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CHAPTER 1

Washington, D.C.

APRIL 25, 1824

“Houston must have known.” The president turned his head away from the window, presenting his profile
to the other two men. The expression on his face was not condemnatory so much as simply pensive.



“Must have known for several years, in fact. Am I right, Winfield?”

The tall, handsome general in one of the chairs in Monroe’s office shifted his position. Only slightly, of
course. The very fancy uniform he favored didn’t lend itself well to extravagant movement while he was
seated.

“Oh, certainly,” General Scott replied. “Driscol’s been building another Line of Torres Vedras in those
mountains. The original took Wellington over a year to build—and he had the population of Lisbon to
draw on. Even with all the negroes who have migrated to Arkansas the past few years, Driscol doesn’t
begin to have that large a labor force. And the Cherokees and Creeks are useless for that sort of work,
of course. For the most part, at least.”

The secretary of state, the third man in the room, cleared his throat. “Perhaps...”” John Quincy Adams
pursed his lips. “The work stretched out over that long a period of time...”

President Monroe shook his head. “I thank you, John, but let’s not be foolish.Sam Houston?

He chuckled. “I remind you that my son-in-law is the same man who, at the age of sixteen, crossed sixty
miles of Tennessee wilderness after running away from home. Then he lived among the Cherokee for
several years, even being adopted into one of their clans. He could find his way through any woods or
mountains in Creation.”

The president’s tone of voice grew somber. “Even drunk, as he so often is these days.”

Monroe finally turned away from the window. “No, let’s not be foolish. He spends as much time in the
Confederacy as he does here at home, since the treaty was signed. There is no chance that Sam Houston
failed to see what his friend Patrick Driscol was doing. Nor, given his military experience, that he didn’t
understand what he was seeing.”

As he resumed his seat at his desk, Monroe nodded toward Scott. “It didn’t take Winfield here more
than a few days to figure it out, when he visited the area. And—meaning no offense—Winfield’s not half
the woodsman Houston is.”

The general’s notorious vanity seemed to be on vacation that day. His own chuckle was a hearty thing.
“Not a tenth, say better! I’ve traveled with Houston a time or two. But it didn’t matter on this occasion.
Patrick provided me with a Cherokee escort, who served as my guides. He made no attempt to keep me
from seeing what he had wrought in those mountains. Quite the contrary, I assure you. Hewants us to
know.”

A bit warily, Scott studied the president. John Quincy Adams didn’t wonder as to the reason. James
Monroe was normally the most affable and courteous of men, but they were treading on very delicate
ground here. That most treacherous and shifting ground of all, where political and personal affairs
intersected.

Sam Houston’s marriage to James Monroe’s younger daughter Maria Hester in 1819, following one of
the young nation’s most famous whirlwind courtships, had added a great deal of flavor and spice to an
administration that was otherwise principally noted for such unromantic traits as efficiency and political
skill. The girl had only been seventeen at the time. The famous Hero of the Capitol—still young, too,
being only twenty-six himself, and as handsome and well spoken as ever—receiving the hand in marriage
of the very attractive daughter of the country’s chief executive. What could better satisfy the smug
assurance of a new republic that it basked in the favor of the Almighty?



It hadn’t been all show, either. Very little of it, in fact. Allowing for his constant absences as the
administration’s special commissioner for Indian affairs, Houston had proved to be something of a model
husband. He treated Maria Hester exceedingly well; she, in turn, doted on the man. And, thankfully,
Houston’s notorious womanizing had vanished entirely after his marriage. There’d been not a trace of
scandal, thereafter.

His steadily worsening affection for whiskey, which had become a growing concern for the president,
was something that Houston kept away from his wife. However much whiskey he guzzled in the nation’s
taverns—that, too, had become something of a legend—he did not do the same at home. He drank little,
as a rule, in his wife’s presence; was invariably a cheerful rather than a nasty drunk, on the few occasions
when he did; and quit altogether after his son was born.

Even Houston’s stubborn insistence on naming the child Andrew Jackson Houston hadn’t caused much
in the way of family tension. Monroe had made no formal objection of any kind, whatever he might have
said in private. In any event, the president was far too shrewd a politician not to use the occasion to
defuse the tensions with Jackson that had begun to build. As political tensions always did around
Jackson, the man being what he was.

So, despite Houston’s faults—and which man had no faults? Adams asked himself; certainly not he—the
president liked his son-in-law. So did John Quincy Adams, for that matter, and he was not a man given
to many personal likings.

Adams glanced at the general sitting in the chair next to him. So, for that matter, did Winfield Scott. At
least, once he’d realized that Houston’s resignation from the army and subsequent preoccupation with
Indian affairs meant that he was no longer a rival in the military.

Yes, everybody liked Sam Houston. You could not have found a man in the United States who would
tell you otherwise. Until they finally discovered that, beneath the good-looking and boyishly cheerful
exterior, there lurked the brain and the heart of a Machiavellian monster.

A few months after his marriage, all of Houston’s scheming and deal-making had come to fruition later
that year with the Treaty of Oothcaloga.

The Confederacy of the Arkansas had been born that day. At first, the great migration of the Cherokees
and the Creeks that followed had been hailed across the nation as a stroke of political genius on the part
of the Monroe administration. By none more loudly than Andrew Jackson, of course, who had by then
solidified his position as the champion of the western settlers. But even Calhoun had grudgingly indicated
his approval.

For that one brief moment in time, the so-called Era of Good Feelings had seemed established for
eternity. But, in hindsight, it had only been the crest of a wave. On January 13, 1820—almost five years
to the day after he and his Iron Battalion had broken the British at the Battle of the Mississippi—Patrick
Driscol and those same black artillerymen routed the Louisiana militia in what had since come to be
called the Battle of Algiers. The four years that followed had been a steadily darkening political
nightmare.

Houston was blamed for that, too, nowadays, by many people. His diplomacy had defused the crisis,
long enough to allow Driscol and his followers to leave New Orleans and migrate to the new
Confederacy. So, a full-scale war had been averted.



But John Calhoun had never forgiven the Monroe administration for the settlement Houston engineered,
and Monroe’s approval of it. Servile insurrections should becrushed and their survivors mercilessly
scourged, he argued, not allowed to flee unscathed—and never mind that the “servile insurrection” had
actually been the work of freedmen defending their legal rights against local overlords.

To John Calhoun and his followers, a nigger was a nigger. Rightless by nature, legalistic twaddles be
damned. The black race was fit only to hew wood and draw water for those who were their superiors.

A few months after the Algiers Incident, Calhoun resigned his post as secretary of war in order to run for
senator from South Carolina. He won the election, very handily, and had been a thorn in the side of the
administration since. It had been Calhoun who led the charge in Congress to pass the Freedmen
Exclusion Act, which would have required all freedmen to leave the United States within a year of
manumission. Monroe had vetoed the bill on the obvious ground that it was a gross violation of states’
rights, whereupon Calhoun had given his open support to freedmen exclusion legislation passed by
various states and municipalities, and his tacit blessing to more savage and informal methods of exclusion.

A duel had almost resulted, then, when Sam Houston publicly labeled him—Adams could not but smile,
whenever he thought of the brash youngster’s handy way with words—“a tsarist, a terror-monger, and a

toad. Nay, say better—a toadstool. A toad can at least hop about. Calhoun is a fungus on the nation’s
flank.”

“What areyou so cheerful about, John?”” demanded Monroe.
Delicate ground, indeed. Adams stifled the smile.
“Ah, nothing, Mr. President. Just a stray thought that happened to cross my mind.”

The look Monroe gave him was exceedingly skeptical. “Stray thought™ and “John Quincy Adams” were
not phrases that could often be found together. Anywhere within shouting distance, in fact. Disliked as he
might be in many quarters, no one thought Adams’s brain was given to loose functioning—and he was
generally considered the best-read man in America.

But Monroe let it drop. Instead, he turned his gaze to Scott.
“What’s your military assessment, General?”

Scott shrugged. “The fortifications that Driscol’s built in the Ozarks and the Ouachitas pose no threat to
the United States, Mr. President. They’re purely defensive works, and too far—much too far—from the
Mississippi to pose any threat to our commerce.”

Monroe nodded. “Yes, I understand that.” Perhaps a bit acerbically: “I have some military experience
myself, you may recall. What I meant was—Ilet’s be frank, shall we?—what threat do they pose to our
army in the event the United States goes to war with the Confederacy? Or, to put it more bluntly still, if
we invade Arkansas?”

Scott looked out the window for a moment. “Assuming Driscol’s in command? Which, of course, he
would be, if he’s still alive when—if—that time comes.” He paused for another moment. “Let me put it
this way, Mr. President. Were you, or anyone, to ask me to command such an expedition, I would
strongly—very strongly—urge that an alternative route of attack be chosen.”

“Whatalternative route, Winfield?” Adams demanded. It was not so much a question as a



statement—and a caustically posed one, at that. If the president was known for his affable manners, the
secretary of state was not.

Adams heaved himself out of his chair and went to another window than the one Monroe had been
looking out earlier. The same window, in fact, that had been the focus of Scott’s examination. That
window allowed a view to the west.

Once there, Adams stabbed a finger at the land beyond. “Attacking the Confederacy from the south
means marching through Texas. That means a war with Mexico, and probably Spain. An unprovoked
war with Mexico—and no one except southern slave-owners would accept the premises for such a war
as a provocation suitable for a casus belli—runs the risk of embroiling the European powers. The last
thing we need. Not even Jackson would support that, as much as he hates the Dons.”

He shifted his finger slightly to the north and jabbed it again. “The only other alternative is coming at the
Confederacy from the north. That would bediplomatically feasible, but as a military proposition...”

He shifted his gaze back into the room, to land on Scott. “’You’re the expert, Winfield. What’s your
opinion?”

The general grimaced. “The logistics would be a nightmare. You’d have to move the troops down the
Ohio to the juncture with the Mississippi. Then—"

“Passing by free states as you went, each and every one of which will be opposed to the expedition,”
Monroe injected. “They have no quarrel with the Confederacy. Rather the opposite, since many of them
are happy to be getting rid of their own freedmen—and without the Confederacy, they can’t.”

Scott’s grimace had never quite left his face, and now it returned with a vengeance. “Yes, I understand
that, Mr. President. You’d have to bivouac on the south bank of the Ohio and resupply in Kentucky
ports.”

The president wasn’t about to let up. “I remind you that Richard Johnson keeps getting reelected by the
citizens of Kentucky, General. What’s he likely to say about that?”’

“He’d pitch a fit,” Adams agreed. “There’s not only the matter of his personal attitudes to be

considered, either. Senator from Kentucky or not, living openly with a black woman or not, don’t forget
he’s also the darling of the northeast workingmen—and they’re even happier with the freedmen exclusion
laws than Calhoun is. Except, not being slave-owners, they don’t care a fig about the problem of
runaway slaves. Let the darkies escape to Arkansas, and good riddance—and for sure and certain, don’t
expectthem to support a war to get them back. Much less volunteer to fight in it.”

“I wasn’tadvocating such an expedition, Mr. President, Secretary of State. Personally, I think it’d be
sheer folly. But you asked my military opinion, and I’'m simply trying to give it to you.”

“Of course, General.” Monroe’s courtesy was back in full force. “Neither I nor the secretary meant any
of our—ah, perhaps impatient view of the matter—to be inflicted upon you.”

“Yes,” Adams grunted. “My apologies, Winfield. I didn’t mean to suggest you were a party to
Calhoun’s madness. Please continue.”

Scott nodded. “It would help a great deal, Mr. President, if | had a map to work from. Is there one at
hand?”



“I can have one brought, certainly.” The president began to rise, but Adams waved him down. “Please!
The proprieties must be maintained. The best maps are in my office, anyway. I’ll get one for us. Just the
trans-Mississippi region, Winfield?”

“Yes, that should do.”

Adams was at the door to the president’s office. “This will take a moment. There’s no point sending a
servant. He’ll just waste time not finding it and then waste still more time trying to think up an excuse.”

It was said rather sarcastically. Adams said many things rather sarcastically. It was a habit his wife
chided him about. As did a veritable legion of other people, including Adams himself. He tried to restrain
the habit, but...

Alas. John Quincy Adams had many virtues. Even he would allow that to be true, as relentlessly
self-critical as he was. But “suffering fools gladly” was not and never would be one of them.

Still, he thought God would forgive him that sin when the time came. As sins went, it was rather a small
one, after all. Even Jesus, if you studied the New Testament from the proper angle, suffered from it to a
degree.

By the time Adams returned to the president’s office, Monroe had cleared his desk of all the materials
on it. Adams, with Scott assisting, spread the large map across the surface.

“Good. This will make it all much clearer,” Scott said. “Let’s begin here, at the confluence of the Ohio
and Mississippi.”

A long, powerful-looking finger pinned the spot, then slid to the north. “Then, up the Mississippi to St.
Louis. At St. Louis—upstream again, you’ll notice—you move along the Missouri, skirting the Ozarks to
the south. Then...”

He looked up, giving the other two men a sardonic glance. “Then...what?”
“There’s the Grand River,” Adams suggested, but with no great force. “Eventually.”

“Ah, yes, the Grand. Also called the Neosho, I believe. Hard to tell from this map, but it doesn’t really
look all that grand, does it? And do please note that you have to traverse a considerable distance before
you can reach any headwaters of the Arkansas. By now, you’ve gone hundreds of miles upstream,
followed by a land march with no means of supplying your troops except with horses and wagons. That’s
difficult even without enemy resistance being encountered—and we’re bound to encounter some. From
the indigenes, first—those are the Osage, you know, a fierce tribe—even before we come into Cherokee
territory.”

He straightened. “I won’t say itcan 't be done. It could, certainly, with the expenditure of enough time,
effort, and—most of all—money. There’s simply no way around it, Mr. President, Mr. Secretary. West
of the Mississippi, the main rivers all run west to east, or northwest to southeast. There is no real help
there for an army large enough to do the job that tries to approach the Confederacy from the north.”



Monroe pushed aside a portion of the map and sat down heavily in his chair. “I understand. The gist of it
is that there is no practical alternative, unless one is prepared to wage a long and costly war, to launching
a major expedition against the Indian Confederacy except up the Arkansas River valley.”

“Yes, sir. The Red River can’t serve, not with at least a hundred and fifty miles of it clogged up with
fallen trees. The Great Raft, they call it.”

“And Driscol, being a very experienced soldier, knows that perfectly well.”
“Yes, sir.”

“So he designed his fortifications and lines of defense—his version of Wellington’s Lines of Torres
Vedras in the Peninsular War—in such a way as to channel any attacker up the river.”

“Yes, sir. His lines are brilliantly designed, too. Far better than I would have thought, to be honest. |
think he must be getting advice from somewhere. Driscol was a sergeant in Napoleon’s army, not an
officer. And the only sight he would have ever gotten of Wellington’s defenses would have been from a
distance. Even with his huge army, Massena never made any serious attempt on Torres Vedras.”

“How do you mean, ‘brilliantly designed’?”” asked Adams.

The general turned to face him. “Consider the problem he faces. Even with the recent flood of
immigrants coming from the freedmen communities, added to the constant influx of runaway slaves and
the settlers sponsored by the American Colonization Society, there still can’t be more than some tens of
thousands of negroes in that Arkansas Chiefdom, as the Confederates call their respective states.
Certainly not more than eighty thousand, I shouldn’t think. Add to that perhaps ten thousand whites by
now, all told.”

“Thatmany?” The president’s eyebrows were lifted. “Whites, I mean. I wouldn’t have thought...”
He glanced at Adams. “Again, a smile. Why?”

Adams had also resumed his seat. Now he leaned his short, heavy frame back into it. “I can’t say I'm
surprised, Mr. President. Notevery white man in America shares Calhoun’s attitudes.”

Nor do most of them come from Virginia gentry, as you do.But he left that unsaid, of course. “There
are the missionaries, first of all. A very heavy presence of Quakers, naturally, and they tend to move in
entire families. Then, a fair number—call it a heavy sprinkling—of young radicals. Abolitionists, they’re
starting to call themselves.”

Monroe made a face. For all the president’s humane nature, which Adams would be the first to allow,
the man was still the product of his upbringing. Though a slave-owner himself, Monroe—like his close
friends and predecessors Thomas Jefferson and James Madison—considered the institution of slavery
problematic at best, and probably an outright evil. Still, any drastic and rapid abolition of slavery was
considered impossible, and the attempt to do it, economically and socially disastrous.

Adams, a New Englander, thought it was probably impossible also, for political reasons. But he would
have accepted the economic and social disasters abolition might bring, for the sake of the greater political
disaster they would avert. More and more, he was becoming convinced that if slavery festered for too
long, it would produce, in the end, one of the most horrible episodes of bloodshed any nation had ever



endured. And would steadily undermine the foundations of the republic before it got there.
But there was no point reopening that debate here and now, so Adams continued to the next point.

“I imagine that most of the whites there, however, are simply settlers. No different, really, from any
western settlers. Scots-Irish in the main, of course.”

“I’d think they’d bridle at being ruled by blacks,” Monroe said.

The president was a very perceptive man, so the moment those words were spoken, his gaze moved to
Scott. “And nowyou re smiling, General. Why?”

Scott coughed into his fist as a way of suppressing his amusement. “You have to be there to understand
the thing, Mr. President. Yes, it’s true that most of the chiefs—they’ve adopted Cherokee
terminology—are negroes. Still, they’re elected—and whites can vote also. They can run for office, as
well, and a disproportionate number of them get elected. Even the negroes in Arkansas are more likely to
vote for a white man, all other things being equal.

“What’s most important, however, is that theprincipal chief—that’s their equivalent of what we’d call
the governor of the state—is Patrick Driscol. You can’t even say he gets elected in a landslide, since
nobody ever runs against him.”

He coughed again, into a large fist. “They don’t call him that, though, except the Cherokees and Creeks
who live in the province. Of whom, by the way, there are perhaps another five thousand. ‘Principal
chief,” I mean. I was quite entertained during the weeks I was there, I assure you, to discover that every
white or black man I encountered refers to Patrick Driscol as the Laird of Arkansas.”

The fist couldn’t possibly suppress the grin that came then. “Not to his face, of course.”
Adams smiled. Monroe, who knew Driscol personally, laughed aloud. “I can imagine not!”

After the moment’s humor was gone, Scott said: “Perhaps you remember Driscol’s young soldier, who
accompanied him everywhere he went during the war. McParland? The young deserter whose faked
execution I had Driscol stage, shortly before the Battle of the Chippewa?”’

Monroe frowned slightly, dredging his memory. “Oh, yes. I remember him now. A country boy.”

Scott nodded. “Yes. From a poor family in upstate New York. Except none of them live in New York,
any longer. The entire family—uncles, aunts, cousins, and all—pulled up stakes and moved to Arkansas
several years ago. And they’re no longer poor, either. They’re rather prosperous; in fact, since they own
one of the furniture factories that Houston fostered in Fort of 98. Which, incidentally, has become
surrounded by quite a large town. More in the way of a small city, by now. There are a number of
advantages to moving to Arkansas, for a poor white settler, now that Driscol has established his rule
there. For one thing, there’s far less danger from Indian attacks, for obvious reasons.”

At Monroe’s gesture, the general resumed his own seat. “A large town—soon, if not already, a small
city—protected by a powerful fortress, which holds the only gate to the rest of the Confederacy and the
Cherokee and Creek lands beyond. Driscol has nothing like the population of Lisbon that Wellington
had. But he’s still got tens of thousands of men, and he designed those lines so troops could be moved
rapidly from one point to another along the high ground. Any invading army will get battered back and
forth as they march up the river valley, until they come to Fort of 98. He named it after the Irish rebellion,



you understand? The one that brought death to his father and brother, and exile to him. I’ve seen it at
close hand—spent two days studying it, rather, inside and out. Please trust me when I say it’s as
formidable a fortress as any in the continent.”

Scott leaned over. His finger landed forcibly on the Arkansas. “That’s the only really suitable invasion
route. And Driscol knows it. And he spent some time as a young sergeant in the French colors, staring up
at Wellington’s Lines of Torres Vedras after having marched across all of Spain. And saw that his
commander, Massena, never ordered a full assault. Massena had sixty-five thousand men in that army.
How many soldiers will the United States send against the Confederacy of the Arkansas?”’

Monroe’s reply came instantly. “Not one, so long as I am president.”

There was an awkward silence. Pleasantly, Monroe said to Scott: “Thank you for your advice, General.
It was very helpful. And now would you give us a moment, please?”

Scott rose to his feet. “Certainly, Mr. President. I’ll be in my offices at the War Department, should you
need me again today.” He turned and nodded to Adams. “A pleasure, as always, Mr. Secretary.”

He probably even meant it, Adams thought. Winfield Scott and he got along quite well, as a rule. If for
no other reason, because Scott was even less prone to suffering fools gladly.

After the general was gone, the silence returned for a time. Finally, sighing, Adams spoke up. “There is
some talk, I believe, that people might want me to succeed you, Mr. President.”

“Yes, so I've been led to believe.”

Monroe maintained a studied blandness in his expression and tone of voice. It was the firm protocol of
the young republic that no gentleman suited to be chief executive in the first place would ever directly
express any ambition for the post, as absurd as that apparent indifference might be. Even Henry Clay
maintained the posture, though every suckling babe in the nation knew that the Speaker of the House
lusted for the presidency as other men lusted for food or whiskey or money or women.

Adams scratched under his chin. “Should that unlikely eventuality come to pass, my answer would be
the same as yours. Not one dollar spent to send one soldier against the Confederacy.”

Monroe nodded. “Jackson’s answer might be different. He’s as savage as anyone on the subject of the
runaway slaves for whom Arkansas has become a magnet. But he’s also far shrewder than most people
realize. Even something of a genuine statesman, | think, in his own way. Finally, Jackson takes his honor
seriously, and there is his vow to Houston. Which he might—or might not—feel has been satisfied by

2

now.

Houston. Always Houston, it seemed. On Mondays, Adams thought the young man was the republic’s
greatest blessing. On Tuesdays, its greatest curse. On Wednesdays and Thursdays, he was indifferent to
the question, for the secretary of state had many other things in midweek to occupy his mind. By Friday,
he was back to blessing the youngster, and on Saturday to showering him with silent curses.

Sunday, of course, was the Sabbath. On Sundays, Adams studied the Bible and tried not to think about



the subject of Houston at all. Sometimes he even succeeded.

“Yes, Andrew Jackson,” he said. “Impossible to know how he’d react, and what he’d decide. With
Henry Clay, of course...”

He left the rest unsaid. Monroe, however, did not.

“Clay will do whatever serves opportunity, as he sees it. And since he can’t get the presidency without
the support of Calhoun and at least the acquiescence of Crawford, that will determine his course.”

“He’ll call it a great compromise,” Adams predicted.
The room burst into momentary laughter, again. The moment over, Adams began rolling up the map.

“Let’s hope we never have to find out.”

CHAPTER 2

A tavern not far from Lexington, Kentucky

MAY 10, 1824

The innkeeper eyed the big man in front of him uncertainly.
First, because hewas big. At least two inches over six feet and very broad-shouldered. The heavy
Cherokee blanket he was wearing over his uniform made him seem as massive as a bear. He filled

practically every square inch of the doorway to the room he’d rented for the night.

Second, because he’d obviously had some whiskey to drink, even though it was only two hours past
dawn. The smell of it on his breath was not overwhelming but was still noticeable.

And finally, of course, simply because of who he was.
If there was one thing the whole country had come to know about Colonel Sam Houston, it was that. ..
You never knew. He might do anything.

The innkeeper decided to try reason. “Look, Colonel, you were planning to leave town this morning
anyway.”

“Not before breakfast,” came the feared rejoinder. Stated every bit as reasonably.

“Well, sure,” the innkeeper admitted. “But there’s a good tavern just six miles down the road. And your



boy’s already getting your horses saddled.”

The big young colonel smiled. “Chester’s five years older than [ am. Not as tall, I admit. Still, it seems a
bit silly to be calling him a boy.”

Who else would even think that way? A black man was always a “boy”—and the colonel’s was a slave,
to boot.

But the innkeeper wasn’t about to argue the point. Not now, for a certainty, when he was trying to keep
his tavern from being turned into a shambles.

Where reason hadn’t worked, perhaps outright pleading would.

“Colonel...Jack Baxter’s the meanest man in northern Kentucky. Just take my word for it. Been that
way since he was a kid. He’ll pick a fight over anything. And, uh...”

Houston’s smile widened. “And, in my case, he’s got real grievances.”

“I guess. Depending on how you look at it.”

“Well, then!”” Cheerfully, Houston came into the hallway, moving the innkeeper aside the way the tide
shifts seaweed. “As an of-fi-cial of the United States government, I figure it’s my bounden duty to listen

to the complaints of a taxpayer.”

Over his shoulder, as he moved toward the stairs leading down to the tavern’s main room: “Hedoes pay
taxes, doesn’t he?”

“As little as he can,” the innkeeper muttered, hurrying after him. “Please, Colonel—"

“Oh, relax, will you?”” Houston’s soft Tennessee accent thickened noticeably. “I bean’t a quarrelsome
man. In fact, my mama told me she almost named me Tranquility instead of Sam.”

He started down the stairs, not clumping as much as a man his size normally would. Partly because he
was wearing Cherokee-style boots to match the blanket he still had over his shoulders, but mostly
because he was very well coordinated. The innkeeper had been surprised by that the night before. There
were usually impromptu dances in the tavern of a Friday evening. Half drunk—better than half—Houston
had still been able to dance better than anyone else. Any man, at least.

“Almost,” he added.

The innkeeper was following close behind. “ ‘Almost’ is what I'm worried about, Colonel.”

Houston chuckled. “I told you, Ned, relax. Just have Mrs. Akins fry me up a steak.”

“No porridge?”

The chuckle came again. “Don’t think porridge would do the trick. At all.”



By the time Ned Akins scurried into the kitchen, gave his wife the order, and got back into the main
room, the worst had happened. He was just in time to see Houston pull out a chair at the table in the
corner where Jack Baxter was having his breakfast. A moment later, the young colonel was sitting right
across from him.

Houston was smiling cheerfully. Baxter returned the smile with a glare.
It wasn’t a very big table, either.

“And I just put in a new window,” Akins muttered to himself. Fortunately, the window was a good ten
feet from where Houston and Baxter were sitting. Maybe it wouldn’t get smashed up along with
everything else.

The room had fallen silent. Even packed as it was with men having their breakfast, you could have heard
the proverbial pin drop. Most of the diners were travelers passing through on business, not locals. But it
didn’t matter. Every one of them had heard Baxter’s loudly stated threats, should the nefarious
nigger-loving traitor Sam Houston dare to show his face. And the fact that Jack Baxter was the meanest
man in town could have been surmised by a half-wit, upon fifteen seconds’ acquaintance.

Houston turned his head part way around, ignoring Baxter’s glare. “Oh, Mr. Akins—I forgot. Be so
kind as to tell your wife that I prefer my steak cooked rare. No blasted leather for me, thank you. When
I stick my knife into meat, I want to see ithleed.

He turned back to Baxter. “I’ve got quite the knife, too. Here, let me show you.”

From somewhere under the blanket, Houston drew out a knife that looked more like a short sword than
what any reasonable man—certainly any reasonable innkeeper—would have called a knife. It was all
Akins could do not to hiss.

Two of the customers in the roomdid hiss.

“Had it made for me in Arkansas,” Houston continued, his tone as cheerful as ever. “At the knife shop
James Black set up in Fort of 98. I think Rezin Bowie designed it, though. He or his brother Jim, anyway.
Can’t say either one is exactly a friend of mine, so I’'m not sure.”

All the while he’d been prattling gaily, Houston held up the knife and twisted it back and forth, letting
Baxter—every man in the room, for that matter—get a good view of it. The thing looked as lethal as a
rattlesnake.

“You know Jim Bowie?”” Houston asked Baxter, not looking at him.

He didn’t wait for an answer, which he wouldn’t have gotten anyway because by now Baxter’s glare
was enough to melt brimstone.

“Hot-tempered man.” Houston shook his head, still looking at the knife. “ ’Course, I admit, sometimes a
man’s got to have a temper.”

Finally, he lowered the knife and looked across the table at Baxter. Still, for all the world, seeming to be
completely oblivious to Baxter’s fury.



“I should’ve asked your pardon for just sitting here. But I'm afraid I’ve got no choice. Nowadays—sad
to say, but there it is—I pretty much have to take a corner table anywhere I go. It seems I’ve got
enemies. Got to watch my back.”

In point of fact, it was Baxter’s seat that gave a view of the entire room. Houston’s back was turned to
everybody except Baxter.

Houston shook his head again. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Why, there’s people say/ caused the trouble
with all the runaway slaves, even though—to any fair and judicious man—it’s obvious as the nose in front
of his face that the trouble was caused by that blasted Calhoun and his exclusion business.”

He raised the knife a couple of inches above the table and brought the heavy pommel down. Hard.

“No, sir!” he bellowed. Baxter must have jumped the same two inches above his chair—and the glare
suddenly vanished. Perhaps he’d finally remembered that that same voice had once bellowed orders

across a battlefield, where British regulars had been beaten.

“No, sir,” Houston repeated, forcibly if not as loudly. “Calhoun’s to blame—him and every one of those
Barbary killers of his. Going around the way they have, murdering black folk for no reason.”

Houston looked very, very big now, hunched like a buffalo at the table. That huge knife was held in a
hand of a size to match. His left hand was clenched into a fist that looked pretty much like a small ham.

Suddenly, the buffalo vanished, replaced by Houston’s earlier cheerful smile.

“But, now—why am [ carrying on like this? I’'m sure a reasonable-looking man like yourself has no
quarrel with me.”

The steak had arrived. Akins’s wife shoved the plate into Ned’s hands. “Get it over there quick,” she
hissed. “Maybe we can still get out of this without the place being torn down.”

The innkeeper hurried over to the table. By now, he wasn’t actually worried about the tavern itself being
wrecked. Meanest man in northern Kentucky or not, it was plain as day that Jack Baxter was thoroughly
cowed. That still left the problem of cleaning the floor.

Akins was proud of that floor, tarnation. Real wood. And he didn’t want to think about the howls his
wife would put up, having to scour blood from it. Several quarts of blood, from the looks of that knife.
Not to mention maybe eight feet of intestine.

He planted the plate in front of Houston. “I’ll get you a fork.”

“Don’t bother,” Houston growled. “Can’t stand forks. Never use ’em except at my wife’s table. Well,
and my father-in-law’s, of course.”

There was that, too. The buffalo who’d broken British regulars in front of the Capitol, and then again at
New Orleans, also happened to be married to the president’s daughter.

Jack Baxter was just about as dumb as he was mean. But it seemed his intelligence was rising in
proportion to the way he was slumping in his chair.

Houston seized the whole steak with his left hand, shoved it into his mouth, and began sawing off a



chunk with the knife.

“Goo teak he mumbled. After chewing more or less the way a lion chews—twice; swallow—he
lowered the meat slightly and said: “My compliments to the good wife, Mr. Akins. Why, this steak is
cooked proper, for a change!”

Akins looked at it. He’d wondered how Houston had managed to hold it bare-handed without burning
himself. Now that the lion-bite had exposed the inside of the steak, the answer was obvious. His wife had
been in such a hurry she’d barely cooked it at all. The meat was practically raw, once you got past the
outside char.

Houston shoved it into his mouth, and sawed off another chunk. “Some whiskey, if you would,” he said,
after he swallowed. Again, after chewing it twice.

Akins didn’t argue the matter. There was no way to stop Houston anyway—and, at least judging from
his reputation and what the innkeeper had seen the night before, whiskey made him good-humored.

The innkeeper blessed good humor four times, on his way to the whiskey cabinet and back, tossing in a
short prayer for good measure.

He didn’t bother offering the use of a tumbler. As soon as the whiskey bottle was on the table—Dby then,
half the steak had vanished, and what was left was back on the plate—Houston grabbed it by the neck
and took a hefty slug.

He brought the bottle down with a thump. “Love whiskey with a rare steak. ’Course”—one more time,
he bestowed that cheery grin on Baxter—*I dare not take more than the one good swallow, of a
morning. Maybe two. As many enemies as I have.”

Akins almost burst into laughter, then. He was standing by a table where a lion was beaming down on a
rat. A cornered rat, at that, since there was no way for Baxter to get away from Houston, sitting where
he was.

“No,sir, ” Houston stated, stabbing the steak again and bringing it back up. He reached halfway across
the table and waved the piece of meat under Baxter’s nose. “I got to be careful. Even though I can drink

half a bottle and still shoot straight or cut slicker’n you’d believe a man could do plain sober.”

The steak went back into his mouth, and the knife sawed off another chunk. By now, at least, Houston
was chewing four or five times before he swallowed.

Akins heard a noise behind him. Turning, he saw that Houston’s slave had come into the room. He was
holding a satchel in his left hand.

“We’re ready to go whenever you’ve a mind, Mr. Sam,” he announced. “The horses are saddled,
everything’s packed, and—"

The same two men hissed as the slave brought a pistol out of the satchel.
“—I got your pistol here, if you’ve a mind for that, too.”

Houston swallowed, turned his head, and frowned. “Now why in the world would I need a pistol,
Chester?”” He held up the steak—what little was left of it—skewered on the knife. “Cow’s already



dead.”

The slave didn’t seem in the least abashed by the apparent rebuke. Nor did anyone in the room miss the
fact that he wasn’t holding the pistol by the barrel, the way a man normally does when he’s readying to
pass it over to another. Instead, he had the handle cupped neatly in his palm. And if his forefinger wasn’t
precisely on the trigger, and his thumb wasn’t precisely on the hammer, neither digit was more than half
an inch away from turning the gun into a deadly thing.

He was holding the weapon as if he knew exactly how to use it, too. Most slaves didn’t.
“You got enemies, Mr. Sam. Remember? Turrible enemies, people say.”

Houston shook his head and waved the steak around the room. “Not here, surely! Chester, you ought to
be ashamed of yourself. Even thinking such a thing!”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Sam. Sorry *bout that.” He didn’t seem any more abashed by that rebuke than he’d been
by the first one.

“As you should be! Why, I oughta have you apologize personally to every man in this room. Would, too,
"cept”—he paused for a moment while he sawed off another piece of steak and swallowed.

“Except that wouldn’t be proper,” he continued. “You being a black slave and them being free white
men. Apology presumes equality, you know. All the philosophers say so.”

He turned and scowled at his slave. “You got no excuse, neither, since you read the same philosophers.
I know, ’cause I taught you how to read.”

Teaching slaves to read wasn’t illegal except in Virginia—yet, anyway. Calhoun and his followers were
pressing for that, now, along with freedmen exclusion. Still, it certainly wasn’t the custom in slave states
like Kentucky.

But that, too, was part of Houston legend. He might as well have hadCustom Be Damned for a crest on
a formal coat of arms.

“Yes, Mr. Sam. No, sir, I mean, it wouldn’t be proper.”

Houston chewed the last piece of steak more slowly than he had any of the others. With a thoughtful
expression on his face, now.

When he was finished, he rose from the table. Then, suddenly and abruptly, shoved the table aside.
Baxter, who’d been frozen in place for the past few minutes, started to jump from his chair, but
Houston’s big left hand jammed him back in his seat.

The young colonel held the knife in front of his face. Baxter’s eyes were round, and his complexion was
ashen.

“You’ll have to excuse me, sir,” Houston said politely. “I need to clean my knife, and there’s nothing else
handy. I daren’t soil my blanket, of course. It’s a personal gift from none other than Major Ridge himself.

He’d be most offended if I showed up in the Confederacy with stains on it.”

Quickly and efficiently, he wiped the blade clean on the shoulder of Baxter’s coat. Then, moved the



blanket aside and slid the knife into a scabbard.
“My thanks, sir.” He bestowed the beaming smile on him. “And now, I must be off.”

He turned and strode toward the door, where Chester was waiting. The slave raised the pistol as if to
offer it to his master, but Houston shook his head.

“No, no, you keep it. Ido have enemies, it’s true enough. Some of the rascals might be lurking outside.
Since you shoot better than I do, best you keep the pistol.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Sam. If you say so.”

Houston stopped abruptly. “Of course I do! Makes sense, doesn’t it? The slave shoots them, and the
master guts ’em.”

He patted the knife under his blanket, turned around, and bestowed the grin on the whole room.
“You see, gentlemen? Easiest thing in the world to figure out, if you’re not an imbecile like Calhoun./
never have trouble with runaway slaves. You’re not planning to flee from lawful bondage, are you,
Chester?”

“No, sir. Don’t need to. ’Bout another two months, and I’ll have saved up enough to buy my way free.”

Houston’s eyes widened. “Why...so you will. And since you learned how to blacksmith along the way,
you won’t have any trouble setting yourself up.”

Akins didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. On the one hand, seeing Baxter get his comeuppance was
worth its weight in gold. On the other. ..

Hiring out slaves as craftsmen was common, of course. Many of them were quite skilled, in fact. But
Houston’s practice of letting his slaveskeep their wages was just plain. ..

“Some people say I’'m a lunatic, Chester,” Houston boomed. “A veritable bedlamite!”

“Yes, Mr. Sam. But maybe we ought to be going, now. Before your enemies learn where you are.”
“Probably a good idea. Mr. Akins, the bill, if you please.”

Less than a minute later, Akins had the money—a tavern still intact, too—and Houston was on his way.
He watched him and the slave Chester for a while. The slave rode a horse just as well as the colonel did.
“That man is pure crazy,” he muttered.

His wife had come out of the tavern and was standing next to him.

“I thought you said—bean’t more than two months ago—that if Colonel Houston ever ran for senator
from Kentucky, you’d vote for him.”

“Well, yes. He got rid of the Indians for us, didn’t he? And he backs Jackson against the stinking bank.
The Senate’s way out there on the coast, anyway. But I sure wouldn’t vote for him asgovernor. ”



“Nobody would,” his wife agreed, “outside of a bedlam house.”

CHAPTER 3

“Probably shouldn’t have done that,” Sam admitted, a couple of hours later. They’d stopped at a creek
crossing to let their horses drink.

Chester studied the creek intently, as if the small stream were vastly more fascinating than any other
body of moving waters on the face of the globe. ““ ‘Probably’ meaning how, Mr. Sam? ‘Probably,” as in
‘I probably shouldn’t have baited that bear’? Or ‘probably,’ as in ‘I probably shouldn’t have stuck a
pitchfork in Sam Hill’?”

Houston grinned. “Oh, surely the latter. But since I’m not a sinner—well, not much of one—what do |
have to fear? Sam Hill won’t have no hold on me, when the blessed day comes. Hand me the whiskey.”

Chester rummaged in the saddle pack and came out with the bottle. He didn’t say anything, but the
expression on his face made clear his disapproval.

“And stop nattering at me,” Sam said.
“Didn’t say a word.”

“Didn’t need to.” He opened the bottle, took a hefty but not heroic slug from the contents, stoppered it
up, and handed it back to Chester. “See? Just needed something to take the taste out of my mouth.
Blasted meat was practically raw.”

As always, the warm glow in his belly steadied his nerves. Which needed it, in truth. There’d been a lot
of encounters like that over the past two or three years. They’d been getting uglier, too.

The United States had been hit by a series of crises, coming in quick succession. Sam thought people
would have handled the Panic of 1819 and the economic dislocation that followed. They’d also have
handled—well enough, anyway—the Missouri Compromise that Henry Clay had engineered the
following year, and the political tensions that came with it. Sam was no admirer of Clay, but he’d admit
the man’s vaunted political skills had been fully evident in that crisis.

But together, the Panic and the Compromise had brought the nation to a heated point just short of
boiling—and then John Calhoun had seized upon the Treaty of Oothcaloga and the Algiers Incident to
advance his proslavery political program. His speeches and actions had met a receptive audience in much
of the South and the West. Almost overnight, it seemed, Sam Houston had gone from being a man
generally admired both for his heroism in the war with Britain and for his settlement of the most acute
Indian land questions, to the architect of a fiendish scheme to undermine the supremacy of the European
race in America in favor of its lesser races.

“Still not sure how that happened,” he muttered, looking down at the back of his hand. “My own skin’s



still as white as ever.”
“What was that, Mr. Sam?”’
Houston glanced at Chester. “Just talking to myself.”

He decided to change the subject. “Whenare you planning to buy your freedom, by the way? It’d be
handy if you’d let me know a bit ahead of time, you rascal, so’s I don’t get caught in the lurch.”

Chester went back to his creek-scrutiny. “Well. Wasn’t actually planning on it, all that soon, Mr. Sam.
Thought I’d keep saving up my money. Once we get to Arkansas, I can put it in Mr. Patrick’s bank. It’ll
be safe there.”

“Wonderful! Now you’ll make me a liar, too.”

Chester smiled apologetically but didn’t look away from the water. ““You didn’t say anything about it in
the tavern, Mr. Sam. I was the one said I could buy my way free in ’bout a couple of months. Wasn’t
lying, neither. Icould. But ‘could’ and ‘would’ is two different things. I just don’t see the point in being a
freedman when I wouldn’t have enough money left to do anything more than work for someone else. I'm
gonna do that, might as well keep working for you. There’s really not all that much difference for a poor
man, when you get right down to it, between a master and a boss—and, either way, you’re the best one
[ know.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “In other words, you’re agreeing with Calhoun. Slavery’s just the thing to elevate
the black man. While his poor downtrodden white master pays the bills.”

Chester’s smile widened and lost its apologetic flavor. “Begging your pardon, Mr. Sam, but I don’t
recall Mr. Calhoun ever saying anything about black men being free, at any time, for any amount of
money.”

Sam scratched his chin. “Well, no. Of course not. If Calhoun had his way, freedmen wouldn’t exist at all.
How’d he put it in his recent speech to the Senate?”

His accent took on a mimicry of a much thicker and more Southern one. ““ ‘I hold that in the present
state of civilization, where two races of different origin, and distinguished by color as well as intellectual
differences, are brought together, the relation now existing in the slaveholding states between the two, is,
instead of an evil, a good—a positive good.”

Sam dropped the accent and shook his head. “Not much room there for freedmen. Now that they’ve
gotten exclusion acts passed in most states, Calhoun and his people are pushing to make manumission
illegal altogether. Not to mention getting laws passed that make teaching slaves how to read and write
illegal.”

Chester stopped smiling, then.
“He’s a prize, Calhoun is.” Sam leaned over and spit in the creek. Not so much as a gesture of
disgust—although that was there, too—as to get rid of the taste of raw meat he still had in his mouth. The

whiskey had helped some, but not enough.

For a moment, he contemplated taking another slug but decided against it. He’d already drunk almost a
quarter of the bottle this morning. He wasn’t worried about being able to ride a horse, of course. Sam



could manage that with a full bottle under his belt. But he had an awkward interview coming up today,
and he needed his wits about him.

“Come on,” he said. “The horses have had enough, and I’d like to make it to the senator’s house by
midafternoon.”

“Hi, Sam!”
“Hi, Sam!”

He grinned at the twin girls scampering around the front yard of Blue Spring Farm, as Richard M.
Johnson’s house and plantation were called. “Settle down, will you? You’re making the horse nervous.”

The admonishment had as much effect as such admonishments usually have on twelve-year-old girls.
Fortunately, Sam’s horse was a placid creature.

He decided to try the tactic of parental authority. “And you know your daddy doesn’t like it when his
girls don’t act proper. Him being a United States senator and all.”

That had no effect, either, not to Sam’s surprise. Richard Johnson was a genial man toward just about
everybody, especially his own daughters. Threatening them with his wrath was as useful as threatening
them with a snowstorm in July.

In fact, they started laughing. And they weresti// bouncing up and down.

Fortunately, the girls’ mother emerged onto the front porch.

“Settle down/Right this minute, Imogene, or I’ll smack you proper! You too, Adaline!”

That did it. In an instant, the girls were the very model of propriety and demure behavior. Their father
might be easygoing, but their mother was not. Julia Chinn was so well organized and disciplined that she

almost managed to keep the senator from losing his money.

Almost, but not quite. But Sam didn’t think anyone else could have kept him from going broke years
earlier.

Sam got off his horse and handed the reins to Chester, who began leading the horses to the barn around
the side. Sam stepped up onto the porch and took off his hat. He gave a polite nod to the two disabled
veterans sitting on chairs further down the porch, and then turned to the lady of the house.

“Afternoon, Julia.”

Her stern look vanished. “Hello, Sam. It’s so nice to see you visit again. It’s been...what? Over a year,
now. You shouldn’t stay away so long.”

Before he could answer, she waved a hand. “Yes, yes, I know. You’re a frightfully busy man.”



Richard Johnson came out onto the porch just in time to hear the last words.

“Frightfully busy troublemaker, more like,” he said gruffly. But he didn’t even try to disguise the smile
with which he said it.

As the two shook hands, Houston took a moment to size up the senator’s appearance. It was. ..

Even more sloppy and eccentric than usual. The clothing itself simply consisted of the plain and
unassuming garments that Johnson had always worn, which were part of his appeal to Kentucky’s poor
farmers and the workingmen of the nation’s northeastern states. Nothing peculiar, in and of itself—except
for the fact that the man who wore that humble apparel came from one of Kentucky’s premier families
and was himself one of the state’s largest landowners. One of its largest slave-owners, too.

No, it was the rest of it. His hair was disheveled, his cravat was askew—only half tied, at that—and his
boots had long since abandoned the status of “humble” and were pretty well past the stage of “worn
down.” Give them another few months, and they’d be able to proudly claim holes in the soles and heels
that were nothing but memories.

The face, though, was the same. Johnson was a plain-looking man and always had been. Unassuming, in
both his appearance and his manner. If you didn’t know better, you’d find it hard to reconcile the man
himself with his flamboyant reputation.

Flamboyant it was, too, even by the standards of the frontier. The Great Hero who’d personally shot
Tecumseh at the Battle of the Thames after suffering terrible wounds himself in the battle—so the story
went, anyway, and Johnson had never done anything to detract from it—was also the Great
Almagamator. The disreputable fellow from Great Crossing—a United States senator, to boot!—who
lived in an open state of quasi-marriage with a mulatto and who persisted in treating his quadroon
daughters as if they belonged in proper society. Even took them in his own carriage to church on a
Sunday!

Andrew Jackson had shown Sam some of the letters he’d gotten from outraged gentility in Kentucky
and Tennessee, demanding that the general disavow his political ties to Johnson.

“They can takethat to Sam Hill,” Jackson had growled, tossing the letters back into a drawer of his
desk. He even lapsed into blasphemy for a moment. “I’ll be damned if I will. Johnson’s as stalwart as
they make ’em, even if he is a blasted race-mixer.”

Fortunately for Johnson, most of his own constituents felt much the same way about the matter.
Whatever they felt personally about his notorious relationship with Julia Chinn, they overlooked it in favor
of the rest.

Not the gentility, of course. During the six consecutive terms Johnson had served as one of Kentucky’s
members in the U.S. House of Representatives, most of the state’s wealthy slave-owners had been
indifferent to his personal habits. He didn’t representthem, after all, for the most part. The
scandalmongering with regard to Julia and the girls hadn’t really started until John J. Crittenden resigned
from the Senate in 1819 and Johnson was appointed to fill out Crittenden’s term of office. A
congressman was one thing; a senator, another.

But most of Kentucky’s citizens were neither wealthy nor slave-owners. So far as they were concerned,
Johnson’s family arrangements were his own business. What mattered was all the rest: the fact that he
was a genuine war hero; the fact that he was politically allied with Andrew Jackson’s wing of the



Democratic-Republican Party; most of all, the fact that Johnson had led the fight to get debt
imprisonment abolished in Kentucky and was striving to do the same thing on a national level.

And, besides, everyother personal habit of Johnson’s led poor settlers on the frontier to favor him. Both
as a Kentucky legislator and now as a national one, Johnson had made great efforts to gain compensation
for the recent war’s disabled veterans or their widows and orphans. If Blue Spring Farm was notorious
as a place where a black woman presided over the dinner table and black children sat at it, it was also
famous as a place of refuge for disabled veterans and their families. The two veterans on the porch—one
missing an arm, the other a leg—would have half a dozen counterparts somewhere about the house or
farm. Or their widows and orphans. No one in need was ever turned away from Richard M. Johnson’s
estate—never mind that the aid itself was often passed over by the dark-skinned hands of his
common-law wife.

Kentucky’s gentility had been disgusted to see Johnson appointed to serve out Crittenden’s term in
1819. They’d been positively outraged to see him handily win the election for another term in the Senate
in 1822.

Sam saw that Johnson was eyeing him a bit warily. ““You seen the general lately?”

Sam shook his head. “Haven’t seen him in nigh-on seven months, Dick.” Since there was no point in
letting Johnson fret on that score, when there were so many others he did need to fret about, Sam added
hurriedly, “But I can assure you that the sentiments he expressed concerning you were just as warm as
ever.”

That was true, after all. Even if some of those “warm sentiments” had run along the lines of/ can 't
believe he’d treat a nigger like she was an actual wife!

It wasn’t that Andy Jackson didn’t share each and every one of the common prejudices of his day. He
most certainly did—and then some, often enough. It was just that in his own rough-hewn way, the
general could often look past those things to see what really mattered to him.

Poor white men mattered to Andy Jackson. Not too many other people did, butthey did, for sure and
certain. So, if one of their undoubted political champions chose to behave badly in some aspects of his
personal life, Jackson would look the other way. And if the proper folk complained, they could take their
complaints to Sam Hill and see what satisfaction they’d get in those very warm quarters.

“Just as warm as ever,” Sam repeated forcibly. “My word on it.”

Johnson’s grunt combined relief with satisfaction. “Well, they ought to be,” the senator stated, as if to
reassure himself. “Henry Clay makes a fortune suing people on behalf of land speculators and the Second
Bank of the United States, and I go broke from waiving the fees for defending them.”

That was also true...as far as it went. Johnson was indeed famous as one of the few well-connected
lawyers in Kentucky that a poor man or his widow could go to for legal assistance without being
charged. Unfortunately, it was only part of the truth.

There were a lot of reasons Richard Mentor Johnson was always on the verge of being broke. His
personal generosity ranked on that list, yes—and pretty high up on it. But not as high as his casual
attitude toward bookkeeping, his inability to say “no” to just about every speculative scheme that came
his way, and his predilection toward seeing only a blur instead of a line between his personal finances and
those of the public. Not to mention his indulgence toward his brothers, who were separated by only a



knife’s edge from being outright thieves.

Sam liked Richard M. Johnson a very great deal. He’d never met a man who didn’t, no matter what
their attitudes on such subjects as race, whom he didn’t think was a swine. But there was just no getting
around the fact that, as often as not, both he and the general—not to mention the president of the United
States—would like to take Johnson by the scruff of the neck and give him a real down-home shaking. Or
thrash him outright, for that matter.

Some of his aggravation must have shown, for Julia hastily spoke up.

“Please come in, Sam. Something to drink? I’ve fresh-brewed some tea.”

Sam was about to agree when Johnson broke in. “Tea for Sam Houston? Don’t be silly, Julia. Sam’1l
have some whiskey. I’ll join him myself.”

The senator passed through the door into the house. Sam felt his resolve crumbling. A slug of whiskey
did sound good—and it would relax him for what was coming.

As Sam made to follow Johnson, Julia placed a hand on his arm.
“How much trouble is he in, Sam?” she asked quietly.

Houston shrugged uncomfortably. “Well...Nobody’s talking about arresting him or anything like that,
Julia. But...”

“But nobody’s going to advance him any more money, neither.”

“No. Not a chance.” That wasn’t quite true, but close enough for the moment.
She nodded and released his arm. “Thank you. I’ll join you in a while.”

The restraint their mother’s admonition had placed on the girls finally broke.
“Can we come in, too?”’ Adaline demanded.

“We want to talk with Sam!” her twin added.

“Hush, girls! Sam and your father need some private time.” Julia shooed them away. “You can talk to
him all you want over dinner.”

CHAPTER 4

It took three slugs before Sam was finally ready. Johnson seemed to sense it, because he didn’t prod
Sam at all until the third slug had settled in his belly. Then, sighing, he set his own half-full tumbler on the
small table next to the divan and planted his hands on his knees.



“So tell me, Sam. It’s bad news, I’'m sure.”

“The president refuses to authorize any more funds to cover the losses from the Yellowstone expedition,
on the recommendation of the secretary of the treasury.”

“William H. Crawford,” Johnson stated, making the simple name sound like a curse.

“I don’t like him, either,” Sam said. “But it doesn’t matter. Even if the secretary and the president
proposed it, there’d be an uproar in Congress. Financially speaking, the Yellowstone expedition was a
disaster.” Sam raised his hand to forestall Johnson’s protest. “Dick, I know most of your constituents still

think the expedition was a good idea, to keep the peace on the frontier. But most of the country
considers the whole thing a boondoggle.”

And probably a crooked one, to boot. Half-crooked, for sure.But he left that unsaid.

Johnson didn’t pursue the matter any further, not to Sam’s surprise. The Yellowstone expedition and the
debts it had saddled the senator with dated back several years now. Not quite ancient history, but

ground that had now been trodden over several times. He hadn’t really had any hopes of getting any
relief there.

Instead, he moved to the subject that was much more pressing. “And the Choctaw Academy I want to
setup?”’

Julia Chinn came into the room at that moment, giving Sam a little breathing space. After she’d taken a

seat on the divan next to the senator, Sam tried to present it as positively as possible. “Do you know
Gerrit Smith?”

“That young New York fellow? Rich as Croesus, they say. Something of a philanthropist, I also heard.”

“That’s the one.”

Johnson’s eyes widened. “He’s offered to back me?”
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There was no way around it. “Not exactly, Dick. He’s willing to pay the debts you’ve accumulated for it
and take the Academy off your hands.”

“What?”
May as well give it all to him, at one swallow.

“And he won’t set it up here, and he won’t call it the Choctaw Academy. He wants to establish it in
New Antrim. And he wants to turn it into a school—maybe later a college, attached to it—that’s open to
children from all races. Whites, any tribe of Indians—and negroes. He thinks that’s an experiment that’1l
work. Ifit’s done in the Arkansas part of the Confederacy.”

Johnson was just gaping at him. Sam took a deep breath and finished. “He’s even got a schoolmaster
lined up. Fellow name of Beriah Green. Also a New Yorker.”



Also an abolitionist,he could have added, but didn’t. Whatever Johnson’s relationship to Julia Chinn,
the man was also a major slave-owner, with all the attitudes toward abolition that that entailed. If that
seemed contradictory...

Well, it was. But it was a contradictory matter that Sam knew backwards and forwards. He’d owned
slaves himself for years, despite having had reservations about slavery even as a teenager. By now, at the
age of thirty, those misgivings had turned into a genuine detestation for the institution.

Sam had owned only a few slaves at any one time, true—sometimes not more than one. And he didn’t
depend on their labor for his sustenance the way Johnson did. Mostly, he maintained his status as a
slave-owner simply out of ambition. Sam still had hopes for a political career after Monroe left office and
Sam lost—as he almost certainly would—his position as special commissioner on Indian affairs. That
career would have to be in the South somewhere, probably his native state of Tennessee. Sam was
already notorious enough among many influential circles in that area. Owning slaves served to keep that
notoriety within limits. A southern gentleman was expected to own slaves, and so he did.

Sam didn’t have the same pecuniary attachment to slaveholding that a great landowner like the Kentucky
senator did. Still and all, he understood the contradiction. Better than he wished he did, even leaving
aside the caustic comments that his friend Patrick Driscol made whenever he visited the Confederacy.

Johnson finally found his voice. A blasphemous one, too. “I’ll be damned if T will!”

“You’ll be damned if you don’t,” Julia hissed. She leaned over and laced her fingers together. “Exactly
how much of our debts will this New York fellow assume, Sam?” she asked.

Good news, finally. “Every penny, Julia. Dick, you hear that?4nd he’ll assume the financial burden of
any further lawsuits arising from the—ah—"

How to put it?

Julia did it for him. “None-too-detailed nature of the books.”” She gave her more-or-less-husband a
sharp glance. “Such as they are.”

Johnson flushed. “Hey, look...”

“Dick, the school would have lost you money anyway,” Sam said forcibly. “Didlose you money, even
before you had a chance to open the doors. So be done with it. At least this way, you walk out free and
clear. You have enough other debts to worry about.”

Johnson just stared at him. Julia took advantage of the silence to speak again.

“One condition, Sam. This New York rich man has to agree to it, or we won’t.”

“What’s that?”

She looked through the open window. Outside, the sound of girls playing in the yard carried easily.
“Imogene and Adaline get to attend the school. All expenses paid. If we decide to send them.”

Sam couldn’t help but laugh. “Well,¢hat won’t be a problem. Mr. Smith asked me to pass on to you that
he’d especially like your children to attend. And he offered to pay for it himself. That’s because—ah—"



To Sam’s relief, that stirred up Johnson’s combative instincts. “Because they’re famous,” he growled.
Again, he blasphemed. “God damn all rich men.”

The senator’s curse could have been leveled on himself and his New York benefactor, of course, as
much as on the southern gentry who vilified him.

We are sinners all,Sam thought to himself. It was a rueful thought, as it so often was for him these days.

The senator looked to Julia, now. “Are you sure about that, dearest? I don’t like the idea of our kids
being that far away.”

Her face got tight. ““You know any other school will take them, outside of New England—where they’d
be just as far away? And even if there was one...”

She took a deep breath. When she spoke again, her voice started rising.

“What happens if youdie, Dick Johnson? It don’t matter what you think. By law, those two daughters
you spoil so badly are your slaves.”

“I freed you!” he protested.

“Not till after the girls were born,” came her immediate rejoinder. “Richard Mentor Johnson, how in the
world can a lawyer like you be that deaf, dumb, and blind?”

It was a good question—and the wide-open mouth of the senator made it perfectly clear that he’d never
even thought about it. By Kentucky law, as well as the law in any slave state, a child born to a slave
inherited the legal status of the mother, not the father. That was in complete opposition to the standard
way of figuring birth status as usually applied to white people. But the South’s gentry had made sure and
certain that their frequent dalliances with slave women wouldn’t produce any legally and financially
awkward children.

As foul a breed of men as ever lived,was Patrick Driscol’s assessment of southern slave-owners. Sam
felt the categorization was far too harsh, as was so often true of Patrick’s attitudes. But he didn’t deny
there was more than a grain of truth to it. Slavery corrupted the master as much as it degraded the slave.
If there was any true and certain law of nature, there it was.

“Long as you’re alive,” Julia continued, ““‘we don’t got to worry none. But if you pass on, the girls are
just part of your estate. And you got debts. Lots and lots of debts. You think your creditors will pass
them over?”

“I’ll free them, too, then. Tomorrow!”

She shrugged. “Good. But you trust judges way more than I do. With all those creditors circling like
vultures, won’t surprise me at all to find some judge will say the manumission was invalid.”

The next words were spoken very coldly. “They’ll be pretty, real pretty, give ’em another three or four
years. But they inherited my color, too—enough of it, anyway—along with my looks. They’ll fetch a nice

price from some slave whorehouse somewhere. Your ghost can watch it happen.”

“It’s not unheard of, Dick,” Sam said.



The senator was back to gaping. Again, obviously, never even having considered the matter. The man’s
blindness could be truly astonishing at times. The same blindness that led him into one financial disaster
after another. Not so much because Richard Mentor Johnson was dishonest or rapacious as because it
never seemed to occur to him that friends and relatives and acquaintances of his might be.

One of the house slave women came into the room. “Dinner’s ready, Miz Julia.”

One black woman addressing another as if she were a white mistress. The world had a lot more crazy
angles in it than most people wanted to admit. Much less allow.

Imogene and Adaline were on their best behavior at dinner. That might have been because of Sam’s
presence, but he didn’t think so. It was more likely because their mother had drummed it into them over
the years. Dinner at a great house like Blue Spring Farm was rarely a small and private family affair. And
so the girls of the family would act proper, they would, or they’d suffer the consequences.

The dinner table seemed as long as a small ship, with tall and stately candlesticks serving for masts and
sails. Johnson at one end; Julia, presiding over the meal, facing him at the other. With, in two long rows
down the side, well over a dozen other people in addition to Sam and the children. Disabled war
veterans or their widows, for the most part. But there was also one of nearby Lexington’s prominent
lawyers, and one of the local plantation owners.

Sam wasn’t surprised to see them there. Not all of the South’s well-to-do disliked Johnson. Many
admired him. That was true, starting with the president of the United States himself, James Monroe, who
came from Virginia gentry. As always, in Sam’s experience—contrary to Patrick Driscol’s tendency to
label people in sharp and definite categories—attitudes and habits blurred at the edges. Blurred so far,
often enough, that no boundary was to be seen at all.

Fine for Patrick—the “Laird of Arkansas,” in truth, even if no one used the term to his face—to sit up
there in the mountains and divide the world and its morals into black and white. Sam lived down here in a
world of grays and browns, just about everywhere he looked. And...being honest, he was more
comfortable in that world. He had plenty of gray in his own soul, as young as he might be, and he’d
always thought brown to be the warmest color of all.

“Clay’s going to make a run for it,” the plantation owner predicted. “In fact, he’s already started.”

The lawyer sitting across from him laughed sarcastically. “What else is new? Henry Clay was dreaming
about the presidency while he was still in his mother’s womb. More ambitious than Sam Hill, he is.”

Johnson smiled into his whiskey tumbler. So did Sam. It was the same smile, half derisive and half
philosophical. The difference was simply that the senator’s tumbler was half full and Sam’s was...

Empty, now that he looked into it. How had that happened?
“Don’t make light of it, Jack,” cautioned the lawyer. “I’m thinking he’s got a very good chance at getting

what he wants. With Monroe gone after next year, who else does it leave? Beyond Quincy Adams and
the general, of course—and they’ve both got handicaps.”



“Andy Jackson’s the most popular man in America!” the senator stoutly proclaimed.

The lawyer, blessed with the name of Cicero Jones, gave him a look that might have graced the face of
the ancient Roman statesman after whom he’d been named—just before he fell beneath the swords of
the Second Triumvirate.

“Maybe so, Dick. But...”

For an instant, Jones’s glance flicked toward Sam. Then he looked down at his plate. “But not as much
as he used to be,” he concluded glumly.

That was enough to tip Sam’s decision over the immediate issue at hand. He held up his tumbler toward
one of the slaves waiting on the table. “Some more whiskey, if you would.”

As the slave made to comply, Sam gave Johnson a level gaze. “That’s my doing. The settlement I made
of the Algiers business hurt the general worse than the Treaty of Oothcaloga helped him. No doubt about
it, I think.”

Now that Sam had said it out loud, Cicero Jones was clearly relieved. “No doubt about it at all,” the
lawyer echoed.

Across from him, Jack Hartfield shrugged and spread his hands. As portly as the plantation owner was,
the expansive gesture did unfortunate things to his tightly buttoned vest.

Adaline managed to keep quiet, but Imogene burst into a giggle. Sam almost did, too, for that matter.
The way the button flew from Hartfield and bounced off one of the candlesticks was genuinely comical.

Hartfield himself grinned. But his good cheer didn’t keep the girl from her chastisement.

“Imogene! "exclaimed Julia. A hand the color of coffee-with-cream smacked her daughter, leaving a
red mark on a cheek whose color wasn’t much lighter. “Do that again and you’ll finish dinner in your
room!”

“Oh, go easy on her, Julia,” chuckled the plantation owner. “Itwas pretty funny. I probably would have
laughed myself, *cept I don’t want to think what my wife’ll have to say when I get home. I’'m afraid I bust
a lot of those.”

“Don’t matter,” insisted Julia. She wagged a finger in Imogene’s face. “‘You behave yourself, young lady.
You know better than that.”

Imogene assumed a properly chastened look. Although Sam didn’t miss the angry glare she gave her
sister across the table, once Julia looked away. Adaline’s face had that insufferably smug look that a twin
has whenever her sibling is rightfully punished—and she herself gets away with it.

Again, it was all Sam could do not to laugh. Fortunately, the tumbler arrived and he was able to disguise
his amusement with a hefty slug of its contents. A heftier slug than he’d actually intended. It was hard to
resist, though. The whiskey served at Blue Spring Farm was the best Sam had had in months. And that
was a lot of whiskey back.

Once the humor of his mishap had settled, Hartfield went on with what he’d been about to say. “I don’t
think it’s really fair to blame young Houston. If the general had just kept quiet about the matter, instead
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He shrugged. Even more expansively than he had before, now that further damage was impossible. The
button that had popped off his vest had been the last survivor.

“That unfortunate speech.”

That was something of a euphemism, in Sam’s opinion. As much as he admired Andy Jackson, there
was no denying the man had a savage streak in his nature that was sometimes as wide as the Mississippi
River. If the clash at Algiers had been between anyother group of black men—free or slave, it mattered
not—and a properly constituted white militia, Andy Jackson would have been among the first to demand
loudly that the niggers be put in their place. For that matter, he’d probably have offered to lead the
punitive expedition personally.

But those hadn’t been just any black men. Those had been the men of the Iron Battalion, led by the
same Patrick Driscol, who’d broken the British at the Battle of the Mississippi—the battle that had
turned Jackson from a regional into a national figure. If Andy Jackson could be savage about race, he
could be even more savage—a lot more savage—when it came to matters of honor, and courage, and
cowardice.

Whatever the color of their skin—and their commander’s skin was as white as Jackson’s own—OId
Hickory had a genuine admiration for the Iron Battalion. And, on the reverse side, despised no group of
wealthy men in the United States so much as he despised the plantation owners in and around New
Orleans who had, in the main, refused to participate in the fight against the invading redcoats. And had
done so—to put the icing on the cake—because they feared their own slaves more than they did a
foreign enemy.

Jackson had had choice words to say about that Louisiana gentry during the New Orleans campaign in
the war against the British. His words spoken in public—and reprinted in most of the newspapers of the
nation—the day after the Algiers Incident had been choicer still.Poltroons andcriminals applied to rich
white men, and the termsstalwart fellows andyeomen defending their rights applied to poor black
ones, were all true, to be sure. But they’d caused the general’s popularity in the South and the
West—theretofore almost unanimous except for Henry Clay and his coterie—to plummet like a stone.

Only so far, of course. Soon enough, the plunging stone had reached the secure ledge of support from
the poorer class of the Southwest’s voters. For the most part, they’d been no happier with the result of
the clash at Algiers than any other white men of the region. On the other hand, as the saying went, it was
no skin off their nose. All the more so, since the battle had been precipitated by the lascivious conduct of
some of the New Orleans Creoles, whose wealth and Frenchified habits the poor Scots-Irish settlers
resented—and a good percentage considered not that much better than niggers anyway.

Still, when all the dust settled, Andy Jackson’s popularity in the South and West was no longer as
overwhelming as it had been. Clay, of course, had immediately seized the opportunity to continue the
Jackson-bashing he’d begun two years earlier over the general’s conduct of the Florida campaign. The
Speaker of the House had had his own choice words to say on the floor of Congress. He’d even gone to
the extreme of offering to lead a punitive expedition to Louisiana himself.

The offer had been as histrionic as it was ridiculous. First, because Henry Clay had no military
experience whatsoever—indeed, he routinely dismissed Jackson as a “mere military chieftain,” in no way
suitable for higher positions in the Republic. Second, because he knew perfectly well that there was no
chance at all that President Monroe would appoint him to the position, even in the unlikely event that he



authorized such a mission in the first place. Always the Virginia gentleman, James Monroe kept his
private feelings to himself. But Sam was his son-in-law, and he knew perfectly well that if Monroe’s
dislike and distrust of Henry Clay was less savage than Jackson’s, it was not an inch shallower.

Ridiculous and histrionic as it might have been, however, Clay’s stance had enhanced his own popularity
in the region—and the congressman from Kentucky had already been the second most popular figure
there, after Jackson. Considerably more popular among the region’s gentry.

“Well, it’s done now,” said the lawyer. No slouch himself when it came to whiskey, Cicero Jones
downed his tumbler. “But don’t fool yourselves, gentlemen. Henry Clay is now at the front of the pack
who’ll be running for president, once Monroe’s term is up. Quincy Adams is respected by just about
everyone—gentlemen, at least—but he’s not liked all that much, either. Too cold, too harsh, too
caustic—too everything. And, like Calhoun, he’s almost a purely regional figure. Adams will take New
England just as certainly as Calhoun will take the hard-core South. But that’s not enough votes to win, no
matter how you slice it.”

“There’s Crawford,” pointed out Senator Johnson. Only a slight twist to his lips indicated his dislike for
the secretary of the treasury. The tone of his comment had been neutral and matter-of-fact.

Jones shrugged. “Yes, there’s William Crawford. Popular in the South also, of course, being a Georgian.
And the nation’s well-to-do tend to be fond of him in all regions of the country.”

“As they should!” barked Sam. Most of the disgruntlement in his tone, however, came from the state of
his tumbler. Once again, not even noticing, he’d managed to drain it dry. And it would be ungracious to
ask for another refill so soon. Always the generous host, Johnson still had a badly frayed
pocketbook—and that whiskey was expensive.

“But he’s seen by too many people as too slick,” the lawyer continued. “I don’t think the electorate
trusts him all that much. Nor should they, for that matter.”

“Hah!” exclaimed Hartfield. “Why should they look cross-eyed at Crawford? He’s not half the
cut-any-corner and make-any-deal bastard that Clay is.”

The lawyer shook his head. “Yes, | know. But Clay makes pretty speeches and knows how to pose in
public. Crawford’s not got half his talent for that. Not a quarter.” He took a long pull on his tumbler,
leaving it as dry as Sam’s. “No, you watch. It’ll be Clay to beat. Calhoun will throw him his support as
the election nears, in exchange for Clay’s backing—half-backing, at least—on the issues Calhoun holds
dear. And Crawford...well, I think he’ll settle for secretary of state, if Clay will promise it to him. That’ll
position Crawford to replace Clay when the time comes. He’s only fifty-one years old, after all.”

Sam considered Jones’s assessment as he considered the lawyer’s empty tumbler. He thought the
assessment was about right. More to the point, he could see where it led straight to a toast.

He cleared his throat. “What you’re saying, Cicero, if I’'m following you, is that if Andy Jackson is to be
our next president, he’ll have to reach an accommodation with John Quincy Adams. Right?”

“Dead right.” Jones winced a little, then. “And that’ll be some trick.”
“The general thinks well of Adams,” pointed out Johnson.

“Who doesn’t?” said Jones. “A most admirable man, versed in the classics and everything. But does the



generall/ike him? And, perhaps more to the point, what does Adams think of Andy Jackson?”
“He supported him during that ruckus over Florida,” stated Johnson stubbornly.

The lawyer waved his hand. “Sure he did. John Quincy Adams is the best secretary of state the United
States has ever had, if you ask me. Andy Jackson got us Florida, so Adams backed him. But that
doesn’t mean he much likes the general. Face it, gentlemen.” Jones leaned forward in his seat and tapped
the table with his forefinger. “First, they disagree over most issues that concern the internal affairs of the
nation. Adams is still half a Federalist, when you come down to it. Half an abolitionist, too, if I'm not
mistaken.”

He tapped the table again, more forcibly. “Second, political affairs are determined more by matters of
blood and attitude than they are by cold intellect. I don’t think you could find two prominent men in the
country more unlike than Andy Jackson and John Quincy Adams. They’re as different as the Kentucky
whiskey and French wine they each prefer to drink.”

That was true enough, of course. Best of all, it was salient.

Sam rose to his feet. “A toast, then, gentlemen! To unlikely alliances!” The men at the table began to
rise, all except the two veterans who were missing a leg. But their smiles were enough to indicate their full
agreement with the toast.

Sam reached down for his tumbler. Then, his mouth widened as if he’d just noticed the glass was empty.
“Ah. How awkward.”

“Grover!” Johnson barked at one of the slaves standing by the sideboard. “What are you daydreaming
about? See to it that Sam’s whiskey is refilled!”

CHAPTER 5

The next morning, at breakfast, Johnson waited until the girls were finished and had excused themselves
from the table before returning to the subject of the new school.

More precisely, to where the new school might lead them.
“Tarnation, Sam—I’1l make this as plain as I can—I want them to marry white men. Even if they have to
move to Vermont or Massachusetts in order to do it. And how many white men are they going to run

into, over there in Black Arkansas?”’

“They’re only twelve years old, Dick,” Sam pointed out mildly. “Hardly something you’ve got to worry
about right now.”

The senator wasn’t mollified. “They’ll grow up fast enough. Faster than you expect. If there’s any sure
and certain law about kids, that’s it. Theya/ways grow up faster than you expect.”



Sam glanced at Julia. Her expression was unreadable: just a blank face that might simply be
contemplating clouds in the sky. He wondered how she felt about the matter.

But since there was no point in asking, he decided bluntness was the only tactic suitable.

“They’ll marry whoever they marry, Dick. If you think you can stop them—here any more than in
Arkansas—you’re dreaming. You heard about the ruckus with Major Ridge’s son? Over in
Connecticut?”

Johnson chuckled. “Who didn’t? I heard the girl even went on a hunger strike.”

“Yep, she did. Stuck to it, too, until her parents got so worried they caved in and let her marry John
Ridge after all. Cherokee or not. But here’s really the point I was making. Did you hear what happened
to her family afterward?”

The senator shook his head.

“Well, after the wedding they wound up moving to New Antrim also. I guess, after visiting the town to
make sure their daughter wasn’t winding up in some Indian lean-to—" He grinned widely. “Which
Patrick Driscol’s Wolfe Tone Hotel most certainly isn’t, not with Tiana running the place. Anyway, it
seems they found New Antrim most congenial. Especially since it was maybe the only town in the
continent, outside of Fort of 98, where their daughter wouldn’t be hounded every day. Neither would
they, for that matter. It got pretty rough on them, too, you know. One newspaper article even called for
drowning the girl’s mother along with whipping the girl herself. John Ridge himself, of course, was for

hanging.”

“I heard.” Johnson’s lip curled. “So much for that snooty New England so-called upper crust. You can
say what you like about the country folks hereabouts, but at least”—he nodded toward Julia—*"“she
doesn’t have to worry none, just going down to the store to buy provisions.”

“Folks are right nice to me,” she agreed.

“What’s your point, Sam?” asked Johnson.

“I"d think it was obvious. The one thing you can at least be sure of, if one or both of your daughters
winds up marrying somebodyyou think is unsuitable, over there in Arkansas, is that nobodyelse will.”

He gave Johnson a cocked-head look. “Never been there, have you? You ought to go visit sometime.
Soon.”

“Yes,” said Julia. “Soon. But...”
“It can be dangerous these days,” said Johnson. His hand reached out and squeezed Julia’s forearm.
“Traveling, I mean, for anyone with her color. Even the color of Imogene and Adaline. Those so-called

slave-catchers have been running pretty wild.”

Sam grinned savagely. “Less wild than they used to be, I bet. When I passed through Cincinnati, I heard
about the killing.”

Johnson grimaced. “Don’t make light of it, Sam. Most people down here were pretty upset about that.”



“Sure. So what? ‘Most people’ aren’t running around trying to catch so-called runaway slaves. Who,
most times, are just freedmen trying to make it safely to Arkansas. Which they have to, thanks to that
bastard Calhoun and his Cossacks stirring up lynch mobs all over the country. So what difference does it
make if they’re ‘upset’ because some unknown abolitionist fiend gunned down a slave-catcher across the
river? What matters is that the slave-catchers are a lot more than just “upset.” ”” His grin grew still more
savage. “Why, I do believe they’re downright nervous. Seeing as how they don’t know who the fiend
and his fifty brothers were. Or where they might pop up next.”

Sam waved a hand. “But it doesn’t matter, anyway. As long as you make the trip while Monroe’s in
office, I can provide you with a military escort as far as the Confederacy. A small one, but that’ll be

enough. After that, the Cherokees will escort you the rest of the way.”

Julia pursed her lips. “That gives us almost a year. How soon will this Mr. Smith have the school up and
j j. g?37

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Not that soon, I wouldn’t think. But you can put the girls up at the Wolfe
Tone in the meantime. Tiana will look after them.”

Johnson looked a bit dubious. As well he might. The young Cherokee princess who’d married the
notorious Patrick Driscol enjoyed her own reputation in the United States. Granted, a more favorable
one than her husband’s, since in her case most of it was in the form of overwrought and long-winded
verses written by New England poets.

Ridiculous verses, too, for anyone who knew the realities of Indian and frontier life. Sam had shown one
of the more famous poems to Tiana once—Edward Coote Pinkney’s “The Cherokee Bride”—and her

comment, after reading less than a third of it, had been a terse “Well, he’s never gutted a deer.”

But however uncertain the senator might be at the prospect, Julia was firm. “We’ll do it, then. Look for
us coming toward the end of the summer.”

Sam nodded. “Good. I probably won’t be there myself, then, but I’ll let Patrick and Tiana know that
you’re coming.”

When they found out at lunch, the girls were ecstatic.
“We get to play Indians!” squealed Imogene.
“WithIndians,” her sister corrected her.

Imogene bestowed the inimitable sneer of a twelve-year-old upon a hopelessly ignorant sibling. “In
Arkansas, silly, there’s no difference. Everybody knows that!”

Johnson looked to be growing more dubious by the minute. But since Julia wasn’t wavering, it didn’t
really matter.

Johnson left shortly thereafter to attend to some business around the plantation. After he was gone, Julia



asked Sam quietly: “How much of that is really true? What Imogene said, I mean.”

By then—noon being a thing of the past—Sam had a tumbler of whiskey in his hand and was leaning
back comfortably in one of the porch chairs. “Not much, Julia. Not the way Imogene put it, anyway.”

He took a sip from his whiskey, feeling the usual contentment the liquor gave him as it warmed its way
down. “You’re familiar enough with the Indians down here in the South. The way they figure descent and
inheritance, through the mother rather than the father, makes a lot of difference when it comes to the way
they figure which race starts here and which one ends there. It’s not that they don’t see the difference,
mind you.”

He chuckled harshly. “In a lot of ways, they’re worse than white men. At least, our clan feuds don’t tend
to spring up that sudden and last forever. But that’s because what really matters to them is not which race
a person belongs to, but which clan. And clans intermarry. They always have. So...”

Another sip, longer this time, helped him focus his thoughts. “So the country they’re putting together out
there in Arkansas looks strange to us. A lot stranger than their tribes used to look, I think, because
they’re taking so much of it from us in the first place that most of it looks pretty familiar. In Arkansas,
everything’s a hybrid. Race counts, sure, but it doesn’t trump everything the way it does here in the U.S.”

He chuckled again, but the sound this time was much softer. Amusement rather than sarcasm. “They’ve
even got newspapers. Five of em, at my last count. Four in English, and one that just started up that’s
trying out Sequoyah’s new Cherokee script. The most popular is the one that’s owned by Major Ridge’s
son and nephew. John Ridge and Buck Watie set it up in New Antrim, you know—or ‘the Little Rock,’
as the Cherokees call the town.”

“Why there?” she asked. “I thought most of the Cherokees lived further west.”

“They do. But newspapers need big towns to prosper, and the only big towns in the Confederacy are
New Antrim and Fort of 98. Even the Cherokee capital at Tahlequah doesn’t have more than two
thousand people.”

Sam considered tracing a map for her but gave up the idea almost immediately. With Julia’s stern
housekeeping regimen, there wasn’t enough dust on the floor of the porch to do the trick—and he wasn’t
about to waste this good whiskey wetting his finger in it. So, he made do with words alone.

“Patrick’s chiefdom ends at Fort of 98, where the Poteau River meets the Arkansas. Most of the
Cherokees and Creeks live in the lands west of there. By now, they’re spread out quite a ways, each
clan staking out a big chunk. Mostly along the Arkansas, Canadian, and Cimarron rivers—but Chief
Bowles and his people settled south of the Red River.”

Julia frowned. “I thought they weren’t supposed to do that.”

“They’re not. According to the Treaty of Oothcaloga—I ought to know, since I drafted it—the southern
border of the Confederacy of the Arkansas is marked by the Red River. But Indians don’t generally pay
much attention to stuff like that. People like John Ross will, even Major Ridge these days, but not
someone like The Bowl and the traditionalists who follow him.”

He took another sip. “Right now, nobody’s saying much. But once somebody figures out how to clear
the Great Raft and make the Red navigable—which is bound to happen, sooner or later—there’ll be
Sam Hill looking to collect the bill.”



She cocked her head, gazing at him. “I’d think you’d be more upset at the prospect.”

He shrugged. “That won’t happen any time soon, Julia. By then, it’s not likely I’ll still be in charge of
Indian affairs for the government. I’ve spoken to Henry Shreve about it. He’s the steamboat genius
Patrick Driscol went into partnership with, if you didn’t know.”

“The one who got into that big legal fight over Fulton’s monopoly?”’

Sam nodded. “The very man. He won that fight in court, but the Fulton-Livingston steamboat company
was still able to make things miserable for him in New Orleans. Legal monopoly or not, they’ve got the
backing of the Louisiana authorities. When Patrick made him the offer to set up his own company on the
Arkansas, he jumped at it. Anyway, the point is that Shreve told me it’spossible to clear the Great Raft
out of the Red. In fact, in his spare time—which isn’t much, as busy as the new companies in Arkansas
are keeping him—he’s starting to design a special steamboat to do the job. A ‘snagboat,” he calls it. But
even Henry Shreve doesn’t think he could have it ready in less than five years—assuming he could find
somebody to back him.”

“And how likely is that?”’

Sam shrugged again. “It’d almost have to be the government. A project like that would be too expensive
for a private company, with no obvious quick profit to be made.” After another sip of whiskey, he added:
“The U.S. government, I mean. No way the Confederacy would do it. Even if they had the money, which
they don’t.”

Seeing her head still cocked quizzically, he explained. “John Ross and Major Ridge think the Great Raft
is just dandy, Julia. Patrick probably burns incense to keep it there. Well, he would if the scoundrel had a
religious bone anywhere in his body.”

Her head was still cocked. Sam shook his own. ““You’ve never met Patrick Driscol.”

He finished the whiskey and set the tumbler down on the floor of the porch. “He’s probably my closest
friend, Julia, but there are times I swear the man scares me. Scares Sam Hill, for that matter. I don’t think
there’s a harder man alive, anywhere in the world. He’s gotten stinking rich over the past few years, but
not because he paid much attention to it. That came from luck—the proverbial right place at the right
time—and having Tiana for a wife.” A quick grin came and went. “Not to mention Tiana’s rapscallion
father, who seems to be able to squeeze money out of anything. But Patrick himself never thinks like a
rich man. He thinks like a poor Scots-Irish rebel, still seeing redcoats everywhere he looks. Even if the
coats look to be blue, these days.”

“You want more whiskey?”

“I was hoping you’d ask,” he replied, smiling cheerfully. “Yes, please. One more and I’ll be steady
enough for that blasted horse. I felt peckish, waking up this morning.”

“Well, I don’t wonder. As much as you drank last night.”

She said nothing more. Just got up and went into the house. One of the many things Sam liked about
Julia Chinn was that she wasn’t given to nattering. Not even at the senator, really.

She was back a few seconds later with a half-full bottle and refilled his tumbler. And that was another



thing Sam liked about the woman. No half-full tumblers whens/e poured.

He took a hefty first sip and continued. “My point is that Patrick never stops thinking like a soldier.
Doesn’t matter how rich he gets. He’s wound up making money hand over fist with each new company
he sets up—not to mention his bank—but that’s never why he does it. Each and every one of those
companies, even the bank, has a military purpose.”

Julia’s eyes widened. “Whatever for? There’s a treaty with our government, and the wild Indian tribes
out there can’t be that much of a threat.”

“No, they’re not. Dangerous, yes, but not what you’d call a real threat to the Confederacy. And,
nowadays, even the Osages pretty much stay out of the Arkansas Chiefdom altogether. Patrick’s soldiers
are. ..rough, when they get riled. Not undisciplined, mind you.” The chuckle, this time, was very harsh.
“Not hardly, with Patrick’s ways. But he’s a firm believer that if someone picks a fight with him, he will
surely give them what they asked for. And then some. Like I said, a scary man.”

It was getting time to go, and Sam still had one last piece of business to take care of. So he left off the
sipping and drained most of the tumbler in one slug.

“It’s the U.S. he’s thinking about, Julia. Not now, of course, with James Monroe in office. If John
Quincy Adams succeeds him, that would be, if anything, even better. Adams is a diplomat by instinct and
background. He’ll always try to settle something by negotiation if he can. And I don’t think Patrick even
worries much, if the general gets elected instead. As ornery as they both are—and it’s hard to choose
between the man from County Antrim and Old Hickory—he and Andy Jackson could manage to get
along. Well enough, anyway. No, it’s Clay he’s thinking about. You never know what Henry Clay will
decide to do if he thinks it’ll advance his prospects.”

Julia made a face. Her common-law husband detested Henry Clay. Clearly enough, she didn’t disagree
with him on the subject.

Neither did Sam. He didn’t share Andy Jackson’s corrosive hatred for Clay, but that was simply
because Sam didn’t have it in him to hate anyone that much. If he did, though, Clay would be pretty
much at the top of his list also. In the near vicinity, for sure. The man’s personal morals stank, and his
political morals were even worse.

“So, to get back to the point, there’s no way Patrick would want the Red River cleared of the Great
Raft. In fact, I think that’s the main reason he went into business with Henry Shreve. Sure, and he’s
gotten rich from that partnership, too—everything Patrick touches seems to turn to gold, these days—but
that’s not why he did it. Now that Fulton’s dead, Shreve’s probably the only man in the United States
today who’d have the wherewithal to figure out how to clear the Great Raft. So Patrick made sure to tie
him down good and solid. As long as the Great Raft stays where it is, he doesn’t have to worry about
anybody using the Red River to attack him. His southern flank is pretty well protected.”

Julia shook her head. “Man sounds a little crazy, to me.”
Sam drained the last of the whiskey, grinning through the glass. “So people say. Lots of them.”

He didn’t bother to addbut not me. The grin alone made it obvious enough.



He found Richard Johnson in one of the barns, attending to farm business of one kind or another.
Something to do with a cow, apparently. Sam wasn’t quite sure, because he’d decided at an early age
that farming was even more boring than storekeeping. Tedium was bad enough on its own without piling
study onto the affair.

He didn’t need to, anyway, since as soon as the senator spotted him, Johnson broke off his discussion
with the two slaves handling the barn animals and came over.

“You leaving now?”

“’Fraid so, Dick. I want to make it to the Confederacy by the end of the month, and...ah...”
“You’ve got to pay a visit to the general first.”

Sam half winced. “Yes, [ do. Can’t say I'm looking forward to it, this time.”

Johnson studied him. ““On account of how you figure you may have lost the general his chance to get
elected president.”

“You could have maybe sweetened that a little. But...yeah. On account of that.”
Johnson looked away for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, maybe you did. Although I think Jack
Hartfield’s right. If Andy had just kept his mouth shut after Algiers, I don’t think the affair would have

hurt him much. He was not in any way directly involved, after all.”

“I think Jack’s probably right, too. But you know the general. Andy Jackson has a lot of virtues. Being
fair-minded—especially when it involves something he did—just isn’t one of them. Not usually, at least.”

“True enough. Well, you have my sympathies. Give the general my best regards, will you?”
“Certainly.”

Sam hesitated, then added: “But there’s something else I wanted to raise with you, Dick. Tell me the
truth. How bad are you hurting?”

Johnson looked away again. “In terms of money? Pretty bad, Sam.” A half-whining note of resentment
crept into his voice. “I was hoping the school...”

The one thing Sam didn’t want to do was rehash that matter. “Forget the school,” he said forcibly. “You
would have lost money on it, anyway.Did lose money, and plenty of it, before you even got it set up.”

He summoned up the memory of his mad charge on the Creek barricade at the Horseshoe Bend. That
seemed as good a model as any.

“Look, Dick, face it. You’re a man I think well of personally, and a public figure I admire even more.
But when it comes to business, you’re a walking disaster. You’ve got no head for it, at all.”

The senator scowled but didn’t argue the point. Given his track record, that’d be pretty much
impossible, even for a man as generally insouciant as he was.



So Sam kept the charge going. “I think there’s a way out of the bind you’re in, but you’d have to be
willing to do two things. First, go into partnership with a man whodoes know how to make businesses
run profitably.”

Johnson snorted. “And why would that be a problem for me? Except—good luck, finding a smart
businessman who’d touch me with a ten-foot pole. Why should he? I’ve got nothing to bring to a
partnership, Sam. No skill at it"—the scowl came back, for an instant—*"“as you’ve just been unkind
enough to rub my nose in. And no capital to back someone who is. I’'m broke, Sam. Worse than broke.
I’'m up to my waist in debts, and pretty soon the creditors are going to take me to court. The ones who
haven’t already, that is. Won’t be surprised at all to see Henry Clay arguing the case for ’em. My biggest
creditor is the Second Bank, after all, and he’s one of their top lawyers whenever he takes the time away
from his political chiseling.”

Sam took a deep breath, remembering that final moment when he’d scaled the barricade. Right after
Major Montgomery got his brains blown out by a Creek bullet.

“I’vegot a partner for you, Dick. He’ll put up the skill, and he’ll put up all the money. In fact, he’ll
advance you enough to fend off your creditors. Far enough off to give you some breathing room,
anyway, while he gets the business up and running and turning a profit.”

Johnson’s eyes widened, and then immediately narrowed. “Whatbusiness? And who is this paragon? Or
bedlamite, I should say. Why in the world would a sane man do something like that?”’

“The business is complicated. More complicated than I can follow, to be honest. Mostly it involves
setting up a big foundry—biggest west of Cincinnati—but that also requires expanding the steamboat
traffic. Expanding a foundry, I should say, since it’s already in operation. But the expansion would be
major. The man I’m talking about is one of the silent partners in the steamboat business Henry Shreve
and Patrick Driscol set up.”

Another deep breath. “His name is Henry Crowell, and the reason he’s silent is because he’s black.
He’s gotten rich enough over the past few years that he’d like to expand his business into the United
States, but he can’t do that without a white partner as his public face.”

Sam was half expecting an outraged reaction. Despite his relationship to Julia, Richard Johnson’s general
attitudes on matters of race weren’t really all that different from those of most people in the country. Like
Andy Jackson, Johnson was always willing to make personal exceptions to generalities. But the
generalities themselves, he didn’t really question much.

To his surprise, though, Johnson’s face simply seemed pensive. “Crowell? That name’s familiar.”

“Well, it ought to be!”” Sam exclaimed. “‘He was the teamster who supplied us at the Capitol during the
battle with the British. He fought well himself, later, as part of a gun crew at the battle of the Mississippi.”

Best to leave it at that, he thought. The same Henry Crowell had also been the cause of the Algiers
Incident—as the victim who triggered it, if not the instigator—but Sam saw no reason to bring that up.

“Yes, that’s it. But I think there was something...”

“Look, Dick,” Sam said, maintaining the stout tone to keep Johnson from dwelling on the name,
“Henry’s as good a businessman as you can find; I don’t care what color. He parlayed the supply



contract [ got for him for the New Orleans campaign into a small fortune—okay, real small fortune, but
big enough...”

His voice trailed off. He’d just stumbled into the pit he’d been trying to avoid.

Alas, that was sufficient to jog Johnson’s memory. “ThatCrowell? The one they castrated in New
Orleans? Set off the whole blasted ruckus there?”

Sam gritted his teeth. Tarnation, he was tired of being diplomatic.

“Yes, that one,” he growled. “The reason the Creoles had him castrated was because he’d gotten rich
enough and prominent enough that he drew the attention of one of the girls they were grooming for one of
their stinking Quadroon Balls. He almost died from the injury—castration’s usually fatal, though most
people don’t realize it—and, yes, that’s what set off the Battle of Algiers. Driscol called the Iron
Battalion back into service. They marched into the French Quarter and blew the place half apart, and
strung up every slave-catcher they got their hands on. Seeing as how they’d done the dirty work. Killed
the Creole grandee who’d ordered it done, too. Patrick saw to that himself.”

To his surprise, Johnson laughed. Quite a cheerful laugh. “And then pounded into splinters the Louisiana
militia, when they got sent in to ‘suppress a servile insurrection.”

He laughed again, seeing the expression on Sam’s face. “You know, Sam, you might be surprised at
how a lot of people looked at that. Publicly, sure, it was a scandal and an outrage. But people have their
own private thoughts—and don’t ever underestimate the general. He would have done better to keep his
mouth shut, but his own reaction was heartfelt. And the one thing about Andy is that he has a sure and
certain knack for catching the sentiments of the common folk. That was a nasty filthy business, and there
are still plenty of people in the United States for whom Patrick Driscol and the Iron Battalion are, were,
and always will be the heroes who won the Battle of the Mississippi.”

He gave Sam something of a sly look. “Meaning no disrespect to your own glorious part in the affair.”

Sam just smiled. He’d gotten more public credit for winning that battle than Patrick had, but that was
simply because he was a lot more acceptable figure than the grim and dour Irish rebel—and, most of all,
because Sam’s soldiers had been white. But Sam himself knew perfectly well that the valiant stand of the
Iron Battalion had been the key to winning that battle. So did Andy Jackson, for that matter.

“Yes, that Crowell. After he recovered, well...He just got more determined than ever to be a successful
man. Married the girl involved, in fact. And if he can’t produce any children of his own, he makes up for
it with an orphanage and the schools he set up.” His tone hardened a bit. ““And, yes, if you’re wondering,
he’s Gerrit Smith’s silent partner in that school of yours Smith is buying and moving to New Antrim.”

Johnson shook his head. But it wasn’t a gesture of refusal, more one of bewilderment.

“What in the name of Sam Hill is the world coming to?”” he asked, wonderingly.

By now, Sam thought he’d come to know the answer to that question. And, for once, decided he’d say
it out loud to another white man. “I’m Cherokee by adoption, Dick. What the world is coming to—if I’'ve
got anything to say about it—is that I’d like to see what happens if we use Cherokee methods for a

change. At least in one part of the continent.”

“Meaning?”



“Meaning I’m sick and tired of stumbling over race, everywhere I go. So I’d like to try clans, instead. |
don’t ask for a perfect world, just one where people deal with each other instead of categories.
Imperfect as they may be.”

Johnson went back to staring at the nearby wall of the barn. No reason to, really, since nothing hung on
that wall but some half-rusted old tools that nobody had used in years.

“All right,” he said finally. “I'm willing to give it a try. Not that I really have much choice anyway.”

Sam nodded. “Good. I’ve already set it up at the other end. In fact, Henry told me he’d have the money
ready, if you agreed. Soon as I get there, Il have it sent. It’ll be fifteen thousand dollars, to start.”

That was enough to yank Johnson’s eyes from the wall. “Fifteen thousand?What kind of darkie has—"

“The richest darkie in the world,” Sam replied coldly. “Anywhere in North America, anyway. Take it or
leave it, Dick.”

The senator seemed more bemused than ever. “Oh, I’ll take it. I surely will. But still—"
He shook his head again. “Like I said, what’s the world coming to?”

Sam had already given whatever good answer he had to that, so he just shrugged. “I’ll be on my way,
then.”

“Sam Hill, if you will!”” Johnson seized Sam by the arm and half dragged him out of the barn. “This calls
for a drink of whiskey!”

Sam put up something of a protest.

As they rode away from Blue Spring Farm, in midafternoon, Chester asked him, “You going to make it
through the rest of the day, Mr. Sam?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Just wondering. You might want to put your feet in the stirrups, then.”

“Oh. Forgot.”

CHAPTER 6

—_—

New Antrim, Arkansas



MAY 24, 1824

“This is the Little Rock,” announced the middle-aged Cherokee who’d escorted Sheftield Parker and his
folks up the Arkansas River. There was a hint of a sly smile on his face. “Be careful. It’s full of
Christians.”

Sheft ’s mother eyed the Indian skeptically but didn’t say anything. His uncle just grinned, even though
normally he’d have taken umbrage, as devout as he was. For whatever reason, Sheff ’s uncle and the
Cherokee had gotten along quite well on the trip upriver.

“I thought it was called New Antrim,” Sheff ’s sister said, half complainingly.

The Cherokee’s smile widened, just a bit. “Depends who you ask. We Cherokee call it the Little Rock.”
He pointed to a rock formation not far from the pier the steamboat was approaching. “Got the name
from that. Goes back quite a ways. When Patrick Driscol bought the area from a St. Louis speculator by
the name of Russell, he named it New Antrim. Most of the white folks here use that name, too.”

The smile widened still further. Sheff couldn’t resist the tease. “So then, what do black folks call it?”’

“Most all of them just call it Driscoltown. Though you’ll also hear ‘Driscolburg’ and ‘Driscolville.” Seeing
as how you black folks make up almost three out of four people living here, but can’t seem to agree on
the details, I imagine it’ll eventually just get known as Driscol.”

By now, the smile was on the edge of being an outright grin. ““ ’Course, you’ll have to wait until Driscol
dies. He’ll skin you alive, he hears you call it that.”

Sheft studied the town the steamboat was approaching. He was impressed by the size of it, even though
it didn’t approach the standards of his native Baltimore. But it was far grander than anything he’d
expected to see way out here on the frontier, beyond the limits of the United States. When they’d
reached Cincinnati, Salmon Brown had told him it had fifteen thousand residents. From what he could
see, Sheff was pretty sure New Antrim was even bigger.

Quite a bit bigger, in fact, at least in terms of the number of people. The houses here were a lot more
crowded together than they’d been in Cincinnati. That town had been populated mainly by prosperous
white mechanics and merchants. This one, even if it didn’t seem to be as beat up as the freedmens’
quarter in Baltimore, was obviously a lot poorer than Cincinnati. Although it was hard to tell, really. Most
of the construction was new and raw, with nothing much in the way of frills. The people living inside those
mostly log-and-wattle dwellings might be in better shape than the houses themselves.

The Cherokee confirmed his guess a moment later. “They took the first census just five months ago. The
Little Rock’s got just over twenty-eight thousand people in it. "Bout twenty thousand of them are black,
like you. Another five thousand or so are white people. The rest—"

No question about it. Thatwas a grin. “Are crazy Indians like me.”

Sheft ’s sister had the tactlessness of most eight-year-olds. “Why are you crazy? Don’t really seem like
it.”



“Dinah!” exclaimed their mother. She smacked her daughter on the back of her head. “Mind your
manners!”

The Cherokee’s grin never faded, though. “Bean’t no worse than what most Cherokees call me, Missus
Parker. Considerable better, in fact.” To Dinah, he said: *“ ’Course I’m crazy, girl. Why else would a
Cherokee live in a place like this? When I could be doing exciting things like chasing deer in the rain?”

He looked away from her, bestowing the grin on the town. They were almost at the pier, by now.

“Don’t bother me. There’s enough other Cherokees feel the same way I do, that I never lack for
company. Quite a few Creeks, too. And I do declare I think we’re looking to outnumber the other
Indians, you give it maybe ten or twenty years.”

A deafening blast from the steamboat’s whistle made Sheff jump a little.

“Well, here we are.” The steamboat was being tied up to the wharf while a small crew of men moved a
ramp toward the side of the boat. Two other men emerged from a door in the side of a large building

next to the pier.

They were both black, as were all the men moving the ramp. But the two newcomers were wearing
green uniforms.

Sheff had heard rumors about those uniforms. These were men in the Arkansas Army. It was real!

Some of his excitement must have shown. The old Indian chuckled softly. “Yep, that’s them, all right.
The Confederate Army. Arkansas Chiefdom, anyway.”

“What are they doing here?”” asked Sheff ’s mother.
The Cherokee sucked his teeth for a moment. “I guess you could call it recruitment.”
Sheft ’s mother immediately frowned. “I don’t want my boy signing up for no army!”

The Cherokee smiled again. But said nothing.

Less than an hour later, sitting behind his mother on a stool in a large office in New Antrim’s largest
bank, Sheff was mightily confused about most everything. But he understood why the old man had
smiled.

“It’s not fair!” his mother exclaimed. The words were half a protest, half a wail.
The man sitting on the opposite side of the biggest desk Sheff had ever seen just shrugged his shoulders.
“No, I suppose not. But what’s ‘fair’ got to do with anything, Mrs. Parker? You wanted your freedom,

and you got it. But what ‘freedom’ means, right now, is the freedom to starve.”

Sheft was too fascinated with the man himself to pay much attention to his words. His name was Henry
Crowell, nothing spectacular. But to Sheffield Parker he was a living, breathing dragon, testifying in



person that this new fantasy world was real.
First, because he was black.
Second, because he was the biggest man Sheff had ever seen.

Third, because he was wearing fancier-looking clothes than anything Sheff had ever seen anyone wear
except a few of the richest white men in Baltimore.

Finally—most glorious of all—because he was thepresident of the bank.
Heowned it!

Well, half of it, anyway. From what Sheff had been able to understand of the man’s introductory
remarks, the other half was apparently owned by the same Patrick Driscol who’d become a mysterious
legend to Sheff.

“It’s not fair!” Sheft ’s mother repeated, trying, this time, for more in the way of sternness rather than
simple misery.

Next to her, Sheff ’s uncle shrugged. “I don’t really mind, Lemon.”

Mrs. Parker swiveled her head to glare at her brother. “So, fine. You’re a full-growed man, Jem. What
about my little boy?”

The man behind the desk chuckled, causing his immense chest to ripple the fancy cloth. “Don’t look so
‘little’ to me, ma’am. He’s not too tall, but he’s powerful wide in the shoulders.”

Now she glared at the banker. “It isn’t fair!”

Crowell sighed and sat up straighter in his chair. Then, planting two huge hands on the desk, he leaned
forward and spoke softly. Softly, but very firmly.

“Mrs. Parker, there is no magic here in Arkansas. ’Less you believe in the voudou business, but not
even Marie Laveau claims she can conjure up food and shelter out of spiderwebs. You came here with
nothing. No money, no tools beyond a few knives and such, no capital, no livestock, not much at all
beyond the clothes on your backs—and those, meaning no offense, you couldn’t sell even if you wanted
to. They’re not far removed from rags.”

Sheft ’s mother set her jaws. “We was poor to begin with. Then, what with havin’ to leave Baltimore so
sudden...”

“I am notblaming you, Mrs. Parker. Just pointing out the facts of life. How do you propose to survive
while you start making a living?”

She started to say something, but Crowell cut her off.

“Never mind that. ‘Survive’ isn’t the word I meant. I don’t doubt you could ‘survive,” but you’d be so
dirt poor you’d be nothing but an anchor dragging behind this community. We don’t need that, Mrs.
Parker. The last thing Arkansas needs is dead weight. Meaning no offense, but that’s what dirt-poor
people are. Dead weight.”



He pushed himself back from the chair a little. “Patrick established that as the very first rule, here—and
all of us in the Iron Battalion agreed with him. Black people are welcome in Arkansas, but they’ve got to
pull their weight. That’s the main reason we set up this bank in the first place, back then. We’ll loan
people money to get started, but they’ve got to put up collateral. And if they’ve got nothing but
able-bodied men in the family, then those men have to agree to serve a term of enlistment in the army.”

“What if we were just women?”” his mother asked, her eyes narrowing. “Did you and this fancy ‘Mr.
Patrick’ set up a whorehouse, too? Loan us money if we put up our cunts for collateral?”’

Uncle Jem winced. “Lemon!”

But all Crowell did was chuckle again. “No, Mrs. Parker. Patrick and I are running no brothels in this
town. There are a couple, I’'m told, but they’re strictly private enterprise. To answer your question, if the
borrowers are females only, we’ll accept a job in one of the local workshops as collateral. But the terms
aren’t as good.”

“Whatare the terms, Mr. Crowell?” Sheff ’s uncle spoke a bit hastily, probably to keep his sister from
another outburst.

The big banker looked at him. “Good as you could ask for. We’ll loan any family three hundred dollars
for every man who enlists, two hundred for every woman or boy or girl in a workshop. The interest is
five percent, compounded annually. The loan has to be paid back monthly—but we’ll waive the interest
for the whole family as long as at least one man is serving in the colors. And for every man who
completes a term of service satisfactorily, we’ll knock a percentage point off the interest.”

He glanced at Sheft ’s mother and sister, and then at Sheff. “In your case, that means we’ll loan you a
thousand dollars even. No interest accumulates as long as either you or young Sheffield is still in the
colors. Once both of you have finished your terms of duty—assuming you were discharged
honorably—we’ll start charging you three percent on whatever the balance is. The truth is, you can’t find
a better loan anywhere. Either here or in the United States.”

Sheff had no idea if he was telling the truth or not, since what he knew about banking was that...well, it
was a white man’s business. He’d never known a black man who even went to a bank, much less owned
one.

From the dubious expression on her face, it was obvious his mother was just as ignorant. But his uncle
seemed satisfied. Not, probably, because he actually knew anything. But just because, as with Sheff
himself, he was inclined to trust Mr. Crowell.

Crowell was famous, too, after all. And if most of that fame was due to his horrible mutilation, there
wasn’t actually any sign of it on the man himself. Not visibly, anyway, covered with that fancy clothing.
Maybe he was a little fatter than he would have been otherwise. But it was hard to know. Men that big
usually ran to fat, some, once they got a little older.

Sheff thought he was a nice man, though. Not that it really mattered. Even if Crowell had been poison
mean, Sheff would have been inclined to take his word for something. The man was abanker. The only
black banker Sheff had ever heard of.

“We’ll do it,” said Sheff ’s uncle firmly. “Be quiet, Lemon. You’ve had your say, and you ain’t my
mother, even if you are older than me.”



“I’'mSheffield’s mother.”

His uncle smiled, and nodded toward Sheff. “And so what, girl? [ mean,/look at him. You tried to stop
your son, he’d just run away and enlist anyhow.”

Sheff tried to look innocent when his mother gave him a sharp glance. It wasn’t easy. He’d spent a good
part of the past half hour trying to decide between two different ways he could run away and join the
army. Daytime or nighttime.

There were advantages and disadvantages, either way. Daytime would be harder to make his getaway
without his mother catching him, but he could probably enlist on the spot. Wherever the spot was.
Nighttime, he’d have to wander around some in the dark.

“Would you do that, Sheft?”” his mother demanded.

“No, ma’am. *Course not.”

She just rolled her eyes and threw her hands up in defeat.

By midafternoon, Sheff was in a state that bordered on sheer ecstasy. It was all he could do not to
bounce up and down like a little boy.

He had auniform!

True, it was too big, and his mother insisted the tailoring was poor, which it probably was. The cloth was
pretty stiff and rough on his skin, too.

Sheff couldn’t have cared less. It was auniform!
His uncle Jem seemed almost as pleased as he did.

“Oh, stop nagging, Lemon,” he said to Sheff ’s mom. “They didn’t cost us nothing. ’Sides, why don’t
you just do the fixing-up yourself when we get a chance? You’re handy with a needle.”

“Needle!” Lemon Parker gave the uniforms a look that was none too admiring. An outright glare, in fact.
“Need a knife—no, a spear—to punch holes in that stuff.”

Uncle Jem grinned. “Maybe they’re bulletproof, then.”

Before his sister could continue with her protests, Jem turned away from her and examined the room
they’d gotten in the big boardinghouse. Now, his own expression took on a look of disapproval. Not
deep disapproval—certainly nothing akin to the glares Sheft ’s mother was still giving the uniforms—just

the skeptical look that an experienced carpenter bestows on the work of lesser craftsmen.

“Pretty crude,” he muttered.



Even Sheft could see that that was true. The boardinghouse, from the outside, had looked more like a
huge log cabin than any boardinghouse or hotel Sheff had ever seen in Baltimore. On the inside, it looked
about the same.

But, again, he couldn’t have cared less. He had auniform! The garment was a magic shield, shedding all
the minor cares of life as if they were so many raindrops.

“Never you mind, Jem!” Sheff ’s mother shook her head. “Me and Dinah can patch up what needs it.”
Shrugging: “It’s solid built, whatever else. A lot more solid built than you and my little boy are, when men
start shooting at you.”

“There ain’t no war going on, Ma,” Sheff protested. But, even in his high spirits, he didn’t miss the fact
that his uncle had grimaced slightly.

No, there wasn’t a war going on. Leaving aside clashes with wild Indians, anyway. But even at sixteen,
Sheft knew enough about the world to know that a war was most likely coming.

He couldn’t have begun to explain the politics that would drive that war. He was only just beginning to
even think in those terms.

It didn’t matter. All he had to do was look down at that wonderful green uniform he was wearing.
Would the sort of men who’d murdered his father just for being a black freedman allow the father’s son
to wear a uniform?

He didn’t think so.

But he also didn’t care. What mattered was that hedid wear the uniform of the army of Arkansas. And
he made a solemn vow to himself, right then and there, that he’d learn everything a soldier needed to
learn. So that when the men came to murder the mother and the daughter, the son would murder them
instead.

“And why are you lookin’ so fierce of a sudden, boy?” asked his uncle.

Best not to answer that directly, or his mother would start squawking again. “Ah. . .just thinking of the
Bible, is all.”

Uncle Jem smiled. “The Old Testament, I hope.”

“Book of Judges. Book of Samuel, too.”

CHAPTER 7

By evening, Sheft ’s elation had become leavened by caution. According to the terms of their enlistment,
Sheff and his uncle had been required to report for duty before nightfall. Which they’d done—and
immediately found themselves assigned to a barracks on the outskirts of the city that made the



construction of the boardinghouse look like the work of fine artisans.

Just a very long empty log cabin was all it was, with a single door at either end. The building had a row
of bunks down each side, in three tiers, except for a fireplace on the north wall. The bunks were
crammed so close together there was barely room to squeeze between them. They’d have covered up
the windows completely, except there weren’t any windows to begin with. And the space between the
bunk tiers was so short that it looked to Sheff as if his nose would be pressed against the mattress of the
man sleeping above him. Unless he got assigned to one of the top bunks, in which case his nose would be
pressed against the logs of the roof.

The air would be horrible up there, too, with this many men crammed into so little space. To make things
worse, there was still enough chill in the air at night that the fireplace in the middle of the barracks was
kept burning. It had a chimney, of course, but Sheff had never seen a fireplace yet that vented all the
smoke it produced.

There didn’t seem to be enough spittoons, either, for that many men, half of whom Sheff could see were
chewing tobacco. On the other hand, he couldn’t see any sign that the men crammed into the barracks
had been spitting on the floor, either, so maybe they emptied them regularly.

Chewing tobacco was a habit Sheff planned to avoid, himself. It just seemed on the filthy side, even

leaving aside the fact that his pious mother and uncle disapproved on religious grounds. Sheff wasn’t sure
exactly why they did, since he’d never found anything prohibiting tobacco in the Bible, not even in
Deuteronomy and Leviticus. He ascribed it to the fact that, in his experience so far in life, he’d found that
people who were really devout tended to think a lot of things weren’t proper, even if they couldn’t
exactly put their finger on any one place in the Bible where it said so.

About fifteen seconds after he and his uncle entered the barracks, standing there uncertainly after closing
the door behind them, one of the men playing cards on an upended half barrel at the center of the room
looked up.

“Just joined?” he asked.

Uncle Jem nodded. Sheff added, “Yes, sir.”

The man exchanged thin smiles with his two fellows at the barrel. There was something vaguely derisive
about the expressions.

“Sir, no less,” one of them chuckled. “Lord God, another babe in the woods.”

All three of the men at the barrel were black, but this one was so black his skin looked like coal. The
eyes he now turned on Sheftf were just as dark.

“We ain’t ‘sirs,” boy. We the sergeants of this outfit. ‘Sirs’ are officers. You salute them and act proper
when they’re around. Us, you don’t salute. And while’s you’ll learn to act proper around us, too, it’s a
different set of rules.”

Jem cleared his throat. “And those are...what?”

“You’ll find out. Soon enough.”

The third of the trio had never looked up from his cards. He now spoke, still without looking. “Only



bunks open are two in the back,” he said, giving his head a very slight backward tilt. “Both top bunks,
but don’t bother complaining.”

He flipped a card onto the barrel. “I’m Sergeant Hancock. This here”—a flip of the thumb toward the
sergeant who’d spoken first—*“is Sergeant Harris. The one as black as the devil’s sins is Sergeant
Williams. He’s the friendly one.”

Williams grinned. “And he’s the one who tells lies all the time.” When he turned the grin onto Sheff and
his uncle, it seemed full of good cheer. “I’m actually mean as Sam Hill, you cross me. But I'm sure and
certain you boys wouldn’t even think of that. Would you?”

That didn’t really seem to be a question that required an answer, so Sheff kept his mouth shut. So did his
uncle.

Williams grunted. “Didn’t think so. Go ahead, now. Get yourselves settled in. So to speak. The
captain’ll be along shortly. Maybe—if you’re real unlucky—the colonel, too.”

Sheff and Jem did as they were told, edging themselves and their little sacks of belongings past the three
sergeants at the barrel. None of them made the slightest effort to clear any space for them as they went
by. From what Sheff could tell, they’d forgotten about the new arrivals altogether and were concentrating
completely on their card game.

As Sheft and his uncle made their way to the back of the barracks, Sheff was surprised to spot three
white men among the soldiers. He’d had the impression that the army of Arkansas was all black, except
for some of the officers.

That officers would be white was a given. The only thing surprising there was that Sheff knew some of
them were black, even including the colonel who commanded the regiment. But he hadn’t expected to
encounter white men in the enlisted ranks.

Two of them were no older than he was, either. Including, he discovered as he came up to the bunk
he’d been assigned to, the soldier who’d be sleeping below him.

The situation was. . .strange. Confusing, too.

The white boy on the middle bunk looked away from the book he was reading and gave Sheff a smile.
“Got stuck on the top, did you? Poor bastard. But at least you’re in a corner bunk. There’s enough
cracks in the wattling that you’ll be able to breathe. Some, anyway. ’Course, you’ll hate it come winter.
But who knows? By then you might be promoted, or dead. That’s for sure and certain my plan.”

Sheff wondered how he’d been able to read at all. The space in the middle bunk was so tight that the
boy had had to keep the book pressed practically against his nose.

Now the boy lowered the book onto his chest—which didn’t require shifting it more than two
inches—and gave Sheff ’s little sack a scrutiny. “Won’t be no room for that, up there. But there’s still
some space under the bottom bunk.”

Seeing Sheff ’s hesitation, his smile got more cheerful still. “Relax. Bean’t no thieves in this company.”

The black man on the middle bunk across from him snorted sarcastically. “You livin’ in a dream world,
Cal. Plenty of these curries be thieves. It’s just that they terrified thieves.”



He rolled over to face Sheff, his shoulder barely clearing the bunk above him. There was no smile on his
face, but he seemed friendly enough.

“He’s right, though, boy. You don’t got to worry about nobody stealing nothin” here. Not from another
soldier, anyway.”

This soldier was much older than Sheff or the white boy. At a guess, somewhere in his
midthirties—about the same age as Sheff ’s uncle. On his way down the line of bunks, Sheft had noticed
that the age spread among the soldiers was considerable. None of them had seemed any younger than
him, but he’d spotted one man who had to be at least fifty.

That seemed a little odd to him, also. But, then, he really knew very little about armies and soldiering.
Yet, anyway. He planned to learn, applying himself to the task.

“My, don’t he look fierce of a sudden?”” chuckled the white boy. “Must be thinking of the Bible. I just
hope he don’t talk in his sleep, like Garner does. Not sure how much Leviticus I can take, droning in my
ear when I’'m trying to sleep.”

The older black soldier across from him echoed the chuckle. “Say that again.”

That really did seem like a friendly smile on the boy’s face. Sheff felt tension he hadn’t even realized was
there start to fade away.

He had other memories of white people beyond those of hateful and screaming faces beating his father
to death, after all. One of his closest playmates, growing up, had been a white boy from a family living
nearby. Until. ..

The world pulled them away from each other. Ed Rankin, his name had been. Sheff still found himself
missing him from time to time.

So, finally, he smiled himself. “I do read the Bible,” he allowed. “But I don’t talk in my sleep—and I
bean’t too fond of Leviticus anyway.”

By then, his uncle had muscled his way onto the top bunk above the older black soldier. “Lord in
Heaven,” he muttered, edging into blasphemy. “What kind of no-account carpenter built a bunk bed that
don’t give you no more than two foot of space from the ceiling?”

“His name’s Jeremiah McParland,” said the white boy immediately. “He’s not a carpenter, though. He’s
the member of the family in charge of the bunk bed department, and he designed them. The space is
twenty inches, by the way.” The boy shook his head. “I had words with him about it. Pointless though it
be. He always was the greediest member of the family.”

Seeing the confused look on Sheff ’s face, the boy’s smile widened. “I’m Callender McParland.
Family’s rich now that we set up in Arkansas, since we own the biggest furniture company here. And the
captain’s a cousin of mine. Don’t dome no good, though. The colonel’s that monster Jones. General
Ball’s still worse—and the Laird is worse yet. Even if cousin Anthony was inclined to play
favorites—which he ain’t, the bastard—he wouldn’t dare nohow.”

There was a commotion at the far end of the barracks. Peering around the corner of the bunk, Sheff saw



that two men had come in through the same door he and Jem had used.

One was white; one was black. The white one was average size; the black one was very tall and
long-legged. Both of them were officers, from the fancy look of the uniforms.

The three sergeants at the barrel had come to their feet. “TEN-shut!” hollered Sergeant Harris.
Immediately, the white officer said loudly, “At ease, men.”

From what little Sheff could tell at the distance, he seemed a friendly enough sort. Although it could just
be that he’d been smart enough to realize that it would take nigh on forever for men crammed into
three-tiered bunk beds to come to attention on the floor.

The black officer with him, though, didn’t seem friendly at all.

The white officer came forward a few steps. “We’ve had five more recruits since my last inspection. My
name’s Anthony McParland, for those of you who don’t know, and I'm the company captain.” He
nodded back toward the black officer. “And this here is Colonel Jones. He’s in command of the
regiment.”

They were both young men, Sheff suddenly realized. The uniforms had confused him, at first,
automatically imparting an aura of age along with authority. But now he could see that Captain
McParland was somewhere in his midtwenties and Jones not more than a few years older.

“Our complement is now full,” the captain continued. “That means we start real training tomorrow.Early
tomorrow.”

Suddenly his face broke into a big smile, and Sheff could easily see the family resemblance to the young
soldier in the bunk next to him. “We’ll start teaching you how to kill white men. With some exceptions.
Me, for starters. Anybody else in a green uniform. Civilians, of course.”

The black colonel moved forward. Unlike the captain, his face was marked by a scowl.

“Don’t get all eager, you dumb curries. You want to know how you kill white men? Lots of em, [ mean,
in great big heaps. Not just maybe one, here and there, while you’re running like rats.”

He waited, still scowling, while silence filled the barracks.

“Didn’t think so,” he grunted. “Well, boys, forget any fancy dreams you got about muskets and cannons
and such. The way you kill lots of white men—any color of men—is by learning how to walk better than
they do. Walk faster, walk farther, walk longer—and do it while carrying more than they can. Simple as
that. By midmorning tomorrow—I guarantee it—you’ll have learned that lesson. And you’ll keep learning
it, and keep learning it, and keep learning it, until even curries as ignorant as you understand it in the
marrow of your bones.”

He grunted again. “You’ll find out.” With no further ado, he turned and walked out of the barracks. The
captain made to follow but paused in the open doorway and looked back. The smile seemed as wide
and cheerful as ever.

“Don’t eat much,” he said. “I mean it. You really don’t want to eat much. Neither tonight
nor—specially—tomorrow morning. Of course, you probably won’t have time anyway.”



Then he was gone.

“I do believe I'm going to forgo the big repast I was planning,” McParland said. “Of salt pork and
potatoes, that being all we ever get, pretty much, so it ain’t no big hardship.”

Sheff decided he’d do the same. Despite the smile, he didn’t think the captain had been really joking.

They were spilled out of the bunks by the sergeants somewhere around four o’clock of the morning. Felt
like it, anyway. It was sure and certain still dark outside.

“This is ‘morning’?” complained one of the soldiers. Softly, though, almost under his breath. The
sergeants were definitely not in a joking mood.

Sheff shared the sentiment, but. ..

He reminded himself of the Book of Judges and—most of all—of a mob beating his father to death, and
he kept his mouth shut.

By ten o’clock that morning, miles into the most godawful set of hills and hollows Sheff had ever seen,
he was on his knees puking up what little food he’d had in his stomach. Cal McParland was kneeling
right next to him, doing the same.

His feet ached, his legs felt as if they were burning from coals within, and the heavy pack on his back
seemed like the Rock of Ages. They’d been marching since dawn, with the captain and the sergeants
setting a murderous pace. At the start of the march, Sheff had been disgruntled that they hadn’t been
provided with muskets—or, indeed, any sort of weapon beyond the knives they all carried in scabbards
at their belts, which were really more in the way of tools than fighting gear. Now he was deeply thankful
for it.

“Funny thing is,” McParland finally managed to half whisper, “I don’t actually got nothing *gainst white
men. Being’s I’'m one myself.”

Sheff had wondered about that. “Why’d you enlist, then?”” he asked, in the same strained half whisper.
“Your family bean’t poor, like mine.”

Somehow, McParland managed a shrug under that huge pack. “Something of a family tradition, now.
And...well, we like Arkansas. Got nothing against the United States, really. But if they come here, not
being polite about it, we decided we’ll send them back.”

There was something about that answer that seemed awfully fuzzy to Sheff. But...

There was also something about it that would probably look real good, clarified up some. He thought he
was finally coming to understand—really understand—what Abraham’s people felt when God led them



into the Promised Land.
“On your feet! ’bellowed Sergeant Williams, trotting down the line of exhausted men. “Break’s over!”

Williams didn’t look any more tired than if he’d just come back from an evening stroll. Sheff envied him
that ease, but mostly it just filled him with determination. If Williams could learn to do it, so could he.

He heaved himself to his feet, giving Callender McParland a helping hand as he did so. The white boy
was a lot more slender than he was. That pack had to be just about killing him.

“Thanks,” McParland murmured. He managed something of a chuckle, once he was erect. “And will
you look at these uniforms? Good thing they made ’em out of whatever this awful cloth is. Dirty as they

are, least they bean’t torn.”

Sheff looked down at his own uniform, which was just about as dirty and scuffed up as his companion’s.
There wasn’t much left of the new look it had had when he got it the day before.

“I don’t mind,” he said softly. “It’s still green, and it’s still a uniform.”

Williams came trotting back, whacking a few slow-movers with one of the fancy-looking sticks the
officers and sergeants carried. A baton, Sheff had heard them called.

“Move it, move it, move it! "he bellowed. “March is just starting, you lazy curries!”

He pointed with the stick to some mountains whose crest could just be seen from the hollow where the
captain had ordered a brief rest for the company. “Before this march is done, you gotta be up there in the
Bostons! And you will be, by God—or we’ll leave you dead on the road!”

Sheff took a deep breath, staring up at those mountains. Next to him, McParland did the same.

Blasphemy in the army, Sheff had already discovered, was pretty contagious. “Sweet Jesus,” McParland
muttered.

“Just think of it as Mount Sinai,” Sheff murmured back.

“You’re crazy.”

“Maybe. But what I am for sure and certain is a nigger. And that looks like Sinai to me.”

The march lurched into motion again. For a few minutes, neither of them said anything.

Then McParland said: “People call me Cal. Can I call you Sheff?”

As exhausted as he was, Sheft thought that might be the most triumphant moment he’d ever had in his
life so far. Not that he’d had many, of course, and this one wasn’t really that big. But he could already
see a road of triumphs shaping ahead of him. If he just kept marching forward, no matter how tired he

was.

“Yes,” he replied.



CHAPTER 8

County Down, Ireland

JUNE 3, 1824

“You owe these people nothing, Robert,” said Eliza Ross. “That man, in particular.”

She lifted her teacup from the side table next to her divan and used it to point to his shoulder. “Except
for half crippling you.”

The words weren’t spoken angrily, or even in a condemnatory tone. They were stated matter-of-factly,
as someone might present another piece of evidence to be weighed when a conclusion is being drawn.

Her husband was standing at the window of the Ross family seat in Rostrevor that gave him the best
view of the Irish countryside. The hand he’d been using to hold back the curtains belonged to the same
arm his wife had indicated with the cup. For a moment, half smiling, he studied that arm. Then, took away
the hand, letting the curtains swing back into place.

“Hardly that,” he murmured. “A quarter crippling, at worst. I can still use the arm, after all, and the
hand’s fine. I just can’t lift much with it.”

He didn’t add, as he could have, that the arm ached frequently, especially in bad weather. His wife knew
that already, and besides, that wasn’t really what was at issue anyway. Eliza was no more given to
nursing old enmities than he was.

Still at the window, he turned to face her squarely. And, from old habit, clasped his hands behind his
back, ignoring the twinge of pain the gesture brought with it.

“What did you think of the letter itself?” he asked.

She finished draining the cup, set it on the side table, and looked down at the paper in her lap. Two
sheets, it was, both covered with script written in some sort of particularly heavy ink.

“His handwriting’s getting better,” she said, a corner of her mouth quirking a little. “Mind you, that’s not
saying much.”

Her husband’s mouth matched the quirk with one of its own. “Amazing he does as well as he does, if
you ask me. There’s only four misspelled words in the whole letter—and three of them can be debated.
I’ve seen worse dispatches from English noblemen, much less an Irish emigrant with no more than a
village education. Even in English, much less French.”

Eliza Ross picked up the sheets and held them closer to her eyes. She was a bit nearsighted. “And



there’s that, too, Robert. Why does he write in French instead of English?”’

It was a rhetorical question, of course. So she moved right on to provide the answer herself. “Because
Patrick Driscol, born in Ireland, learned most of his letters while serving in Napoleon’s army. Because
he’s a man who has been England’s enemy his entire adult life. For years, long before”—this time, she
used the sheets to point to Robert Ross’s left shoulder—*‘he ruined your arm.”
Again, her tone was level, not accusatory. Just another fact, to be presented.
“True,” he agreed. “All true.”

She lowered the sheets back onto her lap. “Robert, I feel I must remind you that your standing within
English society has become somewhat frayed, of late. If you accept this invitation...”

Firmly, her husband shook his head. “Don’t mince words, love. ‘Somewhat frayed” hardly captures the
thing. ‘Tattered as a beggar’s coat’ would do better.”

Eliza took a slow deep breath and then let it out in a sigh. “Well, yes. Among Tory circles, at least.”

She did not bother to add, as she could have, that for Anglo-Irish of their class, after the rebellion of
1798, “Tory circles” amounted to the only circles in existence. In Ireland, at least, if not always in
England.

She didn’t add it, partly because it was unnecessary. But mostly for the simple reason that she didn’t
care much. A bit, perhaps, where her husband no longer cared at all. But not much.

Abruptly, Robert Ross released the handclasp and strode—marched, almost—to the wall opposite the
window. Hanging there, in a heavy and ornate frame next to the door, was an illustration.

A very odd one, to be so prominently displayed in such a house. The Ross family was an old and
much-respected one among the Anglo-Irish gentry. Robert’s father, Major David Ross, had served with
distinction in the Seven Years’ War. A still earlier ancestor, Colonel Charles Ross, had been killed at
Fontenoy in 1745, during the War of the Austrian succession.

Their portraits, along with those of other distinguished ancestors, hung on many of the walls in the family
seat. Along with, on another wall in the very room they occupied, all the distinctions accumulated by the
current and most renowned member of the line.

Robert Ross himself, who had retired from the British army with the rank of major general. On that
wall—Ross could have pointed to it with his left hand, were he willing to ignore the pain raising the arm
would have caused him—were the sort of trophies that precious few officers had ever accumulated in the
long history of British arms.

There was the gold medal he’d received after the Battle of Maida in 1805, the British victory in the
Peninsular War that most reports ascribed to the decisive leadership of Colonel Ross, as he then was.
Hanging next to it was the sword his fellow officers had presented him four years later, in 1809.
Officially, it was another honor for Maida. But really, everyone knew, in appreciation for Ross’s actions
and leadership during the terrible retreat to Corunna. His 20th Foot had more often than not been the
rear guard in that retreat, holding off Soult and the French pursuers long enough to enable Sir John
Moore’s army to reach the port and embarkation to England.



Next to it hung the gold medal he’d received for the Battle of Vittoria, and the Peninsular Gold Cross.
And next to those, the Sword of Honor.

Other mementos were there, too, some of them personally meaningful if not as officially prestigious. Had
he been so inclined, Ross could have covered the wall with his mentions in Wellington’s dispatches from
the war. Quite easily. From his return to Iberia in 1812 until Ross was placed in command of the British
expedition to North America in 1814, he’d led troops in every major battle in the Peninsular War except
Toulouse. From 1813 on, following his promotion to major general, as a brigade commander. He was
largely credited with having saved the British army from disaster at Roncesvalles and with having played a
key role in the British victory at Sorauren.

A brilliant career, until the expedition to America and the repulse of the British at the Capitol. But, even
there, Ross’s personal gallantry had excited British admiration. And since Pakenham had been in
command, not Ross, when the British army was beaten again at the Battle of the Mississippi, no
opprobrium attached to him for that defeat.

It might have, had he been forced to defend Pakenham from public censure upon his return to England,
as he’d fully intended to do. But Pakenham’s valiant death at Lille in the final campaign against Napoleon
had put paid to that. Another defeat, true, but Pakenham’s impetuous assault had delayed Napoleon long
enough for Wellington and Blucher to trap the French army at Tournai and force the French emperor to
surrender.

There were other honors on other walls, won by his predecessors, and portraits aplenty of the
predecessors themselves. All of which made the illustration hanging by the door seem out of place.

Grossly so, in the opinion of many of the Anglo-Irish gentry who had, in the years since the wars, visited
Ross at Rostrevor. Wellington himself had come once, some three years earlier. The moment he spotted
the illustration he’d exclaimed, “Oh, dear God, Robert! Why do you havethat hanging on the wall?”’

Wellington had recognized it immediately, of course. Detested though it might be by most of England’s
leading figures, the illustration was probably better known to the British populace by now than the
portraits of any but kings and queens. First introduced to public attention in 1789 by Thomas Clarkson
and Granville Sharp, the founders of the British antislavery movement, it was a diagram of the
slave-trading shipBrookes.

It was a horrid thing, really. Which was, of course, its whole purpose: neatly and meticulously displaying,
in the form of a top-down diagram, exactly how slaves were carried across the Atlantic. Lying side by
side, like so many spoons nestled in a silverware drawer—or so much meat in one of the new tin-lined
cans.

Of all the methods used by the antislavery movement to advance its cause, this single diagram had
always been the most effective. Against it, the claims of slave traders that their business was a reasonably
humane one were simply froth against a cliff. Its copy, though not often so finely drawn, hung in taverns
and workingmens’ homes and lawyers’ offices all over Britain. Not to mention, by now, perhaps a third
of its churches. Well over half of them, if one counted only the Dissenting churches.

After staring at the diagram for perhaps a minute, Robert said softly: “I owe Patrick Driscol nothing,
Eliza. True enough. But I shall never forget what I saw in America. One memory, in particular, haunts me
to this day. A man—black as he might be—with a collar around his neck. Like a watchdog’s collar,
except the spikes faced inward, pricking the skin. The contraption is a common form of punishment for
slaves, at least in Louisiana. The man cannot sleep without injuring himself—possibly even dying.”



“Yes, I know, Robert. You’ve described it to me.”

Ross smiled, a bit crookedly. “An obsession, perhaps. But I find as I age—I’m nearing sixty, you know,
now much closer to my death than my birth—TI find myself obsessing over the afterlife. And I wonder,
almost every day now, what God will have to say about my life when my judgment comes.”

He was back to that soldierly handclasping. His head swiveled, to bring the wall of honors and trophies
under scrutiny. “Will he really be impressed by all that? You can find the same sort of wall, I can assure
you, in the houses and mansions of many generals in many nations. For many centuries now. Each of us
claiming, as we meet gallantly on the field, that the Lord favors our cause.”

He looked away, back to the diagram. “Or will He present this to me? And ask me what I did in battle
againstthis monstrosity? How much will the defeat of Napoleon weigh, against this?”’

He heard his wife’s little laugh. “That damned Irishman! He’s corrupted your thinking, Robert.”
The retired general’s smile grew more crooked still. “Perhaps. But what do you think, dearest?”

She said nothing for a time. Then, in the same level and matter-of-fact tone: “I think that I am your wife.
The same wife who rode a mule across more of Spain than I wish to remember, after you were wounded
at Orthes.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “I remember. The weather was frightful.”

“Not as frightful as the sunny day you set sail for America. [ was sure I’d never see you again, Robert.
And I almost didn’t.”

He left off his examination of the diagram to look at Eliza. Her face was tight, perhaps, but quite
composed.

“I am your wife, Robert. And you shall not leave me behind this time. If you are bound and determined
to return to America, in response to”—she clutched the sheets in her right hand and held them up—*the
damned Irishman’s request, I shall not stand in your way. But you will not leave me behind. Not again.”

“Surely you don’t fear—"

For the first time, some anger came into her face. Not fury, simply exasperation. “Oh, stop it, Robert!
You know perfectly well why Driscol is asking you to visit him. After—what has it been, now? Nine
years? Nine years of the most peculiar correspondence in the world, but none of it was accompanied by
any suggestion that you might actually come to America yourself instead of simply giving him some advice
from a distance.”

She brought her left hand to the sheets. Looking, for a moment, as if she might crumple them altogether.
But, after a slight pause, she used the hand instead to flatten the sheets back out.

Then, smiling very crookedly herself: “And spare me the pious pose. I don’t doubt you mean it well
enough. But [ know you better than anyone. You’re like an old racehorse, looking at what might be your

last starting gate.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”



“Ridiculous? Patrick Driscol is expecting awar, Robert. That’s why he’s asking you to come. No other
reason. And...so are you.”

He unclasped his hands and waved the left. “I say again, ridiculous. It’s far too soon to predict any such
thing, Eliza.”

“Predict? Of course not. But generals are not in the business of predicting outcomes. You’ve said that to
me a hundred times if you’ve said it once. Generals are in the business ofgauging outcomes. And you
are gauging, Robert. Don’t deny it. Not to me.”

He didn’t. For the simple reason that he couldn’t. Major General Robert Ross was indeed gauging what
might be the last war of his life. And the one that might—just might—be the one that saved his soul.

After so many decades, he was tired of duty to king and country. He’d paid that duty, paid it in
full—and had the wounds as well as the honors to prove it. Wounds that ached everywhere he went,
whereas the wall of honor was there only on the occasions he entered this room.

“Besides, there’s Ireland,”” he murmured.
“What was that?”
“Ah...never mind.”

Eliza was considerably more broad-minded than most people of her class, but she still retained most of
its basic outlook. Whereas at the age of fifty-seven there was very little left at all, in Robert Ross, of the
young man from Anglo-Irish gentry who’d enlisted in the 25th Foot right after graduating from Trinity
College in Dublin. Except courage and determination, he liked to think. The years and the wars had
burned most of it away, especially that horrible war in America. And what had remained had been slowly
scoured off by his years working with Clarkson and Sharp. He was no Quaker, like so many of the
supporters of the antislavery movement, and never would be. But their piety was contagious, in its own
way.

The general who’d been active in the British army had never wondered much about such things. No
need to, really, when it was obvious that God was an Englishman. But his years since Napoleon’s defeat
rubbing shoulders with the men in the antislavery movement had undermined that certainty.

What was left was Ireland itself. Bleeding, tortured Ireland. Ross had never seen anything he could do,
in his life, that would have benefited Ireland. But perhaps he and another Irishman, on another continent,
could prevent another such endlessly suppurating wound.

It seemed worth a try, at least. There was some evidence in the New Testament, if you looked at it
properly, that Jesus would favor the Irish. Quite a bit, actually. Perhaps more to the point, Ross had read
the Bible front to back three times over since his return from America. Noticing, each time, that nowhere
was God’s color recorded.

He might even be black. Worse yet, He might have no color at all. How, then, to explain one’s inaction,
knowing of theBrookes? For Eliza, as for most Englishmen and Englishwomen—most members of the
antislavery movement, for that matter—the blacks depicted as so many spoons in a drawer were
miserable and suffering souls. Faceless, for all that.



But, at the age of fifty-seven, Robert Ross could now see his own wife and children on that ship.
Something which, he could now understand, Patrick Driscol had been able to see since he was a boy.

“Dear God, I miss the man!” he said, as surprised as he’d ever been in his life.

Over dinner, when he told the children their plans, his oldest son raised an objection.

“I’d like to go, too.”

Mrs. Ross shook her head. “David, your education—"

“Oh, Mother! I’'m sick of boarding schools. Fine enough for the younger ones, but I need a change.

Trinity can wait a year or two.” Pouting, a bit: “Besides, it’d be good for me. Broadening of the horizons,
all that. Boys my age do it all the time on the continent. The Germans even have a name for it.”

“Wanderjahr, "his father supplied. “Yes, I know.”

He and Eliza looked at each other. After a moment, she shrugged. “As stubborn as he is, I suppose we
may as well. He’d just waste a year at Trinity with sulking.”

Robert nodded. “Very well, then.”

Naturally, that immediately stirred up the other four children. But there, Robert held the line. Leaving
aside the fact that they were too young to be interrupting their educations and forgoing the salutary
discipline of boarding schools, there was the factor of disease to be considered. At nineteen, David was
old enough that he’d be taking no more risk than an adult.

“No,” he said. Then, swiveling his gaze as he’d once had cannons swiveled: “No. No. No.”

Three days later, he set off for London. The ship he and Eliza and David would be taking to America
wouldn’t leave for weeks yet, and he had some final business to attend to.

Clarkson approved. No surprise there. Thomas Clarkson was the brawler of the movement. The man
who, though no more a Quaker than Ross, had decided at the age of twenty-five, in June of 1785, that
slavery was an abomination. And had devoted the rest of his life to ending it—throwing into that cause his
fine education at Cambridge, his unflagging energy, and his extraordinary skills as a political organizer.

“When will you return, Robert?”

Ross shrugged. “Hard to say. Not for a year, certainly. Probably two. Possibly three.”



Clarkson’s gaze was direct, as always. Intense blue eyes looked out from under a veritable shock of
hair, much of which was still the bright red of his youth.

Looked down, rather. They were standing together in Clarkson’s cluttered office, and Clarkson was a
very tall man.

“And maybe never,” he stated.

“Oh, that’s nonsense, Thomas. I can’t deny I’'m looking forward to seeing America again. But you may
rest certain that I have no intention ofl/iving there.”

“That’s not what [ meant, and you know it. You may not live there, but you could easily die there.”

Ross made a little grimace, indicating skepticism. “You can’t ever rule that out, of course. But the risk of
disease is not as bad as people think. Our army suftfered terribly, true enough; those were the worst
conditions imaginable.”

“That’s not what I meant, Robert,” Clarkson repeated. “And you know it.”

Ross said nothing, for there was nothing to say. After a moment, Clarkson slouched into his chair. “Well,
so be it. We’ll miss you greatly, Robert. Having a military figure of your prominence allied with us has
been a tremendous boon to our cause these past years.”

“You think I shouldn’t go, then?”

Clarkson shrugged. “I didn’t say that. Nor do I even think it.” He was silent for a much longer moment,
his elbow perched on the armrest and his chin propped on a fist. Now, however, he bestowed that
startlingly direct gaze on a stack of shelves covered with books and papers.

Finally, very quietly, he said: “Whatever we do here in England—even in our Caribbean possessions—is
really a sideshow. In the end, the issue will be decided in America. For the first time, over there in
Arkansas, men are finally beginning to test all the premises upon which all sides in this dispute rest their
case. If that test succeeds...”

He smiled then, for the first time since Robert had given him the news. “A soldier’s business, that, in the
end. Which I am certainly not. Whether you have God’s blessing, I couldn’t begin to fathom. But go with
my own, Robert Ross. Go with my own.”

Wilberforce disapproved. No surprise there, either. Leaving aside the issue of slavery, and despite his
notoriety as the leader of the antislavery movement in Parliament, William Wilberforce was a profoundly
conservative man. He was opposed to extending the suffrage to men who were not propertied, and he
was opposed to tactics that relied upon mobilizing the masses instead of persuading the elite. He
disapproved in particular of women who chafed against their proper place in society.

He disapproved strongly of the theater, too.

“Why, Robert? What can you possibly do in America—not even the United States, but that



preposterous little nation called Arkansas—that you can’t do here? Think, man! Please put our cause
above your own whimsy. You are the only significant officer in the movement. I can’t tell you how
invaluable an asset that’s been to us in Parliament.”

So it went, for two hours.

Ross divided the rest of his time in London between lesser luminaries in the movement for which he had
formed a personal attachment, and major luminaries in society as a whole for whom his attachments had
grown very loose indeed.

Still. Protocol, as it were.

Wellington was gracious. No surprise there. He disapproved quite strongly of Robert’s attachment to
the antislavery movement. But, in the duke’s case, that was simply due to his general conservatism.
Wellington was no admirer of slavery.

Beyond that, the large and powerful Wellesley clan and its political allies had a debt to Robert Ross. The
defeat of Wellington’s brother-in-law Pakenham at the Mississippi might have produced a corrosive
political issue in the years after the war, with Wellington’s many enemies using the defeat as a stick
against Wellington’s own military accomplishments. True, Pakenham’s valiant death in the final struggle
against Napoleon had sapped most of that possibility. But the long and detailed analysis that Ross had
published after the war concerning the campaign in the Gulf—which had been full of praise and
admiration for Pakenham—had settled the question entirely.

Finally, there was politics, which was now Wellington’s field of combat.

“I’m afraid many of my fellow Tories—Whigs, too, never mind what they claim—are too influenced by
their immediate commercial ties to the slave trade and the Caribbean plantations. There is every reason in
the world for England to welcome the creation of another nation in North America, south of Canada,
regardless of the color or creed of its inhabitants. Especially located where the Confederacy is, in the
heart of the continent. If it survives, it would serve as a useful check on American ambitions. A natural
ally for England.”

The duke gave Robert a skeptical glance. “Mind you, I question whether those niggers and wild Indians
are up to the task.”

Robert smiled thinly. “As to the first, we could visit Thornton’s grave and ask his ghost. He’s buried not
far from here.”

Wellington smiled back. Just as thinly, but it was a smile. Thornton had been one of England’s best
regimental commanders. He’d died on the Mississippi, and his regiment had been shattered by the black
soldiers of the Iron Battalion.

“A point,” the duke admitted. “Could the Americans field a force as good as Thornton’s 85th? Not
likely. Not even close. But numbersdo count, Robert; never forget that. There are now some ten million
Americans, and how many people in the Confederacy? Two hundred thousand, all told? Such a disparity
in numbers cannot be overcome simply by valor and skill at arms.”



They were standing in Wellington’s garden. Now that summer was here, and with Wellington’s small
army of gardeners, it was a glorious place. Robert took a few seconds to admire the scenery before
answering.

“Very true. Buton/y true if those numbers can be mobilized. And as to that...”

He scrutinized a nearby hedge as if he were gauging the strength of an enemy line. “You might be
surprised if you met some of the leaders of those ‘wild Indians.” John Ross, in particular, is quite a
diplomat. Was, even when I knew him as a very young man. And there are many Americans who would
not support such a war, I think.”

The duke was too familiar with foreign affairs to be put off so easily. “Not in New England, certainly.
But what difference does that make? Andrew Jackson would, from everything I know of the man. And it
was he and his forces—quite good ones, as you explained yourself at the time—who defeated us in the
Gulf. If he went against Arkansas, could they withstand him?”

Robert didn’t need to consider the question. He’d been considering it very carefully for some time now.
“A full-fledged Andrew Jackson campaign, such as the one he mounted against us in the war? No, [
don’t think they could. They’d put up a ferocious battle, but they’d lose in the end. Jackson could
organize and lead a very large army of his frontiersmen. Large, at least, by the standards of North
America. And he’s too capable, too determined—too relentless, most of all—for any nation with less
than a quarter million inhabitants to withstand him. Not for more than a year or two, at any rate.”

He looked away from the hedge to the duke. “But would he do so in the first place? He’s not a savage,
I assure you, despite some of the reports of him in the newspapers here. A very shrewd man, in fact, and
with political ambitions of his own. So I think it would depend on how the war started, and over what
issues, and based on whichever constellation of political alliances. Things which are far too complex to
ascertain in advance, certainly from a distance.”

“But youare expecting a war?”

Robert shrugged. “Say rather that Patrick Driscol is expecting a war. For myself, I wouldn’t venture an
opinion yet. As I said, it’s too soon and I’m too far away.”

The duke sniffed. “He’s a sergeant.”

Robert made no reply. Anything he said would simply stir up Wellington’s haughty nature, always close
to the surface. In point of fact, Robert knew, Patrick’s assessment was not even the crude strategic sense
of a sergeant. It was something deeper and cruder still. The gut instinct of an Irish rebel that the
Sassenach would someday be coming. Sassenacha/ways came, until and unless they were beaten
bloody, simply because they were Sassenach.

And, as he’d once told Robert, the color of their coats didn’t define “Sassenach” at all. That much of
wisdom the refugee from the rebellion of 1798 had learned in the years that followed.

The rest of the afternoon went very pleasantly as they reminisced over old times. Two veteran soldiers,



now grown rather distant, but once very close comrades-in-arms in the most desperate war in centuries.

The Duke of Clarence refused to see him at all. No surprise there, either, although it was quite rude. But
the heir to the throne was one of slavery’s most public advocates.

Truth be told, Robert had requested the audience only to satisfy a mild urge to poke a stick in the
crown’s underbelly. Mad King George III had been succeeded by a dissolute King George IV, who was
now likely to be succeeded by a younger brother who was possibly more dissolute still.

Well, a day. He’d done his social duties. Now, there was a long voyage. And, at the end of it, a man
waiting for him that Robert could not precisely call a friend, nor precisely call an enemy, nor precisely call

much of anything.

Except, not dissolute. Never that.

CHAPTER 9

—_—

New Antrim, Arkansas

AUGUST 6, 1824

Sam loved coming to Arkansas. Whatever open hostility or veiled antagonism he ran into these days in
the United States, he encountered none of it in New Antrim. His entrance into the town—city now,
really—had turned into something of a triumphal procession, once news of his arrival started to spread.

Another window filled with women, waving at him. Just the latest of many in the second and third stories
of the buildings that flanked New Antrim’s main street.

He waved back, grinning. True, all of them were black, and only one of them was young and pretty. But
those days were behind him, anyway, and the broad smiles were enough to cheer the gloomiest
curmudgeon in the world.

Chester was riding next to him, leading their remounts. “This too shall pass,” he murmured. “This too
shall pass.”

Sam never stopped grinning, though. “I deeply regret having urged you to read the Romans. Besides,
you’re supposed to be whispering it into my ear, riding behind me on a chariot.”

“We don’t got a chariot, Mr. Sam,” Chester pointed out reasonably. “Got four horses. And one of
them’s a nag.”



“The one riding the horse next to me is the nag. Mary’s just a little worn out and tired, is all.”

“Shoulda left her with that tanner, back on the river.”

The last jest finally caused Sam’s grin to fade a little.

That tanner-...

“What in God’s name is Patrick up to?”” he muttered.

Loudly enough for Chester to hear, unfortunately. His response caused Sam’s grin to fade a little more.

“Stirring up trouble, what else?”

Patrick was there, along with Tiana, to greet Sam when he arrived at the hotel. Standing right on the
porch of the Wolfe Tone, just like a proper laird surveying his domain.

And why not? His hotel was not only the biggest building in the city but the only one with a wraparound
front porch. Almost the only one with any sort of porch at all, in fact. Sam loved the energy and vitality of

New Antrim, but there was no getting around the fact that its architecture fell woefully short of the
standards in any city in the United States.

Any big collection of barbarians in ancient Gaul, for that matter. He’d allow that it was probably superior
to Hun encampments.

“We expected you weeks ago,” were the first words out of Patrick’s mouth, as soon as Sam
dismounted.

“How I’ve missed that rasp of yours.” Sam handed the reins to Chester. “Tiana, it’s good to seeyou.
Tiana just smiled. It was a more serene smile, these days, than the hoyden one Sam remembered from
the girl she’d been. It made her beauty more striking than ever. As he always did, encountering Tiana

again after a prolonged absence, he felt a twinge somewhere in his heart.

But that was just an old reflex, grown almost comfortable with the passage of time. And not much of
one, in any event. Sam’s marriage to Maria Hester had eliminated most thoughts of other women.

Not all, of course. But most.

There came the rush of little feet from within the darkness of the hotel interior. A moment later, two boys
emerged. One was six and a half years old; his brother, a year younger.

“Sam’s here! Sam’s here! "they announced to the world in unison before leaping off the porch and into
his arms.

Laughing, Sam held them up. “You’re getting big. Both of you.”



“Sam’s here! Sam’s here!”

“Hush,” Tiana scolded. “You’ll wake your sister.”

To prove her point, an infant’s wail emerged from one of the windows on the second floor.
“Oh, blast,” said Tiana. She gathered her skirts and vanished back into the hotel.

Sam set the boys down. “Luckily for them—and the world—they look like Tiana, not you.” He gave
Patrick a sly smile. “Might make a suspicious man wonder...”

Patrick’s returning smile was a thin sort of thing. But that was just the nature of the man. He was neither
offended nor made anxious by the remark. Nor, from anything Sam knew, had he any reason to be.

“Stop playing the clown, would you?”

“Oh, fine. I can remember—I think—when you had a sense of humor, Patrick. The reason I'm weeks
late is because there was another Chickasaw killing. I heard about it right after leaving the Hermitage. I
needed to settle things down before it all spun out of control.”

“Who killed who?”

“Who killed how many, is more the question. And in what order. It started as a clan killing. Then—I
never did figure out the wheres and wherebys—somehow three settlers got involved. Two of them
wound up dead, along with two Chickasaws. One from each clan, to make things perfect. There were
only three survivors. One white man and one each from both of the contending clans.”

Patrick’s blocky head made a little quiver. From another man, that might have been called a headshake.
“So you had three completely different stories. How did our young Solomon settle it? And would you

like some whiskey?”

“Yes. The whiskey first. The settlement was far too complicated to explain sober. It displeased
everybody, of course, but since I confused them even more, it all worked out well enough.”

As they entered the hotel’s big lobby, Sam asked, “Why is Tiana wearing a fancy dress?”

Patrick was heading toward the saloon doors in the far wall. Over his shoulder, he said: “What do you
think happens when you’re this late? John Ross and Major Ridge got tired of waiting for you in Fort of
98. So they came down to New Antrim. In fact, they’re already here in the hotel.”

Sam made a face. “Whiskey for sure, then. What is it this time?”

By now they were in the saloon. Patrick went behind the bar, hauled up a bottle, and started filling two
small glasses. One, he filled to the top. The other, barely half. He handed the full one to Sam.

“The usual, most of it. Problems with the Osage. Problems with Cherokees who start quarrels with the
Osage, as if there weren’t quarrels enough. Problems with Comanches, too, now.”

Sam scowled, as he picked up the glass. “Comanches? I’d hoped they’d avoid that. The Comanches
are...” With his free hand, he gestured vaguely to the west.



“Not far enough west,” Patrick stated. He took a small sip from his glass. “Not far enough, with Creek
and Cherokee clans spreading up the rivers the way they’ve been. Not with Comanches, for sure.”

He set the glass down with a little clink. “But the big problem is the runaway slave business.”
Sam drained half the glass in one swallow. “Just what we needed. What happened this time? The usual?”

“No, worse. One of the chiefs decided I wasn’t serious about the rules against unauthorized

slave-catching. Not applied to Cherokees. So he sent three men here, looking for one of his runaway
slaves.”

Sam stared at him, the glass frozen on its way back to the bar top. “Patrick. Youdidn t. ”

Driscol’s square, harsh face looked like it was carved from stone. “Of course I did.” He jerked his
blocky jaw slightly, indicating a nearby window. “Hung two of them in the street, where I always hang the
ones from the U.S. Hung all three, actually, but the third one was already dead. Stupid bastard tried to
fight James, if you can believe a Cherokee being that dumb.”

Tiana’s half brother James was something of a legend among the Cherokee, true enough. But Sam’s
only wonder was that the other twohadn 't tried to fight him, rather than be captured. Driscol was a
legend, too.

Now more than ever.
“Are youtrying to tear everything apart?”’

“Be damned to that,” Driscol rasped. “Nowhere in the Confederacy’s constitution does it say that
Arkansas has fewer rights than any other chiefdom. The laws regarding slavery are set in the chiefdoms,
each to its own. Says so in Article VI, Clause Three. I'm the elected chief, and those are my rules.

Everybody knows it. There’s no slavery in Arkansas, and the only legal slave-catching is done by the
legal authorities of the chiefdom.”

He said the whole thing with a straight face, too.

“You’re a troll,” Sam muttered. He drained the rest of the glass. “And exactly how many escaped slaves
have your ‘legal authorities’ returned to the Cherokees over the past two years?”’

“One. Which, I will point out, is one more than I’ve ever turned over to slave-catchers from the United
States.”

Sam snorted. “Why that one? Was he too feebleminded to make his way into those ‘secret’ settlements
you maintain in the Ouachitas? And don’t bother claiming you don’t, Patrick. I know it, you know it, and

for sure and certain every Cherokee knows it. Every Creek, too. For that matter, every slave-owner in
the States.”

“The truth? He wanted to go back. Once he got here and discovered freedom meant harder work than
what he had with the Cherokees. Either that or a stint in the army.”

Sam stared at him. Trying, for a moment, to think of any argument he hadn’t already used with Patrick.



He couldn’t think of a single one. On this subject, Patrick Driscol was the personal embodiment of the
termintransigent.

So he fell back on the old staple. “This can’t go on forever, Patrick.”
“True enough. Fither they break or I break. Guess which is more likely to happen.”

Sam’s temper was rising, now. “Patrick, without the Cherokees you don’t have your legal fig leaf! If
they declare you an outlaw chiefdom—"

“Don’t be stupid. Withoutme, they don’t have anything. Not when the war comes.”
That stopped Sam short. Like smashing into a wall a man didn’t realize was there.
“Sweet Jesus,” he whispered. “That’swhy the tanner’s there.”

“What are you talking about?”

Sam shoved the glass in front of him. “Pour me another. And stop playing the innocent. That
tanner—John Brown’s his name, as if you didn’t know—that you and Henry set up down on the river. [
wondered why you’d financed him, that far down from New Antrim. Youwant a war, blast your dark
Irish soul—and he’s your trigger. Your bait, too.”

Driscol finished pouring the glass—just as full as the first—and then stoppered the bottle. “I will say all
your drinking hasn’t scrambled your brains yet. Yes, that’s why we financed him to set up there. Mind
you, it’s good country for a tanner. A lot of livestock down there on the plain.”

“He’s the man who did the killing on the Ohio, Patrick. By now, enough people figured out who it was,
and the word’s spreading. Youdo know how much ruckus there’s been over that incident?”

He waved his hand. “Never mind. Stupid question. Of course you know. Although you might not be
aware—yet—that the anti-Relief party introduced a resolution in the Kentucky legislature condemning
the act and demanding that the culprit be brought to justice. Clay’s behind that, of course.”

Chester came into the saloon, then. Seeing that he was carrying a saddlebag, Sam waved him over. “Oh,
and let me show you this, too.”

He rummaged in the bag for a moment and brought forth a folded-up newspaper. Then, half slammed it
on the bar top and spread it open. “Lookee here.” His finger pointed to an article on the front page.
“Why, I do declare. That looks like a speech by our favorite U.S. senator, the Honorable John C.
Calhoun. Invoking the fugitive slave laws and demanding that the administration catch the culprit. And
hang him.”

“Fat chance of that.”

“No chance at all, with Monroe in office. But Calhoun’ll take it to the Supreme Court if he can, just to
prove a point.”

Sam refolded the newspaper and stuffed it back into the saddlebag. “’You cold-blooded bastard. You
deliberately set Brown up on the river—right smack in the territory that those adventurers down in
Louisiana are hollering and whooping about ‘reclaiming for the rightful owners’—just to make sure they’d



attack you.”

“Actually, I tried to get him to enlist in the army. He and his two brothers. Offered him a commission,
even. But—"

The thin smile came and went, in a flicker. “Brown’s a most pious man. He told me he’d made a solemn
vow as a youngster that he’d never join any army, on account of soldiers being such a blasphemous
bunch. I couldn’t argue the point, of course. They are a blasphemous bunch. So I made him the second
offer—but not without explaining to him the risk.”

‘GAnd?’)

“And John Brown’s a man after my own heart. He has a right to practice his trade, doesn’t he? Yes, he
does. And he’d be practicing it in territory legally ceded to the Confederacy in the Treaty, wouldn’t he?
Yes, he would. So what does he care if some slavers damned in the eyes of the Lord claim that since it’s
good bottomland they ought by rights to have it, and try to take it from him? At that point, he recited
some verses from the Old Testament. By heart, mind you, he didn’t need to refer to the Book.
Bloodcurdling stuff. Every other verb was ‘smote.” ”

He lifted the bottle. “Another?”

Sam realized his glass was empty. “Yes—well, no. John and Ridge ought to be here any moment.
Thanks to you, I’ll need a clear head. Which is the last thing [ wanted, after this many days on the road.”

Patrick shrugged and set the bottle back down. “A clear head’s probably useless, Sam. Face it, lad.
Not every dispute can be negotiated. Sometimes heads have to be broken. Yes, I set up John Brown on
the Mississippi like so much bait, dangled in front of those brainless ruffians down there in Alexandria.
They’ll be coming sooner or later, anyway, and I’d prefer to make it sooner. For no other reason than
just to remind—"

He broke off, his eyes moving to the door. “Those two, among others.”

Sam swiveled his head. John Ross and Major Ridge had entered the saloon. To his considerable
surprise, though, they had a third Cherokee with them. Chief Bowles, of all people.

Ross had entered in time to hear Patrick’s last sentence. “Remind us of what?”” he asked, mildly.

“That the only thing that stands between you and another settler land grab are those negroes you keep
wanting me to hand back over to you.”

“Not me,” said The Bowl immediately. He was smiling quite pleasantly. “You'’re talking about these
Cherokees in white men’s clothes.” He jerked his thumb at his two companions. “No runaway slaves
from my clan. That’s because we don’t have any slaves in the first place. Well, not hardly.”

His English was fluent. That was perhaps not surprising, given that The Bowl’s physical appearance
showed plenty of evidence of his Scot father even if his manner of dress was completely Indian. But Sam
had grown up on the frontier and understood its complexities, and he’d known The Bowl for years.
Bloodlines and attitudes were just as likely to veer apart as come together, among the Cherokees or any
of the southern tribes. Where a mixed-blood like John Ross might incline strongly toward adopting
American ways and customs, another one like Chief Bowles—or Duwali, to use his Cherokee
name—was just as strongly inclined to maintain Indian traditions.



Then, to make things more complicated still, slavery got poured into the mix. Traditionalists like Chief
Bowles’s people would capture black slaves, in the course of fighting with white settlers, and put them to
work in captivity. But thereafter the old customs would prevail, just as they had for generations with
captives from other Indian tribes. Within a few years, as a rule, a black slave had gained his or her
freedom. Almost certainly, their children would. Often enough, by being adopted into the clan or
marrying a Cherokee, or both. Quite unlike the status that black slaves had on plantations run by
mixed-bloods who considered themselves “civilized” and had adopted white customs wholesale—which
could be almost as bad as their status on white-owned plantations in Georgia or Alabama.

Major Ridge was scowling. John Ross just gave The Bowl a glance that was half amused and half
exasperated.

Then he turned to Sam. “Brace yourself. It’s going to be a long afternoon.”

Indeed, it was. Sam didn’t dare take another drink, as much as he desperately wanted to.

That night, Tiana threw a ball. She’d started doing that eight months earlier, after one of the English
ladies who’d emigrated to Arkansas for reasons that defied comprehension had offered to teach
everyone the latest dances. The affairs had become very popular with New Antrim’s black
population—at least that part of it that might be considered “upper crust.”

But Sam knew that wasn’t the reason she’d done it on this occasion. Like her husband, if in a more
subtle manner, Tiana was also making a point.

Looking out over the crowd packed into the hotel’s huge dining room, which doubled as a dance hall,
Sam also realized that the point was only somewhat more subtle.

First, there were only five white people in the crowd.

Second, all five of them were wearing the uniforms of the Arkansas Chiefdom’s army. Two officers and
three enlisted men.

That hardly made them stand out, however, because—third—at least half of the men in the crowd were
wearing uniforms.

“Out of Ireland, by way of Sparta,” Sam grumbled.
“’Fraid I don’t catch that, Mr. Sam,” said Chester.
“Never mind. Get me a whiskey. No, two. Please.”

After Chester left for the packed bar over to the side, Sam spotted John Ross and Chief Bowles and
went over to them.



John Ross understood it just as well, of course. The man was as smart as any on the continent.

Fortunately, he was also even tempered. When Sam came up he just smiled. “Patrick does love to rub
salt into wounds, doesn’t he?”

“There’s no give in the man, that’s for sure. Where’s the Ridge?”

Ross shrugged. “He knew what this was about, too. And he thinks dancing’s silly. White men’s dancing,
anyway. So he’s getting some sleep in his room.”

“Itis silly,” chimed in The Bowl.
The worst of it was that they were all friends. Close ones, by now. Patrick also.

Eventually, John said: “And what can I say or do? Major Ridge is quietly furious, but he knows it just as
well as I do. Arkansas is our shield.”

“That’s why you agreed to set it up,” Sam pointed out.

“Yes, I know. The most obvious ‘secret plan’ in the history of the world, probably. And like many such,
it’s backfiring on us.”

The Bowl uttered a Cherokee curse word. Several, actually.

“It’s your own fault. All you rich Cherokees, insisting on keeping your slaves. Set them free, why don’t
you? That’ll solve the problem right then and there.”

There was no answer to that, of course. Other than the most obvious one of all:because they re what
make us rich to begin with. The same reason Thomas Jefferson had beaten his breast over
slavery—and never freed his slaves.

“It’ll wreck you,” The Bowl predicted.
Finally, John Ross’s mild temper frayed a little. ““ ‘Us,” don’t you mean?”
The Bowl shook his head. “No, John. I meanyou.

And so another little mystery was solved. Sam had wondered why The Bowl had come all the way to
New Antrim.

Now he knew, and, knowing, he silently cursed Patrick Driscol again. The man’s unyielding
determination to fight it all out was driving everything forward. Sensible or not—but there was a terrible
logic to it. He’d splinter his allies and his enemies both, the way a rock on a beach divides the waves.
Forcing everyone to meet him on his own field because he would not move at all.

His eyes met The Bowl’s. The Cherokee chief nodded. “Way it is, Sam. No offense, but I’'m not relying
on any more white men.” He tipped his head toward the dancers. “If there’s a war, I’'m with them. So
are a lot of the other traditionalist chiefs. John here and the Ridge and all those other fancy folk can do
whatever they want.”



Chester returned, carrying two glasses. Sam took one of them and drained it immediately.
“Who do you want me to give the other glass to, Mr. Sam?”
“Don’t give me any sass. You're a slave, remember?”

Almost grinning, Chester handed over the second glass. “Best not to beat me, though, Massa. Here in
Arkansas, I can always run away.”

Out of the corner of his eye, as he started on the second glass of whiskey, Sam could see John Ross’s
Jjaws tighten a little. But, for the first time in hours, Sam found himself amused.

“You! Up there in the Ouachitas!”

“It ain’t likely,” Chester agreed. “I gotten soft, these years with you. Used to the finer things in life.”
So, Sam was able to end the evening relaxed as well as amused. There was always that, after all.
Everything weaving in and out and around, like a ball of string too tangled to unravel any longer. Black
men—Indians, too—learning how to fight and maneuver skillfully against white men, sure enough. But
they couldn’t do it without coming to resemble their foes. Even The Bowl and his people knew it,

attached as they were to the traditional ways of the Cherokee.

It was a cheery thought. Sam didn’t have any use for simplicity. The most treacherous ground in
Creation, that was. Simple meant smooth, and smooth meant slick, and slick meant many a fall.

He even danced himself, at the end.

Not well, no, even though he was a very good dancer. Not after that much whiskey. But he didn’t fall
down, either.

The next morning, over breakfast, Patrick finally asked Sam the question.
“So. How was the general?”

Carefully, Sam laid down his spoon. Not because the spoon was fragile, or even expensive, but simply
because he was doing everything rather carefully this morning. His head hurt.

“Gracious. Very gracious.”
“No rancor there?”

Sam managed a careful smile. “No, not any at all. That I could detect, anyway. There is that one
advantage to Andy’s...ah, what to call it? Vigorous way of looking at things, maybe.”

“Meaning Andy Jackson is more self-righteous than an eagle,” said Tiana. “If women didn’t exist, you’d
have to invent us. Just to keep you from needing to invent a new language every ten years, the way you
maim and mutilate the ones you got.”



“Well. Yeah. The point being that if he wanted to get really mad at me for messing up his presidential
prospects, he’d have to admit that speech he gave after Algiers was a bad mistake. Which he’s no more
likely to admit—not to himself, not to anybody—than the sun is to start rising in the west.”

“But?” asked Patrick. “There’s a ‘but’ somewhere in there, Sam. I can smell it.”

Sam nodded. Carefully. “But, the last day—friendly-like, but also stiff and proper—he said that he felt
that vow he’d made to me after the Horseshoe had been kept. So that shield is gone, Patrick.”

Tiana took a deep breath. Patrick just shrugged. “It lasted ten years. That was enough. And he’s right,
anyway. He did keep it, as long as you could ask any honorable man to keep so vague and open-ended
a promise.”

Sam studied him for a moment. Then, a bit exasperated: “Patrick, ifhe ever comes at you, he’ll crush
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you.

Andy Jackson might be more self-righteous than an eagle, but Patrick Driscol made any mule look
wishy-washy. So Sam was expecting a stubborn denial. The answer he got surprised him.

“Oh, yes, I imagine so,” Patrick said evenly. “But he won’t.”

The exasperation swelled. “Marie Laveau’s been giving you lessons in fortune-telling, then? Patrick, you
have no idea what Andy Jackson will do, if he takes a mind to it! He’s just as riled over the runaway
slave question as any slave-owner in the United States. And he’s one of the biggest. Just had another one
run away from the Hermitage a month before I arrived. Reported to have been heading here, naturally.”

“No, I can’t predictwhat he will do. But I can predicthow he would do it.”

Sam cocked his head, skeptically, then immediately regretted it. All the pain seemed to pour over to
somewhere around his left ear, like water pouring off a ship’s deck in a storm.

“And...that...means?” he said, through gritted teeth.

“It means he’s very smart, Sam. He was a smart general, and he’s a smart politician. I’ve done
everything I could to make it plain as day to Andy Jackson that if he leads an army here, I’ll bleed it and
gut it. Half gut it, anyway. Yes, he’d probably win. But is it worth the cost? To his reputation, if nothing
else?”

For the first time that morning, Patrick smiled. “He wants to be the next president of the United States,
Sam. Failing that, the next. And he doesn’t want the office simply out of ambition, the way Clay does,
either. He wants it because there are things Andy Jackson believes in with a passion. You follow me so
far?”

“An idiot can follow you so far.” That came out more testily than it should have, being just the pain
talking. Sam was actually getting intrigued. He’d half forgotten how shrewd a sergeant Driscol had been.
Winfield Scott had once told him that Driscol was the best noncommissioned officer he’d ever met in his
life—and when Sam passed the remark over to Robert Ross, the British major general had agreed.

They were much alike, in so many ways, Patrick Driscol and Andy Jackson. Scots-Irish to the core.
Both crude and rough on the outside, and neither with much in the way of a formal education. And both



with such sharp and pronounced personal characteristics that an unobservant man could easily miss the
keen brains that lay beneath those thick skulls.

“Keep going,” he said.

“Think it through, Sam. Yes, I know the general’s furious about the runaway slaves. But was it runaway
slaves who stripped thousands of poor white men of their belongings, after the Panic? Or was it the Bank
of the United States, and their favored lawyer at the time, Henry Clay? Is it runaway slaves, on their way
to Arkansas, who demand the retention of debt imprisonment? Or is it the men who are backing Clay
and Crawford? Did any runaway slave ever accuse the general and Mrs. Jackson of being adulterers and
bigamists? Or was that Henry Clay’s creatures?”

Sam grimaced. Even Jackson’s friends would admit—if not to his face—that there was indeed some
murkiness surrounding his marriage. But who could possibly care? Rachel Jackson’s first husband, Lewis
Robards, had been a notorious brute and a man who copulated openly with his slave women. No one,
not even Jackson’s enemies, blamed Rachel for abandoning him. She and Jackson hadn’t married until
they’d received word from Virginia that Robards had divorced her. The fact that the divorce hadn’t been
finalized didn’t reach them until later. For any honest man with no ax to grind, the whole issue was a legal
technicality, and terms like “adultery” and “bigamy” were preposterous.

No one had ever been able to prove that Clay was behind those never-ending accusations and
insinuations that kept surfacing in the press. But no one much doubted it, either—and Jackson didn’t
doubt it at all. It was that, more than anything, that gave Jackson’s hatred of Clay such a sharp and
unyielding edge.

And it was so typical of Clay. The Speaker of the House was almost the polar opposite of men like
Jackson and Driscol. On the surface, as slick and smooth—and smart, no doubt about it—as any man in
America. But underneath, a man whose brains were constantly corroded by naked ambition. Naked,
because unlike Jackson’s ambitions—which were every bit as great—there were few principles to serve
ambition as a guide. So, the man couldn’t distinguish clearly between small victories and big ones—and
would, quite often, lose the latter because he could not resist the former.

Which, now that Sam thought about it, was also the opposite of Jackson. Even as pugnacious as he was,
Andy would—Sam had seen him do it, time after time—forgo the pleasure of winning a small fight in
order to win a bigger one.

“Ah,” he said, finally understanding. ‘“But...that’s a Sam Hill gamble, Patrick.”

Driscol had finished his own porridge and pushed it aside. Then, splayed out his square hand on the
table. The movements weren’t awkward at all, but they were just that little bit complicated. For the first
time since he’d arrived in New Antrim, Sam was reminded that Patrick had lost his left arm at the
Chippewa. One tended to forget, around such a man.

“Possibly. But I don’t think Sam Hill would take it. Because he’d figure I’d likely win. The thing is, Sam,
I’m betting that Andy Jackson is smart enough to know that when the time comes, he can negotiate a
settlement with me. Not one he’d be very happy with, no, but one he could live with.”

“Could he?”

Patrick shrugged. “Oh, yes. I'm not stupid. Sheltering runaways and maroons isn’t any more critical to
me than catching them is to Jackson. It’s a dispute, that’s all. A sharp one, granted. But we could work



out a settlement.” He smiled, the way a troll might. “Not that either one of us would call it a ‘great
compromise.’ ”

Sam chuckled. “But what if Clay wins the election? I have to tell you that he’s most likely going to,
Patrick. Even Andy will admit that nowadays, at least in private to his friends.”

“All the better, so far as I’'m concerned. Jackson would then be able to let someone else play the
general, and fumble it—and then he can ride in and save the day. Four years later. What’s four years,

Sam? In the great scheme of things.”

The boys came charging into the dining room. They got right to the verbs, as six-year-olds will. The
nouns being self-evident to the world, since they were self-evident to them.

“You promised, Pa! You promised!”
Driscol pushed away from the table and rose. “So I did.”
“Promised what?”” Sam asked.

“That he’d take them up to the new fort today,” Tiana answered. “They love forts. Do you know any
little boys who don’t?”

Sam was tempted to answer:Don 't know too many full-grown men who don’t love ’em either.
Especially if they 're Scots-Irish.

But he didn’t, because as soon as the quip came to his mind he realized that Andy Jackson was one of
them. The general built forts the way boys built tree houses—and, now that Sam thought about it, he
realized that Andy always did prefer to fight on the defensive whenever he could.

“I’1l be damned,” he said.

He normally avoided blasphemy, just for the sake of appearances if nothing else. But Patrick was a
freethinker, and the Lord Himself only knew what Tiana thought about such matters.

So he did it again. “I will be damned.”

Patrick’s rejoinder was inevitable, of course. “Most likely.” But Sam paid that little attention. His
headache was coming back with a vengeance.

“I need a drink,” he announced.
Tiana didn’t argue the point, since she never did. She just rose and went over to the cabinet.
“Hair of the dog, is it?” Patrick said. “Someday that dog’ll swallow you whole, Sam.”

But that was an old refrain, too, so Sam ignored it. The whiskey bottle was coming to the table, and he
needed to think. Whiskey helped him think when he had a headache as bad as this one.

There might be an angle here...As reluctant as he was to use it, Sam’s father-in-law had his own
connections to the press. Very good ones, as you’d expect. Perhaps more importantly, so did John
Quincy Adams. Who also hated Clay, because Clay’s creatures had slandered him over the Treaty of



Ghent. And though the issue was not as personal as the issue over which Clay and his people hounded
Jackson, Adams took his reputation as a diplomat seriously.

For reasons he could never quite fathom, Sam was quite fond of Adams, and the two of them got along
well. He hadn’t seen him now in...two years? Time for a visit, perhaps.

The first slug of whiskey cleared his brain marvelously. And the sight of Patrick and Tiana embracing
before he departed with his children reminded Sam that he hadn’t seen Maria Hester and his son in
months, either.

“I’ll be going soon,” he announced as Patrick headed for the door.

“Figured you would. Don’t forget to toss a few bones to John Ross and Ridge before you leave.”

The second slug was on its way down, now. Half of it, at least. Sam felt splendid. “You didn’t leave
any,” he grumbled.

“Sure I did. They’re just hidden. Don’t ask me where, because I have no idea. But you’ll find them.”

And he did, before he left three days later. Little bones, and not many of them. But enough to mollify the
Indian leaders for the time being, especially when they had their own problems.

Chief Bowles wasn’t there for any of the discussions. He was spending all his time with Patrick and
General Charles Ball and the colonels of the three regiments—and the boys, of course—inspecting the
lines and discussing how The Bowl’s Cherokee irregulars could best be used in the coming war.

None of them seemed to have any doubt at all that therewould be a war. Especially The Bowl, who
shared Patrick’s opinion on the subject of Sassenach and the inevitability of their coming.

CHAPTER 10

Lexington, Kentucky

AUGUST 24, 1824

“I think you’ve got the finest racehorses in the state, Henry,” said Peter Porter. “And probably the best
racetrack.” Leaning on the rail fence, the former New York congressman took a few moments longer to
admire the sight. It was a sunny afternoon. A bit too hot for comfort, but not intolerably so.

Henry Clay laughed. “It may not be the best, but I can assure you it’s the most profitable. For me, at any



rate.” A bit smugly: “Indeed, my horses are superior. They earn me quite the tidy sum in prize money. But
come: Crittenden’s people should be arriving shortly. In fact, they may already be here by now.”

Porter was hard-of-hearing, so Clay spoke more loudly than he normally would. That was one of the
many gracious courtesies the Speaker of the House practiced routinely with his friends and associates,
and one that was much appreciated.

The two men turned back toward the main house at Ashland. Clay had named his estate just south of
Lexington for the ash trees that were native to the region. That seemed a bit odd to Porter, given that
Clay was actually partial to spruces. He’d been replacing the ash trees with spruces since the day he
bought the estate seventeen years earlier. Just one of the man’s many personal quirks. Clay spilled over
with them, but since he usually turned them to advantage or amusement, none of his friends minded.

The walk back was leisurely, taken in a companionable silence, as they followed the winding
carriageway that led to the house through a grove of cypress, locust, and cedar trees. The distance to be
traveled was over two hundred yards, so it took a bit of time.

There was a short interruption once they reached the path that led to a cluster of buildings not far from
the house itself. That consisted of a smokehouse, a dairy, a carriage house, and the slave quarters.

“A moment, please,” Clay said. “Something I must attend to.” He strode down the path toward the
smokehouse, leaving Porter behind.

Porter used the quarter-of-an-hour wait to admire Clay’s country home, which he could see quite well
from where he stood. Brick, very well built—and very large. Two and a half stories in the center, with
one-story wings to either side. Clay had told him the overall dimensions were one hundred and twenty six
feet by fifty-seven. One of the grandest homes in the area, it was.

When Clay returned, Porter cocked an inquiring eyebrow. A polite gesture, nothing intrusive.

“A minor matter,” Clay explained, taking his friend by the elbow and leading him toward the house.
“Lucretia told me that she had suspicions concerning one of the overseers, from something she overheard
one of the house girls saying to another. So I just had words with the man. If I discover he’s taking
advantage of the slaves, I shall discharge him immediately, and I told him so.”

Porter pursed his lips but said nothing. As a New Yorker born and raised in New England, the institution
of slavery seemed peculiar to him. Exotic, really, more like something you’d expect to find in Araby than
America. With the same aura of sexual excess, to boot. That slave-owners and their overseers had what
amounted to their own harems, if they chose to exercise their power, was something understood by
practically everyone, North as well as South. Though few people beyond irresponsible abolitionists chose
to speak of it publicly.

Even this little incident reeked, if you insisted on sniffing at it for too long. “Discharge” a man—as a
penalty for an act which, if carried out against a white woman, would result in a prison sentence. Possibly
even a hanging, depending on the circumstances.

Still, it was none of Porter’s business, so he said nothing. Whenever the Speaker of the House was in
Washington, since his wife rarely accompanied him to the capital, Clay was an insatiable womanizer. The
same, when he went on one of his many political tours. That was always a potential political liability, of
course, and one that Clay’s friends and associates had tried to caution him about—to little avail,
unfortunately. But at least it seemed he kept his sexual exploits under control on his own estate.



The one thing they didnot need would be for rumors of black bastards to join the other innuendos
concerning Clay’s personal character. Jackson might or might not get involved in that—always hard to
know, with that man—but Crawford certainly would. Henry Clay had been using bare-knuckle tactics in
his campaign for the presidency, just as he had in all his previous campaigns, and at least some of his
opponents would gladly respond in kind.

Well, not “bare-knuckle.” Never that. Clay’s fists were always gloved, and in very fine gloves at that.
But he never hesitated to use them, either.

As for the larger issue, slavery was simply a given. Half the nation depended on the institution
economically. So there was no possibility of uprooting it now, whether or not it should ever have been
created in the first place. Both Clay and Thomas Jefferson would state, quite bluntly, that if they could roll
back time, they’d prefer it if slavery had never come into existence. But since they weren’t the Almighty,
they couldn’t—and their own livelithoods depended on the institution.

There it sat, thus, and would continue to sit. For a practical politician and businessman like Porter,
simply another factor to be considered in the ongoing political struggles in the Republic. An immovable
one, however, like the seasons. Why waste time over it when nothing could be done anyway—and there
were so many other more pressing issues that could be settled? One might as well demand legislation
abolishing winter.

“Any further news on the killing?”” he asked.

Clay smiled. “Indeed there is. The culprit has been identified, almost for sure. A certain tanner named
John Brown, it seems, and several of his brothers.”

“An Ohioan?”’

“Yes. Was, rather. Apparently he belongs to an extensive family of radical malcontents. A veritable tribe
of abolitionists, descended from New England Puritan stock.”

Porter made a face. “Yes, I know the type. Better than I wished I did, since we have our share in New
York. But, you say, he ‘was’ from Ohio?”

“A town called Hudson. His father’s still there, according to the reports I’ve received. But John Brown
himself, along with his wife and children and brothers, have recently moved to...”

The smile expanded, and became a grin. Since Henry Clay had a very wide mouth to begin with, the
expression looked quite shark-like. “To Arkansas, we’ve learned. He’s setting up a new tannery right
along on the Mississippi, just north of the confluence with the Arkansas. A stretch of land, you may
recall—good bottomland, quite well suited for cotton—that I argued at the time should not be included in
the land ceded to the Cherokees in the Treaty of Oothcaloga.”

“Yes, I remember. But Houston carried that, as well.”
They were almost to the house. Porter stopped and placed a restraining hand on Clay’s elbow.
“Henry, please be careful here. Don’t forget that I was at the Chippewa, in command of the Third

Brigade. Driscol was a sergeant then, in the Twenty-Second Regiment. One of the units that Scott sent
directly up against the redcoats.”



“Yes, yes,” Clay said impatiently. “I recall the accounts of his exploits, after the Capitol affair. ‘Lost an
arm’ for the nation, yack yack, ‘immediately raced to the capital upon hearing news of the invasion,
despite his grave injury,” yack yack; the newspapers were full of it.”

“I saw it unfold, Henry. With my own eyes. They never so much as flinched. Not even in the face of
volleys from British regulars, on an open battlefield. Whereas. ..” Honesty was needed here. “I couldn’t
keep my own men from panicking, even with woods for a cover.”

“Those were white soldiers.”

“They weren’t white at the Mississippi,” Porter replied forcibly. “Black as night, all of them—except
Driscol himself. And they did the same again. Henry, youmust take this man seriously.” He waved a hand
at the house. “No pack of border adventurers is going to succeed, where professional soldiers like Riall
and Pakenham failed.”

Clay had been frowning, as he usually did when someone raised objections to his plans. But when he
heard the last, the frown vanished. In fact, he laughed aloud.

“Oh, for the love of—"

He shook his head. “This is a misunderstanding between us. Did you think I believe Crittenden’s
expedition wouldsucceed? ”

Clay glanced at the house. Gauging the distance, Porter thought, to make sure that he wouldn’t be heard
by anyone there. “Speaking of whom, they may have arrived already. Let me do all the talking. But,
quickly: I have no intention—never did—of being attached to this except from a distance. Nor do |
expect—never did—that Crittenden would win his prize. If he does, splendid. As one of the quiet
backers, I shall get credit for it soon enough. Once a feat like that is accomplished, as you well know, all
secrets get tossed to the wind.”

Porter stared at him. “And if he fails? Which he almost certainly will.”

Clay shrugged, in that incredibly graceful way he did all gestures. “Even better. Don’t you see? It’ll be a
cause, Peter. ‘Vengeance for...whatever the name of whatever wretched little town or bayou Crittenden
gets hammered at.” A drumbeat in the newspapers, which will provide a thythm for my march into the
president’s house.”

Porter took a long, slow, deep breath. “You’re gambling again, Henry. Can’t youever just take straight
odds?”

It was the wrong thing to say, and Porter knew it immediately. Clay prided himself on his skill at cards.
As well he might, true enough—but he kept thinking politics was a card game. And he could be more
reckless in politics than he was at cards, because the odds were harder to gauge.

Clay grew a little stiff. “I’ll want you to continue your efforts in New York, be assured. If you can make
an arrangement with Van Buren, that would be splendid. I’ll need either New York or Pennsylvania, and
preferably both. But please do not presume to instruct me on how to win over the West. I know these
people, Peter. I've lived here all my life. They’re besotted with martial heroics. How else to explain
Jackson’s popularity when the man has no conceivable qualifications for high office beyond those of a
military chieftain?”



The door opened, and Lucretia Clay emerged. “Your visitors are here, Henry. Been waiting for most of
an hour.”

“Yes, darling. We’ll be right there.” Clay took Porter by the arm this time. “Come, Peter. Just let me
handle it.”

SEPTEMBER 3, 1824

“It failed only this,” John Quincy Adams said softly, staring out the window of his office in the State
Department. He was talking to himself, since his aide had left the room as soon as he delivered the latest
report from England.

Too quickly, as it turned out, although the man was simply being courteous. Adams turned from the
window and went to the door. Opening it and leaning out, he called for the same aide.

“Yes, Mr. Secretary?”
“I need to see the president. See to making an appointment, if you would.”
The man was back within ten minutes. “He says he can see you now, sir. Since it’s that pressing.”

Adams started to snap a response to the effect that he’d never said anything to the aide about the matter
being “pressing.” In fact, it wasn’t, precisely.

But he held the reproof in check. Simply the fact that he’d felt something was important enough to ask
for a special meeting with the chief executive, he realized, was enough for Monroe to label it as urgent.
There was something of a compliment there, actually.

James Monroe was an imperturbable man, as a rule, so there was no expression on his face when he
finished reading the relevant portion of the ambassador’s report. That didn’t take long, since
Ambassador Rush’s prose tended to run to the terse side.

The president laid the report on his desk. “I think we should ask Winfield to join us, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course, Mr. President.” Adams rose from his chair. “I’ll summon a messenger.”

Since the War Department was no farther away than the State Department, General Scott arrived within
ten minutes. It took him considerably less time than that to read the report.

Having done so, he sighed. “Ross, no less. And if Rush’s report is accurate, he’s said to have packed
his uniform in the trunk.” He glanced back down at the report. “His ship should be arriving in New
Orleans within a fortnight. Not time enough for us to get anyone down there with a warning.”



“A warning ofwhat, Winfield?” demanded Adams. “That a private citizen of Great Britain—a nation
with whom we are no longer at war, I remind you; indeed, are enjoying relatively good terms with these
days—has decided to pay a personal visit to our shores. Even if we could get a warning down there in
time, what good would it do? We could hardly have the man arrested, after all.”

The general’s lips quirked as he glanced around the president’s office. “Weare talking about the same
‘private citizen’ whose troops once burned this very residence, as I recall.”

Monroe’s smile was broader but just as crooked. “Indeed. But that was then—ancient history,
almost—and this is now. The real question is...”

Scott nodded. “Yes, Mr. President, I understand. The real question is whether Robert Ross is in fact
simply a private citizen, or whether he’s acting on behalf of the British government. Informally, if not
formally.”

“Wehave been expecting such a move on their part,” Monroe pointed out. “Actually, I’'m surprised they
haven’t done it sooner. It’s perfectly logical for Britain to consider an alliance with the Confederacy.”

“They probably would have,” Adams said, “except Canning is waiting to see what our response will be
to his proposal to form a common bloc against the continental powers over the issues in South America.
Keeping France from getting a toehold in the New World again is far more important to Britain than
whatever gains they could make against us by forming an alliance with the Arkansas Confederacy.
Besides...”

He pondered for a moment while the president and the general waited patiently. Like most educated
men in America, they considered John Quincy Adams the nation’s foremost analyst of international
affairs.

“Here’s what I think, Mr. President,” he said at length. “Nothing I haven’t told you before, of course. I
believe the long era of sharp antagonism between the United States and Great Britain has come to an
end. Henceforth—oh, yes, there’ll be squabbles here and there—I don’t foresee any major tensions. In
fact, I expect we’ll see the emergence of what amounts to a tacit alliancewit/ Britain.”

Monroe glanced at Scott. Technically, the general had no business sitting in on a discussion of the
nation’s foreign affairs. But, under the circumstances, Monroe apparently felt the same as Adams. Why
not? Scott was astute himself, and he could be trusted to keep his mouth shut.

“Continue, John. Though I can’t resist the temptation here to point out that your analysis seems a bit
odd, given that you’ve been the member of the Cabinet who’s argued most vehemently against accepting
Britain’s latest proposal.”

“That’s matching teapots against camels, Mr. President. My objection isn’t to thesubstance of
Canning’s proposal; it’s simply to its form. The foreign secretary wants Britain and the United States to
issue a joint statement, and I don’t. I’d far rather—as you know—see us take an independent stance
against continental ambitions in Latin America than come in as—’

“ ‘A cockboat in the wake of the British man-of-war,” ” the president concluded for him. “Yes, I know,
John. And I’ll agree it’s a very nice turn of phrase. But, as I said, please continue.”

Adams shrugged. “If 'm right—and [ am—then I think the conclusion follows directly, with regard to



the matter at hand. Whatever purpose Robert Ross has in coming to America, he is not acting—not in
any way—on behalf of the British government.”

Monroe gazed at him levelly. “Would you be willing to state as much in a private letter to Senator
Jackson? I’d just as soon avoid an explosion there. Given his attitudes toward Britain—added to the
tensions that already exist with Arkansas—any hint that a British officer is meddling in American affairs
will be like waving a red flag in front of a bull. But he’s likely to listen to you, John.”

Adams caught the grimace that came briefly to Scott’s face. The general, quite obviously, felt that
catering to Jackson was questionable, given that the man had no real business being involved in the first
place. He was a senator, now, no longer active in the military and not a part of the administration.

But however good a general he might be, Scott’s grasp of politics left much to be desired. As witness
the very public brawl he’d gotten into with Jackson himself, a few years back, that could have easily been
avoided just by the use of some reasonable amount of tact. So Adams ignored the expression.

“Yes, certainly.” He smiled crookedly himself. “Mind, it’ll be a bit difficult to phrase it properly. A good
part of the reason I’m certain Ross isn’t acting for Canning is because he’s been so closely tied to the
British antislavery movement these past years. Hardly the man a Tory government would choose as a
go-between—and hardly something [ want to dwell on in a letter to one of Tennessee’s major
slave-owners.”

Monroe actually laughed. “Yes, I’d say! One of Britain’s most notorious abolitionists come to pay a visit
to the man who is quite possibly the most notorious abolitionist in the whole world. Certainly in North
America. There’s as much in that to infuriate Old Hickory as in the thought of an actual British agent.”

To Adams’s surprise, Scott shook his head. “I wouldn’t be so sure, Mr. President. They’re all soldiers,
don’t forget, and soldiers tend to treasure two things above all: gallantry, and their own reputations.”

Monroe cocked an eyebrow at him. “The gallantry I understand. I was once a soldier myself. But I'm
not following you on the rest. The part about reputations, [ mean.”

“Have you—either one of you—tead Ross’s account of the Gulf campaign?”
Monroe and Adams looked at each other. Then, simultaneously, shook their heads.

“Well, I have—and you can be sure and certain that Andrew Jackson has read it also. It was published
quite extensively. Very popular in Britain at the time—and any number of copies were purchased here in
America.”

Adams frowned. “I’'m still not following you, Winfield. I’ve never read the thing, but I understood it was
a defense of Pakenham’s conduct in the—ah. I see. Yes, of course.”

Monroe was frowning now, looking back and forth between the other two men in his office. “Will
someone please explain...Ah. Yes, of course. No way to defend Pakenham, is there, except to speak
well of Jackson?”

“Exceedingly well, Mr. President,” Scott said. “I wouldn’t go so far as to state that Ross used a ladle to
pour praise over Jackson. But he certainly used a very large spoon. That’s something Jackson will
appreciate, just as he appreciates the martial accomplishments of Patrick Driscol. Meaning that you might
have three men coming to a clash of arms, but all of them respect—even admire—each other. That



makes quite a difference, for men who think like soldiers. Which they all do.”

Monroe sat up a little straighter in his chair. “Well, that’s something of a relief. The last thing we need is
another eruption from Andy Jackson. So let’s get down to it then. Whyis Robert Ross coming to
America?”” He glanced down at the ambassador’s report. “Quite clearly, in response to an invitation from
Driscol.”

By now, Adams thought he saw it clear. “The simplest of all reasons. Driscol expects a war—half
expects it, at least—and he wants expert military counsel. More counsel, I should say. I’'m remembering
now that Winfield suggested in this very room, just months ago, that the fortifications in Arkansas were
too sophisticated for Driscol to have developed all on his own.”

Monroe looked at Scott. The general nodded. “I’d have to agree, Mr. President.”

The president was now completely erect in his chair, his fingers laced together in front of him on the
desk. “Very well, then. What does either of you suggest we might do?”

“Nothing, Mr. President,” came Adams’s immediate response. “Other than the letter I’1l write Jackson, |
propose we do nothing at all, since I can’t see anything we could do that wouldn’t make everything
worse. We’ve already—several years ago—put a stop to any government funding for those adventurers
in Louisiana. So we have no financial leverage to bring to bear. What’s left is direct military action. But
against who? We have no legitimate quarrel with the Confederacy. Not one, at any rate, that would be
accepted by any other nation as a casus belli. That means all we could do would be to use troops or the
threat of troops in Louisiana, to prevent a freebooting expedition by the likes of Crittenden. Which would
stir up a hornet’s nest. Besides, you can’t stop such expeditions, anyway, if they have any serious local
backing. We’ve never been able to in the past; why should we succeed now?”

Scott hesitated for a few seconds. “I’d have to agree, Mr. President, although I feel the need to point
out that if an attempt is made against Arkansas by private adventurers, it’s likely to result in a catastrophe

for them.”

“They wouldn’t be entering the fortified mountainous areas,” the president pointed out. “What they’d
want is simply the river plain and its broad bottomlands.”

The general spread his hands. “Yes, sir, I know. But if they think Driscol won’t come down to get them,
they’d be badly mistaken. He will—and he’ll smash them.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Oh, yes. Both of the first, and of the last. And Driscol won’t do it piecemeal, the way Perez drove
Long’s expedition out of Texas. He’ll maneuver them into a battle and hammer them flat.”

Monroe nodded and looked at the window. “Which political elements here would use for a rallying cry.”
“Clay, to give them a name,” stated Adams.
“Yes, most likely.” After a moment, Monroe said: “General, if you’d be so—"

“Of course, sir,” said Scott, rising from his chair and heading for the door. “If you need me any further,
I’ll be in the War Department.”



After he was gone, Monroe’s eyes came away from the window and looked at Adams. “T’ll leave the
decision to you, John. I’ve not more than a few months left in office. Whatever does or doesn’t happen in
Arkansas between now and then won’t be something whose consequences I’ll have to deal with. You,
on the other hand, might. Are you so sure of this?”

“Yes, Mr. President, I’'m quite sure.” It was Adams’s turn to hesitate. “Should it come to pass that the
Republic calls on my services—I’ve had to consider that possibility, of late—then it’s necessary for me
to think in the long run. The situation with Arkansas will continue to fester, no matter what. Sooner or
later, that boil will have to be lanced—but it’s a mistake to lance a boil too soon, or it simply returns.”

“Clay won’t ‘lance’ it if he’s elected president,” Monroe said bluntly. “He’ll scrape it.”

“Well. He’ll try. But I am not Henry Clay.” Stiffly: “I refuse to adopt another man’s methods—methods
I consider base, sir, to speak bluntly—simply in order to put myself in his place. Where’s any purpose in
that?”’

Monroe unlaced his hands and leaned back in the chair. “I understand. Nothing it is, then. We’ll just let it
keep unfolding.”

CHAPTER 11

Alexandria, Louisiana

SEPTEMBER 13, 1824

“Robbed, I say again! "Robert Crittenden’s voice filled the tavern, even managing to ride over the
hubbub of far too many men packed into far too small a space—and with far too much whiskey packed
mside them, to boot.

“Robbed, I say again!”

Raymond Thompson looked at his companion across the small table in a corner of the tavern and rolled
his eyes. “How many times do you think he’ll say it again?”

Scott Powers swirled the whiskey in his glass. “Ten, at least.” Then, shrugging: “Better him than you or
me, Ray. Somebody’s got to keep the boys stirred up.”

“Cheated of our rightful new state by the scoundrel Adams—that bastard Monroe, too!—and
their tools in Congress! Has ever mankind seen a more infamous act of treachery than the selling
of Texas and Arkansas—and for the sake of nothing more sublime than appeasing the corrupt
Dons and their—"

Powers chuckled. “Sore, isn’t he? Mostly he’s just riled because he was sure he’d be appointed the



governor of Arkansas. If the state had ever come into existence.”

Thompson didn’t reply. The statement was true enough, of course, but he didn’t share Powers’s cynical
equanimity on the subject. For Powers, any expedition to seize Arkansas was just a stepping-stone to
Texas. But Thompson had been counting on getting some of that fine bottomland in the Arkansas portion
of the Delta. He could have sold it to speculators within a year and turned a profit on the deal. Instead,
he was holed up in Alexandria, trying to evade his creditors.

“—Cherokee savages and the Quapaws, more savage still—"

But there was no point in dwelling on past misfortunes. If all went well, before long he’d be rich enough
to thumb his nose at any creditors. “Any word from the Lallemand brothers?” he asked.

“Not lately. Far as I know, they should still be arriving any day.”

Thompson frowned into his whiskey glass. “I still don’t like the idea. You know as well as I do that
they’re just looking for an angle to set up French rule in Texas.”

“So what?”” Powers drained his own glass. “Let ’em dream. Napoleon died two years ago. Without him
as the anchor—even assuming they could have freed him from St. Helena—they don’t stand a chance.
And in the meantime, they’re willing to put two hundred and fifty trained soldiers in the field—and
Charles Lallemand is a genuine general. Fought at Waterloo, even.”

“—niggers for the taking, too! Like catching fish in a pond! What say you, boys?”

Thompson and Powers both winced. An instant later, the roar of the crowd hammered their ears.

When the noise ebbed enough to allow conversation again, Thompson returned stubbornly to the
subject. “French soldiers, Scott. Who’s to say—"

“Not more than a third, any longer, after that comedy of errors they called Champ d’Asile. Not even
Long’s people scrambled out of Texas faster.” Powers looked away for a moment, a considering
expression on his face. “Most of the men around the Lallemands, since they settled in Alabama, are local
boys. They’ll listen to Charles on the field, but that’s it.”

He stood up, holding his empty glass. “Another?”

Thompson shook his head. “No, I’ve got to be able to see straight tomorrow morning. At least—"

“—problem will be catching those niggers, the way they’ll run after a stout volley and the sight of
level bayonets! I'm telling you, boys—"

“God, I'm sick of that man’s voice,” Thompson grumbled. “But, as I was saying, at least he came up
with the muskets he said he would. Two thousand stand.”

Powers’s eyes widened. “Where did—"
“Don’t ask, Scott. But you can probably figure it out.”

After a moment, Powers smiled. “Benefactors in high places, indeed. But I shall be the very model of
discretion.”



After he left, Thompson drained his own glass.
“—envy of every Georgian and Virginian! And then! On to Texas!”

Another roar from the crowd caused Thompson to hunch his shoulders. “Enough, already,” he muttered
to himself.

He eyed the far-distant door, gloomily certain it would take him five minutes to work his way through the
mob. More like ten, if he wanted to avoid a duel. Half the men in the tavern would fight over any offense,
and they could find an offense most anywhere.

Blue Spring Farm, Kentucky

SEPTEMBER 15, 1824

“I’d really feel a lot better about this if I were going along, Julia,” said Richard Johnson. The Kentucky
senator’s face looked more homely than ever. Downright woebegone, in fact.

“Oh, stop frettin’, dear. You can’t possibly leave now, with the political situation the way it is.” Julia
Chinn nodded toward the small cavalry escort waiting patiently near the wagon. “They’ll handle any little
problem that might come up.”

Johnson looked at the cavalrymen, trying to find some comfort in the sight.

Trying...and even succeeding to a considerable degree. Not so much from the sight of a dozen
cavalrymen as from their commanding officer. Houston had promised a real military escort if Julia
decided to take the girls to Arkansas for their schooling, and he hadn’t failed on that promise.

Recognizing inevitability—Julia had remained adamant on the subject for months, never budging at
all—Johnson stepped over to the side of the officer’s horse and looked up at it.

“Got to say I’'m downright astonished to see you here, Zack. Don’t usually see a lieutenant colonel in
charge of something like this.”

Zachary Taylor looked down at him, smiling. A bit to Johnson’s relief, the lieutenant colonel’s heavy,
rough-featured face seemed quite good humored.

“Hell, Dick, why not? Sam asked me to find somebody reliable when I ran into him in Wheeling. I was
on my way back to my post in Baton Rouge, in any event. | figured I was more reliable than anybody [
could find on short notice, and it really isn’t that far out of my way. Besides, I owe you a favor.”

In point of fact, coming through western Virginia and northern Kentucky to provide an escort for Julia
and the children, instead of just taking a barge down the Ohio, had been considerably out of Taylor’s
way. But the man was an experienced Indian fighter, so terrain was no great challenge for him.

True, he did owe Johnson a favor, but it hadn’t been much, really. Just the sort of minor intervention that
a senator often made on behalf of a well-respected and capable military officer. And...



They liked each other. Taylor and Johnson had never been what you could call good friends, but that
was probably just because they’d never been able to spend much time together. On those occasions
when they had, they’d gotten along quite well.

They had a lot in common. Both were veterans, even though Johnson’s soldiering days were over, and
both came from wealthy Kentucky families—of Virginian origin, in Taylor’s case, now with large
plantations over near Louisville. What was more important was that while they didn’t see eye to eye on
some political issues, Taylor seemed to share Johnson’s attitudes on slavery. An economic necessity for
the nation, to be sure, but nothing to brag about and much to cause uneasiness. Certainly nothing to
proclaim, as Calhoun would, as a “positive good.”

Taylor was one of the few members of the slave-owning gentry in Kentucky who’d never seemed to
care about Johnson’s relationship to Julia. At least, the one time he’d visited Blue Spring Farm, he hadn’t
blinked an eye at the sight of a black woman presiding over the dinner table. Indeed, he’d been quite
gracious to her and the children throughout the visit.

“Take good care of them, Zack,” Johnson said quietly, in a half-pleading tone.

“Now, don’t you worry yourself none, Dick. I’ll see them all the way to the Confederacy myself.” To
Johnson’s relief, Taylor voiced aloud the senator’s underlying concern. “If you’re worrying some
slave-catchers might try to claim they was runaways, I’ll set ’em straight right quick.”

For a moment, Taylor’s thick hand shifted to the sword at his belt. “Right quick,” he repeated, almost
growling the words. “And God damn John Calhoun, anyway.”

There was that, too. Richard Johnson was also famous as the senator who’d fight—at the drop of a
hat—any attempt to foist anything that even vaguely resembled an established church on the great
American republic. In his pantheon of political virtues, separation of church and state ranked right
alongside states’ rights and putting an end to debt imprisonment.

Public opinion and custom be damned. Richard Mentor Johnson trusted blasphemers a lot more than he
did those pious folk who could always find an excuse in the Bible to do whatever they pleased.

“That’s fine, then,” he said.

Julia’s voice rose up from behind him. “You settle down, Imogene! You too, Adaline! Or I’ll smack you
both! See if I don’t!”

Taylor grinned. “Besides, I won’t have to worry none about keeping wayward girls in line. Way more
fearsome foes than some sorry slave-catchers.”

New Orleans, Louisiana

SEPTEMBER 22, 1824

“That’s where the final battle was fought,” Robert Ross told his wife and son, pointing off to the
steamboat’s left. ““You can still see the remnants of the Iron Battalion’s fortifications. About all that’s left,
any longer, of what they called the Morgan Line at the time.”



David Ross gave his father an uncertain glance and said, “It doesn’t really look like much.”

“Some of that’s the climate, son. Between the heat and the rains—the river floods, too, quite often—no
construction mostly made of dirt and logs is going to wear well. Even after less than a decade’s passage,
much of it will be gone. And the city’s poorer residents would have scavenged the iron used by the
battalion to bolster the works, here and there.”

The retired British general studied the distant mound for a few seconds. “But that’s just part of it. Held
by determined and valiant men—which they most certainly were—even a modest line of defenses can be
incredibly difficult to surmount. The casualties were fearful on both sides.”

“Is this where Thornton was killed?”

“No.” Ross pointed further upriver, in the direction of New Orleans. “Rennie died here. Thornton fell
some hundreds of yards to the west, in the first clash with Houston’s forces. Right on that road you can
see pieces of, here and there.”

There was silence for a time as the steamboat continued its steady progress up the immense river. David,
who had been intrigued by the craft itself for most of the voyage upriver from Fort St. Philip, was now
giving it no attention at all. His eyes were fixed on the terrain where, almost ten years earlier, a great
contest of arms had been waged. As with most young men of his class—certainly one with his family
history—martial affairs were of engrossing interest.

He already knew the terrain well, too, at least in the abstract. He’d read his father’s account of the
campaign as well as several other memoirs that had since been published in Britain.

“We should be approaching Chalmette field,” he announced.
“Yes,” Ross said, nodding. “We’ll have to cross to the other side of the boat in order to see it.”

Shortly afterward, the boat was passing by the location where Pakenham and Jackson’s armies had
faced each other—but never come to an actual battle.

“Field!” David exclaimed, half disappointed and half amused.

Ross shrugged. “It’s plantation area, David. You can hardly expect people to leave such a potentially
profitable area unexploited, simply for the benefit of an occasional tourist. At the time, I can assure you,
that expanse of lush crops was nothing but stubble. Jackson saw to that, to give his men a clear line of
fire.”

David had no personal experience with battles, but as the son of a major general he had a good sense of
some basic principles. He might have found it difficult to gauge the fortifications back on the Morgan
Line. But, his eyes ranging back and forth across Chalmette field, he had no difficulty here.

“What a slaughter that would have been. Five hundred yards to cross.”

His father nodded. “Five hundred yards—in the face of the world’s best artillery. Along with thousands
of riflemen and musketeers protected by an excellent rampart. And with the attacking force having no
cover and no possibility of threatening the enemy’s flanks. Jackson chose his position exceedingly well:
his right wing anchored on the Mississippi, his left on the cypress swamps.”



Ross lifted his arm and pointed into the distance. ““You can see the start of the swamps quite easily. They
continue on for miles. The Cherokees and Choctaws savaged our forces whenever we ventured into
them.”

David shook his head. There was a subtle but great satisfaction in the gesture. His father’s analysis of the
Gulf campaign might have been accepted by the British establishment, including its military, but there had
been plenty of boys his own age who’d shared the brash certainties of youth.One stout charge would
have taken the day, I tell you! He’d now be able to return and sneer at them with the authority of
someone who’d seen the lay of the land himself.

Ross was amused. He could remember those wonderful certainties himself from forty years ago.

Eliza laid a hand on his arm where it rested on the boat’s railing. “We’d best see to the packing. We’ll
be arriving in the city soon.”

A small delegation at the foot of the ramp was waiting for them. Ross had thought Driscol would have
made some arrangements, but he was surprised at the form it took.

He hadn’t expected Patrick himself to be there, of course, nor Tiana. But whatever he’d expected, it
certainly hadn’t been four scruffy-looking men in civilian attire. Two young white men—one of whom
was younger than David—and two black men. One of whom was also younger than David, and the other
of whom...

“I didn’t expect the army of Arkansas to followprecisely the methods used by us British,” he said to that
black man, after debarking onto the pier. “But I still think it’s absurd for the only general in your army to
be serving as the leader of a small detachment of escorts.”

Charles Ball grinned at him. “Leader? Nonsense, General Ross!”” He jerked his thumb at the older of the
two white men standing next to him. “Here be the esteemed leader of this expedition. Captain Anthony
McParland. You might be able to remember him still, just a bit. He was Patrick’s lad in the war. Just a
new sergeant, then, though.”

Ross studied McParland. Now that he looked at him more closely, he could recognize him. But...

He was impressed, actually. The young man standing before him, now in his midtwenties, seemed vastly
more self-assured than the very young and uncertain sergeant he could remember from nine and a half
years earlier. That spoke well of the Arkansas Army, if such a quick study could be trusted. Of all the
military skills praised in the literature, the one Robert had always found to be the least mentioned and
most underrated was the ability of a given army to instill self-confidence in its men, especially its junior
officers.

Ball’s grin grew wider still. “I be the young massa’s slave. So’s Corporal Parker here. Sheffield Parker,
that is. And he’s”—the thumb now indicated the younger of the two white men—*“Corporal McParland.

Callender, to distinguish him from his cousin, our august commander.”

Ross examined the two younger men. Boys, almost, since neither of them could be more than seventeen
or eighteen years old. Callender McParland bore a definite resemblance to the captain. Average height, a



bit on the slender side if quite wiry-looking, a blue-eyed open face under a thatch of sandy hair. The sort
of lad one would barely notice in a crowd and never think twice about.

The black corporal, Sheffield Parker, was about the same, allowing for the racial differences.
Dark-skinned, even for a negro, with very dark eyes and rather broad features. He’d never be noticed at
all, except possibly for an unusual breadth of shoulders in a man who was a bit on the short side.

They both looked very fit—almost absurdly so, given their clothing. Which couldn’t be depicted as
“rags,” certainly, but could most charitably be called nondescript. Parker was even barefoot.

Done with his quick examination, Ross cocked an eyebrow at Ball. “I assume there’s an explanation for
this, other than—I hope—the fact that Patrick has adoptedsans-culottes principles for a military table of
organization.”

“Don’ know what ‘sangullot’ means, General,” Ball replied cheerfully. “But, yes, there’s a reason for it.
I’m afraid a bit of trouble has developed lately. There’s a small army of frontier adventurers been
gathering themselves at Alexandria these past months. Mostly the usual Texas freebooters, but they
gotten sidetracked with taking back eastern Arkansas, on account of a fellow named Robert Crittenden.
He was likely to have been appointed the governor of the new state of Arkansas, except—"

That really was a murderous grin. Even this many years later, Robert could remember his impressions of
Ball during the Gulf campaign. As a veteran U.S. Navy master gunner, he’d been Driscol’s second in
command of the Iron Battalion at New Orleans—just as he’d been in command of Houston and
Driscol’s artillery battery at the Capitol. The same artillery that had battered Robert’s own forces when
they tried to storm the seat of the U.S. government.

Color be damned. Men like Ball had been the core of every great army in history, going back at least as
far as the Romans.

“—there ain’t no such thing as ‘Arkansas,’ *cept as the chiefdom of the Confederacy. Crittenden be
righteous mad about it—and he’s got plenty of backing from disgruntled local planters and land
speculators who’d figured on making a killing.”

“Disgruntled,” no less. Ball’s education seemed to have expanded a great deal. His vocabulary, at least.

“We didn’t expect any real trouble from them this soon,” Ball continued, “because—this be normally the
case with freebooting schemes—they didn’t have much in the way of arms. But just recent and
sudden-like they turned up with plenty of muskets. Even got four three-pounders and a six-pounder.”

Still grinning, Ball nodded toward the nearby square. Jackson Square, as it was now apparently called,
not thePlace d’Armes that Ross remembered. “The three-pounders lookin’ amazingly like the ones that
used to be sittin’ right there, till most recently. Don’t know where they got the six-pounder. New
shiny-lookin’ gun, by all accounts.”

Ross wasn’t surprised. Even in Britain and the continent, the confusing and turbulent southwestern
frontier of the United States was notorious. Between the collapse of the Spanish Empire, the shaky state
of the new nation of Mexico, and what seemed like a never-ending cornucopia of Napoleonic
adventurers—most of all, the territorial ambitions of Americans, official and civilian alike—every other
month seemed to have a new expedition setting off to seize Texas. Sometimes for the United States,
although that was usually disguised as a “revolution” to set up a new republic. Sometimes for one or
another faction in Mexican politics. Sometimes as a result of Spain’s continuing involvement in the region.



Sometimes, even—although this had thankfully started to fade since Napoleon’s death on St. Helena a
couple of years earlier—as a place to magically restore a Napoleonic empire.

Often enough, any combination thereof.

Most of the adventurers—flibustiers,the French called them, after the old Dutch termvrijbuiter that had
become the English “freebooter”—were poorly funded, not to mention of questionable competence.
Some of them, of questionable sanity.

But, now and then, a group formed with real leadership and serious financial backing. The last such had
been Dr. James Long’s ill-fated Texas expedition in the summer of 1819, which might well have
succeeded in carving out a big chunk of Mexican territory for an independent American-based republic.
But the U.S. government, which had often tacitly supported earlier such attempts, refused to support this
one. The U.S. secretary of state had finally gotten all of Florida from Spain in the Adams-Onis Treaty
signed in February of that year, and he was in no mood to have the settlement upended by yet another
adventure in Texas. Monroe had agreed with him, and Long’s little republic had collapsed within months.
Long himself had been taken prisoner by the Mexicans and then “accidentally” shot by a Mexican soldier
while a captive in Mexico City.

The large and brawling community of southwestern adventurers and their backers had never forgiven
Adams, of course. And now, it seemed, had found another source of support. Probably political as well
as financial.

Eliza had been getting steadily more concerned. “Does this mean we’ll have to suspend our journey to
Arkansas? It sounds quite dangerous.”

“Oh, it’s not really dangerous, Mrs. Ross,” Ball said. “Not for us. We should manage to pass through
quite easily. But that’s the reason for this odd getup we decided on.”

A little wave of his hand indicated his companions. “We’re just another party of Southerners, passing
through the area. Nothing unusual. Got to be Southerners, seein’ as how we got slaves, just like proper
Southern gentlemen do.”

The grin had vanished momentarily while the Arkansas general gave Ross’s wife that assurance. Now it
came back in full force. “Anthony been studyin’ his letters right vigorously, these past years. Can’t hardly
believe it myself, the way he can talk now, when he’s of a mind. *Course, his accent’s still Northern, but
that won’t stand out. Plenty of young Northerners come down here to make their fortune.”

Having a much better sense of the social realities of the American South than his wife, Ross could
immediately understand the logic of the scheme. Except...

“How aboutour accent?” he asked. “It should be a bit difficult for us to remain silent, throughout the
journey.”

“No problem there, either. There be plenty of Englishmen—not to mention Irishmen—comin’ here to set
up a plantation. In fact, Crittenden’s got a whole company of Irishmen in that little army he’s put together.
Most of ’em just the usual adventurers left over from the wars, of course. But some of them got real
money to invest.”

And that, too, wasn’t surprising. The wars triggered by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era
had lasted for almost a quarter of a century and had involved enormous numbers of men. Every such war



epoch in history had produced, in its aftermath, a plethora of veterans who turned their military skills to
this or that adventure. Some of them criminal; still more, skirting the very edges of legality.

“I'see.” Ross couldn’t help but smile. “So my wife and [—with our son along, presumably to stay behind
and manage the business—are scouting the Delta to see a likely place for a plantation. Perhaps even in
newly seized—or perhaps I should say, rightfully restored—Arkansas. With our local guides and
partners—that’1l be you, I imagine, Captain McParland, along with your cousin Callender here—and the
slaves to provide theirbona fides. ”

L‘Yup.”

Ross scrutinized Ball’s face for a moment. “Which still doesn’t explain the mystery ofyou being included
among the ‘slaves,” Charles. Surely Arkansas didn’t have to use its one and only general for the
purpose.”

For the first time, Ball’s good cheer seemed to slip a bit. “Well...First off, ’'mnof¢ the only general. The
Laird—ah, that’s Chief Patrick, I mean—has the same rank, too, even though he ain’t normally active.
But he’s perfectly capable of leading the army in the field, as you well know, should Crittenden and his
pack take off before I get there. Don’t need me for that. And the thing is...”

Finally, it all came into focus. “Yes, I see,” said Ross. “You wanted the chance to study the terrain
carefully yourself. Even be able to observe firsthand a large military force moving through it. Not because
you care much about this one, but another that might follow.”

“Yup.” Now, Ball seemed to be scowling slightly. “Tarnation, General, you just cost me two dollars.”

“How’s that?”

“We had a bet. I didn’t think you’d figure it out until we got halfway to Alexandria. Patrick said you’d
do it before we even left the docks.”

And how odd it was to see that a father’s reputation with his oldest son should be cemented for all time
by such a trivial thing. But, looking at David’s face, Ross didn’t doubt it. Books, essays, mementos,
medals, swords of honor, dispatches—all abstractions, in the end. Whereas there was nothing at all
abstract about seeing the conclusion of a wager between two men, one of whom stood right before the

boy and looked like some sort of Moor legend, and the other of whom was an Irish troll who had almost
killed his father once.

“Oh, what a splendid adventure!” David exclaimed.
Washington, D.C.

SEPTEMBER 30, 1824

Maria Hester opened the door herself. She must have seen him coming.

“I’ve missed you so,” she said, before he swept her into his arms. Then, laughing: “Sam! Stop it! Right in
public!”



He growled something incoherent, lifted her into the house, and closed the door with his boot heel, never
relinquishing the embrace or leaving off with the kisses. “Missed you, too.”

“Father wants to see you,” she mumbled. “As soon as you arrived, he told me.”
“Can wait till tomorrow.”
“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!”

Sighing, Sam set his wife down. Maria Hester was grinning up at him. ““The president of the nation might
have to wait a day, but your son won’t.”

Lurking just beneath the surface of her bright eyes was the same anticipation that was practically flooding
him. The boy was only four years old, after all. Four-year-olds need a lot of naps.

A moment later, Sam had little Andrew Jackson Houston hoisted up. His son was beaming at him, too.
“Would you care for some whiskey, sir?” asked a servant, coming into the foyer.

“Of course not. It’s only afternoon.”

CHAPTER 12

The Mississippi River, nearNatchez, Mississippi

SEPTEMBER 30, 1824

Robert Ross and his son watched the Kentucky flatboat men carrying wood from the stacks on shore
into the steamboat. They seemed to be carrying out the labor even more energetically than usual.

“Amazing, really,” David commented. “The rest of the time they barely move from their accommodations
on deck. And that, only to flip another card or unstopper a jug of whiskey.”

Anthony McParland was standing next to them. “It’s part of their contract,” he explained, smiling slightly.
“They bring their goods downriver on rafts, just using the current. In New Orleans, the rafts are broken
up, and the wood is sold along with whatever they were carrying on them. They get this free passage
back upriver—but they have to do the labor of hauling the wood into the boiler room.”

“And who cuts and stacks the wood in the first place?”” Robert asked, eyeing the rapidly diminishing pile
of logs at the other end of the little pier reaching out into the Mississippi.

“Here? Choctaws, mostly. Elsewhere, it’d be poor white woodcutting families.”



David frowned. “I thought the Choctaws had moved to the Confederacy also.”

“Only maybe a third of the tribe. The rest are being stubborn, claiming—which is true enough—that they
never signed the Treaty of Oothcaloga.”

David was still frowning. “Is there going to be trouble over that?”

McParland’s smile lost some of its amusement. “Be better to say thereis trouble over it. Has been for
years, now. And it’s been getting worse. More settlers keep moving into Mississippi, and with Crittenden
and his mob stirring up everybody...

“Chief Pushmataha is a damn fool, if you ask me,” Anthony continued. “Well, not that, I guess. He’s
canny, by all accounts, but he’s getting old. He and his Choctaws have even less chance of holding back
the tide than the Cherokees and Creeks did in Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee. And there’s a big
chunk of land still set aside for them in the Confederacy, between the Canadian and the Red rivers.
That’s where those of ’em who’ve moved already have settled. But if the rest of the Choctaws don’t get
there pretty soon, they’ll start seeing the land gobbled up.”

“I thought white people weren’t—"

McParland shook his head. “Not by white people. Other Indians. Caddos and Quapaws, mostly.
They’re already moving into the area, since they’re being pushed out of Louisiana.”

David’s frown now seemed permanently fixed in place. Like most nineteen-year-olds, he preferred the
world to be a neatly organized and categorized place. “Caddos and Quapaws aren’t signatories to the
treaty, either,” he pointed out.

The young Confederate captain shrugged. “No, they’re not. Ask them if they care. Louisiana’s making it
more difficult for them to stay every year—and there’s all that open territory over there on the other side
of the Red River. Most Indian tribes are organized along clan lines. If their clan didn’t make an
agreement, they figure they’re not bound by it—much less to anybody who is.”

“There will be trouble there as well, then,” David predicted sagely.

McParland chuckled. “No, thereis trouble there, already. Just had another clash between some
Choctaws and Caddos two months ago, I heard. Not to mention that neither the Osage nor the
Comanches figureany of these tribes from across the Mississippi got any business at all in the area. Those

fights are pretty much constant, now.”

Robert had been listening to the exchange with only half his mind. He’d been paying more attention to
the actions of the flatboat men.

“Something’s amiss, I believe,” he said suddenly. He pointed to the men coming back—even more
hurriedly than usual, it seemed—across the pier onto the boat.

McParland studied their movements for a moment before pushing himself away from the rail. “Do
believe you’re right. I’ll find out.”

He was back less than five minutes later, with no trace of amusement left on his face.

“They found four bodies in one of the woodpiles. Choctaws. Been scalped and skinned. Two men, a



child, and a woman. The woman had also—" He glanced at David. “Well, never mind.”
“Skinned? "David’s eyes were wide.

“Yeah, skinned. Might have been done by settlers, but...”” McParland’s expression was grim. “Whoever
did it took their time about it. That’s not likely to have been settlers. Clashes between them and Indians
don’t generally last too long, since as a rule both sides never have all that many men, and they don’t want
to risk a counterattack. A quick scalping, and they leave. Besides, there were a lot of prints in the area.”
He pointed to the lush growth of palmettos and pawpaws that shielded the woods beyond from easy
view. “That pile was back there a ways, which is why we didn’t see it. Some of the flatboat men are
pretty fair trackers. They think a lot of men were involved.”

All three of them stared into the woods.

“I think it’s Crittenden’s men,” McParland stated. “They must have left Alexandria sooner than we
thought they would. I guess getting those guns and some cannons made them bold-like.”

The steamboat was pulling away from the pier. David’s eyes followed its course to the north. “But
Arkansas is...”

“Still a long ways away,” Anthony concluded for him. “Yeah, I know. But it’d be just like that crowd to
figure on hounding the Choctaws along the way. They want land in northern Mississippi just as much as in
Arkansas. Anywhere in the Delta, where cotton plantations can be set up. There’s a lot of money in
cotton, now, since Whitney made that machine of his.”

Robert nodded. “It’s an old pattern. The Crusaders savaged a lot of Jewish communities on their way to
the Holy Land. Did more killing in the ghettos, some of them, than they did in the Levant. If they ever got
there at all, which some of them didn’t. The whole Fourth Crusade stopped at Constantinople after
sacking it.”

His own expression was grim. “War’s never easy on neutrals, as a rule.”

“It’s an outrage,” David proclaimed.

Robert’s jaws were set. “Yes, it is. What concerns me more, however, is what the impact of it’ll be. Up
there.” He used his chin to point to the north.

His son looked at him. “What do you mean, Father?”

“You’ve never met Patrick Driscol, David. He’s a harsh man at any time. If this is indeed Crittenden’s
men, they’ll be conducting outrages all the way upriver. Hand something like that to Patrick Driscol—the
man who, as a boy, hid from the massacres in Ireland in ’98—and he’ll not react well. Not well at all.”

“I see. You’re afraid he’ll be hotheaded.”

Robert took a deep breath. “No, not that. Patrick is a man given to rage, but it’s a very cold sort of
thing. He’ll not lose control, whatever else.”

A subtle shift in McParland’s expression made it clear that the young captain understood him. “Ah,” he
said. Then, a moment later: “Well, yes. Not that he’ll have to stir anybody up to do it. Pretty much
nobody in Arkansas is going to feel the least bit kindly to Louisiana freebooters. Even if they was



behaving well, which they aren’t.”
“It would be a bad error,” Ross stated.

McParland shrugged. “Maybe. Then again, maybe not. Sometimes the best way to set a pack of curs
running is to show ’em the wolf ’s teeth.”

“The political ramifications—"

Abruptly, Robert broke off. There was something a bit absurd, after all, about lecturing Americans on
the dynamics of American politics. Even if he was almost sure he was right.

Eliza came up onto the deck. “There’s been trouble, it seems. Do we continue, or go back to New
Orleans?”

She wasn’t pushing for a particular answer, just inquiring.

Robert glanced at McParland. “I don’t believe we have much choice, dearest. Unless we want to return
on a raft. This steamboat, I’'m quite sure, will be continuing north.”

McParland’s shoulders had become a bit stiff. “Well. Yes, I’'m afraid so. TheComet is owned by the
Arkansas Riverboat Company, of which the Laird—ah, Mr. Driscol—and Mr. Crowell own half the
stock. Mr. Shreve won’t like it much, but that was part of the arrangement.”

Eliza and David frowned at him, clearly puzzled.

“What he means, dearest, is that in the event of hostilities, the boat will be pressed into Confederate
service. And, it seems, hostilities have begun.”

They looked at McParland.

The young captain cleared his throat. “Well. Be better to say ‘ Arkansas service.” Not sure John Ross or
the Ridge know anything about it.”

That wasn’t surprising. It had already been clear to Ross, just from his long correspondence with
Patrick, that the chiefdom of Arkansas wore its theoretical subordination to the Confederacy rather

lightly.

As was inevitable. Of all political quandaries faced by the human race over the millennia, this was
perhaps the most intractable. The Romans had an expression for it: Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?

Without realizing it, he murmured the phrase aloud.
“ “Who will guard the guardians?’ ” his son translated. “That’s about the Praetorian Guard, isn’t it?”’

His mother smiled. “Actually, no. I believe it was a remark made by the satirist Juvenal, concerning the
wisdom of having eunuchs guarding women.”

Ross couldn’t remember, but he suspected Eliza was correct. She was very fond of the classics.

“What do eunuchs—?”



To Robert’s surprise, McParland understood the point immediately. He realized again that there was
really not much left of the shy, ill-educated, and uncertain teenaged soldier he remembered from years
earlier.

“Pretty good assessment, sir. Yeah, the Cherokees and Creeks—the Choctaws soon, too, if I don’t
miss my guess—need Arkansas to buffer them against the United States. But you pays a price for that,
always do. Just the way it is.”

He seemed quite unconcerned about the matter. It was also now clear to Robert that McParland’s
allegiance had shifted completely to Arkansas. There seemed to be no animosity in the young officer
toward his native United States, but also no doubt where he stood in the event of a conflict. And if that
was true for a white citizen of Arkansas, how much more true would it be for its black ones?

So. A war was starting, and it would unfold as wars did. Very messily.

Memphis, Tennessee

OCTOBER 1, 1824

“Perhaps you should remain here, Julia,” Colonel Taylor suggested. He looked around the inn. “It seems
comfortable enough, and the senator left you with plenty of money.”

Julia Chinn was having none of it, as Taylor had feared. “Colonel, meaning no offense, but that’s crazy.
You going to leave a black woman and two black children alone—with money, which just makes it
worse—inzhis town? Leavin’ aside that Memphis got a reputation that’s of practically biblical
proportions, I remind you that Tennessee’s a slave state. Give it two days, and we’d be vanished
somewhere.”

“I could...” But the sentence trailed off.

“Don’t be silly. You got only twelve men to begin with. If you insist on going south into what looks like a
war starting, you’ll need all of them.”

He couldn’t argue the point. “Well. I’'m sure the boat captain would agree—"

“He’s going back up to St. Louis,” Julia interrupted. ““St. Louis is a frontier town, which means the only
reason it ain’t looking at Bible rank is just ’cause it ain’t well enough knowed yet. And Missouri’s
another slave state.”

“Surely there’ssome boat that’ll be heading for Ohio.”

She shrugged. “Prob’bly. And the captain might even be a Northerner. But most of the crew will be
Southern. And as excited as they all are, since the news came...”

She shrugged again. The fact that the shoulders which made the gesture were still those of a fairly young
and very attractive woman simply drove home her point. Being a mulatto, Julia was light-skinned
compared with the average negro, but there was no chance at all she could pass for a white woman. Not
even Imogene and Adaline could, for that matter. In truth, the girls’ skin color wasn’t really any darker



than that of many white people. Italians or Spaniards or Louisiana Creoles, at any rate. But their features
had a distinctly African cast.

A subtle one, perhaps—but Zachary Taylor was a Southerner himself. He knew full well that any
Southerner could distinguish racial origins at a glance unless they’d been almost completely submerged.
Why else the fine and precise distinctions between such terms as “mulatto,” “quadroon,” “octoroon’?
Silently, he leveled a curse on his native land. He understood his fellow Southerners and even liked them
most of the time. But there was something ultimately savage and obsessive about his folk when it came to
race.

Not all Southerners shared that obsession, of course. He didn’t. Senator Johnson didn’t. Sam Houston
didn’t. Even Andrew Jackson didn’t, really, once you cut beneath the surface. At least, Old Hickory
would make some personal distinctions, even if he agreed with the general attitude.

For a moment, the colonel found himself wishing desperately that Jackson were on the scene. Of course,
that would mean a relentless, all-out sort of war, if it came to that. But Jackson would also keep his men
in line. Whereas Crittenden’s army, from all accounts they’d been getting, had been moving north like so
many Huns.

True, the atrocities had been practiced on Choctaws, which meant that from the standpoint of most
white Southerners in the area it was all to the good. Leaving aside their own land hunger, there had been
plenty of instances in the past of Choctaw outrages against white settlers.

And vice versa, of course. It was a land that sometimes seemed to Taylor to be drenched in blood. He
was an experienced and capable Indian fighter himself. But he’d never really shared the common attitude
toward the natives. He’d encountered many he’d respected, even admired; and, if nothing else, he liked
to think he was too fair-minded. Itwas their land, after all. And if his loyalties were to the American
republic, and he didn’t have any qualms about driving Indians off the land to allow that republic to swell
in greatness, he wasn’t going to besmirch himself by adding hypocrisy to the mix either.

“Damnation,” he muttered.

“You shouldn’t blaspheme, Colonel, you know that.”” But Julia was almost grinning as she said it. Over
the weeks of their journey, she and Taylor had gotten along quite well.

He sighed and leaned back in his chair at the table in the tavern’s dining room. Remembering, as he did
so, how he’d had to browbeat the innkeeper’s wife into serving Julia and the girls at all.

Damnation.

A bit desperately: “Julia, I havegot to keep going. Leaving aside the fact that I’'m supposed to be
reporting back for duty at my post in Baton Rouge, the War Department will want a full report on what’s
happening in Arkansas.”

She shrugged. “So, fine. I can ride, and so can the girls. Just take us with you.”

“We’re going into awar. ”

The gaze she gave him was level, and rather cold. “Colonel Taylor, I been in a war zone my whole life.
So’s every colored person in this country. We goin’ with you, and that’s that.”



“All right,” he said, giving in to the inevitable. He could hardly refuse, after all, unless he intended to
avoid Senator Johnson the rest of his life. He consoled himself with the thought that Dick Johnson served
the best and most expensive whiskey in Kentucky at Blue Spring Farm—and made a silent vow, right
then and there, to drink the amalgamating bastard dry the next time he visited.

“Just give me the time to write some dispatches,” he added, wincing a little. Of all the duties of an officer,
writing dispatches was the one he detested the most. He wasn’t really that well educated.

Julia smiled. “Tell you what, Zack. I do all the paperwork at home. You tell me what you want, and I’1l
write “em for you. My written English is a lot more proper than the way I talk, too.”

The temptation was well-nigh irresistible. “It’ll look peculiar,” he half argued. ‘Y ou not having what
anyone would likely call a masculine hand.”

“Tell >em you sprained your wrist.”
Resistance was futile. “Deal.”
Natchez, Mississippi

OCTOBER 1, 1824

“Another five dollars,” the man offered. He even had the cash on hand. A half-eagle, at that, which was
literally as good as gold. Even better than the usual Spanishreales.

The young man’s New England accent irritated the steamboat captain, who had been born and raised in
Georgia and now made his home in New Orleans. But the extra money offered was too much to pass up.

“All right, then. We’ll find you a berth somewhere’s aboard. Though I’'m blasted if T understand why a
poet wants to go upriver in these times. I’ve half a mind not to myself. Wouldn’t, if I didn’t have a
contract I got to meet.”

The New Englander shrugged. “I thought I’d try my hand at some frontier extravaganzas and the like.
Perhaps an epic, if I can find a suitable topic. New York publishers love the stuff, and a poet needs an
epic to cement his reputation. I might even be able to sell it in Europe, t0o.”

He didn’t seem inclined to explain further. He was practically talking ancient Greek anyway, as far as the
captain was concerned. Poetry. New York publishers. Europe. Epics, no less!

“Come aboard, then.”

The poet found a convenient chair toward the rear of the deck and set himself up. There was an
overhang to shelter him in case of rain, which would likely be handy. He’d have to sleep in that chair also,
the craft being such a small one. But the blanket in his trunk should suffice to keep him warm, this far



south and still being in early fall.

Since it would be a day, at least, before the steamboat neared the scene of the activities he was
interested in, he decided he might as well work on “Thanatopsis™ further. It had been his most famous
and popular poem since he’d first gotten it published in 1817 in theNorth American Review. But he’d
actually written it in 1811, still one month short of his seventeenth birthday, and he’d never been satisfied
with the end result.

Sadly, he’d soon be forced to put aside poetry, for the most part. There was just no money in it, and
now that he was almost thirty years old he needed to find an occupation that would support a family. He
had one daughter already and would no doubt soon have other children to care for.

Find another occupation, rather. He’d done well enough as a lawyer but had discovered that he detested
the work. Lawyers spent most of their time dealing with people they rarely liked and often loathed. Even
the few whose company they might otherwise have enjoyed, they encountered under bad circumstances.
So, with the support of his wife, Fanny, he’d decided on journalism, being interested in public affairs.
And, now, found himself blessing the impulse that had taken him to the west to write some essays on the
new Confederacy. There was quite a bit of fascination with the subject in New England, New York, and
Pennsylvania.

Talk about perfect coincidence!

That evening, the captain came by for a brief visit.
“What’d you say your name was?”

“Bryant, Captain. William Cullen Bryant.”

At four o’clock the next afternoon, the first corpse drifted past the steamboat. By noon, two more had
done the same.

Horrid-looking things. But not as horrid—not nearly—as the corpse they passed on the riverbank. The
man—apparently an Indian, although it was difficult to tell—had been spread-eagled on the wheel of an
old wagon, flayed, and disemboweled. His intestines—what was left of them, after the birds and
animals—trailed on the ground.

Bryant didn’t vomit over the side, however, until they passed the corpses of the woman and child who’d
been impaled. Both bodies were naked. The woman’s breasts had been cut off and. ..something had
been done to her groin. Thankfully, the details were impossible to discern in the twilight. From the blood
caked in the area, the boy had had his genitals severed. He was perhaps eight years old, as near as
Bryant could tell from the distance.

“Boys are bein’ right rambunctious,” the captain said, shaking his head. “Don’t really hold with it myself,
though I understand how they feel.”



Tight-lipped, trying to control his stomach, Bryant said nothing.
“Thanatopsis.” A teenage boy’s poem on death. It all seemed very distant, now.

Journalism, however, did not. That night, on a steamboat deck by lamplight, he began writing in earnest
the first article ofAn Account of the Current Situation in Arkansas.

CHAPTER 13

The Mississippi River, south of Hopefield, Arkansas

OCTOBER 3, 1824

Taylor never saw any bodies in the river, coming down from Memphis, since the current would have
taken them away. But he didn’t much doubt there had been some. The news of Crittenden’s expedition
had spread throughout the area. While the main body of freebooters might be coming into Arkansas from
the south, there were plenty of adventurers—border ruffians, to call them by their right name—from
Missouri and Tennessee and Kentucky who were eager to throw themselves into the fray. Give it a
week, and they’d be coming from Mississippi; two weeks, Alabama; a month, if it kept up, from Georgia
and the Carolinas; two months, from all over the country, especially the South.

From what he could see from the deck of the steamboat he’d hired—well, commandeered in all but
name—some hundreds of freebooters had already passed through the area. And they were being just as
rough on anybody they ran into as you’d expect from such men.

When Taylor’s steamboat reached Hopefield just after dawn, he discovered the settlement had been
deserted, with most of its cabins burnt. And Hopefield had been a white settlement. Taylor had seen two
burned-out woodcutters’ cabins in the miles they had gone since, and their owners would have also been
white people. Some of them, at any rate. They might have been mixed families, whites and Indians, which
was a lot more common on the frontier than many people liked to admit.

It didn’t matter. By now, over four years after the treaty, it was the firm opinion of white Southerners of
the type who’d be attracted to this adventure that any white man who voluntarily settled in
Arkansas—anywhere in the Confederacy—was a damned nigger-lover. No better than an abolitionist or
one of those detestable New England missionaries who were always prattling nonsense about the “rights
of Indians.”

And there was some truth to the charge, at least if you removed the loaded terms. White opinion on the
subject of race, especially when it came to Indians, had never been uniform. In some ways, because
contact was so much closer, even less so in the South than the North. True, there were very few white
Southerners who’d admit to having any African ancestry, and none of them willingly, since the legal
repercussions were so harsh. However absurd it might be, they’d try their best to use a subterfuge term



like “Portuguese.” But there were plenty who’d admit to having some Cherokees or Creeks or
Choctaws perched in the family tree. Brag about it, in fact—even though everybody in the South knew
perfectly well that the southern tribes didn’t maintain the same sharp and everlasting barriers to the
absorption of negroes that whites officially did. A “full-blood Cherokee” might very well be someone
whom Southerners would have labeled a “quadroon” or “mulatto” if he’d been white instead of Indian.

Such white folks would be willing to move to Arkansas readily enough. There were advantages, after all.
Just for starters, the treaty had among other things finally removed the legal headaches left over from
settling disputed Spanish land grants and insurance claims from the great earthquakes of 1811 and 1812.
The Confederacy—or the chiefdom of Arkansas—could issue legal land titles, now. For another thing,
within a short time the danger of Indian attacks had receded sharply. The Cherokees were pretty well
disciplined, Driscol’s people even more so—and they proved soon enough that they could handle any
Osage raiding parties.

The land in the Arkansas Delta was rich, once you got past the swamps along the rivers. Good land for
livestock and good land for cotton. Slavery was a handy way to organize cotton agriculture, but it was by
no means essential. And if Driscol’s regime forbade slavery, the Bank of Arkansas was a lot easier to
deal with than the Second Bank of the United States, at least if you were a poor white man. Especially
since everybody knew that in a pinch, a man could always satisfy a bank debt by serving a term in the
Arkansas Army—something that positively infuriated the likes of Crittenden.

Julia came out on deck, interrupting Taylor’s musings. Her two daughters were following right behind
her.

“How does it look, Zack?”

The question—even more so, the sight of Imogene and Adaline—made up the colonel’s mind. The twins
were twelve years old, nearing thirteen. Still girls, yes, but already very pretty and entering womanhood.
They’d be particularly attractive to slave hunters.

“It’s too chancy,” he announced. “By now, from all reports I’ve gotten, the freebooters will have dozens
of craft moving up into the Arkansas. Steamboats, keelboats, rowboats, sailboats, canoes, even
flatboats—hell, you name it.” He gave their own steamboat a quick survey. “No way to fend them off
from this thing, not if we get trapped in the river. Not with as few men as I’ve got. We’ll need to
disembark at the nearest suitable spot and ride cross-country to Arkansas Post. That should still be safe
enough.”

“Whatever you say.”
The confluence of the Mississippi and Arkansas rivers
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“Oh, dear,” said Eliza Ross. Her husband thought the comment was outstandingly low-keyed under the
circumstances. Very much “stiff upper lip,” to use the expression that had started coming into vogue
during the Napoleonic Wars.

He would have been amused, except there was nothing amusing about the sight of the two riverboats
heading for their steamer. Longboats, the British navy would have called them, although Robert had no



1dea what the correct term was for them here.

True, the boats were oar driven, but with multiple oars and the advantage of the current, they would
arrive long before the steamboat could turn itself around and head back to the south. They’d emerged
suddenly from the mouth of the Arkansas, just as the steamboat came up. Much as if they’d been lying in
ambush.

Which was probably true. Not because the freebooters were targeting their steamboat in particular, but
simply because they’d been left behind to seize any steamboat that came along. The freebooters’ supply
train—if such a term could be used at all—was not likely to have been well planned and organized. By
now, especially as scattered as his forces must have gotten from their frenzy of plundering and mayhem
as they went upriver, Crittenden must be getting worried about his logistics. Having an extra steamboat
would be invaluable, especially one as big as theComet.

“Oh, dear,” his wife repeated, as she watched the approaching craft. “What shall we—"
Her question was interrupted as well as answered by Charles Ball’s emergence onto the deck.

GeneralBall, now. The slave disguise was gone, with a vengeance. Ball was wearing his full uniform.
The hussar-style uniform had the green pants of an officer, unlike the white ones of enlisted men, with a
much fancier green coatee trimmed with black, and the distinctive fur cap. It was something of an
odd-looking uniform to Ross, accustomed as he was to the continental styles. But he knew Driscol had
had it patterned after the uniforms worn by Canadianvoltigeurs, and it was probably more practical in
this terrain.

Anthony McParland had emerged alongside him, wearing a uniform that was very similar except for the
officer’s insignia. Right after them came the two corporals, both in enlisted men’s uniforms and both
carrying muskets. Young as they might be, Callender and Sheffield seemed to be very familiar with the
firearms. Knowing Driscol, Ross was quite sure they’d been thoroughly drilled by now.

Still, while the four of them made a resplendent showing on the upper deck of theComet, there were
only four of them—and there were at least a dozen men in each of the approaching boats.

David came out on deck, holding a weapon in each hand. “I’ve brought our pistols, Father.”
Six men, then—but two of them armed merely with pistols.

But Robert discovered that he’d underestimated Ball. Most of the Kentucky flatboat men had left the
Comet the day before, not wishing any further involvement. The men who had remained behind had been
the eight black ones and the three poorest-looking of the whites. The most indigent of the lot, Robert had
assumed, unable to forgo the free passage no matter what the risk.

“All right, boys!” Ball shouted. “Time to show the bastards what’s what, don’t you think?”
The eleven “flatboat men” on the lower forward deck grinned up at him. In an instant, any trace of
lackadaisical, undisciplined civilians vanished. Before Robert quite understood what they were doing, six

of the men were hauling two guns from somewhere below. Four-pounders, in naval carriages.

Rummaging in his memory, Robert recalled seeing a pair of large hatches down there on one of his tours
of the boat. Storage, he’d assumed.



Indeed, “storage” it had been. The other five men were bringing forth powder and balls.
Starting to, rather. Seeing what they were carrying, Ball hollered at them.
“Canister, damn you! Think we’re fighting a siege? Canister—and be damn quick about it!”

Hastily, the two guilty parties scurried back out of sight. They emerged just a few seconds later carrying
a tin of canister each.

“Good, boys! Good!” Ball’s tone had gone from fury to praise in a heartbeat. “I want to see the
bastards bleed!”

By the time the ammunition carriers got the canister tins to the front, the rest of the men already had the
guns laid and were training them on the approaching boats. They’d also done something to the steamboat
front rail—the guard, as it was called—that had lowered a section of it on hinges. That allowed a clear
line of fire while leaving the thick stanchions necessary to attach the recoil slings. And there were eyebolts
already in place for that purpose. Robert had noticed them earlier but had not thought much about their
function. Tying up the boat, he’d assumed, even though that was not normally done at the bow.

Robert understood at once that theComet had been prepared for such a battle—and that Ball must have
brought with him the cream of the Iron Battalion’s gun crews.

He didn’t know whether he should be gratified or furious. It was clear enough, now, that Ball had been
expecting such an encounter even before they left New Orleans. Half expecting it, at the very least.

Patrick, too, for that matter.

After a moment’s hesitation, he decided on gratification. Why not? It wasn’t as if, deep down, he hadn’t
always known his wife was right.

“See?” she demanded, as if to prove the point. But there didn’t seem to be any condemnation in her
tone, either. Eliza had been a soldier’s wife for decades, a fair bit of which time she’d spent with her
husband in the field in Iberia. She was probably remembering Spanish and Portuguese officers she’d
cursed in the past. For not being able to do a tenth as much in ten hours as Ball and his men had just
shown themselves capable of doing in a few minutes.

And while she didn’t have Robert’s experience with battles—never having actually beenat any of them,
thankfully, if not so many miles distant—the sight of those two cannons would have cheered even the
most naive of civilians.

Robert himself was cheered immensely. True, they were both four-pounders. It would have been foolish
to bring any larger ordnance. As big as it was, by steamboat standards, theComet lacked the sheer bulk
and bracing that warships had to have to withstand the recoil of heavier guns.

But, in the here and now, four-pounders should do very nicely, he thought. Those two approaching
longboats were even further removed from ships of the line. Cockleshells, practically, and jammed full of
men.

Worried men, now. The freebooters were close enough to have spotted the cannons—which they quite
obviously hadn’t been expecting.



“Hey!” one of them shouted, half rising to his feet in the lead boat. “You there in the—"
“Fire! ’Ball bellowed.

Belatedly remembering some of the realities of cannon fire—the wind was blowing the wrong way,
too—Robert hissed: “Eliza! David! Close your eyes!”

He did the same himself. The sharp double clap of the four-pounders was followed, very quickly, by the
familiar feel of unburned powder and smoke on his face. Along with, of course, that very familiar smell.

As it always did, the odor roused something deep and primitive in Robert Ross. As soon as he felt the
gust passing, he opened his eyes. Only with great effort was he able to restrain himself from shouting the
sort of praise and encouragement he would have shouted, in years past, to his own soldiers.

The man who’d been half standing in the bow of the lead ship was nowhere to be seen. Not surprising,
that. The bow itself had been badly splintered by canister balls. Not shattered, since Ball’s guns hadn’t
been using round shot, or even the heavy shot that naval men called grapeshot. But it hardly mattered.
Canister rounds weighed three ounces each: twice the weight of a musket ball. At that range, a
three-ounce ball wouldn’t destroy a wooden boat, but it would do a very nice job of shredding it some.
And even a four-pounder fired a lot of them at once. Like a huge shotgun, for all intents and purposes.

The men in the bow of that lead boat had all been killed or mutilated. Or both, mostly. The ones toward
the rear who’d survived had done so simply because their comrades had absorbed most of the fire—and
not all of them had come off it uninjured.

Three of them were just sitting in the boat, screaming, covered with blood. How much of it was theirs
was impossible to determine. The rest were already throwing themselves overboard and starting to swim

toward the west bank of the river, over a hundred yards distant.

The second boat was desperately trying to turn around. Clearly enough, that crew had no intention of
risking all in a fierce boarding attempt.

Wisely, Robert thought. Even if they could have reached the steamboat before another volley was fired
from the cannons, they no longer outnumbered Ball’s men by any significant margin. And he didn’t doubt
for a moment that every one of those so obviously experienced gunners was just about as skilled with
pistols and hand weapons.

“I want that boat down!” Ball hollered. “Don’t you give me one and not the other, you blasted curries!”

One of the white gunners flashed a grin. However much he might have taken offense as being labeled a
curry under other circumstances, under this one he apparently simply found it amusing.

Ball didn’t see the grin. He was already turning his glare onto Callender McParland and young Parker.
“All right, boys. Jones been braggin’ you the best shots in his regiment. That’s why you here, wet behind
the ears and all.” He pointed at the boat some forty yards away, which was now halfway through its turn.
A man was crouched in the stern, yelling orders.

“Take him down,” Ball hissed. “I want that bastarddown.

Both young corporals already had their muskets leveled. Rifled muskets, Robert now understood, from



the way they were actually aiming the weapons, not simply pointing them in the general direction of the
enemy.

For a brief moment, they seemed to hesitate. Robert recognized the moment. Just so had he seen other
young soldiers, in times past, hesitate before firing their first shot intended for real murder. Just so could
he remember himself hesitating, that first time so long ago.

Ball knew the moment also. “Down, I said.” But he growled the words; he didn’t shout them. This was
not the time for shouting.

Sheftield Parker fired first, just a split second before Callender. Robert saw his shot take the steersman
in the shoulder, lifting and turning him just in time to take Callender’s shot in the chest. A second later, his
corpse—for corpse it surely was—splashed into the river.

“Good,” Ball said. “Reload.”

He paid no more attention to the teenage corporals, leaning instead over the guard of the upper deck
and going back to hollering at his gun crews.

Hollering, now. No need for tenderness—of sorts—dealing with such veterans.
“Kill ’em, God damn you! Kill ’em all!”
Two seconds later, both cannons fired almost simultaneously. And—

Robert looked up at the target.

And it was done. For the most part, at least. There were survivors, of course. There almost always
were, even with a murderous volley at such close range. Time after time, Robert had been astonished at

the way the whimsy of battle would rip one man to pieces and completely spare the man next to him.
That same whimsy had saved his life more than once.

Still, over half were dead or wounded. Only four of them went over the side into the river, to start
swimming after their companions toward the shore.

Robert wondered if Ball would show any mercy. He didn’t expect he would.

No, no chance of it.

“Reload, blast you! That boat’s bloody but it’s still not down! 