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Chapter 1 
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Only the eight towering chimneys remained, deeply rooted in the sturdy foundation, their once-white bricks charred black by the heat and the soot and the smoke. To the ex-soldier’s eyes, the tall chimneys resembled soundless sentries futilely guarding warm ashes that once had been a sprawling three-story Greek Revival-style South Carolina plantation house. Singular testament to shattered lives and to a failed cause. 

Confederate cavalry Captain Drayton Adams Calhoun Rutledge IV casually thumbed his thick, dark beard, feeling the deep, jagged scar courtesy of a Yankee cavalry officer’s Remington. The bullet had smartly taken off his left earlobe and donated an unsightly gash almost completely hidden by thick, unkempt hair nearly the color of dark walnut. A company surgeon had bandaged the injury, and Dac Rutledge continued for another week at his station, until Confederate General Joe Johnston surrendered his army to Union general Cump Sherman, and Wade Hampton sent his war-weary legion home. 

Instead of the anticipated reunion with his wife, Dac Rutledge came home to ruin. 

He kicked at the ashes around his booted feet and frowned at the expansive gardens burnt black fifty yards in every direction. The plantation grounds had first been his mother’s pride and joy, then his wife’s. The two ladies could spend hours in the big white gazebo behind the house, among multi-colored flowers and dozens of trellises and arbors covered in yellow jessamine. 

The noonday sun filtering through the tall white oaks threw eerie shadows over the ruins. A gentle breeze carried the smell of smoke floating upward from smoldering ashes. The chestnut horse behind him whinnied gently. 

“Moses.”

The stooped white-haired man standing a few paces behind Dac bobbed his head. 

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell me again. I need to hear it once more.”

Moses Washington, a house servant born into a life of bondage at the Rutledge plantation, had no desire to repeat the horrible affair but he saw no option. He rubbed his jawline and felt the stubble of salt-and-pepper whiskers. This time, he gave a truncated version. 

“I was down at the river fishin’ up supper for the missus when I heard her screams. ’Fore I could get myself up to the house I seen the smoke and fire. I seen her stumble out the side door and Missus Rutledge she was ... well, she was ...”

“Burning.”

The nearly-whispered word came out dull and impassive. In the last four years, Rutledge had seen far too much death and destruction. 

“Yes, sir. The flames was all over her. I took off my shirt and beat them flames out, but the missus was ... was ...”

“That’s all right, Moses.” Again, no passion. Merely cold, detached words. “You saw the Daggetts riding away.”

Washington pointed a calloused finger. 

“Headin’ that way. Yes, sir, Mister Dac, that’s so. All in one stick. That old man and them two young’uns of his.”

“Jackanapes. That’s what my daddy labelled that scampious family.”

“Swangas, I calls ’em.”

“Each one holding tight to a flour sack?”

“Them gunny sacks was bulgin’. I reckon with stuffs that didn’t belong to ’em.”

“No one else?”

“No, sir. Just them three Daggetts.” Moses spread his arms, palms up. “Nothin’ I could do, Mister Dac. Your missus couldn’t be comforted none.”

Washington sadly shook his head. His black eyes glinted in painful remembrance. 

“Big house was all a-flamin’. Kitchen too. All gone up in smoke, seemed like it took only a minute. Buried Missus Rutledge up on the hill. Had I any notion you was comin’ home so soon I might could have waited.”

“You did considerably more than anyone could expect, Moses. Far more than anyone can assign blame and I value that.”

“Yes, sir. Nothin’ more than a man ought to do.”

Both men fell silent. The coarse cak-cak-cak cry of a Cooper’s hawk flashing through the canopy of trees drew their attention. 

“Them fellas been mighty busy ’round here of late,” Moses said softly. “Pickin’ on doves and blackbirds.”

Rutledge had no mind for the raptor. 

“Moses, that old mule of yours strong enough to get you to Charleston?”

“Reckon he’ll do. He only requires a little mollygrubbin’ along the way. As easy as slidin’ backwards off a greasy log if I don’t run into them Unionists. Yankees are bristlin’ all over.”

“Those Yanks made you a free man.”

“Yes, sir, but these old eyes see plenty of hard times ahead.”

Rutledge turned his back to the ruined plantation house. His eyes closed. A brief image of his wife, enchanting in her white silk and lace wedding dress, flashed through his mind. He drew a heavy breath. 

“Nothing left here for either of us now. You head on down to Charleston, Moses. You got family that will be happy to see you.”

“I just figured on stickin’ with you, Mister Dac. My folks won’t be missin’ me. And here you is, all alone.”

“Go on back to your family, Moses. You’re a free man now, beholding to no one. There is nothing holding you here.”

“What you gonna do, Mister Dac? Where you fixin’ to go?”

“I’m backing and filling, Moses. Backing and filling. I’ll tender my goodbyes to my wife and then move on. To where, I say that’s up to God.”

“Well, sir, I say ain’t much that ain’t left up to Him.”

Rutledge nodded absently, eyes a sheet of glass, and gathered the reins of the Saddlebred he had named Legere. After today, he would no longer have a God in his life. 

“You take care, Moses.”

He headed through the blackened grass and did not look back. He did not want the former servant with him. He would only get the old man killed. 

Moses watched him a few seconds, then started off in the opposite direction. 

Stately live oak trees circled the little hillside graveyard where Rutledge family members had been laid to rest for five generations. It had nearly doubled in size the last three years. Dac’s father, Drayton III, an officer on Johnston’s staff, fell mortally wounded at Seven Pines. Cholera claimed Dac’s three small children and his bereft mother less than a year later. And now, his wife of nearly seven years, Medora, named for a character in a Byron poem. 

He took the captured McClelland saddle off Legere’s back and allowed the horse to graze unhobbled. He spread the faded gray woolen blanket on the grass in the shade of one of the oaks. He unsnapped his dark brown leather belt holster, gazed briefly at the CS stamped just above the brass post closure, and felt a pang of remorse. 

He slid the .36 caliber Navy Colt percussion revolver from the scuffed holster, and pulled its twin from his saddlebag, along with a Kerr gun that had belonged to Wade Hampton’s brother, Frank, killed in the fierce fight at Brandy Station. The saddlebag also bore a Remington revolver carried by a Yankee cavalryman taken prisoner during Hampton’s Beefsteak Raid. 

He cleaned the four weapons thoroughly — his mind firmly fixed on one dark idea — and returned them to their resting places. 

Lengthy shadows turned fainter down the hillside as he rode away. He did not look back. He camped under a multi-trunk river birch. He unsaddled the chestnut and let him drink from the shallow creek and nibble on the tall fescue. He made no fire and ate nothing. He leaned against a trunk and stared at the darkness. 

Tomorrow, he would do what he plainly saw as his duty. If he survived, he would ride on, his destination unclear. If he did not live, and he didn’t expect to, perchance someone would bury him in that little graveyard up on the hill. 
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Bright Daggett came to South Carolina from the dry inner coastal plain of North Carolina nearly a decade before the late disagreement among northern and southern states. He settled on a dismal plot of land ideally suited for raising bright leaf tobacco, pigs, and a family that included his wife, two mean-eyed sons, and his wife’s spinster sister. The rumor mushroomed rapidly that the Daggetts did not vacate North Carolina by choice. Locals soon referred to the Daggetts as an extremely competent description of white trash. Those who knew Daggett never learned his first name and took to calling him Bright because of the tobacco he grew. 

Dac Rutledge stopped Legere at a crossroad about a half mile from Daggett’s farm. In the darkness and silhouetted against the murky sky, a one-horse buggy trundled toward him, heading southeast on the Stamp Road. Even in the dimness, he recognized the short, round driver. He had never much cottoned to chubby Gentry Proctor, had constantly found the man distasteful around the edges. A slave-trader, Proctor had his fat fingers in a lot of devious pies and always knew the goings-on, good and bad, in the county. 

Proctor drew to a stop. The aged Hackney in the harness, long past its high-stepping days, blew hard and seemed to appreciate the rest. Gentry fancied a double-breasted waistcoat, usually dark cherry in hue. He kept his watch in the top left pocket, the watch chain threaded through the top buttonhole. A small gold bar at the end of the chain kept it in place. 

“Well now, if it ain’t the lord and master Drayton Rutledge, as I live and breathe.” Proctor squinted at his pocket watch. “Makes out to be almighty early this pleasant morning to encounter by chance another traveler.”

“Gentry, you are going to have to pass on that old nag one of these days.”

“It played on my mind, Dac, you was long gone from hereabouts after all that’s happened to you and yours, but I reckon you will always be a huckleberry above a persimmon.”

“Not by a full jug, Gentry. Not anymore.”

“Well, y’all got your feathers ruffled, as right as rain. Chugged full, you might say. Under those circumstances, I’d say it’s expectable you tumbled down some from your raisin’.”

“Gentry, your wont is to sometimes let your mouth overload your tail.”

Proctor laughed and shook his head. 

“Every dog boasts a few fleas, Rutledge. Let’s be clear. I’ve got no ax to grind with you.”

“I’d like to ponder the identical of you, Gentry, but don’t know rightly how that’s fixin’ to play out just now.”

“You got the privilege of bein’ a bitter man, Dac. Seein’ as what all’s just happened. Only can’t see how there’s anything left in this stiff neck of the woods for you. The late confliction has concluded and mavericks such as y’all have been stumped down to the last man.”

“Yanks won, Gentry, but don’t mean we are all beaten.”

“No. No it don’t, but you and every rebel’s son will be forced to compensate the piper for all that y’all started. Yankee no-gooders are fixin’ to swarm all over this country and how are you going to make a go of it with no slaves to work the land? Tell me that, Dac. Y’all don’t have your president, old Ape Lincoln, to keep the wolves away.”

“He’s the brute who brought in the wolves. And he ain’t never been my president.”

“Ain’t nobody’s president anymore. Got himself shot month or so back. A rascal snuck up behind him while he was watchin’ some play-acting.”

“So I heard. Don’t truck with a man who will shoot another in the back, much as that man might deserve getting shot. They get the shooter yet?”

Proctor ran his hand through his scruffy reddish beard. 

“Last I gathered, they was a herd of ’em huntin’ him hard enough. Thespian name of John Wilkes Booth. I saw him struttin’ in a show down to Atlanta a year or so back.”

“Heard the name. Never saw him.”

“The peculiar thing about it, that man killed the bestest friend you Southerners had. Mark these words, Yankees out for your comeuppance will trample over this forsaken land like fire and brimstone. Was I you, I’d make myself scarce.”

“Got business first.”

“If you imply what I’m thinking you imply, you best take care. Way I see it this morning, and the direction you are taking, you have intent to wake snakes.”

“Gentry, best for you is to be like the old lady who fell out of the wagon.”

“I do generally mind my own business, but this you need to know. Bright Daggett and his two boys were up at your place couple of days back, looking for you.”

“I am aware.”

“Fancied as much.” Proctor nodded. “Well, they commenced to crowing over at O’Hara’s last night about how they fixed up your fancy house as a homecoming present, and what they did to your wife. Daggett said they bestowed on you such a warm reception that you pulled up stakes with your tail tucked up tight. They bore three gunny sacks chocked full of treasures which they were engaged in offloading for a fast and hard to trace profit.”

“How much out of those treasure sacks did you manage to skin from those boys at cards? Working your magic, as you are wont to do.”

“Now, Dac, let’s be careful with that. You wouldn’t want no false rumors spreadin’ over the countryside. I got no reason to go charlatan on anyone. Leastways, not those Daggetts.”

“Rumor has it, the Daggetts are pretty fair souls at dealing those cards.”

“That’s the rumor, but those skinks cheat themselves right fanciful simply by the derisible manner in which they play the game. Howsoever, that fact don’t play no part in what I’m trying to impart to you. Going by the looks of what they were auctioning off, I should be willing to say without threat of contradiction that those items could have belonged to the Rutledge family in the recent past and likely were liberated from the family’s charge only a couple of nights ago. Now, a particular item that I’m certain will arouse your interest looked like a woman’s wedding band.”

Blood rushed to Rutledge’s head. He felt dizzy and gripped the reins to keep from falling from the saddle. 

“At O’Hara’s last night?”

“Just on my way home from there. Bright and those two boys didn’t leave till near sunup, just before me. They were not in the best of condition, I’ll tell you. They will want to snooze late this morning, if I’m a man who likes to wager on such things.”

Proctor looked solemnly at Dac. 

“If you might be interested in that detail.”

Rutledge let his eyes track down the road toward the Daggett farm. He said nothing. 

“’Course, I’m just imparting that as a neighborly gesture,” Proctor said. 

“You do not rate being called a neighbor, Gentry. You conducted business with my father and business only. You are out of that dodgy concern now and if the Yanks get their way that line of commerce is vanished forever.”

“Sun don’t shine on the same mongrel’s tail all the time, Rutledge. Your houseboy Moses didn’t work in that big house out of a need. His boy didn’t ride off to fight beside you ’cause he wanted to. He didn’t get killed out of some desire to be a Dixie hero.”

Rutledge sucked in his breath. Derry, Mose’s 15-year-old grandson, went to war because Dac’s father ordered him to do so. He went as III’s servant and was killed at Yellow Tavern while trying to escape to the North. Shot by a Virginia cavalryman in Hampton’s brigade. 

Dac looked at Proctor. He was through with the man. 

“Shameless dealings, Gentry, selling human beings. You proud of that?”

Proctor snorted. “I never sold human beings in my life. I sold darkies.”

Rutledge swore and lightly kicked Legere, sending the chestnut into a trot down the road to the north. Proctor watched a few seconds, then put the Hackney into motion south. 

Darkness began losing its hold when Rutledge dismounted short of a rise that overlooked the Daggett place. He scanned the setup. The main house on the left stood nearly fifty yards from the barn on the far right. The pig pen spread out to the right of the barn and behind it. Three cows seemed to be sleeping in a small but rickety corral. Three ramshackle sheds filled space between the two buildings. A well had been dug behind the house, close to the back porch. 

Someone moved uneasily at the well, awkwardly drawing water. 

Rutledge led Legere to the right, then mounted. He would come into the place behind the cow pen, riding slowly with his back to the red-orange sun beginning to show through flowering purple myrtle and dogwood trees. He could pass the barn before the figure at the well would spot him. He unsnapped the holster and loosened the Navy Colt. He poked the second Navy under his belt. The Remington filled his left coat pocket, and he held the five-shot Kerr in his right hand, hiding it behind his leg. 

He rode the chestnut at a walk and closed to within twenty yards of the well when he saw the figure on the ground, legs splayed, back against the well. He smelled the vomit before he saw it, soaking the front of the man’s stained gray nightshirt and pooling between his legs. A wooden bucket lay on its side, water rippling from it. He could make out the face enough to see it was the eldest of Bright Daggett’s two malicious sons, Oney. The butt of an ancient Walker peeked from under Oney’s shirt. 

“Daggett,” he said softly, “you are fixing to present a sad sight to your maker.”

The man stirred. “Whazzat?”

Legere moved a little bit and Daggett’s body jerked. 

“Who’s there? Who —”

“Drayton Rutledge. Come to pay his respects.”

In the growing daylight, bloodshot eyes tried to fix on him. 

“What’s that ya say? Drayton ... Rutledge, that you? You got some nerve.”

Young Daggett tried to rouse himself, his right hand reaching instinctively for the Walker. 

“You come to hear about how your woman —”

A bullet from the Kerr slammed into Oney just above his right eye, the shot shattering the morning stillness. The back door of the ramshackle house creaked open. A young woman lurched in the doorway, a carbine in her bony hands. She pulled the trigger and a hard wind tugged at his coattail. He squeezed off two shots from the Kerr. The woman screamed and toppled back inside the house. Rutledge had the Remington in his left hand now. To his right, someone shouted and a six-shooter spouted flame. Yelling fiercely, Stoney Daggett raced toward Rutledge, who fired the last slug in the Kerr. He dropped the gun and, while firing the Remington, yanked the Colt. Both weapons spoke and the younger Daggett boy crumpled to the ground. 

Bright Daggett ran from the side of the house, guns in both hands. He and Rutledge fired. Daggett staggered and pitched forward. A gray-haired woman froze in the doorway, shrieking. A younger woman tugged at her arm and the two clutched at each other. A young woman wearing a stained flannel nightgown rushed to the older Daggett boy. She dropped to her knees, screeching, and grabbed the Walker at Oney’s side. She got off one shot that barely missed Rutledge. Shaken by the constant firing, he shot her twice. 

The sun threw long morning shadows in the sudden quietness. The two women standing in the doorway stood as still as fence posts. Dac patted Legere’s long neck in silent appreciation of his composure. The horse had been in several running battles the last two years of the war and had been well trained to stand his ground. 

Blood soaked Bright Daggett’s chest and at least one bullet had struck his head. 

Oney lay dead at the well, his wife lifeless across his legs. 

Stoney and the other woman lay mortally wounded ten yards from the well. 

The two women huddled in the doorway shrieked at Rutledge. Dac leveled the Navy Colt and fired the last two bullets into the door frame. They jumped back inside. 

He slowly rode Legere over the rise and out of sight. The sun had cleared the horizon and the day began heating up. He dismounted and took off his faded cavalry jacket. He counted eight bullet holes in the coattail, but neither he nor Legere had so much as a scratch. Three spent slugs had lodged in the McClelland. 

What next? Proctor had laid it clear — nothing but trouble and guilty memories remained for him here, certainly no future. He had not expected to live through this morning and he found himself with few options. He could put a quick end to it but he had not fought four violent years of war to simply die by his own hand. He would just drift, see where the winds took him. He saw a long journey ahead and he had no certain plan. 

And no expectations. 

Several momentous events occurred in the unsettled frontier west of the Mississippi River in the immediate aftermath of the epic four-year War Between the States that altered radically the future of America. 

The transcontinental railroad, completed in 1869, opened the vast Great Plains to stalwart settlers who courageously ventured into a new and dangerous land to establish towns, build cattle ranches of unthinkable size, farm the vast and fertile land, harvest the mighty trees and cut deep into the face of the earth to mine limitless resources. 

The immense herds of American bison that had wandered freely for centuries disappeared within the decade, and the natural grasses swathing the Great Plains bowed under the iron plows of hundreds of homesteaders. Mighty windmills sprouted, drawing essential water to a heretofore arid land and making possible thousands of farms of wheat and other grains. 

Far-seeing cattlemen, daring and desperate, flourished as expanding railroad lines offered significantly simpler and speedier ways of fetching cows to eastern markets, ending the necessity for arduous cattle drives. 

Plains Indians emerged victorious in the most monumental battle fought on U.S. soil since the Civil War but ultimately lost their long fight to hold onto ancestral lands. By 1882, most had been confined to unsuitable reservations, chiefly as unwanted wards of an uncaring government. Enormous sections of now public land were free for the taking by individuals who had the drive and the nerve to do so — many of those adventurers feeling the callous yoke of Reconstruction that drove thousands of Southerners from their homes. 

In the unsettled and mineral rich Wyoming Territory in 1882, large cattle ranches running hundreds of thousands of cattle on open land competed vigorously with homesteaders and small ranches for the most precious commodity of all — water. 

Their passion fueled a fervent and often violent confrontation.  
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The boys had done a dust-up job with the spring roundup. Every holding pen bulged with cows and even the largest bedground wouldn’t hold more stock. The wagon boss concluded their good work deserved a proper reward and suggested to Joel Bannon the hands be granted a couple of free days to celebrate. Bannon agreed and added to it — the cowboys would get the first three days, other workers tending the vast Rocking B spread would get the next three. 

For the jamboree, Bannon selected Croft’s Station, where the hard liquor came unwatered and someone had learned to fry up prime steaks to perfection. The broad flatland surrounding the station proved ideal for racing their cow ponies, an activity that always appealed to any man with sporting blood. 

“We’ll have a hog-killin’ time for sure,” wagon boss Bump Sneed predicted. 

This morning, Joel Bannon leisurely rode toward Croft’s to square Linc Crofthammer. He needed to be certain the storekeeper had the needed supplies on hand to smoothly manage a six-day doin’s. A mile from Croft’s, he spotted a buggy stopped in its tracks, a lone yellow dun horse in the traces. A heavyset figure eased around the carriage and with a fair amount of effort hoisted himself onto the seat. Bannon nudged his sorrel and set a course to intersect the buggy. 

The driver pulled up when he saw Bannon and held up a fat hand, short fingers extended. 

“Howdy-do, sir, and a right
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