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When I rode out of Gatlinburg, I left behind two men who had been with me longer than I rightly deserved.

We’d seen four years of war together, and a little of what came after. That kind of time binds a man tighter than blood if he lets it. I reckon we all did.

After the surrender, we stayed on a while—me, Corporal Tucker, and Jensen—taking on the kind of work the army didn’t much want to speak about plain. Rounding up strays, they called it. War criminals and renegades.

Men who’d slipped the end of the war and gone to ground.

The army kept us on paper, rank and all, but the pay came different now. Fifty dollars for a renegade. Three hundred for a wanted man. Dead or alive.

There was still one name on my list I hadn’t crossed off. One I still aimed to get. It was worth a thousand dollars to me. Money I would use to settle with.

Last word I had was he’d gone to ground somewhere in the Blue Ridge. That was reason enough.

Tuck didn’t see it that way.

He limped over when I saddled up, favoring the leg he’d taken a ball through not three weeks prior. His beard had gone more gray than I remembered, though I suppose the war will do that to a man.

“Lieutenant Walker,” he said, voice catching some. “Feels like I’m desertin’, lettin’ you ride out alone.”

I looked at him a moment. He’d carried me once near Petersburg when I’d no strength left to walk. I hadn’t forgotten.

“Feels more like it’s me deserting you,” I told him.

He shook his head, but didn’t argue.

“You’ve done your bit, Tuck. I wrote it to Washington same as I’m sayin’ it now. Time you find a place, put roots in the ground.”

He spat to the side, like the words didn’t sit well.

“It’s Garrison now,” I added. “War’s done.”

He looked at me then, long and steady.

“Garrison,” he said, quiet-like. “Ain’t no one watchin’ your back now.”

“I’ll manage.”

He nodded once, though I could see he didn’t like it.

“Do it well,” he said.

“I will.”

He turned off before I could say more and didn’t look back.

I didn’t either.

By midday I had near two hundred dollars in my pocket and the Blue Ridge rising ahead of me like a wall.

I kept my uniform on. It still carried weight in some places, and trouble in others. Either way, I wasn’t keen on changing yet.

The road bent south, climbing slow.

Somewhere in those mountains was a man worth three hundred dollars. And if the stories were true, he’d make me earn every cent of it.

So I left Gatlinburg with nearly two hundred dollars in my pocket, still wearing a Federal blue uniform. Home was in Knoxville, but I was heading in the opposite direction. I'd spent enough time at Fort Dickerson and was aiming to see something new.

Pa was still living near the Fort, him and his new wife. Ma had passed on before the war started and pa took up with a girl from town. She was closer to my age than his. When the war came, I felt inclined to go.

Pa was against me going, seeing how I was only seventeen at the time and my older brother had already left to fight. What he was mostly against was me joining the Federals. My older brother Samuel had gone with the Confederates, and Pa didn't like the idea of brother fighting against brother. I didn't leave on good standing with him.

When the war ended, I wrote to let him know I was well. I told him it might be some time before I came back to Knoxville, saying I wanted to see some of the land I'd fought for. Truth was, I didn't much want to go back―not now, a grown man, with Pa having a new wife waiting in that house.

So I set my sights on Georgia. Pa had mentioned I had a cousin down there who'd left Knoxville, joined up with a timber man, and was making a good run at the lumber business. And when I say joined up with, I mean he'd married the man's daughter. And I also figured, as long as I was headed in that direction, why not try and pick up some extra money. Besides, I hate leaving things undone.

I made good time that first day, and by nightfall I was at the foot of the Blue Ridge. Daylight disappears fast in the mountains, so as soon as I found a decent spot, I made camp. I chose a place away from the main trail and laid my bedroll against a large rock―large enough to give a good overhang against bad weather, and solid enough that nobody could come in behind me. With me still in a Union uniform, there were men who wouldn't hesitate to rob me, or worse, given half a chance.

I kept a cold camp that night. Although it was only nearing the end of September, nights in the Blue Ridge could still get a mite cold some nights. This was one of those nights.

I staked my horse where he could get good grazing and yet keeping him close enough to alert me if visitors came up. I then settled back with a cold biscuit and a bit of ham. I would have given anything for cup of coffee to wash it down.

After eating I bundled myself up in a blanket and put my back to the mountain to try and get some sleep. Nearby, I could hear my horse chomping at grass and it was a comforting sound.

Before bundling up, I took my gun belt off and put it with my saddle, keeping the army issue .44 colt under the blanket with me. Beside me was my Sharps rifle. It, along with the horse I rode were all compliments of the Union Army.

I woke several times in the night, quietly checking my surroundings and listening. I was content that the only sound I heard was that of my horse, and my own shivering from the cold.

Morning finally came with a light frost on the ground. It was a good indication to me that I needed to quicken my pace. I intended to be over these mountains before the first snow.

I was also mindful that I would be passing through Cherokee lands. While they weren’t aggressive as such, I didn’t want to give them any opportunities. To my way of thinking they were just like any other men: some good, some bad. It was the bad ones that concerned me.

I stuck to the main road for the first few hours, and it was pretty much easy to travel. The road was called the Cataloochee trail, had been carved out first by Cherokee then by traders. It wasn’t much but a set of wagon ruts leading up and through the mountains.

It was then around mid-day I spotted a group of three Cherokee men, making their way down the trail toward me. I quickly guided my horse into the trees and waited for them to pass. 

It surprised me they hadn’t seen me but as they passed, I could see they were deep in talk, at times shouting. I don’t speak Cherokee but I did make out they were complaining about a woman. 

I doubt they would have given me much trouble, since they were armed only with knives. Still, it got me to thinking I best stay off the main trail for a time. 

I stayed to the trees as much as I could for the better part of the day. It was slow going and tiresome for me and the horse. About mid-afternoon I stopped at a clearing where a stream flowed and rested. 

It was there by the stream I caught my first sight of the wagon tracks. They were fresh, made that very morning. From the size and depth of the tracks it looked to be a small buckboard. What made it curious was the tracks came right up to the stream. A bold and dangerous move for whoever had driven that wagon. Although small, it had me wondering how they ever got it past the rocks and trees. My horse barely made it through.

I stepped from my horse and knelt beside the stream, taking a long drink. The horse was nearby, doing the same. When I’d had my fill, I filled my canteen too. The water was cold and sweet.

Taking hold of the reigns, I was about to swing my leg over when something caught my eye. A thin strip of cloth was hanging on a bush and moved when the wind blew. The movement was what caught my eye. If it hadn’t been for that breeze, being tired as I was, I might have missed it. 

It weren’t no man’s cloth, that much was sure. It was thin and ruffled a mite. Whoever had taken the chance to drive that wagon here was traveling with a girl or woman. Either way, it was a dangerous move to make. And with winter setting in soon, a foolish one.

Looking closer now, I spotted the small boot print of a woman near the stream were the ground was soft. There were no men tracks.

Call me sentimental but for some reason I picked that cloth from the bush and stuck it inside my shirt. Ma always said when I was little, I was a collector of foolish things.
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I followed where the wagon had gone until it hit the road, then I took to the high ground. I still had no idea who drove the wagon and was desiring to see them first. It was no more than an hour later I got my first glimpse.

I was a good distance from the road, riding through the trees above it, when I spotted the little wagon ahead of me. Urging my horse along, I got to where I was parallel with them but still hidden by the trees.

The patch of road they were on was little more than a scar across the mountain. The driver, a woman, leaned forward on the wagon bench, urging the weary horses up the narrow grade. Even from where I was, I could hear the horses breathing heavy as they fought for footing over loose stones. 

I followed for a good distance, every turn revealing another slope, another wall of dark forest pressing close to the road. Behind the driver, a man lay covered by a blanket, all but his head. Even from where I was, I could hear when he coughed. It was a dry, hollow sound. 

“Easy now,” I heard the woman say softly, though I did not know whether she spoke to the horses or to the man lying in the wagon bed. 

I moved on ahead of them, taking up a spot on a ridge where I could watch. Climbing down from my horse, I used field glasses, to give them a closer look.

The man, as much as I could see of him, lay pale beneath a rough blanket, one arm bound tightly against his side. There was a dark stain on the cloth. His face looked tense with pain. 

The driver, what little I could see of her face, looked mature, fierce and determined. 

The mountain roads twisted endlessly through laurel thickets and stone passes, and I lost sight of them for a time.

Another bend in the road brought them to a narrow stretch where the slope dropped steeply into a wooded hollow. The driver wisely pulled the horses slower. Loose rock shifted beneath the wagon wheels. 

“Steady,” I could hear her coaxing.

They were about halfway down the slope when the woman caught sight of me for the first time. I was no longer hidden, choosing to wait in the open where the trail widened between two outcroppings of stone. 

She brought the wagon to a stop for a moment, and even from the distance I could see her face was tense. For a moment I’m certain she considered turning the wagon around, but the trail behind them was too narrow. The horses were already struggling with the climb. By the time she reached the clearing, there was no avoiding me. 

I tipped my hat slightly as they drew near. Though it was dirty and covered in dust, there was no mistaking what uniform I wore, and I’m sure my face carried the look of a man who had spent too long in the saddle and too many nights without sleep. 

My eyes moved from her to the wagon behind her. “You’ve chosen a poor road for traveling alone,” I commented, keeping my voice quiet, almost courteous. 

The woman forced herself to meet mine. Her gaze was hard but not unkind. She was younger than I’d first thought, perhaps eighteen, give or take, and a pretty one too.

“We have no choice.” 

I kept my eyes on the covered figure in the wagon. I’ve learned through war to be cautious, as things weren’t always as they seemed. “Is he injured?” 

“Yes.” 

“Union or Confederate?” I asked.

She hesitated. The smallest pause in the world. Then her eyes sharpened slightly. 

“War is over,” she said at last. “Does it matter?”

I studied the wounded man for a long moment, then glanced my surroundings. Shadows drifted through the clearing, softening the hard lines of the mountains around us. Darkness would be following soon. 

At length I swung down from my horse. “Well,” I spoke softly, “the work of war may be finished, but it seems there is still work to be done.” 

I stepped toward the wagon, taking off my gloves as I approached. “Let me see the wound.”

I could see she started to say something, perhaps to object, then thought otherwise.

Leaning over the wagon my eyes caught that of the older man and for a moment they
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