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Chapter 1
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March 30th, 1865

The rooster’s shrill crowing brought James Burns’ eyes open with a jolt. The morning sun was beginning to peek through the curtain of coarse blue cloth over the room’s single window. He sat up, rubbing the sleep from his face with one hand. The night’s rest had been easier, hopefully a good sign for the day ahead. Plenty of times since his return, he’d woken up to the normally cheerful sound drenched in sweat, fighting back a scream. He’d come back home just shy of a year ago, but the dreams and old fears still came as soon as he closed his eyes and lingered well into the next day.

The room was cool, but he could sense the sun’s heat already warming its clay-chinked log walls. A second good sign; a Kansas mid-spring could as easily have seen another short but sharp blizzard, burying the first shoots of the corn and wheat crop. He pushed the quilt away and swung his legs to the floor, stretching and taking in the room around him: his oak-frame bed with a shuck mattress, a large wooden chest, a stool, a small table with a basin and cloth, and a small square of tin for a mirror above this. It was a later addition to what was originally a one-room cabin, built by his father Eric when the elder Burns had brought his new wife Emma to the farm from Ohio twenty-two years earlier, the year before James’ birth. As the family had grown – first James, then his sisters Maggie and Bridget, two and four years younger than him, respectively – Eric Burns had added a bedroom for his son, another for his daughters to share, and one for himself and his wife. James had pitched in on the work for the latter, fetching nails and daubing clay when needed, and helping to set the planks for the floor. A simple structure, but comfortable, sealed against the hardest snows, rain and heat.

When he stood up, there was a twinge from his left hip. He rubbed gently at the affected area, tracing the thick line of ridged scar tissue that ran from above his knee to an inch or so short of the back of his thigh. Other than the one flicker of pain, the old saber wound was quiet. Yet another mark of a good day, or at least one without bad weather. On those days the pain was so strong, he was lucky to stand, let alone walk. That must be a cruel joke on God’s part, given it had been the field hospital infection that had laid him flat for nearly a month, and almost led to amputation, or death. Only his own constitution and blind luck had kept either from being his fate. But it still left him a cripple in all but name, three or four days out of every week.

Scowling at this thought, he pulled off his nightshirt and began to dress, moving slowly in case the wound barked at him. Looking in the mirror, he combed at his dark hair with both hands, making it lie mostly flat, and washed his face with the cloth. With the curtain drawn it wasn’t easy to make out his eyes, or the redness in them that came as much from the whiskey bottle in his chest as from sleepless nights. He’d kept this hidden from the family, doing his best not to take more than two drinks a day, right before bed, and eating quickly in the mornings to cover it on his breath. He doubted it slipped by them, though so far they hadn’t pressed him, perhaps wanting to give him space. When he was as refreshed as he could be, he set his features in the stolidity he’d worn in one form or another since his return home and went out into the kitchen and main room beyond.

The smell of wood smoke, toast, eggs and frying butter washed over him. His mother turned from the fireplace, a heavy pan in one hand and brushing back an errant lock of strawberry-blonde hair with the other, still holding a wooden spatula. Her drawn, lined face lit up and clouded when she saw him, almost in the same moment; her usual reaction in the early hours, for the past few months. “Good morning, James.” She scooped a pair of toast slices onto one of the four tin plates already set out, then hastily set the pan back onto the wire grate above the small breakfast fire, and began tending to the second one beside it. “Maggie and Bridget’ll join us soon. Got eight eggs this morning; they’ll be done in a moment or two.”

“That’s fine, Ma,” James replied. He kissed her on the cheek, and sat down at his place. His mother looked as though she wanted to say more, but refrained, turning back to the fire. A pitcher of cool spring water sat nearby; James poured himself a glass. Most days he preferred coffee – a taste picked up in his time in the 11th Kansas – but the price had jumped five times since the Treaty of Richmond, and was too likely to rise again soon, once the division between the North and the rebel South was made permanent... and once matters here and in Missouri were concluded.

Keeping the anger at this last bottled, he sipped from his glass. Emma Burns came up beside him and scraped a generous helping of scrambled egg onto his plate. He murmured thanks and started to reach for his knife and fork, but desisted at the slightly pained look in her eye. The door to his sisters’ bedroom opened, and Bridget and Maggie came out, smoothing down the front of their dresses, and patting at their hair – red-blonde like their mother’s, enough to make them almost twins. Maggie beamed when she saw him already at the table. Bridget gave him a wan sort of smile, before letting this lapse into her by-now normal somber look. James could see the weariness behind their smiles as they chatted with Emma. He felt a moment’s guilt; wound or not, as the only man in the household now it didn’t seem fair that he should be resting so much, while the girls tended to the early morning chores and walked on eggshells around him. Of course, if he wasn’t drinking at night, and working himself to exhaustion during the day...

His mother cleared her throat. He looked up to see her and his sisters seated, hands clasped in front of them. He imitated them, and bowed his head. “Come, Lord Jesus, be our Guest, and let these gifts to us be blessed. Amen,” he murmured, and crossed himself. Emma smiled at him as she did the same. Since her husband’s death in a fall from the barn roof two years ago she had become even more of a devout Christian, insisting on even the tiniest rituals. James took part in them for her sake, though his own faith was decidedly muted these days – something his mother no doubt felt her influence might change.

His eyes went to the wood-framed crayoned portrait, set over the fireplace. Made the year of his passing, it showed Eric Burns as a sober-faced figure in his best Sunday suit, his dark brown hair – almost identical in color to James’ – combed into a handsome part almost as sharp as the chin beard he also wore. His eyes, a lighter shade of brown, looked deep into his son’s, proud and stern in equal measure. James dipped his chin in a slight nod – his own little ritual at every morning meal – and began to eat.

There was little talk through the meal; they were all gathering strength for the day’s labors. Finally, James wiped his plate clean with a crust of toast, and popped it in his mouth. Swallowing, he turned to his mother. “We’re running low on lamp oil, I saw last night. Was thinking on a run to Lawrence tomorrow, or the day after; anything else you think we need?”

His mother thought for a moment. “Almost out of nails, if I remember right. Some wood rot’s showing in the henhouse, and a couple knots popped out in the barn walls.” She sent a smile toward her daughters. “Also seems these two’re growing by the minute, since I keep running out of dress cloth to keep them decent.”

Maggie smiled a little. Bridget didn’t, staring at her plate and toying with a last few bits on it. She spoke almost as little as James did, most days, ever since their father’s passing. Emma’s smile dimmed when she looked to her son again. “We’ve got coin enough for now, I think, but not much for after.” The worry rose a little more in her voice. “Might have to sell some of the hens, or find some other way to tighten our belts until the crops come in.”

“We’ll be fine,” James reassured her. Privately, he wasn’t sure. The farm had done reasonably well all through his absence, and even after Eric Burns’ death. But the bloody lawlessness all along the Kansas-Missouri line had wreaked havoc even in areas that had never seen a single Rebel. The Federals had paid handsomely in the war years for horses, feed and crops, to keep in the field vast numbers of troops and cavalry assigned to crush, or at least disrupt, Confederate raiders roaming back and forth over the border areas.

Now, with peace – of a sort – returning, these armies had mostly pulled up stakes, leaving behind a few garrisons and roving cavalry patrols to maintain that peace until the outcome of the plebiscite, alongside a similar number from their not-so-erstwhile enemies. Prices for stock and corn and grain had dropped like a stone in almost the same instant, plunging God knew how many farms into near-destitution It was worse for many in the areas closer to the Missouri border, who had borne the brunt of the attacks by raiders or soldiers – if there was much of a difference. The Burns farm was lucky to have escaped such depredations...but the creeping tide of poverty might still wreak similar effects.

To get away from these grim thoughts, he spoke again: “I’ll make the trip tomorrow, then; make sure we aren’t short of anything we’re sure to need.”

“Could I come along?” Maggie asked. There was a faint, vaguely anxious eagerness in her voice. “Haven’t seen Lawrence in a long time, not since... since you left.” She looked to her mother and sister, a touch of pleading showing through her hopeful expression. “We could find the right cloth for sewing, some other little things. Maybe... Maybe some news, too, from... back East?”

“I... don’t think that’d be wise, Maggie,” James replied carefully. His sister’s face fell, though she tried to hide it. He continued: “The army has a presence in this area, but the roads still aren’t safe everywhere, even in daytime. Till we hear how the vote goes, we shouldn’t go into Lawrence ‘cept for what’s most needed.” Trying to let her down easy, he added, “You tell me what color or style cloth you want, and anything else, I’ll find it for you. Bridget, too.”

Managing a nod, Maggie got up to take her plate and glass to the washbin. Bridget and his mother rose as well, the latter sending him a sadly knowing look. James poured another glass. He knew well what sort of news his sister wanted. Before the war, Maggie had been sweet on the Farwells’ son, Ben, whose family had owned the farm a short ways down the road. Ben had put on blue about a year after James, and he’d been posted to the Mississippi Valley. He and Maggie had stayed in contact through gradually rarer letters. The last had come in early March of last year, right before the final attempt to take Port Hudson after the Royal Navy had broken the Union’s blockade at New Orleans. From what James had heard of the losses in that desperate campaign, there was next to no hope any more letters would ever come. He would never say so, of course – he’d liked Ben, and thought he would’ve made a good match for Maggie if events had gone that way. But he wouldn’t hold onto hope so faded it was effectively gone, either.

Same with ideals, a voice jeered within. Hadn’t been for those, you’d have two good legs, and maybe a living father. Best to just toss ‘em aside, then, eh... along with plenty more? He shook his head, almost violently, and got up to join in the cleaning. His mother sent him a careful glance as he handed her his dishes. He ignored this, and headed for the door to the main yard. Ideals or no, there was work to be done.

Compared to the pale warmth outside, the barn was a cool, shadowed place. Three pens on one side held the farm’s two mules and the dun James had brought back from his cavalry service. A single on the other side sheltered the lone family cow, next to a large bin for fodder. The animals nickered and grunted in anticipation when James appeared in the doorway. He selected a weathered pitchfork from the tool rack by the door and began spearing clumps of hay, tossing them into the pens; wet chomping soon rose from all of them. He always did this chore in the early morning, when his strength was at its highest and the wound hadn’t yet made his leg stiffen and weaken. After it was done, he would head out to the fields, and dig up the weeds and buffalo grass encroaching on the crops; the hoe wasn’t doing the trick for some reason. These were the tasks he liked most these days: simple, quiet, and not too taxing.

Or so he thought, until he thrust the fork into the pile again, raised another load – and heard a faint snap of breaking metal. Frowning, he lifted it higher, swinging the load into the cow’s pen, right as the handle snapped at the base of the tines, almost clean in two. “Dammit,” he cursed, more in annoyance than anger. He swore again when he picked up the tool’s head and saw two of the tines were crumpled, ones that he’d patched a short while ago. Something else to get in town, then, he thought sourly. Meanwhile, the fieldwork and other chores would be that much more tiresome. And with the family’s money and crops the way they were, barter was unsure as well, which left just one other option.

With an irritable sigh, he gathered up the last few clumps of hay by hand and tossed them in. Then he set the broken tool by the door again and headed out. His mother was in the front yard, tending to the vegetable garden. She looked up when he passed by, heading for the gate and the dirt road past it. “Have to speak with one of the neighbors, up the road.” he said. She nodded, then turned back to her work, digging deeper through the withered vines and leaves. By his tone, she knew which “neighbors” he meant, and wasn’t inclined to argue – or didn’t want to know any more. Based on what he knew, James suspected the latter.

Thanks to the fighting, there weren’t many others living within easy walking distance. Those that did were almost as edgy and isolated as the Burns family, always keeping a rifle or pistol at the ready for when – not if – raiders came galloping up. The farm James headed for now was one of the tiny few that likely didn’t keep such a guarded stance – mainly because there wasn’t much worth stealing nowadays, courtesy of its new owner. It had originally belonged to the Farwells, before Ben disappeared in the Valley bloodbath, the father Edward and mother Anne died of fever a year later, and the sister Edith had married a ranch hand and moved west, or so the story went. Abandoned for a time after that, it had been picked up several months ago by a newcomer named David Cass: a former soldier, like James, if the faded blue jacket and kepi that he wore on many occasions were truly his. He’d mostly rebuilt the two-room cabin, planted a few small gardens, and left the outbuildings and fields untouched. Hardly a way to live, if he planned on making a go of the place.

When James came up to the track leading to the farm, he paused, and surveyed the place. The cabin’s roof looked to have been repaired recently, and the garden out front was already showing signs of life. Other than this, the place was dilapidated as ever. Not a sound came from the house. Probably in the taverns again, or drunk asleep still, he thought acidly. He had exchanged maybe a dozen words with Cass since his arrival, and seen him twice in Leavenworth, surly, morose and reeking of liquor. Even from these brief contacts, James had always come away wary of and mildly disgusted by the man. He had no real idea why this reaction came up – but it did. What town gossip he’d picked up hinted the man was a deserter, or worked a backwoods still somewhere and sold its product in town. Some even darker rumors said he’d ridden with the guerrillas, one side or the other’s.

James believed the first; it fit his demeanor perfectly. The second was also likely, given the farm’s state. The third... his hand grasped the butt of the single-shot pistol he’d strapped on before walking out. If there was the slightest truth to it, he’d gladly blow Cass’s brains out and dance on the grave mound.

He pushed the front gate open and started down the path. As if that were a signal, a solitary figure stepped around from the far side of the cabin. James tensed again, relaxing only a little when its face resolved into Cass’s dour, stubbly features. “Morning, David,” he said, outwardly polite. “How’s things?”

“No worse’n usual,” Cass replied. His voice was raspy from years of cheap whiskey. There was also the ghost of an accent beneath the slight slur: not quite Southern, but eerily close, enough to make James struggle not to reach for the pistol again. Cass coughed, scratching at his dirty brow with his left hand; the right held a trowel. The fumes on his breath were strong even twenty paces away. “Jist clearin’ the rubbish before plantin; the gardens, much as I can. Have to see about growin’ somethin’ on this dead ground, if I’m to eat anytime soon.” He waved the trowel toward the empty fields. “Not much chance with all this, maybe for years.”

“Cutting a bit fine, aren’t you?” Burns said, keeping his words bland. No point to pointing out the Farwells had let much of the land lay fallow for months or years, and so by now it was as fertile as any other soil. Being a relative newcomer, Cass might not have seen that – but he’d squatted in the cabin for a long while. “Frost and snow’re still coming down now again, this time of year. You’d be wasting good seed, that happens.”

Cass smiled humorlessly, showing yellowed teeth; he’d picked up the rebuke, then. “P’rhaps. Land’s temperamental, though. All the preachers in the world couldn’t make heads or tails of God’s workings on the weather in this state, and I doubt any of ‘em’d want to try.” The smile went away. “This a social call, or can I help you with somethin’?”

Keeping one eye on the other man’s hands, James explained his situation with the pitchfork. “I’m headed to Lawrence tomorrow to see about getting the damn thing fixed – that, or toss it on the scrap heap and buy a new one. Till then, I was wondering if I could borrow yours, for a day or two.”

Cass’s expression didn’t change. He gave Burns a measuring stare – not quite as if over a gun sight, but close. Then the expression went away a moment later, and he nodded curtly. “Wait here.” He turned and walked around the side of the house again. James relaxed a little, and took another look at the cabin and other buildings in sight. The henhouse and pigpen were silent, and the barn was still one timber shy of collapsing entirely. On closer inspection, however, the cabin appeared in better condition than he’d guessed from the road.  There was new glass in the windows, several large holes in the clay-chinked walls were now expertly patched, and a new, thicker door was in place. None of this made much sense, set alongside the current owner’s slovenly manner and the state of the rest of the farm. Perhaps Cass had made the repairs because he’d finally seen how the place was falling around his ears. Probably in a rare moment of sobriety, unless James missed his guess; he couldn’t imagine any other reason.

Must’ve been a deserter, then. Anybody so lazy wouldn’t be able to stand going to the creek for water, let alone long marches, or bullets and shells. He’d seen his share of such men, all through his service. More after the defeat at Antietam, and the ones that followed in the East and Kentucky, right up to the last battles against both the Rebels and the British and French. Fewer and fewer had wanted to stick it out in the face of these losses, alongside the rising dissent and economic freefall at home. Conscription hadn’t helped; if anything, it made the problem worse by putting arms in the hands of men who, by that time, would sooner have shot any draft official they could catch. Increased pay or rations hadn’t made a difference to those already in the ranks, let alone whatever sense of adventure or a love of Union – or, even more remotely, to free the Negroes – that had motivated volunteers in the early days. So why the hell did you stay, then? the inner voice taunted.

Cass came back into view, dispelling these musings. “Here you go.” He thrust the pitchfork at James, tines pointing to the ground. “Won’t be getting to the fields by the barn for a few more days, so it’s all right if you need it a bit longer. Just bring it back soon as, hear?”

“Sure,” James replied coolly. He took the pitchfork, bringing it to his shoulder as he would a rifle. Deciding to be gracious, he added, “You need any help with the clearing or planting, just–”

The rising clatter of hoofbeats from the east cut him short. He turned swiftly, letting the pitchfork handle drop fully into his grip, and gripping the pistol once more. Cass came up beside him, a broad-bladed knife appearing in his free hand. Useless, if it was raiders, but better than nothing. Coldness wrapped around James’ heart. If it was raiders, then they would have already ridden past the Burns farm. He would have heard shots, or screams, and seen smoke. But if they had managed to sneak up on the homestead, and take the place without any warning...He moved swiftly to the gate, holding the pitchfork like a flagpole, while he moved the revolver’s sheath to the front of his belt. His pulse pounded in his ears. If the damned animals had done their worst already, and were riding ahead to scout for patrols, he would do his best to take a few of them with him before he was killed himself.

A party of horsemen appeared over the slight rise in the road, kicking up a small cloud of dust that swirled around them. He stopped at the gate, and relaxed – somewhat – when he saw they were all in uniform. The soldiers rode at a brisk canter in disciplined ranks; eight in all, four abreast, and tightly packed. Not that tightly, at a second glance – the four riders on the left seemed to be keeping a little gap between them and the others, in some way.

He peered closer as they galloped past. The closer ones were in the familiar dark blue blouses, black slouch hats and boots, and sky-blue trousers with gold stripes of the Union cavalry he’d served in; the 11th Kansas, like many other units, had fast converted to horseback to better pursue and engage the Rebels and their proxies like Quantrill. All this gear looked well-worn, although James saw no wounds or signs of recent combat. He started to raise a hand, to salute or wave. Then he saw that the other four men’s uniforms were of a slightly different cut, and a lighter, grayer color...

He stiffened. Most of the Rebel soldiers didn’t look toward the two farmers, keeping pace with their Northern counterparts. One of the men in their first rank, though – an officer, by his bearing and the double row of gold buttons on the front of his coat – glanced in James’ direction. He reached up a white-gloved hand and raised his wide-brimmed hat a few inches in grave politeness, exposing ruffled blond hair and close-cut beard. Then he faced forward again, snapping at the reins of his mount. None of the others in the party showed any reaction. In moments, the entire group had passed around a shaded bend in the road and disappeared.

James let his arm drop, jerkily. He stared after the receding dust trail, unable to speak – from anger or shock, he wasn’t sure which. Beside him, Cass muttered, “There’s a sight I hadn’t counted on seein’.” He stuck the knife back in its sheath. “Yanks and Rebs ridin’ together, not trying to cut each other’s hearts out...” He shook his head. “Doesn’t seem natural, after the ‘family troubles’ we been havin’, last few years.”

These words jarred James back to the present. He blinked hard against a last puff of dust – and the wetness he would swear on a Bible that this brought. “Must be part of a new patrol,” he forced out. “Election’s coming up soon; they must want everything nice and tidy before the vote, whichever way it goes. Wouldn’t do to have raiders prowling around the towns and surrounding farms, scaring and killing to shift the tally.”

“Makes sense,” Cass grunted. Then he laughed, a dark, unamused sound. “Must be there’s some high-and-mighty gold-braided fools on both sides, new in the area to keep an eye on the whole mess and make sure the fools in tall hats can count the votes without worryin’ about gettin’ slit during the night. They’ll only have seen the straight fighting – the ‘clean’ kind, on the field, or in forts. Wouldn’t mind seein’ their faces when they try to tell Quantrill’s boys – and old Jim Lane’s outfit – to stop payin’ calls on us good citizens. Might make the ‘lection a little more... interesting.” He laughed again, the bitterness bubbling like acid this time. With that grim closing, he tromped back toward the house, shaking his head a little and still chuckling; whether over the vote’s prospects, or a new round of raider attacks, it was hard to say.

Still in a slight daze, James shouldered the pitchfork again. He reached for the gate – and found his hand still clenching the pistol. With a low grunt of effort, he relaxed the white-knuckled grip. His feet dragged like lead weights as he set off for the farm. His family would be frightened out of their wits, if they’d seen the riders. Not as badly as they would if Quantrill’s posse had ridden by – or up to – the house, but they would see it as the most potent reminder yet of the danger hanging over them, as well as all other former and present Free-Soil families.

Maybe we should pull up stakes, then. Many already had, fearing retaliation from North or South, or not wanting to be in the midst of such a fraught vote. Leave the place to the dogs, and the scum like Cass who’d float to the top in any case. Not as though there’s much really tying me here, anyway – tying any of us. We could start over, in Colorado or even California. Away from all the terror, and the bloodshed...

After a few seconds, he shook his head. He didn’t truly believe in Free Soil anymore; nothing like the smoldering passion his mother still maintained largely in her husband’s memory. Nor, if he was being honest with himself, did he still have much stock in Union, beyond a nostalgic sense of pride at the thought of marching off in service of a nation that would preserve his family’s freedom and enshrine for good what all men, of any standing or color, deserved. The last of that idealism had all but vanished when he’d lain in hospital, burning with fever and pain, along with the shame and disgust at the thought of all his efforts, and his comrades’, being thrown away by the cowards, incompetents and politicians in the East.

His fists bunched. They’d held off the Rebels countless times, and even beaten Quantrill on his home ground, in the same skirmish had given James the wound he sported now. If Lincoln and his generals hadn’t folded the tents after New Orleans and Port Hudson, they’d have crushed the bandit chieftain and crippled the regular Confederate armies that had had as much success holding Missouri as the Union enemies they’d pushed out. Then the Copperheads, through the new President Pendleton and their chief acolyte Vice President Vallandigham wouldn’t have humbly handed over so much of the country at the Richmond talks. Nor would they have paved the way for the Rebs to steal more, through the “fair and peaceable plebiscites” now being arranged for Kansas and Missouri.

The patrol today was likely only one of the blatant shows of force that the Confederates had made to the staunchly Union population – barely tempered by Federal “escorts.” Given that support, even during the war’s last and bleakest year, James doubted more than a handful would turn Confederate now. The sight of Rebels on patrol in the old Free Soil, where none had even come close during the fighting, might sway even more votes to the Union. But the same was far less certain in Missouri – and hundreds or thousands of that state’s people had plenty of imagined and real feuds with their Kansas neighbors. Quantrill and his outfit were only the worst offenders. And armistice or not, the Confederates might be all too willing to turn a blind eye to a new wave of “border ruffians” wreaking havoc and death if it meant shifting the vote in their favor. Even if it didn’t, anyone who’d raised arms or voices against them was fair game.

His back came up. If the Rebs win, and try anything with me, I’ll fight. Peace, treaties, and law be damned.  He’d buried his father in the soil of this place, and he’d shed his own blood in its defense. Can’t let that go without a brawl. If it came to that, he would probably – no, certainly – be killed. Good. Better a quicker end, on my own land, then a slower one from watching the goddamned graycoats – and the likes of Quantrill – lording it over me and mine for the rest of our lives. A cold smirk tugged at his mouth. Could be I’d even have a chance at him, if the dice roll my way. Spirits restored by this thought, he kept walking, his stride sure and purposeful.
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Chapter 2
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James swung the hoe down to the earth for maybe the thousandth time. As it thunked into the ground, he heard a loud clanging sound from the cabin. He looked up to see Maggie leaning out the main room window, rattling a spoon against a tin pot to signal for supper. Looking west, he saw to his surprise that the sun was touching the horizon. With a sigh of relief and fatigue, he stabbed the tool outward twice more, uprooting a last clutch of weeds. Then he slung the hoe over one shoulder and headed to the barn. Glancing back, he nodded in satisfaction; nearly all the weeds in the smaller corn patch were cleared. Tomorrow, he’d start on the second, larger field on the eastern side. Maggie and Bridget would lend a hand, and maybe their mother, too. Assuming they could clear it all in one or two days, and – he cast a wary look skyward, then to the road – that the weather and soldiers cooperated, the crops should grow to a good height before weeding was necessary again.

He was hanging up the hoe and his other tools when he heard hoofbeats. He stopped, listening carefully, trying to gauge their numbers. After the patrol earlier, he’d suspected any bushwhackers would keep their distance, if only for a day or two. Unless they’ve already guessed the routes.

He took in a breath, ready to shout a warning. Then he frowned. There didn’t seem to be that many horses – two at the most. A scout, for the main gang? Or something else? Part of his mind told him to run for the pistol, resting atop the chest in his room. In the end, curiosity winning out over caution, he walked carefully past the cabin and down to the fence.

A thin line of brush and young saplings at the edge of the front yard screened the road and the farm from view. James trotted to the end of this, where two thin trunks would keep him mostly concealed until and if he chose to reveal himself. The hoofbeats became louder as they approached the bend in the road. Two riders, for certain, their pace a measured, unhurried trot. Straining to listen, James couldn’t hear any spurs, or the clank and rustle of sword and rifle scabbards. He frowned in confusion. There were almost no travelers on the roads who didn’t go about heavily armed against the bushwhacker gangs, whether Union, Confederate or just plain outlaw. Nor would the gangs hesitate to attack a pair of travelers any more than they would a solitary one. Fighting to keep his breath steady, he peeked one eye around the edge of his cover.

Two horses appeared around a bend in the road. James started to duck back behind the brush again, then stopped. Instead of blue or gray, or the hodgepodge of rags and finery that was typical bushwhacker garb, the riders were both dressed in plain civilian black suits. One wore a bowler hat and thick dark beard; the other sported a wide moustache and a cavalryman’s slouch hat without any insignia. Despite the distance and dust, James could see that these clothes were well cut and looked expensive. He could even see a gold watch chain on the bowler-hatted man’s vest, along with the gleam of the vest’s gold buttons: prime targets for any watching gang. His confusion deepened. Who were these men?

The man in the bowler was talking and gesturing to his companion. James leaned out a little more to listen, keeping his head behind a low-hanging branch: “–nothing like it in all the towns or farms we’ve passed. Not since Leavenworth and the other easternmost towns, at any rate; the folk there know the importance of Union all too well. A few more such displays, and the vote is certain! Certain, brother!”

The man in the slouch hat grunted, in what might be affirmation, or boredom. Though he sat in the saddle in an outwardly calm manner, his eyes moved ceaselessly, roving over the fields and the road ahead. James recognized the alertness in his gaze, and the way his right hand never moved more than a few inches from the gun belt around his waist. This man had seen combat. Not the just “civilized” form on battlefields and in uniforms – but the kind where your next breath might depend on how closely you watched every rock, tree or bush.

The other traveler kept speaking, plainly not noticing his companion’s lack of attention: “The sentiment in the east was inspiring enough. But to see such support, even in the smallest hamlets, and in the face of everything that’s happened during and since the war...” He sighed, in what was either sincere pleasure or a good imitation of it. “Truly inspiring – and a great relief, for us, and for the authorities. I don’t suspect we’ll need more than a dozen men, at most, to oversee the vote in that entire–”

He broke off, peering ahead.  James realized he must have been spotted. He debated shrinking further back or running to the house. Instead, after a moment’s hesitation, he stepped further into view, raising a hand in cautious greeting. His legs stayed tensed, ready to break into a sprint at the slightest sign of trouble. Somehow, though, he doubted it would.

The bowler-hatted man’s face brightened at the sight of James. He lifted his arm in a wave of his own, smiling broadly. “Hello!” he called. His partner tensed, hand moving to the revolver James could now see on his hip. He refrained – barely – from drawing, but the intent gaze never strayed. Licking his lips, James opened his mouth to reply.

A sudden rustling in the buffalo grass several yards ahead drew his eye. Looking that way, he saw the blades shift again – and heard a soft, all too familiar rattling. A brown-and-white rattler was curling up in the shade of the grass, forming a tight, defensive coil. In another few seconds, Bowler Hat’s horse would pass right by it. He stepped out further into the road, waving an arm in warning. “Wait! Halt, there’s–”

In that same instant, the rattler sprang, launching its fangs at the foreleg of Bowler Hat’s mount. The horse neighed shrilly, rearing and turning away in terror, almost crashing into Slouch Hat’s animal. “Whoa! Whoa!” Bowler Hat shouted.

His partner reined his mount back in a single sharp tug, keeping his saddle with the skill of a practiced horseman. From the way Bowler Hat’s arms and legs flapped and bounced, the same couldn’t be said of him. Face white as a sheet, he grabbed wildly for the reins with both hands. But the animal was too panicked. It twisted left, then right, tearing free of Bowler Hat’s grip, hurling him from the saddle. His shout of dismay cut off abruptly when he struck the hard-packed earth, just shy of the fence. Whinnying, the panicked horse bolted, barely avoiding its fallen rider. It charged back down the road and out of sight. With a snarled curse, Slouch Hat pulled his horse back several paces and dismounted almost all in one move. Throwing the reins over the fence post, he rushed to his partner’s side.

Breaking out of his surprise, James hurried to join him, sparing a glance in the rattler’s direction in time to see it slithering deeper into the grass to the field beyond. The man lay on his back, groaning, limbs shifting about slowly. His bowler hat had flown off, revealing a small rivulet of blood seeping from the back of his head. Slouch Hat was kneeling beside him now, raising his partner’s head carefully with one hand, feeling at his arms, legs and the sides of his chest with the other, presumably checking for broken bones.

Now that he was closer, James could see that both men were older than he, perhaps ten years or more. He also noted the strong resemblance they shared, in their eyes, hair and jawline. Bowler Hat looked to be the older of the two by the silver at his temples. Relatives, then, maybe even close family. That might go a little way to explaining their travel; only those with kin or very close friends – especially those who could handle weapons, as Slouch Hat seemed – would risk going out as they had.

Slouch Hat’s head came up sharply when James’ shadow fell over the scene. His look was wary, but not hostile – not yet. “Is he all right?” James asked. “How badly did he land?”

Slouch Hat’s eyes probed him. After a second or two, he said, “Nothing broken, so far as I can see.” His voice was low and gruff, with an odd twang mixed with something close to a Southern accent. “Took a knock to the head, as you see, but just that. The one time his poor riding saved him – or maybe the lessons sank home after all. If he hadn’t turned the mount the way he had, he’d have been thrown farther, and cracked his damn empty skull open on the rocks or fence.”

The injured man groaned again. James saw Slouch Hat was right; nothing was obviously broken, and there were no bad cuts or scrapes that might suppurate later. The two men might be back on their mounts in a few moments or an hour, and on their way. Still, he’d seen enough falls as a civilian and cavalryman, even treated a few here and there. Some killed at once, other hours or days later. Making his decision, James gestured to where he’d emerged from the brush. “We can bring him to my cabin. It’s no hospital, but he should at least rest, and have that cut cleaned before he tries to ride again.”

That measuring look again. Then Slouch Hat nodded, a grim little smirk under his mustache. “Not many hospitals or doctors worth the name, anyhow. Can’t risk him going in with a scrape or a broken wrist, and coming out missing an arm – or a head.” With a dark huff, he gently laid his companion’s head flat, then stood up. “There’s a spare blanket on my horse; we can carry him in that. I’ll retrieve his mount once he’s inside.”

Without another word, he trotted to his horse. James knelt at the man’s side in turn, feeling at his wrist, and peeling back both eyelids. The pulse was a little ragged, but getting stronger and faster. Both pupils were normal-sized, though they didn’t track when he waved a finger in front of them: on the edge of consciousness, but not slipping into shock or concussion – yet. If they got him inside quickly, and made sure there were no other injuries, he would only need a careful watch for a few hours, to make sure he didn’t slip into stupor, then likely death.

That brought him up short for a moment. He still didn’t have any idea who these two were, or what possible reason they could have for riding alone, without any real arms or other protection, through what was still, for all intents and purposes, a region at war. They weren’t bushwhackers – that much seemed clear from their clothing, words and demeanor. But that still didn’t mean it was wise to let them near his home and family. And Bowler Hat’s last words, about “overseeing the vote”... If they were tied to the plebiscite in some way, the bushwhackers might have them in their sights even now. And anyone who assisted them would easily be fair game.

Slouch Hat came up, a dark blue, Army-issue coverlet in both hands. Kneeling, he shook it out and laid it down by his companion. James watched for a heartbeat or two, still as stone. Then he moved to the semiconscious man’s feet and began gently shifting him onto the cloth, while Slouch Hat did the same with his shoulders. Whatever danger the two riders might bring, it wasn’t any worse than what he and his already faced.

Once they had the injured rider fully onto the blanket, the two of them took hold of it by the ends and lifted him up. The man moaned a little, but otherwise did not react, a good and worrisome sign. Slouch Hat took the lead, bringing his arms behind him so that they carried the rider as if on a stretcher.

They were starting up the path to the cabin when the front door opened. Emma Burns stepped out, peering around her. “James?” she called. “James, where–” She stopped when she saw Slouch Hat approaching. Even in the dimming light, it was easy to see her go pale. Then she spotted her son following, and the load they both carried. That broke the pause. She gasped “Dear Lord! What happened?” She trotted down the front step. Maggie and Bridget appeared in the doorway a moment later, staring in puzzlement and worry at the scene.

Shifting his grip, James gave her the bare details. “He’s not badly hurt, but he’ll need to rest,” he finished. “I don’t know what we can do, if there’s injuries we can’t see, but anything else is too risky right now.”

His mother nodded. The initial surprise and worry was gone, with a cool matter-of-factness taking their place. “Let’s bring him inside.” She looked Slouch Hat over carefully, then finished: “If he doesn’t awake soon, or does and is still weak, we’ll put him up for the night, and see them both off in the morning.”

Startled, James paused, for the briefest second. “I... Are you–” He stopped. It was plain the injured rider wasn’t going anywhere soon; maybe only to the grave if he wasn’t helped. But the unease didn’t abate. If he and his partner did have heft in the election, or just heft in wealth, letting them stay for any longer than couple of hours – what he’d hoped it would take the man to get back on his feet – made the danger to him, and his own, all the greater.

Slouch Hat might have been reading his mind. “We couldn’t ask you to inconvenience yourselves, ma’am.” He raised his arms higher, bringing the makeshift stretcher a few inches more from the ground. “My brother’s injured, but hardly dying. It wouldn’t be right to impose.”

Emma Burns waved his words away. “It’s already late as it is. Even were he able to stand, let alone walk, you can’t risk the roads at this hour.” She turned back toward the house. “Girls! Put a kettle of water to boil, and get cloths as well! And see that the stew’s still warm!”

Sending a last, concerned look James’ way, Maggie and Bridget ducked back into the house. Emma moved to the blanket’s side, and peered in. A soft moan rose from the folds. “He’s coming around a little.” She looked to the two of them, her face brooking no argument. “Put him in my son’s room, and make sure he stays awake; the girls will help get him settled. If he looks better in a little while, we’ll see if he can take broth. I’ll see if we have anything more medicinal in the meantime, and keep supper ready as well.” She then trotted back toward the cabin, brisk and businesslike, holding her skirts clear of the mud and grass.

James watched her go. He wasn’t sure whether to be relieved, or annoyed. His mother certainly knew her business; her father had been a druggist in Ohio. She’d helped set bones and treat shock from falls since before coming west, and knew of various salves, herbs, and other methods that helped dull the pain when his leg acted up. She never asked any questions, looking only to treat any injuries or other hurts – a welcome opposite to the weary and brusque Army surgeons, who only wanted the table cleared for the next luckless man to go under the knife or saw. But that same charity had now bound them to the two strangers, and what threats they
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