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‘Your officer wouldn’t have
me killed,’ pleaded the young Reb soldier.

The big Sergeant shook his head and laughed
softly. It wasn’t a good noise. ‘No, sir.

Lieutenant Caleb Thorn isn’t a man
overflowin’ with good nature. The milk of kindness sort of dried up
when it reached him.’

The boy’s mouth trembled so much that he
could hardly speak. ‘Did you say... you say Thorn?’

‘Sure.’

‘You men are Thorn’s
Raiders?’

‘That’s what the Rebs call
us, boy.’

‘Oh, sweet Jesus!’ moaned
the young soldier.

The big man sucked on a hollow tooth and
sighed. ‘Son, I truly don’t want you to do but one thing for
me.’

A flicker of hope sparked in the boy’s eyes.
‘What? What’s that?’

Hardin laughed, with genuine amusement. ‘Why,
I just want you to die.’ And he squeezed the trigger of the heavy
forty-four caliber pistol, blowing a hole the size of a man’s fist
out of the back of the Reb’s skull...
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To Edmund Fisher who knows better than most
what happens when the chips are down on the table. This is for him
with genuine thanks and admiration.


Chapter One

‘Please! I’ll do anything.
Anything at all. I swear I will.’

His feet scrabbled in the thick snow,
pushing him away from the tall man in the dark blue uniform,
towering up over him. There was a watery orange sun blinking
through the high clouds, directly into his eyes, and he squinted,
trying to see the face of the man. The man holding the heavy
Dragoon Colt, pointed at him.

‘I’m only sixteen, mister.
Please. I didn’t want to fight like ... Just let ... Anything,
mister, anything!’

The boy was nearly crying, rubbing at his
face with one hand. His grey uniform was torn and dirty, seeming
almost black against the clean whiteness of the Missouri snow. Snow
that was stained yellow where he’d been sitting, showing how the
boy had lost control of his body in the final stages of panic.

The tall man had three stripes on his arm,
and a broad, brutal face. He looked like he hadn’t shaved for a
week. There was a wide grin on his lips that didn’t even come close
to reaching his eyes. The long-barrel pistol was rock-steady in his
fingers.

All around the clearing the snow was
trampled and stippled with gouts of red. The boy stared round, his
mind unable to believe what had happened in the last three minutes.
He’d never seen action. Never even heard a musket fired in anger.
Back home in Louisiana, on his Pa’s farm, it had seemed a good idea
to enlist and fight for the Confederates. Get paid and well fed.
Maybe kill a few Yankees.

‘Nobody told
me.’

‘What, son?’

‘Like this. I didn’t
know.’

There’d been eight of them, under a
fresh-faced officer only a year or so older than the boy. Rich son
of rich parents. Lots of land and plenty of slaves to fight to
keep. Who’d bought his commission just after the debacle of the
battle at Manassas Junction. That some folks called the Battle of
Bull Run. When it looked as if Old Jefferson Davis would lead them
to a victory in a matter of days.

That had been nearly six months back, and
Christmas wasn’t far away. And the boy was colder than he’d ever
been in his life. The snows had come early to Missouri, hiding the
trails and covering the streams with a tracery of ice that hardened
in hours until a man couldn’t even strike a spur through it to
drink or water his mount.

‘You killed all the
others.’

‘Not your officer boy. He
just fainted dead away like a lady finding a rattler in the privy.
First shots. Went clear over his head.’

‘Please,
mister.’

‘It’s a war, son. Didn’t
nobody tell you Johnny Rebs that?’

‘Your officer wouldn’t have
me killed.’

The big man shook his head and laughed
softly. It wasn’t a good noise. ‘No, Sir. Lieutenant Caleb Thorn
isn’t a man overflowin’ with good nature. The milk of kindness sort
of dried up when it reached him.’

The boy’s mouth trembled so much that he
could hardly speak. His fingers felt very cold and he wondered who
would tend the plowin’ back home with him gone. It was an odd
thought to come from the back of his mind at such a moment.

‘Did you say …’
he licked his lips, feeling them chilled against
the warmth of his tongue. ‘You say Thorn?’

‘Sure.’

A voice called out from the other side of
the clearing. Clipped and very much in control. ‘Get a move on
there, Hardin, and get your ass over here.’

‘Yes, Sir,’ said the big
man.

‘You men are Thorn’s
Raiders?’ The boy spoke soft and low, like he didn’t want to hear
the answer.

‘That’s what the Rebs call
us, boy.’

‘Oh, sweet Jesus!’ moaned
the young soldier, shaking his head and closing his eyes. As if he
hoped that he might be back in his cot in Louisiana, and dreaming
all this.

‘You want to stand up,
son?’ asked the sergeant, with as much interest as if he’d been
inquiring where he could buy a new belt for his pants.

‘No. Oh, God. Please don’t,
mister. My old Ma’ll die if anythin’ happens.’

‘Come on,
Hardin!’

‘On the way, Lieutenant
Thorn, Sir.’

‘Anything.’

The big man, silhouetted against the rising
sun, sucked on a hollow tooth and sighed. ‘Son, I truly don’t want
you to do but one thing for me.’

A flicker of hope sparked in the boy’s eyes.
‘What? What’s that?’

Hardin laughed, with genuine amusement.
‘Why, I just want you to die.’

And he squeezed the slim trigger of the
heavy forty-four caliber pistol, the bullet hitting the boy between
the eyes, and blowing a hole the size of a man’s fist out of the
back of his skull.

It was just ten days before Christmas in
1861.


Chapter Two

The young Confederate private was the last
of the small unit to die. Except for their officer, who was just
recovering from the effects of fainting and landing on his head off
the back of his bay gelding.

‘Sergeant
Hardin!’

The big man casually reloaded the pistol
from his belt, walking across the clearing, stepping over the
corpses of the Fed soldiers, laying where they had fallen. The
first volley had cleared them all up apart from the smart
lieutenant, and the boy.

The wind was whistling in from the north,
cutting through the stands of timber around them. The trees that
had sheltered them from the Southern patrol. The Rebs had swung
along the narrow trail like they owned the whole damned forest. It
had been easy.

‘Like shootin’ fish in a
damned barrel, Sir,’ he said, stopping alongside the kneeling
figure of the lieutenant, sliding the gun back into its greased
holster, and flipping the thong over the hammer of the gun to keep
it safe. It wasn’t the Union Army way, but there wasn’t much about
Thorn’s Raiders that had a lot to do with regulations.

Sergeant Jubal Hardin leaned against the
bole of one of the trees, waiting until his own officer had
finished reviving the Reb. Thinking back over the last few months
that had seen such a change in his own life,

When he first met Caleb Thorn, Hardin had
been in the military stockade, facing the death sentence for a
variety of crimes. Including murder. Then he’d been taken under
heavy escort to a camp in among the mountains of Virginia, where
he’d found himself with half a dozen others. All like him.

All killers.

All facing the bullet or the hemp
collar.

And now all of them were together. Fighting
for the Union under Caleb Thorn.

The lieutenant stood up. Hardin was a big
man, coming a saber’s edge from six and one half feet. Caleb Thorn
was only a couple of inches less. Around two hundred pounds of
solid muscle. Hair as blond as buttermilk, with a slow and easy
smile. Blue eyes with a glint of menace. A small scar below the
right eye that turned flame red when he was angry. Hardin had
already seen that Caleb had a short-fused temper, and that he was
handy with feet and fists. You had to be good to beat Jubal
Hardin.

There wasn’t a lot else that he knew about
the young officer. He rode well. Shot well. Used a saber like he’d
been born with one in his hand. He was twenty-one years of age, and
he came from good stock in Washington. Those were the facts.

Hardin was a fine soldier, apart from the
maniac streak that made him want to kill anyone who crossed him.
One of the things that made a good soldier was keeping your ear to
the ground and picking up on the rumors. There were plenty about
Lieutenant Caleb Thorn.

‘Strip the bodies of
anything we need, Hardin. And put a guard on this sleeping beauty
here. We’ll eat now and then move on in a couple of hours when the
sun’s risen more. What in hell’s that?’

The noise was an unearthly shriek, like a
soul in the grip of an unspeakable torment. It throbbed and wailed
around them, bouncing off the oaks and the hickories, drawing on
and on until it was impossible to tell where it came from.

Hardin smiled. ‘Guess that’s a bob-cat
tellin’ everyone that he had a damned bad night huntin’. Plenty of
them round here and the Ozarks, Sir.’

Caleb nodded, noting the interval he had to
wait for the ‘sir’. It was a sign of how the huge sergeant thought
things were going. Badly and there was a long, long pause. When the
action was hot and the bodies fell, then it snapped right out like
a drill-sergeant at West Point.

Hardin watched his officer walk away to join
the rest of the men and called Natchez to him. The slight figure
padded over, his feet barely audible on the leaf mold and soft snow
of the forest. He grinned at Hardin, breath pluming out around his
narrow face. His walleye glinting at the bigger man. His cap had
been disturbed in the engagement, and his long black hair poured
over his shoulders, highlighting the fact that Natchez wasn’t the
whitest man in the small group of raiders. But if you called him a
breed to his face you might find yourself picking his knife-blade
out of your backbone, and you wouldn’t be the first.

‘Clear them up, and put
that damned blade away.’

The soldier nodded, and walked off, stooping
to wipe the bloodied steel on the grey jacket of one of the fallen
Rebs. The figure in the snow stirred, and Hardin kicked him
casually in the side of the face with the toe of his boot, leaving
a smear of ice and blood on the thin cheek. With a soft sigh the
Reb officer lay still.

Hardin set his mind to wondering about the
whispers he’d heard about Caleb Thorn.

There’d been a duel, and the young son of a
regular officer had been killed. The father was Lieutenant-Colonel
Patrick Janson, and Hardin had heard that the grieving parent had
sworn vengeance on his son’s slayer.

Suddenly, that man had appeared in the camp
in Virginia, as a lieutenant. A day later he was in the stockade
with Hardin and the others. And a day after that he was leading
them off on a mission that came close to suicide. Yet he’d brought
them all back. All but for one man that he’d shot for attempting
desertion.

One of the others of Thorn’s Raiders, as the
small unit were becoming known, joined the sergeant by the still
figure of the Confederate officer. Slightly built, with deceptively
sleepy eyes, he was a Southerner by birth and a Northerner by
inclination. Blond-haired and blessed, or cursed, with boyish good
looks, Rhett Stuart had been in the stockade for murder. The wife
of an officer who wouldn’t leave him alone. Like the breed,
Natchez, Rhett was a knife man.

‘Nickel for your thoughts,’
he said.

‘Just ponderin’ on what
makes Lieutenant Caleb Thorn do this crap kind o’ mission up the
backside of nowheres, with a bunch like us. Wonderin’ what kind of
pressure Paddy Janson been puttin’ on him.’

‘The duel and his son’s
death? I am certain that the true reason lies locked between the
two of them.’

‘You ain’t fartin’ “Dixie”,
Stuart. What in the name of ... What is that?’

Stuart held up a revolver, pointing it at
the big sergeant, and grinning at the expression of amazement on
his face.

‘Fell out of the brave
young eagle’s holster when he got the vapors and fell on his pate.
I seen one or two down South before this little affair began. It’s
called a Le Mat gun. Made by a Monsieur Docteur Jean Le Mat, from
New Orleans. I even met him once down on Bourbon Street. We had a
mutual lady acquaintance. A real gentleman.’

Hardin took the unusual gun from the hand of
the Southerner, whistling softly at it. It was heavy, with an
awkward balance to it.

‘Nine shot forty-two
caliber. Looks like someone fixed on this little buckshot barrel
underneath.’

‘No. That’s the point of
it. Not a lot of use for bringing down a brace of duck, Sergeant,
but fine and dandy for blowing off some fellow’s head in a close
engagement.’

The hammer clicked back off a long, tapering
thumb spur, and Hardin peered inside it, angling the gun so that
rays of the rising sun gleamed off the polished metal.

‘I figure the hammer
adjusts to hit the pin for the cartridge and alters for the
buckshot charge.’

Stuart stretched upwards on his toes to try
and see where the tall sergeant held it. ‘Guess that must be right
enough. Trouble comes when you want to fire off that lower barrel,
and find the man you killed has two or three comrades. I wouldn’t
take overly kindly to asking them to hold off a moment or two
whilst I changed the mechanics of my weapon.’

Hardin let out a hoot of laughter, and gave
the pistol back to Rhett. ‘Take it and show it to the lieutenant.
Might make a pretty toy to show Paddy Janson when we get on back to
base tomorrow.’

Stuart nodded and walked off past the other
members of the group, all busy foraging through the clothing of the
dead Feds. The New York Jew, Samuel Shuckstein, stooped over a
corpse nearly twice his own size. Fingers flicked at pockets and
opened buttons and flaps. If there was anything worth the taking,
then the diminutive thief would find it. Thorn had warned them all
about looting. Telling then that he didn’t give a cuss what they
took, but he wanted to see it all first. He’d threatened to cut the
hand off any man who stole from his comrades, and Shuckstein had
known the young officer well enough to believe him and mend his
ways.

Shuckstein had killed an officer who’d
insulted him. It might have gone easier with him if he hadn’t
stolen the officer’s gold ring. It had been very tight. So Sam had
also stolen the finger that went with it.

The other side of the clearing the two
biggest men in the detail worked together. The massive Pennsylvania
Dutchman, Wilhelm Brandt. The nicest blue eyes you ever did see.
Except when the drink was in him, and then he could turn damned
ornery. It had been tearing three men apart in a bar brawl that had
put Brandt into Thorn’s Raiders. That and his uncanny skill with
explosives.

Last of the group was the youngest.
Eighteen-year-old Ollie Bell from Vermont. Apart from Caleb Thorn,
Ollie was the only one who’d joined up to fight for something he
believed. He believed that all men really were equal, and he was
prepared to kill to prove it.

Caleb’s reasons for enlisting were as
strong, but very different from Bell’s. The only person he had ever
really loved had been his mother, Jolene, killed near Washington in
the panic after Manassas. Fleeing from the black horse cavalry of
the Confederacy. It was her death and that alone that Caleb had
joined up to avenge. He didn’t care much one way or the other about
the nigras. If God had wanted them free, he wouldn’t have allowed
them to be slaves. That was his simple creed.

Not so with Ollie. Normally quiet, he wanted
to free the South. Just as long he could find enough food to cram
into his two hundred and fifty pounds on the way. At his previous
command, two of the cooks had caught him stealing pork and beans in
a great metal can. When they tried to stop him, Ollie had picked up
one in each hand and strangled them.

He also loved horses, and was able to handle
even a spooky creature like Caleb’s own mare, Angel. Ollie rode a
stallion half as big again as any of the other horses, looking like
a farm-boy riding in from the orchards, with his dark blue uniform
bursting at the seams with the effort of trying to contain him.

That was Caleb’s command. These were Thorn’s
Raiders.

‘Sometimes, I feel like an
eagle in the air,

Some of these days, so bright and fair.’

Ollie had a fine voice. A clear lyric tenor,
ringing through the Missouri trees. Caleb heard him singing the old
nigra field song, and curled his mouth.

‘Bell!’

‘Sir?’

‘Hold down
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