologized profusely, and hurried away toward the next car. Charlene turned the letter around to read it and said, "That's a stock report. Why don't I have one?" 

    "No idea. Maybe it hasn't caught up with you yet. This one's from the company's New York office. We could stop in when we get there." They chatted for the next hour and a half, then the conductor appeared again as the train slowed down for the third time in their short trip. In a very solicitous manner he told Cade that they were about to stop in Ladiesburg and asked if he might be of any assistance. 

    "Sorry about before, sir," he added, "I was just doing my job, and the rules say..." 

    "I doubt," Cade interrupted as he got to his feet and picked up his saddle, "The rules were ever intended to be used by railroad employees as blunt instruments." 

    He and Charlene left the car and Cade went to get Esther as someone retrieved Charlene's bags. As he waited to get into Esther's car, Cade saw the conductor hold hurried conferences with three people on the station platform. Once the ramp was in place, Cade went to Esther's stall and checked her. Except for appearing uneasy about her train ride, she was fine. Cade talked to her and led her down the ramp to tie her at the rail by the platform, then lifted his saddle down and put it on her. 

    An attendant trotted up to stand near Charlene and ask if he could be of any service to them, such as arranging for their luggage to be taken to their hotel room. 

    Cade asked, "Where's the nearest stable that would have horses and a wagon for sale?" 

    The young man pointed up the street and said, "Miller's stable, about three streets that way." 

    Charlene's left eyebrow went up and Cade asked, "Miller? Any relation to the Millers near Simpson's Mill?" 

    Shaking his head, the man replied, "I wouldn't know, sir. Is that where you want these bags taken?" 

    "No, thanks. I just wanted directions. Charlene, why don't you wait in the restaurant? I'll be back in a bit." 

    As he climbed aboard Esther, she met his gaze and nodded as she said, 

"Good idea," then she opened her purse and said, "Oh, wait. Here's fifty to cover the horse and wagon." 

    Cade looked at her as she held out the money. 

    He said, "I can spare it." 

    "Don't argue, Cade. This way it'll be my wagon if... Just don't argue with me about this. Use my money for it." 

    Reaching to take the money, Cade said, "Okay. Back soon." The man on the platform waved at someone and a boy with a cart appeared as Cade urged Esther into motion. During his short ride to the stable, Cade saw nothing more in Ladiesburg than he'd seen in any other town since he'd left home. 

    Wood and brick buildings lined the streets, only one of which --the bank, of course --was taller than two stories. A few of the buildings seemed fairly old, and he saw a white archstone over a doorway in which was carved '1802'. A chubby balding man met him as he rode into the stable and directed him to the office, which was little more than a desk in a tack room. 

    "I'm James Miller," the man said, "What can I do for you?" 

    "Miller? Any relation to the Millers near Simpson's Mill?" The man's face turned slightly wary and he asked, "You know them Millers, do you?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "No. A woman who left that area told me she'd been married to one of 'em. He died and she decided to move on." Cocking his head, the man studied Cade and said, "You musta known her pretty well if she told you her life story." 

    Cade shrugged and replied, "Oh, we got along." As if to change the subject, he thumbed at the back of the building and asked, "Got a buckboard and a horse you'd sell?" 

    "Yeah. Y'got three horses to choose from, but right now all I got is an old Army wagon. Needs a new tongue, but I can make one fit from something else if you think it'll do." 

    As they walked to the back of the stable, Miller asked, "You goin' through Simpson's Mill?" 

    "Don't know. Depends on the lady. She wants to take some stuff to someone named Bessie. She's a midwife." 

    "Bessie? The only Bessie I remember is a nigra woman who lived down by the river." 

    "Might be the same one." 

    "Prob'ly is, if she's still alive. I left that place just after the war. Haven't been back since." 

    Looking at the horses, Cade more or less settled on a black one with white socks and checked the horse's teeth and hooves. They looked okay and the horse seemed fairly sturdy. 

    Miller watched him examine the horse and said, "I don't take in no sick horses, mister." 

    "Good," replied Cade, "Still never hurts to check and you'd think I was a fool if I didn't. Is this one rideable, or is he just a wagon horse?" 

    "He's rideable. He's only 'bout ten and he's pulled a wagon and a plow and worked with a team pullin' stumps. Ol' Jack's only here now because his family had some bad luck." 

    Slipping Jack's halter rope off the rail, Cade vaulted aboard the horse and test-rode him around the small corral. Jack was a little surprised at the lack of a saddle and looked back a few times as if to make sure things were okay. 

    "He'll probably do," said Cade, "Let's have a look at the wagon. You said it needs fixed?" 

    Nodding, Miller said, "Yup. Some damn fool kid didn't chock the wheels and it ran into the side of a building. Busted the tongue so I couldn't fix it, but I can pull a tongue off another wagon or make one in a day or two. You in a hurry?" 

    Cade shrugged. "If you have one that'll work, it'll do. If you have to make one to be sure it's safe, that's fine, too." 

    "Safe? No problem. I was gonna use one from a heavier wagon. Hell, you can plane it down later if you want." 

    "Prob'ly won't. Let's see it." 

    Half an hour later, Cade rode Esther and a kid drove the wagon to the restaurant by the train station. They found Charlene and loaded her bags into the wagon, then Cade and Charlene had lunch. 

    Before they set out for Simpson's Mill, Charlene took a few moments to meet Jack and slip him some cabbage from her meal. The horse took the offering happily and seemed to enjoy being talked to and patted. When they turned off the road to Taneytown to follow the river road, Charlene asked, "Why'd you decide to come with me, Cade? You could have waited in town." 

    He looked at her and asked, "Was your story true?" Her gaze narrowed, but her eyes met his firmly. "Yes." 

    "Then it's probably better that you have some company. Are we really only on our way to deliver some stuff to Bessie?" 

    Turning to look straight ahead, she answered, "We are if Jake Miller doesn't show up." 

    "What are the odds of that?" 

    "Pretty poor. He fancies himself to be the king of Simpson's Mill, I think." 

    A couple of men lounged on stumps beside the road some distance ahead. Cade reached behind his back to slip the loop off his revolver's hammer and made sure his Winchester was loose in its scabbard as they approached. Both men had Enfield rifles hanging in the crooks of their arms as they stood up and blocked the road. 

    One man asked, "Where you folks goin'?" before he apparently recognized Charlene and reached to slap his companion's chest. 

    "Hey, Jimmy, look who it is! I almost din't rekanize her." Jimmy glanced at Charlene and spit out, "I did," then he turned to Cade and asked, "Who the hell are you?" 

    "Who's asking and why?" 

    The man didn't lift his rifle; he simply turned to his right a bit so the rifle was pointed in Cade's general direction before he said, "I ain't gonna ask you again." 

    Cade asked Charlene, "Ma'am, does that sound like a threat to you? Is he actually pointing that rifle at me?" 

    Pretending to study the situation, she coolly replied, "Well, it's kind of pointing at you. Sort of, I mean. Almost, really. And that did kind of sound like a threat to me." 

    "This is starting to look like a robbery, isn't it?" 

    "Well, I'd say..." 

    Not taking his eyes off Cade, Jimmy cut in, "You don't need to say shit, girl! Mister, this here's a toll road and I asked who the hell you are. Now you answer me or..." 

    "How much is the toll and who's charging it? Charlene, was this a toll road the last time you were here?" 

    "No, it certainly wasn't, and these men were field hands a few weeks ago. I think maybe the Army closed it's camp and Jake Miller's just decided to open a new business out here." 

    "Blocking a county road is illegal, as I recall. Maybe we ought to head back to Ladiesburg and bring a sheriff out here." He shrugged and added, 

"Unless they're using constables, of course." Jimmy said, "Mister, you ain't goin' nowhere," and pulled his Enfield's hammer back to punctuate his statement. "Get down offa that horse." The other man also thumbed his Enfield's hammer back and tilted the rifle's muzzle upward toward Cade. 

    Nodding at the road beyond the men, Cade asked, "Charlene, is that the man you were telling me about?" 

    Yeah, both men glanced back down the road. Cade's first shot drilled into the side of Jimmy's head and his second shot slammed into the other man's chest as the man whipped back around to aim his rifle. Cade was moderately amazed that neither of the rifles went off when they were dropped. The black horse spooked mightily at the gunshots and Charlene looked as if she had her hands full for a time in keeping him from trying to bolt. Cade dismounted and went to grab the black's bridle and talk him down from his agitated state. Once the horse was fully under control, Cade gathered up the mens' rifles and Jimmy's gunbelt and put them in the wagon, then dragged the men out of the road. 

    Where their campfire had been, he found more ammunition and powder for the Enfields and a bag of coffee. He added that and their coffee pot to the wagon, then remounted Esther and they continued toward Simpson's Mill. A couple of miles later, they reached the ramshackle outskirts of the village and followed the road through a few turns into the 'heart' of a rather dilapidated-looking town that consisted of half a dozen wooden buildings. One of the buildings housed a dry goods store and the beginnings or remnants of a pub, but the place was empty of people. There was no glass in the store's windows, but someone had crudely fabricated board panels on rope pulleys to cover the openings. 

    Throughout their brief journey through 'town', Cade saw only two faces at windows. As they passed the last building, he heard a door close and latch somewhere behind them. 

    Just around the bend leading out of town, they were able to see the flat river region just below the town. They followed the road another mile or so and Charlene pointed up a slight hill at the backside of a wooden shack. 

    "That's Bessie's place," she said, "The trail to get up there is just ahead." Pointing down the road, she said, "You can't see it from here, but just around that little bend is where they burned my house. I told Bessie she could have the new one we built, but she said the place would be haunted." Cade said nothing and watched the people working in the fields, who paused in their labors to look up the hill at Charlene and Cade. One of them pointed further up the road ahead of the wagon and everybody turned to face that way. 

    "Company coming," said Cade. "Don't forget you have two loaded rifles and a revolver in the back of the wagon, ma'am." 

    Lifting her brown cotton skirt, Charlene reached into her carry bag and produced one of the new Colt revolvers as she said, "And this. I bought it while you were at the stable. It's a six-shot forty-five. Bought two boxes of cartridges, too." 

    "Are you any good with a gun?" 

    "I had a thirty-six for a while in the Army. An officer made me give it up, though." 

    "I asked if you were any good." 

    Giving him a sharp look, she said, "I can hit a man at about fifty feet. Is that good enough?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Should be, especially if he isn't expecting you to have a gun. You might want to put it back and save it as a surprise." She laid the gun on the wagon seat and flipped her skirt over it, showing a considerable amount of her leg in the process, and didn't rearrange the skirt to cover that leg. 

    At the turnoff to Bessie's place, Cade stopped and said, "Better to meet them here than have them come charging up behind us." He dismounted and tied Esther to the wagon, then took his Winchester out of its scabbard and headed for the cover of a fallen tree perhaps thirty feet from the road. 

    Charlene yelped, "Where the hell are you going?!" Cade said, "I'm going to cover you. If they ask where your friend is, tell

'em I'm taking a leak on the other side of the road," then he trotted up the lane and took four long leaps to the log to avoid leaving an obvious trail through the grass. 

    Peering through the grass rising above the tree's trunk, he saw three men approaching at a gallop and thumbed the hammer back on his Winchester. If their company turned out to be hostile, Cade could knock a couple of them off their horses before they spotted him. 

    The three men slowed their approach when they rounded the slight bend in the road and walked their horses to within a few paces of the wagon. The man on Charlene's right held a revolver and the one on her left held a rifle. The rather chubby man in the middle had his hand on his revolver's butt, but hadn't drawn the weapon. 

    Facing the chubby man, Charlene said, "Well, hello, Jake. Come to make good on your promise?" 

    As she spoke, she hoisted her exposed leg a bit to rest her foot on the wagon's splash guard and all the mens' eyes followed her leg's motion. Returning his gaze to her face, Jake asked, "Where's the man who rode that horse?" 

    She thumbed to her left and said, "Relieving himself." Jake glanced in that direction, then asked, "How did you get past Jimmy and Bobby?" 

    Grinning, Charlene said, "When they aimed rifles at us, my friend shot them." Thumbing over her shoulder, she said, "Got their guns in the wagon." The man on her left eased forward a bit to look and Charlene leaned back to ask in a mock-confidential tone, "Tom, are you looking for a new wife?" He blurted, "What? I mean, uh, no, not yet." 

    "Are you sure? You were staring hard enough at my legs." Somewhat astounded at her words, Tom returned to Jake's side and said, 

"Two rifles and a gunbelt, Jake." 

    During all of the exchange, the man on Charlene's right had been eyeing her exposed leg intently, even as he kept her loosely covered with his revolver. 

    Jake said, "Frank," and had to say it again to get Frank's attention away from Charlene's leg. When Frank looked at him, Jake said, "Find her friend," and drew his revolver to aim it at Charlene. "You wanna pray first?" he asked. Cade didn't hear Jake cock the revolver, so he put a bullet through Frank's head first. As the contents of Frank's head splattered the other two men and Frank began to topple off his horse, Cade quickly jacked a new shell into the chamber. 

    Jake frantically aimed his revolver across his chest at Cade's position, but he couldn't fire until Frank fell out of his way. Cade shot Tom off his horse, ducked, and rolled twice to peer out from another region behind his log. 

    A cocking hammer snapped Jake's eyes back to Charlene. She had a two-handed grip on her Colt, a perfect bead on his chest, and her Colt bucked upward as her round slammed Jake backward in his saddle. Charlene thumbed the hammer back and carefully put two more rounds in Jake's chest. Assuming nothing, Cade kept the men covered as he approached them, and when Tom suddenly raised his hand, Cade almost shot him. 

    "No!" shrieked Tom, but Charlene aimed her Colt at him and quietly said, 

"Oh, yes, Tom. Very definitely, yes," and shot him precisely between the eyes. Frank made no response when Cade lightly kicked his ribs. Cade gathered up the guns and added them to the wagon as Charlene simply stared at Jake; he was still on his horse, but lying flat backwards over the horse's rump. Cade pulled Jake off the horse. A pocket watch on a chain fell free and dangled as Cade lowered him to the ground. Cade took a look at the watch and decided he didn't particularly need it. Let the gravedigger have it. He tied the horses to the wagon, then started dragging Jake's body out of the road as he said, "You could hop down and help, y'know." Charlene startled, took her eyes off Jake, and said, "Oh! Sorry," as she climbed down to grab one of Jake's arms and help pull him to the ditch. She stared at him for another moment before letting go of his arm and said, "I thought I'd feel... I don't know... better, I guess. Just better. But I don't. Well, I mean, I'm glad I shot him, but things just don't feel very different, you know?" 

    "No mystery there," said Cade, "Killing him got you even for some things, but it didn't bring your daddy back and your farm's a pile of railroad stock now. How many more of Jake's kin are we likely to have to deal with while we're here?" 

    She sighed and walked with him to get Frank's body as she said, "Maybe two. Or three, I guess, but Billy Jay never was fond of Jake or his schemes, so we may not see him at all." 

    Watching the people from the fields start up the hill toward them, she said, "Come to think of it, Johnny Ray never seemed very happy with Jake, either. Could be that if we just remind them that there are only three brothers left to split Jake's land, they may leave us alone." 

    "Um. Well, we prob'ly shouldn't count on that, ma'am." Chuckling, Charlene shook her head. 

    "No. But it could happen. They're all greedy bastards, and that you can count on." 

    Once they'd moved Tom's body, Cade checked all their pockets for money and handed Charlene into the wagon as he told her to reload her gun, then climbed aboard Esther for the ride to the shack. 

    He saw two Negro boys peering at them from a window as they approached the shack, then he heard one of them yell, "It's Miss Charlene, Miss Bessie! And some man!" 

    A woman's voice answered, "I thought it might be her. Get out there and bring them in, then take care of their horses. And be careful. He doesn't know you." 

Chapter Thirty

    The shack's door opened and the two boys peered around the door briefly before stepping out to stand in front of it. There was no hitch rail in front of the house, but there were two small trees. Cade took one of the wagon's reins from Charlene and moved ahead to tie Jack to one of the trees. Charlene greeted the boys cheerily as the wagon neared the house and the boys returned her greeting in kind, running to the wagon and walking beside it the last twenty paces or so. 

    One of the horses tied to the wagon shied hard at all the yelling and enthusiasm and Cade suggested they move their reunion away from the wagon as he handed Charlene down. 

    Looking at the big white horse, Cade said, "We'll be selling that one first. I've got no use for a horse that spooks." 

    Charlene said, "He didn't spook at gunfire and he's a good-looking horse, Cade. Who cares if he spooks at noisy kids?" 

    "What if he kicks one between here and New York? Nope. Don't need the trouble. Besides, if he spooks at noisy kids, there's no telling what else'll spook him." 

    She shrugged and reached into the wagon for her carry bag and her gun, which she put in the bag. The boys' eyes got big at the sight of the gun and they fell silent. 

    "We saw what happened," one of the boys ventured in an awe-stricken tone, 

"Ol' Mr. Miller, he had his gun pointed at you when you shot him! You must be real fast, Miss Charlene!" 

    "No," said Charlene, "Mr. Cade distracted him for me. Don't you start any fast-gun stories about me, Noah." 

    "Boys!" yelled the woman in the house, "I told you to bring them in and take care of the horses!" 

    Almost in unison, the boys loudly replied, "Yes'm!" and led the way into the house. Cade stopped by the door as Charlene and the boys moved ahead. On the bed within the one-room shack lay a tall Negro woman who'd propped herself upright on her pillow. Her left leg was propped up on a cushion. She put down a comb and raised a hand in a slight wave. 

    "Why, hello, Miss Charlene! The boys told me you just killed half the Miller clan out on the road." 

    "Just Jake, Tom, and Frank," Charlene replied, "And you don't have to call me 'Miss Charlene' in front of my friend Cade. What happened to you, Bessie?" Bessie laughed bitterly, "Tom Miller happened to me. Jake sent him and Frank up here to tell me they'd be farming my land. I said I'd get the law on

'em and he said they were the only law around here, then he..." she glanced at Cade and paused, then continued, "Well, you know what he did. Or tried to do. I kicked him in the nuts and Frank hit me, then I fell over a chair. I don't think it's broken, but it hurts like hell." 

    Cade moved to the bed and studied Bessie's leg, then compared it to her other leg. There was swelling around an abrasion and a dent in her shin. When he sat on the edge of the bed, the movement didn't seem to cause her any distress. 

    "Could be a slight fracture," he said, "But if you could lift it to put it on this cushion without splinting it first, things shouldn't be too bad. Might be good to stay off it for a couple of weeks and put cool rags on the spot." He turned to the boys and pointed at one as he said, "You keep an eye on the window in case any more Millers show up." Pointing at the other one, he said, "You get me a bucket of cold water straight from the well and some rags." 

    The boys looked at Bessie and she nodded. "Do what he says," she said, making a little shooing motion, "Go." 

    Cade's gaze moved up her body to her arms. A large, dark bruise had formed on her left forearm. He reached to place the palm of his hand under hers and said, "Spread your fingers and push down with your fingertips, ma'am." She did so with generally firm and even pressure. 

    "Harder," said Cade. 

    While it obviously hurt to do so, she complied. 

    "Good," said Cade, "You said he hit you?" Pointing at the bruise on her arm, Bessie said, "He was aiming at my face, but I got my arm up in time." 

    Studying the lines of her face, Cade said, "Damned good thing you did, too. You're a very beautiful woman, ma'am. It'd be a true shame if he'd messed up a face like yours." 

    His words were true. She had coffee-colored skin and green eyes that seemed as deep as the ocean and the shape of her face was that of someone who might be as much as half caucasian. She was a very attractive blend of racial features. 

    Bessie simply stared at him for a moment, then Charlene grinningly smacked his shoulder and said, "Hey! You're here with me, remember?!" Trying to look caught in the act, Cade put a hand over his chest and said, 

"Oh, I'm so sorry, milady! I was only trying to take her mind off her troubles!" 

    Charlene snickered, "The hell you were. You looked at her like she was a hot cherry pie." 

    Bessie chuckled and said, "Please don't beat him, Miss Charlene. He was just trying to make me feel better." Looking at Cade, she added, "And he did. What's your name again, sir?" 

    "Cade." 

    "That's all?" 

    He shrugged. "No, but it's usually enough." The boy he'd sent for water and rags hurried back into the shack and stopped by the bed. Cade soaked a few rags in the cold well water and folded them to lay over the swelling on Bessie's leg, then stood up and went to the window. 

    Perhaps a dozen people had assembled around the bodies and two men were walking up the trail to the shack. 

    "Who's coming up the lane?" asked Cade, and the boy ran to the window to look. 

    "That's Mr. Cook on the left. The other man's Mr. Lang." The two men paused to look into the wagon, then came to the front door. Cade opened it and stepped outside and both men stopped perhaps three paces away from him as Charlene came out to stand beside him. 

    "Mr. Cook," she said, "Mr. Lang. This is Mr. Cade." Cook nodded and said, "Hello, Charlene." 

    "Miss Culver," she corrected him. 

    Nodding again, he said, "Miss Culver, people are asking what happened." Charlene met his gaze and said, "Jake pulled a gun on me, so I shot him. You're about all that's left of the town's elected officials, Mr. Cook. How do you want to handle this?" 

    He shook his head. "I'm just in charge of records, Miss Culver. We're worried that there'll be more shooting. Jake had three more brothers." 

    "Maybe they'll see this as a chance to split their inheritance and stay out of it." 

    "Billy and Johnny might. Luke won't." 

    "Then you'd better have Pastor Layton dig four graves. Do you know what Tom and Frank did to Bessie?" 

    Lang said, "We heard. Ain't nobody gonna be missin' either o' them boys." 

    "That isn't the point," said Charlene, "Has anyone been up here to see if Bessie needed any help?" 

    "Not likely," said Lang, "Ol' Jake wouldn't have been too happy to find out people was up here." 

    Charlene walked closer to the men and said coldly, "You know what always amazed the hell out of me? I'll tell you. Back when Jake had my father jailed, back when he started forcing people to deed their farms over to him and you recorded all the new deeds without questions, and back when Jake and his boys burned my house and then burned my crops, not one of the two hundred or so men around here had the guts to even try to stop him. Yet now that he's dead, you're the first ones to come ask me what happened." Cook started to say, "Now, look, Miss Culver, I..." 

    "No. Shut up, Cook. None of you people were there for me back then and you don't have the right to question me now. It was self-defense. Jake pointed a gun at me and I shot him. His boys shot at Cade and Cade shot them. That's how you're going to write it up, because if I catch any shit about this at all, I'm going to come looking for the only goddamned bureaucrat left in town." 

    "Charlene," said Cade, and when she turned to look at him, he said, 

"You're wasting a perfectly good threat. All Mr. Cook wants is to be able to write things up in a manner that will put them to rest for good. Isn't that right, Mr. Cook?" 

    Cook looked at Cade and took a breath. "Yes, Mr. Cade, it is right. We all know what kind of man Jake Miller was. He had a stranglehold on this town, and now that he's gone, maybe things will improve around here." Nodding, Cade said, "Maybe they will. Now, if you'll all excuse me, I'm going to go find a good branch and make a crutch for Bessie." 

    "Um..." said Lang, hurriedly raising a hand, "What're you gonna do with their horses and guns? Seems to me you oughta turn 'em in. Bein' personal possessions and all." He thumbed at Cook and added, "That would be him, since he's the closest thing we have to the law around here." Laughing, "Such a good citizen, aren't you?", Cade reached to pluck at the gold chain that led to Lang's left vest pocket and yanked a pocket watch into view. Pointing at the dangling watch, Cade asked, "You mean like you turned in that watch? The last time I saw it, it was on Jake Miller's body. What else did you find in his pockets?" 

    Shaking his head, he said, "Nope. Miss Culver now owns Jake's gun and horse. I own the others. Oh, by the way, two of Jake's men tried to rob us on the way to town. You may want to send a wagon out there to pick 'em up." With that, he left the group and walked toward the trees to locate a suitable branch for making a crutch. By the time he found one and hacked it off the tree, the two men were halfway back down to the road. Charlene was nowhere in sight. 

    Cade skinned twigs and leaves off the branch as he walked back to the house, then took the bare branch inside to measure it against Bessie's body. Using his knife to make a couple of marks at the top and bottom of the branch, he asked if she had a hand saw. 

    "No," said Bessie, "Wish I did." Looking around at the shack, Cade asked Charlene, "Why don't we trade ol' 

Jake's big white horse for some hand tools?" 

    "You're determined to get rid of that horse, aren't you?" Shrugging, Cade said, "Like I told Lang, it's your horse now, ma'am. It just seems to me that your friend Bessie needs some tools worse than you need a spooky horse." 

    He took the branch outside to start whittling on it in the shade of the tree by the wagon. Before he had the shoulder support shaped and smoothed, Charlene came out and sat on the split-log bench beside him. A short time passed before she said, "Thanks for coming here with me, Cade." 

    "You seemed worth it, milady." He looked up from trimming the other end of the branch and said, "Still do, now that I've met some of the people involved." 

    Her left eyebrow arched. "You mean Bessie?" Returning his attention to trimming the branch, Cade chuckled, "Well, she's downright beautiful, but I was referring to Jake and his boys. And Cook and Lang. Your story was just another sob story back in Frederick, Charlene, and I've heard a helluva lot of 'em. Now I know it was all real and we've done something to try to correct matters." 

    "Try to? I'd say we've definitely corrected matters." He eyed the cut he was making in the wood and grooved it a bit deeper before he snapped the branch in two and threw the shorter bit at the woodpile and looked at Charlene. 

    "Does Bessie really belong in this shack? She speaks English well, probably as a result of being someone's house slave or mistress. Seems to me she could do better." 

    "She will do better once she has some tools." Whittling the rough spots off his last cut, he said, "Even if we get her some tools, she'll need lumber and someone would have to do the heavy work. Can she? Can the boys?" 

    Leaning back against the wall of the shack, Charlene asked, "Think you could get to the point, Cade?" 

    Nodding, he said, "Okay. One thing we aren't hurting for these days is money. We also have all the extra guns and horses we can sell. She knows who can be hired locally. Why not just give her the money from today's winnings and let her do the best she can with it?" 

    Pulling a wad of bills from his pocket, he counted it and said, "Here's sixty-nine bucks of what used to be Miller money to put toward a real house on this hill. We can probably pull another three hundred out of the guns and horses. Maybe more if Luke Miller or his brothers choose to contribute." Charlene stared at him for a moment, then laughed. 

    "'Choose to contribute?' You make it sound as if they're going to waltz up and drop money on us." 

    "That's what it would amount to if they come looking for trouble. We can't just leave, y'know. Luke and his brothers have to be dealt with --one way or another --or they could be a big problem for Bessie. And for us. I've been tracked before. It's an unpleasant feeling." 

    "Tracked?" 

    "Yup. By the brother of a man who tried to rob some people on the road at gunpoint. I was one of the people. A full week later, heavy snow made me backtrack eight miles to look for another way to Asheville and I found him following my trail. He saw me coming down the mountain and asked if I'd met anybody on the trail. I told him someone named Cade had drunk some of my coffee that morning. The man got all excited and told me why he was going to do all sorts of nasty things to Cade when he caught up to him, so I shot him off his horse and put him under a rock overhang, then used a bit of gunpowder to collapse the overhang." 

    Looking incredulous, Charlene asked, "Why the hell did you do that? Why not just bury him?" 

    "Didn't you hear the words 'heavy snow' ma'am? The ground was frozen solid. Besides, I didn't have a shovel, so I covered him with rocks, that's all. This crutch is about ready, I think. Let's see if she wants to try it so I can make any adjustments she needs." 

    Standing up, Charlene grinningly said, "Let's make it worth her while to get out of bed. Most of the stuff in the trunk is for her, so we can open it on the table as bait." 

    Cade laughed, "Sounds like a plan, ma'am." They each grabbed a handle and carried the trunk into the shack to set it on the rough-hewn table. Charlene unlocked it and lifted out a blue dress that she draped over the open trunk, then she grinned at Bessie and said, "Come and get it." 

    Bessie went along with good humor and only a few grimaces of pain as she and Cade lifted her injured leg off the cushion to place her foot on the floor. 

    When she stood up, Bessie was almost Cade's height. He turned the crutch upside down and made a mark on it to later remove two inches, then turned it rightside up and let her use it as he helped her to the chair by the table. 

    "Only a few minutes on your feet," said Cade, "We don't want the swelling to get worse." 

    As the ladies rooted through the contents of the trunk, Cade rolled the crutch under his knife blade to wrap the cut line around the branch, then went back outside to begin removing the extra two inches. 

    He'd almost finished when he saw a small flock of birds take off in a panic from a tree by the road about a mile from the house. As if to confirm Cade's impression, he almost instantly saw more birds rise from the ground in the same area. 

    Rapping on the wall near the shack's only window, Cade yelled, "Someone's coming fast up the road!" and dropped the crutch to take his Winchester out of its scabbard, thumb the hammer back, and hurry to the trees near the house. Working his way quickly downhill among the trees, Cade saw two men on horseback riding hard around the slight bend in the road that led to the river flats. 

    He continued downhill until the men again came into view almost directly below his position, then he waited among the trees about a hundred feet from the road. 

    The riders stopped near the end of the trees and one of them got off his horse, tied it to a branch and pulled what looked like an Enfield rifle out of a scabbard, and ran to the trees below Cade. 

    The other one rode to the end of Bessie's lane and yelled, "Hey, in there! 

Come on out, Charlene! Come on out and bring your new boyfriend with you!" Cade didn't see a rifle on his saddle and he wasn't going to do much with a revolver at nearly a hundred yards, so Cade watched the man who'd run into the trees. The man rushed uphill with his attention more on his footing and the shack than what might be lurking in front of him. 

    The breathless man plunged past Cade's concealed position and finally stopped, taking off his hat as he flopped down behind a fallen tree not far uphill from Cade. 

    As the man aimed his rifle at the house, Cade aimed his Winchester at him. The shack's door remained closed and the man glanced down at his companion, who was again yelling for Charlene and her new boyfriend to come out. Several moments passed and Cade saw a white face appear at the shack's window very briefly, then appear again for a longer look. The man uphill from him thumbed his rifle's hammer back and aimed intently, but held his fire. The man on the horse started slowly up the lane and stopped about halfway to the house, where he yelled, "I just want to talk to you face to face, Charlene!" 

    To Cade's surprise, he heard the wooden bar of the shack's door slide back and the door opened a crack. The man with the rifle locked his sights on the door. 

    Charlene called, "To hell with your 'face to face', Luke! What do you want?" 

    "Hey! You did Billy and Johnny and me a big favor today, Charlene! You know that, don't you?" 

    "What the hell are you talking about, Luke?" Waving a hand to encompass most of the area to his left, Luke yelled, 

"Hell, woman! Now that Daddy Jake's gone, we're gonna split eight hundred acres three ways instead of five!" 

    To Cade's horror, the shack's door opened a bit farther. As a hat brim and the shoulder of a white blouse appeared beyond the crack, Cade thought, 'Oh, what the fuck is that woman thinking?!' then he thought, 'Waitaminute! She hasn't worn a hat all day!' and took a long, hard look at the blouse. A slight breeze made it flap. There was nothing under it where there should have been flesh. 

    The rifleman fired as soon as half the blouse appeared beyond the door's frame. The hat fell to the ground outside the door and the blouse withdrew into the house as the rifleman hurried to reload. 

    Luke drew his revolver as he charged uphill and jumped off his horse near the woodpile, where he yelled, "That just leaves you, Mister Who-the-fuck-ever-you-are! Are you gonna hide in that shack behind that nigger woman's skirt or are you gonna come out here and face me like a man?!" Cade whispered, "Hey! Back here!" and when the man behind the fallen tree whipped around, Cade put a round dead center in his chest. The round knocked the breath out of the man and slapped him against the log. Jacking in a fresh round, Cade thought, 'That's why they call it 'dead' 

center' and shifted his aim to Luke, who'd spun around and frantically crawled to a smaller woodpile between himself and Cade. 

    The shack door opened again and a shiny new gun barrel poked out as Charlene thumbed the hammer back. Luke spun to aim at the door, but her bullet slammed into his chest. 

    Cade saw Luke stiffen, then slump, but he kept his aim on the top of Luke's head and waited to see if he'd move again. 

    Charlene, on the other hand, wasn't interested in whether he'd move again. She re-cocked her revolver and Cade saw the top of Luke's head fly away when she fired. 

    After a moment, Charlene looked around and called out, "Cade? Where are you?" 

    "Here," he yelled back, "Present and accounted for, ma'am. I got one of

'em here in the trees. I'm going down to the road to get his horse. Come get his rifle and check his pockets." 

    Holstering her revolver, Charlene replied, "Okay!" She started toward his position as Cade started toward the horse. Wrenching up some of the rich grass among the trees, Cade offered it to the horse. The horse took the offering and studied this new person in its life as Cade untied him and swung himself aboard to ride up the hill. He stopped near the body in the woods and asked, "Which one is he? 

Johnny?" 

    Charlene nodded. "Yeah, it's Johnny. That only leaves Billy. Maybe he'll realize he can inherit the whole cake and won't come after us." 

    "Do you really care whether he does?" 

    "No, not really. I'd just like all the damned killing to end so people can get on with their lives." 

    "Have you given any thought to the wives and families of the men we've killed today?" 

    "No. The Miller clan will take care..." She looked at Cade and muttered, 

"Oh. I guess Billy is the Miller clan now." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. Without their men, they'll have trouble farming this year. I was thinking now would be a good time to offer to buy some farmland we could turn around and sell to the railroad. That would give the women some cash to work with and they could consolidate themselves on what's left of the Miller estate." 

    "Um... Well, excuse me, of course, but why couldn't they sell their land to the railroad?" 

    Cade dismounted to walk up the hill with her and pointed at Johnny as he said, "Like I said, now's a good time to inquire. Could be some of the Miller women aren't going to be all that unhappy to see their husbands gone." Charlene walked a few paces, then said, "They'll probably think we're trying to force them to sell." 

    "They can think whathehellever they want, ma'am. We'll offer a fair price for farmland. They can take it or not. Does this town have a bank or a lawyer?" 

    "No, but there's one of each in Ladiesburg and the lawyer's come out here before." 

    "Good 'nuff." 

    "We'll be taking advantage of them, Cade." 

    "They won't have to sell to us." 

    With that, he went to haul the latest bodies down the lane to the road. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    Luke's horse was grazing on the hill just above the shack and Cade went to get it as Charlene took Johnny's horse to tie it to the wagon. A rabbit sprinted past as he walked toward the horse, then another one. Just before he reached the horse, two more rabbits dashed from hiding and headed for the trees. 

    Cade took Luke's horse to the wagon, then went inside and asked if anyone had any objections to rabbit meat for dinner. The two boys became enthusiastic and Bessie admitted that there'd been no meat on the table for close to a week. 

    "They try to make traps," she said, then chuckled, "But the rabbits are apparently too smart for them." 

    "Back in a while," said Cade, and he headed back up the hill with his sling at the ready. He nailed two of the rabbits, took them back to the house, and asked, "Does anyone here remember how to clean a rabbit?" Bessie pointed at one of the boys and said, "Let Sammy do it. He won't nick the gut and taint the meat." The other boy started to protest and Bessie said, "You can watch and learn, David, then you can practice on rabbits we won't be feeding to our guests." She snickered and added, "That is, if you boys can ever figure out how to catch one." 

    While the boys were cleaning the rabbit, Cade strung the rope from one of the saddles between two sturdy trees behind the shack where grass grew high, unsaddled all the horses, then led them around back and tied all the horses' 

reins to the rope. 

    Taking Bessie's washtub outside, he rinsed it and filled it with well water, let the horses drink, and completely filled the tub once they'd all finished drinking. 

    After hanging the Miller saddles and his own along the sides of the wagon, he put up the wagon's curved staves and tied the cover into place, then went back inside the shack. 

    Charlene was stirring meat cooking in a pan as the boys peeled vegetables and put them in a pot on the stove. 

    "So," said Cade, "She can cook, too." Grinning at Cade, Charlene asked, "Would you bring my other two bags in?" 

    "I thought we'd sleep in the wagon." 

    Not looking away from her cooking, Charlene said, "We will, but there are a few more things I want to give Bessie." 

    "Oh, my God!" yelped Bessie, "Haven't you already given me enough today?" 

    "Now, there's an excellent idea, ma'am," said Cade, "Save the really good stuff to give to her tomorrow." 

    Charlene snickered and shook her head. "Nope. I want to get it all given out so I can repack my bags." 

    Looking at Bessie, Cade said, "Well, that's a pretty good reason, ma'am. Guess we can't argue her out of it." 

    He picked up his rifle and headed outside to clean it after hauling her bags in, but he stopped by the window and said, "Someone's coming. Again. Looks like Cook." 

    Hurrying to look outside, Charlene said, "It is." Nodding, Cade went outside and started cleaning his rifle. Cook approached to within a few yards of Cade and said, "There are two more bodies at the end of the lane." 

    "Yup. Two more horses out back, too. They tried to ambush us. One in the woods with a rifle and one on horseback with a revolver. Any idea how Billy Miller feels about all this?" 

    Taking a seat on the bench beside Cade, Cook said, "As a matter of fact, I do. He came to the church with Luke and Johnny to see the bodies. He even tried to talk them out of coming up here. Got Luke's fist in his face for it." 

    "That was then. This is now and he's the last of the bunch, as I understand things. What's he gonna do, Mr. Cook? Will he really let having all of his brothers killed roll off his back?" 

    Cook sighed, "Hell, I don't know. I just came up here because someone reported more gunfire." 

    "Hm. Well, we've kept you busy today, Mr. Cook. Could I give you something for all your extra trouble today?" 

    Somewhat warily, Cook replied, "I guess that would depend, Mr. Cade. What sort of something?" 

    "Fifty bucks. Ten bucks for each body." 

    Cade reached in his shirt pocket and fished out a fifty, then held it out to Cook. When Cook didn't take it, he asked, "What's wrong? I don't print my own, y'know." 

    "Some people might see this as a bribe, Mr. Cade." 

    "Do you?" 

    Cook looked as if he might be choosing his words carefully, then he said, 

"Yes, I'm afraid I do, although I'm not sure why you might feel a need to buy my cooperation." 

    Nodding, Cade put the money back in his pocket and said, "It wasn't a bribe, Mr. Cook. What are the chances that you'll get the top job around here now that the Jake Miller dynasty has been deposed?" 

    "Been de-whatted?" 

    "Deposed. Removed from office." 

    "Oh. Well, as Charlene pointed out, I'm the closest thing to a bureaucrat in the area, so I guess I already have that job." 

    "Good. What are you going to do with it?" 

    "Ah... I don't think I understand you, Mr. Cade." Cade ran a swab down his Winchester's bore and let the hammer down gently on the empty chamber, then stood up and leaned the rifle against the bench. 

    "Mr. Cook, you no longer have Miller's gun at your head to ensure your cooperation. You also know who got screwed out of their lands over the last few years. You could start trying to make things right for the people you can still find. I'd be willing to bring a lawyer out here from Ladiesburg to help you get that ball rolling if you'd be willing to do something for Bessie by helping her get what she needs to build a real house. She'll have some money, but she'll need help." 

    Cook was well and truly surprised and it showed in his rather stark stare at Cade. "You're serious, aren't you? Helping Bessie would be no great task if she can pay laborers, but do you have any idea how much a lawyer could cost?" 

    "Yup." 

    "How the hell could you pay for... oh, hell, I don't have even the slightest idea how much we're talking about here." 

    "Doesn't matter. It won't take long to give him the picture and get him started. I can toss a few bucks at that and you can trade him odd lots of farm land for the difference. When he's earned a few oddly-shaped acres in odd places, work a deal to swap them for a single unclaimed plot of land before unpaid taxes make it a county holding. Whatever I spend getting him started I can take back in the same manner. Everybody wins, nobody loses." 

    "Except the Millers." 

    "Too bad, so sad. Jake stole certain properties. You'd be legally taking them back on behalf of their true owners. Luke yapped about not having to split eight hundred acres five ways when he was trying to bait us out of the house. Billy won't have to split whatever's left with anyone." For some moments, Cook seemed thoughtful, then he asked, "Mind if I think about this for a time?" 

    "I'm not going to stick around any longer than I have to. That could depend on several things." 

    "What things?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "That's my business, Mr. Cook. This is just a side trip for me." He thumbed at the shack and said, "But if you want to talk to one of Jake's victims, I'm sure Charlene could refresh your memory about her case. Care to stick around for dinner? There's plenty of rabbit." Looking down the hill, Cook stood up and pointed at the end of the lane as he said, "No, thanks. I'm afraid I still have some work to do today, Mr. Cade." 

    "Hopefully there won't be any more. Tell Billy I said that. I didn't come here to wipe out a family, Mr. Cook, but they decided to try to wipe me out. And Charlene. If Billy's willing, we can call an end to hostilities." 

    "He may want his brothers' horses and guns back." Cade said flatly, "They're for sale." 

    Nodding, Cook said, "I'll tell him that if he asks. Good day, Mr. Cade," and he headed down the hill. 

    The rest of the afternoon was uneventful. As the sundown shadow of the hill behind the shack cast an early darkness across the river flats below, Cade told Charlene that he might like to take a walk later. She gave him a small grin and a nod as she directed the boys' efforts to wash dish ware. Bessie hadn't joined them at the dinner table; Cade had spotted some swelling in her leg and helped her back to bed and the boys had delivered her plate to her. 

    Now Bessie called his name in a quiet tone and Cade went to see what was on her mind. She cocked her head and looked up at him for a moment, then patted the side of the bed. Once he was seated, she spoke. 

    "I heard most of what you told Mr. Cook earlier. While I appreciate what you're trying to do for me, I think I'd like to know why you want to do it." Making a facetious attempt at a surprised look, Cade asked, "Didn't I say you were beautiful, ma'am? I'm pretty sure I did. I'm a complete fool for beautiful women, y'know." 

    She allowed him a tiny smile and replied, "Oh, I'm sure you are, Mr. Cade, but what didn't you tell Mr. Cook? You have no investment in our... community, if you could call it that. You have no family here, no land here. What's your interest?" 

    Cade leaned back a bit and studied her face. Yeah, she was gorgeous, no damned doubt about it. And as he met her sharp, intelligent gaze, he realized that whatever else she may have been in another part of her life, she was a woman who might easily be running her own business if she weren't a Negro in a small town. 

    "Bessie, what do you know about buying and selling land?" With a somewhat brightened expression, she said, "My former owner was a Virginia lawyer, Mr. Cade. He frequently handled such transactions. I was raised to be as much his assistant as his... house companion. I drafted everything that left his office. When his liver turned on him, we managed to keep his practice flowing well from his home for more than three years before he died. Everyone was quite surprised to learn he'd been ill." 

    "His liver, huh?" 

    "That's what the surgeon said. Mr. Clark had arthritis, Mr. Cade. Liquor helped him with the pain and laudanum helped him sleep. Now tell me what you're up to, please." 

    Eyeing her for a few moments, he said, "My plans may just have changed somewhat. What's your real name? Betsy? Elizabeth? 'Bessie' is a diminutive, isn't it?" 

    "It is. My name is Artemis Elizabeth Gardner. I began using my first owner's last name when Mr. Clark bought me." She gave him another of those small smiles. "It looked good on legal documents." Cade called up some of the terms he'd encountered when Charlene had sold her farm. Bessie defined them with ease. He described his general idea for land acquisition to her and she made corrections and suggestions. After perhaps fifteen minutes of discussion, Cade said, "Miss Gardner, you know the area, the people, and far more about what I want to do than I do. If I backed you with five thousand, what could you accomplish with it?" Bessie's eyes grew huge and her mouth fell open. Behind Cade, a pot hit the packed-dirt floor of the shack and he turned to see Charlene staring at him. 

    "What?" he asked, "She knows more than I do and she'll be able to do it quietly. I'll set up a company to buy up the loose land around here and put her in charge of it instead of renting a lawyer. Bessie'll get a fat commission when I sell the land to the railroad." Turning to Bessie, he added, 

"If you want to, that is. Why is a woman like you hiding out here in Nowhereville? Legal troubles? Would we need to change your name?" Shaking her head, Bessie said, "There were legal problems, but they caught the woman who really killed him and forgot all about me. I ran out of money and set up a practice as a midwife when I couldn't find the kind of work I'd been doing. Mr. Cade, the people around here wouldn't even let me teach children to read and write. To this day there's no school in Simpson's Mill." Adjusting her position on the bed, she stated firmly, "I'd be more than happy to be a rich woman, Mr. Cade. Count me in." 

    "Done. We'll buy any river farms or parts of farms we can before we start lawsuits to restore holdings to people who were victimized by Jake. What do you need to get started?" 

    Bessie considered the matter for a moment, then said, "A properly licensed company name, a small bank account in Ladiesburg in that company name, that five thousand you mentioned for initial purchases and expenses, an office address for anonymity and to receive official mail, and suitable office supplies." She pointed at the trunk in the corner of the room and added, 

"Thanks to Charlene, I already have clothes, though nobody's ever likely to see me in the office." 

    Charlene had come to stand by the bed. She poked Cade in the shoulder with a firm finger and demanded, "When were you going to invite me to share in your grand plan?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Would now be a good time, ma'am?" 

    "Yes, it would. What can I do?" 

    Shrugging, Cade thumbed at Bessie and said, "You and I will probably just bankroll Miss Gardner for the most part. We'll probably do some running back and forth to Ladiesburg and scouting of properties around here too, but mostly, I think we'll just be funding her acquisitions." Turning to Bessie, Charlene asked, "That's all?" Bessie shrugged. "Sorry. Most of the company's operation will be handled by mail or messenger. There's no good reason for anyone in this area to know it's our company until the very day we sell holdings to the railroad." 

    "What if," Cade speculated, "What if Charlene and I went to town for some reason and happened to encounter someone from the company who decided to use us as couriers?" 

    "That could work," said Bessie. "It would also give you the motive and opportunities necessary to present offers to land owners. Perhaps even to advise them." 

    "That sounds rather deceitful," said Charlene. 

    "Not at all," Bessie replied, "They'll be interested or they'll refuse our offers. If they're in the market, it's in our best interests to direct matters to our favor, which if I understand Mr. Cade's intentions correctly is simply to amass land which can easily be sold to the railroad at a profit." She looked directly at Charlene and said, "And if I recall correctly, you sold your land --at nine times its value as farmland --to the railroad because no one in this town would give you what it was fairly worth as farmland. Note the word 'fairly'. Your best local offer was about twenty percent of the land's true value, which was made after your crops had been burned. I'm not suggesting that we try to exact some form of financial retribution, but I'm definitely recommending that we buy cheap and sell high, which is and has been the maxim of good business since time began." Charlene blinked at her once, then looked at Cade, who chuckled and asked, 

"She's never talked like that before, huh?" 

    With a slight shake of her head and an amazed expression, Charlene muttered, "No." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Well, now she's the head of a real estate agency." In a confidential tone, he added, "That's how them fancy, high-falutin' 

wheeler-dealers talk, y'know." 

    Charlene's gaze narrowed and she gave him a mocking little grin as Bessie said, "One question, Mr. Cade. Would you feel a need to close the agency once the land in this area has been dealt with?" 

    "Not if you want to continue with it. I'd probably want out, though, once this project is finished." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    "Sure. I'll be part of this venture in a hands-on manner, but I expect to be in Europe before winter, so I wouldn't be directly involved in your future dealings. All I need to know now is that you can do this job while I'm here." For some moments, both women simply stared at him, then Bessie said, "It might take longer than three or four months to acquire the land, Mr. Cade." 

    "The sea lanes close to passenger traffic in late September. That's how long I'll be here. We'll gather up as much land as possible before then and sell it, then the company's yours." 

    Looking at Charlene, Bessie asked, "Is that how you want to do it, Charlene?" 

    Cade said, "Just hold that thought, ladies. To clarify matters, that's how I'm going to do it with my chunk of things. Charlene's a free woman; if she wants to come with me and let you continue to use her money, that's fine. If she wants to stay, that's up to her." 

    Charlene asked, "You wouldn't want to let her continue to use your money?" 

    "Nope, but it isn't really a matter of trust, ma'am. Railroad stock is good anywhere in the world as collateral for a draw or a loan. Part ownership in a real estate agency isn't. Besides, if I'm guessing right about the eighteen-mile stretch you mentioned, we'd be splitting somewhere around seven hundred thousand dollars of the railroad's money. She'll have plenty of seed money for future ventures." 

    Groping for the bedside chair, Charlene paled and lowered herself into the chair with wobbly knees as she whispered, "Oh, dear Lord! That much?! 

Really?!" 

    She turned her stark stare at Bessie, who nodded solemnly and said, "The railroad wants the eighteen miles along the river. If all goes well, he may have underestimated by as much as twenty percent, Charlene." Cade nodded. "Yup. I did." He sighed, "Don't like to get my hopes up too high, you know. Only leads to disappointment." 

    Bessie burst out laughing and Charlene looked at them as if they were slightly insane, which made Bessie laugh again. 
Chapter Thirty-two

    Not long after their arrival in Simpson's Mill, Cade telegraphed the railroad to see if they had any interest in his Pennsylvania property. They said no; it wasn't on any of their planned routes. 

    He then telegraphed his Pennsylvania bank to see how the leases were doing. The bank manager reported a moderate profit above taxes, as Cade had expected. After some thought, Cade decided to leave things as they were concerning his Pennsylvania land. 

    Sixty acres in that region would only be worth about eleven hundred dollars, and that was assuming there might be someone in the area --other than the Preston Coal Company --who'd be willing and able to buy it. Cade had seen what coal mining did to land. They could dig somewhere else. On a cool morning in the first week of September, Cade and Charlene walked out of the house they'd lived in since late April and rode out of Simpson's Mill for the last time. 

    Pastor Layton seemed his usual stern self as they rode past the church; when Cade waved, Franklin nodded and made a small wave in return, but he eyed Charlene with more than a trace of distaste. 

    He was of the opinion that women should ride sidesaddle --or preferably not ride at all --and travel only aboard wagons 'for Christian modesty's sake'. 

    Charlene had laughed at his suggestion and asked where the hell she'd be likely to find a sidesaddle, even if she had any desire to learn how to ride all over again. He said he knew where to get one. She then offered to learn to ride sidesaddle the day he learned to mind his own damned business. Layton also nurtured a grudge --although perhaps only a small one -because Charlene and Cade had come back from a visit to Ladiesburg sporting brand-new wedding rings. They hadn't even considered availing themselves of his services. 

    As they rode through town and past the fields beyond it, other people either smiled or glared as they saw fit. Some of the townsfolk had never come to terms with the idea of people not having to work hard for a living and had never warmed up to having them around. 

    Others had simply considered them landed gentry and been grateful for support jobs they wouldn't have had otherwise; jobs that would continue because the railroad would use the house for maintenance quarters and parts storage. 

    They met Bessie at her combination office and home in Ladiesburg and sipped coffee and tea until Mr. Harken of the bank and his two assistants arrived to conduct an audit. 

    When Cade had suggested a business audit, both women had initially reacted as if he'd accused them of some dire treachery, but Cade had explained his reasoning. 

    "Charlene, we're about to sign the business over to Bessie, but no matter what it says on the letterheads or the door, you can damned well bet that most of the business and social brass around Ladiesburg will assume that you or I were the brains of the outfit. I want every single land deal and document verified to the satisfaction of the bank and any other local honchos who should be concerned. They need to know and respect Miss Artemis Elizabeth Gardner before we leave." 

    Once a thoroughly amazed Mr. Harken had completed his audit, they walked to the bank, where in the presence of several bank and local government officials they divided up the proceeds of their real estate venture and made sure the fact that Bessie had been the engine of the entire operation was public knowledge. 

    When Harken had finished counting out the last of the money on the big table in the meeting room, he shook his head and asked, "Really, Mr. Cade? All this was the result of a five thousand dollar initial investment?" 

    "Not quite, though it looks that way on paper. Miss Culver and I each kicked in a grand to get things started and see how the idea would go. We tossed in some more money in late May and August as purchase deposits. Once we had the deeds squared away, we contacted the railroad, offered them a huge tract of land they'd been refused before, and ignored their offers until it looked as if it might be cheaper for them to go another route. Miss Gardner handled all negotiations for us, as you saw in the correspondences." 

    "But... No, not 'but'," Harken sighed, "The one million, three hundred and seventy-six thousand, nine hundred and eighty-eight dollars on this table is proof of her capabilities. I just hope she never develops an interest in banking." 

    He glanced around the table, then met Cade's gaze and asked, "Would you mind if we performed a more thorough audit in the near future?" Cade grinned and replied, "I was kind of expecting today's audit to be

'thorough', Mr. Harken. It's up to Miss Gardner. As soon as we sign some papers, she'll be the sole owner." 

    Bessie smiled and said, "Oh, I'd welcome a much more thorough audit, Mr. Harken." 

    John Varrek arrived half an hour late on one of his own trains and apologized mightily for his tardiness as he studied the three piles of money on the table. 

    "Right, then. Who's first?" he asked, and by the end of an hour they all had their railroad stocks in hand. 

    Bessie received actual stock certificates which she put on deposit with the bank as collateral for possible future business loans. Charlene and Cade received signed and witnessed copies of documentation that added their stock shares to what they already had. 

    Mr. Harken insisted on treating them to an extravagant lunch --given that the word 'extravagant' has different meanings wherever you go --in Ladiesburg's finest restaurant. 

    After lunch, Bessie, Charlene, and Cade went back to Bessie's office and used Cade's knife to rather ceremonially pry the small brass nameplate off the door to make room for the new one that was supposed to have arrived that week. 

    "There," said Cade, handing the plaque to Charlene, "That makes it official. It's strictly our Miss Gardner's office now." 

    "You don't want this?" asked Charlene. 

    Cade shrugged. "It's just a company name on brass. My name's not on it." Charlene looked at the plaque and sighed, "Neither is mine," then handed it to Bessie. Charlene nibbled her lower lip and tears formed in her eyes as she looked at Bessie. 

    "Would you keep it for all of us, Bessie? Maybe have it mounted on a stand and look at it once in a while? And think of us when you do?" Both ladies started crying and Bessie sobbingly promised to do just that with the plaque as they hugged each other and cried some more. Cade unlocked the office door and gently ushered the ladies inside, where they took seats together on the couch and continued their sob-fest as Cade went to the kitchen to warm up some coffee. 

    It wasn't that he didn't understand the import and impact of it all; it was just that to Cade, the entire venture had been a project that ended with the purchase of new railroad stock. He didn't really give a damn about the business office; it had simply been a device for gathering properties. He took three cups of coffee to the office and set two of them where they'd be noticed when the ladies finally let go of each other, then he sat in the desk chair and put his feet up on an open drawer as he looked out the window and sipped his coffee. 

    When Charlene called his name, he raised a hand and responded, "Yo. Here. Present. Take your pick, ma'am," as he swiveled the chair to face them. 

    "You seemed to be off in your own little world over there." 

    "Yeah, I prob'ly was. Are you two all through commiserating about being rich?" 

    "Commiserating?" 

    "Sounded like it. Tears. Sobs. Lots of snuffling and blowing of noses and like that." 

    "We weren't 'commiserating'." 

    "Sure sounded like it. Sounded like a funeral in here." Giving him a glowering gaze, she snapped, "We weren't commiserating, damn it!" 

    Doing his best to appear contrite, Cade replied, "Yes'm. As you say, milady. Of course. Don't hit me, ma'am." 

    "Oh, shut up, Cade." 

    "Yes'm. As you say, milady. Of course, ma'am." Bessie snickered, then sipped her coffee with an innocent look when Charlene's glare turned in her direction. 

    "He's making fun of us, Bessie." 

    "No, he's just teasing us a bit. Ask him why." 

    "He's just doing it to amuse himself." 

    "No, that doesn't seem likely. What's he really doing?" Charlene studied Cade intently as he sipped coffee and studied her in return. 

    Grinning, Cade said, "Damn, but you two are a couple of truly fine-looking rich women. None of that pudginess that usually goes with too much rich food and soft living. None of that pasty paleness that comes from never going outdoors." 

    Noddingly indicating Bessie, he added, "Especially you, ma'am. Skin like brown silk stretched over a luscious figure and a face an angel would kill for. I can't imagine how you've managed to stay single." That remark not only made Bessie blush slightly, it made her laugh heartily. 

    "Where the hell am I going to find a man?!" she asked, "Am I supposed to settle for some step'nfetchit yard nigger because I'm a Negro? Or become a secret mistress to another white man? No, thanks. I'll do without first." Her dilemma was something that had occurred to Cade more than once during the last few months. 

    "Well," he said, "If I wasn't tied up with this gorgeous redhead, I'd definitely be interested in a woman like you." 

    She shot back, "Not a chance. You're too white. The neighbors would complain." Shaking her head at the concept, she added, "Loud, long, and bitterly, they'd complain." 

    "Well, I'm pretty sure there are more than a few Negro men who'd consider you a real treasure, too. And I've met a few who had some education. Ever consider putting an ad in the Richmond paper?" 

    Charlene looked as if someone had goosed her and Bessie's eyes bugged a bit as Charlene yelped, "A what?! Are you crazy?!" and Bessie gave him a very skeptical look as she replied, "I'll take your latest suggestion under proper consideration, of course." 

    Cade tossed back, "Yeah. Do that," and added, "Not an ad for a prospective husband. For a Negro man with a superior education, manners, occupational training, etc... Someone who could learn this business and work with you instead of for you. A potential partner. If he's good enough to get hired, he may turn out to be good enough for you in other respects. If he can't meet your other requirements, at least you'll have a commissioned sales rep." 

    "I'm pretty sure such men are very few and far between, Mr. Cade, and any such man would likely be well employed." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, give it some thought. I've already met one man who might fill your bill, except for the fact that he was gelded by his owner years ago. In fact, maybe you should be going to Europe, too. I've heard there are a lot of Negroes in French politics, and you just aren't too likely to get elected if you're nothing but a 'step'nfetchit nigger', as you put it." He snapped his fingers and said, "Oh, damn! Better idea! Put the ad in a New York paper. All the best and brightest Negroes would have migrated north to look for suitable work. Chances are good most didn't find it; most of the white people I've known wouldn't have realized there were any educated Negroes until they'd met one, and for all their righteous rhetoric, they prob'ly wouldn't hire one and give him an office." 

    Charlene's eyes widened as she yelped, "That's right! Bessie, he's right! 

There could be hundreds of suitable men in New York! And there's the relocation agency! They try to find out every little thing about everyone they process, so they'd..." 

    Raising both hands, Bessie raised her voice and said, "Stop! Okay! I'll give it some thought! Really!" 

    Glancing around, Charlene asked, "How come we've never had this conversation before?" 

    Bessie shruggingly replied, "We were busy getting rich." Standing up, she said, "Let's get you two settled in, then go for a walk." 

    "You're just trying to change the subject." Bessie chuckled, "You understand perfectly." Charlene and Cade spent two days with Bessie, who promised to make sure Esther and her impending colt would have a good home. 

    The only sour note came when four men who'd apparently been drinking heavily confronted them between street lamps on their way home from the restaurant. 

    One of the men called Cade a 'nigger lover' and spit at him. Cade stepped aside and the man missed, but one of his friends suggested they beat the shit out of all of them. 

    He started to draw his gun to back his viewpoint, but Cade drew his a bit faster and simply let the cross-draw motion turn into a hard back-hand swat at the man's head. 

    There was a firm 'thunk' when the Colt's barrel made contact and the man fell to the street in the direction he'd been moving to try to avoid Cade's swing. 

    Thumbing the revolver's hammer back as he aimed the gun at the man who'd spoken first, Cade told them to disarm themselves, then pick up their friend and leave. 

    There was some swearing and muttering, but they complied. Cade tossed the mens' weapons in the nearby sewer and he and the ladies continued their journey home. 

    Another tearful tableau threatened to unfurl the morning of their departure, but the ladies caught themselves in time and their breakfast remained relatively dry. 

    Their resolve dissolved at the train station, however; once their luggage was aboard and the only thing left to do was board themselves, Charlene and Bessie locked eyes for a moment and Cade saw the tears brimming instantly. When the conductor came to tell them it was now or never for boarding the train, Cade simply pulled them apart, embraced and kissed Bessie soundly, and picked up Charlene to set her gently on the steps of their passenger car. Amid laughter and tears, Bessie held Charlene's hand until the train began moving. The tearful goodbye and waving continued until the train had left the station. 

    It didn't take Charlene too long to recover and get into the spirit of touring by train, pointing out every object of any interest for the better part of their two-hour trip to Baltimore. 

    From Baltimore to Philadelphia, she rattled on almost incessantly about things she wanted to see while they were there, and it pleased and entertained Cade to watch her marvel at every building and monument that caught her eye during their three-day visit to Philly. 

    In New York, they made their way to the docks before the close of the business day and found their tickets waiting at the travel company's office. After making sure all arrangements were as they should be, they retired to the hotel the railroad's travel agent had picked for them. 

    Cade had been somewhat surprised to learn that the railroad had its own non-rail travel offices. While at the bank in Ladiesburg, he'd mentioned their plans for Europe and John Varrek had held up a hand. 

    "Mr. Cade, you're stockholders. Let me handle this for you. Our offices can set you up with everything you need." 

    And so they had, telegraphing back that very afternoon that the Cades had a 'flexible' room reservation and tickets to England waiting for them in New York. All they'd have to do was pay for the room and the tickets and find ways to entertain themselves for two days in New York city. 

    After an evening of general revelry, 'the Cades' retired to their hotel room for a night of passion. The following morning, a tapping at their door woke them just before eight and Cade answered the door to find a porter with a breakfast cart. 

    The young man said, "Compliments of the hotel, sir," and Cade took him aside as Charlene pounced on the food like a starving cat. Fishing a quarter out of his pocket, Cade asked, "Is this what you'd consider a reasonable tip for pushing that cart up here?" The man shrugged. "You can tip as you'd like, sir." 

    "That wasn't the question. I'm just trying to find out how things work here and I don't want to cut working people short. Give me an idea of what's usual, okay?" 

    Glancing at the cart, the man said, "Well, sir, that breakfast would normally cost about two-fifty, so yes, I'd say a quarter is just about enough. Ten to fifteen percent is about normal." 

    "Thanks. Got any suggestions about touring the city?" Grinning, the man said, "Yes, sir, I sure do. Buy a map, stay away from back streets, take a carriage instead of walking, keep one hand on your watch and your other hand on your wallet, and watch out for overly friendly strangers." 

    Pulling another quarter out of his pocket, Cade replied, "I'll pretend I'm on a three-day pass in an Army town. What about a Chinese apothecary? Where can I find Chinatown?" 

    "About thirty blocks from here, sir. Just ask the carriage driver. I wouldn't go there alone. Men get shanghaied." 

    Handing the man the extra quarter, Cade said, "Thanks. I guess that's about it. Take it easy." 

    Snorting a soft laugh on his way out of the room, the man said, "Sir, I haul a couple of tons of luggage every day. I take it easy whenever I can." 
Chapter Thirty-three

    Cade and Charlene found the Chinese apothecary by asking a woman in a clothing shop where it was. She asked his reason for wanting to know such a thing and he told her a bit about his herb collection. 

    The woman's mother came out of the back of the store and eyed Cade somewhat skeptically, then used her daughter as a translator to ask Cade a number of questions about the medicinal uses of herbs. 

    Apparently more or less satisfied with his answers, she told her daughter to take them to 'Master Li' and return quickly. The young woman led them around the block and tapped on a door, then rattled off some Chinese to the old man who answered. 

    Looking at Cade for a long moment and visibly noting the position of Cade's holster, he then studied Charlene as he replied to the woman in Chinese. She nodded and left them. 

    The man said, "I am Master Li. Come in, please." Leading them into a truly crowded little one-room shop, he gestured at the room in general and said, "I know some English names of things, but I would hope you can identify what you desire by other means, as well." Nodding, Cade said, "I can," and showed the man his list. Master Li set about filling paper folders with various herbs until he arrived at 'catnip'. 

    "I do not know this one, and this name is less than fully descriptive." Cade grinned. "It makes cats very happy." Looking properly enlightened, Li produced a box of catnip and made a note on the box's label using a single symbol. Cade smelled and tasted a pinch of the stuff in the box just to be sure, but Li had it right. Li asked, "What does it do for people?" and Cade told him what he knew of catnip's effects and benefits. 

    A few questions and answers later, the discussion ranged to other herbs and Cade shared his knowledge of plants native to North America. After about an hour in the little shop, Cade left with nine paper pouches of herbs in a rather plain tan leather shoulder bag that had caught his eye. Li had asked two dollars for the bag and Cade had almost passed it by, then he'd seen its precise, tight stitching. The way the bag slung very comfortably across his torso from either shoulder and closed with concealed leather tie-downs convinced him to buy it. 

    Inside the bag were built-in folds and pouches that looked suitable for carrying knives and bowls. Li smiled and assured him that was exactly what they were for, then showed Cade his own bag, in which were a small bowl, a pestle, small knives, a number of pouches of various herbs, and a few bottles. Charlene also found a smaller bag to her liking and Cade reached for some money, but she already had a dollar on the counter. He shrugged and continued studying the shelves. 

    Li noticed Cade's ambivalence about paying and asked, "Is she not your woman, sir?" 

    "Yes, but she has her own money and her own ways of doing things." Pointing at the dollar, he added, "And sometimes she's quicker to do things." When Li still seemed reluctant to take her money, Charlene said, "Sir, I am not his child nor his possession. If I had come here alone, you'd have no difficulty accepting my money." 

    Studying her for a moment, Li reached for the dollar and nodded solemnly as he said, "You are correct. I thank you for your purchase." Holding the bag up for a closer look, Charlene replied, "And I thank you for making such a fine and unique product. This bag is lovely!" As they walked out of the shop, Master Li had walked with them to the street, where he said, "Few people other than my neighbors visit me. While you are welcome to return, I ask that you not freely mention my shop." They readily agreed and took their leave of Master Li. From windows and doorways along the street, a number of people frankly stared at them as if somewhat confused and one woman looked startled as hell to see them, then she looked toward Master Li's shop. 

    Cade saw Li's reflection in a store window make a quick gesture before returning to the shop. At the store where the woman had questioned Cade, he saw her eyebrows rise as she spotted the bag he carried. She bowed as he passed; something she hadn't done before. Cade stopped and asked her what was unusual about the bag he carried. 

    "It is a medicine bag," she said, "Master Li does not sell them to just anyone. He must have thought well of you." 

    "Ah. He has quite a shop, doesn't he? A little of just about everything in there. Thank you for directing us." 

    The stares continued until they were out of Chinatown. Cade flagged down a carriage and they went back to their hotel for lunch, then went sightseeing in the afternoon. 

    They returned to their hotel around four to find an invitation to dinner waiting for them. The name on the envelope meant nothing to either of them. To the desk clerk, Cade asked, "Any idea who this man Purvis might be?" The clerk looked absolutely shocked. "Sir, I can't understand how you can be here as a guest of the railroad, yet not know Mr. Hiram Purvis." 

    "We're guests of the railroad?" 

    Looking even further shocked and baffled, the clerk collected himself and said, "Indeed you are, sir. Are you joking with me?" 

    "Nope. I have no idea who or what Purvis is. Maybe you should let me in on the secret before we meet him." 

    The clerk called a man to watch the desk and led Cade and Charlene to the lounge, where he installed them in a booth and sat down to say, "Mr. Purvis is one of the railroad's senior vice presidents, sir. May I ask your background?" Cade studied the clerk and considered the question for a time before he answered, "I'm from Pennsylvania. I get the feeling you're about to ask me if I have any formal clothes." 

    Nodding, the clerk said, "Yes, I am. Do you?" 

    "No. Not yet. Haven't needed any." 

    "I see. Wait right here, please. Order anything you like from the bar. I'll be right back." 

    He left the table for a few minutes, then returned and said, "We're going to try to turn the tables on Mr. Purvis. You were invited by the railroad's corporate custom, but Mr. Purvis tends to make certain visitors an evening's entertainment, sir." 

    Charlene said, "We could say we're not feeling well." Shaking his head, Cade said, "No, he may well be in charge of something we'll need in Europe, like reasonably prompt references by telegraph. Better to go along with the joke if necessary." 

    Nodding, the clerk said, "Exactly so. One never knows. I'm Wilton, sir. I sent someone to prepare a selection of clothing for each of you and help you decide what to wear." Looking somewhat hesitant, he asked, "Uhm... how are your table manners, if I may ask?" 

    "One fork, one spoon, one knife. Let's brush them up a bit." 

    "Very good. I'll find Sarah while you choose clothing." 

    "Wilton," said Cade, "Why are you doing this?" Shrugging, Wilton said, "The clothes are from our shop; suits and dresses ordered but not collected. You'll be buying what you wear, sir. Beyond that, people like Purvis are annoying as hell. They treat anyone whose ancestors didn't found this city as if they're barefoot natives and they treat service personnel like slaves." 

    Cade grinned. "So this is a small measure of vengeance?" 

    "You could reasonably say that, sir." 

    What followed was a quick fitting session and equally quick lessons in table etiquette as a couple of women made minor alterations to the clothing Cade and Charlene had selected. 

    At first, Charlene had entered into the spirit of things well, but when Wilton began asking questions about their personal histories and how they'd accumulated their stocks, she rankled and suggested that Wilton mind his own damned business. 

    Wilton said, "That's exactly the sort of reactionary response they'll be hoping for, ma'am. A better answer might be to calmly and quietly suggest that it would be far more pertinent and useful to discuss where you'll be going rather than where you've been." 

    "Oh. But what if they push the issue?" 

    "Tell them that a long walk in the countryside might answer their questions better than one woman's opinions." Looking at each of them, Wilton said, "In any case, never allow them to see that they've managed to irritate or confuse you, and let them know when you arrive that you may have to leave sooner than you'd like. And have someone point out the bathrooms, which in our dining hall aren't too obvious. That will give you an acceptable way out at any time. I suggest you skip the soup course because that's when they'll begin needling you and a truly startling comment can cause spillage." 

    "Hm," grunted Cade, "Where the hell were you when we needed field officers with brains?" 

    With a wry smile, Wilton replied, "Avoiding field duty, of course." Just before seven, they headed downstairs and Wilton wished them luck as he returned to the front desk. 

    "We'll let you know how it turns out," said Cade. Someone else escorted them to the dining hall and handed them off to yet another person who made a point of getting their names right before introducing them to a group of well-dressed people milling around as final touches were made to the dinner table. 

    Purvis was an apparently jovial man nearly as wide as he was tall, and he wasn't all that tall. The woman at his side eyed Cade and Charlene in a speculative manner. 

    Yeah, there were questions, and Cade answered most of them until the sniping started with questions from a young man named Myron about Cade's educational and financial background as it compared to those of some of the others. 

    In a rather supercilious tone --with a grinning glance at the lady beside him --he asked, "Um... If I may ask, Mr. Cade, what college did you attend?" Cade didn't bother to look up from cutting his steak as he asked, "Did growing up rich and indolent damage your brain, Myron? I just told Louis I'm twenty-two. I served a hitch in the Army and spent the last two years making myself rich. Do the math, college boy. When do you think I'd have had time to spare for college?" 

    When Cade forked up a bite of his steak, he saw Myron's lady rolling her eyes with an 'oh, my God!' expression as Myron aimed a livid glare at him. Cade rode with most of the other poking and prodding until Myron asked if it was true that people from rural Virginia married first cousins and entire families slept in the same bed. 

    A titter of laughter circulated the table as Cade stirred his salad with his fork and replied, "Damned if I know, Myron. I'm not from Virginia, which is something else you'd know if you'd been listening at all." Looking up and around the table, he asked, "Is wondering aloud whether people from somewhere else marry their cousins the best you people can manage for conversational humor? I was hoping to meet people of intellect and purpose, not schoolchildren poking fun at each other." Sipping his water, he said, "As you know, I'm a man from nowhere who managed to... we'll say 'find'... money enough to buy one helluva lot of railroad stock." He chuckled, "And for all you people know, I may have robbed some trains to get it." 

    That, too, brought a titter of laughter around the table, but it also caused a few glowers. 

    Cade said, "You're all so damned trusting in your layers of social and financial insulation, but what if you've made a truly grave mistake this evening? What if I'm the kind of person who'd haul out a gun..." he hauled out his Colt and set it firmly by his plate with the barrel pointed directly at Myron, then continued, "What if I were the kind of unsophisticated country bumpkin who'd react very poorly to being teased by posturing snobs and social sycophants?" 

    Taking a bite of salad, he sat chewing as he looked at the pale faces around the table, then he put his gun away and said, "You're lucky this time, Myron, but you might want to be careful about inflicting yourself on other bumpkin stockholders. One of them might just put a hole in you." Purvis sat straight and blustered, "Mr. Cade, may I ask why you brought that... that thing to this dinner table?" 

    "I'm never without it, Mr. Purvis. Never. We country bumpkins are a very insecure lot, you know. Coming from the bottom end of the social chain causes it, I guess. May I have your assurance that this will be the last bumpkin-slaughter dinner we'll be invited to attend?" With a narrow, angry gaze, Purvis replied, "Oh, most certainly, Mr. Cade. Most certainly. In fact..." 

    "Good," Cade interrupted, looking at the other, unmoving people at the table as he said, "You may as well finish your dinners, people. I'm not leaving until I have. You can talk about us all you want later, when we aren't here to defend ourselves. Fact is, I figure you now have all you need to manufacture trite conversation for the next week or so." Forking up a bit of steak, he said to Purvis, "This is a damned good steak, Mr. Purvis. I'm not trying to be funny, here, but what does a vice president do?" 

    Purvis regarded Cade for another moment, then picked up his knife and fork and growled, "A great many things, Mr. Cade. A great many things." 

    "Nothing to do with me, I hope." 

    "I suppose that would depend, Mr. Cade." 

    "Ah. Well, after tonight, I'd have to take any serious difficulties or hindrances from the railroad's corporate offices very personally, you know. Very personally, indeed." 

    "Is that a threat, Mr. Cade?" 

    "To use your own answer, I suppose that would depend, Mr. Purvis. Were you in any way threatening me when you said 'I suppose that would depend'?" 

    "No. Of course not." 

    "Well, then I suppose I wasn't threatening you, either. When we drop by the office tomorrow, would you be so kind as to arrange to have our stock certifications updated and our letters of credit and reference prepared?" Purvis stopped chewing and swallowed, then sipped his wine and said, "I'll put someone on it for you, Mr. Cade." 

    "Thank you. By the way, now that there's a telegraph office in Simpson's Mill, Virginia, you may want to send for my latest... um... 'references', I guess you could call them." 

    With that, Cade continued eating, aware of Purvis' eyes on him. Others around the table had also begun eating again with periodic whispers. Conversation around the table gradually resumed and seemed to focus on westward expansion. Cade listened carefully when possible for a time, then asked Myron, "What do you think, Myron? How long will it take to reach every city and cowtown out west?" 

    For a moment, Myron simply glared at Cade, then Cade said, "I'm serious, damn it. I heard what you said to Smith and you seem to know what you're talking about. How long?" 

    After a pause, Myron asked, "To simply reach them or to make them profitable?" 

    "Just to reach them." 

    Myron seemed to have to think about that. He finally said, "I think we could have rail heads in all major cities within the next decade or so, especially if a few mergers happen properly. Not actual stations, mind you; just rail heads, some with platforms, some not." 

    Smith shook his head. "Mergers or not, we'll have to pull up mismatched tracks and replace them with our own. Fifteen years at least." Myron asked, "Why be in a hurry to pull up perfectly good track? Just transfer passengers and freight to their trains. We can... adjust matters... when it's convenient to do so." 

    Sighing, Smith said, "That's why I said fifteen, Myron. It wouldn't surprise me if the job took twenty years. The war allowed us to expand dramatically in a very short time, but now we're having to operate under very different rules." 
Chapter Thirty-four

    He and Myron argued the point some more, but Cade had heard all he'd needed. Ten to twenty years to reach existing cities with full-service lines, and new cities were springing up all over the place out west. To Purvis, he asked, "What have you heard about the government intent to institute time zones?" 

    Giving him a fisheye look, Purvis said, "What do you know about that?" Shrugging, Cade said, "Only that I think it's a good idea for train schedules and government offices. I don't know that farmers and ranchers will pay much attention to it. Is anyone really against the idea?" Shaking his head, Purvis replied, "No, not really. A number of politicians have demanded extensive studies, but that's mostly because the idea was presented by their opponents. The President has assured me that we'll have time zones reasonably soon. Tell me, Mr. Cade, which political party do you support?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade replied, "I avoid politics, Mr. Purvis. Religion, too." 

    "You don't believe in a... higher power, shall we say?" 

    "That's my business and not the same thing at all. I used the word

'religion'." 

    Charlene had been largely silent for quite a while, and it was with some surprise that Purvis regarded her when she looked at him and spoke. 

    "Tell me something, Mr. Purvis; why did so many railroad companies around the country choose to use different types and widths of track? Didn't any of them realize they'd all have to work together someday?" Purvis seemed to take a moment to assemble his answer, then he replied, 

"Every knife maker has his own ideas about what qualities should be present in a knife, Mrs. Cade. The sorts of men who build empires tend to believe that they alone possess the truth." 

    Charlene's eyes flicked to Cade's when Purvis said 'Mrs. Cade', but she said nothing and waited for more. 

    "The fact is... until after the war, when it became necessary to find immediate uses for vast supplies of surplus ties and tracks, the larger railroads wouldn't share their equipment with the smaller railroads. Also, design patents kept the smaller railroads from using the larger railroads' 

specifications when constructing tracks. This was both good and bad; good in that it protected the larger railroads' routes and contracts from government-sponsored infringement by smaller railroads and bad because it now means we'll have to replace thousands of miles of track." Purvis sipped his wine and continued, "We've recently begun an aggressive campaign to acquire those smaller railroads and standardize rail transportation far and wide." 

    "Standardize," echoed Charlene. 

    Nodding, Purvis sipped again. "Exactly so. No more loading and unloading passengers and goods three or four times between cities. No more handfuls of tickets to reach a single destination. People will get on a train to, say, Denver, and never have to step off even once until they get there." When she looked at Cade, he said, "It all comes down to big fish eating little fish, but he's right about the matter of loading and unloading. Our unit once had to take three separate trains to reach our destination, and two of them were pretty damned bad. Open cars, smoke and ash and cold wind, and crappy tracks. Strong and uniform standards of safety, cleanliness, comfort, and service would be a blessing." 

    "Safety," said Charlene to Purvis, "Is one of Mr. Cade's pet peeves. I practically had to put a gun to his head to get him to ride our own trains." Grinning, Purvis sipped again. "'Your own trains?' Well, I suppose that's true enough, as much stock as you own. Is that true, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Yup. I've helped clean up after some bad train wrecks. Only one of them was due to faulty equipment, Mr. Purvis. The other wrecks were caused by trains running into each other. Wrecks have created entire townfuls of people in every state who'd be scared to death of setting foot on a train, and it'll take a lot of crashless years to convince them otherwise." Purvis nodded. "I'm aware of that. It was a topic of discussion just the other day in... never mind. We expect the use of time zones to correct the matter." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Cade said, "Time checks by telegraph were supposed to correct the matter, weren't they? Seems to me the problem isn't with the tools, but the people who use them. Or more correctly, those who don't." 

    "Or who use them incorrectly," Purvis amended, "Yes, Mr. Cade, that's been a problem, but we're working on it. I trust Mrs. Cade won't have to put a gun to your head to get you to travel by rail when you return from Europe." 

    "Probably not. I think you'll have had quite a while to fix the problems. How long will it take to see all of Europe?" 

    As he'd been talking to Purvis, Cade had noticed an oddness about one of the middle-aged women on the other side of the table. She seemed to have a rather vacant, faraway stare. She'd hardly touched her food and had seemed to barely participate in any of the conversations around her. Come to think of it, when everyone else had been shocked or outraged by Cade's comments, she'd seemed more confused than anything else and had barely looked around. 

    Charlene and Purvis noticed that his attention had suddenly shifted. They looked the same direction as Cade just in time to see the woman slowly topple forward a bit, then plummet face-first into her uneaten food. Shock and alarm. Screams and shouts and men pulling the woman's shoulders back to lift her face out of her plate and the woman on her left using a napkin to wipe food off her face. 

    Walking quickly around the table, Cade put a finger to her neck and felt a faint pulse as he yelled, "Everybody shut up!" Tilting her chair back, he laid her on her back and dragged her free of the chair so her legs would be flat and knelt to listen to her breathing even as he noted her blue lips and pallor. 

    "She's suffocating," he said to the room in general, and rolled her over on her front so he could rip her dress open down the back. Instead of trying to unlace her corset, he slipped the blade of his folding knife under the laces and gutted them. 

    The woman's breathing deepened instantly, but it was a harsh, rasping, wet gasp that took far too long. The moment she'd drawn most of a full breath, Cade put his hands together and shoved hard into the middle of her back. There was a loud grunt and a slight popping sound as a bit of food the size of a marble flew out of her mouth. She began coughing hard, then her coughing eased and ceased altogether. 

    Cade stood up and reached to the table for someone's water glass, then knelt to help the woman sit up and take a sip. Only her sleeves kept her dress from falling off her shoulders as Cade let her take control of the glass and stood up again. 

    She seemed okay, if somewhat disoriented, so Cade went back to his chair and sipped his own water as he watched her try to collect herself and come to the shocked realization that the back of her dress was wide open. Charlene still stood near the other women. She looked at Cade and headed around the table to her seat. Purvis had stood, but hadn't left the vicinity of his chair. His gaze left the woman and turned to Cade. 

    "A favor, Mr. Purvis?" asked Cade. 

    "What would that be, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I'd prefer to finish my dinner in peace. No clamor, no commotion, no aftermath." 

    Nodding, Purvis said, "A little of it will likely be necessary," then said in a booming voice that easily rose above the noise in the room, "Everyone!" and rapped his spoon on the table. 

    Once everybody was looking at him, he said, "Calm down and take your seats, please. Mr. Hartley, help your wife to her feet, and Mrs. Phillips and Mrs. Seffner, help her with her dress, please." 

    Hartley said, "I'll take her home now, Mr. Purvis." Nodding again, Purvis replied, "Very good, Mr. Hartley." Apparently someone had pulled the heavy cord by the door to summon hotel service. The attendant who'd been waiting outside the door came into the room and had a whispered conference with Hartley, then he and the Hartleys headed for the door together. 

    Cade sliced a strip of his steak into smaller bits and ate one as he looked around at the people who were finally returning to the table. Some smiled at him, some stared. 

    One man --Phillips --started around the table with his hand extended and Cade put his fork down to shake hands as Phillips exuberantly said, "Well done, sir! Well done, indeed!" 

    "Thank you," replied Cade, then he looked around Phillips at Purvis, who nodded and said, "Indeed so. Well done. Now let's all get back to our dinners, please. It seems our Mr. Cade isn't fond of adulation." Phillips looked at Cade and laughed, "Well, my apologies, of course, but you just saved a woman's life, Mr. Cade!" 

    From around the table came, "Indeed so," and "Hear, hear," and one woman

--Cade couldn't remember her name --started patting her fingers together in applause as she smiled across the table. 

    Cade nodded to her, then looked up at Phillips and said, "What I did was the thing to do at the time, Mr. Phillips. Now the thing to do is finish our dinners." After a slight pause, he quietly stated the word, "Please." After a moment of apparent consternation, Phillips nodded, "All right then. As you say, Mr. Cade. Nonetheless, your deed is worthy of congratulations, and you have mine." 

    With that, he went back around the table and sat down. Again there were a couple of agreements from others and Mrs. Purvis asked, "Why do you have such an aversion to honest praise, Mr. Cade?" 

    He shrugged as he looked up from cutting another bit of meat. "Just do, ma'am. Never felt comfortable with it. If we're to talk about the incident, maybe we ought to be talking about what caused it." Lifting an eyebrow, Mrs. Purvis ventured, "It looked to me as if she choked on a piece of food." 

    "She was still getting a little air past it, but she couldn't seem to get enough. I noticed earlier that she'd barely touched her food and seemed rather disoriented. I think it was mostly because of that damned corset she was wearing. Whoever dreamed those things up should be stuffed into one and made to wear it every waking hour." 

    A few of the women looked startled and a few others tittered their amusement. Mrs. Purvis chuckled and said, "Indeed so, Mr. Cade. But as miserable as they are, they are also the style of the day, I'm afraid." From his left, Charlene piped up with, "I don't wear a corset. They offered me one when..." she faked a small cough and continued, "When I bought this dress, but they're just too uncomfortable." 

    Purvis waved a hand dismissively. "No matter, my dear. You have no need of one." Turning to Cade, he asked, "Perhaps you'd like to enlighten us as to how you and your lady came to be in possession of so much of our stock, Mr. Cade?" Cade shrugged and said, "Buying and selling land with a very savvy business partner in Maryland paid for a lot of it. If you're lucky, you may meet her someday. She's a stockholder now, too." 

    "Her?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Very definitely 'her'. Tall, with a gorgeous face and figure and a brain to match. Elizabeth Gardner's a truly stunning woman." Their gazes switched to Charlene as if for verification and she nodded. 

"He's quite right. She's very beautiful and is perhaps the smartest person I've ever known." 

    Mrs. Purvis looked at her hubby and said, "Oh, Hiram, we simply must invite her to visit!" 

    Nodding firmly, Purvis replied, "Indeed we must, my dear." Glancing at Charlene, Cade managed to keep a straight face. Charlene chewed her lip until she could fork up a chunk of steak to give her something else to do with her face, but she couldn't completely stifle a chuckle and masked it by fanning her mouth and gasping, "Oh! Hot!" The rest of dinner passed in general conversation, though it came back around to Charlene, Cade, and the mysterious Miss Gardner a few times. When the women adjourned to one sitting room and the men to another, Cade looked at Charlene and shook his head slightly, then politely refused a brandy and cigar with the excuse of having had a long day. 

    Charlene simply poked her head into the ladies sitting room and rather cheerily said, "Goodnight, all. He's ready to leave." As they headed upstairs, Cade chuckled, "'He's ready to leave?' Is that the best you could come up with?" 

    "Ha. They were jealous. Any one of 'em would have been thrilled to have you drag her out of there. I've never seen such a bunch of... oh, hell, I don't even know what to call them." 

    "Try 'extremely boring people' as a starting point. I hope they aren't stupid enough to try to subject Bessie to one of their bone-picking dinners." Snorting a sharp laugh, Charlene looked at Cade and laughed again, then said, "God, I hope they do! She'll rip them all to shreds!" 

    "What do you want to do tomorrow, milady? Wander around the city or spend the day in bed?" 

    "Oh, some of each, of course. Morning in bed, though. No point in getting dressed twice, is there?" 

    "No, ma'am, there certainly isn't. You're a wise woman." 

    "Glad you noticed. Where do you want to go tomorrow?" 

    "Been thinking about that. Museums, I guess." Cocking her head thoughtfully, Charlene asked, "What about the library? We could try to gather as much information as possible about Europe." Shrugging, Cade replied, "Well, the man at the travel office said there'd be a tour officer aboard the ship, but you're probably right again, ma'am. Instead of the library, let's stop at a bookstore so we can take what we find with us." 

    He paused a moment, then said, "And I have one more suggestion for tomorrow, Charlene. I don't have any close family left, and if anything happened to me, I'd want you to have everything. Let's get married before we go." 

    Charlene stopped cold and stared at him. "Cade, is that your only reason for suggesting such a thing?" 

    "No, of course not. I think the world of you, Charlene. You know that." She echoed, "You think the world of me. That's very nice, of course, but not quite the reason I'd hoped for." 

    "You were hoping I'd ask?" 

    "Hell, yes! But I was also hoping it would be because you love me, not because you don't have anyone else to leave your stocks to, damn it." Trying to look as thoughtful as possible, Cade said, "Well, damn, lady, you're being kind of picky about this." He sighed, "But I guess I do love you. I mean, at this late date it can't be simple lust anymore, 'cuz I've had you too often." 

    As she glanced both ways to see if anyone had overheard him, he shruggingly continued, "Yeah, it must be love. I can't imagine not having you with me and don't even want to try. Think you can settle for that for now?" Chewing her bottom lip, Charlene asked, "You aren't joking? You mean it? 

You're really asking me to marry you?" 

    He pulled her to him and kissed her, then said, "Yeah, lady, I mean it. So how about it? Will you marry me?" 

    Without hesitation, she replied, "Yes," and grabbed his lapels to pull him into another kiss. A few moments later, she pushed him away a bit and asked, 

"Wait. Why didn't you ask me back in Ladiesburg? That was only four days ago." 

    "I wanted to be sure before I asked." 

    "And you weren't sure four days ago?" 

    "Apparently not." 

    Giving him a wary look, she asked, "Then why are you sure now? What difference did four days make?" 

    He shrugged. "I just am. Can't really explain it." 

    "Can't? Or won't?" 

    "Can't. It just happened between one moment and the next here on the stairs. You were laughing and hanging on my arm and I suddenly knew it was time to ask you to marry me. Sorry if I was a little slow about it, milady. Men take longer to figure these things out, y'know." Cocking her head again, she replied, "Apparently so. I was ready to marry you months ago." 

    "Really? Then why didn't you say something?" She shrugged and grinned. "It wasn't time, I guess." After another kiss, they began walking again and Cade asked, "So you do know how it is, huh?" 

    Nodding, Charlene answered, "Yes. I do know how it is." They were nearing their room when a liveried bellboy came trotting along the hallway behind them calling, "Mr. Cade! Mr. Cade! A telegram, sir!" Cade accepted the telegram and gave the boy a dime for his trouble, then tore the envelope open, read the message, and grunted, "Aw, hell," as he handed the paper to Charlene, "Bessie was beaten and robbed. Broken arm and leg." 

    She read it, looked up at Cade, and softly said, "She needs me, Ed," in a tone that told him their plans for Europe had just been put on a shelf again. 

    "No," he replied, "No, she needs us, ma'am. Guess we'd better plan on spending our winter in Ladiesburg." 
Chapter Thirty-five

    Charlene telegraphed a reply to Bessie the next morning as Cade canceled their European plans and bought tickets for the afternoon train to Ladiesburg. It was almost dark when they arrived. The streets were nearly empty and they had to carry their own luggage to Bessie's. One of the boys answered the door and let them in, then helped them haul their rifles and bags upstairs. Even as they sat and talked with Bessie, Cade gave some thought to what had happened as she'd told it. One man had passed her at the corner, near the street lamp. Three men had been waiting behind the hedge that lined the front and side of her corner of the street. 

    As she'd entered her gate, a hand had covered her mouth and an arm had circled her throat, then she'd been dragged behind the hedge and beaten. One man had used an axe handle to break her right arm and her right leg and spit on her. 

    Somewhere in the middle of it all she'd managed to clamp her teeth on the hand covering her mouth, and as Bessie put it with her fingers about two inches apart, "I spit out about this much of the inside of his hand. I couldn't scream, but he damned sure did. That's when one of them punched me out cold, Mr. Cade. I don't remember a thing after that." 

    "Did the constables offer any particular expectations of finding out who did it?" 

    She shook her head. "No. Of course not. They're white and I don't have half a dozen sympathetic witnesses who wouldn't back down in a courtroom." 

    "How much did they get?" 

    "They were disappointed. I only had about twelve dollars in my purse. One said something about seeing what was in the house, but one of the others knew about the boys. He said they'd run screaming." She shrugged. "He was right." Nodding, Cade said, "You bit a chunk out of a man's hand, ma'am. He won't be able to let that slide. Could very well be he'll shoot his mouth off or try for some revenge." 

    "Won't matter," said Bessie, "Like I said, the constables won't do anything." 

    "Maybe. We'll see." 

    Leaving Charlene with Bessie, Cade visited the kitchen and gave matters some more thought as he made some coffee. 

    They were likely the same four men who'd confronted them and now one was missing a chunk of his hand. None of them had looked white-collar, which meant that all of them worked with their hands. 

    In a town as small as Ladiesburg, a constable who couldn't locate a resident with a seriously damaged hand likely didn't want to for some reason. Was the man a friend or a relative? 

    Didn't matter. It had happened on a Monday evening, not a weekend, and one of the men who'd accosted them that night had stunk of hogs. Animals and produce were brought into town for sale on a daily basis so it was likely that the man had either been a hog vendor of some sort or worked for one. 

    'Find one, find 'em all,' thought Cade. 

    Turning to the boys who were assembling sandwiches, he said, "Back in a while," put on his hat, and went out the kitchen door. He'd never been in the nearby pub, but wasn't too surprised to discover the interior of the place matched the exterior; it was poorly lit and filthy. When he walked in, the noise dropped a bit, then continued at its previous volume as Cade headed for the bar. A blowsy blonde sitting at the bar eyed him as he ordered an ale and paid for it from a small roll of bills. As the bartender made change for Cade's five dollar note, a man left a nearby table to sit down at another table. Cade took his first sip and found the ale wasn't as bad as he'd expected. Moving a step to his right, he was able to read the side of the wooden barrel behind the bar. The bartender gave him a challenging look as he asked, "You don't like my ale?" 

    Meeting his gaze, Cade shruggingly replied, "It isn't that. It's actually much better than I expected." 

    "Oh, yeah? What were you expecting?" 

    With a chuckle, Cade said, "In a working class saloon in a little bitty-assed town in the middle of nowhere? What do you think I expected?" 

    "Then why the hell didn't you go to the one up the street?" Shrugging again, Cade said, "Just didn't. This one's closer to the train station and the next train to Frederick's only about an hour from now." After glancing at someone at a table, the blonde looked at Cade and said softly, "A lot could happen in an hour." 

    Looking at her, Cade asked, "Such as?" 

    She dipped a finger in her drink and gave Cade a small grin as she ran that damp finger over her breasts and replied, "Oh, lots of things, if a man has a little money to spare for some... private... entertainment." Cade eyed her breasts as expected of him and pretended to give the matter some thought as he glanced around, then let his eyes wander back to her breasts. 

    "Where?" he asked. 

    "I have a room in the house behind the tavern." Doing his best to look indecisive, Cade asked, "A little money to spare, huh? How little?" 

    Nodding, she smiled and said, "Just five little dollars." 

    "That's almost a week's pay for most people." She snorted a laugh. "Not for you. I saw that roll in your pocket. You want to see the goods while you make up your mind? That'll only cost you two bucks." 

    Sipping some more ale, Cade fingered his change on the bar and pretended to consider her offer a few moments longer, then he set his half-finished ale down and said firmly, "Lead the way, ma'am." 

    The blonde chuckled, "Oh, you're so sweet! Nobody's called me 'ma'am' in a long time!" and gave him a 'come along' gesture as she headed for the pub's back door. 

    Cade followed her with a glance at the bartender and found her holding the door for him. Pointing out the latch, she said, "When you go back in, you have to hold this one down and push the other one up at the same time." That bit of shared information was supposed to make him feel more comfortable, but even as Cade looked at the latches, he heard someone's soft motion against the side of the building beyond the door. Nodding to the blonde as if acknowledging her instructions got her moving again and the door closed. There was nobody against the wall directly behind the door, nor had Cade expected anyone to be there. He'd be around the corner. Across the yard. Up the steps to the second floor of the house behind the pub. Cade glanced back at the yard as they climbed the steps, but saw no one, but then he heard a door latch operate below and to his right. Hm. To avoid involving the constabulary, the man might 'discover' them together and claim to be a hubby or boyfriend, then she'd suggest a payoff to forget the whole thing. 

    Whatever. It wouldn't get this far. 

    Before she could open the door to let them into the room, Cade said, 

"Excuse me, ma'am, but I have a question." 

    When she looked up from removing a key from the keyhole, he slapped the key out of her hand, backed her up against the door frame, and pinned her arms as he offered to throw her off the landing if she screamed or called out. Glaring at him, she asked, "What do you want?" 

    "I want the name of the man who had a piece of his hand bitten off by a negro woman he beat and robbed." 

    She snarled, "How the hell should I know who he is?" Cade said, "Something I learned chasing down townie thugs in the Army, lady; whores know every little thing that happens on their turf. He held his hand over her mouth. He dragged her behind some bushes in her own damned yard, then he and his three friends beat her with a fucking axe handle. Broke her leg. Broke her arm. Robbed her. Left her for dead, apparently. The woman's a very good friend of mine and you'll go over that goddamned rail head first if you don't tell me what I want to know real fast." 

    "Everybody saw you at the bar. You wouldn't dare." 

    "Sure I would. You tried to catch the flower pot when it fell. I tried to catch you when you fell." He shrugged. "Who's gonna care? You're running out of time." 

    In truth, she was, sort of. Cade pretended not to notice the quiet breathing on the other side of the door. He put a hand to the woman's throat and shoved her against the door to hold her there, and when her hand flew to her bodice and produced a straight razor, he knocked her cold. Lowering her quietly to the wooden landing beside the door, he stood up on the other side of the door and readied his revolver as he shoved a big clay flower pot noisily off the rail and said, "Goodbye, ma'am." The door opened instantly and a man stepped out of the room with a revolver in his hand. Cade's revolver slammed against his head and he went down in the doorway. 

    After dragging them both inside the room, Cade closed the door and used a bit of water from the wash bowl on the dresser to wake the man. Once the man was able to focus on the cocked .44 revolver Cade shoved into his belly, Cade showed him the .36 revolver in his left hand and said, "Give me any shit at all and I'll shoot her with your gun, shoot you with mine, and then call the constable. You ready to answer a question for me?" Glaring daggers at Cade, the man said, "I already heard your question when you asked her. His name is Jack Grimley." Lifting his left hand, he pointed at the heel and said, "He's missing a big piece of meat right there." 

    "Sounds about right. Where is he?" 

    "He raises hogs about a mile south of town." 

    "What about his friends?" 

    "One of 'em lives there with him. The other two work on the ranch across the road and down about another half mile." 

    Studying the man's eyes, Cade asked, "She didn't want to tell me shit, even when I threatened to toss her over the rail. Why are you being so helpful? For that matter, why shouldn't I think you might have been one of the men who robbed my friend? After all, you were all set to rob me." Shaking his head, the man said, "No. I didn't have nothing to do with that. All I do is wait outside the door and listen for trouble." He noddingly indicated the woman and said, "She got beat up once and ever since then I sort of look out for her when she's... working." 

    Grinning, Cade said, "Well, now, that's mighty nice of you and all, but why should I believe it?" 

    The man shrugged and asked, "Because it's the truth. It's all I do with her, mister, and I do mean all. She's got the kind of pox that makes men scream when they piss." 

    "Damn!" chuckled Cade, "You can meet such interesting people in small-town taverns, can't you?" 

    Giving Cade a dull glower, the man asked, "What now?" 

    "Now? Now I back out of here and toss your gun in the rain barrel on my way back to the street. You take care of her." 

    Standing up, Cade backed to the door and pulled it shut behind him, tucked the man's gun in his belt, and picked up a big piece of the broken flower pot before heading down the stairs. At the bottom, he tossed the shard in the rain barrel and ducked into the shadows between the house and a shed. Only a couple of minutes passed before the door opened and the man and woman hurried down the stairs. He paused to consider fishing his gun out of the rain barrel as she continued toward the back door of the pub and scrabbled at the latches. 

    The man gave up the idea of retrieving his gun and ran after her as she entered the tavern yelling for Jack. A few moments later, a man peeked out of the tavern's back door and looked around, then turned to say something. Three more men --one with a bandaged hand --bulled past him into the courtyard, followed by the woman, who said, "Jack, you're such an asshole! You didn't have to..." 

    She never finished her sentence. Jack whipped around and knocked her flat, then told the other men, "It's gotta be him." Another man came through the doorway and stopped to stare at the woman. 

    "Jack," he said, "You shouldn't a' done that. If Mr. Greer finds out..." 

    "Shut the fuck up, Larry." 

    "But..." 

    "You don't shut up, you're gonna get the same." Larry shut up. Jack said, "Dave, go see if they're in the house. Move it." Cade watched the man hurry to the fence gate and thought, 'Good,' as Jack grabbed the man Cade had questioned upstairs and dragged him to the rain barrel, which he shoved on its side as he said, "Now get your goddamned gun outta there and reload it. You're comin' with us." 

    "Uh... I don't think..." 

    Hauling the man nose-to-nose, Jack growled, "No, you don't think. I do. Get your goddamned gun, Toby." 

    He shoved Toby at the rain barrel and Toby fell backward over it, then rolled to his hands and knees in the mud and looked into the barrel. Toby almost shrieked, "It isn't here!" and frantically searched the ground around the barrel. 

    Muttering a heartfelt, "You fuckhead!", Jack walked over to kick the rain barrel away and look around, but he didn't see the gun, either. 

    "So go get another one!" he snapped, "Now!" 

    "I don't have another one!" 

    Jack swore again and loomed over Toby as he nearly yelled, "Then get a fucking knife, you idiot! Something! Anything!" 

    Toby whined, "Jack, I didn't have nothing to do with what you did to that nigger woman!" 

    Without another word, Jack kicked him in the head and stomped away to join the others. Toby fell flat on his back and lay still as Jack pointed at another man. 

    "Larry. Get our horses and tie 'em behind the outhouse, then meet us behind that rich bitch nigger woman's place." 

    Pointing at the other man, he said, "C'mon, Lee. We're gonna finish this tonight." 

    Larry said, "Uh... Jack, this may not be such a good idea... I mean, maybe we oughta think about..." 

    Grabbing the front of Larry's shirt, Jack pointed at Toby and growled, 

"You want what he got, Larry? What she got? Shut the fuck up and go get our goddamned horses." 

    When he let go, Larry took a breath and stood straight, then turned to walk away. Jack turned to Dave and gestured as he began walking to the gate. All good so far. Cade waited until only he and the two unconscious people were left in the area, then he slipped between the pub and the building on its right and walked to Bessie's house on the sidewalk. 

    He saw Dave lurking beside the house before Dave heard him coming and ducked into the shadows. One of Bessie's boys saw Cade coming and the front door opened as Cade reached the porch. 

    Cade entered the house, but ducked low and backed out to the porch as he whispered, "Tell Charlene to get her rifle and watch for trouble." The big-eyed kid nodded and closed the door, then Cade moved on hands and knees toward the other end of the porch and let himself quietly down into the bushes. 

    Dave had eased around the house and was doing his best to try to be a few inches taller so he could look into a side window when Cade's revolver slammed into the side of his head. 

    Shoving Dave under the porch, Cade headed toward the back of the house with his gun drawn. He felt someone watching him and glanced up to see Charlene tracking him with her rifle from an upstairs window. Ducking behind a tree that would conceal him from anyone further behind the house, Cade shook his hand back and forth in a 'no' gesture, then pointed insistently toward the rear of the house. Charlene nodded and left the window. A clanking of glass led Cade to a spot where he could see Lee, Larry, and Jack approaching the house cautiously among the trees. Each man carried two bottles with rags stuffed into the tops. 

    When they were maybe fifty feet from the house, the smallest man --Lee -lit a match and held it to one side as he lit the rag in his bottle. Apparently that was all the illumination Charlene needed; her first bullet tore through Lee's chest. He stiffened and the flaming bottle fell from his hand, then he toppled onto it. 

    Jack instantly dropped his lit bottle and dove behind a tree on his left. He was out of Charlene's sight, but not out of Cade's, thanks to light from Lee's burning shirt. 

    Larry had bolted for the tree on his right. With shaky hands, he struck a match and lit his bottle, but when he raised his arm to throw it around the tree, a rifle bullet shattered the bottle and he was bathed in liquid fire. He grabbed his damaged hand and screamed, then forgot about it in order to slap at the flames engulfing him before he ran screaming through the grove toward the alley. 

    Jack hadn't given up; he stayed well behind the tree as he drew a revolver and aimed it at the house. Cade aimed carefully and fired once at Jack's chest. 

    His bullet drove an almost scream-like grunt out of Jack, and with a look of shock, Jack tried to bring his gun around the tree to aim at Cade, but Cade fired again. His second round punched a hole dead center in Jack's chest and Jack looked down at it instead of shooting. 

    He was still looking down when he went to his knees, then he tried one more time to aim at Cade, but Cade had moved to a another tree. Jack was still trying to spot Cade among the trees when he sagged backward and fell flat. Waving at Charlene, Cade headed for the back of the property and found Larry writhing and rolling on the ground near the horses. Parts of his coat and pants were still burning. 

    Cade took Toby's .36 revolver out of his belt and aimed it left-handed at the gate post, fired it twice quickly, and tossed it at Larry's face. Covering his face to block the toss, Larry then hurried to grab the gun where it fell. The moment his hand wrapped around the butt of the revolver and lifted it, Cade shot him through the head. 

    Larry's clothing was still burning as Cade moved the nearly-panicked horses somewhat further away and tied them to someone's fence. Returning to the house, Cade checked Jack and Lee. Both were dead. Moving to the front of the house, he found Dave still unconscious where he'd half-concealed him under the porch. 

    A long glance around told Cade that nobody could see him past the woodpile or the porch. He quickly searched Dave and found a .36 caliber revolver like Toby's. 

    After firing the gun once at the woodpile, Cade put it into Dave's right hand and stepped back. Aiming his .44 at the spot on Dave's head where his gun's barrel had hit him, Cade fired once and went to check Dave's pulse. It faded away under his touch and Cade stood up to look at the street. 
Chapter Thirty-six

    Men in the street a block away were heading in the direction of the gunfire. Cade had no doubt other men were approaching from the back street or the alley. 

    Good enough. He vaulted over the porch rail and quickly walked to the front door, then knocked. 

    In a rather screechy, high-pitched voice, one of the boys yelled, "Who is it?!" 

    "Cade. It's all over out here." 

    The door opened a tiny crack and a single brown eye became visible, then the kid pulled the door open and Cade stepped inside. 

    "It's all done?!" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "It's all done. Well, except for a lot of questions about what happened. The constables are coming. When they get here, let us know. Don't just let them in." 

    The agitated kid yelled, "Okay!" as Cade went to the stairs and raised his voice to say, "All clear outside, ma'am. I'll be in the kitchen." Charlene yelled back, "What the hell do you mean, 'you'll be in the kitchen'?!" 

    "That's where the coffee is, milady. We're about to have a houseful of constables who probably drink the stuff." 

    He heard quick footsteps on the stairs, then Charlene appeared in the kitchen doorway, still holding her rifle. 

    She eyed Cade and asked, "Are you all right?" Adding coffee to the basket in the pot, he replied, "Yup," and reached for the water pitcher. 

    Charlene reached for his arm and placed her hand on it as she studied him and asked, "Are you sure, Cade?" 

    Nodding, he said, "Yes'm, I'm very sure. Now let me add this water so the coffee won't burn while I give you a kiss." 

    He was still kissing her when the boy came running into the kitchen to nearly yell, "They're here! They're on the porch!" 

    "Thanks. Now run upstairs to help Bessie, okay?" 

    "What's she need help with?" 

    Cade chuckled, "Well, I guess she'd be the one to ask about that. Go on, now. See if she needs anything." 

    The head constable, Dick Tierney, listened to what Cade and Charlene had to say and then told Cade to show him what had happened. Cade led him through the trees and the string of events step by step until they got to Dave, who was still half-hidden under the porch. 

    "Damned dirty bastards," muttered Tierney, "Never thought they'd ever do anything like this." 

    "Are you saying you knew they beat and robbed Miss Gardner?" Giving him a sharp look, Tierney snapped, "Hell, no. I'm not saying anything even remotely like that, Mr. Cade. In fact, from this moment on, I'm advising that we all say as little as possible about what happened, because I can read sign. You set things up real nice, and I don't really blame you, but I think it's time to wrap this up without much more discussion. I know for a fact you were in the tavern earlier and I know how you used Darlene and Toby to flush this bunch." 

    "The whore and her friend? How are they, by the way? Jack laid 'em both out cold before he came over here." 

    With a wry look, Tierney said, "They'll survive. I'll let them know you asked about them when I ask if they want to press any charges against you." Cade eyed Tierney for some moments before he spoke. 

    "Constable," Cade said quietly, "It would be far better if a diseased whore and her drunk-rolling friend found reasons to leave town. Immediately. Our Miss Gardner bit off some of Jack's left hand and survived his assault with an axe handle. Let's not pretend that something very like tonight wouldn't have happened sooner or later, if only because she might have identified him when she got back on her feet. All I did was offer those men a chance to make their attempt to commit arson and murder on my schedule instead of theirs." 

    Thumbing at the house behind him, Cade said, "They were going to burn this place with a woman and two boys inside. Try to forget for a moment that three of the intended victims are Negroes and think of them as real, live people. Can you do that, Constable? Say 'no' and by tomorrow you --an elected official --will be explaining your views to hypercritical and highly liberal tabloid journalists from here to New York." 

    With a narrow gaze, Tierney said, "That's not what this was about, Mr. Cade, and I don't take kindly to threats." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Nobody does, but if you let the whore and her friend press charges, that's what'll happen. Call it 'cause and effect'. How come you didn't arrest Grimley?" 

    Sighing, Tierney replied, "Grimley's family owns half the land between here and Taneytown. Without indisputable evidence and testimony, I'd have been up against deep pockets, politics, and herds of lawyers." 

    "Uh, huh. What do you think you'll be up against now?" 

    "Damned if I know. Maybe they'll want you arrested and tried, Mr. Cade. Or maybe they'll just hire someone to... well, make killing you look like an accident or self-defense." 

    "Or maybe they'll just quietly say 'good riddance' and divvy up his property." 

    "What makes you think that?" 

    "Simple. Grimley had a history of trouble. Men like him always do. He was an asshole and he was running a pig farm well away from the rest of his family's holdings. That likely means he wasn't very popular with them. A political and family embarrassment and a liability. Could be that if this is written up properly, it'll all die down in short order." Tierney grinned and leaned against the porch rail as he replied, "I just can't wait to hear what 'properly' would mean to you in this instance, Mr. Cade." 

    "It would mean a comprehensive list of Grimley's past transgressions as part of a newspaper article about this event. Those of his friends would also be listed. Give his family a very public reason to thoroughly disown him. Maybe even include a list of charges that would have been filed if the gang had lived to stand trial. Make a show of it, Constable. Make this an opportunity to take a strong anti-crime stance." 

    Thumbing at the house again, Cade said, "Coffee ought to be ready by now and there's something else to talk about. How would you like to be best man at a wedding?" 

    They'd started walking around the porch. Tierney stopped and yelped, 

"What?" 

    "I need someone to hand me the ring. Want the job?" 

    "You don't have anyone else who could do it?" Cade shrugged. "All my best friends seem to be women." Again heading for the porch steps, Tierney laughed, "Gee, that's really too bad, but I'm having trouble locating my supply of sympathy for your plight." 

    "You can look for it later. So... can you spare an hour or so for the job? 

There'll be some cake and booze in it for you." 

    Laughing again, Tierney asked, "Cake and booze? Are you trying to bribe a county official, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Only to be a best man at a wedding. I guess I could shanghai someone else if you can't do it for some reason." 

    As Cade opened the front door, Tierney stated, "My God, you're serious! 

Two minutes ago we were threatening each other and now you're asking me to be your best man?" 

    On her way from the kitchen to the stairs, Charlene commented in a matter-of-fact tone, "Why not? All you have to do is hand him a ring and say something nice about him during dinner." 

    Glancing at Cade, Tierney chuckled, "But I don't know anything nice about him, ma'am." 

    She smiled, shrugged, said, "I do," and headed upstairs. Tierney looked at Cade and said, "But I still don't. What's she going to do? Coach me?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "Yeah, probably," and led the way to the kitchen, where he took a clean cup from a cabinet and handed it to Tierney. 

    "Cake," said Cade, "Booze. We're going to invite some of the brass in this town, Constable. Might need some police protection if they get rowdy." 

    "Let me settle this case before I give you an answer, Mr. Cade. When will it be?" 

    Pouring coffee in both their cups, Cade replied, "Don't know yet. I was going to let the ladies set the whole thing up." 

    "That's usually the wisest course with weddings. They often have some idea of what they want." Tierney sipped coffee and said, "Of four men, none survived. I find that odd, Mr. Cade; odd that not one of them chose to surrender." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Doesn't seem odd to me. I've seen entire platoons go down fighting to the last man, Mr. Tierney." 

    "These men weren't a military unit." 

    "They had a leader. Jack Grimley. His second in command appeared to be the man called Lee. They had a mission. Orders were issued and followed. Uniforms or not, that's close enough for me. Doesn't matter, anyway, at this point." 

    "No," said Tierney, "I suppose it doesn't. I just think it's supremely convenient for you and your friends that all of them died, Mr. Cade." He watched to see how Cade would receive his statement. Cade finished a sip of coffee and nodded. "Yes, it was. If you can't be the best man, who would you nominate?" 

    "I'll give the matter some thought while we take depositions, Mr. Cade." 

    "Good." 

    "There may be a hearing tomorrow. Or the next day." 

    "Figured that." 

    Tierney sipped coffee and studied Cade for a moment, then motioned to someone passing the window. When the man stepped into the kitchen, Tierney told him to take Cade's deposition, set his coffee on the table, and headed upstairs. 

    Statements were written and questions were asked --in some cases more than once by more than one person --but eventually the house was empty again except for Bessie, her two boys, Charlene, and Cade. 

    As Cade left Bessie's bedside to get a coffee refill, Bessie said, "Wait, Cade." He turned to face her and she asked, "Did you absolutely have to kill them all?" 

    Cade met her gaze as he weighed several possible answers and settled for the simplest one. "Yes." 

    He turned to leave the room, half-expecting her to stop him with a question like 'why?', but she didn't. In the kitchen, he poured a coffee and put his feet up on another chair by the table as he watched the night. The footsteps he heard a few minutes later belonged to Charlene; he knew the sound of her boots. She stopped at the doorway and asked, "Want some company, Sarge?" 

    Gesturing at the other side of the table, he replied, "Sure, lady. Plunk your lovely little self in a chair." 

    She poured herself half a cup --he heard that, too --and came to sit. After a few moments of sipping in silence, she leaned her chair back and turned her head to look at him. 

    "Bessie doesn't understand, Cade." 

    "I didn't think she would." 

    "She asked me the same question. I told her the same thing; yes." Nodding, Cade asked, "When's our wedding, ma'am? I have to find a best man." 

    "I thought Constable Tierney was going to do it?" 

    "Don't know yet. Doesn't matter; I'll point at someone five minutes before the wedding if I have to." 

    Rocking slightly on the back legs of her chair for a few moments, Charlene said, "We could just tell everyone we're married. It's the same thing if nobody checks." 

    "Someone would check. A lawyer, probably. Count on it." 

    "A lawyer? Why?" 

    "To collect some billable hours or a flat fee for 'verifying' something for some state or county office. Or whatever they call them wherever we are if one of us dies. Seen it before, ma'am; although nobody really gives a rat's ass or has any good reason to question anything, some busybody always has to butt in and demand verifications of everything." 

    Sipping coffee, he added, "Besides, we're stockholders. If we come up missing, the railroad will want some disposition of our shares. You can count on that, too." 

    Reaching to touch her hair, he said, "Sorry, ma'am, but I guess you'll just have to marry me now." 

    Sighing as if disappointed, she replied, "Oh, well. Could be worse, as you like to say. You aren't too ugly, you're rich, and you can shoot fairly well." Cade chuckled, "Well, thanks a bunch, milady. I was about to say the same nice things about you, y'know." 

    She snorted a short laugh and drank some coffee as she gazed out the window. 

    "Cade, it looks as if we'll be stuck here for the winter." Nodding, he allowed, "Yeah, I suppose it does." 

    "I hate winter. I hate snow and ice." 

    "Okay." 

    "Okay? No, it isn't okay, damn it. I hate winter." 

    "Yeah, you mentioned that, ma'am. What do you propose to do about it?" Charlene sighed. "Nothing, I guess. We can't just up and leave Bessie with a broken leg and two boys to watch." 

    Cade shrugged and sipped. "Nah. Guess not." Glancing sharply at him, Charlene asked, "Are you just parroting my suppositions to avoid having to think up better answers?" Nodding again, Cade admitted, "Yup. Sure am." He sipped again and said, 

"We can't go to Europe just now, so wherever you happen to be is fine with me, Charlene." 

    She stared at his reflection in the window glass and he stared back for some moments, then he was surprised to see something glisten on her cheek. A tear? 

    Raising a hand as if to shade the lamp light to peer outside, she wiped away the tear and asked, "When did the frost happen out there? There wasn't any frost when I came in." 

    "No idea," he replied, "But if you really want to keep warm tonight, you can sleep with me, sweetie." 

    She snickered and said, "Yeah, right. You promise I'll be a virgin in the morning, mister?" 

    With a grin, Cade chuckled, "Sure, lady. You bet. Anything you want to hear." 
Chapter Thirty-seven

    November passed quickly enough, but December seemed to drag on far too long. Everyone said it was the coldest, nastiest winter they'd ever seen, but Cade remembered a few winters he'd spent in tents. Nothing's colder than winter in a tent except winter without a tent. 

    In mid-December, flyers began circulating the town that exhorted people to attend Yuletide functions at the two local churches. While festivities appealed to Cade, hordes of people packed into stifling buildings didn't, and he resisted the ladies' efforts to get him interested in participating. 

    "Half of them will be sick," said Cade, "Runny noses, coughs, runny butts. That's how it always is at winter gatherings. Before the night's over, they'll all have it." 

    But they kept at him about it and finally said they were going to attend with or without him. 

    "Look, Cade," said Charlene, "It'll be a good way to pick people to attend our wedding." 

    "Yeah? When is that, ma'am? Have you set a date yet?" 

    "No, and you're just making it harder for me with your antisocial attitude." 

    "Correction; my anti-sickness attitude. Trust me, lady, if you go to this thing, you'll come back with a racking cough and the runny shits. You know it as well as I do." 

    Charlene's gaze narrowed and she stood straight as she said, "All right, damn it! Maybe so, but it won't last forever! And how the hell else will we get to know enough people in time to hold a decent wedding before we leave?" Sighing with exasperation, Cade said, "Define 'enough', please. I'll bet my definition is a lot smaller than yours." 

    Their argument ran its course in such brief exchanges over the next week or so, but neither of the ladies made it to the event. They were both too sick from something that Bessie's boys had brought home from school. Under other circumstances, Cade might not have caught it at all --he'd successfully avoided dozens of such illnesses that had swept Army encampments

--but he was sleeping with Charlene, and she was in nearly as much contact with the boys as Bessie on any given day. 

    The sound of racking coughs filled the house pretty much day and night for a couple of weeks. Whoever was able to get out of bed had the duty of looking after those who couldn't. 

    On December 29th, Cade was feeling well enough that Bessie asked him to make a trip to the market, fortunately only six blocks away. Bundled against the gusting wind, Cade carefully made his way down the snow-covered front porch steps, noting that the snow in the street was as untrampled as the snow on their walkway. Only some wagon tracks broke the smooth surface. 

    He looked both ways along the street and saw nobody, not even in or around the train station a few blocks away. The only signs of life were a couple of wagons near the market and the smoke from chimneys. 

    The sound of a window opening across the street drew his attention. Evelyn Brand leaned out and waved as she yelled, "Mr. Cade! Wait, please! Constable Tierney is on his way down! He wants a word with you!" Cade waved back and nodded, then stepped behind Bessie's gate post to escape the wind as he waited. Tierney was still buttoning his coat as he stepped out of the house. He slipped once and avoided a fall on the Brands' 

walkway, then strode quickly across the empty street. 

    "Thank you for waiting, Mr. Cade. How are you feeling this breezy, frigid Tuesday morning?" 

    "Cold, at the moment. I was sick, now I'm a little better. We've all been sick as dogs for the last week. You?" 

    Shuddering against the cold, Tierney replied, "The same. Sick a while, getting better. Damn, it's cold. Let's go to my office, if you don't mind." As they got underway, Cade said, "I was on my way to the market. We're short a few things." 

    "The market's fine. I just want to ask for your help, Mr. Cade." Tierney glanced at Cade and said, "One of my constables died last week. Two are so sick they can't get out of bed. I had six and I could get by with four. Will you help?" 

    Cade gestured to the right and stepped around the corner of a building to avoid the wind for a moment as he asked, "Only temporarily, and only as a kind of deputy, right?" 

    Tierney stamped his feet to warm them and nodded. "If you want. Or not temporarily, if you want. I know you were once in law enforcement, Mr. Cade." Uh, huh. Well, it seemed likely that Tierney would have looked into Cade's background after the shooting. 

    Pausing to consider his words, Cade replied, "Temporarily. Until your fourth man is back on his feet. I guess I could do that." Glancing around, he said, "But this town has seemed pretty quiet to me, Tierney, so level with me. What kind of trouble are you expecting that would make you pick me as a potential deputy? Is someone getting out of prison soon?" Meeting Cade's gaze, Tierney asked, "Had it occurred to you that I might only be willing to take a chance on you because things are likely to be quiet for a while?" 

    Shaking his head with a small grin, Cade said, "Nope." Shivering as he thumbed toward his office, Tierny said, "Let's get out of this wind," and led the way. A few paces along, he coughed hard and spat, then said, "I'm just getting over it, myself. Have you heard the name 'Jim Ware'?" 

    "Nope." 

    "He and two other men robbed some people between here and Frederick six years ago. They were caught, tried, and sent to prison together. One of them died there. Ware and his partner Fred Pelter got out just before Christmas." Tierney tipped his hat to a woman standing at a restaurant window, then said, "Ladiesburg is where they were arrested and tried. Maybe they'll come back here, maybe not." 

    "You've checked with their home towns?" 

    "They're both from Frederick. I telegraphed, but nobody's seen them there." 

    "Were you the one who jailed them?" 

    "No, that was my predecessor, Tom Court." 

    "Where's Court now?" 

    "Six feet under. He had a heart attack two years ago." Cade stepped over a bad board in the walkway and asked, "No uniform, right?" 

    Shaking his head, Tierney agreed. "No uniform." 

    "Good. A badge, but in a pocket, not on display." 

    "Well, it's customary to wear it where people can see it." 

    "Nope. They'll only see it if I have a reason to show it." Tierney opened the door to his office, then they stamped the snow off their boots and went inside. Pointing at the coffee pot and saying, "Help yourself," Tierney took a book out of his lower left desk drawer and began leafing through it. 

    Cade sniffed the coffee, but decided not to have any when he saw that all the cups had been used. He didn't bother looking around the office; he'd seen it a few times after the Grimley shooting. Taking a chair by the desk, he simply waited to see what Tierney might learn from his book. Putting his finger on a section of a page in the book, Tierney said, 

"Right here; 'Officers will prominently display badges precisely centered above left breast pockets.'" 

    "'Precisely', huh? I'm not interested, Tierney. To some people, a badge is a target." 

    "Wait," said Tierney, "The picture shows a man in uniform and there's more on the next page." He read further and said, "A problem. Deputies must display badges while on duty." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "So never put me on duty. Just make sure I'm somewhere nearby at the right time." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Tierney asked, "'The right time'? When might that

'right time' be?" 

    "The minute you see Ware or Pelter. Are you really worried? Do you want some precautionary advice?" 

    Sitting back and giving Cade a fisheye look, Tierney asked, "Precautionary advice?" 

    "Yeah. People around here know each other on sight. Let the locals know Ware and Pelter may be coming back to town. Visit every home and office along the two main streets on either side of the train station according to a schedule that puts you where you can watch every train unload. Stay away from your office and hire a few kids as runners. Tell them only which street you'll be circulating on any given day so they'll have to look for you if anything comes up." 

    "Ah... But wouldn't that tend to make it difficult for them to locate me in a timely manner?" 

    "Possibly, but when's the last time you've arrived at a criminal happening while it was still in progress? Doesn't matter if you're in your office or not. If you have to be fetched from anywhere, you'll usually get there well after the event." 

    Tierney eyed Cade for a moment, then said, "I'll consider what you've said, Mr. Cade, but I have some reservations about abandoning my office." 

    "Your choice. This office has one door. It's next to a big window. You wouldn't know they were here until they walked in or shot you through that window. If you're moving around out there, you can talk to people and look real busy while you watch for them." 

    Cade paused a moment, then stood up as he added, "And you can send the kid who comes for you to find me whether I'm wearing a deputy's badge or not. Give it some thought. I need to get some stuff and get back to the house. You know how mean women can be when they're hungry." 

    Tierney walked him to the door. Through the window, Cade saw him head for the coffee pot. After filling most of the shopping list at two stores, Cade headed back to the house. 

    While he was bringing in some firewood a few hours later, Cade saw Tierney leaving the train station with three school-age boys. He pointed both ways along the street and a boy hurried in each direction. 

    An hour or so later, a boy stopped at Bessie's house to ask that any new men or horses in town be reported to the Constable's office, then he continued to the next house. 

    Several false alarms were sounded over the next week, but it was the following Wednesday before two men on horseback rode into town in the company of a heavy market wagon. 

    The wagon stopped at the town's stable and the driver waved at the two men before they continued to the restaurant and dismounted. On general principles, Cade headed for the restaurant. He saw two boys running in the street behind the train station, stopping to look into shops. Out of one of the shops came Tierney. 

    Cade waved at Tierney and stopped outside the hotel entrance next door to the restaurant to wait in the recessed doorway as Tierney crossed the street to join him. 

    "I'll have a quick look in the window," said Tierney. "If it's them, I'd prefer to wait for them to come out rather than risk any shooting in the restaurant." 

    Giving him a droll look, Cade chuckled, "Well, I guess that's a fairly reasonable idea. May I suggest that you walk past the window as if heading for your office?" 

    Tierney sighed, "Sorry for stating the very obvious, Mr. Cade. I'll do as you suggest, of course, but I'll wait in the alleyway beyond my office." 

    "It'll be cold there. Why not the real estate office next door? You'll hear anyone coming on the boardwalk." 

    Glancing that direction, Tierney nodded and muttered, "Yeah. Sounds good. Okay." 

    "Tierney," said Cade, and when the constable looked at him, Cade said, 

"Relax. They'll be in here for a while, so I'm going to go see what that wagon driver has to say about them." 

    "Wagon driver?" 

    "Yeah. They came into town with a market wagon. Go ahead and take your walk now so I can get moving." 

    Tierney gave the matter a moment's thought, then nodded again and walked past the restaurant windows. Once he was past them, he stopped and looked back at Cade with yet another nod and mouthed the word, 'Yes.' 

    With a small wave, Cade headed for the stable. He found the wagon driver and the blacksmith laboring to pull a wheel off the wagon's left rear spindle. The wheel's hub had split and it was missing three spokes that had been replaced with hand-cut lengths of tree branches. The wheel's metal rim was no longer perfectly round. 

    "Wow," said Cade, "Whatever you hit, you hit it damned hard, didn't you?" The wagon driver replied, "A board on the bridge gave way, then the one next to it broke. Thought I was gonna lose the wagon trying to pull it free. Couldn't get it over the support beam to get it moving again." Cade looked at the tracks the wagon had left in the hard-packed dirt floor. They were pretty deep; deeper than he'd have expected such tracks to be. 

    "What are you hauling?" he asked, "That wagon's about as heavy as it can be and still roll." 

    Looking up from carrying the wheel to the workbench, the driver answered, 

"Pot-belly stoves. Got twenty of 'em bound for Grant's store. Glad I didn't have to leave any behind, 'cuz you know they wouldn't be there later. I'da been out there 'till way late if not for Mr. Ware and his friend." 

    "They helped you?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes, they helped me. They used their horses and their own selves to help me push my wagon outta that hole and off the bridge 'fore more boards gave out, then they cut those sticks to go where the spokes were busted. That Mr. Ware, he got the idea of strapping the wheel rim around another wheel and rolling the worst dents out of it. Damned smart man, he is. I'da never thought of that." 

    "Did he say where they were going?" 

    "Yup. Frederick. Seems he's got family there." 

    "Did he say where they'd been?" 

    The driver held the wheel as the blacksmith pried and pounded, then said, 

"Nope. Look, mister, I really didn't ask a lot of questions, y'know? I was so damned glad to be moving again before it got dark I gave 'em two dollars each." 

    "That's understandable," said Cade, "Thanks. Glad you made it to town in one piece." He headed for the street. 

    Hm. From roadside robbery to roadside assistance. That was a big career change. Cade strolled past the restaurant window and saw two men he'd never seen before digging into plates of food. One looked up and watched him pass. Both men were rather scruffy-looking. One wore an old hat and the other wore a newer-looking hat. One wore old boots and the other wore newer ones. Both wore revolvers and one wore a knife on his belt. 

    Finding Tierney in the real estate office, Cade told him what the wagon driver had said and added, "They didn't have to stop and help and they could just as easily have robbed him if they'd wanted to. Could be they won't be any trouble. Look, the restaurant's just about empty right now, so why don't I go in and talk to them?" 

    Tierney studied Cade's face for a moment, then said, "Not alone, you won't. Let's go." 

    When they walked into the restaurant, both men looked up and stiffened in anticipation of trouble. 

    Tierney looked directly at the one under the new hat as he said, "Hello, Mr. Ware." Looking at the other man, he said, "And Mr. Pelter. May we join you gentlemen?" 

    Pelter glanced at Ware and Ware said, "If you're gonna run us out of town, we'd like to finish eating first." 

    Pulling a chair out, Tierney said, "Take your time. I heard how you helped that man with his wagon. Mind if I ask where you're headed?" Ware said, "Frederick. My sister's place, if she'll have us." Sitting across from Tierney, Cade asked, "You have any reason to think she won't?" 

    Pelter asked, "Was that supposed to be funny?" Holding up his left hand in quiet protest, Cade replied, "No. It's the middle of winter and I didn't see any camping gear on your saddles." Pelter growled, "We got this far without any." Ware said, "Wait, Jethro. I'm not hearin' what I thought we'd be hearin'. Mister, why are you askin'?" 

    Sitting back a bit, Cade said, "Maybe you've been finding barn space in places that don't know you from years ago, but it could be different as you get closer to Frederick. Are you sure your sister will put you up?" Looking at Pelter for a few moments, Ware turned back to Cade and sighed, 

"Hell, I don't know. I 'spect she will, but I can't be sure. Jethro's family didn't answer his letters and neither did most of mine. Only my sister." Nodding, Cade said, "In that case, let's head for the store after you eat. I'll spot you a tent and some gear." 

    Pelter stopped eating to stare at Cade and asked, "Now, why'n hell would you want to do that for a couple of jailbirds?" 

    Meeting his gaze, Cade said, "Because I can. Because it's too damned easy to get into trouble if you're hungry and freezing your ass off in the one place where you hoped at least one person might give you a break." Turning to Ware, he said, "A tent, a coffee pot, a pan, a hatchet. Forks, spoons, cups, and some coffee and beans. Just in case. No obligation." Looking rather offended, Pelter said, "No obligation? That makes it charity." 

    He said the word 'charity' as if it tasted nasty. 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Not exactly charity. Someone gave me a break once. I'm just passing it on. You can do the same for somebody someday and we'll call it even." 

    "It's still somethin' for nothin', and it still feels like charity. What's the catch?" He looked at Tierney and asked, "You gonna tell us never to come back to this town?" 

    Tierney raised a hand and asked for two coffees, then turned back to Pelter and said, "Mr. Pelter, you men helped that man on the bridge. You could have laughed at his situation and kept on riding, but you stopped and helped him. If that's the kind of men you are today, I have no reason to give you a hard time about being in my town." 

    "In fact," said Cade, "I'm thinking you might want to consider stabling your horses for the night and using the empty bunks in the jail. Might as well, since nobody else is using them at the moment. Think about it. Warm, dry beds and your horses would get some feed and shelter from the cold." The coffees arrived as Tierney gave Cade an odd look, then pushed a coffee at him and shruggingly nodded. 

    "Okay. Sure. The office has to be heated and open all night for constables, and there are six bunks." 

    Pelter stabbed a bit of his meat and muttered, "No thanks. I just got out of a damned cell." 

    Tierney said, "So take the mattresses into the office and put them back in the morning." 

    There was silence around the table for several moments, then Ware said, 

"Jethro, we got less'n nine bucks between us and a ways to go yet. Culpepper could use a night in a stable. So could Belvedere." Pelter seemed unconvinced. Ware added, "We woke up cold to the damned bone this morning, Jethro. No coffee for three days." Looking at Tierney, he asked, 

"No tricks? No locked doors?" 

    "No tricks. No locked doors. Every hour a constable on the night shift will stop by the office on his rounds, so there's heat and coffee on all night." 

    Ware said, "We can't spare money for boarding horses." Cade said, "I'll cover it. Hay, water, and feed." Pelter looked almost angry as he stopped eating and took a long, suspicious look at Tierney and Cade, then looked at Ware. 

    "I ain't sleepin' in no damned jail, Jimmy. You can if you want, but not me. I'll bunk with Culpepper." Looking at Tierney again, he added, "Unless there's some kinda law against sleepin' in a stable." Tierney shrugged. "No law against it, but you'll have to clear it with the blacksmith. And you wouldn't be sleeping in the jail, Mr. Pelter. You'd be sleeping in the office." 

    Shaking his head, Pelter said, "I'd just as soon never see no more damned bars as long as I live." Looking at Ware, he said, "An' I don't know how the hell you can, either." 

    Ware shrugged. "It'll be warm and dry. Don't matter to me as long as the door's open and I'm not inside a cell." 

    Looking at Cade, Pelter said, "I still wanna know why you'd cover the horses and camping gear. You don't know us. You ain't never even seen us before today." 

    In an even tone, Cade said, "I told you. Because I can. And because if you men don't get a few breaks along the line, it may be damned hard to stay out of trouble." 

    When they left the restaurant, they walked to Tierney's office. Tierney, Ware, and Cade went inside and Tierney showed Ware where he'd be sleeping. Pelter stood outside until the cold got to him, then stepped just inside the office door. 

    Ware said, "You can sleep with ol' Culpepper if you want, Jethro. I'm damned if I'm gonna shiver my ass off tonight." 

    Pelter eyed the open cells and the bunks, then the floor space between the desk and the wall. His eyes shifted to the coffee pot on the stove and back to the cells, then again settled on the floor space. 

    "Okay," he muttered, "As long as the doors are open." From there, they led the horses to the stable. Cade had the blacksmith set them up with all the amenities, then the men went to the general store for camping gear. 

    As Cade paid for the two small piles of equipment on the counter, Pelter again asked, "Why the hell are you doing this?" Cade sighed, "Look, while you two were in prison, I was in the Army. I don't know what it was like for you behind walls and bars, but I was walking my ass off, sleeping on the ground in all kinds of weather, and being shot at. I turned cold and hard about a lot of things, but I didn't quite turn mean. Some men did, and I'm sure you've met some of them. They're angry and bitter, disillusioned..." 

    "What? What's that mean?" 

    "It means that things they deeply believed were proven wrong or they were made to believe they were wrong." 

    Ware laughed, "Yeah, I damned sure know about that." 

    "So do I. That's really all there is to this, Ware. A little help now could help you avoid trouble later. If all goes well and your sister puts you up, at least you'll know some people other than her give a damn." Cade shrugged and grinningly added, "And you'll have some brand-new camping gear." 
Chapter Thirty-eight

    A little before sunup, Cade saddled Esther and headed for the meadows west of town, arriving just as nearby trees began casting long shadows in the early morning light. 

    Using his sling, he bagged six rabbits and headed back to town, where he stopped at the Wilson sisters' boarding house and traded Nancy Wilson two rabbits for having the others cleaned and wrapped in paper. After leaving a rabbit with Bessie, he went to the stable and asked if the biggest freshly-killed rabbit would cover the bill for Culpepper and Belvedere. 

    Bill Garrett grinningly eyed the rabbit and, "You bet it will," then called his son, Ted. When the boy arrived, Bill handed him the rabbit and said, "Take this to your mama and tell her it's to be on the table tonight, not packed away for later." 

    "But she..." 

    Shaking his head, Garrett cut in, "No. You tell her I want that whole bunny on the table tonight. All of it." 

    The kid nodded and left as Garrett said, "I didn't hear any shooting. Did you set some traps?" 

    Grinning as he turned Esther to leave, Cade replied, "Nope. I just went to the meadows and asked for a few volunteers." 

    At Tierney's office, he opened the door and held up the rabbits as he said, "Morning, all. Constable Tierney, one's for you and one's for your guests. The stable bill is taken care of and I need to get back to the house." Closing the door, he hung the rabbits on the lamp hook by the door and remounted Esther to leave, but Ware and Pelter came out of Tierney's office and Ware said, "Wait." 

    Halting Esther, Cade waited. Tierney came out to examine the rabbits and grin. "Thanks, Mr. Cade." 

    After a moment and a glance at Pelter, Ware said, "We just wanted to say thanks, too, Mr. Cade. That's all. Just thanks. If it wasn't for the weather, we'd have gone around Ladiesburg, 'cuz we didn't exactly expect a friendly... uh..." 

    "Reception?" 

    Nodding, Ware replied, "Yeah. That." 

    Cade chuckled, "Oh, well. Sometimes people can surprise you." Noddingly indicating Tierney, Cade said, "We were expecting trouble and it didn't happen. Seems to me it's only fair to respond in kind." Pelter shook his head and said, "No. Huh-uh. You've gone a long ways beyond that, mister. I'm still not sure I know why, but I'm thanking you right here and now." 

    "Me, too," said Ware, "If there's ever anything we can do for you, look us up and let us know." 

    Cade replied, "Like I said, there's no obligation except to pass it on someday. Good luck in Frederick." With that, he headed up the street toward Bessie's. 

    The rest of the winter passed without incident until March 2nd, when Charlene and Cade took an early train to Frederick on a cold Monday morning. Several shops were still closed when they arrived, so they found a hotel restaurant and ordered a couple of coffees. 

    Charlene had seemed rather quiet and thoughtful on the train and seemed no less so as she sipped coffee and stared out the window. Her fingernail tapped on the table and she nibbled her lower lip almost anxiously. Cade asked, "Something on your mind, Miss Culver?" She broke her gaze out the window to look at him and replied, "Yes, Mr. Cade, there is. When we get back to Ladiesburg, I'd like to make arrangements to be married." 

    He silently studied her for a time until she opened her mouth to speak again, then he said, "I was beginning to think I'd have to remind you about that. And if you wouldn't mind too much, I'd rather leave those arrangements to you. Just tell me when it's time to put on my suit." She grinned. "Did Tierney ever consent to be your best man?" 

    "No, but he probably will." 

    "You were talking about inviting half the town. Would you mind if I wanted a somewhat smaller ceremony?" 

    Shrugging, Cade shook his head. "Nope. Do it your way." Gesturing at the window, he said, "This town has a jewelry shop. Do you want new rings?" Charlene looked at the diamond ring on her finger and shook her head. "No. These have worked just fine so far." Looking up at him with a grin, she said, 

"But I wouldn't mind having a few other rings, of course." Returning her grin, Cade agreed, "Oh, of course." In truth, Cade's own shopping began and ended with the two bookstores in Frederick; everything else he might need was available in Ladiesburg. He had the clerks box up his books and label them, then deliver them to the train station. 

    Charlene, on the other hand, seemed to feel a need to check the contents of every store within a few blocks of the train station in each direction. She didn't buy all that much, but it seemed to Cade that they'd managed a full day's march by the time they returned to the station. 

    When they got home, Bessie was in the process of setting the dinner table. Charlene walked to the table and leaned on it. Bessie stopped placing silverware and looked at her. 

    In a low, excited tone, Charlene grinningly said, "This Saturday. What do you think?" 

    Bessie grinned back at her and nodded. "Saturday's fine. Won't give people much time to come up with gifts, though." 

    "No gifts. Make it a rule. We'll be going to Europe next month and we'll have enough to carry as it is." 

    Nodding again, Bessie agreed, "We'll make up the guest list tonight and I'll send the boys around tomorrow." 

    The ladies headed for the kitchen deep in conversation and Cade began hauling their purchases upstairs. Once that was done, he opened his two boxes of books and chose one, then headed back downstairs to get a coffee and begin reading. 

    On Tuesday, Cade asked Tierney about being best man and Tierney laughed, 

"Sure. I know a little more about you now." 

    Saturday dawned clear and cool and remained so. All twenty-six invitees showed up at Bessie's house with various foods and extra dishware and the wedding began at two o'clock on the dot, according to Tierney's watch. Pastor Jacobs attended, but the ceremony was conducted by Judge Porter. A few questioning comments had been made about that choice, but Charlene and Cade had simply smiled and answered with, "It's what we agreed on," and refused to discuss the matter further. 

    At two-seventeen, Charlene tossed her bouquet over her shoulder at a small group of women and girls and everyone adjourned to the dining room. Some of the attendees had been rather surprised to learn that the people they'd regarded as 'the Cades' hadn't been married, but none of them seemed overly concerned about it and they'd all been happy for an opportunity to break the monotony of winter with a party. 

    Although invitations had clearly specified 'no gifts', a few people had brought various items. Charlene graciously refused someone's gold brooch and a small number of other items and Cade refused pocket watches from two of the male guests. 

    All but three women who lived in town departed before sundown, and after a round of drinks in the parlor, the ladies set about cleaning up. Cade tried to pitch in and help, but got no farther than carrying an armload of dirty dishes to the kitchen before the five women shooed him out of the entire operation. 

    The husband of one of the women arrived --a man named Allen --and Cade watched him dust the snow off his coat and hat before he came into the house. Taking off his coat, Allen asked, "Some weather, huh?" 

    "About what you'd expect for early March." 

    "Sorry I'm late. The train was delayed between Richmond and Frederick. Cattle on the tracks." 

    "No problem. We had a houseful without you." Thumbing at the kitchen, Cade said, "See the ladies about some leftovers." 

    As Allen headed for the kitchen, Cade put on his coat and hat, strapped on his revolver, and went outside. The snow was about four inches deep where he stepped off the walkway and started around the house. 

    For some reason, he'd expected to feel a bit more 'married' after a ceremony and a reception, but he felt no different. Oh, well. He headed for the barn, where he visited a bit with Esther and the other horses as he doled out some feed. 

    The soft crunchings of snow underfoot on the other side of the stable wall made him slip the keeper loop off the hammer of his revolver and move to stand on the far side of a horse. 

    When the stable door opened, Cade saw Charlene peer around the interior and finally spot him. 

    "There you are," she said. 

    Stepping around the horse, Cade replied, "Yes'm, here I are. What brings you out in the cold?" 

    Pulling the door shut, she said, "I came out because you went out." She shrugged. "Besides, they weren't letting me do anything in the kitchen." Stepping into the stall with Cade, Charlene kissed him and asked, "Is anything wrong?" 

    Cade shook his head. "No. It was time to feed everybody and I was ready to be outside the house for a while." 

    "Reason?" 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "Just did. Fresh air. A walk." Charlene peered at him for a moment, then asked, "Having second thoughts?" Chuckling, Cade shook his head again. "Hell, no. For all the fuss and bother, nothing's changed, that I can tell. In fact, that's what was bugging me. I thought I'd feel differently somehow, but I don't." Leaning back to drape her arms over the stall gate, Charlene grinned at him. "Neither do I." 

    Cade draped his arms over the gate, as well, pinning Charlene against the gate as he kissed her, then asked, "How much longer do you think we'll have company, ma'am?" 

    "Not 'ma'am'. 'Mrs. Cade', please." 

    Nodding, Cade revised his question with, "Yes, milady. Mrs. Cade, that is. How long?" 

    Kissing him again, Charlene lifted her legs to wrap them around his hips as she chuckled, "Let's give them time to finish the dishes before they leave." 

    Sliding his hands up her thighs, Cade found she was wearing no undergarments. 

    "Hm," he said, glancing at Esther and the other horse, "You aren't worried about upsetting the horses?" 

    With a snicker, Charlene bounced her hips against him and replied, "Not even a little bit. C'mon, Mr. Cade. It's time for you to perform some stud service." 

    Looking down, he said, "But I can't seem to get at my pants buttons, Mrs. Cade. You'll have to release me from the vise-like grip of your magnificent thighs for a moment." 

    Charlene snorted a snicker, then started laughing as her legs fell away from him. 

    "Vise-like grip?! Magnificent thighs?!" 

    Cade shrugged as he unbuttoned his pants and said, "I'm told I have a way with words, milady." 

    She laughed, "Oh, indeed so, sir! Have you considered writing for the penny dreadfuls?" 

    Finally freeing himself to invade her, he chuckled, "Of course I have. If you're through chortling, ma'am..?" 

    Grinning, Charlene again wrapped her legs around his hips, then her arms went around his neck and she kissed him and said, "That's for calling my thighs 'magnificent', sir." 

    Hoisting her up and against the stall wall, Cade replied, "My pleasure, milady." 

    They'd barely finished and stood panting for breath when Bessie called their names softly from outside the stable door. 

    "Charlene? Cade? Are you in there?" 

    Charlene calmed her breathing and answered, "Yes, Bessie." The door opened and Bessie stepped into the stable. Cade struck an exaggeratedly casual pose against the next stall's rails and made an effort at an innocent look. 

    Bessie laughed shortly and said, "Yeah. Sure." Looking at Cade to see what Bessie was seeing, Charlene rolled her eyes and said, "We're covered in straw, you know." 

    "She might have thought we were working." Laughing again, Bessie repeated, "Yeah. Sure. I thought you might like to know everyone's about to head home." 

    Nodding, Charlene replied, "Help me get all this straw off and I'll be right in." 

    "I'll finish up out here," said Cade, looking at Charlene as he added, "I was interrupted." 

    He waited fifteen minutes or so, then entered the house by the back door. Bessie and Charlene were seeing the last of the visitors out as Cade poured himself a coffee. 

    The ladies joined him shortly, sitting down with coffees of their own and deep sighs. 

    "It's over," said Charlene, hoisting her cup. Bessie and Cade clinked their cups against Charlene's and Bessie said, 

"Yeah, you're all legal now." Looking at Cade, she asked, "Any comments on the day?" 

    He sat back and sipped his coffee, then grinned at Charlene. "I suppose I could have done worse." 

    "That's the best you can do?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Okay; I definitely could have done worse." Looking at Charlene, Bessie said, "I think he lacks proper reverence. Want me to hit him so you won't have to get up?" 

    Waving a dismissive hand, Charlene replied, "Nah. I feel the same way. Could have done worse." She sipped her coffee, then sighed, "I'm glad this day happened, but I'm just as glad it's over. I've discovered I don't like being the center of attention very much." 

    Bessie snickered, "You two belong together. Half the time I don't even know he's around until he says something and scares the hell out of me." Charlene chuckled and nodded tersely. "I know exactly what you mean. If you see or hear him at all, it's because he wants you to. Sometimes it's like being with a ghost." 

    Giving Cade a fisheye look, Bessie asked, "Izzat whut it is, Massah Cade? 

You some kinda haint?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, Cade said, "Even I could do a more convincing darkie imitation. You have too damned much class to make it work." 

    "Oh, ho! Are you saying yours would be more convincing because you have less 'class'?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade replied, "Of course not. I've had to learn to work around my class. You haven't." 

    They bantered a bit as they sipped coffee, but eventually someone yawned and made everyone else at the table yawn and the gathering broke up. Charlene and Cade soaked in the big tub for a time before bed, then worked up a sweat together and had to take another bath before putting fresh sheets on the bed. 

    The rest of March passed rather uneventfully, but April began --literally

--with a bang when a small keg of gunpowder was left too close to a wood stove and someone opened the stove's door to add some wood. A scorched finger made the man flinch, which made him drop the wood into the coals, which flipped an ember out of the stove and across the room. The ember went unnoticed until the man smelled smoke in the room and looked around to see the ember burning its way through a shallow stack of receipts on top of the powder keg. 

    He only had time to snatch the surviving receipts and stomp on them to put out the fire before the keg exploded. It blew all the windows out of the shipping office and blew the door off its top hinge, but the keg had been surrounded by luggage. The man survived with only minor burns and a touch of deafness that lasted for days. 

    Near the end of the first week of April, Charlene and Cade again boarded a train for New York in their second attempt to begin their trip to Europe. They had a fine dinner with Bessie and her boys and Constable Tierney the night before they left and Bessie and Charlene conducted their tearful goodbyes at the house instead of the train station platform. When Charlene and Cade arrived in New York, a man named Richard met them at the station and took charge of getting them and their luggage to the ship's offices, then surprised them by handing Cade a brown leather briefcase. 

    "It's from Mr. Purvis," said Richard, "Maps and personal letters of introduction to various people in several cities, as well as your tickets and boarding information packets." 

    They thanked him and Richard said he'd relay the sentiment, then he took his leave and Charlene and Cade were escorted aboard their ship by someone in a white uniform. 

    "What are you?" asked Charlene, "A Lieutenant?" As he opened the door to their cabin, the man shook his head and said he was only an Ensign, then asked if they'd require anything before the ship got underway. 

    Cade looked questioningly at Charlene, who shook her head, then said, 

"Apparently not, Ensign. Thanks," and set his new briefcase on the small writing desk so he could reach into his pocket for a tip. The Ensign raised a hand to stop him and said, "That won't be necessary aboard this ship, sir. Thank you anyway," and handed Cade the key to the cabin before he made a small salute and left. 

    Looking around the cabin, Charlene breathed, "Well. Here we are at last." She walked to the porthole to look at the docks and said softly, "Right up until the very moment we walked up that ramp..." 

    "Gangplank," Cade corrected her, and when she turned to eye him tightly, he added, "Someone once told me that terminology is important on the water." 

    "Yeah? Who was that?" 

    "A certain steamboat's captain. You were saying, milady?" Taking a breath and returning her gaze to the porthole, Charlene said, "I was saying... that until we walked up that gangplank, I almost couldn't believe it was really happening." 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "Same here. This is like a culmination of some sort. It feels strange as hell to finally be standing on a ship bound for Europe." 

    He chuckled, "But back when I first got the idea, I never once envisioned myself being rich. Or married. Lordy, I sure hope you turn out to be worth all this trouble, lady." 

    Charlene laughed, "Oh, up yours, Cade!" and slapped his shoulder, then took that arm and said, "Let's go up to the deck. We can't see enough through this little bitty window." 

    Letting her lead him to the door, he locked it behind them as he again corrected her, this time using a very confidential tone to say, "Um... Don't take this the wrong way, ma'am, but that's a 'porthole', not a window." Rolling her eyes, Charlene replied mockingly, "'Don't take this the wrong way, ma'am...'" and yanked on his arm. 

    They made their way two decks up to the promenade and watched the ship being loaded with freight and passengers until a drizzle began and drove them inside, so they wandered around the ship until another Ensign told them it was almost time for dinner and asked their names. 

    He then attempted to lead them to their table, but Charlene objected with, 

"But I'd much rather be where I can watch the ship leave the dock." With a somewhat confused glance at Cade, the Ensign replied, "Madame, this ship won't leave until tomorrow morning. I can make sure someone wakes you in time to..." 

    She yelped, "Morning?!" and turned to Cade to ask, "Are we on the right boat?" 

    "Yes, we are," said Cade, "And I have it on good authority that this is a ship, not a boat. Isn't that right, Ensign?" 

    Nodding solemnly, the man replied, "Oh, indeed so, sir." Giving the Ensign a droll look, Charlene asked, "Is this one of those 'we men have to stick together' things?" 

    "No, ma'am. He's entirely correct. She's a ship, not a boat." 

    "She? The ship's a she?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. All ships are female." 

    Her gaze narrowed as she asked, "Do I want to know why?" 

    "Respect," said Cade, "The same reason men name their rifles and cannon after women." He added with a grin, "If you don't care for them properly, they cease to function. Or they malfunction. Sometimes seriously, in fact. Right, Ensign?" 

    Horrified to have been included in Cade's explanation, the Ensign pretended to notice someone waving at him and waved back, then quickly excused himself. 

    Charlene watched him go, then turned to Cade and chuckled, "You scared away our guide." 

    "There are only a dozen tables. We'll find ours eventually." Looking in the direction the Ensign had been leading them, she pointed at placards bearing their names on one of the tables and said, "The search is over. How come you didn't tell me we wouldn't be leaving until tomorrow morning?" 

    Shrugging, Cade replied, "I didn't know until he told us. I just knew the ship's name was right." 

    Reaching to turn her face in profile, then back to face him, he studied her for a time, then said, "Y'know, lady, I just noticed you're kinda pretty. You want to come back to my cabin after dinner and see my etchings?" Charlene laughed, "Sure, mister. I've always wondered why everyone made such a fuss about etchings." 

- End Cade's Quest *
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