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THE DEVIL’S OWN DESPERADO (republished as A Long Way From Yesterday):

“...is a beautiful story about acceptance and changing for the better...”

~The Romance Reviews

SMOLDER ON A SLOW BURN (republished as South of Forever):

“The strength of the book lies in the characters...a stunning romance...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

WEST OF FORGOTTEN:

“...a suspenseful, sexy thrill ride...A wonderfully satisfying read...”

~InD’Tale Magazine 

A BADGE FOR REDEMPTION:

“An edgy western romance...a wild ride for lovers of historical romance...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

ONE SAINT IN TONICA:

“...a beautifully penned story of life and love in the aftermath of the Civil War...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

Iron Oath Sentinels

Marcus

Out of every one hundred men, ten shouldn’t be there, eighty are just targets, nine are the real fighters, and we are lucky to have them, for they make the battle, ah, but the one, one is a warrior, and he will bring the others back. 


~~Heraclitus of Ephesus~~
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[image: ]


“Private Marcus Stone, this military tribunal has found you guilty on the charge of gross insubordination in that you drew a weapon against a superior officer. As to the lesser charge of insubordination, you have been found guilty of willfully failing to obey a direct order from a superior. In regard to the third charge, you are also found guilty of making a false accusation against a superior officer.” Colonel Abel Williamson read from the paper in front of him with as much emotion as if he recited a supply list from the company quartermaster. The gold braid on his sleeves caught the flickering lantern light, glinting as the flame sputtered in the cool breeze wafting into the tent. Two of the other three men of the tribunal studied the canvas overhead. The third appeared utterly fascinated with a spot on the makeshift table. “Have you anything to say before this tribunal passes judgment?”  

Guilty of being on the wrong side of a war. Guilty of surviving in a cage while exposed to the artillery fire of both Union and Confederate guns over Charleston Harbor. Guilty of refusing to swallow the dog to get out that damn cage. Marcus notched his chin higher. “No, sir.” 

The counsel he had been granted, some sergeant pulled out of duty for the day, leaned as far from him as he could without losing the rigidity of being at attention, as if afraid he might be included in the sentencing. 

“Very well.” Williamson rhythmically tapped the nib of a pen against the table and never even looked up. “Private Marcus Stone, having been found guilty on all charges, this tribunal sentences you to be stripped of all rank—”

He hadn’t realized he could be broken down any further than a private. The only manner to quell the threatening laughter was to bite his tongue. 

“—and fined one hundred dollars. This fine shall be paid through garnishment of your wages equal to but not more than three-fourths of your monthly salary—”

Another laugh threatened. As a prisoner, his wages would be the privilege of continuing to breathe while laboring for the army. 

“—Furthermore, you are sentenced to serve no less than five years at hard labor at Fort Price in the Dakota Territory. At the termination of your sentence, you will be dishonorably discharged. This tribunal is adjourned.” 

The crack of the gavel shouldn’t have bit into his shoulder. The bowing canvas, darkened by night, grew lighter and fell away, revealing a sun-burnt landscape shimmering and writhing under a blazing sun.

“Stone.” The growling voice further shattered the memory. Corporal Elijah Stone’s growl carried more than a threat. 

Marcus shook himself, instantly regretting it with the wave of light-headed dizziness and nausea sweeping over him. He wasn’t at Fort McPherson, it wasn’t April, and it wasn’t eighteen-sixty-six. It was eighteen sixty-eight, it was late September and still hotter than the hinges of hell’s doors. It just wasn’t the heat. The humidity rolling off the Missouri River stole his breath. He shoved the sharp tines of the pitchfork into the depths of the manure pile. Turning manure to keep it from getting too hot and catching fire was usually his only opportunity to be out of the corporal’s line of constant fire. 

“Your sentence is five years at hard labor.”

Sunup to sundown. Sweat dripped into his eyes. He didn’t dare wipe the stinging sweat from his eyes. Not with Needles standing over him. 

“I come out here expecting to find you hard at work.” Needles didn’t wait for any response from Marcus. His words dripped with venom. “Instead, I find that pitchfork holding you upright while you lollygag. Planning an escape?” 

Marcus slid a quick glance at the long whip in Needles’s hand. The split end twitched impatiently, as if it was the tongue of a hungry snake seeking a fresh meal. Anytime Needles held that length of braided leather it was hungry, even though Needles kept it well fed.

“Answer me, Prisoner Stone. Were you planning an escape?” 

“No, sir.” Marcus continued to turn the manure, inadvertently turning his back to the man.

Driven by Needle’s venom the leather hissed. “Don’t you dare turn your back on me, reb.”

Marcus couldn’t stop the involuntary response of throwing his arm up to try to block the worst of the bite, even though he knew it would only infuriate Needles. The whip curled around his lower arm while the split end bit across the back of his unprotected neck. He managed to grab the whip. Enough of his common sense remained to refrain from pulling it away from Needles. 

“That’s enough, Corporal.” The reprieve came in the form of a quiet order from Lieutenant Graves. 

Marcus snapped to attention, a second before Needles did. The glare the corporal sent in his direction promised painful retribution. 

“Sir, I was supervising the prisoner and noted he was not at work.” 

Needles’s glare continued to bore into him, daring him to contradict him. “Not at work” gave Needles the authority to use any means necessary to induce a prisoner to return to work. Marcus kept his sight on the face of a bluff of the Missouri and locked onto a distant, scrub cottonwood, its leaves fluttering golden in the fall sunshine. 

“While you were supervising this prisoner, he stopped working?” Disbelief raised Graves’s voice a fraction. “Don’t answer that, Corporal. You’re dismissed.” 

“Sir—” The venom was gone, replaced with a craven need for approval. 

“I said you are dismissed.” Graves stepped between him and Needles. 

“You’ll be back at work later,” Needles said in an undertone as he walked past Marcus. It wasn’t a threat. It was very real promise of pain. 

Marcus didn’t ease his posture or change his line of sight. For what felt like an hour, Graves studied Marcus before he said, “You still have two years on your sentence, Prisoner Stone.”

“Yes, sir. Two years, five months, and three days, sir.” 

A snort of what might have been laughter broke from Graves. “I suppose, were I in your position, I would also be counting down the days.”

The dizziness returned, muddling his already fuzzy thoughts. “Hope...hope you never end up like me, sir.” Marcus locked his knees to keep from falling onto them. 

Graves leaned closer, his gaze darting over Marcus’s face. “When did you have your last ordered break, Stone?” 

Marcus raked through his muddled thoughts. Since breakfast, he’d been out in the sun. That was...if it was past noon...his brain wouldn’t work. He couldn’t make it count how many hours it had been since reveille when he’d had the standard prisoner’s rations of corn mush, one egg, and a piece of toast. Graves’s voice buzzed in his ears, unintelligible over the roaring there. More disconcerting was the multitude of dancing, growing black spots in his vision. He was dimly aware of someone grabbing his arm as his knees buckled. 

They—someone else was with Graves—dragged him, toes down, across the gravel of the quadrangle but he didn’t even have the strength left to lift his head to see where he was being dragged. A large part of him hoped for the cool darkness of the stockade. Needles would make certain he “fell” at least a couple times, but it would be worth it to get out of this heat. His eyes refused to remain open and damned if he could muster the strength to make it so.  

Shade. The temperature change brushed against his face as soon as they pulled him out of the sun. Wood pressed against his back. A sharp rock dug into his buttock but finding the determination to shift even an inch eluded him. Cool water washed over him, slapping the wood next to his head. He sputtered and before he could raise a hand to wipe his face, Graves called, “Get another bucket of water.”

“No.” A feminine voice snapped that single word. The scratch of a lace gloved hand pushed the hair off his brow and lingered against the crown of his head, holding the hair from his brow. The voice softened. “Send for a doctor.”

He was hallucinating, now. It was the only explanation. The closest doctor was hours away. And every female at this fort, from the laundress all the way up to Colonel Gill’s wife, knew that he was a prisoner and under no circumstances were they to speak to any of the prisoners or intervene in any twisted punishment Needles devised. What cooling effect the water thrown on him had faded, leaving him certain he was in the blacksmith’s forge. He rolled his head back onto the wooden wall, fighting to keep his stomach where it belonged. 

“...ice left in the icehouse...” Graves’s voice faded in and out of his hearing. “...Parker for it.”

“Yes.” That delicate voice again. “And cool, wet rags.” 

Fingers plucked at the yoke of his wool shirt, opening the neck. Briskly moving air wafted over his face and throat, again and again. He forced his eyes to open, then let them shut. A young woman knelt beside his knees, waving a fan across his overheated skin. 

Graves stood at his feet. “Ma’am, this is highly irregular. Let us deal with this prisoner.”

“I think not.” There was fire in her soft, cultured voice. “Your manner of dealing with him leaves much to be desired.”

“The wet rags you asked for, ma’am.” He recognized Private Foster’s voice. “Sergeant Parker is bringing you as much ice as he can.” 

“Thank you.” The splashing of water underscored that voice and a few seconds later, a cool piece of cloth covered his brow. Another draped over the back of his neck. Marcus hissed when the water burned the fresh bite of the whip. When a third cool cloth covered what was exposed of his chest with his unbuttoned shirt, the fan snapped open again and once more heavenly, cool air wafted over his skin. 

He forced his eyes open. He’d never seen her before. She wasn’t one of the wives or daughters of the officers at the fort. He might have been condemned to a slow death in this God-forsaken corner of the world, and his brains might currently be boiling in his skull, but he would have remembered something as beautiful and light as her. 

A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, increasing the bow appearance of those full lips. The fan never ceased its motion. “Major Stone, I’m Faith Mills.” 

Graves cleared his throat, as if he was choking while trying to bite back a correction of his rank. Major. He hadn’t been addressed with that since the Union tried to galvanize him. Swallow the dog by taking that damned loyalty oath to the Union and walk out of that cage...

“I was sent here by Daniel Judge.” She set the fan down, then lifted the rag off his brow and chest and dropped them in the bucket. She ruined her lace gloves. That utterly ridiculous thought raced through his head when she thrust her hands into the water. She continued to talk to him while she wrung the scraps out and replaced them, cool once more, on his heated skin. “He’s David’s father.”

Marcus pried his tongue off the roof of his mouth. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was so dry he may as well have been trying to choke down an old boot sole. The recollection of holding David’s mangled body in that damned cage pummeled him. Damn. He’d rather face one hundred men like Elijah Needles than remember that ever again. “David died at Charleston Harbor.”

A fleeting shadow passed over her face, leaving a lingering trace of pain at the mention of David’s death.  “Yes. I know. Daniel Judge sent—” 

“This was all the broken ice I could gather, ma’am.” Parker stepped into his line of vision, a dripping bucket in his hand. He set the bucket next to the young woman. He sounded almost apologetic. “There’s not much left. It’s been a long, hot summer.”

She dipped her still gloved hand into the bucket and pulled out a large piece of ice, then pulled the rag off his chest, wrapped the ice in the cloth and laid it in the base of his throat, centered between his collar bones. Marcus didn’t try to keep the soft sigh contained as the cold bit into his skin and began to seep deeper into him. He closed his eyes to the memories the bite of the ice brought. 

She pressed her hand against the ice and said, “Lift your head and I’ll put a piece of ice on the back of your neck.” 

Marcus did as she commanded. He inhaled sharply when the lace in her glove rippled over the fresh bite of the whip. 

“I’m sorry.” The soft murmur of her voice went to his head more than the heat, more than the need to puzzle out who she was, and how she could have anything to do with him.

“Sergeant, you and Private Foster stay with the young lady and Prisoner Stone. I’ll go tell Colonel Gill why the prisoner is late arriving to his summons.” Gravel crunched as Graves took his leave. 

Marcus focused on the fan moving the air over the ice melting into rivulets down his chest and back, dampening his shirt, and concentrated on the near pain of the cold compresses she’d created. Faith. She knew David was dead. The pain crossing her face when she acknowledged his death hadn’t been that of a sweetheart and David never mentioned a sister. The last name was wrong, too. 

Gravel crunched again. Parker spoke before the new arrival did. “Walk away, Corporal.”

Marcus braced for a physical attack. Needles would find a manner, even with the young woman who knelt at his side fanning him. He had to put himself between the woman and Needles’s unpredictability. He pushed off the wall, spinning head be damned. Her slender hand pressed against his shoulder. Without any seeming effort, she prevented him from rising any further. 

“Take your break, Stone.” Needles’s sarcasm raked through the humid fall air. “What you don’t get done in the daylight, you’ll finish in the dark. The longer it takes, the less patience I’ll have. I’ll make sure you get a taste of what you Southerners—”

“Sergeant, please stop this.” Her voice took on an undeniable urgency. 

Marcus pushed her hand away and made it to his knees before his spinning head wouldn’t allow any more. “A pitchfork makes a useful weapon, Corporal.”

“As you were, Stone. I said to walk away, Corporal.” Sergeant Parker snapped the words as if each was a shot. “That’s an order.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” The disdain in Needles’s voice was clear. 

Parker pushed Marcus against the wall. “You idiot. I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear what you just said, Stone. Foster didn’t hear anything either.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” The soft whisper floated as light as dandelion fluff on a spring day. Her gloved hand, cool and wet brushed along his cheekbone. He allowed himself to sink completely against the wall, and let his eyes close, again. “Your color is better. You’re not gray with a high flush.” 

“That’s a good thing?” He should get up, get back to the manure pile. Even opening his eyes was an effort. It had to be the heat cooking his senses but all he could focus on was the depths of her smoky blue/gray eyes. He bit his tongue to keep from babbling like a boy in short pants confronted with a beautiful woman.

A faint pink blush crept along her cheeks reminded Marcus of watermelon wine—translucent, tempting, and guaranteed to leave a man crawling. He was in trouble if his overheated brain went there. 

“Take it from someone who has seen a few people pass out from the heat, which you were very close to doing, that’s a good thing,” she assured him. Her gaze didn’t turn away from his frank scrutiny. 

“Ma’am, is there anything else I can get you for him?” Foster dropped to a knee next to her, his overly young face flushed. Heat, perhaps, or maybe something else. Marcus doubted Foster had been this close to a woman, especially one this beautiful, in some months. 

“Water for him to drink.” Auburn light shimmered through her hair when she tilted her head to Foster. “And, thank you.” 

Parker’s chuckle said what Marcus couldn’t when Foster scrambled away to do her bidding. “Ma’am, you got that boy so flustered he don’t know his head from his...well, you’re probably the prettiest thing he’s seen—that any of us has seen—in quite some time.” 

Marcus pushed off the wall, concentrating on the sharp rock digging into his backside to force the renewed dizziness and nausea to bay. Foster wasn’t the only one flustered. “Ma’am, thank you for your consideration, but I have to get back to my assigned labors.” 

“You’re not going anywhere, Major Stone,” she said, that slender hand once more on his shoulder, holding him down with seemingly no effort. “You just stay right there.”

Graves returned, with Needles and Foster in his wake. “Colonel Gill wants to see Prisoner Stone in his office now.”

The feral grin splitting Needles’ face sent a chill colder than the ice dripping down his back. Graves’s next words wiped the grin away from Needles. “Sergeant, you and Private Foster get Stone on his feet and assist him as necessary to the Colonel’s office, even if it means you carry him.” 

Graves then extended his hand down to Miss Mills. “If you will allow me.” 
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Faith allowed Lieutenant Graves to assist her to her feet and then take her arm as an escort to the colonel’s office. She repeatedly cast a glance over her shoulder at the two soldiers who more carried than assisted Major Stone across the open ground. Were it not for those two, the major wouldn’t have been standing, much less stumbling between them. 

Find them. Find them all. Bring them to Judgment. Daniel Judge’s firm voice rang in her head as surely as if he stood in front of her as he had at the Triple Cross when he gave that command. If this was the condition she found Major Stone, what conditions would those other men mentioned in David’s letter be in? 

Graves opened the door for her and spoke in a clear voice. “Colonel Gill, I’m returning Miss Faith Mills.”

Gill rose from behind a small desk, adjusting a pair of spectacles as he did. “Come in, please. The two gentlemen who escorted you here have been lavish in their praise of you and their employer.” 

Faith crossed the threshold and offered a smile and a nod to Judge’s most trusted hands. Amusement rippled through her. One of the two men couldn’t have been lavish in his praise no matter how much he might wish to be, as Aaron Freeman was born a mute. Freeman, stoic as the mountains that surrounded the Triple Cross, barely dipped his head to acknowledge her, though the crinkling lines at the corners of his eyes gave away the smile he almost hid. Conner Allen didn’t even bother to hide his smile that faded as quickly as it was born when he gestured out the door. “Is everything all right, Faith?”

“It is now.” She turned her attention to Gill. “I must apologize for what would seem to be rather rude behavior.” 

“There’s no need to apologize. A lady who has allowed her heart to harden is no lady. I am sure that whatever you thought you saw—”  

She knew exactly what she saw: a man matching the description of Major Marcus Stone being dragged semi-conscious across the ground without much care. 

“—it wasn’t as serious as you thought.” Gill guided her to a chair near his desk. His gaze lowered to her hands as he assisted her to sit. “You’ve ruined your gloves. If you would like, I’ll have the fort’s laundress clean them for you.”

“That won’t be necessary, Colonel. Thank you.” Faith curled her fingers into her palms and settled her hands on her lap. She despised this contrived politeness. “They aren’t so badly discolored that I cannot clean them later.”

Shuffling, stumbling steps behind her jolted Faith from the chair. Gill’s benevolent demeanor vanished as quickly as she could blink. 

“What is the meaning of dragging this man into my office?” Ice rimed the commander’s every word. 

“Sir, this is Prisoner Stone.” Graves stood at rigid attention in a corner of the small room. 

“He’s obviously drunk.” Gill twitched in agitation. “How did a prisoner assigned to hard labor get drunk?”  

Marcus swayed between Sergeant Parker and Private Foster. He pulled his head back, a spark of anger lighting his eyes. “I’m not drunk, Colonel.” 

“Are you saying I don’t know what I can see with my own eyes, Prisoner Stone?” A warning note entered Gill’s voice.

“Sir, heat, not whiskey.” 

“He isn’t drunk, Colonel.” Faith rose and then stepped between Gill and the trio in the doorway. Despite the hammering of her heart, she wasn’t going to allow a false accusation to stand. “He was overcome with the heat.” 

“Overcome with the heat?” Disbelief dripped from every word. Gill’s narrowed gaze raked over her, then shifted to Graves. “Is this true, Lieutenant?”

Graves nodded. “Yes, sir. He passed out before I could relay your order for him to present himself to your office. As I stated earlier when I said he was incapacitated, sir.” 

Gill twitched again, then tugged on his tie. “I wasn’t aware he was this incapacitated. Take him outside and make sure he stays in the shade.” 

A warning whispered along the back of her neck, raising the sweat dampened fine hair. “Aaron, Conner, would you both wait outside with Major Stone until my business here is finished with Colonel Gill?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Conner spoke for them and as one, they stepped away from the wall and out the door. 

Faith turned her attention to Gill, again. “You have the letter from my benefactor guaranteeing payment of any supplies I will need for a three- or four-day journey as well as the letter from President Johnson. When may I expect my supplies to be replenished so that I can begin the return to Judgment?”

Gill’s head snapped back with the name of the town. He returned to his desk and scanned one of the two letters Conner carried earlier. “This list of supplies isn’t very extensive. I’ll have Lieutenant Graves take it to the quartermaster. We will have your pack animals loaded and ready for travel at first light. Will that be acceptable, Miss Mills?”

“Yes.” That warning whispered again. This time, she allowed her spine to stiffen, sensing the impending battle.

Gill handed the paper to Graves. “Have the quartermaster supply Miss Mills with all due haste, Lieutenant.” 

“Very good, sir.” 

Faith canted her head over her shoulder to follow Graves’s retreat from the colonel’s office. 

“Where is Judgment?” 

She turned back to Gill. The colonel trailed his fingers along the edge of the desk, not yet reaching for the second letter. 

“In the Wyoming Territory, southwest of Fort Russell.”

“I know the Territory. I did not wish to be involved with policing those hell on wheels towns springing up along the rail line.” Gill continued to drag his fingertips along the edge of the desk. He abruptly changed the subject, as if mentioning his reluctance to police the rough tent towns that grew alongside the railroad was a personal shortcoming. “What you’re requesting in the way of supplies doesn’t seem to be enough to outfit a journey of the magnitude you’re undertaking from here.” 

“They’re not,” Faith admitted. “Our plan to return is similar to that which we undertook to arrive at Fort Price, Colonel, by reprovisioning every three or four days at the network of Army forts along our route. It made the burden on our pack mules less and allowed for lighter, quicker travel.”

“Efficient, though perhaps not wise to travel so lightly through hostile territory.” 

The warning trailing icy fingers along her spine grew from a whisper into a shout. “Thank you. I’ll convey your approval and concerns to Mr. Judge.” 

“Letter or not from Johnson, I have my misgivings about the other ‘request’, Miss Mills. Fulfilling this demand brings a spotless military career into jeopardy.” Gill sank into the chair behind his desk, his eyes darting from side to side as he read the second piece of paper. “If I fulfill this demand, I have my own stipulations. I will not have my career blemished.”

His “spotless military career.” Faith choked off any response regarding his career. “If you question the authenticity of the letter from President Johnson, by all means, Colonel, please send a telegram to him to verify those are his instructions.” 

Gill set the paper down, then tugged at the sleeves of his frock coat, setting the brass buttons on the cuffs perfectly centered on his wrists. “I believe you know very well that isn’t a possibility. The nearest telegraph operator is a full day and a half away.”

She had counted on that. Daniel had counted on that. The letter from Johnson was authentic, having arrived at the ranch by a special courier, but even that authenticity wasn’t a guarantee of Major Stone’s release. “We can wait.” 

That seemed to startle Gill. He heaved out a breath. “If you played poker, you would be a formidable opponent, Miss Mills.”

“What makes you think I don’t play poker, Colonel?” Whether or not she did, these were the highest stakes she could play for—a man’s life. Marcus Stone’s life.

A half smile twisted Gills’s mouth. “I said I know the Territory. I know of the power Daniel Judge wields there. This isn’t the Wyoming Territory and I’m calling your bluff. I am not going to wire the President. Stone is a prisoner of the United States Army. He was sentenced to five years hard labor to be served at Fort Price. As the commanding officer, I am ultimately responsible for seeing that sentence is served fully.”

Faith levelly met Gill’s eyes. Don’t give anything away. Ever. She braced herself, planning her next avenue of attack. 

“I have never had a prisoner escape for more than a few hours, not even during the Southern Rebellion. Until Stone is delivered to Judge, an escape by him would be my failure to see that sentence served. It could be seen as dereliction of duty. An escape would blemish my record. The prisoner will only be released to Judge after an escort of armed guards delivers him to...” Gill looked down at the paper in front of him. Some of the color drained from his face. “...the Triple Cross Ranch.”

He might be calling her bluff, but he wasn’t a poker player. “That won’t be necessary, Colonel. Aaron and Conner understand very well Major Stone—”

“Prisoner Stone, Miss Mills. That officer’s rank was granted through service to a traitorous government.” Gill tapped his index finger in a rapid staccato on the paper. 

“Aaron and Conner understand very well Prisoner Stone cannot be allowed any opportunity to escape. He will be delivered to the Triple Cross to serve the remainder of his sentence.” Arguing over Major Stone’s rank or lack of it wasn’t the battle she wanted or was willing to fight. Gill could have that victory. 

“Be that as it may, it is not enough of a guarantee for me. Prisoner Stone will not leave here unless he is under guard by a squad of men who will escort you, your men, and him to that ranch.” Gill leaned back in his chair, as if he was certain he had boxed her in. “You will be traveling through hostile territory. If you do not have to contend with the hostiles, there are roving bands of outlaws who prey along the many immigrant trails.”

“Unacceptable.” Faith met his demanding gaze. Forged steel. She needed to be forged steel. Strong. Unyielding. Just as Daniel had taught her to be. “As I understand military structure, a squad is anywhere from ten to thirteen men. That many men would slow us down. It would also require an additional three to four pack animals, all of which could not do anything except bring unwanted attention. While that many men would offer protection from the outlaws, they would also be traveling through territory we are currently negotiating for with Red Cloud and his Sioux and will certainly precipitate an attack.” 

“How many men would be acceptable to you, Miss Mills?” Gill folded his arms over his chest. 

She sensed the trap. If she said none, he refused and could justify it to anyone and protect his military reputation and career. “Three. That makes a total of seven and will not require an additional pack animal. The additional supplies can be split between the three mules.” 

“Seven men, which makes a total of eleven and only one more pack mule.” 

“Three.” Faith took one step away from Gill’s desk and decided to play her ace. “Or I send Conner now to Fort Ellison to wire President Johnson that we are having some unforeseen difficulties.” 

“I don’t believe I should ever care to play poker with you, Miss Mills.” He hesitated for a long moment, then added, “Judge was the reason I wanted nothing to do with Fort Russell. Whatever game he is playing at now, I wish to have no part in it. You’ll have three men and your supplies.”

“Would you believe me if I said there isn’t any game, that this is an act of contrition?”

Gill’s laugh didn’t hold even a trace of amusement. “That would assume he has a conscience. That’s a dangerous assumption to make where he is concerned.”
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Marcus woke when a boot heel connected with his ribs and flung him off his cot and face down onto the dirt floor of the cell. 

“Get up.” Flickering lantern light danced along the crude walls. 

Needles. Was there a more aptly named man? Marcus pushed himself off the floor, glancing out the door. Not even a hint of the first blush of dawn touched the horizon. He was in for a long day. 

“Stand outside the door until I tell you otherwise.”

If anything “accidentally broke” at least this one time he wouldn’t be forced to witness the destruction, unable to prevent it or protest. Sharp stones jabbed into his bare feet and goose flesh rose on his bare arms with the cool night air. The silence behind him in his cell was more unnerving than if something had broken. 

Needles walked out. “Stand there.”

“Did you run out of things to break, Corporal Needles?” 

The man spun around to him. The smile curling his lips renewed the chill creeping over him. “Just one last thing, but you’re proving tougher than I thought.”

Needles then made his way toward the blacksmith shop. 

Marcus slid his sight in that direction without turning his head. Someone was gearing up for a trek across country. Three pack mules carried canvas covered loads and stood tied head to tail. Whoever drew those mules got lucky as all three had full tails—well broke, well trained, and biddable. Three more saddle horses were tied to the last mule. Seven fully outfitted and saddled horses dozed in the darkness. 

Needles returned from the smithy. “Get dressed. Don’t forget your hat. We don’t want you being overcome with the heat again, today.” 

When Marcus emerged from the cell, he plunked his hat onto his head. Needles gestured with his ever-present whip, this time coiled, at the blacksmith. “Over there. Sergeant Timmons is waiting for you.”

He’d had to clean the smithy more than once. It wasn’t a chore he ever looked forward to because he ended up coated in the fine black dust from the forge and breathed it in and tasted it for days afterward. Cleaning a forge that had been in use in the previous day or so was also dangerous work. He had a few scars on his arms where he’d brushed up against the searing metal. 

He walked into the smithy, every sense on high alert when the blacksmith wouldn’t look at him and a set of shackles modified with a newly forged chain was draped over the anvil. 

“Fit him with his new bracelets, Sergeant. Try not to burn him. Miss Mills won’t be happy if you do.” The absolute glee in Needles’s voice at the thought of a serious burn turned Marcus’s stomach. 

“Bastard.” Timmons whispered the curse, not loud enough that Needles could hear as he walked across the quadrangle away from the smithy, but Marcus did. The blacksmith swept the chain off the anvil, leaving one end resting on the flat surface. He opened the shackle and gestured for Marcus to put his wrist between the two pieces of metal. “Don’t move. It’ll be hot, but I’ll work quick. Let me fit the bolt. Right next to you is the quench barrel. When I tell you, put your arm to your elbow into the barrel. Be sure you keep your wrist turned so the bolt stays down. You got that?”

Marcus swallowed, his gaze drawn to the heavy wire basket filled with bolts in the forge. The wire glowed a dull red, the bolts a brighter red. “I’ve got it, Sergeant.” 

Timmons picked up a set of tongs and reached into the fiery mouth of the forge, pulling out with a single, glowing bolt. Timmons finally met his gaze. “Trust me, Stone. I’ll work fast and I’m not going to deliberately brand you.” 

“Don’t have a choice, do I?” 

“You don’t have to trust me, but if you fight this, it’ll take longer, and I can guarantee you’ll get a nasty burn.” He flipped the bolt into the matching holes in the shackle. The vicious heat was immediate. 

Marcus flinched and turned his head away before Timmons struck the first blow to flatten the ends, locking the shackle in place. Timmons was as good as his word. Even as fast as he worked, the heat from the red-hot bolt was almost unbearable.

“Quench it.”

Marcus shoved his arm into the oily water to his elbow as Timmons instructed. 

“All right, that should be long enough.” Timmons picked up the other end of the chain and the attached shackle. “This is going to be a little trickier. I’ve got to work backwards. I can’t put you on the other side of the anvil because you’ll be too close to the forge, and you’ll catch your clothes on fire. I’ve seen it happen and it ain’t something I want to see again.” 

“If it’s all the same to you, Sergeant, I’d like to avoid that, too.” 

Timmons raised a brow with the grin that crossed his face. “How’d you end up like this?” 

“Long story.” Marcus slid his hand into the second shackle. “The short version is I drew down on a superior officer for abusing a woman. I compounded the mistake by not killing him.” 

Timmons dropped the bolt in his tongs onto the ground. “This one isn’t hot enough. It’d take too long to pound and by that time, your skin would be melted against the iron.” 

A shudder raced over Marcus. “You know this how?”

Timmons reached into the forge again. “My long story. Short version, I saw a kid grab a piece of metal that didn’t look hot. You’d think she would have dropped it. Pain made her freeze. By the time we shoved her hands into the quench, and it was just seconds, her skin came off.”

“God...” Steam or smoke, he wasn’t sure, coiled off the discarded bolt on the dirt floor. 

The hard rap of a hammer vibrated up his arm. A small, glowing piece of metal flew from the bolt, landing on the back of his hand. He gritted his teeth to prevent jerking his hand away.

Timmons dropped the hammer and grabbed Marcus’s lower arm, plunging it into the barrel and holding his arm under the water. When he pulled Marcus’s arm out, he shook his head. “Sorry. It happens sometimes. You’ll have a good blister and then a scar. Don’t break the blister and if it does break, don’t wrap it. It’ll heal faster.” 

“Do you have any idea why I’m in these?” Marcus flexed his hand, surprised at how quickly the blister was forming. 

“No.” Timmons shook his head. “Just that Needles said Gill’s orders were to fit you with a pair you couldn’t escape from and to make sure you had enough chain to be able to saddle and unsaddle a horse. I figured two feet was enough.”

He shouldn’t have asked. All his question did was raise more questions and curiosity was something he hadn’t been able to afford for several years. He hadn’t been on a horse since before he was held in Charleston Harbor. When he’d been at McPherson he hadn’t been trusted with a mount and when he was brought to Price, it had been in the back of a wagon and in chains. The better question here was why would he be saddling or unsaddling a horse? He wasn’t allowed near any of the mounts. He was too much of an escape risk, per Gill.

Timmons’s voice lowered. “I did what I could to rasp the edges off and blunt the burring, but I didn’t have a lot of time. Do what you can to not move your hands. The less those shackles move, the better it will be.”

Resignation filled him. Just another torment from Needles. Don’t move his hands while saddling or unsaddling a horse. That was an impossible task.  

Needles entered the smithy. “Is he ready, Sergeant?”

“Yeah. He’s not getting out of the shackles until someone cuts through the bolts.” Timmons paused and directed his next words to Marcus. “Remember what I said about that blister.”

Marcus nodded and let Needles prod him out of the blacksmith shop. The first movement of the shackles against his wrists brought an instant sting. He sucked in a sharp breath.

As casually as if he was discussing the weather, Needles asked, “Problem, Stone?”

It wouldn’t matter if he said there was. Or if he questioned the new addition to his wardrobe. “No, Corporal. No problem at all.” 

“Go wait over by the pack horses.”

A soft grey twilight blushed along the horizon and a few birds sleepily called to one another with the approach of dawn. Private Foster and one of the newer recruits stumbled out of the enlisted men’s barracks and across the quad, Foster pausing every other step to yawn and stretch. Waking those two was apparently what Needles accomplished when he went across the quad. 

Movement near what was usually an unoccupied smaller building drew his attention. The two men he recalled in a hazy manner from yesterday emerged and waited. A third, not much more than a boy, walked into the growing early dawn light. Marcus’s jaw dropped. It wasn’t a boy but the young woman—what was her name? Faith. He focused on her and blinked several times. She wore knee-high boots, the tops flipped up to protect her knees. Trouser legs were tucked into the top of the stovepipe boots. Her blouse wasn’t a blouse but a yoke-fronted shirt similar to the filthy one he wore. A scrap of fabric was knotted around her throat, and a battered, floppy slouch hat perched atop her head. Dark colored gloves covered her hands. 

The two men with her began to immediately inspect the pack mules, tugging straps and adjusting them. Faith stopped near the horses tethered at a hitching rail. She scanned the whole train, a frown marring her features. When she came to him, that frown deepened. “Who ordered that?”

She pointed at the shackles around his wrists. When she didn’t get an answer, she walked over to Needles. “Who ordered Major Stone be shackled?”

Needles tugged on the pack on the lead mule. He spoke over his shoulder without looking at her. “Colonel Gill ordered the prisoner to be shackled, ma’am.” 

The interplay between her and one of her men was so subtle he would have missed it if he hadn’t been looking directly at them. The angry tilt to her head, the drawn back shoulders only tightened with the minute shake of the man’s head. Another warning shake of his head and her angry posture eased. She loosed a deep breath as she looked at the train again.  “Corporal Needles, we need four more saddle horses.” 

“Ma’am, my orders were to have seven saddle horses ready at first light.” Needles still wouldn’t give her the courtesy of looking at her. “If you find it unacceptable, you’ll need to take that up with Colonel Gill and unless the fort is under attack he has standing orders he is not to be disturbed before nine in the morning.” 

Her two men stopped what they were doing and looked to her. From Marcus’s vantage point, they were waiting for orders. Her gaze skipped over to Marcus and renewed anger filled her expression. “Very well, Corporal. I will assume that Colonel Gill has gone back on his word to give me unfettered assistance.”

Marcus didn’t miss her emphasis on the word “unfettered.” 

“Or, perhaps, Corporal, you simply misunderstood Colonel Gill’s orders. Where might I find the other saddle horses? I’ll get them myself.” 

Whether or not Gill had ordered only seven horses saddled and ready, it didn’t matter. She gave Needles a chance to make a command decision and offer her help. 

“They’re in the corral on the other end of the fort.” Needles slowly turned to her, finally looking at her. “I wouldn’t suggest doing that, though, ma’am.”

“Why not? They’ll be returning with you once we arrive at Judgment.” Even at the distance, Marcus saw the flash in her eyes. She pivoted toward the far end of the fort. With her first step, she said, “Aaron, Conner, finish inspecting the packs. Major Stone, come with me.”

Needles stepped closer, as if to cut off his advance, but stopped when both of her men blocked him, leaving a clear route for Marcus. The massive black man nudged his head at Faith’s retreating back. Marcus didn’t need a second invitation to follow her. 

When he reached her side, she didn’t slow her pace, just gestured at the shackles rattling with every step he took and asked, “Why did they do that?”

“Ma’am, you seem to know more about what’s going on than I do.” He adjusted his pace to keep stride with her. The shorter steps reduced some of the movement in the shackles. “I just do what I
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