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CAST OF CHARACTERS 

In Order of Appearance 

Aaron Moses/Carter: Ephraim’s son who enlisted into the 23rd USCT and the 9th Cavalry. 

Tom Barlow: A Civil War wounded veteran still fighting ghosts of the past.  

Bernard Jereczek: A Kashubian immigrant and devoutly Roman Catholic.  

Sophia Jereczek: Eldest daughter of Bernard and Rose, friend to Tom and his spaniel, Patty. 

Marie Patterson: A nurse in Winona who works with the U.S. Sanitary Commission. 

Martha Barlow: Tom’s mother. Her Quaker belief is instinctive and guiding.  

Sarah Miller: Sister to Sam Miller, who died at Antietam, best friend to Cathy Sterling  

Elijah Penrose/Worthington: A friend of Tom who seeks justice and fairness. 

Rozalijô “Rose” Jereczek: She is Bernard’s wife and mother of Anna and Sophia.  

Cathy Sterling: Sister of William Sterling and helps run the family shipping business. 

Ephraim Moses: A freedman who escaped with his family from Nansemond County.  

Jonathan Reed: A journalist from St. Paul who questions motives and politics. 

Samuel “Sam” Barlow: The first-born son of Tom and Marie Barlow.  

Anna Jereczek: Daughter of Bernard and Rose, grew up with Sam in Winona. 

Marcus Bretton: Former provost marshal operative who searches out title owners.  

Thomas Henderson: A land-office clerk who becomes chief counsel for the rail syndicates. 

William Sterling: A decorated veteran of the war. He is wealthy, and aspires to political office. 
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PART I: HOME FIRES  
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CHAPTER 1 – Remember Fort Pillow 

It was still dark on July 30, 1864, when Lieutenant Colonel Henry Pleasants lit the fuse 

beneath the Confederate works at Petersburg. For more than a month, men of the 48th 

Pennsylvania had dug the tunnel and packed its chambers with black powder. The explosion was 

supposed to come at half past three. It did not. 

The fuse had failed underground. Two men crawled back into the tunnel, repaired it, and 

lit it again. At 4:44 A.M., the earth beneath the Confederate line erupted. 

Men, guns, timber, and Virginia clay vanished into a towering cloud. Where the 

fortifications had stood, there was now an immense crater torn through the Rebel works. 

The assault was supposed to exploit the breach immediately. It didn't. The Black troops 

who had trained to go around the crater and seize the ground beyond had been pulled from the 

lead the day before. General Ledlie's division went first instead. Hours later, Aaron Carter was 

still waiting. His father, Ephraim, had carried the family out of the Nansemond brush on a 

moonless night two years before; Aaron had carried a rifle back into Virginia. 

Now his back pressed against the red-clay wall of the trench, his hands tight around his 

rifle. Beside him, Corporal Henry Harris rolled a grease-smudged Minié ball in his palm. Private 
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Isaiah Smith leaned against the dirt, trembling. Above them, Confederate artillery hammered the 

Union lines. 

“They ain't moving the line,” Isaiah whispered. “We been standing in this ditch three 

hours since the ground shook. Why they got us rooted here like cedar posts?” 

“Keep your muzzle up,” Aaron said. “Colonel's waiting on the order.” 

“The general's in a bombproof drinking rum, that's where the general is,” Harris 

muttered. “Ledlie's boys went over two hours ago. Now look what's coming back.” 

Aaron glanced down the communication trench. White soldiers were pushing toward the 

rear, filthy with clay and powder. One sergeant, a bloody rag tied around his arm, drove an 

elbow into Aaron as he passed. “Get out of the way, boy. Whole damn hole's a trap. You go up 

there, you're walking into a slaughter.” 

Aaron held his ground. “The 23rd don't retreat till the bugle says so.” The sergeant stared 

at him, then stumbled on. 

“He ain't lying about the hole,” Isaiah said. “They went straight down into it. They're 

trapped.” 

Harris leaned closer. “Mahone's Virginians are across that field. You know what happens 

if they break the line and catch us in there.” 

“I know.” Aaron replied solemnly. 

“It ain't the same fight for us.” 

Aaron looked at him. “No. It ain't.” 

His fingers went to his breast pocket and found the folded note Thomas Barlow had given 

him, an address in Winona penciled on the back of a hospital pass. Something beyond this field. 

Something beyond the war. 
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Isaiah's rifle trembled against the brass buttons of his coat. Aaron caught him by the 

shoulder. “Look at me.” 

Isaiah did. 

“You ain't in the Nansemond brush anymore. You're a soldier in the United States Army. 

Remember that when we go over.” 

Isaiah swallowed. “Yes, Sergeant.” 

“Louder.” Aaron demanded. 

“Yes, Sergeant.” Isaiah shouted. 

Harris drew his bayonet. “Good,” he said. “Because here comes the colonel.” 

Colonel Cleaveland Campbell dropped into the trench ahead of them, sword drawn. “Fix 

bayonets!” Steel snapped onto rifle barrels all along the line. “We move by the right! Around the 

crater! Dress the line!” 

Then came the cry: “Remember Fort Pillow!” 

Aaron fixed his bayonet and pulled his forage cap low. “Henry.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Don't let 'em write your worth in their books today.” 

Harris looked toward the smoke. “They're gonna have to read it in the dirt.” 

The line lurched forward. Aaron climbed from the trench into the smoke and artillery fire, 

rifle at the high port, as the men of the 23rd USCT advanced toward the crater. 

* * * 
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Aaron stepped from the ditch into smoke, heat, and gunfire. The ground ahead had been 

torn apart. Red clay churned beneath his boots, Confederate shells burst through the haze, and 

Minié balls struck the earth around the advancing line. 

Then Aaron saw the crater. 

It yawned to his left, immense and smoking, its steep walls crowded with Union soldiers 

struggling to climb out while Confederate fire poured down from the rim. So the retreating 

sergeant had been right. They had gone into the hole. 

“Right flank!” someone shouted. “Keep moving!” 

Aaron turned away from the crater and followed Colonel Campbell's sword toward the 

Confederate works. A shell burst ahead. Dirt rained across his shoulders, but he kept moving, 

rifle high, Harris and Isaiah somewhere behind him. The men of the 23rd surged through the 

smoke. 

“Remember Fort Pillow!” The cry traveled along the line. “Remember Fort Pillow!” 

Aaron reached the Confederate works and dropped into the trench. A gray-coated soldier 

lunged at him with a bayonet. Aaron knocked the thrust aside and drove him backward with the 

stock of his rifle. 

“Up the traverse!” Harris shouted. “Keep 'em moving!” 

Aaron caught a glimpse of him through the smoke, cap gone, blood streaking his 

forehead. The trench became a crush of blue and gray. Rifles became clubs. Bayonets flashed in 

the smoke. Men fought for a few feet of Virginia earth. Aaron pushed forward with the others. 

“Sergeant! Behind you!” Isaiah's voice stopped him. 
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Aaron turned. Five Confederate soldiers had been trapped against a pile of gabions. Men 

of Company D surrounded them with leveled bayonets. One Confederate dropped his rifle and 

raised his hands. For an instant, nobody moved. 

Isaiah's bayonet remained at the man's chest. “They didn't give us no quarter in 

Tennessee.” 

Aaron shoved through the line. “Hold!” 

The men looked at him. Isaiah's face was slick with sweat and powder. “We take 'em, 

Sergeant?” 

Aaron looked at the prisoners, then at his own men. “We ain't them.” Isaiah didn't lower 

his bayonet. Aaron stepped closer. “They surrendered. Disarm 'em and send 'em back.” 

Harris wiped blood from his eyes and nodded. “You heard the sergeant. Strip their arms 

and move 'em.” 

Slowly, Isaiah lowered his rifle. Aaron turned toward the crest beyond the works. For one 

brief moment, the trench belonged to them.  

* * * 

 

The victory lasted less than a minute. Then someone shouted. “Rebels in the open!”  

Mahone's Virginians came out of the ravine at a run. 

“Dress the line!” Aaron shouted. “Dress the line!” 

The Confederate counterattack struck before the 23rd could secure the works. Artillery 

tore into the trench, and a volley dropped Colonel Campbell as he tried to rally the center. 

“They're through the traverses!” Harris shouted. Blood ran from his forehead. “Aaron, 

they're cutting us off!” 
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Gray uniforms poured over the works. For a few minutes the 23rd fought to hold what 

they had taken. Then the line broke. “Fall back!” 

Aaron was swept from the trench with Harris, Isaiah, and the remnants of Company D. 

The retreat carried them across the ruined ground toward the one place they had been ordered to 

avoid.  

The crater.  

Aaron lost his footing on the rim and slid into the pit. He came up among hundreds of 

Union soldiers crowded against the walls, wounded men calling for water and others clawing 

desperately for a way out. Confederate soldiers lined the rim above them. 

Then the firing began. Isaiah crouched beside Aaron. “They ain't taking prisoners.” 

Aaron saw enough to know he was right. Black soldiers who tried to surrender were 

given no quarter. Nearby, frightened white soldiers pushed away from the Black troops as 

Confederate fire came down into the crater. 

Aaron found a discarded rifle in the clay and checked its load. His father's words came 

back to him. Freedom don't come without a tax. 

All the promises made in Washington meant little down here. Aaron knew only what he 

could see around him and what the uniform on his back meant to the men above. He was 

Sergeant Aaron Carter of the United States Colored Troops. And he meant to get out alive. 

“Every man for himself!” someone shouted. “Back to the works!” 

Men surged toward the walls. Aaron slung the rifle and started climbing. Clay broke 

beneath his boots. Hands caught at roots, timbers, anything that offered purchase. 

“Aaron!” 
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He looked up. Harris was several feet above him, scrambling toward the rim. A volley 

cracked and Harris dropped to the ground. 

For an instant Aaron stopped. Then something inside him went cold. He caught a root, 

hauled himself over the rim, and ran across the open ground where he heard nothing distinctly 

anymore. Not the artillery. Not the shouting. Not the bullets passing around him. 

Only one thought remained. Run. 

He reached the Union works and threw himself over the breastworks into the assembly 

trench. For a moment he lay there without moving. He was alive. Aaron pushed himself against 

the logs and reached into his breast pocket. Thomas Barlow's note was still there. The paper was 

damp and dirty, but the Winona address remained legible. Aaron closed his fingers around it. 

The young man who had once imagined war in brass bands and blue uniforms was gone. 

Somewhere behind him lay Harris, the crater, and whatever illusions Aaron had carried onto that 

field. But the address remained. 

Winona. 

Aaron folded the paper carefully and returned it to his pocket. Then he picked up his rifle.  
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CHAPTER 2 – The Unopened Cypher 

The newspapers said the war was nearly won, but Thomas W. Barlow no longer trusted 

newspapers. He had been raised as a Quaker to believe that no war was worth a man's soul, and 

he had gone anyway—and come home from Gettysburg with one eye and a discharge paper to 

prove it. 

Every day the packet boats shored up to the Winona levee planks, carrying headlines 

from St. Paul, rumors from the East, and endless, shifting predictions. The townspeople gathered 

in thick crowds outside The Winona Daily Republican print shop on Third and Center Street to 

argue over maps of Virginia, Tennessee, and Georgia. Every week some merchant or raw recruit 

claimed the fighting would be over by Christmas. For four years—ever since the War Eagle had 

brought the first terrifying news of Fort Sumter's fall in April of 1861—they had been saying the 

exact same thing, and each time it was a losing bet. 

Tom stood along the Mississippi River, watching the gray, freezing water churn beneath 

an equally gray November sky. A cold wind swept downriver, smelling of northern pine and 
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river clay. Suddenly, the transport steamer’s steam whistle let out a long, pressurized shriek 

across the water. 

Before the blast even cleared the bluffs, Tom’s shoulders tightened into a defensive 

posture. His single gray eye went wide and wild. His fingers instinctively reached for a 

Springfield rifle barrel that was no longer there, clawing at the empty air. The thundering roar of 

the river was replaced by the screaming canister shot of Cemetery Ridge. The clouds of smoke 

from the guns of Gettysburg flooded his throat. He stumbled backward into the river mud, 

hyperventilating as his knees buckled beneath the weight of the phantom crossfire. 

“Tomasz. Stay on the line.” 

The voice didn't come from a Union officer, nor did it carry the gentle cadence of the 

First Day meetinghouse. It was a booming, deep Baltic baritone. 

A massive hand clamped onto Tom’s shoulder holding on to him before he could collapse 

into the frozen gravel. Bernard Jereczek stood beside him in his heavy wool skipper cap, his 

shoulders blocking the wind off the levee. The Kashubian immigrant didn't look at Tom’s 

sightless eye socket or the black cloth patch covering it; he simply kept his grip rigid, anchoring 

the broken private against the chaos of the busy landing. A rosary hung from his coat pocket, 

worn smooth by a man who prayed as hard as he swung an ax 

“The steam-pipe makes a bad noise, soldier,” Bernard grunted in his thick accent. “But 

the grey-backs are not here today. We are all safe.” 

From behind Bernard’s heavy coat, a seven-year-old girl stepped into the mud. Sophia 

Jereczek, the eldest of Bernard and Rose's daughters, carried herself with a quiet resilience that 

defied the town’s tense, wartime atmosphere. Her dark hair was pulled tight beneath a faded 

wool shawl, her small hands holding a short leather lead. 
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Beside her, a liver-and-white field spaniel let out a low, anxious whine. 

“Go on, Patty,” Sophia whispered, releasing the strap. “Bring him back to home.” 

The spaniel didn't hesitate. Patty had been a skittish, trembling creature when Tom first 

brought her back from Gettysburg, but Sophia and Patty became fast friends over the years. The 

dog happily reacted to the authority of the little girl's voice. Patty trotted forward, her patchwork 

coat brushing against Tom’s mud-stained trousers, and drove her wet, cold snout straight into his 

trembling right palm. 

Tom gasped, a deep breath pulling against his old wounds as the physical contact broke 

the memory of the trenches. The white space in his mind slowly cleared. He looked down at the 

spaniel, then up at Sophia’s steady, dark eyes, and finally at Bernard’s frame. 

“Thank you, friends,” Tom choked out. A real, human smile finally cleared the scar 

tissue. 

“We do not leave a neighbor in the ditch,” Bernard said levelly. 

Despite the economic boycott the town merchants had levied against the Quaker Barlows 

for their refusal to carry steel, the Jereczeks had remained an immovable wall. Bernard’s ax-

crews dominated the high white-pine booms upriver, and his master-builder frames anchored the 

rising architecture of the new cathedral on Fourth Street. He possessed a distinct, stubborn status 

that secular politics could not touch, and he openly hauled split-pine firewood to the Barlow 

porch by night. 

“Marie is waiting,” Sophia said, her childhood voice carrying a comforting cadence as 

she reached up to take Tom's left hand. “Let's get out of the damp, Mr. Tom.” 
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“You listen to the small clerk, Tomasz,” Bernard chuckled, clapping a heavy hand onto 

Tom's good shoulder before turning back to his loading flatbeds. “She tracks the manifests better 

than William’s men.” 

Tom let Sophia lead him across the road toward Huff’s Hotel, Patty trotting steady at 

their heels, her notched ear twitching in the cool morning air. 

“You still do that.” 

Marie Patterson stood beneath the wooden canvas awning of the hotel. There was no 

accusation in her voice. Only observation. Over the long months they had spent in Ward 4 of the 

field hospital, she had become very good at observation. 

Tom turned his boots, his single gray eye softening as Sophia gently released his hand 

and led Patty back toward the Jereczek wagon line. 

“You saw that?” he asked. 

“I saw it,” Marie answered simply, her hands folded over the shawl of her traveling dress. 

“And I saw who pulled you back.” 

Whatever formality once stood between the wounded private and the Pennsylvania nurse 

had not survived Gettysburg. What remained between them now on the Winona planks was 

something deeper and completely immune to the romantic fables the recruitment bands played. It 

was the love built by surviving. 

Marie slipped her small, rough-skinned hand into his large palm, anchoring him 

completely against the noise of the river. After a moment, her eyes drifted to his waistcoat pocket 

where she knew the crisp edges of his honorable discharge rested next to a small leather Bible. 

“Another letter from Ephraim?” she asked softly. 
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Tom nodded, as the memory of the freedman stacking commissary barrels on the Fort 

Monroe wharf flashed through his mind. Ephraim Moses had brought his wife and children out 

of Nansemond County through the swamps to the Union lines, and Tom had met him on the 

wharf the summer before Gettysburg, two strangers who found they shared a stubborn idea of 

what freedom was worth. 

“Aaron saw fighting at Petersburg,” Tom said. 

Marie’s expression brightened with immediate, relieved pride. “Then Ephraim must be 

thankful his son came through it standing.” 

“He is,” Tom muttered, his eye tracking a line of logistics wagons loaded with white pine 

sheets bound for the front lines. “But... Aaron is young, Marie. He’s his first-born son.”  

Marie understood the restriction in his throat at once. Tom had spent two years watching 

youthful farm boys and philosophy students disappear into the black powder smoke. He had 

watched his childhood friend Sam Miller get torn apart by canister shot four inches from his 

face, and he had buried enough of the Winona Volunteers to remember every hollow eye. 

“He's not them, Tom,” she said quietly, her thumb tracing his raw knuckles. 

“No.” 

“But you hear the age, and you remember the pasture below the ridge.” 

Tom did not answer, because she had read the white space in his mind perfectly. 

Marie squeezed his hand, her gaze narrowing with the intensity that had once faced down 

Dr. Vance’s bone-saws in the operating tents. “You don't carry their memory by refusing to live, 

Quaker.” 
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The words struck harder than she intended, cutting straight through his fatalistic defenses. 

Tom studied her pale, resolute face under her bonnet for a long moment. No one else in the 

territory spoke to him with that unvarnished, sharp honesty. No one else had earned the right. 

“You make everything sound simple,” he murmured. 

“No.” A sad smile crossed her lips, her thoughts drifting briefly back to a ditch in 

Sharpsburg where her first fiancé, Lieutenant Robert, lay entombed beneath the corn stalks. “I 

make everything sound possible.” 

Marie spent her days working for the U.S. Sanitary Commission in Winona helping the 

families and local physicians with the many wounded veterans who returned from the war from 

her quarters in the Huff’s Hotel. Back in April, the Minnesota State Branch of the USSC was 

organized. Dr. Harrison Vance was instrumental in obtaining her position in Winona as a 

Sanitary Commission Agent, but he remained with the Army field hospitals in the Virginia 

campaign. She was tasked with tracking wounded soldiers returning home, ensuring they 

received their back pay, helping them transition back to civilian life, and checking on their health 

both physical and emotional. 

Tom routinely walked down from his farm below Sugar Loaf Bluff to have breakfast with 

her before tending to the unplowed rows of his harvest. On this particular morning, the frost had 

turned the sawdust drifts into brittle crusts, yet they lingered on the open boardwalk longer than 

usual, neither eager to return to the ledgers or the plow. 

Marie finally looked up into his single clear eye. “How long are you planning to wait to 

ask the question, Tom?”  

Tom knew exactly what she meant. He thought of his mother, Martha Barlow – a Quaker 

woman whose faith had never needed a pulpit to stand on – working the garden alone, her frame 
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wasting away beneath the double burden of his father’s recent grave and the town’s economic 

boycott. “I don't know,” he replied. 

“That's not an answer.”  

“No.”  

“Then give me one.” Her directness was a beautiful, anchoring force. One did not survive 

a three-year campaign by speaking around difficult truths. 

“What if my mother needs me on the porch?” Tom grumbled. 

“She does.” 

“What if things get worse with crews on the docks?”  

“They will.” 

Tom sighed, a deep, ragged breath that pulled against his shrapnel-stitched ribs. 

Marie stepped closer, her damp linen apron brushing against his dark blue wool overcoat. 

The clean, familiar scent of soap and cold northern air filled his senses, clearing his head. “You 

know what I think, Tom Barlow?”  

“That has never stopped you from giving an order before, nurse,” he said with a gravelly 

chuckle. 

“No.” She smiled briefly. “I think you've spent two years postponing happiness because 

you think surviving Gettysburg is a form of betrayal to the boys who dropped in the clover.” 

Tom's right eye widened slightly, the raw accuracy of the lance stinging his heart. 

Marie continued, her hands holding his wrists. “You survived when the flagstaff broke 

clean in two, Tom.” 

“Marie...”  

“You feel guilty every single time you laugh in this town.” 
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“I do not,” he lied through his tensed jaw. 

“You do.” 

The protest died halfway out of his mouth because she was right. 

“I know what loss looks like, Tom.” Her voice softened into a gentle, universal cadence. 

“I have buried my life twice over.” She didn't weep where the teamsters could see her. “But the 

dead are not asking us to lie flat in the mud and follow them into the trenches.” 

The wind off the Mississippi seemed to disappear, the thundering rumble of the steam 

sawmills fading into silence. For a moment, there was only the steady truth of her voice. 

“They are asking us to hold fast and live on.” 

Tom looked at her—really looked at her. Not as the nurse who had dragged him from the 

casualty collection pits, but as the constant woman who loved him enough to shatter his fables. 

He suddenly realized he had spent months waiting for permission from the dead. Permission to 

stop mourning his father’s banishment; permission to stop measuring his worth by an adjutant’s 

ledger; permission to build a barn with his own good right hand. Marie had just given it. 

* * * 

 

Martha Barlow died shortly after the Christmas holidays. 

The winter of 1864 had grown extraordinarily harsh, dropping heavy snowstorms that 

buried the unplowed rows of the north pasture in white drifts. The world beneath Sugar Loaf 

Bluff seemed perfectly silent, save for the grandfather clock counting the seconds in the kitchen. 

Tom remained beside her bedside nearly every single day during those final, fading 

weeks, his large frame sitting on a three-legged stool by the hearth. Once, during a particularly 

quiet afternoon she found him staring out the frosted window sashes. 
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“You've been attending Mass at the church down on Second Street, Tom,” she said, her 

voice thin but carrying the stubborn strength of a generation of Quaker women. 

It was not a question. Tom nodded his head slowly. “Yes.” 

“And?” Martha inquired of him.  

The answer took a long time to grind past his teeth. “I still believe what Friends taught 

me in the meetinghouse, Mother. I still believe peace is a law, and that conscience is the only 

thing a man gets to keep out here.” 

“It does,” she whispered. 

Tom lowered his single gray eye toward his calloused fingers. “But I don't feel like I 

belong in the silence of the Lord anymore. My hands have fired into the smoke; they are marked 

with the ink of secular men.” 

The confession hung heavily between them, the fire crackling as the embers settled. 

Martha was quiet for so long he wondered if her breath had finally failed her. Finally, she 

reached out her small, wrinkled hand from beneath the quilt. 

“Do you know what I think, Thomas W. Barlow?”  

He smiled faintly, a tear cutting a clean line through his wrinkles. “No, Mother.” 

“I think you've mistaken faith for familiarity. You keep trying to crawl back into the skin 

of the innocent farm boy who left these bluffs in 1861. You cannot. No one can return through a 

floating bridge once the river floods.” Her gaze drifted toward the white pasture where Isaac lay 

buried behind the timber barn. “God never asked you to remain a child, Thomas. He only asked 

you to be a man.” 

For several moments, the clock filled the gaps between their breaths. Then she squeezed 

his hand with unexpected, warm intensity. 
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“Are you a good man, son?”  

The question startled him, his mind flashing to the rebel soldier he had aimed at through 

the West Woods fog. “I don't know,” he choked out. 

“I do,” she said, her gray eyes flaring with that ancient, instinctive Light. “Stop worrying 

so much about which building the Almighty lives in, Thomas. Go build your barn. Go build your 

life.” 

They were the last substantial words she ever spoke under that roof. 

After her funeral, Tom found himself standing outside St. Thomas Church, with fresh 

flakes of snow gathering on his dark overcoat. Beside him stood Bernard Jereczek, the 

Kashubian immigrant who had traveled with him on the rail cars from Harrisburg. 

The big timber-cutter folded his massive arms against the northern gale, his skipper cap 

pulled rakishly over his brow. 

“You look terrible, Tomasz,” Bernard grunted in his heavy accent. 

Tom let out a short, surprised laugh despite his grief. “Thank you, friend.” 

“I mean it.” 

“I know.” 

Bernard studied his scarred profile with deep respect. “Your mother... Martha... she was a 

good woman on those unplowed rows.” 

“Very much so.” Tom agreed. 

“Mine too,” Bernard said, shifting his boots in the snow. “It must be a requirement for 

surviving the kings of eastern Europe.”  

For the first time since Christmas, Tom laughed genuinely, the sound clearing the dark 

shadows from his memory. Bernard noticed, clapping a heavy hand onto his good shoulder.  
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“That’s much better, soldier.” 

Tom looked toward the modest wooden church, then toward the busy levee docks where 

the Sugar Loaf Milling & Transit Company was breaking the ice, then back again. “I think my 

mother was right, Bernard. About moving the line forward.” 

Bernard nodded as though the contract had already been sealed with a brass stamp. 

“Good.” 

“That's all you have to say?”  

“Yes.” Tom stared. “Why?”  

“Because you've known the answer since Marie tore the dead letter from your booklet in 

Ward 4,” Bernard grunted, offering him a real smile of companionship.  

The wedding took place three weeks later, on a brilliant January morning. 

* * * 

 

The sawdust drifts outside Huff’s Hotel were frozen hard, but the interior office of the 

U.S. Sanitary Commission was thick with the sharp scent of vinegar-washed linen and ink. Sarah 

Miller stood by the window sash, her dark traveling dress silhouetted against the gray 

Mississippi ice. Sam Miller's younger sister had spent the war years at Cathy Sterling's side, and 

since Antietam the two of them had kept the casualty ledgers for the Commission office as if the 

columns could bring the boys back. Her small hands, usually so steady when smoothing out the 

casualty ledger pages for Marie, were clamped tightly over her apron. 

The latch clicked, and Elijah Penrose stepped into the room, carrying a fresh crate of 

split-pine firewood. Tom's oldest friend from the meetinghouse benches had stayed home when 
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the War Eagle carried the boys away, and the town had never let him forget it. His large frame 

was unhurried, but his eyes instantly went wide as they found her profile. 

“The wood-stove was burning low, Sarah,” Elijah said softly, his voice carrying the 

deliberate cadence of the First Day meetinghouse. “I thought to dress the hearth before the 

evening freeze sets the locks.” 

Sarah did not turn from the glass. “Tom is getting married on Saturday, Elijah. He’s 

going to build his barn. He’s moving his line forward, even with the shrapnel canyons in his 

jaw.” She finally faced him. “My brother Sam is still rotting beneath the corn stalks at 

Sharpsburg. And you... you stayed behind to grind the wheat.” 

Elijah pinned a heavy log into the stove box. He didn't look away from her gaze. “Thy 

brother took up the steel, Sarah. I do not judge his contract. But my conscience sits heavily on 

the plow. True peace isn't the folding of hands – it is the firmness to stand before the wreckage 

left behind. I cannot carry a musket, but I will hold the gap in this valley for those who return.” 

Sarah looked at his hands, the anger in her face softening into a deep sorrow. She stepped 

closer, her linen bonnet falling back to reveal the resolute line of her brow. For a brief minute, 

the parlor clock counted the seconds between them like a drum. She did not reach for his hand, 

but the space between the pacifist and the martyr's sister was officially cleared of its isolation. 

* * * 

 

Fresh white snow blanketed the town of Winona, turning the bluffs into castles of silver 

glass. The church was quiet, small, and completely intimate—exactly the sort of sanctuary they 

required. There were no elaborate silk decorations, no grand political speeches from St. Paul 
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orators, and no brass band to blare out “The Girl I Left Behind Me.” The war had taken far too 

many names off the roll for either of them to desire spectacle. 

Instead, the pews held only the people who truly mattered. Bernard and his wife, 

Rozalijô—Rose to everyone in Winona—sat near the front, little Sophia giggling as she held 

Tom’s liver-and-white spaniel, Patty, on a short leather lead. Elijah Penrose sat beside them in 

his unadorned gray coat, his hands folded in his lap with peace. Dr. Harrison Vance, having 

secured a brief winter furlough from the Virginia department, stood near the altar as a witness. 

Nothing more. 

When Marie entered the aisle, Tom forgot that the rest of the fractured Republic even 

existed. 

The four years of slaughter and noise seemed to collapse into the floorboards. The mud of 

the Peninsula, the screaming canister of Antietam, the blood-soaked clover of Cemetery Ridge, 

and the rows of weeping canvas tents—all of it faded before the light of the living world. 

Marie reached him at the altar and looked up through her white veil, her hazel eyes wide, 

clear, and perfectly steady. Neither spoke immediately; the words were too thin for the line they 

were dressing. 

She smiled first—the exact same stubborn, beautiful smile that had pulled him back from 

the edge of the burial pit on July 3rd. Tom felt the final anchor of his old “state of confusion” 

loosen and drop to the earth. It wasn't grief leaving him—he would carry Sam’s memory until his 

own breath failed. It wasn't the guilt of the trigger—that stone would always sit upon his chest. It 

was simply the dark myth of the war dying out replaced by the reality of the woman before him. 

When he took her hand, it felt less like beginning a marriage than arriving at one after a 

long, grueling march through the bogs. The vows were simple; the promises were paid for in 
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flesh. When the priest inked the certificate and they turned together toward their neighbors, 

Marie’s fingers remained tightly interlocked with his. Neither let go. 

Outside the doors, the winter powder drifted gently from a pale sky. For the first time 

since Fort Sumter fell, Tom found himself looking toward the north pasture and the spring thaw 

without a single trace of fear. 

The pews had emptied, and the warm sanctuary of the kitchen parlor smelled of brown 

butter and roasted grain. Cathy Sterling stepped away from the timber veranda, her dark dress 

brushing the raw floorboards as she found Marie adjusting her linen bridal veil near the cedar 

sashes. While her brother William recovered from the leg he had left at Gettysburg, it was Cathy 

who kept the Sterling shipping ledgers balanced and the river crews paid. 

“It was a beautiful wedding, Marie,” Cathy said softly, her hazel eyes tracking Tom 

Barlow’s tall frame across the yard. “But every time the music plays, I look at the empty corners 

of this room.” 

Marie closed her fingers gently around Cathy's wrist. “You are thinking of Sam Miller.” 

“I am thinking of Sarah,” Cathy corrected, her voice dropping to a cautious whisper to 

avoid the ears of the teamsters. “She spent the morning cowering behind the office ledger crates 

because she couldn't bear to see another Winona private put on a civilian coat. She looks at 

Tom’s scarred jaw and remembers what the canister shot did to her brother.” Cathy adjusted her 

bonnet, her intellectual brow wrinkling with a deep, universal concern. “But it isn't just the dead 

that are haunting her, Marie. It’s the living.” 

Marie looked up, her expression narrowing. “Elijah?” 

“She watches him plow the north pasture rows by night as if he’s trying to bury his own 

skin in the dirt,” Cathy murmured, her fingers tightening around her calico apron. “She calls him 
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a coward to his face because he refused to carry steel into the smoke. But when the Washington 

dispatch riders arrive at the print shop, her hands tremble so hard she blots the columns. She 

loves him, Marie. She has loved his sense of fairness and justice since the day the War Eagle 

carried the boys away. But they are both pinned flat in a ditch of their own making – one hiding 

behind a martyr’s grave, and the other trapped inside the silence of a pacifist’s contract.” 

* * * 

 

The mysterious letter arrived exactly six days later. 

Tom was helping Marie unpack her Sanitary Commission boxes in their small timber 

house under the bluff when his eye caught the grease-smudged stationery. He froze, his fractured 

jaw tensing as his thumb traced the bold, hurried script on the envelope. 

“Ephraim,” he muttered. 

Marie looked up from her crate of linen rollers, a soft smile warming her cheeks. “More 

proud news about Aaron's regiment?”  

“Probably.” Tom carefully broke the wax seal, his right hand remarkably steady. 

A small, carte de visite photograph slipped free of the folds and clattered onto the pine 

table. Tom picked it up. A young Black soldier in a clean, unmarked Union blue coat stared 

solemnly at the lens. He had a strong, resolute jaw, steady eyes, and the proud, dangerous 

posture of a man who carried steel in his hands to enforce a contract. On the reverse side, 

stenciled in dark purple ink, someone had written: 

Aaron – November 1864.  

He unfolded the yellowed sheet, his single gray eye tracing lines of bold script that 

carried a father's protective urgency. Marie leaned over his shoulder, her breath catching as her 
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eyes locked onto the final pages. The text was no longer cryptic; the raw, unvarnished danger of 

the post-war Republic was spelled out plainly in Ephraim's ink. 

...If the fire takes me in Virginia, Thomas, you must keep my boy Aaron’s true identity 

entirely separate from this business. When he ran off to enlist in the 23rd USCT, we changed his 

name. He enlisted under the name Aaron Carter, and that is the only name the army knows. 

He must stay hidden behind that name, Thomas. Before we escaped the Nansemond 

brush, I smuggled out the secret planter ledgers from Mr. John H. – I won’t reveal his last name 

to keep you protected. These are the true deeds and legal boundaries proving our people 

rightfully own thousands of acres of southern timber and farm property. Now that the war is 

ending, powerful men from the Department of the Interior are moving railroad tracks and 

surveyors into the western territories. They want that land back for northern speculators. They 

are systematically destroying the records of Black veterans, and they are hunting for my ledger 

to burn the proof. 

If they discover that Sergeant Aaron Carter is actually Aaron Moses, the rightful heir to 

those Nansemond tracts, they will target him to get to the book, or kill him to ensure the record 

dies. There are already agents looking for answers they should not possess. Keep the boy's 

secret. Protect the name. If the high command finds him before the true ledger is recovered, our 

people's future will be erased from the book entirely. 

If the Almighty grants it, I will walk onto your Winona planks and explain this contract 

myself when the midnight bugles blow the recall. If He does not, there is one white man in your 

territory who knows the truth of the line, and one record in the book that proves it. Neither can 

presently be trusted by secular men. Should the fire take me in Virginia, Thomas, you must keep 

my boy Aaron's name entirely separate from this business until you hold the ledger yourself. 
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There are already powerful men from the Department looking for answers they should not 

possess.  

Marie lowered the page against her linen apron. “The Nansemond land deeds... Tom, 

they're hunting him. A nineteen-year-old boy in the Petersburg trenches, and the government he 

fought for is holding the knife.” 

Tom didn't answer right away. His broken jaw tensed, his thumb traced the stenciled 

carte de visite photograph of the young Black soldier. Aaron Carter stared back through the lens, 

carrying steel in his hands to enforce a contract he didn't even know was painted with a target. 

“He's out there,” Tom pointed eastward. “Still in the Virginia trenches with the 23rd, 

Marie. He survived the Crater, but the Petersburg siege continues. He thinks the only enemy is 

across the rebel trenches, completely blind to the wolf at his back.” 

He searched the empty depths of the envelope again. His rough fingers caught on a 

second, tightly folded slip of paper hidden beneath the inner seam – an item neither of them had 

noticed during the first reading. This paper was older and yellowed at the margins from being 

carried through the Southern bogs. 

Across the front, written in a faded, elegant black ink that Tom recognized from his 

childhood days in the meetinghouse, were only four words: 

For Thomas Barlow. Private. 

Tom reached out, his fingers touching the edge of the ancient script, but he did not unfold 

it. A strange, heavy instinct stayed his hand. The room felt cold, the parlor's grandfather clock 

passing seconds and counting down to a distant reckoning. 

“You're not going to read the cipher?” Marie whispered. 
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“No,” Tom answered. “Ephraim gave us the boy's secret to protect, but the location of 

that ledger... the key to breaking this cipher... it ain't meant for me, Marie. That journey is for 

Aaron. We must keep it safe until he comes home from the war. We held the flag at Gettysburg, 

but this is a new book entirely.” 

He carefully tucked the unopened cipher slip and the photograph back into the deep 

recesses of his old wartime waistcoat, burying them next to his small leather Bible. 

Outside, the brutal winter gale let out a long, howling shriek against the cedar sashes, 

rattling the glass until the frost flaked loose. Inside, the secret of the Civil War generation rested 

in the dark, waiting for a time when the sons would be old enough to break the seal, face the 

Department's corruption, and find the true boundaries of their freedom. 
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CHAPTER 3 – Buffalo Soldiers and Bureau Men 

The spring of 1865 did not arrive with the celebrated blare of brass horns or a clean page 

in the shipping ledgers; it fell over the Mississippi valley like a heavy ash. 

The telegraph wire at the Winona Daily Republican print shop on Third and Center Street 

had run since midnight. 

The news broke the town's heart before the morning packet had tied up. The Great 

Rebellion was crushed, Richmond had fallen, and General Lee had surrendered his sword in a 

quiet Virginia parlor—yet the President who had signed the new contract of freedom was dead, 

struck down by an assassin’s bullet in a theater box. 

When Daniel Sinclair rolled the manual hand-press that morning, his tears mixed into the 

ink. The morning print editions were taken by the apprentice boys and they carried the 

heartbreaking headlines to the market square:  

THE ASSASSINATION OF PRESIDENT LINCOLN!  

A NATION IN MOURNING!!! 

On page two, the lines read: 
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We feel too unfitted by this awful event to allude to the calamity, in terms, becoming its 

solemnity, and importance! LINCOLN IS DEAD! Struck down by the hands of a brutal 

assassin… 

Thomas Barlow stood at the edge of the silent crowd outside the print shop, his dark blue 

overcoat pulled tight against his throat, his single gray eye fixed on the black-bordered postcards. 

Beside him, Marie Patterson clutched his arm with a maternal intensity, her thumbs tracing the 

rough knuckles of his right hand. To everyone else on the levee, the double shock of victory and 

martyrdom felt like the end of the world. To Tom, it felt like the final, proof of his father Isaac’s 

old sermonizing voice: the secular world could not purchase its righteousness with blood without 

the accounting returning to tear the house down to the roots. 

* * * 

 

The news of President Lincoln's assassination had turned the market square into a silent 

graveyard of black-bordered postcards. Down by the willow openings of Burns Creek, Elijah 

stood beside his unharnessed oxen team, his leather briefcase already packed with the Bureau 

manifests. 

A soft footfall crunching against the spring loam caused his shoulders to lock. Sarah 

Miller stood at the pasture gate, holding a small, smooth leather casing containing a pocket 

Bible—the exact sister-piece to the one Marie had given Tom. 

“Cathy told me the high command is sending you to the Washington offices, Elijah,” 

Sarah said, her voice dropping into a low drone to match the thundering rumble of the distant 

sawmills. 
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“The Department is opening a new ledger out west, Sarah,” Elijah answered. “They are 

running a fraud against the treaty lands, and powerful men are tracking names they should not 

possess. If someone don't stand in the gap to audit the columns, the Republic will turn the 

prairies into a private cemetery.” 

Sarah walked straight into his guard, forcing the leather Bible into his calloused right 

palm. Her fingers underscored his knuckles, a powerful, anchoring contact that electrified the 

damp morning air. 

“Don't you let them write your worth in their false ledgers, Elijah Penrose,” she 

whispered, her eyes wide with universal certainty. “You refused to fight their war with steel. You 

fight this corruption with your pen. You fight like hell in those granite halls.” 

Elijah looked down at the smooth leather in his hand, then into her steady hazel eyes. The 

naive youth who had hidden behind his father’s plow was gone. “I will watch the switches, 

Sarah. And I will keep the record clean until the harvest calls me home.” 

“I’ll be tracking the registries with Cathy here,” Sarah stated levelly, her palm closing 

firmly over his hand to anchor him before the stagecoach shrieked its final recall whistle. “The 

Winona Volunteers left a few veterans behind, Elijah. Don't you forget it.”  

* * * 

 

The ink on the muster-out rolls of the 23rd United States Colored Troops was barely dry 

in the spring of 1865 when Aaron discovered that a paper signed in Washington could not erase 

the color of a man’s skin on a Virginia highway. 

He had marched into the burning ruins of Richmond wearing the blue wool coat of a 

sergeant, his chest holed by a piece of rebel grape shot at the railroad tracks of Bristoe Station, 
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his identity anchored to the contract of freedom Abraham Lincoln had spoken at Gettysburg. Yet, 

when he walked out of the commissary gates as a civilian with his thirteen dollars of back pay in 

his waistcoat, the local home-guard patrols still looked through him as if he were part of the 

timber, their hands resting lazily on their pistol grips whenever a Black man walked past the 

town curbs. 

“They give you a release slip, Aaron,” his father, Ephraim, said as they sat together in a 

cramped row of scrap-brick shacks near Hampton Roads. The old man’s hands were still stiff 

with carbolic grease from his years spent stacking commissary barrels on the Fort Monroe wharf. 

“But the politicians in the capital are already writing a new ledger. They are paying our people as 

laborers, and they expect us to thank them for the crumbs.” 

Aaron stood up, his nineteen-year-old spine straight and rigid from what he had learned 

under General Ferrero’s discipline. He did not look down at his civilian linsey-woolsey trousers. 

In his right hand, he clutched a worn, dirt-smudged slip of camp paper – the old note Thomas W. 

Barlow had written on the back of a hospital pass back in 1863, bearing the stenciled address:  

Winona, Minnesota. Under the bluff. 

“I ain't going back to the Nansemond brush to plow another man’s cotton, Pop,” Aaron 

said. “The officers say Congress means to raise regiments of colored regulars to guard the 

frontier trails out West once the volunteers are mustered out. When they open the rolls for the 

cavalry, I mean to be the first name on the page. If a Black man is going to have to give his blood 

to enforce the Republic's contract, by God, he should do it with steel in his hands and a horse 

beneath his saddle.”  
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Ephraim’s chest heaved with a protective, fatherly agony, but his indomitable spirit 

refused to let his fingers tremble. He reached out and firmly gripped his first-born son’s wrist, 

just as he had on the midnight before their escape from bondage.  

“You mind your horse, Aaron,” Ephraim swore through a clenched jaw. “And you 

remember who you belong to. The white officers will look at you and see an experiment or a 

target for the savages to shoot at. Don't you let them write your worth in their horizontal 

columns. If the fire comes in Texas, you hold your line for your own blood.”  

* * * 

 

Elijah Penrose – who had taken up his mother’s ancestral name of Elijah Worthington to 

separate his public works from the strict censure of the Winona meetinghouse – stood inside the 

barnyard a week before the Washington stage carried him east, staring at his family’s 

unharnessed oxen team. 

At twenty-three, Elijah was no longer the naive frontier youth who had hidden behind his 

father’s plow to escape the unkind whispers of Alexander Miller’s dock hands. He had stayed 

behind when the War Eagle carried the boys away; he had broken his knuckles against the flinty 

dirt to grind the Barlow wheat by night, and he had looked into the unvarnished malice of a town 

gone mad with grief. He had remained a pacifist, but the long, silent nights of the blockade had 

taught him that true peace wasn't the folding of hands in a quiet First Day meeting. It was an 

active, dangerous labor. 

“The state has released the ledger of the sword, Elijah,” Tom said, his gravelly voice 

grinding painfully from his shrapnel-cracked jaw as he stepped into the shadow of the barn 
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doors. Patty, his loyal field spaniel, trotted steady at his heel, her notched ear twitching in the 

cool morning air. “Jimmy Lewis gets off the vanguard boat tomorrow. The line is dressed.” 

Elijah did not look up from the leather harness straps. “The line in the East is dressed, 

Thomas. But the Washington paper says the Department is opening a new book entirely. They 

are calling it the Indian question.” 

He whirled around, his dark eyes wide with a burning, resolute intensity that Tom had 

never seen under a Quaker bonnet. He pulled a thin slip of official parchment from his gray linen 

pocket—a document bearing the dark, purple ink seal of the Department of the Interior in 

Washington, D.C. 

“The high command is sending surveyors and railroad lines straight into the western 

territories, Tom,” Elijah said, his cadence carrying the unhurried weight of a man who had 

chosen his cross. “They are carving up the treaty lands before the ink is even dry on the 

surrender papers in Virginia. The elders say I am a sinner for leaving the valley to join the 

government logistics staff, but I see the shape of the corruption infecting the Indian affairs. If 

someone don't stand in the gap to keep the agents honest, the Republic will use the same muscle 

that leveled Richmond to turn the western prairies into a graveyard.” 

Tom looked down at the parchment seal, then up at his childhood friend. “It’s a long, 

dark road, Elijah. The state don't take kindly to a man who questions the terms of its expansion.” 

“Let the road be dark,” Elijah spoke softly. “I refused to fight as you were spilling your 

blood in the East. I cannot stand by and do nothing. Thy Thomas Aquinas wrote that the highest 

act of courage isn't the charge, but the permanent firmness of the mind to stand before a 

terrifying reality. The Civil War is over, Thomas, but the true accounting of this nation is just 

beginning.” 
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* * * 

 

By the late autumn of 1866, the damp humidity of the New Orleans barracks gave way to 

the dusty heat of the Texas plains.  

The raw recruits of the 9th Regiment of U.S. Cavalry—dubbed “Buffalo Soldiers” by the 

Comanche and Cheyenne warriors who met them across the open ruts of the San Antonio 

Road—learned to live in a separate environment of survival. They wore the coarse blue wool 

uniforms issued two sizes too small from the War Department, their thin-soled boots baking 

against the red clay. They were commanded by white field officers who frequently resented their 

assignment, yet the colored troopers closed up their files with a silent, magnificent discipline that 

stunned the department inspectors. 

Aaron sat on an overturned cracker box near the edge of the stable lines at Fort Stockton, 

a tiny flannel cloth and a tin of gun oil resting between his knees. He methodically rubbed the 

barrel of his Sharps carbine, his movements detached, robotic, and untiring.  

“You’re scrubbing the blueing right off that piece, Sergeant Carter.”  

A young lieutenant from Philadelphia, his pristine uniform encompassed in Texas sand, 

stopped his mount near the rail box.  

Aaron stood up to his full height, his shadow falling across the horse’s flank as he gave a 

crisp, respectful military salute. His face was cast in deep shadow beneath his forage cap, but his 

steady eyes were wide, narrow, and fixed straight ahead.  

“The sand gets into the breech block, sir,” Aaron answered levelly. “A piece that 

hesitates out here gets the comrade next to him killed.”  
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The officer nodded and rode on toward the adjutant’s tent, leaving the veteran of the 23rd 

USCT alone with the wind howling off the bluffs. Aaron slid his oil rag back into his kit flap, 

reached into his inner pocket, and pulled out Tom Barlow’s old graphite note. The paper was soft 

as cloth along the creases, the loop of the white private's script still legible against the trail 

grease. He didn't know if the Quaker boy was still clearing the weeds in Minnesota, or if the 

Mississippi River cared about the flags they had carried into the fire. He only knew that out here 

on the edge of the world's reckoning, his blue coat belonged to him, and he meant to still be a 

soldier when the morning bugle blew. 

* * * 

 

By the turn of the decade, the administrative chill inside the granite halls of Washington 

had hardened into routine, and Elijah Worthington had learned that the interior offices of the 

government were far more dangerous than any crossfire of Minié balls. 

In the sweltering July heat of 1870, the corridors of the Interior Department smelled of 

lye, damp whale-oil lamps, and the sour chemical tang of fresh ink. Elijah sat behind a high 

wooden composing desk in the Bureau of Indian Affairs, his fingers permanently stained black 

from copying the sprawling logistics manifests of the western agencies. On his desk lay a thick, 

leather-bound portfolio containing the latest broadside against Secretary Jacob D. Cox—a man 

of centered faith who had tried to civilize the civil service and protect the reservations from the 

predatory political rings, only to be systematically crushed by the trading monopolies and the 

sycophants surrounding President Grant’s administration. 

Elijah pinned a fresh manifest down with his palm, his brow scrunched as he tracked a 

column of figures stenciled with the name of a Dakota Territory supply agent. 
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The door to the inner office swung open with a sharp, violent slap, and Jonathan Reed, a 

young, sharp-eyed journalist from the St. Paul Press, stepped into the room. Reed wore a tailored 

civilian wool suit that looked slightly too warm for the Washington humidity, his hands coated 

with the soot of a reporter who lived outside the department’s polite boundaries. Reed had come 

to Washington believing nothing a politician said until he had checked it twice, and nothing he 

had seen since had changed his mind. 

“You're dragging your pen, Mr. Worthington,” Reed said, his voice dropping into a low, 

cynical drone as he leaned against the walnut railing. “The Secretary just finalized the new 

railroad charters for the southern spurs. The land speculators are already buying drinks at the 

Willard Hotel. 

“Elijah did not lift his head from the ledger page, but his large hands went perfectly still 

against the paper. “The charters are legal and correct, Mr. Reed. The book says the public 

expansion cannot be stayed by the sentiment of the tribes.” 

“The book is a lie, and you damn well know it,” Reed spat, his fingers tapping against the 

wood. “They aren't just carving up the Dakota reservations, Elijah. They’re running a fraud. I 

just left the land patent office. The Department clerks are quietly declaring thousands of acres of 

post-war timber tracts 'abandoned property' so the northern syndicates can claw the soil out from 

under the rightful claimants.” 

Elijah finally lifted his eyes, his dark gaze carrying the unhurried weight of a man who 

had chosen his cross. “The law protects the titles of any loyal citizen who held them before the 

fire, Jonathan.” 

“Not if the citizens are Black veterans who can't fight a Washington injunction,” Reed 

murmured, stepping closer until his shadow dominated the desk. He dropped a thin, grease-
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smudged manifest onto Elijah’s open page. “Look at the special locator list. It's an internal list. 

On paper it's a land office cross-check. In practice the syndicates pay a clerk to keep it, and it 

tells their agents where to find the people who stand in their way.” 

Elijah pinned the document down with his palm. His brow scrunched as his eyes tracked 

a secret column of horizontal figures stenciled with a dark, purple ink seal. It wasn't a standard 

logistics ledger. It was a classified locator sheet for the frontier military departments, listing 

specific colored regular units deployed along the Texas border. 

Halfway down the page, a heavy ink bracket isolated a single name, underlined twice by 

a bureaucrat’s heavy hand: 

Buffalo Soldier and Civil War veteran, last name Moses – 9th U.S. Cavalry (Fort 

Stockton, Texas). 

Directly beside the name, a clerk had written a cold, explicit directive in precise, elegant 

black script: 

Subject is prime lead to the missing Nansemond County legal registry. Intercept and 

isolate files before the deployment to the western trails. Recover original documents at any cost. 

Title clearance dependent on a quitclaim deed, a single signature giving up any right to the land.  

Elijah’s throat went dry, the air in the small room suddenly feeling cold despite the July 

humidity. He reached into his coat pocket, his fingers instinctively brushing the smooth leather 

casing of the small Bible Sarah Miller had given him before he left the Winona bluffs. 

He didn't know a Moses. But he knew the word Nansemond. He remembered that winter 

of '65, when Tom told him about a letter from an old freedman named Ephraim — a man who 

had escaped from that exact Virginia county with a secret weight hanging over his blood.  
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“They aren't just auditing his military record, Jonathan,” Elijah said deliberately. “This is 

an execution ledger. They are hunting this soldier down on the plains to bury a title deed.” 

“It's a multi-million dollar syndicate, Elijah,” Reed said, his cynical eyes narrowing with 

intense, professional focus. “If that soldier holds the key to the Virginia timber lands, the 

Department will use the cavalry, the local marshals, or a hired scout's bullet to ensure he never 

rides back east to claim it. You touch that file, and you're stepping onto a very dark road.” 

Elijah closed the leather portfolio. He stood up to his full height, his shadow towering 

over the desk as he gripped his pen like a weapon. The Civil War generation had preserved the 

Union through the smoke, but the true accounting of the state's hypocrisy was sitting on the 

paper before him. 

“Let the road be dark,” Elijah emphasized. “I am putting in for the field appointment as a 

Special Agency Inspector, Mr. Reed. The Department moves slowly on a Quaker's papers, but 

when the commission comes through, they will think they're sending a quiet clerk out to the 

Dakota bogs to file manifests. They will not know that I mean to carry this ledger all the way to 

the Texas border. If the high command thinks they can bury his name in the frontier dust and call 

it a day, they’re dead wrong. The Winona Volunteers don't leave their ranks broken—we're still 

here to close the gap.”  

* * * 

 

By the autumn of 1871, the long, skeletal shadows of Sugar Loaf Bluff threw a cold chill 

across the north pasture. The flinty clay ruts that Tom Barlow and Bernard Jereczek had broken 

together before the deep freezes of 1863 had softened into an ocean of golden wheat and sweet 

clover, their furrows producing a rich, unground harvest that the Sterling wagons carried openly 
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to the grist mills without a single walkout from the loading crews. Alexander Miller’s malice had 

slunk away into the dark offices of St. Paul, and the town had finally closed the ledger on its 

cruel wartime blockades. 

Down by the willow openings of Burns Creek, the morning air was broken by a sudden, 

raucous splash and a chorus of childlike giggles. 

Samuel Barlow, Tom and Marie's first-born son, was windmilling his arms wildly 

through the high thistle stalks. He was six-years-old with a shock of unruly red hair that matched 

his late “uncle” Sam Miller. Sam had been no blood kin — Tom and Marie Barlow named him 

after Tom’s closest friend who died at Antietam in 1862. His face was dirt-covered from the 

garden and creek bank, his eyes revealing the exact same adventurous spirit that had once 

hollered “First Smoke” from the levee planks. 

“Patty! Go get him, Patty!” Samuel whooped, his small boots kicking up sprays of 

hoarfrost-turned-mud as he lunged through the brush. 

Beside him sprinted the liver and white field spaniel, her patchwork coat of liver and 

white graying at the muzzle, her notched ear cocking aggressively toward the sound of a rustling 

cottontail rabbit. Patty was old now, her pace slower than it had been when she tumbled into the 

bed of Tom’s ambulance wagon at Gettysburg, yet her tail still beat a frantic tempo against the 

grass whenever the boy broke into a run. 

“Sammy! Don't you dare go down into that deep slough property line!” 

The command came from a five-year-old girl who stood perched precariously atop a 

split-rail fence post near the garden patch. Anna Jereczek, the daughter of Bernard and Rose, was 

an intensely observant child who carried the elegant cadence of her mother’s school days in 

Luzino. Her dark hair was pulled tight beneath a practical linen bonnet, her small hands 
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clamping a wooden slate against her calico apron. She and Samuel had been born a year apart 

beneath the same bluff, and neither could remember a season without the other. 

“The water is up past the timber curbs, Sammy,” Anna shouted, her dark eyes tracking 

his red hair through the brush with the calculating focus of a tiny logistics clerk. “If you tear your 

trousers on the hazel-brush, Mrs. Marie will make you duplicate your letter figures until the 

numbers parade across the back of your eyelids!” 

Samuel stopped short at the edge of the creek, turning around with a wide, carefree farm-

boy grin that made him look like an apparition of the old Winona Volunteers. “The mud don't 

hurt nothing, Anna! Patty found a rogue squirrel tree! Come on down off that perch!” 

“I am closing my spelling column,” Anna stated with immense gravity, sliding down 

from the rail with the unhurried efficiency she had witnessed in the Sterling offices. She walked 

across the damp loam, her small boots making a wet schlock-schlock sound until she stopped 

precisely at his side. 

Patty immediately abandoned the squirrel trail, let out a slow sigh of veteran indifference, 

and pushed her liver-and-white snout straight into Anna’s waiting palm. The little girl offered the 

dog a gentle, human scratch right behind her notched ear, her eyes softening as she looked across 

at Samuel’s soot-grimed cheek. 

“You have ink on your nose, Sammy,” she said, her tongue twisting the English words 

with delicate precision. 

“It ain't ink, it’s stove-grease,” Samuel laughed, shifting his hickory stick branch to his 

shoulder like a wooden saber. “My father says a man who doesn't mind the soot doesn't know the 

true grit of the labor.” 
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Anna adjusted her bonnet, her intellectual brow wrinkling as she looked southward 

toward the main trail. “My father says tomorrow we are bringing the big oxen team to your 

father's barn to stack the timothy hay. He says the Barlow house and the Jereczek house are 

bound by the same spirit.” 

“Aye,” Samuel said, his farm boy joviality acting like a wedge to clear the space between 

them. He reached out and grabbed her small hand, his fingers locking into hers with a strong, 

childhood intensity. “Let's go on up to the kitchen porch, Anna. My mother’s got the warm bread 

out, and she always saves the crusts for the scouts who have been to the front.” 

Up on the timber veranda of the Barlow house, the air was warm with the rich, fragrant 

sanctuary of brown butter and roasted grain. 

Tom Barlow sat on an overturned cracker box near the door frame, his broad shoulders 

relaxed inside a coarse gray linen shirt. His left sleeve was unbuttoned to the elbow, revealing 

the deep red canyons of scar tissue where Marie and Dr. Vance had fought the bone-saws to save 

his arm. A black patch still hid his sightless left eye, but as he watched the red-haired boy and 

the dark-haired girl walking hand-in-hand through the pasture gates, his single gray eye was 

filled with serenity. 

Marie Barlow stood in the kitchen doorway, her apron immaculate, her hands smoothing 

her hair back from her hairline. She didn't carry a tin water pail or a basin of carbolic wash now; 

she carried a fresh pitcher of buttermilk, her expression softening into a real, beautiful warmth as 

she leaned against Tom’s good shoulder. 

“He looks exactly like him, Marie,” Tom said, his eyes tracking Samuel's bouncing 

stride. “Every time he chuckles, I hear Sam Miller whacking the oak branches on the Poolesville 

road.” 
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Marie reached her fingers gently closing around his hands to secure him against her 

chest.  

“He’s got the name, Marie. But he’s got his own ground to break. We didn't hold that flag 

high at Gettysburg simply to turn our children into ghosts of the First Minnesota.” 

Across the yard, Bernard Jereczek’s large flatbed wagon creaked to a halt near the well-

gear, his massive Baltic frame letting out a booming laugh as he hoisted little Sophia—now a 

budding teenager helping Rose with the community registers—down to the boardwalk planks. 

The two families folded into each other with the effortless, deep muscle memory of a community 

that had refused to let the winter win. 

Tom stood up to his full height, his posture straight and rigid against Sugar Loaf Bluff. 

The scars beneath his linen shirt still throbbed with the change in the autumn weather, and the 

unceasing noise of the old battlefields would never entirely leave the back of his mind. But 

looking down at the liver and white spaniel napping at his heel, and at his son sharing a crust of 

rye bread with the immigrant’s daughter on the porch stairs, Tom knew the endurance was 

resting. The fathers had preserved the Union through the smoke; the sons were whole, and the 

living line had officially found its home. 
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CHAPTER 4 – Geometry of Progress 

Washington, August 1871. Captain Marcus Bretton stood before a wall map of Virginia, 

one hand resting on the brass compass at its edge. During the war he had served as a provost 

marshal, hunting deserters through Virginia's back roads. Now he hunted the owners of land 

titles for men who paid better than the Army ever had. Behind him, Elijah Worthington worked 

through a stack of agency vouchers. “You're looking at a graveyard of legal fictions, Mr. 

Worthington.” 

Elijah glanced up. “I see the property of citizens protected by law.” 

Bretton tapped a finger against the Virginia tidewater. “These boundaries were scratched 

out by colonial surveyors using trees and creeks that have been dead fifty years. Yet we're 

expected to halt railroads and timber companies because someone still possesses an old 

courthouse paper.” 

“If the paper is lawful, thee should.” 

Bretton turned. There was no anger in his face. That bothered Elijah more. “That is your 

Quaker answer to everything. The individual before the nation.” 

“The law before convenience.” 
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Bretton smiled faintly. “Call it convenience if you like. I call it order.” 

He drew the compass across the map until its point rested over Nansemond County. “The 

syndicates have occupied those timber tracts since the war began. They intend to establish clear 

title.” 

“By erasing the former owners?” 

“By finding whether any lawful claimant remains.”  

Elijah's hand stopped over the vouchers. “A veteran.” 

Bretton looked at him. 

Elijah understood. “One of the colored troops.” 

“The old 23rd,” Bretton said. “A soldier whose family held land there before the war. If 

he possesses the original registry papers, he can cause considerable trouble for men with 

considerably more money than he has.” 

“And thee intends to find him first.” 

“I intend to settle the title.” 

Elijah rose. “If a man gave his blood for the Union, his rights did not end when he took 

off the uniform.” 

“The uniform was issued by the government, Worthington. It was not a deed.” 

“It made him a citizen.” 

For the first time, Bretton's expression hardened. “Citizenship is another word men use 

when they want sentiment to interfere with arithmetic.” He gathered the locator sheets from the 

table and slipped them into his coat. “Your journalist friend Reed may print whatever he likes. 

Ink carries poorly west of the Mississippi.” 

Elijah watched him cross toward the door. “If thee finds this soldier, Bretton, what then?” 
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Bretton stopped. “Every soldier answers the roll eventually.” 

The door closed behind him. Elijah remained beside the map, staring at the point where 

Bretton's compass had rested. Nansemond County. Then he looked toward the closed door.   

* * * 

 

Two thousand miles southwest of the capital’s granite corridors, the white heat of the 

Trans-Pecos desert did not care about the philosophy of straight lines; it warped them until the 

horizon shattered like glass. 

In that same sweltering August of 1871, Fort Stockton, Texas, sat like a low, flat scar on 

the edge of the Comanche Trail. The midday sun baked the adobe barracks into a brick kiln, the 

air shimmering with a dry heat that smelled of alkaline dirt, sour horse sweat, and the pungent, 

bitter tang of creosote brush. The raw wind blowing off the flats didn't offer relief; it carried a 

gritty sand coated the throat and drifted into the breech blocks of the carbines like fine flour. 

Sergeant Aaron Carter sat on an overturned cracker box near the dark interior of the 

stable lean-to, his unbuttoned blue wool shirt soaked through with sweat. A small piece of 

flannel cloth and a tin of whale oil rested between his knees as he methodically rubbed the barrel 

of his Sharps carbine. His movements were detached and untiring—the same steady core he had 

carried since the blood-soaked mud of the Petersburg Crater. 

“Sergeant,” Private Jack Small muttered, his knuckles white as he dragged a heavy 

wooden water bucket across the gravel ruts. “The post adjutant’s clerk is crossing the parade 

ground. He’s got that look on his face like the paymaster’s shorted the detachment again.” 
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Aaron didn't lift his head from the walnut stock, but his gray eyes went narrow beneath 

the brim of his forage cap. “Keep your muzzle up, Jack. The paymaster don't look at our faces; 

he only looks at the columns.” 

The clerk—a pale, young lieutenant from Ohio named Evans whose uniform was dirty in 

grey trail dust—stopped his mount near the rail box. He held a thick, leather-bound portfolio 

under his arm, his brow scrunched as his thumb traced an erratic thickness along a fresh set of 

Department of the Texas logistics manifests. 

“Carter,” Evans said. “We’ve got a strange hitch in the morning roll-call. The marshal’s 

office down in Austin sent a courier through the gates at dawn. They had a civil locator warrant 

stenciled with the name Aaron Moses, tracking a veteran from the old 23rd USCT.” 

The name struck the stable shade like a piece of rebel grape shot. Aaron’s large hands 

went perfectly still against the latch of his carbine kit. The white space in his mind went perfectly 

cold, the phantom sulfur fog of the Crater instantly flooding his throat. The secret he had buried 

beneath the blue wool coat of a civilian recruit back at Hampton Roads was rattling its chains, 

and the bureaucracy back east was hunting for the answers. 

“I don't know no Moses, Lieutenant,” Aaron said evenly. “The muster rolls for Company 

D say I'm Aaron Carter, sergeant of Company D, signed and counter-signed.” 

“That's the damn trouble of it,” Evans muttered, shaking his head with a slow expression 

of pure, bureaucratic frustration. He dropped a thin, grease-smudged manifest onto Aaron’s open 

knee. “The Austin lawyers swear the target is attached to the 9th Cavalry’s vanguard right here at 

Stockton. But look at these words. The Department clerks in Washington must have been 

drinking rum when they typeset the registries.” 
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Aaron looked down at the paper, his eyes tracking the precise, elegant geometry of the 

script sheets. He didn't know that, weeks earlier and two thousand miles away, a quiet Quaker 

clerk named Elijah Worthington had dipped his pen into a deep blue well to save his life. But as 

his fingers brushed the ink, he saw the structural shifts. 

His name wasn't there. In one column, his last horse-ration receipt was logged with the 

false name of A. Cord, rerailed through a phantom detachment path in the Department of the 

Missouri. In another column, his Company D forage vouchers had been modified alphabetically, 

buried deep beneath a hundred pages of routine, meaningless civilian teamster logs hauling 

forage sheet timber to Fort Laramie. The straight line the Texas marshals had tried to draw to his 

stable stall had struck a calculation error and dissolved into an administrative dead letter. 

“The lawyers are running blind, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Evans drawled while adjusting his 

reins. “They’re checking every barracks from here to Fort Davis for a man who doesn't exist on 

the books. They’ve tripped over their own paperwork.” 

“The book is a messy business sometimes, sir,” Aaron murmured. 

The officer nodded and rode on toward the headquarters adobe, leaving the veteran alone 

with the trail grease. Aaron slid his oil rag back into his kit flap, reached into his inner pocket, 

and pulled out Tom Barlow’s old graphite note. The paper was soft as cloth along the creases, 

the loop of the white private's script still legible against his raw knuckles. 

He looked out through the stable rails at the vast, open ruts of the San Antonio Road. He 

didn't know who was moving the markers in the Washington archives, or why the bureaucracy 

had suddenly turned into an invisible shield at his back. But as his kit box closed with a sharp 

click, Aaron knew the deception was the only thing keeping the target off his uniform. Bretton’s 

shadow hunters were running blind in the desert mud, but the clock on his father's Nansemond 
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deeds was still ticking, and Sergeant Aaron Carter meant to hold his line until the final reckoning 

called his true name out loud.  

* * * 

 

Elijah Worthington sat alone in the amber lamp glare, his throat dry, his black-stained 

fingers trembling slightly as he realized the true scale of the wolf that had just been unleashed 

onto the western trails. Bretton's philosophy was simple: the individual was nothing, the grid was 

everything, and any name that disturbed the accounting must be erased.  

Elijah looked down at the blank foolscap sheets before him, then at the massive, binding 

ledger of the 9th U.S. Cavalry muster rolls resting on the corner of his desk. If Bretton intended 

to use the rigid, logical lines of the bureaucracy as a crosshair to isolate the boy, then Elijah 

would use those exact same lines to build a labyrinth. 

He dipped his steel pen into the deep blue well, but he did not write the name Sergeant 

Aaron Carter or Aaron Moses onto the tracking manifests. Instead, his mind shifted into the 

defensive geometry Bernard Jereczek had practiced in the timber yard. He deliberately distorted 

the alphabetical index, logging Aaron's next forage voucher under a false name. On the 

subsequent page, he rerouted a Company D supply manifest through the Department of the 

Missouri's horse-ration columns, burying the soldier's permanent location beneath a dense thicket 

of meaningless, routine frontier numbers. 

He didn't fight Bretton's machine with steel; he fought it with structural shifts. Every time 

a clerk in Washington or a field agent in Austin tried to draw a straight line to the Fort Stockton 

stable yard, they would strike a calculation error, a misplaced ledger coordinate, or a phantom 

detachment path that dissolved into an administrative dead letter. Elijah's fingers moved with an 
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unhurried and rhythmic scratching against the parchment. He would weaponize the routine 

anonymity of the state, turning the very paperwork meant to track the regular soldier into an 

invisible shield that would buy the next generation its time in the dark.  

* * * 

The morning air inside the brick annex of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington did 

not carry the clean, pine-sap scent of the upper Mississippi; it smelled of damp wool and the 

burnt smell of old coffee. 

It was mid-September of 1871. Outside, the capital was consumed by the sweltering 

fallout of the summer’s legislative session, but inside the narrow second-floor office of Chief 

Procurement Clerk Gregory Hopkins, the world was measured entirely by the scrape of steel nibs 

against heavy linen ledger sheets. 

Jonathan Reed stood before the walnut railing, his tailored civilian suit dirtied with the 

gray grime of the Baltimore and Ohio rail line. He did not sit in the plush cane-bottomed chair 

Hopkins had casually offered, nor did he remove his grease-stained reporter’s cap. His fingers, 

permanently blackened to the knuckles with print-shop ink, were clamped tightly over a thick, 

leather-bound notebook. 

“The appropriation is settled, Mr. Reed,” Hopkins said, his voice dropping into a smooth, 

practiced drone that had spent a decade sliding through the department’s committees. He didn't 

look up from his desk, where he was methodically stamping a stack of shipping manifests with a 

heavy brass seal. “The Indian Appropriation Act of March 3, 1871, is the law of the land. The 

United States government no longer recognizes the western tribes as independent nations. No 

more treaties. No more sovereign boundaries to hold up the timber clearances or the railroad 

ties.” 
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“The law says you stopped making new treaties, Hopkins,” Reed said, his voice cutting 

through the humid room with a sharp, rhythmic velocity that made the junior clerks in the corner 

bays pause over their inkwells. “It doesn't say you have the right to retroactively turn the old 

ones into kindling. I just arrived from the Santee Agency files in Nebraska. The reservation 

logistics rolls say your department took forty thousand dollars from the annuity funds used to 

purchase fresh cattle for the displaced Sioux families. But the local manifests don't show four 

hoofs on the dirt.” 

Hopkins’ hand went perfectly still over his brass stamp. He slowly lifted his eyes, his 

narrow gaze cold and entirely devoid of bureaucratic warmth. “The frontier is a chaotic theater, 

young man. Wagons capsize in the Missouri loops; herds scatter into the high prairie grass. The 

state cannot triage every lost steer based on the complaints of a St. Paul news-rag.” 

“The steers weren't lost in the grass, Hopkins,” Reed stated forcefully, taking a step 

forward until his shadow completely dominated the clerk’s layout table. With a sharp flick of his 

wrist, he slammed a grease-smudged galley proof flat across the open ledgers. “I spent three 

nights in the St. Paul transit registries tracking the secondary bills of lading. Those cattle never 

left the stockyards at Sioux City. Your private trading ring—the same syndicate running the 

supply escorts through Fort Stockton—sold those exact same beef manifests twice over. Once to 

the federal treasury for the reservation lines, and once to the northern rail crews building the 

Bismarck surveying lines.” 

The silence that followed was tight and heavy with the immediate physical danger that sat 

openly on the government desks. Hopkins slowly leaned back in his split-timber chair, his jaw 

locking into a rigid brace. 
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“You're stepping onto a very dark road, journalist,” Hopkins hissed, his voice dropping 

an octave into a low rumble that didn't carry past the walnut partition. “The expansion of this 

Republic is an engine of progress, authorized by the Secretary and funded by the syndicates. We 

are laying five hundred miles of track through the Dakota territory by spring and it requires 

engineering logistics. If a few vouchers are mislaid to keep the grading crews moving, the courts 

will look the other way. You print those names, and the syndicates will have your press rooms 

locked up under a federal injunction before the autumn harvest can even reach the Winona 

levee.” 

“Then roll the injunctions,” Reed whispered, leaning down until his sharp features were 

inches from the clerk’s face. His gray eyes were wide with a fierce, universal intensity that 

shattered the polite boundaries of the office. “You think you can hide behind the anonymity of 

these granite halls, Hopkins? You think because Congress scratched the word 'sovereign' out of 

the treaty books, you can use the anonymity of the plains as a graveyard to bury the titles of 

everyone who stands in your way?” 

Reed tapped a blunt, ink-stained finger against the secret column of figures stenciled with 

the purple-ink seal of the locator list. 

“I know how this trade works, clerk,” Reed spoke softly. “And I know who you’re 

targeting down on the San Antonio Road to clear the Nansemond deeds. You think you're 

sending a quiet investigator out to the bogs to file receipts, but the Winona Volunteers didn't 

bleed Gettysburg simply to turn the frontier over to a ring of boardroom thieves. I am taking this 

manifest straight to Elijah Worthington’s desk in the Bureau files today. And tomorrow morning, 

every news engine from Chicago to St. Paul is going to print your name in black-bordered 

columns long enough for the whole country to read.”  
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Without waiting for the clerk to call the building guards, Reed snatched his notebook, 

whirled on his heel, and marched out into the sweltering marble corridor, his boots striking the 

floorboards with a rhythmic, military cadence. His heart was drumming double-time against his 

linen shirt, but his jaw remained straight and firm. Corporate expansion had just thrown down its 

gauntlet, the legal threat to his press was real, and the road ahead was turning dark—but 

Jonathan Reed had just given the public press its vanguard, and he was ready for the march. 

* * * 

 

The descent into the basement archives of the Interior Department was a slow transition 

from the sweltering, coffee-scented corridors of the main building into a subterranean vault of 

frozen lime and parched parchment. 

The air down here, far beneath the granite steps of the capital, remained permanently 

trapped in a winter chill. It smelled of damp subterranean limestone, sour vinegar-washed linen 

rollers, and the massive, dead weight of millions of imperial land grants. It was a space where the 

state preserved its memories, but it was also where the bureaucracy sent its most troublesome 

clerks to be entombed by touch. 

Jonathan Reed didn't knock against the heavy cedar frame of the vault door. He threw his 

weight against the latch, bringing a flurry of hot August humidity and the frantic energy of the 

capital streets down into the dim, gas-lit cavern. 

Elijah Worthington sat behind a high wooden composing desk at the center of the 

limestone vault, his broad shoulders locked like a timber brace inside his unadorned gray Quaker 

coat. A single whale-oil lamp cast his profile in sharp, exaggerated lines against the stacks of 
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leather-bound portfolios behind him. His fingers, permanently coated in black bookkeeping ink, 

went perfectly still against a fresh manifest sheet as the door slammed shut. 

“Thou art moving too fast for these halls, Jonathan,” Elijah said softly, his voice dropping 

into that flat, deliberate drone that carried the unhurried cadence of the Winona pasture rows. 

“The watchmen on the main floor do not take kindly to a St. Paul newsman tracking the 

registries by night.” 

“The watchmen are looking the wrong way, Elijah,” Reed said, his breathing shallow and 

ragged as he marched straight through the narrow lanes of storage crates. He didn't offer a polite 

greeting. With a sharp, electric friction, he dropped his leather-bound notebook and the grease-

smudged Sioux City cattle manifests directly over Elijah’s layout sheets. “Look at the columns. 

Hopkins didn't just cross the names off the independent nation rolls in March; he’s already using 

the 1871 Act to run a design of trickery.” 

Elijah adjusted his spectacles, his dark eyes wide and fixed narrow on the stenciled 

figures of the Santee Agency cattle vouchers. His large right hand pinned the paper flat against 

the walnut desk, his thumb tracing the blue-ink seals with the calculating focus of a master 

builder evaluation. 

“The cattle were double-vouchered,” Elijah murmured, his throat going dry as his mind 

snapped the geometry of the fraud into focus. “They used the tribal annuity funds to buy the steel 

and the beef for the Northern Pacific’s grading crews.” 

“It’s an instrument of corruption, Elijah,” Reed stated forcefully, leaning his weight onto 

the rail box until his shadow dominated the lamp glare. “And it’s funded by the exact same land 

patent syndicates that are pushing the adverse possession clock against Ephraim’s tracts in 
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Virginia. Hopkins just told me to my face that if I print these columns, the monopolies will have 

the St. Paul presses locked up under federal injunctions before the winter freeze sets the locks.” 

Elijah didn't look up from the figures. “They believe the law of March 3rd was a 

clearance charter to turn the frontier into a private cemetery, Jonathan,”  

Elijah spoke softly, his voice carrying that instinctive, ancient firmness. “They think 

because Congress stripped the sovereign status from the tribes, they can use the anonymity of the 

western trails to cross any individual name off the book entirely to clear a title deed.” 

He turned the page of his primary cavalry ledger, his fingers stopping precisely over the 

secret purple-ink locator sheet that isolated the 9th Cavalry detachment at Fort Stockton. 

“Look here,” Elijah whispered, pointing a calloused finger down a secret column where a 

bureaucrat’s heavy hand had drawn a fresh ink bracket. “Hopkins’ clerks didn't wait for your 

cattle audit to close the circuit. They’ve already routed a private locator list through the Interior’s 

investigative ring. They are deploying a disgraced former provost marshal named Captain 

Marcus Bretton down to the Texas border.” 

The name hit the damp underground air with a sharp friction. Reed’s eyes went dead and 

narrow. “Bretton? The shadow hunter from the Richmond Reconstruction tribunals?” 

“The same,” Elijah answered, standing up to his full height until his massive frame 

towered over the layout desk. “Bretton has been handed a private warrant to isolate the target—

the first-born son, Aaron Moses, who is currently file-closing under the fake name of Aaron 

Carter. If Bretton finds him on those trails before the true ledger is recovered, he will kill the boy 

to ensure the Nansemond record dies with him.” 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -54  

 

Reed grabbed the edge of the desk. “Then the press is the only wedge we have left, 

Elijah. I’ll roll the print sheets in St. Paul until the editors can't look away. We drag Hopkins’ 

cattle fraud into the open light, and we make the syndicates too careful to move their regulators.” 

“No, Jonathan,” Elijah interrupted, his dark eyes flaring with an unyielding certainty that 

forced the journalist to pause. “A news-rag can cloud their intentions from the east, but bullets 

out west don't respect the public growth. If Bretton is taking the southern rail spur to Austin, then 

paper is my only way in.” 

He picked up his steel pen, his hand remarkably steady as he prepared to face the 

unvarnished malice of the department. 

“I am accepting the official appointment as a Special Agency Inspector for the 

Department of the Dakota tomorrow morning, Mr. Reed,” Elijah exclaimed. “They think they are 

banishing a quiet Quaker clerk to the frontier bogs to audit beef contracts and burial rolls. But I 

am taking this ledger straight to the Texas border lines. Every time Bretton's scouts try to pull a 

muster roll or isolate a detachment, I will quietly alter the logistics paths, misdirect the troop 

movement wires, and bury Sergeant Carter’s identity beneath thousands of pages of routine, 

meaningless frontier vouchers.” 

He blotted the parchment with a heavy hand, locking the secret coordinates into his own 

mind. 

“You keep the press rolling in St. Paul to reveal this alliance, Jonathan. Write the 

columns dark enough so the boardroom thieves can't find their symmetry. I am boarding the 

western express at midnight to build a labyrinth of trickery around that boy. And God help the 

shadow hunter who thinks he can cross a regular soldier's name off the roll before I hold the true 

ledger myself.” 
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Reed looked at the pacifist, a slow, real human smile of companionship finally clearing 

the soot from his wrinkles. He reached out, his ink-black palm closing firmly over Elijah's 

knuckles to anchor the silent contract between them. Outside, the capital was sleeping under a 

humid yellow fog, but inside the vault of the unwritten, the Civil War generation had just dressed 

its shadow line, and the countdown to the final accounting was officially open. 

* * * 

 

The administrative friction inside the Austin Land Patent Office did not carry the quiet, 

ink-scented dignity of the Washington bureaus. Every record that should have led to the soldier 

led nowhere.  

It was a hot September afternoon in 1871. Outside the high arched window sashes, the 

Texas sun beat down onto the parched limestone dust of Congress Avenue until the air 

shimmered like grease. Inside, the long room smelled of stale lye-wash, damp horsehair 

upholstery, and the sour chemical rot of low-grade frontier ink sheets. 

Captain Marcus Bretton stood before the long oak public registry counter, his posture 

straight, rigid, and entirely devoid of human warmth. He wore his tailored black civilian wool 

suit, but the cuffs were already covered in the gray trail grit of the San Antonio Road. His hands, 

gloved in dark kidskin, rested flat against the polished timber rail, his narrow flinty eyes drilled 

into the sweating face of clerk Thomas Henderson. 

“Look at the locator sheets again, Henderson,” Bretton growled. 

“I’ve run the index three separate times, Captain,” Henderson muttered, his fingers 

shivering against the heavy linen parchment pages of the 9th U.S. Cavalry muster rolls. He 

wiped a smear of greasy sweat from his brow, his thumb tracing a secret column of figures 
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stenciled with the dark, purple-ink seal of the Washington locator list. “The directive from the 

Department of the Interior was explicit. We were supposed to isolate a Black regular from the 

old 23rd USCT, last name Moses, file-closing with Company D at Fort Stockton. But the straight 

line has broken.” 

Bretton leaned his weight onto the counter, frustrated. “A regular army detachment is not 

a phantom, clerk. Forty colored regular troopers do not ride through a desert without leaving a 

signature on your subsistence manifests. Where is the file?” 

“That’s the madness of it, sir,” Henderson whispered, dropping a grease-smudged forage 

sheet flat across the layout table. “Look at the columns from the July audit. The name Moses 

doesn't exist on the frontier roster. Halfway down the Company D horse-ration columns, the 

entry has been scribbled out and re-entered under the corrupted spelling of the ghost name of A. 

Cord.” 

Bretton snatched the page, his narrow gaze drilling into the precise, elegant geometry of 

the script sheets. He didn't know that two weeks ago, a quiet Quaker clerk named Elijah 

Worthington had sat in a Washington basement vault weaponizing the routine anonymity of the 

state to save a soldier's life. But as Bretton evaluated the layout, the cold logic of his old provost 

marshal days recognized the hand of a master builder immediately. 

It wasn't a clerical blunder. It was a labyrinth. 

Every single logistical marker had been deliberately altered. In one column, the soldier's 

next ammunition pass was logged under a corrupted teamster manifest hauling forage sheet 

timber to Fort Laramie—a thousand miles to the north in the Department of the Platte. On the 

subsequent page, his subsistence vouchers had been systematically rerouted through a phantom 
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horse-ration receipt for the Department of the Missouri, burying his physical presence beneath 

thousands of pages of routine, meaningless frontier numbers. 

The straight legal crosshair Bretton’s syndicates had drawn from Washington had struck 

a calculated error and dissolved into an administrative dead letter. 

“Worthington,” Bretton hissed as he slammed his gloved fist onto the oak rail. The 

impact caused the brass inkwells to rattle against their seats. “The Quaker clerk. He didn't take 

the field appointment to the Dakota bogs to file vouchers. He did it to dress a shadow line inside 

our own organization.” 

Henderson looked up. “Captain... if the paperwork is blinded, we have no legal authority 

to issue the civil locator warrant to the marshals. If we serve a warrant to the wrong company, 

Colonel Hatch will have our field agents thrown into the stockade for subverting military 

logistics.” 

“To hell with the marshals,” Bretton snarled, his voice vibrating with a dangerous 

certainty that forced the registry clerks at the back desks to pause over their document trays. He 

ripped the corrupted manifest sheets in half, tossing the splintered linen fragments onto the 

floorboards. “The clerk thinks he can use a mountain of routine frontier vouchers as an invisible 

shield to buy the boy his time in the dark. He thinks because he controls the pens in Washington, 

he can control the gunfire on the plains.” 

He stepped away from the counter, his stride long, rigid, and entirely devoid of human 

warmth as he marched toward the veranda doors where his five private regulators sat their 

mounts in the blazing sun. His hand rested steady on the polished walnut grip of the Starr 

revolver beneath his coat, his fingers tightening against the steel. 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -58  

 

“My brother Silas goes into Fort Stockton when the quartermaster lets the new teamster 

contracts in the spring,” Bretton growled to himself, his flinty eyes fixed narrow on the western 

horizon where the San Antonio Road disappeared into a yellow sulfur haze. “The bureaucracy 

has made the target anonymous, but a uniform is still a highly visible target once you control the 

supply gates. We let the boy grow careless through the winter. When Silas sends word, we ride 

for the Pecos loops. If the clerk wants to write his text in code, by God, we’ll use a mercenary’s 

bullet to cross that boy’s name off the roll and let them read the final accounting in the dirt.” 
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CHAPTER 5 – Letters and Assassins  

The envelope that dropped into the Winona post box three weeks later bore no return 

address, only a smudged Washington postmark and a cancel stamp that cut like a scar across the 

paper. 

Inside, the stationery was coarse and unadorned, written in the unhurried, sprawling 

script of a clerk who knew that every letter passing through the capital's sorting tables was 

subject to secular eyes. Elijah Worthington had chosen his words with the careful precision of an 

elder structuring a land boundary, hiding the dangerous truth beneath the familiar cadences of 

their shared Quaker youth. 

Thomas, 

I trust this letter finds the household at peace beneath the bluffs, and that thy north 

pasture yields its harvest in due season. The labor within these Washington offices remains 

heavy, and our earthly ledgers grow longer with every passing month. The clerks here are 

actively dividing the new western fields, looking to clear the old brush before the rails are laid. 

In my research this week, my pen fell upon a vintage registry concerning the ancient 

boundaries – specifically, the old records of the First Seed planted, which we discussed during 
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the last winter of war. There are worldly inspectors here who are searching aggressively for the 

true heir to that original vineyard, looking to cross the name off the book entirely to clear the 

title for the new vineyard growers. 

They believe the heir has strayed far from the east pasture. Private agents have been 

dispatched to isolate the heir before the spring. If the command corners him on those trails, the 

old registry will be burned, and the inheritance will be erased from the book forever. 

Keep thy own unsealed papers close to the hearth, Thomas, and watch the lanes. The wolf 

is already in the valley, and he does not respect the flags we carried into the smoke. Now that the 

Department’s paperwork cleared after three weeks of waiting, I am taking the rail spur west 

tomorrow to audit the columns myself. 

In Grace and Firmness, 

Elijah 

* * * 

 

Fort Stockton, Texas sat like a low, flat scar on the edge of the Trans-Pecos desert, 

surrounded by the barren, sunbaked bluffs of the Comanche Trail. The summer of 1872 had 

turned the outpost into an oven, the air shimmering with a dry heat that smelled of alkaline dirt, 

sour horse sweat, and the pungent, bitter tang of creosote brush. The raw wind blowing off the 

flats didn't offer relief; it carried gritty sand that coated the throat and drifted into the breech 

blocks of the carbines like fine flour. 

For the men of the 9th U.S. Cavalry, survival was their discipline. They lived in low 

adobes and canvas-topped shelters that baked under the Texas sun, wearing the coarse blue wool 

uniforms issued two sizes too small from the War Department. Their thin-soled boots split 
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against the flinty ruts, yet the colored troopers closed up their files with a silent, magnificent 

efficiency that stunned the department inspectors. 

Sergeant Aaron Carter sat on an overturned cracker box near the dark interior of the 

stable lean-to, his unbuttoned wool shirt soaked through with sweat. A small piece of flannel 

cloth and a tin of whale oil rested between his knees as he methodically rubbed the barrel of his 

Sharps carbine. His movements were detached—the same steady position he had carried since 

the blood-soaked mud of the Petersburg Crater. 

“Sergeant Carter.” 

Aaron didn't jump. He slowly lifted his head, his steady eyes narrowing beneath the brim 

of his forage cap as he tracked a civilian walking down the stable lane. 

The man was a newly arrived contract teamster who called himself Silas Brandt, though 

he carried himself with the quiet, calculating posture of a scout who lived outside the polite 

boundaries of the trails. He wore a grease-stained civilian wool coat that looked slightly too 

warm for the Texas humidity, his hands caked with the red trail grease of the San Antonio Road. 

For three days, he had been lingering around the stable lines, asking casual questions about the 

names on the muster-out rolls and tracking the movements of Company D. 

“We’re moving the logistics wagons out at dawn, Brandt,” Aaron said. “If your harness 

straps ain't greased, you're staying behind the gates.” 

“The straps are fine, Sergeant,” Brandt said, stepping into the shade of the timber veranda 

until his shadow fell directly across Aaron’s profile. He reached into his coat pocket, his fingers 

tapping against a small leather-bound pocketbook. “I was just looking over the quartermaster's 

manifests. It’s a curious thing out here. A man can change his boots, his horse, and his territory, 

but his face... his face stays marked by the place he broke his knuckles.” 
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Aaron’s large hands went perfectly still against the walnut rifle stock. “The sand gets into 

the columns out here, mister. The book only cares if the work is done.” 

“The book back in Washington cares about a whole lot more than that,” Brandt 

murmured, a slow, dangerous grin breaking through the sweat on his face. He stepped closer, his 

voice a low growl that didn't carry past the horse stalls. “I just came down from the land patent 

offices in Austin, Sergeant Moses. They’ve got a very long memory regarding the timber deeds 

in Nansemond County. And they pay a high legal price to ensure a missing registry stays lost.” 

The name struck the air like a piece of rebel grape shot. Aaron didn't look up, but the 

white space in his mind went perfectly cold. The secret he had buried beneath the blue wool coat 

of a civilian recruit back at Hampton Roads had finally been unearthed, and the wolf was 

standing in his own stable yard. 

“You've got the wrong file, teamster,” Aaron said levelly, his thumb resting steady 

against the latch of his carbine kit. 

“I don't think so,” Brandt whispered. He took a half-step back, his hand sliding beneath 

the lapel of his civilian coat where the walnut grip of his revolver rested. “There’s a locator list 

with your name underlined twice, boy. And the clearance depends on the termination of the 

claim. I’ll send the message to the Bureau clerks that the account is closed after the morning 

burial.” 

Brandt cleared his holster, the heavy revolver barrel rising through the stable shade with 

an executioner’s precision. 

But Aaron didn't hesitate. He didn't look for a white field officer, and he didn't pray for a 

general's rider. Relying on the instinctive muscle memory of the hand-to-hand struggle in the 
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Petersburg trenches, he lunged forward from the cracker box before the mercenary could even 

level the piece. 

With a sharp, upward swing of his right arm, Aaron smashed the heavy barrel of his 

Sharps carbine directly into Brandt’s wrist. The steel clashed with a jarring crack, and the Starr 

revolver flew from the assassin's grip, clattering uselessly into the horse bedding. 

Brandt let out a sharp, animal grunt of fury, his left hand diving into his boot to draw a 

long, double-edged hunting knife. He threw his weight forward, slamming Aaron back against 

the timber framing of the stable doors. The air inside the narrow stall turned into a frantic 

struggle for the square foot of dirt beneath their heels. 

Aaron gripped the mercenary’s left wrist with both hands, his body rigid as the man's 

weight pressed the blade within an inch of his throat. The sulfur-stink of the assassin's breath 

filled his senses, along with the sour malice of a government ring that looked through a Black 

regular as if he were part of the timber. 

“Freedom don't come without a tax.” 

The old sermonizing voice of his father hammered in Aaron’s ears. He wasn't a piece of 

property, and he wasn't going to let these Washington syndicates decide his fate in the desert 

mud. 

With a desperate, lung-burning surge of physical strength, Aaron twisted his hips, using 

the timber post as a brace to reverse their positions. He drove his knee hard into Brandt’s 

midsection, fracturing the man's stance. As the assassin stumbled backward, Aaron grabbed the 

heavy walnut buttstock of his carbine from the floor and swung it with the full mass of his 

shoulders. 
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The stock caught Brandt square under the jaw with a loud snap. The force of the impact 

lifted the scout off his boots, throwing his body backward into the deep, shadowy recess of the 

empty hay stall. 

The mercenary hit the dirt floor with a heavy thud, his limbs twitching once before going 

perfectly still. His eyes remained wide open, fixed sightlessly on the rafters above, his mouth 

revealing a dark trace of blood. He hadn't sent his wire to Washington; the pocketbook 

containing his identification papers lay loose in the dirt, its secret columns unread by any corrupt 

official. 

Aaron stood unmoving in the stable shade, his chest heaving violently against his 

unbuttoned shirt, his knuckles raw and bleeding from the friction of the wood. The wind off the 

Texas bluffs continued to howl through the cedar sashes outside, but inside the lean-to, the air 

was deadly silent. 

He slowly knelt down and retrieved Brandt’s leather pocketbook. He looked at the flyleaf 

and saw the handwritten name “Silas Bretton” with some additional text that looked like a list of 

places with names of people. Realizing the man he killed was Silas Bretton, he shoved the 

pocketbook deep into his inner waistcoat pocket next to Tom Barlow’s old note. He looked down 

at the dead assassin, then at his own dusty uniform. His fake name of Aaron Carter was no longer 

a shield; the net had closed around Fort Stockton, and his past was officially at war with the 

state. 

* * * 

 

The summer of 1872 was a busy time in Winona, the Winona Rail Bridge built a year 

earlier kept Winona connected to Chicago and Minneapolis and the wheat and lumber operations 
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were record setting. Three blocks north of the printing office, the clean reek of freshly sawn 

white pine and wet cedar filled the air. 

The Jereczek timber yard sat like a massive, geometric fortress along the river bank. 

Here, the raw logs towed down the Mississippi were transformed into the structural framework 

of the growing town. Long rows of stacked framing sheets and timber curbs created narrow, 

sawdust-strewn lanes that smelled of sap and river clay. 

Six-year-old Anna Jereczek sat on an upturned cracker box, her tiny apron covered in 

pale wood shavings. She held a heavy pine drafting board across her knees. 

Beside her, Bernard Jereczek knelt in the sawdust in his skipper cap, casting a long 

shadow across the yard. He did not hold an axe today. Instead, his hand traced a complex grid of 

intersecting chalk lines drawn across a large framing template. 

“Look close, Aniu,” Bernard spoke in a fatherly tone. “A building is not just logs thrown 

into a pile. A building is an intersection of lines. If your baseline is false by even half a perch, the 

roof will collapse when the winter freeze comes.” 

Anna wrinkled her intellectual brow, her eyes wide and calculating as she pondered the 

measurements. “But father, the markings on the edge... they are not standard inches. They look 

like the numbers in Mother’s old Polish prayer books.” 

Bernard let out a deep laugh of love. “Because it is a Kashubian grid, little girl. When the 

Prussian cruelty took the land records in our old country, we did not use their secular ledgers. 

We hid our boundaries behind structural shifts. We bracketed our property lines inside the 

geometry of the timber cuts.” 

He placed his massive palm gently over her small hand, guiding her pencil to a hidden 

intersection where three diagonal lines met a scriptural notation carved into the framing template. 
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“Every beam has a coordinate, Anna. Every notch is a letter in a hidden book. You see 

the grid, you know exactly where the center post must drop, even if the land office surveyor has 

changed the names on the open slates outside the gate.” 

Anna nodded, her six-year-old mind snapping the geometry into focus. She didn't just see 

chalk on wood; she saw an architecture of secrets. She practiced drawing the parallel lines until 

her knuckles ached, anchoring the logic of the layout deep into her memory. 

Across the lane, fourteen-year-old Sophia Jereczek jogged through the lumber stacks, her 

faded shawl trailing behind her. At her side sprinted Patty, the liver-and-white spaniel, her tail 

beating a frantic tempo against the pine sheets. Patty immediately bypassed the drafting board, 

let out a slow sigh of veteran indifference, and pushed her graying muzzle straight into Anna’s 

lap. Patty recently had a litter of pups and Sophia was confounded on which puppy to choose as 

her own. 

“The Sterling wagons are at the levee planks, Father,” Sophia called out, her childhood 

voice carrying a maternal urgency. “Rose says the loading crews are waiting on the manifests, 

and Samuel is trying to ride the flatbed horse again.” 

Bernard rose to his full height. “Then let us go now, girls. Anna, pack the slate. The text 

of the work does not wait for the sun to go down.” 

Anna slid her slate box tight against her apron, her fingers locking into Sophia’s hand as 

they headed toward the levee. She looked back once at the chalked grid on the timber board. She 

did not know that ten years from now, in a quiet kitchen under Sugar Loaf Bluff, those exact 

rules of hidden geometry would allow her to look through a freedman’s scriptural cipher and 

map the true boundaries of freedom in the southern dirt. 

* * * 
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The rail cars of the Sioux City and Pacific shrieked to a violent, pressurized halt against 

the Omaha timber spurs, releasing a great, boiling plume of black coal smoke into the sweltering 

Missouri Valley air. 

Elijah Worthington stepped out onto the crowded boardwalk planks of the depot, his dark 

eyes narrowing as the post-war chaos of the western hub opened before him. The platform was a 

frantic wilderness of teamsters, land speculators, and raw recruits bound for the frontier outposts. 

The air was a soup of prairie soil and the sour stink of unwashed livestock. 

Elijah adjusted the leather briefcase tucked firmly beneath his gray Quaker linen sleeve. 

Nine months of auditing agency beef contracts along the upper Missouri had worn the 

Washington polish off his coat, though his fingers were still stained black from the inkwells. He 

had taken the Secretary's field appointment to find the truth of the western reckoning, but every 

month on the frontier had only made the conspiracy feel heavier and more dangerous. 

“Worthington!” 

Through the shifting curtains of locomotive steam, Jonathan Reed materialized near the 

telegraph office curb. The young journalist’s tailored civilian suit was covered in dirt. He didn't 

offer a polite greeting; his face was a pale mask of professional urgency. 

“The wire from Austin just broke the circuit, Elijah,” Reed said, his voice dropping into a 

low drone that was instantly swallowed by the thundering rumble of a nearby baggage flatbed. 

“You’re too late. The investigative ring inside the land patent office didn't wait for your logistics 

audit.” 
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Elijah went perfectly still against the flow of the crowd. “The Department cannot 

authorize a field arrest without my signature on the manifest, Jonathan. The book is clear on the 

inspector's jurisdiction.” 

“The book is a dead letter, and you damn well know it,” Reed spat, grabbing Elijah’s arm 

to pull him into the shadow of a freight awning. “They didn't send a regular marshal or an agency 

clerk down to Fort Stockton. They bypass the legal ledger entirely when the stakes are this high. 

They hired a man named Captain Marcus Bretton. 

“The name hit the humid air with a sharp friction. Elijah’s throat went dry. He knew the 

name from the confidential locator lists back in Washington. Marcus Bretton was a disgraced 

former Union provost marshal—a ruthless, cold-eyed shadow hunter who had made his fortune 

during Reconstruction by systematically executing “troublesome” claimants and declaring their 

titles abandoned for the northern syndicates. 

“Bretton left the Austin rail spur three days ago with a private detachment of regulators,” 

Reed whispered, his cynical eyes scanning the busy platform. “He had a younger brother, Silas, 

who had already wormed his way into the Fort Stockton stable lines as a contract teamster to 

isolate the target before going silent. Marcus is riding in to finish the tally. If that Black 

regular—that Sergeant Carter—holds any piece of the Nansemond County deeds, he’s a ghost 

before the autumn harvest is brought to the coast.” 

Elijah gripped the handle of his briefcase and looked down at his boots, then westward 

toward the vast prairie of the Platte trails where the sun was setting. The net wasn't just 

tightening; the high command had sent their most efficient executioner to cross Aaron’s name off 

the roll before a single file could be recovered. 
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“They think the frontier is a graveyard where the paperwork can be buried without a 

witness,” Elijah said, his voice vibrating with a dangerous certainty that forced the journalist to 

pause. He reached into his coat pocket, his fingers tracing the smooth leather casing of his small 

Bible. “But the line in Texas is still dressed, Mr. Reed. If Captain Bretton thinks he can use a 

mercenary's bullet to clear a title deed for the speculators, he’s going to find out that the secular 

world cannot purchase its righteousness with blood.” 

He whirled away from the awning, his stride long and rigid as he headed straight for the 

ticket window of the Kansas City line. “Keep the press rolling in St. Paul, Jonathan. Write the 

columns dark enough so the editors can't look away. I am taking the Katy line down through the 

Indian Territory as far as the rails run, and the mail stage on to San Antonio, and God help the 

man who tries to close the book before I hold the ledger myself.” 

* * * 

 

The red-clay floor of the stable lean-to held its secrets well. Aaron didn't panic. A man 

who had survived the panic of the Petersburg Crater did not break at the sight of a dead 

mercenary in the hay. He was a sergeant in the United States Colored Troops before he ever took 

the saddle with the 9th Cavalry, and discipline was a muscle that always remembered. 

Working in the quiet, dark before the first post bugle, Aaron dragged Silas Bretton’s body 

beneath the timber floorboards of the forage bin, burying the assassin deep beneath two feet of 

alkaline earth and lime-washed gravel. He packed the dirt flat with the spade until the surface 

matched the rest of the stall, throwing fresh creosote brush and soiled horse bedding over the top 

to mask the scent.  
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He pocketed the dead man's pocketbook, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and 

buttoned his uniform coat straight to the collar. He didn't run. He was a soldier of the regular 

army, and a soldier stayed with the file. 
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CHAPTER 6 – The Line and the Ledger 

The evening sun sank behind Sugar Loaf Bluff, throwing long, skeletal shadows across 

the wheat of the Barlow homestead. 

Tom and Marie sat close together on the settle by the hearth. Sitting across from them on 

the plush velvet chairs were William and Cathy Sterling. William – who had come home from 

Gettysburg a decorated lieutenant colonel short one leg – looked every bit the wealthy St. Paul 

orator now. Despite losing his leg at Gettysburg, he no longer used a wheelchair and had become 

very mobile with his prosthetic leg and a cane. Cathy sat beside him, her dark dress brushing the 

rough timber floorboards, her hazel eyes wide and focused on Tom. 

“The St. Paul wires are full of it, Tom,” William said, his voice carrying the projected 

cadence of the podium as he gestured broadly. “The Northern Pacific is laying track straight 

through the Dakota territories by spring. It is a spectacular engine of progress, Tom. The capital 

flowing into this region will clear every old wartime debt from our municipal ledgers and put 

Minnesota at the vanguard of the new Republic.” 

Tom didn't look up immediately. He carefully scraped a dried bit of mud from his 

thumbnail as he looked across the hearth at his childhood friend. 
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“The rails don't just carry wealth, Billy,” Tom muttered. “They carry men with warrants. 

They carry the heavy hand of the state. Elijah sent a dispatch from the Omaha depot. He says the 

Washington bureaus are scratching out a brand-new book of laws out west, and they’re dipping 

their pens in blood to write it.” 

Cathy’s brow wrinkled with protective anxiety, her fingers tightening around her apron. 

“Elijah is an investigator for the Bureau, Tom. Surely the government is keeping the peace on 

those trails.” 

“The government is running the fraud, Cathy,” Marie stated with unvarnished, sharp 

honesty, her voice cutting through the romantic fables of the shipping merchants. “The land 

speculators are using private field agents to declare the property of loyal veterans 'abandoned' 

before the ink is even dry on the charters. They are hunting people down in the desert simply to 

burn the records.” 

Tom stood up to his full height, his posture straight and rigid against the light of the 

fireplace embers. He thought of Aaron out on the sweltering Texas plains, a boy holding steel to 

enforce a contract while a targeted wolf tracked him from the shadow of the patent offices. 

“It’s a hard road out there, William,” Tom murmured. “We held the flag high at 

Gettysburg because we thought the line was dressed for good. But the true accounting of this 

nation is happening on those frontier trails right now, and the secular world is getting ready to 

burn it down to keep its secrets. I received word last week that Ephraim has passed away. The 

inheritance passes on to Aaron now, if he can defend it.” 

William shook his head, a smooth, practiced smile of dismissal warming his clean-shaven 

face. “Then we fight them with the law, Tom! You cannot halt a national expansion with 

individual grievances. If the Interior Department has corrupted its mandate, we do not cower in 
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the valley—we drag their executive annexes into the public press! If a veteran's title is clouded 

by a syndicate, I will not stand by while bureaucrats erase the very names that preserved the 

Union!” 

“You can't talk a lead shot down, Billy,” Tom said softly. “You think in columns and 

speeches. Out on the flats, a clerk's pen is just a quiet way to kill a man.”  

Cathy looked between Tom and Marie, a premonition settling over her smile. Outside, the 

autumn wind off the Mississippi let out a long, low shriek against the cedar sashes, rattling the 

glass until the frost flaked loose—a clock counting down the seconds until the next generation 

would be forced to break the seal. 

* * * 

 

When the morning call finally blew across the parade ground, casting long, sharp 

shadows across the adobes of Fort Stockton, Sergeant Aaron Carter was the first man standing at 

the high-port before the captain’s quarters. 

“Company D, prepare to mount!” 

The detachment of forty colored troopers moved out at dawn, their thin-soled boots 

locked into the brass stirrups, their Sharps carbines slung across their shoulders. Their white field 

officer, Captain Grier, led them north toward the Pecos loops, acting on a vague report of a 

renegade Comanche band striking the supply lines along the San Antonio Road. 

For three days, Aaron tracked the ruts through a wilderness of mesquite and dusty flats. 

But as the scouts pushed deeper into the red-clay ravines near the Pecos crossing, the trail didn't 

lead to a war-party's camp. It led to a hidden, deep-slough property line behind the government 

agency storehouse. 
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Peering through the brittle brush, Aaron’s steady gray eyes fixed on a horizontal line of 

unbadged freight flatbeds. Standing beside the wagons was the local Indian Agent, a bloated, 

civilian appointee named Horatio Wilkes who wore the tailored wool suit of a Washington 

sycophant. 

“Check the crates, you fools,” Wilkes barked. 

Aaron watched in silent fury as two of Wilkes's clerks pried open a heavy pine sheet. 

Inside rested a gleaming row of repeating Spencer rifles and two dozen casks of raw trade 

whiskey—contraband explicitly forbidden by federal treaty. Standing on the other side of the 

flatbeds were four Comanche warriors, their faces caked in black charcoal war-paint, exchanging 

thick stacks of stolen silver coins and government beef manifests for the steel in the crates. 

The Bureau wasn't just running an instrument of fraud back east; the agents were actively 

arming the very renegades the 9th Cavalry was being sent to fight, using the blood of the frontier 

regular to balance their private ledgers. 

“Sergeant,” Private Jack Small whispered from the brush beside him, his hands trembling 

so hard his cuffs clicked against his rifle barrel. “That's the government storekeeper. He's selling 

'em the long-guns.” 

“Keep your muzzle steady, Jack,” Aaron muttered, his voice a low, level rumble that 

stabilized the file. He reached into his coat, his knuckles catching on the dead assassin’s 

pocketbook. The pieces of the conspiracy were slamming into place. The Department of the 

Interior wasn't just hunting him to bury a Virginia title deed; the entire western expansion was a 

system of corruption, and the men who held the knife in Washington were the very ones writing 

the orders for his regiment. Aaron closed his hand tighter around his Sharps carbine. He wasn't 
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going to let the clerks cross his name off the roll, and he meant to bring this contract to a legal 

tally before the midnight bugles blew the recall. 

* * * 

 

The chalky dust of the San Antonio Road did not merely settle over Fort Stockton; it 

rolled through the barracks gates like a choking shroud, heralded by the sharp striking of 

horseshoes against the sunbaked clay. 

Captain Marcus Bretton rode into the center of the parade ground at the head of five 

private regulators, his posture straight, rigid, and entirely devoid of a soldier’s warmth. A 

disgraced former Union provost marshal, Bretton wore a tailored civilian wool suit coated in 

grey trail grit, but he carried the calculating aura of an executioner whose ledger was balanced by 

the efficiency of his gun play. His eyes, narrow and cold as flint, immediately swept across the 

adobe quarters, tracking the movements of the colored cavalrymen who closed up their files with 

silent discipline.  

“Dismount,” Bretton barked.  

He did not report to the garrison commander. Instead, he marched directly down the 

stable lane, his boots crunching heavily against the gravel ruts until he reached the dark interior 

of the forage lean-to. For three days, his field scout Silas was supposed to have been anchoring 

himself to the stable files, waiting to identify which specific soldier in the regiment was the 

missing Nansemond heir. But the stall was empty. The contract teamster's wagon sat 

unharnessed by the rail box, its leather straps dry and neglected under the Texas sun.  

Bretton stepped into the shadow of the forage bin, his senses instantly tuning to the 

strangeness of the space. The air smelled of sour horse sweat and creosote brush, but as he knelt 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -76  

 

in the dirt, his fingers brushed against a dislodged piece of pine flooring. The gravelly loam 

beneath the timber was loose, freshly packed, and lime-washed.  

He drove his hunting knife deep into the earth, drawing back a blade tipped with the dark, 

telltale residue of a hidden grave.  

Bretton rose to his full height, his face turning bloodless beneath his hat brim from 

frustration. Silas was dead, buried in the dark, and the secret had died with him. The Washington 

bureau clerks had only known that a Black veteran from the 23rd USCT had slipped into the 9th 

Cavalry under an alias – but they hadn't provided a name, a company, or a face. Silas had been 

sent to find the target among forty anonymous troopers, and someone had permanently erased 

him before he could wire his discovery back east. 

“He's still here,” Bretton growled to his regulators, his cold gaze fixed narrow on the 

barracks lines. “Silas found the right outpost, but the stray struck first. The target is hiding right 

in front of us under a fake name on the muster rolls, and he knows we're hunting him.” 

He reached down, his hand resting steady on the polished walnut grip of his Starr 

revolver. The net wasn't broken; it was just blind. He didn't know if the man holding the 

Nansemond deeds was a sergeant or a private, a cook or a scout. 

“We don't leave these gates until I review the enlistment papers for every colored regular 

in this garrison,” Bretton growled, his voice vibrating with a dangerous certainty. “If the target is 

out on the trail, we wait. Sooner or later, every soldier has to answer the roll, and I'll bleed this 

detachment file by file until the true ledger is recovered.” 

* * * 
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The sweltering July humidity had turned Elijah's rented room above the Omaha agency 

office into an oven of parched ink and whale-oil smoke. Elijah Worthington sat at a narrow pine 

writing table, his fingers permanently stained black from copying the western manifests. The 

classified purple-ink locator sheets sat open before him, the name of Sergeant Aaron Carter 

isolated by a bureaucrat’s heavy hand. 

The road ahead was turning dark, and the corporate execution rings were already 

deploying their shadow hunters along the Texas rail spurs. He pulled a clean scrap of horizontal 

foolscap from his gray Quaker coat, his pen scratching a rapid, private cadence that was meant 

for only one set of eyes in the valley. 

July 27, 1872 

Sarah, 

I trust this script finds thy fingers steady over the registry books, and that the willow 

openings of Burns Creek offer sanctuary from the summer heat. The equations within these 

agency offices grow heavier with every passing charter, and the secular machine is writing a text 

out west that I cannot look away from. 

Thy brother Sam’s line ended beneath the corn stalks at Antietam, and I know the 

fortitude of my pacifist labor has long felt like an insult to his memory. You told me on the levee 

planks that I was merely hiding behind a plow to escape the text of this Republic. Perhaps you 

were right. But the ledger of the sword has re-engineered itself inside these administrative 

offices, and a parallel scheme of deception is hunting down the innocent to burn their titles in the 

mud. 

I am taking the mail wagon south tomorrow to audit the frontier columns myself. The 

high command thinks they sent a quiet clerk to file vouchers in the Dakota freezes, but I am 
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working behind the scenes to keep a targeted soldier alive in the dark. It is a long, dangerous 

road, Sarah, and the wolf does not respect the rules of the meetinghouse. 

I do not ask you to forgive the stillness of my youth, nor to balance the debt of the blood 

soaked into the dirt. I only ask that you keep the home guard dressed beside Cathy until the 

seasonal freezes break. If the steel finds me on the frontier trails, know that my black-stained 

fingers held their firmness for your bloodline as much as my own. The contract of my life has 

always been yours, Sarah, even when the fog of this war left us without a legal language to speak 

it. 

In Grace and Rigid Firmness, 

Elijah 

Elijah blotted the parchment, folding the letter deep inside an unbadged envelope before 

the Department clerks could track the association. He tucked it into the briefcase next to his 

certified credentials. The net was closing fast out west and he was ready for the march. 

* * * 

 

The fog of the Pecos loops broke apart as the 9th Cavalry prepared to enforce a different 

kind of contract. 

“Dismount by detail! Fix your sights on the wagons,” Captain Grier commanded in a 

hushed, level rumble that stabilized the file through the brittle brush of the ravine. 

Sergeant Aaron Carter knelt behind a boulder, his fingers pinned flat against the dry 

walnut stock of his Sharps carbine. Beside him, Private Jack Small kept his muzzle up, his body 

shivering not with terror, but with the focused adrenaline of a regular soldier who had seen the 

high-water mark. Below them, in the deep-slough property line of the government agency 
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storehouse, the corrupt Indian Agent, Horatio Wilkes, was finalizing his math lines, his clerks 

hoisting the final crate of repeating Spencer rifles into the hands of the charcoal-painted 

Comanche renegades. 

“Now, Captain?” Aaron murmured. 

“Now, Sergeant. For the Union. Bring 'em to a halt,” Grier ordered, drawing his saber. 

“Company D! …Charge!” Aaron roared. 

The bottleneck broke with a sudden, raucous eruption of iron and fire. The colored 

troopers poured over the ridge line, their blue coats turning the red-clay flats into a swirling 

vortex of tactical discipline. The Comanche warriors, caught in the open crossfire, scrambled for 

their mounts, firing a frantic, disorganized volley of Minié balls through the smoke before 

breaking toward the western bluffs. 

Aaron didn't pursue the warriors; his steady gray eyes were fixed on the corruption itself. 

He lunged down the ravine, his boots skidding through the muck until he slammed shoulder-first 

into the side of the lead freight flatbed. 

Agent Wilkes whirled around, his face a mask of greasy terror as he scrambled to draw a 

civilian pocket revolver from his tailored waistcoat. “Get back, you black dog! You have no 

jurisdiction over the Bureau's property—” 

Aaron didn't hesitate. Relying on the brutal muscle memory of the Petersburg trenches, 

he parried the agent's arm with a sharp, upward swing of his carbine barrel. The steel clashed 

with a jarring ring. Before Wilkes could recover his balance, Aaron stepped into his guard, 

jamming the muzzle-cap directly against the man's throat, forcing him back against the pine 

sheets of the contraband crates. 
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“The military overrides your storehouse, Mr. Wilkes,” Aaron countered. “The book says 

you're trading steel for blood, and Company D is implementing the arrest manifest.” 

Jack Small rushed forward, instantly stripping the agent's sidearm and pinning his arms 

with a leather harness strap. “We got the registries, Sergeant! The whole engine of fraud is 

stenciled right here on the barrels!” 

Aaron looked down at the stacks of stolen government beef manifests and silver coins 

scattered across the flatbed floorboards. The secular world was writing its righteousness in blood 

out here, but as he closed his cartridge box with a sharp click, Aaron knew this was only the first 

traverse cleared. The true net was still tightening at his back, and the paymaster's clerk hadn't 

finished the tally. 

* * * 

 

The Concord mail stagecoach shrieked through the flinty ruts of the San Antonio–El Paso 

mail road, its heavy iron axles groaning under a wall of prairie soil. 

Elijah Worthington sat inside the swaying, cramped interior, his fingers tightly 

interlocking around the handle of his leather briefcase to anchor himself against the violent chaos 

of the ride. The air inside the cabin was stifling hot, smelling of whale-oil lamps and the 

chemical trace of the fresh ink sheets he had smuggled out of the Omaha hub. Every mile 

westward had grown heavier as the horses' hooves sounding to his ears like a countdown to an 

execution. 

He pulled a thin slip of official parchment from his gray linen coat—the latest wire he 

had intercepted at the staging post. The text was no longer an abstract problem for the history 

books; the Department's execution orders were outrunning the speed of his own coach. 
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BRETTON detachment cleared Austin spur 24th inst. Direct authorization via Interior 

Annex to isolate Moses at Fort Stockton. Recover Nansemond registry at any cost. Title 

clearance prioritized over garrison arrest. 

Things were getting complicated for Elijah. 

* * * 

 

The thundering cadence of the stagecoach horses collided with the rhythmic iron-shod 

rhythm of Company D’s return march as both columns crested the final ridge above Fort 

Stockton.  

Elijah Worthington threw open the stage door before the carriage axles could even halt 

against the hitching rails, his briefcase clamped tight beneath his gray Quaker linen sleeve. 

Through the swirling curtains of white alkaline dust, he watched the long, disciplined files of the 

9th Cavalry ride through the garrison gates. At the flank of the column rode Sergeant Aaron 

Carter, his posture rigid and soldierly, his Sharps carbine held at a flawless high-port while his 

detachment escorted a bound, sweating Agent Wilkes atop a freight flatbed loaded with 

contraband steel.  

Inside the headquarters adobe, the atmosphere was a pressurized pocket of heat, choked 

with the smell of old ink ledgers and the unvarnished friction of two opposing designs of power.  

Colonel Edward Hatch sat behind a heavy walnut desk, his pristine blue uniform coat 

unbuttoned at the collar against the blistering heat. A no-nonsense veteran commander who had 

led the Iowa cavalry through the fires of the rebellion, Hatch possessed the cold, calculating 

focus of a man who dissected the frontier by the logic of military regulations.  
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Standing before him, his hand resting heavily on the walnut grip of his Starr revolver, 

was Captain Marcus Bretton. The disgraced provost had laid a thin, purple-ink parchment 

manifest flat across the commander’s desk, its official seal from the Department of the Interior 

gleaming under the amber oil lamp.  

“The directive is explicit, Colonel,” Bretton growled, his low voice vibrating with a 

dangerous certainty. “The land patent office has authorized my regulators to isolate the stray 

within your ranks. I require the full enlistment records for every colored regular in this garrison 

to clear the title deeds.”  

Before Hatch could answer, the heavy cedar door swung open, and Elijah Worthington 

stepped into the room, followed closely by Captain Grier and Sergeant Aaron Carter, who kept 

his steady gray eyes fixed straight ahead in a crisp, motionless military salute.  

“The Department's annex is an illegal intrusion, Colonel Hatch,” Elijah stated forcefully, 

his voice carrying a Quaker firmness that filled the narrow space. He marched directly to the 

table, snapping his briefcase open and laying his own high-level Bureau Inspector credentials 

directly over Bretton’s parchment. “I am the Special Agency Inspector for this department. My 

logs prove that Bretton's private field agents are using these land claims as a cover for fraud to 

mask a massive ring of corruption.”  

“This clerk is standing in the gap of a federal expansion project, Hatch,” Bretton spat, his 

eyes narrowing with intense malice as he glared at Elijah. “My orders come directly from the 

high command in Washington.”  

Colonel Hatch didn't look at Bretton. He slowly lifted his head, his sharp gaze moving 

from Elijah’s legal manifests to the grease-stained crates of Spencer rifles and trade whiskey 

visible through the open window sashes, where Aaron's detachment had just secured the 
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perimeter. He looked at Agent Wilkes, who was shivering under the guard of the Buffalo 

Soldiers.  

Hatch evaluated the terrain with the calm, logical detachment of a veteran officer who 

refused to let political syndicates dictate the discipline of his regiment. He pushed Bretton's 

purple-ink paper aside with a single, slow scratch of his thumbnail.  

“I’ve spent two years dressing this line against the renegades, Captain Bretton,” Hatch 

said. “And I don't triage my muster rolls based on the requests of land speculators. My scouts 

just brought in a civilian agent trading steel for blood on the Pecos trail. That is a military 

matter.”  

“The Interior Department has total authority over the land patents, Colonel,” Bretton 

replied tersely, stepping closer until his shadow dominated the desk. “You are interfering with a 

cleared charter.”  

“The Interior Department don't command the 9th U.S. Cavalry,” Hatch stated with 

finality, standing up to his full height until his broad shoulders framed the headquarters window. 

“Your text says you have a warrant to search for a nameless stray, Bretton. But out here on the 

edge of the world's reckoning, these colored troopers are regular soldiers of the United States 

Army. They answer to my roll, and they enforce the Republic's contract under my sword.”  

Hatch pointed a heavy, calloused finger directly at the open door. “Your orders are out of 

jurisdiction, and you have no authority inside these gates. Take your regulators and clear off my 

parade ground before I have Sergeant Carter’s troopers throw your detachment into the 

guardhouse for interfering with a military arrest.”  

Bretton’s angered face revealed pure frustration. He looked from the Colonel's 

determined face to Elijah’s black-stained fingers, then back to the scarred profile of the Black 
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sergeant standing motionless by the door frame. He was blind; he still didn't know which soldier 

carried the Nansemond deeds, but he knew the Bureau inspector had successfully rewritten the 

immediate ledger.  

With a sharp, violent snap of his wrist, Bretton snatched his papers from the desk, 

whirled around, and marched out into the courtyard, his regulators trailing behind him like 

defeated hounds. Elijah let out a long breath and looked across the room at the sergeant. Neither 

man spoke.  

* * * 

 

The grandfather clock in the Sterling transit office chimed a steady, slow rhythm, 

counting down the final hours of the autumn shipping season. 

Outside the high frosted windows, the Mississippi River was turning the color of cold 

lead under the gray November sky of 1874, the last packet boats of the year tying up to the 

Winona levee planks. Inside, the room was warm and smelled of ink and cedar. 

William Sterling stood by the tall walnut drafting table, his pristine civilian wool coat 

unbuttoned as he looked over a map of the expanding western rail spurs. His hand rested on a 

heavy brass stamp, but his eyes were fixed on the black-bordered print editions of the St. Paul 

Press scattered across the floorboards. Cathy sat near the small wood-stove, a dark wool shawl 

pulled tight around her shoulders, her hazel eyes tracking the restless movement of her brother's 

stride. 

“Tom is right, Cathy,” William said, his commanding voice dropping into a low, gravelly 

drone that filled the quiet space between them. “The line out west isn't being dressed by regular 

soldiers. It’s being drawn by land patent syndicates and rogue rings inside the Interior 
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Department. The letters Elijah is sending back from the territories prove it. The merchants and 

the bureaucrats are using the expansion to turn the prairies into a private graveyard.” 

Cathy adjusted her bonnet, her intellectual brow wrinkling with a deep, universal 

concern. “But what can a Winona shipping merchant do against a Washington machine, Billy? If 

you challenge the railroad charters from here, Alexander Miller’s dock hands will have our 

flatbed wagons locked up before the spring thaw.”  

William whirled around, his face flushing with a burning, resolute intensity that shattered 

the polite boundaries of the room. He slammed the brass stamp down onto the table that caused 

the inkwells to rattle.  

“I cannot stand in the gap from a local merchant's desk, Cathy,” William complained. “A 

veteran's voice carries no muscle in a St. Paul registry office, and a shipping firm cannot rewrite 

the linear requirements of a federal treaty. The speculators own the local marshals and the 

territorial agents. They can bury the records of Black regulars like Aaron Carter with a single 

scratch of a clerk's pen.  

“He stepped closer to the stove, his shadow dominating the narrow space until he looked 

down into his sister's steady gaze.  

“The only way to break this fraud is to hold the legislative power myself,” William stated 

forcefully. “I am going to run for the congressional seat in St. Paul when the next canvas opens 

in 1875. Only a United States Congressman has the constitutional authority to launch a formal 

investigation into the Bureau's logistics. Only by standing on the floor of the House can I force 

the high command to unseal the locator lists and bring the Department's corruption into the 

public press.”  
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Cathy looked up at her brother, her eyes softening with a mixture of loving pride and 

sudden, chilling fear. She thought of Tom Barlow sitting scarred in his timber house under the 

bluff, protecting an unopened cipher slip that carried the secrets of the Civil War generation.  

“It’s a long, dark road to Washington, Billy,” Cathy whispered, her fingers locking 

tightly around her calico apron. “The men who are hunting that missing Nansemond ledger won't 

take kindly to an orator digging into their books. They will use the same ferocity they used at the 

Petersburg Crater to protect their titles.”  

“And I will light the path,” William answered gently, his frame straight and rigid against 

the light of the fire embers. “We didn't bleed Gettysburg to simply turn the peace over to a ring 

of thieves. If history writes that the Winona Volunteers left behind enough brass and bone out 

here to hold the line, then let it write that we took the hill in Washington too.”  

He turned back to the window, his steady gaze tracking the gray water churning 

downriver toward the frontier. The fathers had preserved the Union through the smoke, but the 

true accounting of the Republic was moving into the halls of power, and the Sterling name was 

officially entering the ledger.  
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CHAPTER 7 – The Ticking of the Clock 

The white heat of the August 1872 Trans-Pecos desert did not break at the military 

boundary; it hardened into a rocky trap at a place known as Tunis Springs Stagecoach Stop ten 

miles outside the legal jurisdiction of Colonel Hatch’s sentries.  

Captain Marcus Bretton did not spend his afternoon pleading with the clerks at the land 

patent offices. The logic of his provost days had returned to him the moment the fort gates 

slammed shut behind his regulators. He knew the manner of a military bureaucracy. Colonel 

Hatch could hold the fort records under his sword, and the Quaker inspector Elijah Worthington 

could wave his Bureau credentials until the ink bled through the pages, but out on the open ruts 

of the San Antonio Road, a ledger was only as safe as the ammunition protecting it.  

Bretton sat his mount beneath the deep, skeletal shadow of a clay bluff, his narrow eyes 

fixed on the narrow canyon road below. Silas was dead, buried in the stable dirt, and the secret of 

who held the Nansemond deeds among the Buffalo Soldiers remained a ghost. But Bretton didn't 

need a name anymore. He had calculated the weakest point in the evidence chain.  

The logical target wasn't the fortified barracks or a heavily armed cavalry patrol. The 

weak link was the physical paperwork traveling to the territorial hearing in Austin—the 
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contraband manifests seized from Agent Wilkes, combined with Elijah Worthington’s private 

investigator logs. If those records were reduced to ash in the desert, the military’s case against 

the trading ring would collapse into a dead letter, and the Department's fraud could move 

forward without a witness.  

“Here comes the escort,” one of Bretton's regulators whispered, his fingers shifting 

steady against the hammer of his Winchester rifle.  

Down in the rocky wash, a single, unbadged government ambulance wagon was 

navigating the flinty ruts. It wasn't escorted by a full company of cavalry regulars. To avoid 

raising suspicion along the civilian trails, Colonel Hatch had sent a minimal dispatch: two white 

supply clerks on the driver’s bench, with Elijah Worthington riding inside the carriage, his 

leather briefcase tucked firmly beneath his gray linen sleeve.  

“Take the horses first,” Bretton commanded. “Leave the Bureau man alive until I hold the 

satchel.”  

The ambush snapped across the canyon like a sudden fracture in the earth. Two sharp 

rifle cracks reverberated off the outcropped walls, and the lead mules on the ambulance wagon 

collapsed into the dirt with a chaotic, kicking scream. The wagon lurched forward, its axles 

groaning as the wheels skidded into a dry wash, pinning the civilian drivers beneath the 

splintered timber of the footboards.  

Elijah was thrown hard against the canvas ribbing, his head striking a wooden storage 

chest. Through a haze of smoke, he scrambled to his feet, his fingers instinctively locking around 

the smooth leather casing of his small Bible and the handle of his briefcase.  
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Before he could reach the rear curtain, a heavy boot tore through the canvas. Marcus 

Bretton stepped into the ruined interior of the carriage, his Starr revolver raised with an 

executioner’s precision. 

“The inspection is over, Mr. Worthington,” Bretton growled.  

“This is a federal dispatch, Captain Bretton,” Elijah argued, his heart drummed against 

his ribs. “The book says you are committing a crime against the United States regular courts.”  

“The book out here is written by the men who survive the trail,” Bretton spat. With a 

violent, sudden snap of his left arm, he lunged forward, his fingers clamping onto the leather 

strap of Elijah's briefcase.  

Elijah didn't let go. He stood up to his full height, his broad shoulders locking like a 

timber brace as he physically resisted the mercenary's pull. But Bretton didn't argue the 

legalities. He brought the heavy barrel of his revolver down in a brutal, downward strike against 

Elijah's forearm. The impact traveled up Elijah's arm with a sickening, hollow snap, forcing his 

black-stained fingers to loosen their grip.  

Bretton ripped the briefcase free, instantly slicing the leather seams open with his hunting 

knife. He ignored the agency food manifests and the beef vouchers, his eyes narrowing as he 

extracted the secret purple-ink locator sheets and Elijah’s handwritten field journals—the only 

legal records linking the trading ring to the Department's locator lists.  

“You're burning the truth, Bretton,” Elijah choked out, clutching his fractured arm against 

his gray coat. “But you still don't have the boy. You still don't know his name.”  

Bretton paused at the canvas edge, his narrow gaze drilling into the inspector's pale face. 

A slow, terrifying smile broke through the provost's face.  
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“I don't need his name today, clerk,” Bretton hissed. “Without these columns, you have 

no case to bring to the Austin courts. I’m going to reduce these manifests to ash right here in the 

brush. And when the 9th Cavalry is deployed north to the Dakota trails next season, my 

regulators will be waiting at every stage post along the line. Sooner or later, your Sergeant Carter 

will make a mistake, and I'll be there to finish the tally.”  

He whirled out of the ruined ambulance, tossing a burning match into the dry straw of the 

carriage bed as he mounted his horse.  

Elijah scrambled out of the rear curtains just as the flames took the canvas, tumbling into 

the red clay of the wash. He lay there as the sound of Bretton's galloping horses faded into the 

howling wind of the bluffs. His arm was broken, his records were gone, and the net had 

successfully destroyed the immediate evidence chain. But as he looked down at his own bleeding 

fingers, Elijah knew the plot wasn't broken. He still held the boy's secret in his mind, and the 

long, dark trail toward the final accounting was officially open.  

* * * 

 

The splintered timber of the ruined ambulance wagon was still smoldering when the 

military rescue detachment from Fort Stockton arrived, but Elijah Worthington refused the 

comfort of the garrison infirmary.  

He sat on a boulder in the shade of the outpost commander’s veranda, his left arm set in a 

crude wooden splint and bound tight against his chest with rough linen rollers. His fingers were 

stiff, and the bone throbbed with a sickening, persistent heat, yet the unhurried weight of his 

mind had never been sharper. Marcus Bretton had reduced the physical manifests to ash, 

effectively blinding the territorial courts in Austin, but the destruction of the paperwork had only 
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hardened Elijah’s pacifist labor into something far more dangerous: a shadow defense built to 

endure a decade of institutional malice.  

“We can't track Bretton outside the territory lines without a federal warrant, Inspector,” 

Colonel Hatch said. “Without the manifests, the bureaucracy in Washington will just declare the 

case closed.”  

“Let them close the book, Colonel,” Elijah stated forcefully. “Bretton thinks he won 

because the paper is gone. But he still doesn't know which soldier is the Nansemond heir. He 

only knows the target is file-closing in the 9th Cavalry.”  

Elijah leaned forward, his right hand gripping a clean sheet of ledger paper. If the 

Department of the Interior was going to use its private investigative rings to bleed the regiment 

file by file, Elijah would use his position as a Special Inspector to build a parallel wall of pretext. 

For the next ten years, every time Bretton’s agents tried to pull a muster roll or isolate a 

detachment along the western trails, Elijah would quietly alter the logistics paths, misdirect the 

troop movement wires, and bury Sergeant Aaron Carter’s identity beneath thousands of pages of 

routine, meaningless frontier vouchers. He would become the invisible shield, keeping the target 

alive in the dark until the new generation was old enough to unseal the true ledger.  

The shadow of that western crisis fell over the Mississippi valley three weeks later, 

arriving at the Barlow homestead beneath the spine of Sugar Loaf Bluff.  

Tom Barlow stood by the hearth, the amber glare of the kerosene lamp catching the scar 

tissue on his left cheek. His right hand held the brief, heavily encrypted postscript Elijah had 

smuggled out through a trusted St. Paul courier. Marie stood precisely at his good shoulder, her 

damp linen apron brushing his coarse linen shirt, her hazel eyes wide as she read the thin script.  

Thomas,  
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The ledger of the Pecos draw has been reduced to ash by the provost's hand. The legal 

inquiry is blinded, and the wolf now hunts without a legal leash along the western trails. I am 

dressing a shadow line within the Bureau columns to keep the stray hidden behind his blue coat, 

but the danger grows heavier with every passing charter.  

Keep thy own unsealed papers buried deep next to the Word. Do not break the wax on the 

second slip until the seasonal freeze is broken and the sons are old enough to stand in the gap. 

The net is long, and it will try to outrun our lifetimes.  

—E.  

Tom let out a ragged breath, his fingers tightening around the yellowed parchment before 

he tucked it back into the deep recess of his old wartime waistcoat next to his small leather Bible. 

“He's running out of time out there, Marie,” Tom muttered, his gravelly drone filling the quiet 

room. “Elijah can rewrite the manifests all he wants, but sooner or later, Aaron's going to have to 

face the steel.”  

Marie reached her fingers gently around his hands. “Then we keep the secret safe here, 

Tom. We hold our line until the children are ready to break the seal.”  

By the spring of 1874, the war generation found its truest monument not in a St. Paul 

registry office, but in the rising timber architecture of the new Kashubian cathedral on Fourth 

Street.  

The town of Winona was humming with the chaotic, joyous noise of a community that 

refused to let the winter win. Bernard Jereczek’s grand vision—the building of the Church of St. 

Stanislaus Kostka—had brought the immigrant families and the old Winona Volunteers together 

to break the flinty clay of the new foundations.  
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The morning air was thick with the fragrant scent of pine sheets and brown butter from 

the kitchen baskets. Bernard stood halfway up a heavy wooden scaffolding tower, his massive 

Baltic frame rakishly angled beneath his skipper cap as he hoisted a thick limestone block into 

place with a booming, deep laugh. Below him, Rose provided coordination for the teamsters, her 

apron coated in white mortar dust as she checked the placement of the loading flatbeds.  

“Tomasz! Watch the timber curbs on that hoist!” Bernard bellowed down in his heavy 

accent, smacking his hands against the stone.  

Tom Barlow stood at the base of the framework, his broad shoulders straining inside a 

gray work shirt, his left arm locked tight around the rope of a massive wooden windlass. Beside 

him, little eight-year-old Samuel—his unruly red hair windmilling wildly through the sawdust 

drifts—was throwing his entire small frame against the iron crank, his gray eyes wide with the 

exact same restless, adventurous spirit that had once hollered “First Smoke” from the levee 

planks.  

“I got it, Father! Keep the orientation steady!” Samuel whooped, his small boots kicking 

up sprays of mud as he turned the gear.  

A few paces down the boardwalk planks, seven-year-old Anna Jereczek stood perched 

with immense gravity atop an upturned cracker box, her small hands holding a wooden slate as 

she meticulously tracked the spelling and numbers of the blocks being delivered by the Sterling 

wagons. William and Cathy Sterling were there too, hoisting the heavy timothy sheets alongside 

Elijah Worthington’s elderly mother, their wealthy civilian coats abandoned for the shared 

muscle memory of a community building a sanctuary.  

Tom looked up through his single clear eye, watching his son sharing a smile with the 

immigrant’s daughter across the stone yard. The scars beneath his gray shirt still throbbed with 
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the memory of Gettysburg, and the distant, unceasing noise of Aaron’s western crucible would 

never entirely leave his mind. But looking at the two families folding into each other to build this 

cathedral, Tom knew the endurance was resting. The fathers were framing the sanctuary and the 

sons were learning the grain of the wood.  

* * * 

 

The shadow of the frontier reckoning had already begun to shape the desks of the Central 

School on the corner of Market and Broadway streets in Winona. 

It was a sharp, October afternoon in 1874. The interior of the brick classroom smelled of 

damp slate sheets, wood-smoke, and parched blue ink. The autumn gale rattled the heavy 

window sashes, flaking loose the sawdust drifts along the outer sills. 

In the back row bench sat Samuel Barlow. As usual with most nine-year-olds, his tall 

frame was awkward and clumsy. His thick red hair caught the sharp amber light spilling from the 

hearth. Beside him sat eight-year-old Anna Jereczek, her dark hair pulled tight beneath a 

practical linen bonnet. She held a heavy pine drafting board across her knees, her small fingers 

permanently stained with bookkeeper's ink. 

At the front of the room stood Mr. Clarence Boutelle. A visiting mathematics instructor 

from the Minnesota State Normal School, he paced the floorboards with intellectual intensity. 

Anna’s eyes went wide with a look of total curiosity. She looked down at her slate, her 

pencil rapidly translating Boutelle’s blackboard grids into the exact structural framing patterns 

her father Bernard had taught her in the timber yard. 

“Look here, Sammy,” Anna whispered. “Mr. Boutelle’s matrices... they match the 

notches in the white pine beams. The chalk lines are an argument of hidden boundaries.” 
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Samuel furrowed his brow, his eyes narrowed as he tracked her pencil. “The numbers 

look like a floating bridge after a flood to me, Anna. I don't see no timber in 'em.” 

“Because you're looking at the surface, Barlow,” Mr. Boutelle’s voice cut through their 

conversation, though his sharp features held no academic malice. He stepped down the aisle, his 

gaze dropping onto Anna’s slate box. He froze as he evaluated the precise, complex geometry 

the eight-year-old girl had drawn by touch. 

“Incredible,” Boutelle murmured, a genuine smile of intellectual discovery breaking 

across his face. “You haven't just copied the lesson, Miss Jereczek. You've grouped the values in 

sets of five, bracketed by coordinate shifts. Where did you learn to apply structural grids to a 

numerical baseline?” 

“My father builds the framing for the new cathedral, sir,” Anna stated with immense 

gravity, her chin rising with pride. “He taught me that every notch is a letter in a hidden book.” 

Boutelle looked from her slate up to Samuel’s protective stance, then nodded once with 

deep professional respect. “Your father is an exceptional mathematician of the field, young lady. 

He understands that a true cipher cannot be broken by a casual reader; it requires an eye that 

knows how to adjust the center posts.” 

The academic baseline expanded further that Saturday evening when Mr. Boutelle 

walked down to the Barlow farm beneath the spine of Sugar Loaf Bluff, carrying a thick 

portfolio of advanced cryptography manuscripts. 

Tom Barlow sat on his three-legged stool by the hearth, his black cloth patch catching the 

amber glare of the kerosene lamp. Bernard Jereczek was sitting on the opposite side as Boutelle 

laid a complex scriptural grid flat across the walnut layout table. Anna sat precisely between 

them, her apron clean as her fingers mapped the ink patterns. 
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“The best wartime ciphers didn't use wheels, Mr. Jereczek — they used the Bible. 

Without the right verse for a key, a dispatch stays a dead letter.” 

Tom looked down, his rough hand instinctively brushing the deep waistcoat pocket where 

Ephraim's unopened secret slip lay buried next to his Bible. The white space in his mind went 

perfectly cold. He didn't speak around the difficult truth, but as his eyes locked onto Anna’s 

brilliant, calculating focus over the grids, he knew the strategic trajectory was set. The historical 

future of the line wasn't just resting in his pocket; it was being trained right here at his hearth by 

the visiting master. 

“The clock is ticking out west,” Tom murmured. “And the syndicates are writing their 

laws in blood. But if the Almighty grants us the time, I think this little scribe is going to know 

exactly how to drop the center post when the reckoning calls.” 

Anna looked up from the scriptural matrices, her dark eyes flaring. She reached out and 

locked her hand into Samuel's palm as the boy stepped into the firelight, binding their young 

hearts to an architecture of secrets that would soon hold the full muscle of the state. 

* * * 

 

The gas lamps inside the St. Paul Opera House hissed against the biting chill of a late 

November 1875 evening, casting a dramatic, amber glow over an auditorium packed to the 

rafters.  

The air was dense with the masculine scents of damp wool civilian coats, stale tobacco 

smoke, and the sharp, chemical tang of fresh ink from the daily print sheets strewn across the 

floorboards. Hundreds of merchants, river teamsters, and Civil War veterans jammed the pews 
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and gallery benches, their low, collective drone vibrating through the plaster walls like a 

gathering thunderstorm.  

Cathy Sterling sat in the third row, her dark blue traveling dress pressed tight against the 

rough timber planks, her hazel eyes wide with a maternal intensity as she watched the stage. 

Beside her sat Tom and Marie Barlow, Tom’s single gray eye fixed narrow on the empty 

podium, his hand instinctively resting over the deep waistcoat pocket where the unopened cipher 

slip still rested like a piece of cold grape shot.  

Suddenly, the brass band at the back of the lobby struck up a thumping, patriotic march 

tune, the bass drum pulsing violently through the floorboards.  

William Sterling stepped out from behind the heavy velvet stage curtains, and the hall 

erupted into a roaring assembly of cheers. He looked every bit the natural-born leader the frontier 

demanded—his tailored lieutenant colonel uniform coat fit his broad shoulders perfectly, and the 

polished brass buttons caught the flickering gas flames like tiny bayonets. He walked down to 

the edge of the proscenium stairs, hoisted his right hand to command silence, and let the quiet 

suspend over the room slightly longer than it needed to before he spoke.  

“Men of Minnesota!” William’s words reverberated across the rafters, carrying a 

ferociousness that instantly subdued the crowd. “For ten long years, this state has looked 

eastward to balance its ledgers. We have celebrated the victory of the Union, we have wept over 

the grave of Abraham Lincoln, and we have proudly watched the packet boats carry our white 

pine and green wheat to the markets of the Republic!”  

He took two deliberate steps toward the center podium, his face flushing with a burning, 

resolute intensity.  
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“But while we have been looking east to honor the dead, a monstrous friction has crawled 

into the western territories!” William roared, his commanding voice dropping into a gravelly 

drone that filled every corner of the opera house. “I do not stand before you tonight merely to 

speak of railroads or shipping manifests. I stand here to unseal a secret ledger of corruption that 

is infecting the very heart of our government! A ring of predatory speculators and corrupt agents 

inside the Bureau of Indian Affairs has turned our frontier into blood!”  

Loud, astonished murmurs rippled through the front rows, but William raised his arm.  

“They are using the name of the Republic to write treaties in beautiful, flowing ink, 

simply so they can claw the soil out from under the tribes before the harvest frost!” William 

shouted, his cadence carrying the grit of a soldier who had seen the high-water mark on 

Cemetery Ridge. “And it does not stop there. The land patent syndicates in Washington are 

actively using private field agents—merciless shadow hunters operating outside the law—to hunt 

down our own Civil War veterans along the frontier trails! They are systematically declaring the 

property of loyal regulars 'abandoned' and erasing their names from the rolls to steal their 

inheritance!”  

Cathy gripped her calico apron in her lap, her breathing turning shallow as she felt the 

dangerous weight of her brother’s words. Tom Barlow’s tensed jaw tightened. William was 

stepping onto the exact dark road Elijah Worthington had warned them about.  

“Your text says the state must expand!” William said, dominating the desk as he 

slammed his palm down onto the walnut podium. “But I say to you that this fraudulent expansion 

will destroy the foundation of our government! A private shipping firm cannot rewrite a federal 

manifest and a lone veteran cannot halt a hired scout’s bullet in the Texas desert. Only by 
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holding the legislative authority of a United States Congressman can we force the high command 

to unseal the locator lists!”  

He drew himself up to his full height, his eyes sweeping across the sea of upturned faces.  

“Let history write that when the new corruption called, Minnesota answered first!” 

William shouted over the rising din of the crowd. “Give me the muscle to stand on the floor of 

the House, and by God, I will roll the public press until every corrupt agent is exposed, every 

stolen deed is restored, and the true contract of our freedom is officially recorded in the book of 

this nation! March with me, Minnesota!”  

The auditorium dissolved into a shouting frenzy of patriotic and political fervor, the brass 

band blaring out over the roaring cheers of the veterans who surged toward the stage.  

The thundering roar of the auditorium slowly receded into the heavy timber rafters, but 

the air inside the lobby had the smell of wet wool coats and sulfurous gas lamps. 

Cathy Sterling stepped away from the crowded pews, her dark blue traveling dress 

brushing against the sawdust-strewn floorboards as she sought the cooler air near the side exit. 

Her heart was still beating double-time against her calico apron. William’s ferociousness on the 

stage had cleared the first traverse of his political campaign, but it had also drawn a target 

directly over the Sterling name.  

“Your brother knows how to roll a printing engine, Miss Sterling,” a low, cynical drone 

spoke from the shadow of a cedar structural pillar.  

Cathy whirled around, her hazel eyes widening as Jonathan Reed stepped forward into 

the amber glare of a wall sconce. The young journalist had abandoned his tailored civilian suit 

for a rougher wool coat caked in St. Paul street dirt. He didn't carry an orator’s charisma, but his 

steady gaze held the same determination that Elijah Worthington carried out west.  
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“Mr. Reed,” Cathy said, her voice dropping to a cautious whisper that was instantly 

swallowed by the distant blare of the brass band. “I didn't think a St. Paul newsman would 

trouble himself with a frontier merchant's rally.”  

“A newsman triages truth by the speed of its printing, Cathy,” Reed murmured, stepping 

closer until his shadow dominated the narrow corridor between them. He pulled a fresh, ink-wet 

galley proof from his pocket—the morning edition he had already typeset by hand. “William isn't 

just speaking around difficult truths anymore. He’s naming the designer of the fraud. Look at the 

text on page one.”  

Cathy pinned the paper down with her palms against the walnut rail, her eyes tracking the 

bold, black slates:  

THE CRUSADE OF THE FIRST MINNESOTA!  

STERLING EXPOSES THE INTERIOR SYNDICATE!!! 

“He is stepping onto a very dark road, Jonathan,” Cathy said softly, her intellectual brow 

wrinkling with a deep, universal premonition. “Tom Barlow is sitting in the third row right now 

with a blind eye and a dead soldier’s secret buried in his waistcoat. If William forces the high 

command to unseal those locator lists, the land speculators won't just file an injunction in St. 

Paul. They will use the same muscle that leveled Richmond to ensure the record dies.”  

Reed leaned in, his dark eyes narrowing with an intense, professional intensity that 

shattered the formal distance between them. For three years—ever since the first letters from the 

Texas rail spurs had drifted into his printing office—a quiet, unspoken relationship had been 

building between the wealthy merchant’s daughter and the cynical reporter. It wasn't the 

romantic fable played by the recruitment bands; it was the sort of trust built by triaging a 

gathering storm.  
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“Let the road be dark, Cathy,” Reed spoke gently, his calloused right thumb tracing the 

edge of the galley proof. “Elijah Worthington is currently rewriting the Bureau manifests down 

on the frontier to keep that Black regular—that Sergeant Carter—hidden from Marcus Bretton's 

regulators. But a clerk can only maintain the illusion for so long. We need the muscle of the 

House to break the syndicate's legal leash.”  

“How do you know that name?” Cathy asked, thinking back on the private conversations 

with Tom and Marie.  

“I’ve been working with Elijah and trying to help him ferret out this evil. Trust me, 

Sergeant Carter’s secret is safe with me. I never reveal my sources nor compromise my ethics.” 

Reed reassured her. 

He reached out, his hand briefly closing around her slender hand to anchor her against the 

chaotic noise of the departing crowd. The contact electrified the small space between them, a 

silent contract signed not in ink, but in shared conviction.  

“William gave the public press its vanguard tonight,” Reed murmured, his face cast in 

deep shadow beneath his cap. “If you can keep the shipping ledgers clear in Winona, I’ll roll the 

press beside your brother until the high command is forced to read the truth.”  

Cathy looked up into his steady eyes, the fear in her throat loosening and replaced by 

peace. Outside the opera house, the freezing November gale let out a long, howling shriek 

against the sashes, but inside the narrow corridor the text of the next generation was ready to be 

written. 

* * * 
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The ledger of the American frontier did not change its pages in a quiet courtroom; it tore 

them out by the roots in the summer of 1876. 

The Battle of the Little Bighorn erupted across the rolling ridges of southeastern Montana 

Territory on June 25–26, 1876. It was a sudden, apocalyptic friction that broke the military’s 

assumptions about the West. Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and more than two 

hundred men of the 7th Cavalry rode directly into a massive, three-thousand-warrior 

encampment of Lakota Sioux, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapaho along the Greasy Grass. Within 

a matter of hours, Custer’s immediate command was entirely annihilated, their blue coats 

stripped and left to bleach under the blistering northern sky.  

The disaster cast a heavy pall over the nation’s centennial celebrations back east, and the 

high command in Washington instantly demanded a total, unsparing retribution. Every file on the 

continent was ordered to move.  

For the men of the 9th Cavalry, the great northern reorganization had begun a season 

prior. In 1875, the regiment officially broke its stable lines at Fort Stockton, transferring out of 

the Texas plains to take up headquarters in Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory. While Custer's 

regiment was acting as the hammer in Montana, the Buffalo Soldiers were involved peripherally 

in the Great Sioux War, assigned to a separate, grueling operation of containment.  

Colonel Edward Hatch’s troopers were deployed to secure the southern frontier trails, 

preventing the southwestern tribes from breaking reservation boundaries to join Sitting Bull's 

alliance, and maintaining a blockade against the rogue trading rings that flooded the territories 

with illicit steel. It was an untiring, thankless labor, but it kept the secondary line from collapsing 

while the north was consumed by fire.  
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The damp mountain humidity of the Raton Pass gave way to a wind-whipped sea of high 

prairie grass as Company D’s vanguard pushed into the southern borders of the Department of 

the Platte.  

 Sergeant Aaron Carter sat rigid in his leather saddle, his forage cap pulled low to block 

out the glare of the setting sun. At thirty, he had a permanent, weather-beaten face. Ten years 

wearing the blue wool of the regular army under a fake name, his identity anchored to the small 

graphite note in his waistcoat pocket. 

They made the crossing at dusk — a muddy ford where a department supply depot 

squatted against the bluffs, its corrals already crowded with two detachments moving north. A 

civilian muster clerk with an armful of roster sheets was working the files by lantern light, 

checking every noncommissioned officer against fresh orders cut in Omaha. 

“Sergeant Aaron Carter,” the clerk called, squinting at his sheet. 

Aaron swung down and stepped forward. “Here.” 

The clerk frowned, running his finger down the column and back up. “Carter, Aaron.” He 

looked up. “Roster carries you on Company K's rolls, Sergeant. Not D.” 

A cold weight settled in Aaron's gut. Company K was three hundred miles south. If his 

name was on the wrong company rolls, somebody had moved it — or somebody was hunting it. 

“Clerk's error,” the lieutenant said from horseback, not looking up from his dispatch. 

“Carter's been file-closer for D since Santa Fe. Write him where he stands.” 

The clerk hesitated, pencil hovering. Then he scratched out the line and wrote it again. 

“As you say, sir.” 
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Aaron remounted, his face giving nothing away. But his hand found Silas Bretton's old 

pocketbook inside his coat and held it hard. Somebody in an office a thousand miles away had 

just mislaid his name on purpose — and he didn't know whether to thank them or fear them. 

“They're saying Custer's entire battalion was rubbed out up on the Bighorn, Sergeant,” 

Private Jack Small muttered from the file beside him, his horse's flank encrusted in white trail 

dust. “The dispatch rider says the whole territory is going up in smoke.” 

“Keep your eyes on the rim, Jack,” Aaron answered. “The 7th Cavalry fought their fight. 

Our contract is to hold this crossing.”  
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PART II: THE GILDED AGE  



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -106  

 

CHAPTER 8 - The Architecture of the Canvas 

The heat of the July gas lamps did not soften the sharp, industrial angles of the Third 

Street transit office; it turned the stacked shipping ledgers into a fortification. 

It was late July of 1876, one month after the apocalyptic friction at the Little Bighorn had 

shattered the nation's assumptions about the West. Outside, the Mississippi River ran heavy and 

gray under a humid summer sky. Inside, the room smelled of parched cedar, boiling layout glue, 

and the heavy chemical reek of wet newsprint. 

William stood by the tall walnut drafting table, his civilian wool coat abandoned, his 

linen shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows as he stared down at a state-wide county registry map. He 

looked like a field commander who had successfully taken the first traverse but now found 

himself stunned by the sudden, national wave of grief. 

“The railroad syndicates are weaponizing the mourning, Cathy,” William said, his 

commanding voice dropping into a low, gravelly drone that filled the narrow space. “Reed's wire 

from Detroit came in this morning. The former registry clerk, Thomas Henderson, was seen in 

Monroe, calling on the Custer widow. They're building memorial committees in her name for the 

fall — bankrolled, routed, and aimed straight at this canvas. The moment her letter is read from a 
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stage in this district, every word I speak of the Nansemond fraud gets drowned under the black-

bordered postcards of the 7th Cavalry. If we cannot organize the standard county committees 

before the autumn harvest, the St. Paul press will declare our congressional canvas a dead letter 

before the November vote is even cast.” 

Cathy Sterling did not look up immediately from her high wooden composing desk. Her 

small hand was methodically pinning a fresh column of voter registration tallies down with a 

brass ruler. Her intellectual brow scrunched with the precise, calculating focus of a master 

builder. 

“Then you need to stop thinking like an orator, Billy, and start thinking like a logistics 

clerk,” Cathy stated with unvarnished, sharp honesty, her voice cutting through the romantic 

fables of the campaign trail. She stood up to her full height, her dark wool dress brushing the raw 

floorboards as she stepped squarely between her brother and the map. “You know how to rally a 

regiment of veterans from a podium, but a congressional canvas isn't won by beautiful, flowing 

words in the press. It is won by moving the tonnage.” 

William blinked, a slow look of bureaucratic confusion crossing his face. “The tonnage?” 

“The electioneering process,” Cathy said levelly, her fingers snapping a fresh sheet of 

foolscap flat across his maps. “From this hour forward, you do not write a single press brief or 

schedule a municipal rally without my approval on the manifest. You are the vanguard on the 

stage, William, but I am the campaign manager of this line. We are going to build an architecture 

of secrets in this valley that no boardroom thief can breach.” 

Jonathan Reed stepped into the room from the layout bays, his printer's apron stained 

with ink, a genuine smile of professional admiration breaking through the soot in his face. “She’s 
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already rerailed the entire St. Paul printing schedules, William. She’s treating your voting files 

like a timber template.” 

“Look here,” Cathy commanded, her calloused thumb tracing a network of intersecting 

ink lines she had drawn across the state map. “We split the canvas into three distinct geographic 

sectors. First, we organize the First Minnesota veteran associations at the Red River junctions. 

I’ve already authorized the flatbed wagons to transport two thousand copies of Jonathan’s 

morning print editions straight to the frontier homesteads to seed the columns. Second, we 

establish the First Day meetinghouse networks down in the willow openings—Elijah’s people 

will hold the anti-monopoly lines if we frame the argument.” 

“And the third sector?” William asked, his eyes widening with intense curiosity. 

“The press conferences,” Cathy stated with finality. “Henderson thinks he can sandbag 

our campaign by using the local marshals to block our public assemblies. Fine. We bypass their 

public squares entirely. Tomorrow morning at dawn, we are throwing open the heavy timber 

doors of the Winona levee storehouse to every newsman from Minneapolis to Chicago. I’ve 

already typeset the invitations by hand.” 

She whirled toward Jonathan, her eyes revealing political certainty. “Jonathan, I want the 

manual hand-presses rolling since midnight. We aren't just printing speeches anymore; we are 

printing the certified numbers of the Santee Agency cattle fraud and the purple-ink locator sheets 

Elijah smuggled out of Washington. When those reporters step onto our planks, we hand them 

the unvarnished syntax of the conspiracy.” 

The next morning, the early morning fog had not yet lifted from the Mississippi levee 

when the levee storehouse dissolved into a frantic wilderness of shouting men and flashing 

magnesium lamps. Over forty journalists, river teamsters, and territorial correspondents jammed 
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the rough-sawn pine trestle tables, their low collective drone vibrating through the rafters like a 

gathering thunderstorm. 

Cathy stood alone at the center podium, her linen bonnet pushed back from her hairline, 

her broad shoulders relaxed inside a practical dark traveling dress. She did not display an orator’s 

theatrical charisma, but as she hoisted a heavy bundle of certified land patent manifests aloft, her 

voice carried the crisp clarity of a master logician. 

“Gentlemen of the press,” Cathy’s words reverberated across the timber curbs, subduing 

the room instantly. “I have not called you here to discuss William Sterling’s military record or to 

offer romantic fables about the national expansion. I have called you here to audit a conspiracy 

of corporate fraud.” 

A sharp, arrogant voice from a St. Paul Press reporter cut straight through the room. “The 

railroad syndicates claim your brother’s campaign is a libel against the public growth, Miss 

Sterling! They claim the railroad charters are essential to the wealth of this territory!” 

“The charters are a sieve, sir,” Cathy countered softly, her steady hazel eyes locking 

narrow on the reporter’s face. “And the wealth is being dipped in blood. Look at the lists on the 

manifests my assistants are distributing across your benches. These aren't standard logistics 

ledgers; they are classified locator lists proving that the Department of the Interior is using 

private field agents to hunt down our own Civil War veterans along the frontier trails. They are 

systematically declaring the property of loyal regulars 'abandoned' to steal their inheritance.” 

Loud, astonished murmurs rippled through the front rows, but Cathy slammed her hand 

down onto the walnut podium with a force that caused the inkwells to rattle. 

“We are launching a state-wide electioneering canvas tomorrow from the Iowa border to 

the northern rail spurs. We are establishing a permanent vigilance committee at every stage 
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station along the line to track these land agents. If the syndicates think they can use a clerk’s pen 

in Washington to leave this movement without a leg to stand on, they are going to find out that 

the home guard stays dressed in this valley, and we are going to roll the public press until the 

true contract of our freedom is officially recorded in the book of this nation!” 

The storehouse dissolved into a shouting frenzy of journalistic fervor, the correspondents 

scrambling for the exit doors to wire the text straight to the morning print editions. 

William stepped out from the shadow of the structural timber pillars, a deep, ragged 

breath pulling against his chest as he looked at his sister. “By God, Cathy... you didn't just 

organize a campaign. You created a cause.” 

Cathy closed her satchel with a sharp, electric click of her wrist, her fingers locking 

tightly into Jonathan’s hand as he stepped to her side. The corporate executives had thrown down 

their gauntlet, the financial threat to their shipping firm was real, and the long, dark road toward 

the November vote was officially open—but the younger generation was whole, and the 

campaign manager of the Winona Volunteers was ready for the march.  

* * * 

 

 The mourning in Monroe, Michigan, did not announce itself. It sat behind closed shutters 

on Cass Street, in a house where the clocks had been stopped and the mirrors draped, and where 

Elizabeth Custer received almost no one.  

Thomas Henderson was received because he had written first, on the heavy stationery of 

the northern rail spurs, and because his letter had mentioned business not at all — only “the 

honor of the 7th, and a widow's right to see it defended.” Five years earlier he had been a 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -111  

 

sweating registry clerk in Austin; the syndicates had since made him their chief counsel, and he 

had learned to write letters that never mentioned money. 

The parlor smelled of beeswax and black crepe. Libbie Custer sat very straight in a high-

backed chair, her dull black bombazine dress drinking the thin July light, a widow's cap of white 

lace framing a face that had not wept before a stranger since the telegraph boy came to Fort 

Lincoln. She had been a widow for a month. 

“Mr. Henderson,” she said. “You have come a long way to offer condolences.” 

“I have come to offer something more useful than condolences, Mrs. Custer.” Henderson 

set his hat on his knees, careful to rest his gaze on the framed photograph on the mantel — the 

general in buckskins — and not on the woman. “The newspapers are already writing your 

husband's history for you. In six months it will be whatever sells the most ink in Chicago. Unless 

someone tells the true story first, and tells it properly.” 

“And you propose to be that someone.” 

“I propose to pay for it.” Henderson leaned forward a fraction. “A memorial series, this 

fall. Not you on a stage, Mrs. Custer — we would not ask a widow in mourning to travel, and the 

country would not forgive us for asking. No, by committees. In every county seat from the Iowa 

border to the northern rail spurs. Local men of standing, ministers, veterans of the 7th — 

gathered under your name, reading your husband's letters, passing the black-bordered postcards 

hand to hand. All expenses borne by the rail interests. All proceeds to a widows-and-orphans 

fund in the general's name. And one thing more.” He met her eyes. “A letter from you. To be 

read aloud at every assembly. Mrs. Custer, a widow in mourning cannot be cross-examined. That 

is precisely the power she has.” 
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Libbie's dark eyes did not leave his face. “That is a generous offer, Mr. Henderson. 

Generous offers generally have a second page.” 

Henderson allowed himself a thin smile. “The second page is only this. There is a 

congressional candidate in Minnesota — William Sterling — who has built his campaign on 

accusing the Interior Department and the high command of corruption. Treaty violations. Bureau 

fraud. Land speculation.” He paused. “Every time he speaks, he asks the country to doubt the 

men your husband died beside.”  

“You wish me to be your shield,” Libbie said softly. 

“I wish the country to hear a widow before it hears a demagogue.” Henderson's voice 

dropped. “We don't need to defeat Mr. Sterling's arguments, Mrs. Custer. We need to make them 

unspeakable. Let him stand on a podium and explain land patents to an audience that has just 

heard your letter read aloud. Let him call the high command corrupt while five hundred 

schoolchildren wave the black-bordered postcards of the 7th Cavalry.” 

Libbie rose and went to the window, her skirts brushing the floorboards with a heavy, 

rustling friction. Outside, Cass Street went about its summer business, indifferent to the 

wreckage in the house. 

“My husband did not ride into that ravine to be audited by clerks,” she said, her voice 

carrying a soft, terrifyingly calculated cadence. “He rode in to seal the contract of this expansion 

in blood. The American people do not want an investigation into cattle contracts. They want a 

sacrifice to worship.” 

She turned back to face him. “Your syndicates will carry my name into every county seat 

Mr. Sterling hopes to carry. When he stands to speak of treaty violations, my letter will already 

have been read from the platform — and no man in that audience will dare answer it.” 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -113  

 

“Then we are agreed.” 

“We are agreed on this much.” Libbie's gaze was cold as flint. “But I will have the whole 

of the bargain stated plainly before I lend my name to it, Mr. Henderson. Not just the 

memorials.” 

Henderson inclined his head. “The Richmond court sits this winter to enter the quiet-title 

decree on the Moses tracts — timber land your memorial committees have no earthly connection 

to. If your name keeps the legislative authority out of Sterling's fingers until the vote breaks the 

switches, the title washes clean by default.” 

“This winter,” Libbie murmured. “Then your decree, your title, and my husband's 

memory — all washed clean together.” A slow, terrifying smile broke through the pale reserve of 

her jaw. “The dead belong to me, Mr. Henderson. The living will line up to pay the tax.” 

* * * 

 

The air inside the private oak-paneled chambers of the St. Paul District Court did not 

carry the humidity of the frontier trails; it was thick with the scent of expensive Turkish tobacco, 

Morocco leather, and the sour heat of a dozen newly lit gas sconces. 

It was near midnight on the day following one of Cathy Sterling’s levee press 

conferences. Thomas Henderson, chief counsel for the northern rail spurs, stood by a tall arched 

window looking out over the dark silhouette of the Mississippi timber booms. His tailored 

civilian coat was unbuttoned, his silk waistcoat rumpled, and his hands—usually so clean and 

free of trail grease—were stained gray with the charcoal residue of the late-night telegraph sheets 

clacking in the corridor. 
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Around the long walnut conference table, four junior lawyers from his firm were buried 

beneath a chaotic wilderness of open real estate statutes, tax-assessment rolls, and certified 

copies of the Hanger v. Abbott rulings. 

“The papers are already hitting the streets in Chicago, Mr. Henderson,” one of the junior 

clerks said, his voice dropping into a frantic, hurried drone as he held up a fresh print sheet from 

Jonathan Reed's press room. “The Winona printing engine didn't just leak the Santee cattle 

vouchers. Look at the text on page three. The woman—Sterling's sister—has published the entire 

secret locator list from the Interior Department's private investigative ring. She has named 

Captain Bretton.” 

Henderson whirled away from the glass, his face a pale mask of calculated corporate 

malice that completely shattered his polite courtroom demeanor. He slammed his palm down 

onto a stack of unsealed property abstracts, causing the silver inkwells to rattle against their brass 

trim. 

“She isn't arguing the politics, you fools,” Henderson hissed, his voice a low, cold rumble 

that filled the narrow space. “She is exposing the math. She’s treating our adverse possession 

timeline like a logistics manifest. Now, she has handed every newspaper from here to the Ohio 

valley a certified map showing that the original 1861 tax sales were never lawfully noticed to the 

owners.” 

“We can file for an immediate emergency injunction in the St. Paul registry, sir,” the 

senior partner suggested, his fingers rapidly tracking a line through the civil procedure codes. 

“We can charge William Sterling with seditious libel against the public growth, lock up their 

flatbed wagons under a corporate restraint order, and have the local marshals seize Reed’s press 

rooms before the morning express rolls out.” 
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“An injunction won't fix a broken crosshair,” Henderson spat, stepping closer to the table 

until his shadow dominated the layout sheets. “You think a judge in this territory is going to sign 

a seizure warrant for a congressional candidate's campaign papers while the crowds outside are 

waving the black-bordered postcards of the Little Bighorn? If we lock up the Sterling shipping 

flatbeds now, we turn their canvas into a martyrdom fable. The public press will run the columns 

twice as dark.” 

He reached down, his fingers gripping a copy of the Hanger v. Abbott brief. His 

analytical mind, trained to triage the state's expansion by the precision of its legal loopholes, saw 

the true strategic danger Cathy had engineered. 

“She has split her files,” Henderson realized. “While William stands on the stage acting 

as the vanguard to draw our fire, his sister is running a second campaign against our lawyers. 

She's building a maze.”  

“What do you want us to do, Mr. Henderson?” the clerk asked, his hands trembling 

slightly as he blotted a fresh motion sheet. 

“We bypass the territorial courts entirely,” Henderson commanded with finality. “We 

don't try to talk a printing engine down with local injunctions. We change the terrain. Wire the 

land patent offices in Austin immediately. Tell them to unseal every default judgment on the 

books from the war years and move the 1876 quiet-title decree to a closed hearing in Richmond 

that sits this winter, safely past the November vote.” 

He turned back to the window, his gaze fixed on the dark water churning downriver 

toward the frontier outposts. 

“And wire Captain Bretton at El Paso,” Henderson growled, his voice vibrating with a 

dangerous certainty. “Tell him Sterling’s sister has put a light to his name in the public press. 
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Tell him he has until the first winter freeze to find that Black regular Moses and cross his name 

off the regular army muster rolls permanently. If that soldier drops in a frontier ditch before the 

Richmond court sits, the sister can draw all the horizontal lines she wants, but the text will 

belong to us. And until the memorial committees open their assemblies in September,” 

Henderson added, “we give Sterling's crowds nothing to mourn against. No seizures, no locked 

flatbeds – nothing he can martyr himself on. We let the widow do the drowning.”  

* * * 

 

Far to the southwest, in a back room above a land office in El Paso, Captain Marcus 

Bretton spread Henderson's wire across a stack of old land patents. 

Four years had thinned him. His civilian coat was frayed at the cuffs, and his eyes had the 

fixed, hungry look of a man whose patience was nearly spent. Colonel Hatch had thrown him off 

the post at Fort Stockton, and Elijah Worthington's manifests were ash in the Pecos draw — but 

Bretton's informants along the southern stage lines had never stopped watching. 

He knew the true name but had never seen the face, and the alias stayed buried for five 

years. But the War Department's own telegraph had just handed him the 9th Cavalry's 

dispositions, detachment by detachment, across the New Mexico Territory. 

“The country is looking the other way,” Bretton said to the regulators waiting in the 

lamplight. “Every newspaper from here to St. Paul is writing about Custer's dead, and every 

general who matters is pointed north at Sitting Bull. Down here, a supply escort is just a line on a 

muster roll. Nobody in Washington will notice when one Black regular fails to answer it.” 

He set the brass stamp down on the locator sheets and leaned his weight onto it until the 

seal bit into the paper. “Sergeant or private, the stray is riding into our country. We watch the 
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stage stations along the Rio Grande road from Mesilla to Santa Fe, and we go through every 

detachment that answers the roll until the Nansemond registry is in our hands.”  
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CHAPTER 9 - The Election and the Law 

The air inside the Sterling transit office was thick with the scent of wet cedar and ink, but 

the true atmosphere was the legal and physical danger that sat openly on the heavy desk. 

It was late October of 1876. Outside the windows, the Mississippi River ran gray and 

heavy toward the south. Inside, Elijah Worthington stood with a resolute intensity as he looked 

down at the map of Virginia. Around the table stood Tom, Marie, William, and Cathy. The 

political crusade that William had launched in St. Paul was no longer an abstract dream; it was a 

desperate race against a clock built by the Gilded Age courts. 

“You have to understand the math of it, William,” Elijah said. He tapped a finger against 

a copy of the southern real estate statutes. “Tom and Marie have been asking why Marcus 

Bretton burned our field manifests at the Pecos draw if the syndicates already have the 

Nansemond land under their boots. They think the property is safely locked away under a claim 

of wartime abandonment. It is not.” 

William leaned over the table. “The Department lists those thousands of acres as 

forfeited, Elijah. They’ve held the keys since the surrender.” 
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“Yes, but a provisional seizure is not a permanent title,” Elijah stated forcefully. “Under 

the laws of Virginia, the land syndicates cannot legally secure a permanent quiet title deed 

simply because a family fled the county during the fighting. They are playing a much dirtier 

game: adverse possession based on tax forfeiture.” 

Tom’s single gray eye narrowed. “But what about the military tolling law from the Act of 

June 11, 1864? I thought this froze the clocks for men on active duty.” 

“The 1864 statute was written for the creditors, not the regulars, Thomas,” Elijah said. 

“Congress suspended the limitations so northern banks would not lose their right to collect pre-

war notes while the southern courts were shut. The syndicate has bought up every antebellum 

mortgage and note against those tracts — paper that should have died years ago — and the 1864 

act breathed life back into it. They are holding that law like a pistol. If the tax deed fails, they'll 

foreclose on the old mortgages instead.”  

Tom's jaw tightened. “So the uniform isn't a shield at all.”  

“No,” Elijah answered. “It is a target. And the clock is the part their lawyers will sing to 

any judge who'll listen — fifteen years of open possession since '61, snapping shut this winter.”  

“But the war years don't count,” William said. “No court sat —”  

“That is what I believe as well.” Elijah's voice went flat. “In Hanger vs. Abbott — the 

Supreme Court held the limitations did not run while the courts were closed across the lines. If 

the clock started in '61, it ran out in '76. If it started in '65, it runs out in '80. Henderson will 

argue the first, we'll argue the second, and every year he can't get a hearing makes his position 

weaker.” He looked from William to Tom. “If they are right, we lose the land this winter. If I am 

right, we have four years. Gentlemen — are you willing to bet the farm on which judge we 

draw?” 
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Silence. Then Elijah leaned forward. 

“Which is why the clock is not the case. The case is the deed — and the deed is rotten at 

the root – we’ll prove it in court.” 

Tom frowned. “And if the judge lets the sale stand?” 

“Then we make them prove what they have never been made to prove.” Elijah ticked the 

points on his black-stained fingers. “Hostile — and their own agents' ledgers show men paying 

the taxes in Washington while the timber stood untouched. Continuous — and the war took their 

people off that land for two years running. Exclusive — and the Moses family was never driven 

off the tracts their people worked. Coextensive — and their deed describes four hundred acres 

while they claim four thousand. Possession has to match the paper inch for inch, gentlemen, and 

theirs does not. Fifteen years is their burden to prove, not ours to disprove — and when Aaron 

walks into that Richmond courtroom, we will make them prove every day of it.”  

William slammed his palm down onto the table. “Then I will carry the fight to the floor 

of the House. If the Bureau wants to use tax loopholes and predatory Civil War statutes to strip 

our veterans of their inheritance, I will make the Nansemond land fraud the center of my 

congressional campaign this November!” 

* * * 

 

This political crusade, however, did not account for the powerful feelings of a nation’s 

grief. By the first week of November 1876, the St. Paul printing engines were no longer tracking 

William Sterling’s speeches on land patent fraud or Indian Bureau corruption. The front pages of 

the print sheets were entirely dominated by a different, commanding force: Elizabeth “Libbie” 

Custer, the resolute widow of the fallen commander, had entered the political arena by proxy. 
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Without ever leaving her shuttered house in Monroe, Libbie Custer was transforming her 

husband’s tactical disaster into a hallowed fable of American martyrdom. The memorial 

committees raised in her name gathered in every county seat from the Iowa border to the 

northern rail spurs, and at each assembly a minister or a veteran of the 7th Cavalry rose to read 

her letter aloud from the platform. Her words carried an unyielding charisma that captivated the 

public press—the voice of a widow in mourning that no man in the hall dared to cross-examine. 

The letter demanded total, unquestioning loyalty to the military’s western expansion, branding 

any politician who questioned the Department of the Interior or the high command's logistics as a 

traitor and a betrayer of the dead. 

The St. Paul wire began stuttering a little after nine. 

William stood at the transit office window with his hands locked behind his back, 

watching lamplight bleed across the frozen levee. Behind him, Jonathan Reed hunched over the 

telegraph receiver, transcribing county returns onto a tally sheet in his fast, furious hand. Cathy 

sat at the composing desk, the voter manifests squared before her, checking each number twice 

before she let it stand. 

“St. Louis County,” Reed called out, not looking up. “Railroad man takes it by four 

hundred.” 

William didn't move. “Next.” 

“Olmsted.” A pause. “Ours. By sixty.” 

Cathy's pencil stopped. “Sixty?” 

“Sixty.” Reed fed another slip through his fingers. “But the river wards are splitting. Ours 

are holding where the veterans vote alone. The rail wards—” He shook his head. “They read 

Libbie Custer's letter from the courthouse steps at noon. They're voting for the widow.” 
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By midnight the pattern was set and they all knew it. Wherever the memorial committees 

had read the letter, William's numbers bled out. There weren't enough veterans. 

At half past one the Hennepin wire came in last. Reed set down his pencil with a 

steadiness that cost him something. 

“It's done, William.” 

William turned from the window. His face had the flat calm it wore at Cemetery Ridge 

when the order came to hold. “Say it plain.” 

“You've lost the seat. Eleven hundred across the district.” Reed met his eyes. “No House. 

No hearings. The annexes stay sealed.” 

Cathy reached for her brother's hand. He let her take it, but his gaze went past her to the 

dark river. 

“Then the press is all we have left,” he said quietly. “Roll it, Jonathan. Roll it until 

something breaks.” 

* * * 

 

The latch on the office door clicked softly, and Cathy Sterling stepped out of the shadow 

of the veranda lane. She wore a dark wool traveling dress, her hazel eyes wide with the same 

universal premonition she had carried since the St. Paul Opera House.  

“Elijah is leaving for the north, Jonathan?” she asked.  

“He’s going to dress the shadow line, Cathy,” Reed murmured, crossing the narrow 

distance between them. He looked down at her pale, resolute face beneath her bonnet. For three 

years, they had managed the gathering storm of William’s campaign, their trust built on 

surviving the malice of a broken system. 
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Cathy looked down, dropping her voice into a gentle whisper. “William is defeated, and 

Tom’s shrapnel scars are worsening with the freeze. The fathers are fading, Jonathan. I feel as 

though our whole world is shifting into the dark.”  

Reed didn't speak around the difficult truth. He reached out his hands closing gently over 

hers. The contact electrified the freezing room with an anchoring fire.  

“The world isn't failing, Cathy,” Reed said. “It’s just demanding we build our own house. 

Once this crisis with Aaron is resolved, I promise you we will unite our hearts as one.”  

Cathy’s hazel eyes softened, a smile finally clearing the anxiety from her brow. She 

didn't weep where the teamsters could see her, but she squeezed his hand with warm intensity.  

“I know what the work demands, Jonathan,” she said softly, her fingers interlocking 

tightly with his. “And I know the road ahead is long. But I would rather march into the Dakota 

blizzards with you than remain safe in a quiet valley.”  

Reed smiled, pulling her close against him as the thundering rumble of the steam 

sawmills outside faded into silence. The vows were unwritten, but the promises were paid for in 

the uncertainty of a gathering frontier war. As they stood together, they had found the sons and 

daughters were whole. 

* * * 

 

The gas jets in the back office of the Winona Daily Republican hissed against the 

window sashes. The room smelled of coffee and fresh ink plates. Outside, the Mississippi was 

locking into silver glass, sealing the shipping season — and William Sterling's defeat — into the 

winter registry. 
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Jonathan Reed sat on an upturned timber crate, his hands holding the midnight layout 

sheets. Across the layout desk stood Elijah Worthington, pale under the lamp glare. 

“They're celebrating in the land office, Elijah,” Reed said, tapping the election returns. 

“With William out of the race, there'll be no House hearings. No subpoenas. Those locator lists 

stay sealed, and the Nansemond tracts stay buried in their paperwork.” 

“Then we dig with a different shovel.” Elijah rested his crooked left arm on the desk's 

edge, the old break aching with the cold. “The law I laid out in October hasn't changed — the 

deed is voidable, the clock is disputed, and Aaron has to reach a Virginia courtroom alive. What 

the election changed is how we get him there. No congressman means no committee. It means 

you, and that press.” 

Reed's pencil stopped against the galley proof. “You want me to print what we can't 

prove in court.” 

“I want you to print what they can't afford to have read.” Elijah said in a steady tone. 

“Names, dates, the tax sale with no lawful notice. A land office does its malicious work in the 

dark, Jonathan. Put a light to it and watch how carefully they move. And while they are being 

careful, the boy stays breathing.” 

“And if being careful isn't enough?” Reed asked. “Bretton doesn't need to win a lawsuit, 

Elijah. He needs one dead sergeant in a frontier ditch before the thaw.” 

“Then we make the ditch hard to dig.” Elijah straightened. “I board the stage north 

tomorrow. Four years of beef contracts and burial rolls — but a man auditing the agencies sees 

every muster roll that crosses his desk, and paper can be... mislaid. I will keep the fog thick in the 

Bureau rolls. Aaron Carter will be very difficult to find.” 

“For how long?” 
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“Until the cipher is decrypted and the challenge is filed in Virginia.” Elijah picked up his 

coat. “You keep the press rolling. I keep the fog thick. William keeps what money and lawyers 

he has left. And Tom—” He paused. “Tom holds the waistcoat.” 

Reed almost smiled. “The living line.” 

“The living line,” Elijah agreed, and stepped out into the freezing air. 

Reed didn't go back to the type trays right away. He stood by the frosted window a long 

while, watching the northern gale snow drift along Third Street, and began composing the first 

paragraph in his head.  

* * * 

 

The Richmond hearing never sat that winter. 

Three days before Christmas, Elijah's caveat hit the Henrico County clerk by wire — the 

First Seed coordinates filed in St. Paul, with a sworn statement that the 1861 tax sale never gave 

lawful notice to the scattered owners. Henderson took a continuance rather than argue it in front 

of a judge. It was the first of eleven. 

Every year the syndicate pushed for its decree, and every year something got in the way 

— a renewed injunction, a newspaper column, a missing witness, a crowded docket. The clock 

kept ticking, but the courtroom door stayed shut, until the winter of 1888, when Henderson ran 

out of delays and forced the fight.  
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CHAPTER 10 – Youth and Secrets 

Spring came slowly to Sugar Loaf Bluff in 1882, like a lock turning one tumbler at a 

time. Inside the Barlow kitchen, the morning air was warm with the rich, fragrant sanctuary of 

brown butter, roasted rye grain, and the persistent hum of the parlor’s grandfather clock counting 

out the seconds. Tom Barlow sat on the three-legged stool by the hearth, his large frame 

noticeably thinner beneath a coarse gray linen shirt. His left sleeve was unbuttoned to the elbow, 

exposing the scar tissue where the Gettysburg shrapnel had permanently rewritten his flesh. A 

black cloth patch still covered his sightless eye, but his good eye was tracking the joyous 

movements of the two teenagers clearing the walnut layout table.  

Samuel Barlow was seventeen now, a tall youth with a shock of unruly red hair. His face 

was covered with black garden dirt and river soot, his gray eyes wide with the exact same 

adventurous, restless spirit that had once hollered “First Smoke” from the Winona levee planks.  

Beside him stood sixteen-year-old Anna Jereczek, the daughter of Bernard and Rose. She 

was an intensely observant young woman who carried the elegant, intellectual cadence of her 

mother’s school days, her dark hair pulled tight beneath a practical linen bonnet, her fingers 

permanently stained with the blue bookkeeper's ink of the Sterling transit offices.  
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For as long as the town had run the new sawmills, the two of them had been entirely 

inseparable. They navigated the timber curbs of Burns Creek and the flinty clay ruts of the north 

pasture hand-in-hand, their minds bound by a strong bond that acted like a wedge to clear the 

space around them.  

Marie Barlow stood in the kitchen doorway, her apron immaculate, her hands smoothing 

her hair back from her hairline as she leaned against Tom’s good right shoulder. She didn't carry 

the carbolic wash of her old operating tents now; she carried a fresh pitcher of buttermilk, her 

expression softening into a real, beautiful warmth as she watched the children laugh over a 

misplaced spelling slate.  

“Look at them, Tom,” Marie whispered softly. “He has the name, but they’ve got their 

own ground to break. Every time he leans in to check her columns, I see you standing beneath 

the awning of the Huff’s Hotel, trying to find an answer that wasn't written in the adjutant's 

books.”  

Tom let out a short, gravelly chuckle that pulled hard against his shrapnel-cracked ribs. 

“They look exactly like we did before the flagstaff broke, Marie. Safe in the valley, completely 

blind to the white space in the ledger.”  

The peace of the domestic baseline broke an hour later, triggered by a simple chore in the 

dark recesses of the cedar wardrobe.  

“Sammy, your father’s old overcoat is gathering the spring damp,” Anna shouted from 

the shadow of the back parlor closet, her voice carrying that calculated, logistics efficiency she 

had witnessed in the Sterling offices. “Mrs. Marie said if we don't bring the dark wool out to the 

veranda lines, the moths will duplicate their columns through the lining until the fabric parades 

across the floorboards!”  
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“I’m bringing the cedar boxes now, Anna!” Samuel whooped, his boots making a wet 

schlock-schlock sound across the pine floorboards.  

Samuel lifted the threadbare blue wool waistcoat by its stiffened shoulders. Unlike his 

father’s heavy winter overcoat, this garment was small, cut for the lean frame of a boy who had 

marched away twenty years ago and never fully returned. The faded fabric still held a faint trace 

of old oil and woodsmoke. As Samuel turned it over, his thumb caught on an awkward, rigid 

thickness stitched roughly between the coarse canvas lining and the inner wool pockets. 

“Anna, look here,” Samuel said. “Someone sewed a double seam right across the breast. 

This wasn't factory work.” 

Anna let go of the heavy wardrobe door and stepped out of the shadows, her hair catching 

the bright morning light spilling through the window. Her brow scrunched as her eyes mapped 

the erratic stitching along the blue hem. She didn't share Samuel’s curiosity. Her mind worked as 

a disciplined mathematician, looking for patterns and irregularities. 

“Give me your pocketknife,” she whispered, already reaching out with her fingers to 

tauten the thread. 

With a practiced flick of his pocket-knife, Samuel nicked the anchoring knot. Anna 

worked the edge of her thumbnail into the gap, coaxing a buried pocket open until the old linen 

thread snapped loose. 

A small, stiff card slipped from the lining and clattered against the raw pine tabletop. 

Samuel snatched it up first. It was a carte de visite photograph, its edges silvered and 

dark from decades of trapped humidity. A young Black infantry soldier stared unblinkingly into 

the lens. He sat rigid with his uniform coat buttoned, his hands clamped with dangerous certainty 
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around the barrel of a short carbine. There was a look in his eyes that Samuel had seen on his 

father's face during sudden summer thunderstorms – the look of waiting for the thunder. 

Samuel flipped the card over. Stenciled across the coarse paper back in faded purple ink 

was a single name and date: 

Aaron – November 1864. 

“There's something else,” Anna said. Her hand was back inside the waistcoat lining, her 

fingers finding a second, tightly compressed scrap of parchment wedged deep beneath the inner 

pocket seam. 

She pulled it into the light. The paper was yellowed to the color of old bone, brittle at the 

margins from years of neglect. Across the front, written in black ink, were four words: 

For Thomas Barlow. Private. 

The grandfather clock in the kitchen hallway let out a dull thud, marking the hour with a 

sound that seemed to expand through the quiet house. Samuel and Anna stood perfectly still over 

the layout table, the small photograph of the Buffalo Soldier and the folded cipher sitting 

between them like an unexploded shell. 

“It’s not a letter, Sammy,” Anna said softly, her fingertips tracing the mathematically 

precise grid of letters and numbers hidden within the parchment's inner folds. “Look at the 

computation. The characters are grouped in sets of five, bracketed by biblical citations from the 

Old Books. It’s a legal property grid, but the true coordinates are buried behind a scriptural 

cipher.” 

Samuel turned the brittle note over. He didn't know about the corporate execution rings 

operating out of the land patent offices, or that a shadow hunter named Marcus Bretton was 

currently staging contract regulators along the northern rail hubs. He only knew that the 
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comfortable, predictable boundaries of their Winona youth had just been broken by a secret his 

father had been too protective—or too tired—to face. 

“We can't show this to my father, Anna,” Samuel stated flatly. “He’s carried his share of 

the line until his knees are failing him. This story belongs to us now.” 

Anna looked at the photograph of the young soldier, then up into Samuel's gray eyes. The 

analytical caution in her mind didn't turn into fear; it hardened into resolve. She reached out and 

locked her hand into his, gripping his palm with a fierce intensity. 

“Then we break the code ourselves, Sammy,” she whispered in a steady and clear manner 

as the morning breeze gave them both a shudder. “Let's go see what was buried in the earth.” 

* * * 

 

The spring mud of the Dakota Territory did not merely stick to a man's boots; it coated 

the mind in a grey chill. 

At the Bismarck rail terminal, the late afternoon sun bled a weak light across a wilderness 

of industrial progress. The air was thick with coal smoke and wet pine ties from the massive 

rolling stock of the Northern Pacific. Hundreds of Scandinavian immigrants and displaced 

homesteaders, as well as a few armed land-scouts, swarmed the boardwalk planks of the depot. 

Captain Marcus Bretton stood beneath the shadow of a water tower, his posture was 

straight and inflexible. 

He had grown grey over the ten years since the Pecos ambush. The sharp, military lines 

of his old Union provost uniform were gone, replaced by an expensive black civilian wool coat 

that bore no marks of the trail. His hands, gloved in dark kidskin, were smooth. He no longer 
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carried himself like a desperate shadow hunter chasing ghosts; he moved with the certainty of an 

executive backed by a supreme court injunction. 

Beside him stood Horatio Wilkes—no longer the bloated, trembling Indian Agent from 

Fort Stockton, but a sharp-eyed, legal surveyor for the land syndicates. 

“The movement wires from Fort Riley just cleared the circuit, Captain,” Wilkes said. 

“Company D is finishing its escort sweep along the Cheyenne River ruts — detached north by 

rail with the boundary commission's survey party.” 

Bretton did not turn his head. His narrow gaze remained fixed on a massive locomotive 

as it vented a pressurized plume of white steam across the platform. “And the file?” 

“Still active,” Wilkes muttered as he snapped open a leather-bound briefcase to reveal a 

pristine copy of the military registry sheets. “Elijah Worthington’s shadow work inside the 

Bureau was thorough. For ten years, the clerk buried the boy's enlistment papers beneath a 

mountain of routine frontier vouchers. But now that Worthington is reassigned to the post-battle 

logistics audit, the fog is clearing. We’ve got ourselves an isolated muster roll now.” 

Wilkes tapped a precise finger against a fresh locator sheet. “Sergeant Aaron Carter. He 

signed his third re-enlistment paper last winter. The Richmond decree is within reach, Captain, 

but the syndicate needs one of two things first: the sergeant's signature on a quitclaim, or his file 

marked deceased without an heir. Dead men file no challenges.” 

A terrifying smile broke through the grey bristles on Bretton's face. After ten years of 

chasing paper, the hunt was finally down to a single man. 

“That clerk thought he could use the regular army as an invisible shield,” Bretton said. 

“But a uniform is just a highly visible target once you control the supply lines. The military 

cannot protect its men in a territory being carved up by surveyors.” 
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He stepped out from the shadow of the tower, his boots crunching heavily against the 

gravel ballast. Standing behind the flatbed wagons near the engine were four private regulators – 

hard-eyed men in long wool coats who shifted their Winchesters with the efficiency of 

executioners. They weren't soldiers enforcing a contract of freedom; they were tools of an 

expansion project that audited human life by the value of the acreage beneath it. 

“We don't wait for the Richmond courts to clear the title anymore, Wilkes,” Bretton 

commanded. “The old generation in Winona is fading. Tom Barlow is an old, crippled man, and 

Libbie Custer crushed Sterling’s political ambitions before it could get started. The only thing 

standing between the syndicates and thousands of acres of southern timber is a single Black 

trooper on a Dakota trail.” 

He whirled toward the waiting overland stagecoach, his stride rigid and entirely devoid of 

human warmth. 

“We set the watch at the Mandan crossing,” Bretton growled. “We isolate the logistics 

wagon and then we secure the original registry. Finally, we terminate the claim before the river 

rises. If the sons think they can inherit the fathers' ciphers, they're going to find out that all this 

ends in the Dakota mud.” 
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CHAPTER 11 – Two Sides of a Triangle 

The April rain beat against the windows of the Sterling transit office. 

Cathy sat near the stove while William paced beside the drafting table. When Jonathan 

Reed entered, neither of them needed to ask why he had come. 

“The wire's from Bismarck,” Reed said. “Bretton's moved north. His men are waiting 

near the Mandan crossing.” 

William stopped. “For Carter?” 

Reed nodded. “The 9th Cavalry is expected through there with the survey party. Bretton 

knows it.” 

William's hand settled on the drafting table. “Then Aaron's walking into him.” 

“We need Elijah warned.” 

“I'll see that he is.” William crossed to the desk and opened a drawer. Inside lay 

correspondence bearing the seal of the War Department. 

Cathy noticed it. “What's that?” 

William hesitated. “Something I've been working on for Samuel.” He closed the drawer. 

“First we warn the Barlows.” 
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For four mornings Anna had worked through Ephraim Moses's cipher with the Geneva 

Bible open beside her. On the fourth, she stopped. “Sammy.” 

Samuel came around the table. 

Anna pointed to the lines she had copied onto the foolscap. “The deeds aren't with 

Aaron.” 

Samuel frowned. 

“Ephraim left them in Virginia. Buried near the meetinghouse pasture stone in 

Nansemond County.” 

Samuel read the coordinates twice. “Then Bretton's hunting the wrong man.” 

“No.” Anna looked up. “He's hunting the only man who can claim them.” That silenced 

him. 

“If Aaron dies before the claim is made,” she continued, “the papers may not matter.” 

Samuel looked at the photograph beside the Bible. “Then we have to warn him.” 

“He's twelve hundred miles away.” 

“I know where he is.” 

“Knowing isn't getting there.” 

Samuel pushed away from the table. “Then what good is any of this?” 

The door opened. William Sterling entered carrying a folded document. “More than you 

think.” He laid it on the table. 

Samuel saw the War Department seal. “What is it?” 

“Your appointment to West Point.”  

Samuel stared at him. Anna leaned forward. “West Point?” 

“I've spent a month getting it through,” William said. “You're to report this summer.” 
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Samuel picked up the document. “But Aaron needs help now.” 

“I know.” William placed a second set of papers beside the appointment. “Your route 

takes you west before you go east. I can get you through Omaha and into Dakota under military 

orders.” 

Samuel looked up. “To Aaron?” 

“Close enough to find him.” 

Anna's eyes moved from William to the cipher sheets. “And the deeds?” 

“Reed takes your work to Elijah. Let him deal with the courts. Samuel deals with Carter.” 

Samuel stared again at the appointment. West Point. 

For years the Army had belonged to his father's generation, to Gettysburg stories and the 

empty place in Thomas Barlow's vision. Now a War Department seal lay beneath Samuel's hand. 

“When do I leave?” 

“As soon as you're ready.” 

Samuel looked at Anna. She was already gathering the cipher sheets. 

William noticed. “Anna stays here.” 

She stopped. 

Samuel almost smiled. “You tell her.” 

William looked at Anna, reconsidered, and said nothing. 

She stacked the papers neatly. “I'll pack the ledger sheets.” 

Samuel reached for his coat. Only then did he look back at William. 

“Don't tell Pa yet.” 

William's expression changed. “Sam.” 

“He'll think I'm riding into his war.” 
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“Aren't you?” 

Samuel looked down at the West Point appointment. “No.” 

He folded it and slipped it inside his coat. “I'm riding into mine.”  

* * * 

 

The early morning fog had not yet lifted from the bluffs when the inbound passenger 

engine of the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul line shrieked to a pressurized halt against the 

Winona timber spurs. Great, boiling plumes of black coal smoke rolled into the chilly April air, 

smelling of soot and burning grease. 

Down on the wooden platform of the depot, the noise was immense. Tom and Marie 

Barlow stood close together beneath a shared wool shawl, Bernard and Rose Jereczek watched 

the baggage carts with quiet immigrant stoicism, and Sarah Miller kept a protective eye on 

Samuel and Anna as they adjusted their traveling satchels. 

It was a scene heavy with the silent anxiety of the western frontier wires. William 

Sterling walked beside his sister Cathy, his tailored black wool coat unbuttoned, his face flushing 

with the burning resolve of a man who had just secured his family's shield. Jonathan Reed trailed 

tightly behind them, a small, unadorned silver ring resting securely in his coat pocket—an 

unspoken certainty between him and Cathy that would find its public signature on these very 

planks before the final whistle blew. 

But as William dropped the heavy, official parchment document bearing the dark blue 

embossed seal of the War Department into Samuel’s hands, Tom Barlow stepped forward. His 

single gray eye went dead and narrow as he looked at the document. 
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“A West Point appointment, William?” Tom muttered, his voice a flat, gravelly rasp that 

stayed low in his chest to avoid the ears of the nearby passengers. “The boy is seventeen. The 

academy in New York doesn't even open its roll until June. Why are you handing him a uniform 

and routing him south toward the Omaha rail hub? Omaha is five hundred miles in the wrong 

direction if Bretton is waiting at the Mandan crossing.” 

William raised his arm. “He isn't deserting, Tom, and he isn't bound for New York yet. 

The War Department has him carrying courier dispatches out of Omaha up to Company D at the 

Mandan crossing before his first term begins.” 

“A courier's coat,” Marie whispered, her hand tightening around her husband's calloused 

arm as she caught the logic of it. “Bretton can't lay a finger on him without bringing the whole 

army down on his head.” 

Samuel looked down at the parchment warrant, his adventurous gray eyes wide with 

sudden realization. “I'm going west to deliver a warning, Father. I have to find Sergeant Aaron 

Carter and get his signature on these registry papers before I board the train east for West Point 

in June.” 

“And what about the legal track here?” Tom grumbled, turning his single clear eye 

toward Jonathan Reed. 

“That's why the line is splitting, Mr. Barlow,” Reed answered, his voice dropping into a 

determined drone. “Elijah Worthington is already dressing a shadow defense inside the St. Paul 

archives. Sarah and I are boarding this direct express train to St. Paul right now. We are 

delivering Anna's decrypted coordinate matrices straight to Elijah’s desk so he can file a caveat 

in the federal land registry before the evening mail stage leaves.” 
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Anna adjusted her linen bonnet, her bookkeeper's mind connecting the final coordinates 

of the countdown. “We are moving along two sides of a massive geographic triangle, Mr. 

Barlow. While Elijah uses the Nansemond and Henrico county courts to freeze the titles from the 

east, Sammy and I will use the Omaha rail spur to run north from the south. We will converge at 

the Mandan Crossing bottleneck before Marcus Bretton. We have to show the soldier his face in 

the text.” 

Tom Barlow stood silent for a long, heavy minute, the locomotive venting a pressurized 

plume of white steam that shrouded their boots in gray smoke. He looked at his red-haired son—

a boy carrying the ghost of Sam Miller’s name but wearing the crisp legal future of the regular 

army – and he knew the endurance was resting.  

“You watch the switches, Samuel,” Tom said softly, his rough fingers briefly gripping the 

boy's shoulder with unexpected, veteran intensity. “Out on the flats, the uniform only protects 

you if your breech block is clean. Go find the line.” 

While everyone waited for the train, Jonathan Reed reached into his rough civilian coat 

pocket, his calloused fingers extracting a small, unadorned silver ring – a simple piece of metal 

that carried the strength of a man who reckoned truth by its efficiency. He didn't drop to a 

theatrical knee, and he didn't offer a romantic fable. He stood straight, rigid, and perfectly 

squared as he held the silver band out in the open light of the train station. 

“I don't want to hold the printing engine alone anymore, Cathy,” Jonathan stated 

forcefully. “I want to accept my life to yours before this train leaves the station. Let’s set the 

plans today. When the children return from the Dakota trails with the soldier, we sign the 

registry.” 
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Cathy’s hazel eyes softened, a real, human smile finally clearing the anxiety from her 

intellectual brow. She didn't weep where the teamsters could see her; she simply reached out her 

small, rough-skinned hand and let him slide the silver band onto her finger, her palm closing 

firmly over his graphite-stained knuckles.  

“The contract is signed, Jonathan,” Cathy said in a hushed tone. “I’ll hold the ledger lines 

in Winona. You keep the press rolling in St. Paul. We dress the line together.” 

Marie Barlow clutched Tom’s good right arm with a maternal intensity, a teardrop falling 

down her face as she witnessed the proposal. Tom’s single gray eye softened beneath his black 

patch, his tensed jaw pulling into a rare, human smile of deep compassion that finally cleared the 

scar tissue on his cheek. Beside them, Bernard Jereczek folded his massive Baltic arms against 

the northern gale, letting out a booming, deep laugh of companionship that clapped against the 

framework of the depot. 

Sarah Miller stood precisely at the passenger car’s steps, her dark traveling dress 

brushing the sawdust drifts as she watched the ring settle onto Cathy's finger. The sight did not 

move her to grief for her late brother Sam; instead, the reality of their love acted like a wedge to 

clear the last traces of isolation from her own mind. She turned her eyes toward the north, where 

the tracks disappeared into the river bluffs toward St. Paul. She knew exactly what she had to say 

to Elijah Worthington the moment they stepped into his basement shadow office. 

Samuel Barlow looked down at the West Point warrant in his pocket, then up at his uncle 

William, and finally into Anna's steady gaze.  

“The conductor's calling the roll, Sammy,” Anna said levelly, her ink-stained fingers 

locking tightly into his calloused palm. “Let's board the car.” 

* * * 
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Farther to the west, the fog of the Missouri River basin broke apart against a wind-

whipped sea of high prairie grass, heralding the steady cadence of Company D’s return march. 

The Mandan stockyards sat like a low trap near the mouth of the crossing, surrounded by 

the barren, sunbaked bluffs of the northern trails. The spring thaw had turned the flats into a 

horrific, slick mire of red clay and melting hoarfrost that forced the horses into an exhausting 

haul. The air was filled with the chemical stench of locomotive coal smoke and the pungent tang 

of creosote brush. 

Sergeant Aaron Carter sat rigid in his leather saddle, his forage cap pulled low to block 

out the glare of the setting April sun. At thirty-six, his weather-beaten face showed a lifetime of 

worry and caution. For eighteen long years, he had worn the blue wool coat of the regular army 

under the alias of Aaron Carter, his true identity as Aaron Moses safely hidden behind the 

anonymity of the frontier muster rolls. 

He didn't know that his father Ephraim's secret ledger had just been unsealed in a Winona 

kitchen, or that his uncle William had secured a West Point warrant to protect his bloodline. But 

as the column neared the transit sheds of the NP line, his steady gray eyes fixed narrow on the 

landscape ahead. 

“The company scouts are reporting a civilian plan at the platform, Sergeant,” Private Jack 

Small muttered from the file beside him, his horse’s flank covered with white powder from the 

trail. “There's a line of unbadged freight agents checking the enlistment papers at the 

quartermaster's flats. They ain't regular army inspectors.” 

Aaron shifted his weight, his hand tightening around the walnut stock of his Sharps 

carbine. He reached into his coat, his fingers briefly brushing the dead assassin Silas Bretton’s 
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old pocketbook, which he had carried next to Tom Barlow's graphite note for a decade. The 

muscle memory of the Petersburg trenches went perfectly cold in his mind. 

The pieces of the conspiracy were slamming into place. The Department clerks weren't 

just running a systematic scheme to defraud back east; the wolf had successfully traced his 

deployment to this exact bottleneck, and the net was closing fast at his back. 

“Keep your muzzle steady, Jack,” Aaron answered levelly. “The high command thinks 

they're just routing us to a routine logistics transfer, but the text out here is written in steel. We 

don't ask for a surrender, and we don't beg for a general's rider. Form up Company D. If the 

paymaster's clerk wants to finish the tally at this crossing, by God, we will oblige them. 

Tomorrow we will be crossing the river.”  

* * * 

 

The platform of the Omaha hub was a wilderness of steam and shouting men. The 

midday sun did not clear the soot from the timber rafters; it hung low over the switches in a 

yellow chemical fog that smelled of carbolic oil, wet coal ash, and the heavy livestock scent of 

the stockyards down-track. Every three minutes, an engine from the Union Pacific line let out a 

pressurized, metallic shriek that completely drowned out the current of the Missouri River 

below. 

Samuel Barlow stood beneath the heavy overhang of the transit office, body locked in a 

defensive position that mirrored his father’s old soldier stance. His new civilian wool coat was 

buttoned clean to the collar, but it did not hide the restless, adventurous gray eyes that tracked 

the movement of three men lingering near the baggage checkpoint. Beside him, Anna Jereczek 
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held her bookkeeper's satchel tight against her calico apron, her dark eyes mapping the room 

with the calculating focus of a tiny logistics clerk. 

“They aren't regular railway marshals, Sammy,” Anna whispered. “Look at the boots 

under their civilian trousers. Caked in the red trail grease of the southern spurs. Marcus Bretton's 

regulators have already set the sieve here to block the northern express.” 

“Keep your chin up, Anna,” Samuel muttered, his hand sliding deep into his inner 

waistcoat pocket where the heavy parchment warrant rested next to his grandfather Isaac’s old 

silver pocket watch. 

As they neared the gate, a tall, hard-eyed man in a grease-stained civilian wool coat 

stepped out from a row of logistics crates, his hand resting lazily near the lapel where the walnut 

grip of a Starr revolver lay hidden. “Passes, clerks,” the regulator growled, his narrow flinty eyes 

drilling into Samuel's red hair. “The land syndicates have an audit annex on this car. No local 

emigrants or private field riders allowed on the Mandan vanguard spur.” 

Samuel didn't hesitate. He didn't drop his eyes, and he didn't look for a civilian marshal. 

Relying on the unyielding firmness his uncle William had hammered into him on the Winona 

planks, he drew the heavy, official document from his waistcoat and drove it straight against the 

regulator's chest. The dark blue embossed seal of the War Department gleamed under the amber 

gas lamp. 

“This is an official West Point appointment signed by the President of the United States, 

mister,” Samuel stated. “I am a Cadet Officer of the regular service routing west via the 

Secretary’s explicit mandate to deliver the post-battle logistics manifests to Company D's escort 

detachment at the Mandan crossing. If you place a finger on this satchel, you lay hands on a 

cadet officer of the United States on the Secretary's own orders. That is assault on a federal 
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courier, mister — a penitentiary offense — and those troopers will have your regulators in chains 

before the train clears the yard.” 

The regulator froze, his tensed jaw locking as his fingers brushed the edge of the blue 

seal. He looked from look in the boy’s eyes to the official signature of the Secretary of War, then 

back again. The legal shield held. He stepped back, an expression of frustration breaking through 

his face as he waved them through the gate. 

“The car is waiting, Cadet Barlow,” Anna said levelly, her ink-stained fingers locking 

tightly into his calloused palm as the conductor called the boarding roll. “Let's board the line.” 

* * * 

 

Three hundred miles to the northeast, the administrative calm of the St. Paul Federal 

Building was choked with the sharp reek of ink plates and the scent of roasted coffee beans. 

Elijah Worthington sat behind the walnut desk of the high land patent repository, his 

spectacles caught in the flickering amber glare of the gas lamps. His left arm, crooked where the 

old break had knit badly beneath his gray Quaker shirt, ached with a persistent heat, but his 

fingers remained perfectly steady as he pinned Anna's decrypted scriptural grids down over the 

open pages of the public registry. Beside him stood Sarah Miller, her dark traveling dress 

brushing the rough timber floorboards, her hazel eyes wide with a maternal intensity that 

anchored him against the ticking of the clock. 

“The St. Paul news engines are rolling the print sheets now, Elijah,” Sarah whispered 

gently, her fingers closing tightly around his calloused right hand. “Jonathan Reed has the front 

pages typeset by hand. If the court accepts these coordinate matrices, the syndicates cannot claim 

the Nansemond timber tracts, even if William’s recount fails in the legislature.” 
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“The law protects the contract, Sarah, so long as the record stays clean of the fraud,” 

Elijah stated. 

He dipped his steel pen into the deep blue well and signed his full legal name—Elijah 

Penrose Worthington, Special Agency Inspector—across the bottom of the caveat manifest. With 

that single scratch of ink, the linear equations of the federal land office were permanently 

rewritten.  

Elijah signed the caveat. The order did not decide ownership of the land. It did something 

more important: it prevented anyone else from claiming ownership until the dispute could be 

heard. For the first time in twenty years, the syndicate's timetable had stopped moving. 

The basement office of the Department of the Dakota was dead silent save for the rapid 

scratch-blot of Elijah’s steel pen against the registry parchment. Elijah blotted the parchment and 

then turned his eyes up to look into Sarah's steady gaze. The long, silent decade of his isolation 

seemed to fall away into the floorboards, replaced by the reality of the woman before him. 

“The caveat is filed and the title dispute is frozen, Sarah. The legal tracks are laid here.” 

Elijah spoke softly, his voice carrying a human warmth. “But the text out west is still unwritten. 

If Marcus Bretton kills the boy at the Mandan crossing, the syndicate wins the title by default.”  

The amber kerosene glare cast his profile in sharp lines against the limestone arches, 

catching the dark stains of the ink beneath his fingernails. His breath came slow and heavy and 

with one final loop of his wrist, he pressed the official seal down, fracturing the land syndicate's 

legal trap and embedding the First Seed coordinates permanently into the federal archives. 

He set the pen down, his shoulders relaxing inside his gray Quaker shirt as he slowly 

leaned back into the split-timber frame of his chair.  

“The record is set now.” Elijah said with a heavy sigh of relief. 
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Sarah did not step back into the corridor shadows. She stood unmoving by the high 

wooden ledger shelves, her hands slowly loosening their desperate grip on her calico apron. She 

looked at the crooked arm he still carried stiff against his chest, at the stiff, scarred fingers that 

had spent a decade moving troop manifests to buy a faceless soldier his time in the dark. The 

silence between them wasn't the cautious uncertainty of the Winona boardwalks anymore; it was 

an open page that had been waiting twenty years for a signature. 

“I have spent twenty years chewing on dry ashes and hiding behind a dead wall, Elijah,” 

Sarah spoke softly. She walked to the edge of the walnut layout desk, her eyes filled with peace. 

“When the War Eagle carried the boys away in 1861, I thought the text of my life had 

been written for good. My brother Sam got torn to pieces in the corn stalks at Antietam, and I let 

this town turn his memory into a beautiful fable so they wouldn't have to look at the blood in the 

dirt. I stayed behind, Elijah. I sat on Cathy’s porch and let the winter lock my heart in silver 

glass, because I believed that surviving was a form of betrayal to the names left behind in the 

clover.” 

She reached out, her hand sliding gently across the parchment sheets until her fingers 

closed over his stiff right hand, anchoring him against the heavy thump of the hallway clock. 

“But you didn't hide behind a plow, and you didn't fold your hands in a quiet First Day 

meetinghouse to escape the unkind whispers. You took up a cross no regular soldier could carry. 

I have watched you spend ten years sitting in these offices bleeding your own body file by file to 

obstruct for someone you don't even know. You have been the invisible shield, Elijah. You have 

faced the Department's unvarnished malice and Marcus Bretton's hired thugs, and you have done 

it entirely alone, without a single brass band to play you into the field.” 

Tears fell through the grime on her cheek, but her chin remained rigid with resolve. 
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“I know the texture of the work ahead, and I know the road toward the Mandan crossing 

is long and dark. The syndicates own the local marshals and they will try to outrun our lifetimes 

to burn these records. But I am done mourning the dead, Elijah, and I am done letting the ghosts 

of the First Minnesota decide my worth. I love you. Not as a schoolgirl dreaming of a romantic 

triumph, but as a woman who has managed the gathering storm and chosen her vanguard.” 

She lifted his ink-stained hand, her fingers interlocking tightly with his calloused palm 

with an unexpected, powerful intensity. 

“I am boarding that midnight express car to Mandan beside you. We are going to take 

this West Point warrant and these registry sheets, and we are going to face the steel out west 

together. I want to commit my life to yours right here in the shadow of this junction, Elijah 

Penrose Worthington. Marry me. Let’s sign the contract before the morning train clears the 

switches.”  

* * * 

 

The alkaline dirt of the North Overland trail did not merely settle over the tracking files 

of the land office; it hardened into a trap at a place known as Green River Station, fifty miles 

south of the Missouri River loops. 

It was June of 1882. Inside the cramped interior of the timber telegraph shack, Captain 

Marcus Bretton stood over the operator’s walnut layout desk, his dark kidskin gloves stained 

gray. On the floorboards lay the garrison dispatch rider from Fort Riley—bound tight with 

leather harness straps and his mouth stuffed with a rag. 
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Beside Bretton, Horatio Wilkes was methodically tearing open the leather lining of the 

government mail satchel with his hunting knife, pulling out a thick stack of routine cavalry 

manifests. 

“No movement orders in this pouch, Captain,” Wilkes said, his smirk thinning. “We have 

the name — Sergeant Aaron Carter, third re-enlistment, Company D — but Worthington's fog 

still hides the timetable. We know the man. We don't know the hour.” 

“The clerk is an architect of numbers, Wilkes, but he is still a clerk,” Bretton replied, his 

eyes looking into a secret column of horse-ration vouchers stenciled with the purple-ink seal of 

the Department of the Missouri. “Look at the totals for these expenditures. For ten years, 

Worthington has been routing phantom supply flatbeds to Fort Laramie. But look at the tonnage. 

Look at the precision of the ammunition passes.” 

Bretton drew out his brass compass and placed it across the parchment sheets, his 

analytical mind tracking the geometric layout of the troop movements with the experience of a 

veteran commander. He stopped the steel point precisely over a routine forage sheet stenciled 

with a horse-ration receipt. 

“The math don't lie, Wilkes,” Bretton growled. “The company deployed to haul this 

timber isn't a teamster crew in Omaha. The weight of the grain matches the exact consumption of 

forty horses. It’s Company D – forty troopers. And the soldier counter-signing the ledger isn't a 

ghost.” 

He slammed his fist down onto the walnut desk with enough force that caused the brass 

inkwells to rattle against their seats. The numbers confirmed the locator sheet, line for line — the 

fog hadn't lifted, but for the first time, Bretton could see the timetable through it.  
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“There, see it? Sergeant Aaron Carter — the sheet was true, and the tonnage proves the 

company at his shoulder.” His finger stopped on the movement column, and his voice dropped to 

a near-whisper. “And here is the traverse, Wilkes. He's escorting the boundary surveyors' 

logistics train — and the only crossing that will take those wagons is the Mandan bottleneck.” 

He whirled away from the table and looked out at his four regulators waiting in the saddle 

outside the cedar curbs. For twenty years the syndicates had chased a name through 

Worthington's fog. A name was no longer the prize. The prize was a place and an hour — and 

Marcus Bretton had just won both. 

“The watch becomes a trap, Wilkes,” Bretton growled, checking the hammer of his Starr 

revolver before buttoning his heavy black coat straight to the collar. “We don't wait at the 

crossing anymore. When those wagons enter the bottleneck, the net snaps shut — and by God, 

we're going to end him once and for all.”  
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CHAPTER 12 – Mandan Crossing 

The light rain that had begun as a gray mist in the Mississippi valley turned into a steady 

rain by the time the western trails collided at the Missouri River. 

The Mandan rail crossing was a screaming furnace of industrial iron and raw frontier 

elements. The half-finished wooden depot sat precariously on the western bank, flanked by the 

massive, unfinished stone piers of the Northern Pacific bridge. The air was a thick fog of coal 

smoke and parched prairie sand. The noise was immense – an unceasing, earth-shaking roar of 

locomotives venting steam while thousand-head herds of cattle bellowed in the pens down-track. 

Captain Marcus Bretton stood inside the open timber frame of the transit shed, his heavy 

black civilian coat covered in mud. His narrow, flinty eyes were fixed entirely on the northern 

stockyard trail. The rain finally stopped, leaving the air thick with humidity. 

Beside him, Agent Wilkes was thumbing through a stack of manifests, his fingers still 

dripping from the rain. Hiding behind the timber curbs of the freight platforms, four private 

regulators held their Winchester rifles low with their faces hidden beneath the brims of their hats. 
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“The wagons are entering the perimeter, Captain,” Wilkes muttered. “Company D has 

just halted at the quartermaster’s post. The Black regular—Sergeant Carter—he is riding at the 

right flank of the lead wagon. He’s completely isolated from the main garrison file.” 

“Then we close the trap,” Bretton growled, his hand ready to draw out his Starr revolver 

beneath his coat. “No marshals, no clerks. We can finish this business before he leaves these 

planks.” 

At the edge of the stockyard rail siding, Sergeant Aaron Carter sat rigid in his leather 

saddle, his forage cap pulled low. His eyes alert as he tracked a line of unbadged civilian land 

agents blocking the path to the freight railcars. 

“Dismount by detail!” Aaron commanded, his deep voice stabilizing the six Buffalo 

Soldiers riding behind him. 

Before Private Jack Small could even slip his boot from the stirrup, the trap snapped shut 

across the platform. 

“Sergeant Aaron Carter!” Marcus Bretton shouted, stepping out from the timber framing 

into the open mud. His regulators moved with him, their Winchester barrels rising through the 

humid fog with an executioner’s precision. “Your deployment with the 9th Cavalry ends today, 

boy. You will sign this release for the Nansemond land tracts immediately, or your file is forever 

marked deceased before the morning locomotive rolls east.” 

Aaron didn't panic. A veteran who had seen the high-water mark at the Petersburg Crater 

was cool and measured. His hand tightened around the walnut stock of his Sharps carbine. 

“Attention Company D! Do not follow any orders from a land speculator's ledger,” Aaron 

forcefully commanded. “We are here legal and clean, and this here carbine enforces the 

contract.” 
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“Your contract is a dead letter,” Bretton spat. Then turning to face his regulators, he 

commanded, “Men, ready your weapons to fire—” 

“Hold your volleys!” A voice from the other side of the platform yelled. 

* * * 

 

A commanding roar cut straight through the locomotive hiss from the southern edge of 

the platform. The heavy cedar door of the Northern Pacific express car slammed open, and 

seventeen-year-old Samuel Barlow jumped onto the platform planks. In his right hand, he held 

his formal West Point warrant aloft like a guide-on, forcing his body directly between the 

regulators and the Buffalo Soldiers. Behind him, Anna Jereczek stepped onto the platform, her 

face pale but perfectly steady as she clutched a heavy satchel against her apron. 

“Stand down, Captain Bretton!” Samuel bellowed. “I am a Cadet Officer on an active 

military mission for the Department of the Platte! This cavalry detachment is under the exclusive 

jurisdiction of the regular army courier service! If your regulators fire a single lead ball across 

these planks, you are committing a crime against the United States command!” 

Bretton’s face turned into a mask of pure fury. He looked at the boy's red hair, but he did 

not check his stance and he did not lower his hand from the grip of his revolver. 

“You're a hell of a long way from the Hudson River cliffs, schoolboy,” Bretton 

threatened, his voice vibrating with dangerous malice. “And the regular army don't run the 

railroad switches on a private rail line.” 

“The title is locked, Bretton!” Another voice commanded. 

Through the shifting curtains of locomotive steam at the back of the platform, Elijah 

Worthington materialized near the water tower, his crooked left arm held stiff against his side. 
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Beside him walked Sarah Miller, her dark dress covered in trail grime, anchoring his stride. 

Elijah marched straight into the shade of the transit shed, driving a certified document flat 

against Agent Wilkes's chest. “I believe you know who I am…I made sure the caveat was 

endorsed and entered into the federal land registry in Nansemond and Henrico county three days 

ago! The survey coordinates are officially recorded under the First Seed plots! The titles are 

clouded until the court rules!” 

Agent Wilkes looked down at the certified blue-ink seal on Elijah’s papers, his face 

turning completely white. “Captain... it's of record. So long as the sergeant lives, Richmond 

won't touch it.” 

For one second, the only sound was the rhythmic clacking of a switching freight engine 

on the siding. Elijah and Samuel stood rigid, waiting for the legal loophole to force the provost's 

hand, just as it had at the Fort Stockton gates. 

But corporate expansion had outgrown the rules of the courtroom. 

“Then to hell with the courts!” Bretton roared. 

He didn't argue the legalities. With a violent snap of his wrist, Bretton cleared his holster 

and fired point-blank into the platform timbers at Samuel’s feet. 

The platform standoff broke into a sudden, raucous eruption of gunfire. 

“Take the line!” Aaron Carter ordered, swinging his Sharps carbine to the shoulder as the 

six Buffalo Soldiers of Company D dropped into defensive positions behind the stockyard rails. 

Two sharp rifle cracks from Bretton's regulators reverberated off the transit sheds and shattered 

the glass window of the express car into a rain of silver shards. 
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Samuel lunged forward, using his body to shield Anna, but Bretton didn't aim for the 

cadet. The provost targeted the evidence chain. He jumped through the locomotive steam and 

yanked the leather strap of Anna’s bookkeeper satchel. 

“Sammy! The ledger!” Anna shrieked, her small boots skidding across the planks while 

she physically resisted the pull. 

Samuel whirled around and drove a hard right fist straight into Bretton's tensed jaw. The 

blow jarred the older man backward, but Bretton did not lose his grip on the leather strap. One of 

his regulators rushed in, swinging the heavy barrel of his Winchester rifle in a brutal arc. The 

steel struck Samuel across the shoulder, throwing the red-haired cadet hard against the splintered 

edges of the wooden baggage cart. 

Before Aaron Carter could clear the crossfire to reach the center of the platform, Bretton 

drew his hunting knife and sliced clean through the leather seams of the satchel. He ripped the 

contents free—not the routine frontier vouchers or the food manifests, but the certified 

coordinate matrices and the decrypted scriptural sheets Anna had spent four mornings copying 

from the Geneva Bible. 

“Captain! The detachment from the fort is headed this way!” Wilkes screamed from the 

rear baggage flatbeds while a chorus of military bugles sounded the alarm. 

Bretton did not wait for a garrison arrest. He shoved the decrypted map sheets deep into 

his heavy coat, leaving the shredded leather satchel to clatter uselessly onto the platform boards. 

“We have the coordinates now, Wilkes! Everyone, clear out!” Bretton shouted, giving 

one final look of hatred at Elijah. 

He did not deliver a theatrical threat. In total silence, Bretton and his regulators jumped 

from the platform onto their mounts waiting and disappeared into the river bottoms. 
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The firefight ceased as quickly as it had erupted. 

“All cars aboard! Eastbound express clearing the siding!” the conductor's panicked shriek 

bounced off the timber beams. He wasn’t a man that would be delayed, gunfight or not. 

Samuel pulled himself up from the baggage cart, his teeth clenched against the dull pain 

in his shoulder. He looked down at the empty leather satchel at Anna’s feet. 

“They took the code, Anna,” Samuel choked out. “The true boundaries... the location of 

the First Seed deeds. We kept the soldier alive, but we lost the proof.” 

Anna adjusted her wet bonnet, her eyes flaring. She reached out and locked her hand into 

his, anchoring him against the noise of the arriving troops. 

“They took the paper, Sammy,” Anna said. “But they don't have the key. I spent four 

days calculating those columns by touch. The text isn't just sitting in the southern dirt anymore—

it’s sitting right here in my head. Let them ride for Virginia. They still can't clear the title without 

Aaron's signature, and they don't know the exact geometry until I draw the line.” 

On the other end of the rail siding, Sergeant Aaron Carter slowly lowered his carbine, his 

eyes puzzled by the sight of the seventeen-year-old cadet officer who had just taken a terrific 

blow to enforce the contract. The formal distance of rank and military discipline kept them far 

apart as the locomotive vented a blinding plume of white steam between them. 

Samuel hoisted Anna into the passenger car just as the wheels began to turn, his West 

Point warrant tucked flat against his ribs. Elijah and Sarah stood close on the wet planks beside 

the logistics boxes, their fingers interlocked and feeling secure even as the crisis shifted to a 

desperate race against the clock. As the train shrieked out of the Mandan siding toward the east, 

Samuel looked back through the glass windows, watching the lone Black regular standing rigid 
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in his stirrups against the gray sky—a soldier holding his steel in the dark until the final 

reckoning.  

* * * 

 

The click-clack of the rail car wheels against the joints was a steady, low rumble as the 

eastbound express carried them away from the smoking platforms of the Mandan Crossing. 

Inside the dim passenger car, the air was a tight pocket of heat that smelled of wet wool 

and parched coal ash. The chaotic friction of the showdown—the flash of Samuel’s West Point 

warrant, the cold venom of Marcus Bretton’s snarl, and the fleeting, silent look between the two 

generations—remained suspended in the shadows of the carriage. 

Elijah sat rigid against the wooden framing of the seat, his crooked left arm cradled 

against his chest, his dark eyes staring unblinkingly out the window sashes at the passing fog. 

Sarah sat precisely at his side, her fingers still tightly interlocked with his right palm to anchor 

him against the violent motion of the train. 

For miles, the administrative calm of his mind had kept him silent, analyzing the legal 

tracking of the victory. But as the locomotive whistled a long, pressurized shriek across the river 

bluffs, Elijah slowly turned his head to look into Sarah’s hazel eyes. The unyielding Quaker 

firmness that had defined his decade-long labor inside the Bureau offices finally softened, 

carrying the human warmth she had demanded. 

“I have thought over thy proposal through every mile of track since we left St. Paul, 

Sarah,” Elijah spoke softly. 

“I spent years believing that this was a cross I had to carry alone. But watching you stand 

beside me in the sleet on the platform defying Bretton's regulators, I realized the truth of our line. 
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It is time, Sarah. I am done letting old guilt and government syndicates dictate the boundaries of 

my life, and I am done waiting for a future that we should be building right now.” 

He squeezed her hand with unexpected, intense pressure, his stiff fingers binding into her 

palm.  

“When this train reaches the junction tomorrow, we aren't stopping to unpack. We are 

transferring straight to the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul line. We are journeying straight to 

Chicago to get married immediately, and we are going to spend our honeymoon there. We will 

let the syndicates chase our paper trails while we finally take the peace we’ve earned.” 

Sarah’s hazel eyes widened, a real, human warmth finally clearing the premonition from 

her brow. He said the word “We” to her.  

She didn't weep where the conductors could see her; she simply pulled his hand closer 

against her apron, her heart beating a focused cadence against her blouse. The vows were 

unwritten, the legal battle against the land syndicates was far from over, and the countdown to 

the final reckoning was still ticking in the dark. 

* * * 

 

The high frosted window sashes of the Sterling transit office rattled as a wet rain swept 

down Third Street, carrying the heavy scent of thawed northern pine and fresh sawdust from the 

levee planks. 

Inside, the office was a warm, quiet sanctuary. Cathy Sterling sat at the long walnut 

layout table, her small hand unconsciously resting over the unadorned silver ring Jonathan had 

slid onto her finger on the platform. She was methodically matching shipping receipts against the 

new secondary logistics channels they had drawn up to shield the family's assets. Across from 
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her, Jonathan Reed, back from St. Paul on the morning packet, sat on an upturned timber box, his 

hands permanently covered in the ink of the midnight print runs as he typeset the morning's 

galley proofs by hand. 

The low, familiar drone of their quiet work was suddenly broken by the sharp, electric 

snapping of the office telegraph key against its brass seat. 

Tick-tick-clack. Clack-tick-tick. 

Jonathan went perfectly still, dropping his layout pencil against the wood as he tracked 

the rapid cadence of the incoming circuit. Cathy stood up to her full height, her intellectual brow 

wrinkling with an immediate, protective anxiety as she hurried to the sound. Jonathan grabbed a 

clean scrap of foolscap, his fingers rapidly transcribing as the wire translated the mechanical 

signals straight from the St. Paul junction. 

He stopped writing. A slow, genuine smile—the first real expression of relief that had 

cleared his sharp features since Marcus Bretton had left for the northern spurs. 

“It's from Elijah, Cathy,” Jonathan murmured. “Look at the lines.” 

Cathy leaned over his shoulder, her hazel eyes wide as she read the hurried transcription: 

ARRIVED ST PAUL JUNCTION SECURE VIA NORTHERN PACIFIC STOP  

DISPATCH FILED BY WIRE TO NANSEMOND & HENRICO COUNTY CLERKS STOP 

CAVEAT LOCKED TO FIRST SEED PLOTS STOP  

CLOCK IS FROZEN STOP  

TAKING SARAH FROM TRAIL SPECIALLY TO INTERCEPT CHICAGO SPUR STOP 

GETTING MARRIED IMMEDIATELY THERE TONIGHT STOP  

HONEYMOON TO FOLLOW IN THE CITY STOP  

BRETTON EXPOSED STOP  
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THE LINE IS DRESSED STOP 

 — E W 

Cathy let out a long, ragged breath, the tight premonition that had weighed down her 

calico apron for weeks finally loosening and dropping to the floorboards. A tear cut a clean path 

through her pale cheek, but her jaw remained straight and firm with pride. 

“They did it, Jonathan,” Cathy whispered softly, her fingers interlocking tightly with his 

calloused palm, anchoring him against the thundering rumble of the steam sawmills downriver. 

“Elijah held the gap from the east, and Sarah pulled him out of the shadows. The contract is 

signed in Chicago tonight.” 

Jonathan pulled her close against his rough civilian wool overcoat, his steady gaze fixed 

narrow on the window where the storm was finally breaking over Sugar Loaf Bluff. 

“The fathers preserved the Union, Cathy,” Jonathan said resolutely. “And the home guard 

held the valley today. Let the syndicates audit their dead sheets. By God, we’re ready for the 

countdown.” 

* * * 

 

The wind coming off the Missouri River bluffs did not carry the heat of the Trans-Pecos 

desert; it drove down the valley of the Heart River in a lean, cutting draft that smelled of dry 

prairie grass and rain. 

Company D's escort detachment rode through the timber gates of the Mandan rail camp 

at a walk, their horses' flanks covered with the gray mud of the Cheyenne River loops. Detached 

north from Fort Riley, they had spent the weeks since the showdown in the saddle, riding the 

boundary commission's survey escort before turning back for the rail camp. At the flank of the 
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disciplined file rode Sergeant Aaron Carter, his posture straight, rigid, and perfectly squared 

inside his coarse blue wool coat.  

Several weeks had passed since the showdown on these same platforms, but the scent of 

the sulfur coal fog and the cold venom of Marcus Bretton's snarl still hung in his mind. He had 

looked the red-haired cadet officer directly in the eye across that smoking rail platform, and he 

knew the contract was signed in steel. 

“Dismount by detail! Stable guards, report to the quartermaster's flats!” Aaron’s 

command rolled down the garrison lane and stabilized the tired troopers. 

Inside the low adobe headquarters office, Post Adjutant Lieutenant Stevens sat behind a 

high wooden composing desk, his pen scratching a rapid tick-tick rhythm against a fresh 

manifest sheet. 

“Your detachment logs are lawful, Sergeant Carter,” Stevens said without looking up 

from his columns of numbers. “And Colonel Hatch has approved your warrant — you carry the 

diamond of First Sergeant of Company D from today. But the War Department wires just cleared 

the circuit from Omaha. The high command is shifting the chess pieces again. Company D is 

ordered to pack their kits and transfer permanent headquarters south to Fort Robinson, Nebraska 

by the turn of the week.” 

Aaron didn't flinch. He stood unmoving by the walnut railing, his large hands resting 

steady on the latch of his carbine kit. “Fort Robinson is the heart of the Pine Ridge agency trails, 

Lieutenant. That’s a long, exposed march through the land syndicate’s territory.” 

“It is,” Stevens muttered, finally lifting his head, a slow expression of bureaucratic 

confusion breaking through the exhaustion on his face. “And it's a miracle you're even on the 

roster to go.” 
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The officer pulled a thick, leather-bound portfolio from the shelves—the official locator 

annex for the Department of the Platte. “For several weeks, private field agents from the 

syndicate have been lingering, demanding a full audit of your enlistment record. They have three 

separate civil subpoenas stenciled with the name Aaron Moses, looking to isolate a veteran from 

the old 23rd USCT.” 

Stevens shook his head, pointing a calloused finger down a secret column of figures 

stenciled with a dark, purple ink seal. “But every time their investigators pull a file, the 

paperwork dissolves into a dead letter. Look at these, Sergeant.” 

Aaron leaned over the rail, his steady gray eyes tracking the precise, elegant geometry of 

the script sheets. It was Elijah Worthington’s shadow defense operating at maximum efficiency 

from the St. Paul archives. 

The record did not list a Sergeant Aaron Carter or a freedman named Aaron Moses. 

Instead, Elijah had quietly altered the logistics paths, misdirecting the troop movement wires and 

burying Aaron’s identity beneath thousands of pages of routine, meaningless frontier vouchers. 

In one column, his detachment was listed as a teamster crew hauling forage sheet timber to Fort 

Laramie; in another, his name was misspelled as A. Cord and logged under a horse-ration receipt 

for the Department of the Missouri. 

The bureaucracy in Washington had created a massive administrative wall that no 

corporate attorney could pierce. Bretton's shadow hunters were running blind; they were hunting 

a ghost through a mountain of post-battle logistics manifests, entirely unable to wash the title 

clean while Elijah held the registry keys. 

“The inspectors don't know if you're a cook in Omaha or a scout in the Black Hills,” 

Stevens drawled. “They’ve cleanly trapped themselves in their own paperwork.” 
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“The fog buys us our time, Lieutenant,” Aaron stated flatly as he reached into his coat 

pocket, his fingers briefly brushing Silas Bretton’s old leather pocketbook next to Tom Barlow's 

note. “But the clock out on the plains is still ticking. The syndicates won't stay blind forever.” 

He gave a crisp, respectful military salute, whirled away from the desk, and marched 

back out into the wind-whipped courtyard of the Mandan camp. The sun was setting over the 

western bluffs, and the cold northern wind let out a long, howling shriek against the cedar sashes. 

The parallel march of the 1880s was officially open; the fathers had frozen the ledger in the 

snow, the younger generation was holding the legal shield, and First Sergeant Aaron Carter was 

ready to ride south to Fort Robinson to keep his steel in the stirrups until the final reckoning 

called them home.  
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CHAPTER 13 – West Point Days 

The transition out of the chaotic western rail junctions was not a gradual settling; it was a 

violent assault on the senses as Samuel Barlow stepped directly into a blinding kiln of granite 

and gray wool. 

The sweltering heat of the Hudson Valley during the midsummer of 1882 hung over the 

plain of West Point. The air tasted of bitter tailor’s chalk and the sharp smell of fresh bootblack. 

Every breath was like inhaling heated lead. 

The landscape appeared as a monstrous, unrecognizable fortress of rigid stone angles and 

gravel ruts that completely erased the soft, limestone memories of Sugar Loaf Bluff. The ground 

beneath Samuel's boots was not the spongy loam of the north pasture—it was an unyielding crust 

of parched mountain flint that forced his legs into a stiff, robotic haul under the unceasing glare 

of the tactical officers. 

The noise was immense. It wasn't the thundering roar of the Mandan locomotives or the 

bellowing cattle pens down-track, but the sharp, zip-thud of a hundred pairs of iron-shod heels 

striking the gravel in flawless tactical discipline. Above the bark of the cadet corporals, there was 
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a steady, metallic hum that shook through the stone yard. It was the architecture of the regular 

army crushing the farm boy down to the roots. 

“Look straight ahead, plebe!” a voice commanded viciously from the shadow of the cadet 

barracks. A third-year corporal, his immaculate gray civilian wool coat buttoned clean to his 

throat despite the humidity, stepped into Samuel’s guard, his face a mask of pure, calculated 

authority. “You are an experiment of the state now, Barlow! Your uncle’s political favors don't 

carry an ounce of muscle on these planks!” 

Samuel didn't scramble to answer, and he didn't drop his gray eyes. He stood unmoving 

against the raw stone wall of the academy workshop, his broad shoulders locking like a timber 

brace to hold his place in the file. But the adventurous spirit that had once hollered First Smoke 

from the Winona levee planks was being systematically stripped away. 

The final execution of his frontier youth did not happen on an open trail; it took place in 

the academy barber shop, choked with the scent of lye soap and parched hair sheets. 

“Sit down, cadet,” the barber said with indifference. 

Samuel sat rigid on the three-legged stool, his hands tightly gripping the walnut arms of 

the chair as the shears rose through the shade with a mechanical precision. The first sharp pass of 

the cold steel clashed jarringly against his neck, and the shock of the impact traveled straight to 

his knuckles. 

With a brutal, robotic friction, his shock of thick, unruly red hair—the final visual anchor 

to the ghost of Sam Miller and the innocence of the Winona pasture—was shorn clean to the 

skull, falling in heavy, dark-red drifts across the white canvas sheet. The cold razor drove home 

against his crown until the bare bone of his forehead was exposed. 
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He looked down at his own hands, now resting flat against the coarse trousers issued by 

the War Department. At the age of seventeen, he wasn't property, and he wasn't a runaway clerk 

anymore. He was Cadet Samuel Barlow of the United States Military Academy, and his uniform 

was his own destiny. Tucked deep within the mattress of his barracks bunk rested the heavy 

parchment warrant and the memory of the code. If Marcus Bretton’s syndicates were waiting for 

the timeline to expire out west, Samuel meant to master the procedures of the state until his own 

hand held the legislative authority to enforce the contract. The parallel march of the 1880s had 

officially claimed his blood, and the future was locked in stone. 

* * * 

 

The promise made on the train platform was kept before the first frost. On a crisp 

October morning in 1882, Cathy Sterling and Jonathan Reed were married in the same small 

church where Tom and Marie had spoken their vows, with William, the Barlows, and the 

Jereczeks filling the front pews and Elijah and Sarah home from Chicago to witness the contract. 

There was no brass band and no St. Paul orator—only the plain silver ring, a short prayer, and a 

church register that the bride signed as Catherine Sterling Reed. 

* * * 

 

The rhythmic, earth-shaking boom-thud of the three-inch rifled ordnance did not merely 

echo off the high cliffs of the Hudson Highlands; it violently rattled the transit sheets of the 

artillery laboratory, casting a gray sulfur haze over the drafting tables. 

By the summer of 1886, Cadet Adjutant Samuel Barlow had completely outgrown the 

thin-soled civilian boots of his Winona youth. At twenty-one, his broad shoulders filled the 
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flawless, gold-buttoned gray wool coat of a West Point upperclassman with the rigid architecture 

of an engineering brace. His shorn skull had grown back into a short, disciplined cap of deep 

auburn-red hair, and his adventurous gray eyes had narrowed into the cold, calculating focus of a 

ballistic clerk. 

Samuel stood over a massive walnut layout table, his right hand methodically adjusting a 

brass calculating scale across a field map of the western territories. His face was cast in shadow. 

“The trajectory of a projectile is mathematical science, Cadet Barlow,” the tactical 

instructor stated, pointing a calloused finger toward a breech block. “But a military fortification 

is only as secure as the legal baseline protecting the dirt beneath it.” 

Samuel didn't look up from his geometric columns. “The baseline out west is shifting, sir. 

The telegraph wires from the Department of the Platte report that the Congress is finalizing the 

Dawes Act.” 

His fingers went perfectly still against the map coordinates. He knew the structural layout 

of the new federal scheme. The land syndicates in Washington had given up on trying to pierce 

Elijah’s obstruction with individual warrants; instead, they had deployed a massive fraud. By 

forcing the western tribes to dissolve their communal treaty lands into individual, parsed 

allotments, the Department of the Interior was quietly opening thousands of acres of “surplus” 

frontier tracts to northern buyers. 

It was a brilliant corporate sieve. On the reservations, the allotment law was carving 

communal treaty lands into individual plots, and every acre the Interior declared 'surplus' flowed 

straight to northern buyers — giving the syndicate's agents legal cover to audit every agency 

register in the territory. And back east, the syndicate's Richmond lawyers were moving for the 

quiet-title decree that would wash the Nansemond claim clean by order of the court. Marcus 
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Bretton's shadow network was racing to get that decree sealed before Samuel could graduate to a 

field command. 

Samuel reached into his inner pocket, his knuckles catching on his grandfather Isaac's old 

silver pocket watch. He wasn't going to let the clerks cross Aaron Carter's name off the rolls. He 

was mastering the trajectory of heavy siege ordnance and the intricacies of federal jurisprudence 

for one specific purpose: to remain steadfast out on the plains. 

* * * 

 

The morning of June 12, 1886, did not break with the soft, rolling green pastures of the 

Winona valley; it fell across the plain of West Point in a hard, blinding glaze of midsummer heat 

that baked the granite cliffs of the Hudson River until the air shimmered like glass. 

The parade ground was a flawless, geometric expanse of parched earth and discipline. 

Standing in precise, motionless files before the long gray stone barracks, the graduating class of 

1886 formed a rigid architecture of military force. The air was thick with the chemical scents of 

stiffened leather. Every breath tasted of hot sand and charcoal grit. 

Cadet First Captain Samuel Barlow stood at the vanguard of the column, his broad 

shoulders locked like a timber brace inside the gold-braided coat of his dress uniform. At twenty-

one, his farm-boy joviality had been completely shorn away by four years of unyielding academy 

discipline. His deep auburn-red hair was cropped tight to his skull but his resolute face showed 

no emotion. 

Up on the decorated review veranda, the brass band struck up a thumping, grand march 

tune, the bass drum pulsing violently through the dirt floorboards. 
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Sitting in the front row of the visitors' gallery, her dark wool dress immaculate despite the 

sweltering humidity, was Anna Jereczek. Her dark hair was pulled tight beneath a practical linen 

bonnet, her small hands clamping a fresh St. Paul print sheet against her calico apron. Beside her 

stood William Sterling, his commanding presence carrying the architecture of a man who was 

currently rolling a massive political engine for the Senate back home. On her other side sat 

Thomas and Marie Barlow – proud parents of their graduating son. 

“Cadet Barlow! Step to the front!” the adjutant’s command rolled down the granite lines, 

a sharp, metallic command that snapped across the parched grass. 

Samuel stepped out of the file, his boots striking the gravel in a rhythmic, robotic cadence 

that bounced off the stone walls. He marched directly to the center podium, where the 

Superintendent stood holding a stack of heavy, rolled parchment commissions bearing the 

embossed blue seal of the War Department. 

“By order of the President and the Secretary of War,” the Superintendent proclaimed with 

veteran indifference. “Cadet Samuel W. Barlow is officially commissioned as a Second 

Lieutenant in the 7th United States Cavalry.” 

The shock of the impact traveled straight to Samuel's knuckles as he took the rolled 

parchment document. It wasn't just a certificate of graduation; it was a legal weapon, signed by 

the high command, routing him straight west into the Department of the Dakota via the Omaha 

rail hub. As an official commissioned officer of the regular cavalry, his field orders were 

inviolate, and his West Point shield had hardened into a sword. 

Samuel turned back to face the parade ground, his steady gray gaze locking narrow on the 

horizon where the western trails lay hidden behind a yellow sulfur haze. He didn't see the flags 

or the grand architecture of the academy. He saw the face of Sergeant Aaron Carter at the 
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Mandan Crossing, and he felt the secret cipher slip resting flat against his ribs inside his father's 

old wartime waistcoat. 

The syndicates were currently pushing their Richmond quiet-title suit to clear the 

Nansemond timber deeds, and Marcus Bretton's field agents were setting the sieve at Fort 

Robinson. But the parallel march of the 1880s had officially given the younger generation its 

vanguard. Lieutenant Samuel Barlow held his commission in his right hand, his auburn hair 

catching the blazing noon sun, and he was ready to ride.  

* * * 

 

The dry, bitter wind of late November 1887 did not gently brush the low timber barracks 

of Fort Robinson, Nebraska; it whistled off the limestone cliffs of the White River valley like a 

cold blade, driving a fine dust cloud straight into the horse lines. 

Company D’s mounts stood huddled against the picket ropes, their breath freezing in gray 

plumes in the sharp autumn air. First Sergeant Aaron Carter walked the length of the stable lane, 

his posture rigid and perfectly squared inside his coarse blue wool overcoat. At forty-one, his 

weather-beaten face had completely hardened, his eyes fixed narrow on two civilians standing 

outside the post adjutant’s quarters. 

They were not regular Bureau clerks or military couriers. They carried themselves with 

the calculating, arrogant posture of shadow hunters who lived out of corporate briefcases. Both 

wore tailored wool suits that looked absurdly clean against the rugged Nebraska dirt, their boots 

free of trail grease. 

“They’re calling themselves Special Allotment Agents under the new Dawes Act 

mandate, Sergeant,” Private Jack Small whispered from the forge doors, his hands tightly 
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gripping a rifle cleaning rod to keep his knuckles from shaking. “They’ve been auditing the 

agency registers since yesterday, drawing up the new horizontal property lines for the Pine Ridge 

tracts.” 

Aaron’s large hands went perfectly still against his leather saddle flap. The corporate trap 

he had broken at the Mandan Crossing five years ago had found a new disguise. The allotment 

law gave the syndicate’s agents the right to audit every veteran and military dependent in the 

border territories — and Marcus Bretton’s shadow network meant to use those audits to cut 

through Elijah’s deception, file by file. 

“First Sergeant Carter.” 

The lead agent—a sharp-faced man named Baker who carried a heavy brass seal clamped 

under his arm—stepped into the stable shade until his shadow dominated the space between 

them. He didn't offer a polite frontier greeting. He extracted a crisp, purple-ink property manifest 

from his briefcase, his fingers tapping a rhythmic tempo against the paper. 

“We are finalizing the special locator list for the southern spurs, Sergeant,” Baker 

drawled, his eyes checking the profile of the Black trooper. “The Bureau requires a physical 

cross-reference of all regular cavalrymen holding family lineages tracking back to Virginia.” 

Baker drove his finger down a secret column of figures stenciled with the name Sergeant 

Aaron Carter. “We know the name on your enlistment roll is a fake name, boy. We know you’re 

the first-born son of Ephraim Moses, and we have a civil subpoena here to drag your identity into 

the open registry. Sign the quitclaim now, or we will have the marshals lock up your detachment 

for subverting a federal survey.” 

A tense silence fell over the stable lane, the freezing wind howling through the cedar 

sashes as the Buffalo Soldiers closed up their files behind their sergeant. 
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Aaron didn't flinch, and he didn't look back toward the captain’s quarters. A veteran who 

had survived the panic of the Petersburg Crater and the crossfire of the Mandan Crossing knew 

that a corporate agent's pen was only as safe as the gun protecting it. He simply held Baker's 

gaze, long and unhurried, the way he had once watched the rim of the Crater from the bottom of 

the pit. 

“You want my name on that paper, Mr. Baker?” Aaron asked. He took a single, 

deliberate step into the agent’s guard. “My pop told me once that freedom don't come without a 

tax. I paid mine in the bottom of the Crater at Petersburg, and I been paying it out here twenty-

three years since. Ain't no clerk in Washington gonna collect it twice. You don't write my worth 

in your books, mister. This blue coat belongs to me, and the regular army don't hand its men over 

to land agents.” 

Aaron pulled a heavy, official document from his waistcoat pocket — the certified copy 

of Elijah's caveat that Lieutenant Samuel Barlow had just routed through the Omaha hub. The 

embossed seal of the United States Land Office gleamed. 

“That's Inspector Worthington's filed caveat.” Aaron stated forcefully. “Your Richmond 

decree don't enter clean while it stands, and Virginia papers don't serve inside these gates. Now 

get off my picket line, mister, before Company D walks you to the guardhouse.” 

Baker’s face turned into a pale mask of pure, calculated frustration. He looked from the 

land office seal to the determination of the Black regulars flanking the lane. They had cleanly 

cornered themselves in their own legal tracks. 

With a sharp, violent snap of his wrist, Baker snatched his papers back into his briefcase, 

whirled around, and marched out into the freezing gale of the courtyard, his assistants trailing 

behind him like defeated hounds. 
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Aaron stood unmoving in the stable shade, his chest heaving violently against his wool 

shirt, his knuckles raw from the bitter cold. The land syndicates had been beaten on this traverse, 

but as he closed his cartridge box with a sharp click, Aaron knew the deception was growing 

thin. The legal clock was running out, the Dawes Act was fracturing the frontier. 

* * * 

 

Snow rattled softly against the storefront windows in late December 1887. The lamps had 

been lit for nearly an hour. Outside, Saint Paul had faded into darkness. Inside the newspaper 

office, only the editor's room remained occupied with holiday decorations adorning the doors. 

Jonathan sat behind his desk reading proofs. Across from him, William leaned back in a 

chair that creaked whenever he moved. Cathy stood near the window with a ledger tucked 

beneath one arm, watching the snow drift through the glow of the streetlamps. 

Jonathan turned a page and frowned. “What fool wrote this headline?” 

William looked up. “You did.” 

“I was afraid of that.” 

Cathy smiled faintly. Jonathan slid the proof across the desk. William glanced down. The 

proposed headline read: WHO SHALL SUCCEED SENATOR SABIN? 

William snorted. “That explains the foolishness.” 

“It explains the subject.” 

“It explains the lack of news.” 

Jonathan ignored him. “The legislature will choose eventually. They usually know whom 

they're choosing.” 

“They always do.” William handed the sheet back. “The election is a year away.” 
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“The maneuvering isn't.” 

Cathy had not moved from the window. “Who are they talking about?” 

Jonathan removed his spectacles. “The usual names. Davis of course.” 

Cathy inquired. “Davis? Anyone else?”  

“A dozen ambitious men and six hundred newspaper editors.” Jonathan replied. 

William laughed. “There. You've solved it.” 

Jonathan looked unimpressed. “The funny thing is that your name appears occasionally.” 

William stared at him. Then he laughed harder. When neither Jonathan nor Cathy joined 

him, the laughter faded. “You're serious?” 

“I am.” Jonathan answered seriously. 

“That's ridiculous.” William countered with hesitation. 

Jonathan shrugged. “You have statewide recognition.” 

“Sure, I run one of the largest lumber companies in Minnesota.” William quickly stated. 

Jonathan continued. “Yes, but you also commanded volunteers. You exposed railroad 

corruption. And you are a war hero.” 

“Twenty years ago. And I only succeeded in annoying the railroads.” 

Cathy turned from the window. “Which is precisely why they mention you.” 

William shook his head. “No. I’ve had enough of the politics with that congressional 

campaign back in ’76. No Cathy, absolutely not.” He pushed himself out of the chair. 

“The thought seems to upset you.” She spoke knowingly. 

“The thought is absurd.” He crossed to the stove and fed another piece of wood into the 

fire. “There are better men than I.” 

“Perhaps…,” Jonathan said. “There are certainly more qualified men.” 
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William continued. “There are men who actually want the office.” 

“Without doubt.” 

William turned toward them. “So we are agreed.” 

Jonathan looked back at the proof. Cathy remained silent. That silence troubled William 

more than either argument would have. 

“What?” She folded her arms. “You still think this is a county fight.” 

“It is a county fight.” Her brother insisted. 

“No.” Her voice was calm. “It stopped being a county fight the moment Henderson 

reached Washington.” 

The room grew quiet. William looked away first. Jonathan said nothing. 

Cathy continued. “The deeds are in one state. The claim is in another. The syndicate 

operates in half a dozen territories. Every time we uncover one piece of the conspiracy, we find 

another office, another commission, another federal clerk whose signature matters more than the 

law.” 

The snow hissed against the glass. “They have influence in Washington,” she said. “That 

is the entire reason they've survived this long.” 

William folded his hands behind his back. “And your solution is to elect me senator?” 

“My solution is to stop fighting a national enemy with local tools.” She responded. 

No one spoke for several seconds. Jonathan reached for his pencil. Slowly, thoughtfully 

as if recording an idea rather than an argument. William noticed and said, “Don't Jonathan.” 

Jonathan looked up. “Don't what?” 

“Print anything foolish.” William pleaded. 

“I print many foolish things, William.” 
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“Not this.” Jonathan begged. 

A faint smile touched Jonathan's face. That answer told William everything. The 

conversation was already becoming an article. Cathy moved back toward the window. 

Outside, snow continued to fall across the city rooftops. Inside, Jonathan studied the 

unfinished headline before him. The Senate election had seemed distant only an hour earlier. 

Now it looked connected to everything. 

The land claims. The railroads. The departments. The courts. The dead men whose names 

still lingered inside Ephraim Moses's papers. For years the syndicate had treated Washington as 

its fortress. For the first time, Jonathan found himself wondering – what would happen if 

someone tried to take the fortress away? 

He lowered his pencil to the page and began to write. 

* * * 

 

A month later, in the biting winter chill of January 1888, the administrative battleground 

had shifted squarely to the ink-choked offices of The Winona Daily Republican. The high frosted 

window sashes rattled as a wet northern gale swept down Third Street, turning the sawdust drifts 

along the Mississippi levee into frozen pulp. Inside the back office, the air was a warm 

sanctuary. 

Cathy Sterling Reed sat at the tall desk, her fingers stained with the ink of the commercial 

registers. Beside her stood twenty-two-year-old Anna Jereczek, her bonnet pushed back from her 

brow, her eyes calculating the figures she cross-referenced in a column of freight manifests. 

Jonathan Reed stepped into the room from outside. He didn't offer a quiet newsman's 

greeting. He slammed a freshly bound, cloth-covered volume flat across their layout sheets, the 
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gold-stenciled lettering on the spine catching the amber glare of the kerosene lamp. “It just came 

off the New York morning packet,” Jonathan said. 

The leather-bound book title read - 

The Man Outside 

By Clarence Miles Boutelle 

“Mr. Boutelle didn't just resign his math professorship to write entertainment for the 

Manhattan parlors. Look at the chapter formats, Anna. Look at the numerical headers,” directed 

Jonathan. 

Anna held the book down with her hands, her intellectual brow wrinkling with 

calculating focus as she opened the pages. Her fingers mapped the text with the precision of a 

logistics clerk. 

“It's a cryptograph, Mr. Reed,” Anna whispered in amazement. There was a sudden flush 

of certainty warming her cheeks. “He hasn't just written a detective story. He has utilized the 

exact same structural grid framework he taught Sammy and me at the Central School when we 

were children.” 

Cathy leaned over her shoulder, her hazel eyes narrowing as she tracked the solution. 

“He's naming the designer of the fraud, Anna.” 

“And proving what Elijah argued in '76,” Anna whispered, her fingers tracing Boutelle's 

numerical columns. “Mr. Boutelle spent four years auditing the corporate registries in New York. 

Look — the 1861 tax sales were never lawfully noticed, and the deed he traces describes four 

hundred acres while the syndicate claims four thousand. Their own columns don't agree with 

each other.” 
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“Which means we can make a judge ask the questions they've never had to answer,” 

Jonathan Reed said, his voice a low, determined rumble. “Notice. Hostility. Fifteen years proved 

day by day, not asserted in a ledger. And they know it. That's why they're rushing a quiet-title 

decree through the Richmond courts — to seal the paper before anyone makes them prove it.” 

The heavy cedar latch of the office door clicked with a sharp snap, cutting through the 

scratch-blot of their calculations. 

Samuel Barlow stood in the doorway, his tall frame filling the narrow space, a flurry of 

white snow gathering on the stiff collar of his dark blue uniform overcoat. He was home on a 

brief, long-awaited military leave before his official cavalry assignment west. At twenty-three, 

the four years of West Point and two seasons on the garrison trails had molded him into a 

seasoned officer of the line. His shock of thick, unruly red hair had grown back and his 

adventurous eyes went wide as they found Anna's profile across the layout desk. 

Anna froze, her hand dropping her pencil against the foolscap. The analytical caution in 

her mind completely dissolved into the floorboards, replaced by a real warmth as she crossed the 

room and let his right palm lock into hers. The contact electrified the office with a powerful 

force. 

“You look like a soldier, Sammy,” Anna whispered softly, her eyes wide and steady. 

“I have the warrant in my coat, Anna,” Samuel stated forcefully. “But the uniform only 

protects the line if we have the true blueprint. Mr. Reed says the syndicates are waiting at the 

frontier spurs.” 

Samuel walked straight to the layout desk, his eyes dropping onto the gold-stenciled 

spine of The Man Outside. They were the new vanguard, and the trajectory of their lifelong 

contract was sitting on the paper before them. 
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“We have the key now, Sam,” Cathy said, her palm closing firmly over Jonathan's 

knuckles. “Elijah held the gap from the east, and Mr. Boutelle has put the text out in the open. 

With help from this book, William can unseal the default judgments on the floor of the Senate, 

and you will have the exact geographic coordinates you need.” 

Samuel looked down at the decrypted scriptural grids and then up at Jonathan and Cathy. 

Then he looked to Anna. The younger generation was whole, and officially found its purpose. 

“We set the plans today, Anna,” Samuel stated forcefully. “Before the War Department 

routes my flatbeds west via the Omaha switches, shall we sign our own registry right here in the 

valley church? In plain words, Anna, will you marry me?” 

Anna adjusted her bonnet with a happy smile clearing the dark shadows of the conspiracy 

as she locked her fingers tightly into his palm. 

“Of course I will, Sammy,” she whispered softly. “Let's marry after your orders and new 

post is settled. In the meantime we can let everyone know we’re dressing the line.”  

* * * 

 

The bitter December blizzard of 1888 did not merely rattle the timber barracks of Fort 

Robinson, Nebraska; it drove down from the cliffs of the White River valley like a cold steel 

blade. 

The outpost was humming with engineered congestion. Newly designated as the official 

Regimental Headquarters for the entire 9th U.S. Cavalry, the garrison was in the middle of a 

massive winter construction boom. Buffalo Soldiers shrouded in gray sand and slush were 

hauling fresh lumber from the saw-lines, their hands breaking the ground to lay heavy blocks for 

the expanding cavalry stables.  
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First Sergeant Aaron Carter walked the frozen length of the picket lines. At forty-two, his 

face had completely hardened, for twenty-four long years—ever since he crawled out of the 

blood-soaked mud of the Petersburg Crater—he had hidden his true identity as the Nansemond 

County heir behind the anonymous muster rolls of the regular army. 

He stopped near the forge doors, his gray eyes narrow and alert as he tracked a civilian 

buggy slipping through the garrison gates. 

“They're back, Sergeant,” Private Jack Small muttered from the stable lean-to, his 

knuckles white around a spade. “Allotment Agent Baker didn't take his regulators back to the 

Austin rail hub. He’s been checking the county land patent registries in Chadron since Tuesday.” 

Aaron didn't flinch. He reached into his waistcoat pocket, his fingers briefly brushing 

Silas Bretton’s old pocketbook next to Tom Barlow's note. The pieces of the Gilded Age were 

grinding to a sudden fracture. 

The land syndicates were running out of time. The Richmond court sat several weeks 

hence to enter the quiet-title decree — and a decree, once sealed, would bury Boutelle's proof 

under a court order no registry clerk could ever dig out. If the syndicates could not force Aaron 

to sign a fraudulent quitclaim — or ensure his name was crossed off the military roll as deceased 

without an heir — some heir might still walk into that courtroom and tear the whole claim down 

to its roots. Baker wasn't hiding behind a civil clerk's ledger anymore; he was racing the winter 

freeze to execute a legal execution. 

“Stand steady, Private Small,” a crisp, commanding voice ordered from the shadow of the 

adjutant’s veranda. 

Lieutenant John Hanks Alexander stepped into the stable lane, his pristine blue uniform 

coat buttoned clean to his throat, the polished gold buttons catching the weak winter sun like tiny 
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bayonets. As the second African-American graduate in West Point history, Alexander carried 

himself with the rigid, architecture of a regular army commission. He held a heavy leather 

portfolio under his arm, his dark eyes wide and perfectly squared as he looked at Aaron's profile. 

“The Agent has no jurisdiction inside these gates, Sergeant Carter,” Lieutenant Alexander 

stated levelly, his voice carrying an unyielding, lawyer-like clarity that stabilized the file. “I have 

just reviewed the Department of the Platte’s logistics manifests. The high command has 

approved our defensive tracks. So long as you do not sign their civilian waivers, the regular army 

commission overrides their local property subpoenas.” 

“Baker has the papers in his satchel, Lieutenant,” Aaron said. “They're using a Civil War 

creditors' law to keep their pre-war notes and mortgages alive against my father's estate. They 

think the uniform is just a highly visible target out here on the flats.” 

“Then let them shoot at the whole United States Army,” Alexander countered softly, 

squaring the leather portfolio beneath his arm with the precise, unhurried care of a man who had 

spent four years being measured by every eye on the Plain. “We aren't laborers in the 

Nansemond brush anymore, Sergeant. We are regular officers and troopers of the line, and the 

contract will be enforced clean.” 

The stable latch clicked with a sharp, electric snap as Allotment Agent Baker stepped out 

from the adjutant’s office, the heavy brass seal of the Interior Department clamped under his 

arm. He marched straight down the lane, his narrow flinty eyes drilling into Aaron’s weathered 

face. 

“This is your final roll-call, Carter,” Baker growled, his voice dropping into a low 

rumble. “I have a federal injunction here, signed by the territorial court, barring interference with 
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the allotment survey. Sign the quitclaim now, or I will have the marshals lock up your company 

files for contempt.” 

Aaron took one deliberate step forward, his broad shoulders locking into a rigid 

engineering brace that dominated the narrow gap between them. He didn't look at the paper, and 

he didn't pray for a general's rider. 

“I gave you my answer a year ago, Mr. Baker,” Aaron replied. “It hasn't changed. This 

blue coat belongs to me.” 

Lieutenant Alexander stepped squarely between them, dropping his leather portfolio flat 

against Baker's chest. “The Sergeant is on active frontier duty under my command, Agent Baker. 

A territorial injunction doesn't reach a Virginia title, and it doesn't reach my muster roll. Take 

your manifests and clear off my picket lines before I have you thrown into the stockade for 

obstructing a commissioned detachment of the United States Army.” 

Baker's face turned completely white under his hat. He looked from the unyielding 

resolve of the young Black officer to the rigid, motionless files of the Buffalo Soldiers closing up 

the stable lane behind Aaron, their Sharps carbines held at a mechanical high-port. The land 

speculators were blind, out of jurisdiction, and completely blocked by the discipline of the 

regular service. 

With a sharp, violent snap of his wrist, Baker snatched his papers back into his briefcase, 

whirled around, and marched out into the freezing gale of the courtyard, his assistants trailing 

behind him like defeated hounds. 

Aaron let out a long, ragged breath, his knuckles raw from the bitter Nebraska cold. He 

looked away from the gate, his steady gray eyes fixing narrow on the northern horizon where the 

wind off the Pine Ridge escarpment was flaking loose the drifts—counting down the final hours 
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of the year. The syndicates had been beaten on this traverse, and the obstruction was still thick, 

but as he closed his cartridge box, Aaron knew the final reckoning was calling. The younger 

generation of the Winona Volunteers was already moving toward the Omaha switches, the 

contract was signed in ink and steel, and he was ready for the march. 

* * * 
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PART III – THE RECKONING
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CHAPTER 14 – Passing the Torch 

It was April 1888 and the dining room of the Merchants Hotel in St. Paul had nearly 

emptied. A waiter moved quietly among the tables collecting glasses. Beyond the curtained 

windows, rain slicked Jackson Street and turned the gas lamps into blurred halos. At the rear of 

the room, screened by palms and cigar smoke, six men remained at table. 

No one spoke until the waiter withdrew. Then Thomas Henderson unfolded a slip of 

paper. “The latest count.” 

A man opposite him raised an eyebrow. “Well?” 

“Thirty-two.” Henderson quickly responded. 

A pause. “Short.” 

“At present.” The answer came from Marcus Bretton. His whiskey sat untouched before 

him. “The count today is of little consequence.” 

A railroad attorney smiled thinly. “Provided Reed stays occupied.” 

A few heads turned. Bretton did not smile. “Reed is occupied.” 

The attorney's smile faded. “He cannot elect a senator.” 

“No.” Bretton folded his hands. “He can make one difficult to elect.” No one disputed 

that as Henderson slipped the tally back into his pocket. 
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“Our friend remains well placed.” Henderson said. 

“The Governor's men?” 

“They'll come.” 

“And Davis?” 

“Davis expects support.” 

This produced a faint stir of amusement. 

“Then he is a politician.” A few chuckles followed. 

Bretton ignored them. “If necessary, he will expect support indefinitely.” The laughter 

died. 

One of the investors shifted in his chair. “You would carry the matter into a deadlock?” 

“If necessary.” 

“And be seen doing it?” 

Bretton looked at him. “My dear sir, everything of consequence is seen eventually.” 

Silence settled. A waiter crossed the room carrying a tray. The men waited until he 

passed. Then the railroad attorney spoke again. 

“All this over one seat.” 

Bretton regarded him for several seconds. “One seat?” 

The attorney lowered his eyes. A mistake. 

Bretton's voice remained calm. “A county office may be delayed.” No one moved. “A 

recorder may be persuaded. A clerk may mislay a paper.” 

The room listened. 
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He paused. “A district court may proceed at a leisurely pace.” A few men exchanged 

glances. Bretton looked toward Henderson and continued. “A Senate committee develops an 

interest.”  

Nobody spoke. 

Bretton continued, “It asks questions.” Henderson nodded. “Departments answer.” 

Another pause.  

“Witnesses are found.”  

Now the room was completely still. No one said Moses. No one needed to. The name sat 

among them regardless.  

An investor cleared his throat. “I had understood the Virginia matter was finished.” 

“No.” The word emerged before Bretton could temper it. His expression hardened 

slightly. Then he leaned back. “Contained is a better description.” 

The correction did little to reassure anyone. Contained things had a habit of escaping. 

Henderson reached for the coffee pot. “Then the object is plain.”  

Bretton studied the rain beyond the window. “No object in politics is ever plain.” For the 

first time that evening he looked tired. Not old. Tired. 

“The Sterling people continue to dig.” 

“The lumberman?” 

“The lumberman.” 

“And the editor?” 

“Especially the editor.” 

“They are still all amateurs,” Henderson said. 
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“Today.” Bretton's gaze remained fixed on the window. “Unfortunately, the country has 

always been governed by amateurs once enough honest men begin listening to them.” 

* * * 

 

It was Memorial Day 1888 at the Stillwater, Minnesota courthouse. The last of the 

schoolchildren had laid their flowers before the monument when the band finished performing 

“Tenting on the Old Camp Ground.” The notes drifted away into the warm morning air. 

For a moment no one moved. 

The crowd filled the courthouse lawn and spilled into the street beyond. Farmers stood 

beside merchants. Veterans in faded Grand Army blue mingled with men too young to remember 

the war. Women shaded themselves beneath parasols while children chased one another along 

the edges of the gathering. 

Behind the speaker's platform, the flags stirred lazily in the breeze. Jonathan Reed stood 

near the rear of the crowd with a notebook folded beneath one arm. Beside him, Cathy Sterling 

watched her husband mount the platform. 

“Still time to save him,” Jonathan said. 

Cathy smiled. “From speaking?” 

Jonathan responded. “From being asked to speak.” 

“He won't thank you for printing it.” She chided back. 

“But I haven't printed anything yet.” He defended. 

“You will.” 

Jonathan shrugged in agreement. “Probably.” 
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At the front, William removed his hat and placed it on the lectern. The applause that 

greeted him was warm rather than enthusiastic. Exactly as he preferred. He waited until the 

crowd settled. “When I was nineteen years old,” he began, “I believed old men possessed 

wisdom.” 

Laughter rolled gently through the audience. 

William smiled. “I have since discovered that old men possess mostly opinions.” The 

laughter deepened. Even several veterans chuckled as the crowd tension eased. 

William nodded toward the rows of former soldiers seated before him. “Each year we 

gather to remember the men who never grew old enough to acquire either.” The laughter faded 

as a slight breeze stirred the flags overhead. 

“I knew some of them.” His voice carried easily across the lawn. “So did many of you.” 

He paused. “They were farmers. Clerks. Schoolteachers. Laborers. Boys, most of them. Good 

boys.” 

The veterans sat quietly. No flourish. No grand gesture. The simple words settled more 

heavily than any rhetoric. 

“They never expected monuments.” William glanced briefly toward the stone soldier 

overlooking the square. “They never expected history to remember them.” 

His eyes returned to the crowd. “They expected only to do their duty. They marched 

because they believed certain things ought not fail. The Union ought not fail.”  

He paused. “The Republic ought not fail.” Another pause. “The law ought not belong 

solely to the powerful.” 

The lawn had become very still. 
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William folded one hand over the other. “When we went to war, we often spoke of saving 

the nation. We understood less clearly what sort of nation we intended to save. We learned. We 

learned on marches, learned in camps, learned at Antietam…” A pause, then he continued. “We 

learned…at Gettysburg.” 

The crowd remained silent. No explanation was necessary. The name itself carried 

enough weight. 

William's gaze moved across the men seated before him. “We learned that a republic 

survives only so long as ordinary citizens believe its institutions belong to them.” 

Near the rear, Jonathan removed his pencil. The speech had changed. Not dramatically. 

Not suddenly. Simply by degrees. The breeze rustled the courthouse elms. 

William continued. “When citizens lose that belief, they begin seeking other masters. 

They look to wealth. They look to influence. They look to political organizations. They look to 

men who promise to manage public affairs on their behalf.” 

He shook his head. “That is not the American arrangement.” 

Several members of the crowd began nodding. Jonathan was writing rapidly now. 

William appeared unaware of it. “The law cannot belong to one class and remain the law. 

The courts cannot serve one interest and remain courts. The government cannot belong to private 

enterprises and remain a government.” 

The murmurs started and then gradually grew louder. William rested both hands upon the 

lectern. “I have heard it suggested in recent months that criticism of certain interests constitutes 

criticism of the Republican Party.” 

The silence that followed felt different from the silence before. Sharper and much more 

attentive. 
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“No.” William's answer carried clearly across the lawn. The word struck like a rifle shot. 

“I am a Republican. I marched beneath a Republican President.” He said as he pointed toward 

the veterans. “So did these men.” 

The old soldiers sat a little straighter. 

“I bled and left my leg on the field at Gettysburg for this Republic under a Republican 

President.” The crowd erupted into applause. 

William waited patiently. When it subsided, he continued. “The railroad rings are not the 

Republican Party. The speculators are not the Republican Party. The men who purchase 

influence and disguise it as public service are not the Republican Party.” 

Now people were standing and applauding. William raised a hand to hush the attentive 

crowd. When applause died down, he delivered the line that Jonathan would place on the front 

page the following morning. 

“They are the rot within it!” William thundered over the crowd. 

The applause broke like a wave. Veterans rose first. Others followed. Soon most of the 

crowd stood cheering. William waited, visibly uncomfortable with the attention. At length the 

noise faded. 

William continued, “If the men we honor today left us anything, it was not victory. 

Victories pass.” 

The crowd quieted immediately. The breeze stirred the flags overhead. 

“It was not prosperity. Prosperity passes also.” 

A pause. The entire square seemed to lean closer. 
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William looked toward the monument. “They left us a responsibility. A republic belongs 

either to its citizens or to its masters.” His eyes swept across the crowd. It cannot belong to 

both.” 

For several seconds no one moved. Then the applause returned. Longer and much 

stronger than before. The kind of applause that carried conviction rather than enthusiasm. 

William stepped away from the lectern looking faintly embarrassed by it all. As the band 

prepared another number, veterans gathered around him to shake his hand. Jonathan snapped 

shut his notebook. Beside him, Cathy watched the crowd. 

“What are you smiling about?” Jonathan asked. 

Cathy's eyes remained fixed on the people surrounding William. “The same thing you're 

thinking.” 

Jonathan looked toward the platform. Across the lawn, men who had arrived discussing 

grain prices and river traffic were now discussing William Sterling. Not merely as a veteran or as 

a businessman but something much larger.  

Jonathan finally nodded. “God help him.” 

Cathy allowed herself the smallest smile. “No,” she said quietly. “God help the men 

running against him.” 

* * * 

 

The Republican Advocate, an upper Midwest newspaper printed an editorial the next day. 

The words spread like wildfire throughout all of Minnesota and was the talk of everybody from 

the cities to the frontier towns. William has made an impression that could not be ignored. The 

editorial headline was prominently displayed on the front page.  
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Who Speaks for the Republican Party? by J. Reed 

Yesterday's observance of Memorial Day in this city was marked by an address from Mr. 

William Sterling of the First Minnesota, whose remarks have already attracted more attention 

than is usually bestowed upon holiday oratory. 

This circumstance is not surprising. 

The generation which preserved the Union is passing gradually from the scene, and the 

country finds itself compelled with increasing frequency to determine whether it intends merely 

to commemorate that generation or to remember what it believed. 

Mr. Sterling's observations concerned themselves chiefly with the latter question. 

He reminded his hearers that the Republic was not preserved by men who expected 

reward, nor by men seeking public distinction, but by citizens persuaded that free institutions 

were worthy of sacrifice. There is nothing novel in this proposition. The novelty lies in the 

necessity of restating it. 

A curious doctrine has lately gained circulation in certain quarters. The citizen who 

questions a railroad combination is accused of hostility to commerce. The man who protests 

legislative management is charged with hostility to government. The voter who distinguishes 

between political principles and political organizations is informed that he must support both or 

neither. 

Such reasoning has never been persuasive. Neither is it Republican. 

The Republican Party did not spring into existence for the benefit of corporations, 

however useful. It was not organized to advance private fortunes, however substantial. It was 

founded to defend certain principles of government, among which may be numbered equality 

before the law and the supremacy of public authority over private interest. 
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When Mr. Lincoln entrusted the Republic to the judgment of its citizens, he did not 

append an exception in favor of syndicates. 

We mention these matters because Mr. Sterling expressed, with commendable plainness, 

a truth which many have lately preferred to obscure. The party and the rings are not identical. 

The confusion of the two has proven profitable to some gentlemen, but it has proven 

injurious to both. A political organization may survive criticism. No institution worthy of public 

confidence should fear it. 

Indeed, the surest sign of decay in either party or government is the appearance of men 

who insist that examination itself constitutes disloyalty. The veterans gathered yesterday 

understood this principle well. They did not volunteer in defense of a faction. They volunteered 

in defense of a Republic. The distinction remains worth preserving. 

As Minnesota approaches another season of political deliberation, citizens would do well 

to remember it. 

* * * 

 

Later that afternoon, William storms into the newspaper office. William dropped the 

paper onto Jonathan's desk. The editorial page landed face-up. 

Jonathan glanced at it. “Good afternoon.” 

“You promised me.” William accused. 

“I made no such promise.” Jonathan adjusted his spectacles. 

William complained. “You turned my Memorial Day speech into a political manifesto.” 

“It became a political manifesto before I arrived.” Jonathan replied. 

“It was a veterans' address to honor their valor and sacrifice.” William folded his arms. 
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“It ceased being that about halfway through the speech.” Jonathan tapped the newspaper. 

“The audience applauded.” Across the room, Cathy concealed a smile. 

William spoke reluctantly. “It was a patriotic gathering.” 

 Jonathan continued. “The veterans applauded. The merchants applauded. The farmers 

applauded. And…” 

William interrupted. “They only agreed with me.” 

“And the county chairman applauded.” Jonathan finished. 

“So?” William hesitated and frowned. “I didn't notice.” 

“No. I did.” The editor leaned back. “The important measure of a speech is not the 

speaker's intention.” 

“What is?” the veteran asked, though he knew the answer. 

“The people who begin repeating it afterward.” 

William looked unconvinced. Jonathan picked up another sheet from the desk. “Look 

here, these are all letters and telegrams…A growing stack of letters from all walks of life.” 

Several of the envelopes were already opened. Many more were not. 

William pointed at another pile on the desk. “What are all those?” 

“Responses.” Jonathan replied. 

“To yesterday?” 

“To this morning.” 

Jonathan handed him the top letter. It came from Mankato. A second from Rochester. 

Another from St. Cloud. William's frown deepened. “How did these arrive so quickly?” 

“The telegraph helps.” Jonathan answered with a spacious smile. “People are talking 

about you. A lot of people.” 
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“They shouldn't be.” William said. And for the first time, he looked uneasy as Jonathan 

watched him carefully.  

Cathy finally spoke. “Perhaps they shouldn’t, but that doesn't mean they'll stop.” 

William looked from her to Jonathan. Neither appeared particularly concerned. And that 

worried him more than if they had. 

* * * 

 

In June of 1888 the interior of the St. Paul Market Hall did not smell of the rich, fragrant 

sanctuary of the Winona valley; it was a pressurized furnace of damp wool, stale cigar smoke, 

and the heavy, chemical reek of wet newsprint. 

Over a thousand river teamsters, railway laborers, and battle-scarred Civil War veterans 

jammed the timber galleries, their low, collective drone vibrating through the gas-lit rafters like a 

gathering thunderstorm. Standing along the perimeter of the stage, their tailored civilian 

overcoats immaculate and their hands entirely free of trail grease, were the corporate directors of 

the expanding western monopolies. 

William Sterling stood at the center podium, his broad shoulders filling the frame of his 

black wool coat, his face flushing with the burning, resolute ferocity of a man who had spent a 

decade preparing to retake the vanguard. He did not look at the wealthy syndics blocking the 

wings; his eyes swept across the sea of upturned, working-class faces. 

“Men of Minnesota!” William cried, carrying the projection of a field commander. “For 

twenty years, the railroad rings in this city have told you that progress is a matter of rails and 

forced expansion! They ask you to blind your eyes to the ledgers of the frontier, so long as the 

grain cars arrive on time at the St. Paul mills!” 
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He stepped around the walnut desk as he hoisted a copy of the newly enacted Dawes Act 

aloft. 

“But I tell you that this new allotment law is another device of corporate fraud!” William 

shouted, his cadence rolling forward like a soldier who had seen the high-water mark on 

Cemetery Ridge. “The syndicates in Washington aren't trying to civilize the frontier; they are 

using the name of the Republic to systematically declare the property of loyal regulars 

'abandoned' to clear titles for their own speculations! They are hunting down our own Black 

veterans along the Dakota trails to bury the true registries of this nation!” 

“That is a libel against the public growth, Mr. Sterling!” 

A sharp, arrogant voice cut straight through the auditorium’s cheers. Thomas Henderson, 

the chief counsel for the northern rail spurs, stepped forward from the shadow of the structural 

pillars. His face was a mask of calculated corporate malice, his fingers tapping a rhythmic tempo 

against a heavy leather briefcase. 

“You are playing the part of a reckless demagogue, William,” Henderson accused, his 

voice a buzz that carried effortlessly across the front rows. “The railroad charters are legal, 

authorized by Congress, and essential to the wealth of this territory. You challenge the land 

patents from this stage, and the syndicates will have your shipping firms tied up in federal 

injunctions before the autumn harvest can even reach the docks. You cannot fund a United States 

Senate campaign if the banks close your accounts.” 

A tense silence fell over the hall, the gas lamps hissing a low rhythm against the plaster 

walls as the crowd waited for the blow. 

William Sterling didn't flinch, and he didn't check his notes. He took three deliberate 

steps down the proscenium stairs, towering over the corporate executive until his shadow 
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dominated the narrow gap between them. A slow, terrifying smile of veteran defiance broke 

through the tension on his jaw. 

“You think you can sandbag this campaign with an injunction, Mr. Henderson?” William 

inquired. “You've grown wealthy inside these granite offices, but you've misjudged the nature of 

the job. You think you can use a clerk’s pen to leave this movement without a leg to stand on, 

but the Winona Volunteers didn't bleed Gettysburg simply to turn the Senate over to a ring of 

boardroom thieves!” 

The hall erupted into a roaring frenzy of cheers from the veteran galleries, the thundering 

noise completely swallowing the executive's protests. William whirled back to the podium, his 

posture straight, rigid, and entirely devoid of fear. 

“File your lawsuits, Henderson!” William shouted over the rising din. “Lock up my 

flatbeds! But by God, you will not lock up the public press! Give me the muscle to stand on the 

floor of the Senate, Minnesota, and I will force the high command to unseal every locator list, 

clear every clouded title, and record the true contract of our freedom in the book of this nation!” 

At the back of the auditorium hall, Jonathan Reed stood near the exit doors as he 

immediately typeset the confrontation for the morning print run. Beside him, Cathy Sterling 

Reed closed her satchel with a sharp click of her wrist, her face pale but perfectly steady. The 

corporate executives had thrown down their gauntlet, the financial threat was real, and the legal 

lines were officially drawn. 

* * * 

 

The early June afternoon sun sank behind the limestone spine of Sugar Loaf Bluff, 

throwing long, skeletal shadows across the green wheat of the Winona valley. 
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Inside the Third Street transit office of the Sterling Milling Company, Cathy Sterling 

Reed sat at the tall walnut composing desk, her fingers permanently stained with the blue 

bookkeeper's ink of the commercial registers. Her small hand, anchored by the unadorned silver 

band Jonathan had slid onto her finger at the rail platform, was methodically rewriting a column 

of freight manifests. 

Jonathan Reed stood near the manual hand-press. He didn't offer a quiet newsman's 

greeting; he slammed a fresh, galley proof flat across her layout sheets, the bold black slates 

gleaming under the amber kerosene lamp. 

“The St. Paul printing engines are rolling the news across the entire territory tonight, 

Cathy,” Jonathan said, his voice dropping into a low, determined rumble that filled the quiet 

room. “Look at page one. The crusade is officially out in the open.” 

Cathy pinned the paper down with her palms, her eyes tracking the commanding 

headlines: 

THE RETURN OF THE FIRST MINNESOTA! 

WILLIAM STERLING ANNOUNCES FOR THE UNITED STATES SENATE!!! 

EXPOSING THE ALLOTMENT LAND RINGS IN THE DAKOTAS!!! 

“William isn't just speaking around difficult truths from a local merchant's desk anymore, 

Jonathan,” Cathy whispered softly, her intellectual brow wrinkling with a deep, universal 

premonition. “He’s making the Nansemond fraud and the syndicates' execution rings the center 

of his new political campaign for the Senate. He is trying to claim the ultimate legislative 

authorization in Washington to force the high command to unseal the locator lists.” 

“Let him take the hill,” Jonathan stated forcefully, his steady gaze fixed narrow on her 

face as he leaned against the structural timber pillar. “Elijah is still maintaining the 
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administrative fog out at Fort Robinson to keep Sergeant Carter hidden from Bretton's field 

agents. But a clerk's leash can only hold for so long against the muscle of this new allotment law. 

We need William standing on the floor of the Senate to break the syndicate's legal grip 

permanently.” 

Cathy looked up from the galley proof. She reached out, her small hand closing firmly 

over his to anchor them against the thundering rumble of the steam sawmills downriver. 

“Then the home guard stays dressed, Jonathan,” Cathy said levelly, a real, human smile 

clearing the anxiety from her brow. “I will keep altering these commercial registers to quietly 

route our shipping wealth into William's campaign coffers and Samuel's western travel vouchers. 

Let the land office syndicates deploy their marshals and their statutes. We are building our own 

house in this valley, and by God, we’re going to keep the trust.” 

* * * 

 

On a cold November morning of 1888, the gray skies of Winona covered the river bluffs 

with a white frost that lingered over the funeral. 

The grandfather clock in the kitchen hallway marked the hour with a solemn sound that 

expanded through the empty house. For twenty-three years, it had counted out the seconds of a 

veteran's survival. Now, the ticking seconds of his life have ended. 

Thomas W. Barlow was gone. He had been living on borrowed time; the severe shrapnel 

wounds he received had finally broken his physical body, leaving him to rest beside his mother 

Martha behind the timber barn. It was amazing he even survived the fields of Gettysburg. 

Samuel Barlow stood on the planks in a defensive stance wearing the dark blue uniform 

of a Second Lieutenant in the 7th United States Cavalry. His deep auburn-red hair caught the 
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November light. He was no longer the desperate seventeen-year-old cadet who had taken a 

mercenary's thumping at the Mandan Crossing; he was a commissioned officer of the regular 

service, home on a somber leave. His face was cast in profound sadness; his father was only 

forty-six years old.  

Beside him stood Anna Jereczek, her dark hair pulled tight beneath a black linen bonnet. 

The unadorned silver ring Samuel had given her at their print-shop engagement gleamed against 

the cold air, a securing force that bound their young hearts as one. 

“The teamsters are clearing the church lane, Sammy,” Anna said softly, her eyes steady 

against the wind. “My father has the big oxen team ready to move the stone.” 

Samuel didn't look down at his boots. He reached into his inner pocket, his fingers 

catching on the awkward thickness stitched beneath the lining of his blue coat. He had 

transferred his father's old wartime waistcoat secret—the photograph of the Black sergeant and 

the unopened scriptural cipher slip—next to his own regular army commission paper. 

“He carried his burden until his sightless eye was tired, Anna,” Samuel stated. “He spent 

twenty years waiting for permission from the dead to stop mourning Gettysburg. But he didn't 

hide behind a plow, and he didn't cower when Marcus Bretton's wolf came to the porch. He held 

the waistcoat safe for me.” 

Marie Barlow stepped through the kitchen doorway, her black mourning veil immaculate. 

She didn't carry a pitcher of fresh buttermilk; her eyes were red from the vigil tears, but her chin 

remained rigid. She walked to her son’s side, her hand closing firmly over his gold-braided cuff. 

“He was a good man, Samuel,” Marie spoke softly. “He did not measure his worth by an 

adjutant’s ledger or a secular contract. Build your life, Sammy. Find the line out west, and don't 

you let the land syndicates cross his memory off the roll.” 
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Across the yard, Bernard Jereczek’s flatbed wagon creaked to a halt near the well-gear. 

He then hoisted Sophia down to the boardwalk. The two families folded into each other with the 

effortless memory of a community that had refused to let the winter win. 

But as Samuel looked down at the liver and white field spaniel napping at his heel—

Ranger, carrying the exact same notched ear and liver-and-white markings he had inherited from 

his grandmother’s last litter—he knew the peace in this valley was an illusion. Patty had been 

buried beneath the north pasture oaks ten winters ago, but her bloodline still worked the farm 

yard. The land office syndicates back in Washington had just pushed their Richmond quiet-title 

suit to its final hearing, and Captain Marcus Bretton's shadow network was actively setting traps 

on the Fort Robinson trails to keep the Nansemond heir from ever reaching that courtroom. The 

fathers had preserved the Union through the smoke, but the trajectory of the next generation was 

officially moving into the fire, and the countdown to the final accounting continued.  

* * * 

 

The frost on the high arched window sashes of St. Stanislaus Kostka had not thawed, but 

the interior of the raw limestone cathedral on Fourth Street was thick with the scent of parched 

cedar shavings and incense. It was exactly three days after they had lowered Tom Barlow into 

the red-clay pasture loam behind the barn. The community had not stripped the black mourning 

crape from the timber balustrades; instead, they had layered white linen cloths over the altar 

cloths, weaving the grief of the valley directly into the hope of its future. 

The wedding took place on a brilliant Tuesday morning in November 1888. 

Second Lieutenant Samuel Barlow stood before the white marble altar rail, his boots 

striking the floorboards with military form. He wore the full dress uniform of a commissioned 
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cavalry officer—the blue coat buttoned clean to the high collar with the polished brass buttons 

catching the flickering flames of the altar candles. His short cap of auburn-red hair was shorn 

tight at the temples, and his eyes were fixed on the heavy cedar doors at the back of the nave. 

Tucked flat against his chest beneath the wool of his dress uniform, rested his grandfather Isaac's 

old silver pocket watch and the yellowed cipher slip his father had guarded for a quarter of a 

century. 

Beside him stood Captain Jimmy Lewis as his witness, his own cavalry coat immaculate, 

his hand resting steady against the hilt of his dress saber. 

When the heavy rear doors swung closed behind the bride, the thundering rumble of the 

Mississippi sawmills outside vanished beneath the sudden, soaring chorus of the choir. 

Anna Jereczek entered the center aisle, her dark hair pulled tight beneath a delicate crown 

of white northern lace that had been brought from the old country in her mother Rose's cedar 

trunk. She did not wear the grand satin gowns. Instead, her dress was a pristine cream wool, 

tailored by her mother’s hand with the hem brushing the raw oak planks as she walked. Her 

fingers were clasped tightly over a small missal, her eyes wide and steady as they locked onto 

Samuel's profile. 

Bernard Jereczek walked beside her. His proud hands did not tremble as he guided his 

daughter toward the altar rail where the Quaker private’s son stood anxiously waiting. 

The wedding mass was a solemn, Latin liturgy conducted by forty-six-year-old Father 

Romuald Byzewski, a Franciscan priest from Kashubia who spoke with the accent of the old 

country. 

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti,” the priest's voice echoed across the stone 

works, the Latin vowels bouncing off the roof. 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -202  

 

The congregation sat in , disciplined silence. In the front pews sat Marie Barlow, her 

black mourning veil turned back to show a face with pale weariness, yet she revealed a slight 

smile of pride as she watched her son. Beside her sat Bernard and Rose Jereczek. Behind them 

sat William Sterling and Cathy with her husband Jonathan Reed. Even Sarah Miller Worthington 

was there, her dress silhouetted against the candles, her face filled with peace that had finally 

cleared the ghosts of Antietam from her mind. 

During the Nuptial Blessing, Samuel and Anna knelt together on the bare velvet cushions 

before the tabernacle. The smoke from the thurible drifted low across their boots, smelling of 

sweet myrrh. 

“Deus, qui potestate virtutis tuae,” Father Byzewski intoned, his hands extended over 

their heads. 

When it came time for the exchange of vows, Samuel's voice filled the small space 

between them with mathematical certainty. 

“I, Samuel, take thee, Anna, to be my wedded wife,” he stated clearly, sliding a simple 

gold band onto her calloused finger. “To have and to hold from this day forward, for better for 

worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness, and in health, to love, and to cherish, till death us do 

part, according to God’s holy ordinance. And thereto I plight thee my troth.” 

Anna’s fingers locked tightly into his palm, anchoring him completely against the 

gathering storm of the frontier. Her response came equally clear and without hesitation. 

“I, Anna, take thee, Samuel, to be my wedded husband,” she replied with her bright eyes 

gazing into his. “And thereto I plight thee my troth.” 

The priest signed the parish register, the ink biting deep into the thick parchment pages—

the marriage officially signed and legal before God. As the bells in the stone tower erupted into a 
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chorus across Fourth Street, the young couple turned together toward their neighbors, their own 

lives now officially christened. 

The reception did not take place in a grand hotel parlor, but inside the warmth of the 

Jereczek timber yard storehouse, which had been cleared to allow for numerous rough-sawn pine 

trestle tables. 

The interior was full of joyous noise and thick with the fragrant scents of roasted goose, 

brown butter, smoked pork, and hot rye ale. A massive wood-stove roared in the center of the 

floorboards, casting an amber glare of warmth to counter the chill outside. 

Over a hundred river teamsters, saw-mill laborers, and Civil War veterans from the old 

First Minnesota filled the benches, their conversations about work and war vibrating through the 

rafters. 

Bernard Jereczek stood atop an upturned timber box at the head of the center table, 

hoisting a heavy earthenware stein of dark beer aloft, his face flushing with joviality. 

“To the soldier and the scribe!” Bernard bellowed. “The Barlow house and the Jereczek 

house are bound to the same contract today! Let the land office coyotes write whatever lies they 

want in their big books—out here, the bloodline is dressed, and our children hold the ledger!” 

The veterans roared their approval, slamming their tankards down onto the pine sheets 

with beer splashing out onto the tables and causing the lamps to rattle. 

At the edge of the floor, a local Kashubian fiddler struck up a rhythmic dance tune with 

the bow pulsing violently across the strings. Samuel took his wife's hand, and led Anna onto the 

sawdust-strewn floor boards.  
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Young Ranger, the liver-and-white spaniel, trotted steady at their heels through the 

sawdust, his notched ear twitching aggressively whenever the teamsters cheered, his tail wagging 

happily. 

Near the wood-stove, Marie Barlow sat quietly beside Cathy Sterling Reed, a tear in her 

eye as she watched the young couple laugh over a shared crust of rye bread. 

“They look exactly like Tom and I did, Cathy,” Marie murmured, her fingers closing 

around her napkin. “They’ve got their own ground to break now. They aren't cowering in this 

valley.” 

“No,” Cathy said looking out the window where the winter storm was finally flaking 

loose the drifts along Third Street. “They are heading straight into the fire, Marie. But they have 

the map, and they are ready for the journey.” 

As the clock in the Winona depot down by the levee prepared to strike midnight, the 

celebration slowly receded into the heavy timber rafters. Samuel walked Anna toward the 

waiting overland wagon, his West Point shield hardened into a command sword, his uniform coat 

buttoned clean. The contract of their youth was officially entombed beneath the red clay of their 

vows; the fathers had given them their line, and the younger generation was whole, ready to ride 

for the Omaha switches and the final reckoning out west. 

* * * 

 

The winter humidity inside the monumental granite framing of the Henrico County 

Circuit Court in Richmond did not smell of the clean pines of the Mississippi valley, it smelled 

of coal-gas smoke with the sour reek of old tobacco juice stained into the floorboards. 
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It was late December of 1888. Outside the tall arched window sashes, a gray Virginia 

sleet pelted the statues of Capitol Square, turning the brick curbs into a slick mire. Inside, the 

courtroom was a vault of historical grievances and Gilded Age corporate filings. 

Thomas Henderson stood behind the mahogany defense rail, his tailored black wool coat 

immaculate, his hands methodically arranged an interlocking pattern of property abstracts and 

tax-assessment ledgers. As chief counsel for the northern rail spurs, his face held the arrogance 

of an executive whose title was already protected by a court seal. Beside him sat Allotment 

Agent Baker, his briefcase open to reveal the certified copies of the 1861 wartime tax deeds and 

the heavy brass stamp of the Interior Department. 

“The requirement of the statute is clear, Your Honor,” Henderson stated, his commanding 

voice carrying effortlessly across the crowded benches where the land syndics sat in quiet 

satisfaction. He tapped a finger against the master ledger sheets. “Under the laws of the 

Commonwealth, the statutory period for adverse possession is fifteen continuous years. Our 

clients entered onto the Nansemond timber tracts in the winter of 1861 under color of a lawful 

tax sale. They have cleared the brush, improved the property, and paid every annual assessment 

to the state treasury for over a quarter of a century. The record owners fled the jurisdiction 

twenty-seven years ago and have failed to enter a single redemption claim. The fifteen-year 

clock expired in 1876, and we move for an immediate, final quiet-title decree to clear the path 

for the railroad spurs.” 

At the center bench, Judge Archibald Cabell scrunched his forehead, his spectacles 

catching the glare off the gas sconces as he reached for his signing pen. “The chain of possession 

appears regular on the slates, Mr. Henderson. Unless there is a lawful, personal appearance by a 

record heir to dispute the notice—” 
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“The notice is a fiction, Your Honor, and the ledger is rotten at the root!” 

The heavy cedar doors at the back of the courtroom swung open with a loud snap that 

caused every clerk in the bay to pause over their inkwells. 

Elijah Worthington marched down the center aisle in his unadorned gray Quaker coat. 

His crooked left arm, badly impaired from the old provost marshal’s thumping at Tunis Springs, 

was held stiff against his chest. Beside him walked Sarah Miller Worthington, her dark traveling 

dress dirty from the Richmond and Danville line, her hands firmly holding a heavy leather 

briefcase against her apron. 

“This court is out of its jurisdiction to enter a decree, Your Honor,” Elijah stated flatly. 

He reached the bar and slammed his high-level Special Agency Inspector credentials flat over 

Henderson’s abstracts. “Your honor, I am Elijah Penrose Worthington and I hold the lawful 

Power of Attorney appearing as legal counsel for First Sergeant Aaron Carter of the 9th United 

States Cavalry—rightful heir to the Ephraim Moses estate, who stands actively on the regular 

rolls at Fort Robinson today.” 

Henderson whirled, his face turning into a pale mask of calculated malice. “This is an 

administrative intervention from a discredited Bureau clerk, Your Honor! The inspector's field 

files were declared lost and his inquiry closed sixteen years ago at the Tunis Springs draw! He 

has no standing to cloud a corporate charter with individual grievances!” 

“The paper manifests are gone, Mr. Henderson, but the text is preserved.” Elijah stated.  

With an unhurried, rhythmic precision, Elijah reached into Sarah's briefcase and drew out 

a freshly printed copy of Clarence M. Boutelle's novel, The Man Outside, alongside a clean 

ledger sheet stenciled with Anna’s decrypted coordinate matrices. He dropped them directly onto 

the judge’s desk. 
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“The entire case rests on a single assumption, your honor, that the 1861 tax sale was 

valid. If the sale was invalid, every claim built upon it collapses.” Elijah placed a finger on the 

deed.  

“The owners were never properly notified. The notices were posted in a county emptied 

by war while the owners were trapped beyond military lines. A government cannot deprive 

citizens of property without giving them a meaningful chance to respond. That did not happen 

here.” Elijah explained directly to the judge. “Your honor, if there was no lawful notice, there 

was no lawful sale.” 

He laid Anna's ledger sheet flat beside the novel. “And even under color of that deed, 

they fail every test the color requires. Their deed describes four hundred acres. They claim four 

thousand. These matrices — drawn from the syndicate's own registry figures — prove the 

possession was never coextensive with the paper, inch for inch, and their own manifests show 

the timber stood untouched for years at a stretch.”  

“The syndicate wants title through adverse possession. To win, they must prove they 

actually occupied the land openly, continuously, and exclusively for fifteen years.”  

Elijah tapped Anna's ledger. “Their own records prove they cannot do that. Large 

sections sat untouched for years. Occupation cannot be claimed where no occupation existed.”  

Judge Cabell leaned forward, his spectacles catching the gas glare as he compared Anna's 

matrices against the syndicate's abstracts. “The notice question is a question of fact, Mr. 

Worthington, and the facts you lay are troubling.” He tapped the ledger sheet. “Four hundred 

acres of deed against four thousand of claim is a discrepancy this court cannot overlook. 

Proceed, Mr. Henderson.”  
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“This case is not about the Civil War,” Thomas Henderson said. “It is about twenty-seven 

years of uninterrupted possession. My clients paid the taxes. They improved the land. They 

operated openly. The alleged heirs did nothing. The law cannot leave ownership uncertain 

forever.” 

“And finally, this is a mathematical fabrication!” Henderson complained with his hands 

sweeping towards Elijah. “They have no original registries to prove the boundaries! The land 

office books from the war years are missing!” 

Elijah quickly countered. “The original registries were sitting three perches north of the 

meetinghouse pasture stone in Nansemond County, sealed inside a lead casing since the day 

Ephraim Moses escaped John Henderson’s whips – your father!” These words forced the 

syndicates on the benches to lean back in confused thought. 

Elijah continued. “The casing is now in possession of federal marshals as custodians for 

the court. The geometry of the timber cuts matches the code in this book inch for inch, and the 

figures do not lie. Furthermore, Your Honor, the defense cannot claim exclusive, continuous 

occupancy when their own Gilded Age manifests show the timber stood untouched while this 

record heir was actively serving as a regular soldier of the United States. His lineage is dressed, 

his claims are entered, and the bill of redemption is lawful today.” 

A tense, suffocated silence fell over the courtroom, the gas lamps hissed as the judge 

considered the truth of the argument. 

Judge Cabell removed his spectacles. “Then I understand the dispute to be this: Mr. 

Henderson argues the tax sale transferred ownership and that subsequent possession cured any 

defect. Mr. Worthington argues the sale itself was void and that possession was never sufficient 

to create title independently.” 
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“Is that a fair statement of the parties' positions?” he finished firmly but politely. 

Thomas Henderson stood paralyzed as he realized the land ring had been trapped by their 

own legal treachery. The deception Elijah had maintained all these years had finally hardened 

into a wall of legal principle. 

Judge Cabell lifted his head and pushed the syndicate's abstracts aside and with a slow 

scratch of his pen wrote a note. “The motion for the quiet-title decree is denied, Mr. Henderson. 

This court finds the notice of the 1861 tax sale defective and cancels the deed as fraudulent. The 

defendants have further failed to prove fifteen years of hostile, continuous, exclusive possession 

coextensive with the acreage claimed. A caveat shall bar any allotment or sale of the Nansemond 

tracts until the original ledger is unsealed. Jurisdiction over the title is retained by this court, 

pending the heir's affirmative action to quiet it in his own name.” 

The court room erupted into frantic shouting from the journalists and rail spectators alike, 

but Elijah did not linger. He turned to Sarah with a genuine smile clearing the weariness from his 

face as his right hand locked into hers, anchoring their lifelong contract. 

The Winona men had cleared the dust and the text was officially recorded in the 

permanent book of the nation. Far to the west, the overland trains were already shrieking through 

the Omaha switches, carrying Samuel and Anna toward the final frontier lines, but the first step 

of the journey was won in the east. 
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CHAPTER 15 – The Lawful Heir 

The metallic click-tick of the office telegraph receiver inside the Fort Robinson adjutant’s 

quarters struck the small timber room with the sudden velocity of an artillery primer.  

The last Friday of 1888 found Fort Robinson in the middle of a Nebraska blizzard. 

Outside, the raw limestone ridges of the White River valley were locked beneath a crust of white 

snow. Inside, the room was warm and comfortable with the scent of fresh stove-grease. 

First Sergeant Aaron Carter stood rigid by the walnut railing of the desk, his shoulders 

filling out his blue overcoat. At forty-two, his weathered face revealed the seriousness of a hard 

life. He watched the brass key as it danced and clicked against the metal anvil. The Post 

Adjutant, Captain Joseph Garrard, was transcribing the message quickly. 

Tick-tick-clack. Clack-tick-tick. 

Lieutenant John Hanks Alexander stepped out from the shadow of the inner office and 

received the incoming transcription sheet from Captain Garrard. Beside him stood Chaplain 

Henry Vinton Plummer, the first African American chaplain appointed to the U.S. Regular Army 

and assigned to the 9th Cavalry. 
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“It's routed straight out of the Richmond circuit, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Alexander stated. 

“Elijah Worthington has broken their lines from the east. Look at the text.” 

Aaron leaned over the rail, his large, calloused thumb tracing the hurried pencil marks the 

telegraph operator had recorded: 

RICHMOND COURT DECREE SECURE STOP 

HENDERSON ABSTRACTS CANCELLED VIA JUDGE CABELL DECREE STOP 

TAX SALE DEEMED FRAUDULENT STOP 

CAVEAT ENTERED IN THE LAND RECORD STOP 

THE LEDGER DEEDS ARE SEALED IN MARSHALS CUSTODY STOP 

YOU ARE THE LAWFUL HEIR ON RECORD STOP 

— E W 

Aaron let out a long breath as the twenty-four-year cloud over his head loosened and 

evaporated. He reached into his inner pocket and checked on the awkward thickness of Silas 

Bretton’s old pocketbook and Tom Barlow’s note. 

The secret was out in the open light. The fifteen-year adverse possession timeline the 

land syndicates had tried to manufacture since 1861 had been permanently smashed. 

“All that remains is for you to file, Sergeant Moses,” Chaplain Plummer spoke softly. 

“The court has ruled that the state cannot use a predatory tax loophole to erase a regular soldier's 

worth from the book of this nation. The law makes that clear.” 

“Yes the legal tracks are laid, Chaplain,” Aaron muttered. “But the wolf on the flats don't 

read a judge's pen. Allotment Agent Baker is still lingering around the Chadron rail spur just 

twenty-eight miles away, and Marcus Bretton’s private regulators are out on the trails. They 
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know the paper is locked, which means the only way they can break the injunction now is to 

make sure that I never answer the roll again.” 

Lieutenant Alexander placed his leather portfolio under his arm and with professional 

discipline said, “Let them deploy their regulators, First Sergeant. The regular army doesn’t bow 

down to the requests of boardroom thieves. The Department of the Platte has already sent a 

Second Lieutenant from the 7th Cavalry who has just cleared the Omaha switches. The dispatch 

logs say he's hauling the post-battle manifests to Fort Meade, but Elijah's network says he's 

coming here before the new year.” 

Aaron closed his cartridge box with a sharp, resonant click of his wrist, his posture 

straight, rigid, and entirely devoid of fear as he whirled back toward the stable lane. The 

administrative fog had finally hardened into a wall of legal principle. 

* * * 

 

The Mississippi had frozen into a white road by the second week of January 1889, and 

the gas lamps in Thomas Henderson's private office burned against the dark at midday. 

It was the same room where, twelve years earlier, Henderson had ordered the quiet-title 

decree moved to a closed hearing in Richmond. The maps on the walnut table were different 

now. The outcome was the same shape as the last one: a loss, entered in ink. 

Captain Marcus Bretton stood by the window with his heavy black coat still buttoned to 

the collar, snow melting off his boots onto the Turkish carpet. The years since Mandan had 

carved him down to something leaner and harder. He had not been invited to sit. 

“Richmond is lost,” Henderson said. He did not look up from the flimsy syndicate 

telegram he held in his hands. “The decree is denied, the deed is cancelled, and Cabell has 
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entered his injunction and the appeal was denied. The syndicate says all legal channels are settled 

and the road is closed, Captain.” 

“Then we take the other road.” Bretton said ominously, his voice had reached the 

conclusion of a man who had been waiting twelve years. “This was the only way that our victory 

was ever going to hold. I will have my retaliation for my brother’s death.” 

Henderson set the flimsy paper down with precise fingers. “The judge retained 

jurisdiction pending the heir's affirmative action. When First Sergeant Carter files in Richmond, 

the title is gone beyond all appeals I can manufacture and delays I can bribe. The coordinates 

your men lifted at Mandan are worthless now — the marshals hold custody of the ground at 

Nansemond. The only claim left walks on the two legs of a cavalry sergeant.” 

“Say it plain, counselor.” 

“The claim cannot survive the winter.” Henderson's eyes were cold and entirely devoid of 

warmth. “And it must not look like murder. Mandan taught us the price of open gunfire — 

another dead regular with our fingerprints on the shell casings brings the Army down on every 

rail spur we own and the press down on all of us. I don't need to know the method, Captain. I just 

want the result… And it must be deniable.” 

Bretton was silent as he studied the frozen river. When he spoke, it was with a provost's 

economy. 

“Fort Robinson. The agency road runs close and the patrols ride it thin in winter.” A thin 

smile touched his mouth. “There's been talk of a Ghost Dance among the Sioux — faint talk, 

campfire talk. I'll plant better talk. A few riders in paint, a burned supply wagon, shots in the 

dark near the Pine Ridge line. The post will ask for protection it doesn't really need. When 

Carter's patrol rides out to answer it, Wilkes and my men will be waiting in the draw.” 
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“And the post commander?” 

“Will write 'hostiles' in his report and request more cavalry instead of asking questions.” 

Bretton turned from the window. “A sergeant dies a casualty of Indian trouble. No inquest. No 

fingerprints. The affidavit in Elijah Worthington's briefcase becomes the testimony of a dead 

man, and dead men file no challenges.” 

Henderson held his gaze for a long moment. He understood exactly what he was buying, 

and the understanding did not move his face at all. He threw down the bag of gold coins. 

“See that he does.” 

Bretton buttoned his coat against the stairwell cold and went out without another word. 

Henderson returned to the window to watch the ice road of the river and calculated the cost of 

the spring filing season against the cost of a grave — and finding that the arithmetic favored the 

grave. 

* * * 

 

January 8, 1889, was a dry, but piercing cold Tuesday at Fort Riley, Kansas. The heavy 

ambulance wagon jolted across the parade ground of the fort which was located near the Kansas 

River. The wagon wheels crunched to a halt outside a row of stark frontier duplexes.  

Second Lieutenant Samuel Barlow leaped down into the Kansas soil, adjusting the stiff 

wool of his new uniform coat. He turned to hoist his bride, Anna, onto the boardwalk planks. 

Under the command of Colonel James W. Forsyth, the sprawling frontier outpost felt a lifetime 

away from the quiet sanctuaries of their Winona home. 
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The interior of their assigned quarters was sparse with a dusty and stale smell. Anna set 

her heavy bookkeeper’s slate box onto a raw pine table, her eyes surveyed the bare room reality 

of an army spouse. She had a look of sadness on her face that Samuel noticed immediately.  

“Don’t worry, it will be alright but I need to report, I’ll be back soon.” Samuel kissed her 

brow before departing for the adjutant's office to report for duty with the newly forming Cavalry 

and Light Artillery School. 

Before Anna could even begin sorting the linen sheets from her traveling chest, a 

confident knock resonated against the cedar door frame. 

Anna cautiously opened the door and found a young woman standing on the veranda, 

holding a small silver tray with two crisp calling cards. She carried herself with the flawless, 

instinctual poise of a general’s daughter. Yet, her simple dress and dusty boots instantly signaled 

her shared status as the wife of a junior officer. 

“You must be Anna,” Nina said, a warm, genuine smile breaking through the rigid 

protocols of the garrison. “My name is Nina Tilford Cameron, my husband is Lieutenant George 

H. Cameron. The senior wives are bound by the 'Army Way' to wait until your trunks are entirely 

unpacked before they visit. But as a fellow junior spouse, I know how overwhelming all this can 

be and how important it is to get settled. May I come in?” 

“Of course,” Anna breathed, her intellectual caution melting into immediate relief as she 

stepped aside. “The wind outside is fierce.” 

“That is just the first verse of the Kansas plains, my dear,” Nina laughed, stepping into 

the parlor and setting her calling cards on the table. “But we don't leave a neighbor to assess the 

wilderness alone.” 
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By afternoon, the harsh Kansas wind had risen, rattling the window sashes and driving a 

fine powder of dust through the cracks in the masonry. Anna stood in the kitchen doorway, 

coughing slightly as she watched a fresh drift settle over her clean pottery. 

“Do not let the dust sadden your spirits, Anna,” Nina said, stepping into the kitchen with 

an armful of damp rags and a bucket of soap water. “The houses are sturdy, but the prairie has a 

habit of covering the inside your cupboards if you don't keep the boundaries wet.” 

Anna tied a linen apron tight over her traveling dress, her ink-stained fingers catching the 

hem. “It feels an impossible solution to calculate, Nina. Back in the Winona timber yards, we 

knew how to seal a frame against the northern gales. Here, the elements seem to override the 

architecture.” 

“Then you’ll need a “striker” to manage the heavy tonnage,” Nina stated. She walked to 

the back door and gestured toward the barracks line. “Tomorrow morning, we will tap into the 

'striker' network. My George has a reliable private in his troop who is eager to earn an extra two 

dollars a month. He will haul your split-pine firewood, scrub the hearths, and help you dress 

these stone floors until the quarters are clean.” 

Anna scrunched her temple, her logistical mind calculating the domestic arrangement. 

“An enlisted soldier paid for household chores? Has the high command consented to this?” 

“It is the currency of the frontier, Anna,” Nina reassured her, placing a comforting hand 

over Anna's knuckles. “It’s not in the regulations, but the garrison survives by these private 

contracts. We keep our kitchens running so our husbands can keep their breech blocks clean on 

the trail.” 

* * * 
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The administrative air inside the Fort Riley headquarters building was a dense pocket of 

heat smelling of parched linen and burned wood. It was late afternoon, and the relentless Kansas 

wind continued rattling the heavy cedar windows. 

Second Lieutenant Samuel Barlow stood straight and rigid before the walnut desk, his red 

hair cropped tight to his skull, his forage cap held tucked beneath his left arm in a military 

stance. At twenty-three, the four years of West Point discipline had worn off his farm-boy 

clumsiness and replaced it with the posture of military fortitude. 

Behind the desk sat Colonel James W. Forsyth, a battle-hardened veteran of the Civil 

War whose weathered face was cast in deep shadow. He was arranging troop reports and artillery 

chits. On the wall behind him hung a large topographical blueprint of the new Cavalry and Light 

Artillery School. 

Forsyth looked up at the gold-buttoned lines of the young officer’s dress coat before he 

pushed a heavy file forward. 

“Sit down, Lieutenant Barlow,” Forsyth commanded. 

Samuel remained standing, his boots striking the floorboards with a sharp click. “I prefer 

to take my orders on the line, Colonel.” 

A faint smile of veteran approval showed on Forsyth’s face. “I see that West Point habits 

die hard. Your uncle, Lieutenant Colonel William Sterling, spoke highly of your aptitude for 

geometry and ballistic calculations. That is precisely the mind I require here. This school is not 

merely a garrison for routine horse shows, Barlow. It is a modern engine of tactical military 

progress.” 

He unrolled a fresh layout sheet, using a pair of heavy ordnance slugs as paper weights. 
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“Your initial duties will be split between two distinct areas,” Forsyth explained, his 

calloused finger tapping the blueprint. “First, you will oversee the mathematical alignment of the 

secondary field maneuvers along the Republican River. The rail syndicates are running tracks 

through the western spurs, and the War Department requires our patrol lines to protect the supply 

gates. Second, you will assist Lieutenant Cameron in compiling the logistics and ammunition 

manifests for the new experimental light artillery batteries.” 

Samuel looked down on the coordinates. He thought of the yellowed cipher slip and the 

photograph currently resting flat against his chest beneath his coat—a secret that was still racing 

the clock against the land syndicates back east. 

“The baseline looks clear on the paper, sir,” Samuel stated. “But the frontier trails don't 

always respect the evenness of a desk layout.” 

“They do not,” Forsyth agreed, standing up to his full height until his body framed the 

headquarters window. “Out here on the plains, a calculation error means dead regulars in a ditch. 

The relying on book learning can blind a young officer if his carbine is fouled. Master the field 

columns, Lieutenant. Dress your line, and keep your contract clean with the quartermaster. 

Dismissed.” 

Samuel gave a crisp, respectful military salute, whirled on his heel, and marched out into 

the wind-whipped courtyard. The legal clock was still ticking, but his command sword was 

officially in his hand, and he was ready for the march. 

* * * 

 

Later that evening, the light of the lamps turned the parlor of the Cameron duplex into a 

warm sanctuary against the howling dark of the prairie. The scent of roasted grain and brown 
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butter filled the room. Over two dozen officers and their families crowded the small space, their 

conversations about tactical maneuvers and military manifests creating a lively buzz. 

Samuel stood near the walnut mantle, his red hair cropped tight, looking every bit the 

West Point upperclassman as he discussed cavalry drill paths with Lieutenant George H. 

Cameron. 

At the center of the room, Nina steered Anna into the middle of the faculty circle, 

introducing her to the wives of the new Cavalry and Light Artillery School. 

“Ladies, this is Anna Barlow, our newest member of the line,” Nina announced, her voice 

subduing the room's chatter instantly. “Her husband has just taken his file with the 7th, and she 

already knows what is required to keep a household standing in a sandstorm.” 

A senior captain's wife smiled warmly, passing a porcelain teacup into Anna's hands. 

“Then you have arrived at the perfect hour, Mrs. Barlow. The school is launching its new faculty 

teas and informal hops this Friday. We require every hand to keep the isolated garrison alive 

through the winter freezes.” 

Anna adjusted her lace collar, her dark eyes flaring with certainty as she looked across 

the room at Samuel's proud stance, then back to Nina. The comfortable innocence of her Winona 

youth was behind her, but looking at the interlocked circle of faculty families, she knew her 

place was here. 

“I am ready for the march, Nina,” Anna replied, her fingers tightly holding her teacup as 

the music of a parlor fiddle struck up a rhythmic tune. 

* * * 
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The great timber rafters of the Fort Riley assembly hall pulsed with a pressurized frenzy 

of music and conversation. It was Friday evening in the auditorium packed with the elite social 

circle of the garrison families. The air was thick with the fragrant trace of roasted goose from the 

buffet tables. 

Anna Barlow stood near the cedar railing, her small hands clamping a white lace 

handkerchief against her dress. Her dark hair was pulled tight beneath her delicate crown, her 

eyes mapping the room with the calculating focus of a logistics clerk. Beside her stood Nina 

Cameron, her posture straight and her presence an invisible shield against the critical stares of 

the senior spouses. 

“Hold your chin high, Aniu,” Nina whispered to Anna using the familiar Kashubian 

diminutive. “The senior wives are moving this way and screening the new arrival by the stiffness 

of her posture, but they don't know the grit of the Winona volunteers.” 

Three older women materialized through the shifting curtains of cigar smoke as their 

heavy silk dresses rustling against the floorboards. At their center was Mrs. Elizabeth D. Forsyth, 

the Colonel’s wife, a woman who carried deep knowledge of the frontier and whose countenance 

was as unsparing as a federal injunction.  

“Mrs. Cameron,” the Colonel's wife said in a practiced tone that had spent decades 

navigating the department's committees. Her eyes drilled into Anna’s cream wool lace. “And this 

must be the new lieutenant’s bride from the upper Mississippi bogs.” 

“I am pleased to introduce you to Anna Barlow, Mrs. Forsyth,” Nina introduced with 

crisp clarity as her hand rested steady against Anna’s elbow. “Her father Bernard built the 

monumental framing of the new cathedral in Winona. She understands the architecture of secrets 

better than any clerk in Washington.” 
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Mrs. Forsyth raised an eyebrow, her analytical thoughts evaluating the young woman's 

steady stance. “An architect's daughter. Perhaps a useful pedigree out here. But a frontier 

garrison does not run on sentiment or geometry, Mrs. Barlow. The 'Army Way' requires a wife to 

endure long months of isolation while the men are out on the trail without quitting or 

complaining.” 

“I am aware of the requirements, ma'am,” Anna stated with a certainty that caused the 

older women to pause over their tea plates. “My mother Rose taught me that a building collapses 

if your baseline is false by even half a perch. Samuel and I did not sign our names to the parish 

register simply to turn our lives over to the sign of winter. We are here to hold our line.” 

A tense silence fell over the small circle. Mrs. Forsyth looked from the look in the girl’s 

eyes to the unadorned silver band gleaming on her hand, and then a slow smile of companionship 

finally cleared her face. 

“She will do well here, Nina,” Mrs. Forsyth said with respect. “She has the ink in her 

blood. Welcome to the School Circle, Anna.” 

As the older women stepped away to review the next set of manifests, Anna let out a long 

exhale, her fingers relaxing against Nina's hand. Across the room, Samuel’s eyes found her 

profile through the crowd and offered her a serene smile. The first obstacle of the garrison social 

scene had been cleared.  

* * * 

 

The administrative chill inside the limestone halls of the Minnesota State Capitol in St. 

Paul did not merely match the brutal mid-January blizzard of 1889; it hardened into a desperate 

deadlock. 
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Outside, the frozen Mississippi River ran like a white road with its drifts piling high 

against the Third Street windows. Inside the packed House Chamber over a hundred state 

representatives and senators sat jammed into the oak desks with their collective sounds shaking 

through the rafters. 

The battle for the Senate seat was no longer a question of elegant speeches or romantic 

fables. Under the old constitutional rules, the legislature had convened in a joint convention to 

choose who would fill the seat of the incumbent, Dwight M. Sabin. The railroad monopolies and 

the boardroom syndicates had poured thousands of dollars into the capital, desperate to secure 

Sabin’s re-election or hand the power to a candidate who would keep the Bureau’s secret locator 

lists sealed forever. 

Thomas Henderson stood near the back rail of the gallery, his tailored coat immaculate 

and his posture steady as he counted the tallies. For weeks, his syndicates had held a powerful 

block of votes, deliberately forcing revote after revote to break the momentum of William 

Sterling’s anti-monopoly crusade. 

Beside him leaned Jonathan Reed against a cedar pillar as he methodically recorded the 

name changes on a fresh galley sheet. 

“The math is shifting, Henderson,” Jonathan said. “You threw the kitchen sink at the 

caucus with the Custer letters, and you used the local marshals to sandbag the northern counties. 

But a clerk’s pen can only maintain the fog for so long when honest men start listening.” 

“The caucus hasn't broken, journalist,” Henderson sneered back with intense malice. 

“William Sterling may have the veterans waving black-bordered postcards in the galleries, but he 

doesn't have the capacity to clear the floor. We will keep this convention in a deadlock until the 

spring thaw if we have to. A shipping merchant cannot overcome the rail interests.” 
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At the center desk on the floor, William Sterling sat rigid, his shoulders filling out his 

civilian coat and his hands resting steady on his cane. He did not look up at the syndics in the 

wings. He evaluated the legislative terrain with the logical detachment of a master builder who 

knew that a true architecture of secrets required an eye that knew how to adjust the center posts. 

“The clerk will call the roll for the twentieth ballot!” the Speaker proclaimed, his 

brass gavel striking the anvil. The room went dead silent save for the rapid scratch-blot of the 

tally clerks’ steel pens. Name by name, the legislators stood to declare their contract. 

“Durant!” 

“Sabin!” 

“Washburn!” 

“Sterling!” 

“It's a sieve,” William murmured to his sister Cathy. “They are parsing the numbers in 

sets of five, Cathy. Every time our vanguard gains a perch in the southern counties, Henderson's 

agents misdirect a troop movement wire or buy a switch-vote in the rail towns to drop us back 

into the muck.” 

“Then we don't fight them with their own arithmetic, Billy,” Cathy stated with sharp 

honesty. She leaned down, her eyes flaring with certainty. “Jonathan’s morning print editions 

have already hit the desks of every representative from the Red River junctions to the Iowa 

border. We didn't unseal Anna’s decrypted coordinate matrices in the Richmond court simply to 

let these corporate thieves rewrite the ledger in St. Paul. The caveat has frozen the Nansemond 

deeds in Washington. Show the assembly the certified seals, William. Force them to read the 

fraud out loud in the dirt.” 
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William stood up entirely devoid of fear as he walked down the center aisle toward the 

forestage stairs. The movement jarred the chamber, a hundred pairs of eyes looking at his 

limping pace and the regular army commission papers he hoisted in his right hand. 

“Men of Minnesota!” William’s words reverberated in the chamber. “For three long 

weeks, this convention has been sandbagged inside a labyrinth of vertical columns and private 

agreements! The gentlemen in the wings tell you that the state’s expansion requires an alignment 

of rails and silent compliance! They ask you to vote for a dead letter to keep the peace with the 

trading rings!” 

He slammed his cane down onto the oak rail with a force that made the clerk's layout 

tables vibrate. 

“But I tell you that the true contract of our freedom is sitting on the paper before you!” 

William thundered. “The Land Patent Office in Washington did not write the 1871 Act to turn 

our western frontier into a private cemetery for boardroom speculators! We have just received 

the certified decree from the Richmond circuit court—the 1861 wartime tax sales have been 

cancelled as a mathematical fabrication, and the titles are clouded permanently!” 

Astonished murmurs rippled through the front desks, but William raised his hand to 

command silence. 

“The syndicates have used private field agents to hunt down our own Black veterans 

along the trail, trying to cross First Sergeant Aaron Carter’s name off the regular army muster 

rolls to steal his inheritance! They want a senator who will look the other way while they burn 

the registries of this nation! I say to you, Minnesota, that the uniform is not an experiment of the 

state, and the law does not belong solely to the powerful! Break the deadlock tonight! Give me 
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the legislative power of this Senate seat, and by God, we will roll the public press until the true 

boundaries of our freedom are officially recorded in the permanent book of this Republic!” 

The house erupted into a roaring frenzy of political and patriotic fervor with the veterans 

in the gallery surging to their feet wildly cheering and waving black-bordered postcards. 

Thomas Henderson stood paralyzed as he watched three of his key country 

representatives from the Olmsted and St. Louis county delegations break from the caucus line, as 

they marched toward the voting clerk’s desk with Jonathan’s news-sheets clutched in their hands.  

“The clerk will tally the final revote!” the Speaker shouted over the rising din of the 

crowd.  

When the manual hand-presses rolled the final print editions in the dark hours before 

dawn, the news held the composition of the victory: 

THE CRUSADE OF THE FIRST MINNESOTA SECURE! 

STERLING ELECTED TO THE UNITED STATES SENATE!!! 

THE DEADLOCK BROKEN ON THE TWENTY-FOURTH BALLOT!!! 

THE ALLOTMENT RINGS DEFEATED IN THE CAPITAL!!! 

Jonathan Reed snapped shut his notebook with a smile of admiration. Beside him, Cathy 

Sterling Reed closed her satchel with a click of her wrist. The corporate system had lost, the 

younger generation was whole, and the Senator-elect was ready to take the hill in Washington. 

* * * 

 

The January blizzard of 1889 did not merely rattle the windows of the Fort Riley 

headquarters; it drove fine white powder straight through the masonry and dusted the walnut 

writing tables like chalk. 
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Inside the warm parlor of the commander's home, the air was a quiet sanctuary smelling 

of roasted coffee beans. Elizabeth Forsyth sat very straight in her high-backed chair, her dark silk 

dress rustling with a calculated friction as she dipped her steel pen into a deep blue inkwell. 

On the desk before her lay a black-bordered envelope that had arrived on the morning rail 

from New York City. The stationery bore the elegant, hurried script of Elizabeth “Libbie” 

Custer—a widow who had spent twelve long years turning her husband’s tactical disaster at the 

Little Bighorn into a hallowed, unassailable fable of American martyrdom. 

Elizabeth Forsyth read the lines where Libbie sought an institutional sounding board to 

vet her upcoming memoirs. Their relationship stretched back to the smoke of the Civil War, 

when James W. Forsyth and George Armstrong Custer had ridden as close friends and staff 

colleagues under General Philip Sheridan. The memory of “Autie” was not an abstract history 

lesson for these two women; it was a foundational brick in their lives. 

...I must have certainty, Elizabeth, Libbie’s letter pleaded from the parchment page. The 

land office syndicates and the secular press are constantly demanding an audit of the old cattle 

contracts and the scouting manifests, trying to turn my husband’s sacrifice into an ordinary 

calculation error. They want the country to doubt the men who dropped in the clover. Tell me 

that the current leadership of the 7th Cavalry still honors the traditions he established. Tell me 

that the modern faculty at the Riley school does not look through his memory as if it were a dead 

letter. 

Elizabeth Forsyth set her teacup down with a sharp click against its saucer. As the new 

“First Lady” of the 7th Cavalry at Fort Riley, she viewed herself as the custodian of the 

regiment's domestic history. Within the protective social code of the officer corps, loyalty to old 

comrades and their widows was a strict law. 
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She turned her gaze to the parlor wall, where a large, framed portrait of General Custer in 

his buckskins hung in the place of highest honor above the stone hearth. The anxiety in her face 

intensified with a fiercely protective regimental loyalty both women shared. 

“The dead belong to us, Libbie,” Elizabeth spoke softly to the empty room as she 

scratched a rapid cadence across a fresh sheet of paper. 

My Dear Libbie, her text carrying the unhurried weight of a master builder reinforcing a 

center post. The Kansas wind is howling outside our sashes tonight, but inside this garrison, the 

baseline your husband drew remains strong. James spent the morning reviewing the new tactical 

alignment with the junior officers, and I can assure you that every file-closer who puts on the 

blue wool coat of the 7th is trained to look at Autie’s record with profound reverence. 

She blotted the ink with a heavy palm, her mind snapping the geometry of the social 

defense into focus. 

Do not let the politicians or the St. Paul news-rags sandbag your courage, sister. James 

and I have just vetted the manuscript chapters you forwarded. His memory of the Shenandoah 

campaigns matches your timeline inch for inch, and he confirms that Autie's tactical style was an 

requirement of the national expansion, not a reckless blunder. Let the shipping merchants like 

William Sterling shout their columns of fraud on the St. Paul stages. We have built an invisible 

shield of memory in this valley that no boardroom thief or congressional committee can breach. 

The schoolchildren will learn the truth of a widow’s devotion before they ever hear a 

demagogue's audit. Your line is dressed here, Libbie, and the home guard stays under arms to 

keep the record clean for you gallant Autie. 
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The heavy cedar door of the parlor clicked open, and Anna Barlow entered the room, her 

linen bonnet covered with snow. She held a fresh packet of cavalry supply manifests tight against 

her apron, her eyes alert. 

Elizabeth Forsyth did not scramble to hide her letter. She stood up in a position that 

mirrored her husband’s old soldier stance as she sealed the envelope with a heavy brass stamp. 

“The mail stage leaves for the eastern switches at dawn, Anna,” Mrs. Forsyth stated. “See 

that this packet is routed directly to the New York registry under an official military waiver. We 

are sending a widow the legal ammunition she needs to hold her hill in Washington, and the 7th 

Cavalry never allows its manifests to be delayed by the weather.” 

Anna adjusted her bonnet, her calculating mind instantly connecting the lines of this 

social puzzle. She looked from the portrait of the fallen commander above the fire to the 

unyielding firmness in the older woman's face, then nodded with deep professional respect. 

“Yes ma’am, Mrs. Forsyth,” Anna replied, her fingers locking tightly around the 

envelope. “The text will be delivered clean.”  
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CHAPTER 16 – The Final Tally 

The brutal dawn of January 1889 did not break over the White River valley with a 

gradual thawing; it fell across the low timber barracks of Fort Robinson, Nebraska, like a 

parched iron. A relentless northern gale whistled off the hills, driving a fine powder of snow into 

the eyes of the picket lines and turning the morning columns into a desperate test of regular army 

endurance. 

First Sergeant Aaron Carter stood rigid near the dark interior of the stable lean-to. At 

forty-two, his weather-beaten face was frozen with pure veteran discipline. For twenty-four long 

years he had hidden his true identity as Aaron Moses beneath the anonymous script of the 

frontier muster rolls. 

The Richmond court decree had cancelled the syndicates' fraudulent tax deeds, and 

Senator-elect William Sterling was preparing to retake the vanguard in Washington, but out on 

the edge of the prairie trails, a judge's pen did not change the plains weather for the better. 

“The wind is cutting straight through, Sergeant,” Private Jack Small muttered, his horse’s 

flank encrusted in slush as he led the vanguard out into the yard. “The scouts from the Rosebud 

agency say the drifts are up past the timber curbs near the reservation property line.” 
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“Keep your muzzle steady and your stirrups short, Jack,” Aaron answered. “The 

politicians are carving up the treaty lands with their Dawes Act math back east, but until the 

winter freeze breaks, our orders are to keep the peace. No white homesteaders are allowed to 

cross the reservation borders, and no rogue cattle ranchers will steal the reservation grass before 

the government opens the slates.” 

Aaron knew that Allotment Agent Baker was still lingering near the Chadron rail spur, 

waiting for the deception to clear. The syndicates were running blind, but the freezing wilderness 

of the Dakotas offered a highly visible target to any mercenary regulator hidden in the draws. 

“Mount by detail!” Aaron commanded. “We move by the right flank!” 

The grueling winter patrols had worn the horses down, but the true weight hanging over 

the garrison sat inside the quiet adobe quarters of the regimental commander. 

* * * 

 

The parchment document lay flat across the walnut layout table inside the St. Paul 

executive chambers, its heavy, gold-embossed seal of the State of Minnesota gleaming under the 

gas lamplights. It was late January 1889, three weeks after the historic twenty-four-ballot 

deadlock had broken on the Minnesota House floor. 

William Sterling stood before the tall arched window, watching the freezing rain slicken 

the brick curbs of Jackson Street. He wore his finest civilian broadcloth coat. In his right hand, 

he held the official certificate of election to the United States Senate, signed and countersigned 

by the Governor. 

“This carries the full muscle of the state now, William,” Jonathan Reed said. The young 

editor sat on a large leather chair. “Dwight Sabin’s attorneys have officially withdrawn their 
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notices of contest. The railroad monopolies are retreating to their boardroom fortresses in 

Chicago, unaware to the trap you’re preparing to spring on the Senate floor.” 

William turned away from the glass and walked to the table and traced the seal with his 

index finger. “The certificate is just a key that opens the legislative door, Jonathan. It doesn't 

mean a damn thing if we don't know how to correct the system abuses when the session opens. 

For ten long years, Thomas Henderson and the Land Patent rings have used these offices to run a 

scheme of bribes and fraud against our veterans. They think a newly elected senator from the 

frontier will spend his first term bowing to the committees. They do not know we mean to 

rewrite the laws to guard against the corruption.” 

Cathy Sterling Reed sat at the corner desk, her dark traveling dress immaculate as she 

compared the freight manifests against a leather-bound legislative notebook. Her intellectual 

mind filled with the precise focus of a master builder. 

“Then we must assess the strategy through the rules of legislature, Billy,” Cathy stated 

with sharp honesty. She stood up and continued. “You cannot march onto the Senate floor 

shouting grievances about the Nansemond timber deeds. If you name First Sergeant Aaron Carter 

before the Committee on Public Lands is officially formed, the syndicate’s legislative agents will 

foil your resolutions with procedural injunctions, putting our files under an administrative fog.” 

“What do you propose then, Cathy?” William asked, his eyes with intense curiosity. 

“We attack with three distinct tactical phases,” Cathy explained. “First, Jonathan handles 

the public perception. The moment we arrive in Washington, The Republican Advocate offices 

sends its morning print straight to the Baltimore and Chicago exchanges. They will print the 

certified numbers of the Santee Agency cattle fraud alongside Mr. Boutelle’s novel, The Man 

Outside. We make the corporate alliance too public for the courts to look the other way.” 
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“And the second phase?” Jonathan inquired with professional focus. 

“This phase is the Committee assignments,” Cathy stated with assuredness. “William, 

you do NOT request a seat on Military Affairs or Foreign Relations. You trade every ounce of 

our western shipping capital to secure a placement on the Committee on Indian Affairs and the 

Committee on Public Lands. This is where the Dawes Act manifests are filed, and that is where 

the secret locator lists are vulnerable to a senator's subpoena.” 

She looked at her brother, her chin rigid with resolve. “And Third, the moment your 

credentials are accepted, you move for a formal congressional investigation into the land patent 

default judgments. We don't try to prove Aaron's title on the floor; we use the Senate's 

constitutional authority to force the Secretary of the Interior to unseal every classified locator 

sheet on the books. We also drag Henderson's father, John, straight into the public light.” 

William Sterling exhaled a deep breath and reached out his hand to close firmly over his 

sister's and Jonathan's to anchor the contract between them. 

“Let history write that Minnesota took the hill in Washington too,” William promised. 

“Pack the satchels, Cathy. The wagon is at the curb, and we must proceed with our plans.”  

* * * 

 

The early months of 1889 were marking the final, somber days of an era for the 9th 

Cavalry. Colonel Edward Hatch, who had commanded the regiment since its very inception in 

1866, was in failing health. The old wounds of the Civil War and twenty-three years of fighting 

the renegades had broken his body and spirit, leaving him weary behind his heavy desk. 
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Aaron stepped into the headquarters office, carrying the weekly subsistence manifests 

and winter scouting logs. The room was thick with the scent of vinegar-washed linen and wood-

smoke. 

Lieutenant John Hanks Alexander stood by the tall window sash, his pristine uniform 

coat buttoned, his eyes with a silent sorrow as he watched the old commander sleep in his chair. 

“He didn't sign the procurement vouchers today, Sergeant Carter,” Lieutenant Alexander 

stated quietly. “The physicians say his lungs are failing him. The Colonel won't live to see the 

spring thaw on the Mississippi.” 

Aaron set the ledger sheets down precisely on the right side of the desk. He looked at the 

frail frame of the man who had stood as shield against Marcus Bretton's private civil warrants 

over the years. Colonel Hatch had refused to submit his muster rolls based on the requests of 

dishonest land speculators. 

“The regiment is going to look a whole lot different without his command, sir,” Aaron 

said with sadness in his eyes. 

“The discipline of the line doesn't depend on one man's breath, First Sergeant,” 

Alexander countered gently. “Colonel Hatch framed our command and taught us the weight of 

honest sweat. When he passes the torch, we don't cower in the valley. We close up and hold our 

line.” 

* * * 

 

The cold and bitter February wind of 1889 did not soften the kitchen logs of the Barlow 

homestead. Inside the warm parlor, the air was a rich, fragrant sanctuary of brown butter and 

baked bread, while the persistent ticking of the grandfather clock counted out the seconds. 
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Marie Barlow sat on the three-legged stool by the hearth, her black mourning veil turned 

back to show a face marked by the pale weariness of her recent grief. Yet this afternoon, a 

human warmth touched her cheeks in a motherly smile. Held tightly in her trembling hands was 

a thick letter that had arrived from Fort Riley, Kansas. 

Sitting across the layout table were Bernard and Rose Jereczek. The big timber-cutter had 

folded his arms against his gray work shirt, his skipper cap pulled rakishly over his brow. Rose 

leaned forward with her eyes fixed on the paper. 

“Read it out loud, Marie,” Bernard grunted in his thick accent. “Let us hear how the 

children are doing on that Kansas plain.” 

Marie smoothed the brittle sheet and read the letter with a mother's pride: 

Dearest Mother, Father, and Mother Marie, 

I trust this letter finds the household under the bluff at peace, and that Ranger is keeping 

the stable yard secure. The rail cars of the Union Pacific rerailed our files south out of the 

Omaha hub legal and clean, and we have officially arrived at our permanent headquarters at 

Fort Riley, Kansas. 

The landscape here is an unrecognizable fortress of rigid duplexes and parched gravel 

ruts, but Samuel says a soldier’s uniform is his own destiny. His West Point commission has 

given him the rank of Second Lieutenant in the 7th United States Cavalry, and Colonel Forsyth 

has already assigned him to the new Cavalry and Light Artillery School here, mapping the 

tactical alignment of the river ravines. 

Rose Jereczek smiled, a teardrop trailing down her cheek as she reached out to grip her 

husband’s hand. “He is a regular officer now, Bernard. Just as your father was in Poland.” 
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“Aye,” Bernard smiled. “But listen to our small clerk's text, Rose. Anna tracks the 

manifests better than Forsyth's own staff.” 

Marie continued reading, her eye following Anna’s elegant geometry of script: 

Do not worry for my comfort, Aunt Rose. The 'Army Way' protocols are incredibly rigid 

here, but we have found a true friend in a young woman named Nina Tilford Cameron, the wife 

of a lieutenant and daughter of General Tilford. She made a prompt social visit to our stone 

quarters the day we arrived, dropping off calling cards and bringing a bucket of whale-oil soap 

to help me fight the Kansas dust. 

Nina has already introduced me into the 'School Circle' of the faculty families, and she 

has secured us a reliable 'striker'—an enlisted regular who is paid an extra two dollars a month 

to help with our household chores. We are attending our first informal faculty tea and hop this 

Friday evening at the assembly hall. 

Samuel keeps his Model 1873 revolver clean and carries the secret cipher slip safe 

against his ribs. The corporate allotment rings are still trying to run their scheme to defraud 

through the western agencies, but with William’s Senate election secure, we know the legal 

standing holds. We mean to hold this line until the final reckoning is won.  

Something of note, the commander’s wife, Elizabeth Forsyth, is a dear friend of Libbie 

Custer and advocates for her positions regarding the syndicates. It is yet to be seen if this has 

any bearing on our future or not. 

 

In Grace and Absolute Firmness, 

Anna and Samuel 
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Marie lowered the page to the kitchen table. The long march through the bogs of their 

own wartime memories were replaced by the reality before them. 

Bernard Jereczek stood up and placed his hand lightly onto his wife’s shoulder. 

“You see that, Marie?” Bernard spoke with a deep laugh. “The fathers preserved the 

Union through the smoke, but the children are whole in the dust. They have the map and they are 

ready for the work. Let the Washington syndicates write lies into their big books.” 

* * * 

 

The weather of late February was even more hardened than the granite columns and 

angles of the Department of the Interior building in Washington.  It reached the cold temperature 

of nineteen degrees Fahrenheit with two inches of snowfall quickly covered by a sheet of ice. 

This department building – as was most of the government buildings – relied on heavy cast-iron 

radiators in the offices to provide warmth. The annoying sounds of the pipework were dominated 

by clanking and hissing. 

Senator William Sterling walked through the soaring halls. He wore his finest clothes, but 

he carried his heavy walnut cane with the grip of a field commander preparing to attack a citadel. 

Behind him, Jonathan Reed walked quietly with his notebook clamped beneath his arm. The 

heavy cedar door to the Secretary’s private executive suite swung open with a sharp, violent slap. 

The outgoing Secretary of the Interior, William Freeman Vilas, sat behind a massive, ten-

foot mahogany layout desk, his tailored waistcoat immaculate, his hands smooth and entirely 

free of trail grease. He was methodically packing his personal records before John Noble would 

replace him in March. Vilas did not lift his head immediately, his narrow gaze cold, exhausted, 

and entirely devoid of bureaucratic warmth. 
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“You are moving too fast for these halls, Senator Sterling,” Vilas drawled, his smooth 

voice carrying the reluctance of an outgoing cabinet officer eager to dump his administrative 

burdens onto his successor. “The certificate of election from Minnesota gives you a seat in the 

chamber, but it does not grant you a clearance charter to subvert the work of this office. I have 

no intention of opening archive repositories or helping an incoming frontier politician disrupt my 

final days in this seat.” 

“The records you are trying to box away are a sieve, Mr. Secretary,” William stated 

forcefully. He marched straight to the table and slammed his heavy cane down across the open 

maps. 

William drew a certified copy of the Richmond circuit court decree from his waistcoat 

and dropped it directly over Vilas's layouts. The gold-embossed seal of the United States Land 

Office gleamed under the gaslight. 

“The Hanger v. Abbott rulings and the Richmond decree have cancelled your wartime tax 

deeds as a mathematical fabrication, sir,” William stated, his face burning with resolute intensity. 

“The fifteen-year adverse possession clock your syndicates tried to manufacture has been 

permanently smashed in the dirt. You think your department can simply slip into a new 

administration while your private field agents hunt down regular army veterans like First 

Sergeant Aaron Carter to steal their inheritance?” 

Vilas slowly leaned back in his chair. “The frontier is full of chaos now, Senator. If you 

want an investigation into your precious Virginia timber tracts, take your campaign to Mr. Noble 

next month. My hands are clean of it and there is nothing I will do on this, or any other item.” 

Vilas then pointed toward an unprinted legislative draft bearing the stamp of the 

upcoming Division and Allotment Mandate of March 2, 1889. 
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“If you wish to talk about allotments, you should be more worried about the upcoming 

March bill,” Vilas complained. “The expansion of this Republic is moving forward with the 

Dawes Act. By next week, Congress will pass the statutory mandate to carve up the Great Sioux 

Reservation into individual plots. Your syndicates don’t care about old Civil War registries 

anymore; they are preparing to open millions of acres of 'surplus' tribal lands.” 

“You know very well that the law requires the consent of three-fourths of the adult male 

tribal population first, Mr. Secretary,” Jonathan Reed whispered, taking a step forward until his 

shadow completely dominated the desk layout. “Those signatures are not inked on paper yet. 

Your private trading rings and allotment agents are using intense political pressure and 

fraudulent cattle vouchers to force compliance on the Pine Ridge lines.” 

“Then let them,” Vilas countered coldly. “The government will eventually secure those 

signatures tribe by tribe. It may take them all year long to verify the tallies, but it is going to 

happen. President Benjamin Harrison will issue a formal presidential proclamation by next 

February to legally open those reservations to active surveying. The syndicates will have their 

title clearance, and any speech from you won’t rescind a presidential order.” 

“Then we will take it to the press,” Jonathan Reed said as he tapped his notebook against 

the mahogany rail. “Tomorrow morning, The Republican Advocate prints the secret locator 

sheets your enforcement rings routed to Fort Robinson. We will drag your private investigative 

rings into the light before leave next month.” 

William Sterling leaned over the layout table, looking directly into the outgoing 

Secretary’s face. “I have already secured assignments to the Committee on Public Lands and the 

Committee on Indian Affairs for the incoming session. And as a member of those committees, I 

will be launching formal congressional subpoenas for every classified file in this department—
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including the signature logs your agents are extorting on the Dakota trails. We are going to 

unseal your default judgments and block your surplus land sales. A true record of the corruption 

from both the outgoing and incoming administrations will be revealed.” 

A tense silence fell over the room. Vilas's face turned ashen white knowing he was out of 

options. 

William Sterling grabbed his cane from the desk, and marched out into the marble 

corridor, his boots striking the planks with an even military cadence from his limp.  

* * * 

 

The March winds brought no relief from the heavy drifts along the White River as 

Company D pushed its final winter escort sweep toward the Rosebud. 

Aaron sat rigid in his leather saddle and as his horse navigated a narrow ravine, he 

spotted a horizontal line of unbadged civilian freight wagons camped illegally one-hundred-fifty 

feet inside the reservation property line. 

“Jack, take the rear file and flank the flatbeds,” Aaron commanded. 

Aaron rode his mount straight into the camp, his Sharps carbine held rigid at the high-

port. A rough-looking cattle boss in a civilian wool coat stepped out from the wagons, his hand 

resting lazily near his gun belt. 

“You're out of your jurisdiction, boy,” the rancher drawled. “The Dawes Act says this 

territory is opening to public growth. You regular army boys can't hold back our herds with a 

dead treaty.” 

“The treaty remains the law until the President signs the quitclaim, mister, and that hasn’t 

happened yet.” Aaron stated with firm authority. “Colonel Hatch still commands this department, 
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and this company of troopers enforces the boundaries of this treaty nation under the jurisdiction 

of the U.S. Army. Turn your teams around and clear off the reservation before I have my 

troopers throw you all into the post stockade.” 

The rancher evaluated the files of the Buffalo Soldiers closing up the ravine behind their 

sergeant, their carbines leveled with discipline. He saw in their faces a sentence of no quarter, 

and with a grunt of frustration, he grabbed his horse's reins and ordered his men to wheel the 

wagons back toward the south. 

Aaron watched them retreat off of the flats. His old commander was fading in his bed and 

the syndicates were plotting their retaliation. But as First Sergeant Aaron Carter closed his 

cartridge box, he knew the younger generation was whole and his unit was ready for anything.  

* * * 
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CHAPTER 17 – Conspiracy and Correction 

The damp air of the Washington boarding house did not carry the clean wheat and pine 

scent of Winona. It was now March 3rd, 1889, and Benjamin Harrison’s cabinet was going 

through the confirmation hearings with the Republican Senate holding the majority. 

Senator William Sterling sat hunched over a massive walnut drafting table, his prosthetic 

leg was unstrapped and propped against a crate of legal transcripts. He studied the horizontal 

columns of figures laid out before him. 

Beside him, his sister adjusted the globe of the kerosene lamp. Her husband, Jonathan 

Reed, stood by the cedar window with his Western Electric portable telegraph set, scribing the 

mechanical click-clack of the late-night St. Paul messages that were still stuttering into his 

portable print box. 

William lifted his steel pen, his face flushed with a burning ferocity as he wrote out the 

opening paragraph of his address for the new congressional session to begin tomorrow. 

“I am naming the specific thefts on the floor of the Senate, Cathy,” William stated. “I will 

show the Committee on Public Lands how Henderson double-vouchered the Santee Agency 

annuity funds. He took forty thousand dollars meant to purchase fresh cattle and beef for the 
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displaced Sioux families, pocketed the federal gold to fund his northern rail spurs, and left the 

plains Indians to starve in the mud while his surveyors carved up the treaty lines. This is 

corporate fraud and murder, and by God, I will force the high command to read his crimes out 

loud in the dirt!” 

Cathy pinned the manifest down with her palms, her intellectual brow wrinkling with 

intense, professional focus. “Your text is unassailable, Billy. With Richmond lost, Henderson has 

no legal ground left to block the subpoenas. This speech won't just cloud their corporate 

charters—it will tear their entire boardroom fortress down to the roots.” 

* * * 

 

April of 1889 brought mostly mild temperatures to Fort Riley and generally calm 

weather, despite one heavy dust storm early in the month. Inside the commander’s residence, 

Anna Barlow stood perfectly still in the shadowed alcove of the back parlor, her boots frozen on 

the oak floorboards. She had come to the commander’s home, tasked by Nina Cameron to 

deliver the subscription ledger for the faculty circle's upcoming spring social events. But the 

sound of low, urgent voices drifting through the cracked cedar door caused her to stay her hand 

before she could present the book. 

Through the narrow gap in the paneling, Mrs. Forsyth sat near the stone hearth, holding a 

black-bordered letter that identified the sender as a person in mourning. Elizabeth “Libbie” 

Custer, had adopted the Victorian social custom of using mourning stationery ever since her 

husband was killed. Across from her sat another officer's wife, her heavy dress rustling with a 

protective friction. 
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“Libbie is frantic,” Mrs. Forsyth spoke. “She writes from New York that William 

Sterling’s election to the Senate has completely broken their lines in the East. Thomas 

Henderson is desperate to force his own hand behind the scenes.” 

“Henderson?” the other wife whispered. “But he is a corporate civilian, Elizabeth. He 

belongs behind a mahogany desk in the St. Paul registry offices, not managing regulators on the 

frontier trails.” 

“He has no choice, the courtroom door in Richmond is slamming shut,” Mrs. Forsyth 

countered, her tensed jaw locking as she tapped the stationery. “Henderson's remaining options 

are narrowing to a desperate line. He is using his boardroom syndicates to push for a final quiet-

title decree before the Senate committee can launch its formal investigation. But Libbie knows 

the absolute danger. If Henderson's private agents cannot extort a quitclaim from that Black 

sergeant at Fort Robinson, the entire network faces a terrible exposure.” 

The unknown woman gossiped back, “You know what I found out today? That Second 

Lieutenant Barlow’s West Point appointment was from a close family friend.” 

“That’s how all our husbands got into the Point, from someone they know…” Mrs. 

Forsyth shrugged. 

“But his close family friend is Senator William Sterling.” 

An immediate silence filled the room as Anna’s heartbeat pounded in fear. She adjusted 

her linen bonnet with her fingers and quietly stepped away from the back parlor. She knew that 

she had to tell Samuel the moment his boots hit the duplex planks that the danger has changed.     

* * * 
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The April thaws of 1889 arrived at Fort Robinson in a horrific, slick mire of mud. 

Colonel Edward Hatch sat propped against his bedding, his body noticeably wasted under a gray 

blanket. The brilliant cavalry commander who had led the Iowa volunteers through the rebellion, 

and who had led the 9th Cavalry since it was first organized in 1866, was drawing his last 

breaths. 

First Sergeant Aaron Carter stood by the bedside with a fatherly agony as he watched the 

old man’s chest struggle to breathe. 

“Step closer, Aaron,” Hatch rasped. “The physicians... they say the line has broke. The 

paperwork is done.” 

“You held us legal and clean for twenty-three years, Colonel,” Aaron murmured. “The 

regiment will never forget who dropped the center post.” 

“To hell with the monuments, Aaron,” Hatch choked out. “I didn't manage my muster 

rolls to build a fable. I did it because a soldier's uniform is a contract signed in blood. The land 

patent syndicates... Henderson’s thieves... they think because I’m dying, their engine of fraud can 

cross your name off the list.” 

He coughed and then continued. “Lieutenant Barlow has cleared the Omaha switches 

with the Richmond court documents. You hold strong until the midnight bugles blow the recall.” 

Hatch’s hand loosened and his eyes closed as the parlor's grandfather clock ticked the 

final seconds of his command. Aaron stood unmoving in the shaded room and gave his colonel 

one final military salute.  

* * * 
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It was three weeks after they had lowered Colonel Hatch into the earth. First Sergeant 

Aaron Carter sat rigid in his leather saddle, his Sharps carbine held at a flawless high-port. 

Beside him, Private Jack Small kept his eyes alert, their mounts navigating a deep, narrow slough 

property line where the sandstone walls created a perfect bottleneck. 

Captain Marcus Bretton had laid his trap with the calculated precision of a master 

logician. Using the faint talk of agency unrest as a ruse, he had positioned five private regulators 

behind a horizontal line of wicker gabions and boulders overlooking the wash. Their Winchester 

barrels rose through the creosote brush with an executioner's absolute crosshair, waiting to mark 

Aaron's file deceased. 

“Take the sergeant first,” Bretton commanded. “Make it look like a casual encounter with 

hostiles. Leave behind only the evidence of renegade Sioux.” 

The ambush snapped across the canyon like a sudden fracture in the earth. 

Two sharp rifle cracks reverberated off the outcropped walls, the bullets whizzing past 

Aaron’s ears. Jack Small’s mount let out a kicking scream as a slug clipped its flank, the animal 

throwing the young regular hard against a shattered wagon wheel. 

“Dismount by detail! Take the boulders!” Aaron commanded, stabilizing the six Buffalo 

Soldiers instantly. 

Relying on the instinctive soldier memory of the Petersburg hand-to-hand fighting, Aaron 

didn't pray for a general's rider. He threw his body off his saddle, hit the ground with a thud, and 

dragged himself flat against a protruding pine root. 

“They're swarming from above the ravine!” Jack shrieked as a shower of bullets 

pulverized the clay mud. 
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Bretton’s regulators charged down the ravine in a dead run their faces caked in charcoal 

paint to mimic a renegade band. They did not pause to exchange volleys; they surged forward to 

secure the pocketbook and finish the tally. 

But Aaron Carter was a veteran soldier who survived by the discipline of his carbine. He 

loaded a fresh cartridge into the breech of his Sharps carbine and locked his sights onto the lead 

regulator who stepped out with a raised revolver. 

“Freedom don't come without a tax.” His father’s words rang in his head. 

Aaron didn't hesitate. He fired point-blank at the regulator. The heavy lead slug caught 

the lead regulator square in the chest and lifted the mercenary off his boots. 

“Company D! Form the brace! Remember the Crater!” Aaron bellowed. 

From behind the stockyard rail sidings of the boulders, the six Buffalo Soldiers opened a 

flawless, systematic crossfire. The Black regulars fired their carbines with magnificent discipline 

and force that completely shattered the momentum of the executioners. Two more regulators 

went down hard in the muck. 

Realizing his plan of attack was incorrectly calculated now, Captain Marcus Bretton 

jumped from his position. He cleared the smoke with his Starr revolver leveled straight at 

Aaron’s chest. 

“Your contract ends in this ditch now, Moses!” Bretton snarled. 

Aaron didn't have time to reload. He reflexively swung his carbine around like a 

blacksmith’s hammer, parrying Bretton’s arm with an upward swing of the stock. The force sent 

the revolver flying into the horse bedding. 
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Bretton then lunged forward with his weight as he drew out his hunting knife, aiming 

straight toward Aaron’s throat. The two men crashed against the supply wagon, their bodies 

locked in a frantic struggle. The stink of Bretton's breath filled Aaron's senses. 

With a desperate surge of strength, Aaron twisted his hips and used the wagon wheel as 

an engineering brace to reverse their positions. He drove his knee hard into Bretton’s midsection 

causing the provost’s lungs to exhale explosively. Before Bretton could catch his breath and 

regain his balance, Aaron grabbed his dropped carbine and smashed it directly into Bretton's jaw 

with a horrific snap. 

The shadow hunter stumbled backward, clawing at the empty air before tumbling down 

the steep clay slope. His lifeless body slid into the mud at the bottom of the draw. His eyes 

remained open and looking upward to the gray Nebraska sky. The mercenary had failed to cross 

Aaron Moses’s name off the roll, and the text belonged to the living. 

* * * 

 

Nine hundred miles to the northwest, inside the private, oak-paneled chambers of the St. 

Paul District Court building, the midnight air was dead silent save for the frantic rustling of 

document sheets. 

Thomas Henderson stood before his wall-safe with his silk waistcoat rumpled and soaked 

through with greasy sweat. His hands were shaking violently as he tore through rows of real 

estate abstracts and tax-assessment rolls. 

The interior of the safe was a hollow trap. The classified locator sheets were there, and 

the pre-war Nansemond mortgage notes sat undisturbed—but the secret compartment beneath 

the bottom cedar shelf was empty. 
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“It’s gone,” Henderson whispered, his face turning ash white. 

He flew back to his mahogany layout desk double-checking all the drawers for files. 

Since the Civil War, his analytical mind had worked the land claims by the absolute precision of 

various legal loopholes, keeping his private trading rings safely secret behind a mountain of 

routine frontier paperwork. But now, his vulnerability hit him like a piece of regular army grape 

shot tearing through his gut. 

The internal Bureau theft documents—the original duplicate bills of lading from the 

Sioux City stockyards and the handwritten ledger entries detailing the gold bribes paid to the 

Indian Bureau clerks—were all missing. Marcus Bretton had carried those exact manifests out 

west to use as crosshairs against the regular troopers, and someone had stripped them from his 

person before his body ever settled into the Nebraska earth. 

“Barlow's son,” Henderson snarled to himself. “The cadet officer. He didn't just deliver a 

warning to Company D at the Mandan Crossing; he took the pocketbook. He has the Santee beef 

vouchers.” 

A sudden, chilling premonition settled over his room, the grandfather clock in the 

corridor thumping out the seconds like a countdown to an execution. Henderson stood paralyzed 

looking at the paper fragments of his legal empire. William Sterling was already arriving in 

Washington with his credentials secure and Jonathan Reed's printing engines were waiting to 

print the columns dark enough for the whole country to read. Henderson was running out of 

options. The administrative fog vanished and his enforcer was killed. The clock was counting 

down the few minutes that remained.  
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CHAPTER 18 – Cartridges in the Ledger 

Spring came late to Fort Riley. It did not arrive with the flowering softness Anna Barlow 

remembered along the Mississippi, where April rain darkened the bluffs above Winona and the 

river carried whole trees southward in the thaw. The Kansas spring announced itself in smaller 

ways. The cottonwoods along the Republican River showed pale green at their tips. Mud 

hardened between wagon ruts. Cavalry horses began shedding their winter coats in great brown 

handfuls that gathered against stable doors and porch steps. 

By the second week of May, Anna had stopped waiting for the prairie to resemble home. 

She was kneeling beside a wooden packing case in the front room of their quarters when 

the morning bugle sounded. 

Samuel, halfway into his coat, stopped. “I swear that fellow waits until I get one arm in.” 

“He watches the window.” Anna replied. 

Samuel quickly stated, “He does not.” 

“He does. I've seen him.” She corrected him. 

Samuel pushed his second arm through the sleeve. “Then the United States Army has 

assigned a bugler to make certain Lieutenant Barlow never eats a warm breakfast.” 
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Anna folded the linen she had been holding and placed it into the cupboard. 

“Considering the number of regulations they have for everything else, I wouldn't be 

surprised.” She laughed out loud. 

Samuel smiled and came toward her. 

The rooms were modest, though Anna had already arranged to make them less so. A 

braided rug from Winona lay beneath the small dining table. Marie had packed two blue 

chinaware cups between Samuel's shirts, declaring that an officer and his wife ought not begin 

married life drinking coffee from Army cups made of tin. On the mantel stood Tom Barlow's 

little wooden box, empty now except for the pencil he had once carried in the field. They had not 

discussed putting it there. 

Samuel had placed it on the mantel the first evening. Anna had left it. It was a fitting 

tribute to the man who endured the largest battle in U.S. history. 

“There's a troop inspection at eight,” he said. “Captain Alexander wants the returns 

afterward, and I may be at headquarters through dinner.” 

“Then I shall strive to survive.” 

“I have every confidence.” He kissed her forehead. 

Anna caught his sleeve before he could turn away. “Samuel. You left the ordnance return 

on the table again.” 

He looked at her. His eyes shifted to the table and there it was beneath the coffee pot. “I 

was reviewing it.” 

“You were falling asleep on it.” Anna picked up the sheet and handed it to him. 

“That too.” Samuel folded it lengthwise and pushed it into his coat. “You know,” he 

added, “there are officers at this post who have wives who don't inspect their paperwork.” 
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“They must make a terrible number of mistakes.” 

He laughed and then the bugle sounded again. Samuel stepped through the door into the 

white morning. Anna stood on the porch long enough to watch him cross the packed earth 

toward the parade ground. Other officers emerged from neighboring quarters. Orderlies hurried 

toward headquarters. Stable hands led horses into the sunlight. Beyond them, cavalrymen were 

already gathering into files. 

For three weeks Anna had watched the post wake this way. At first she had thought the 

Army ran by bugles. Now she understood better. The bugle merely announced what everyone 

had decided the Army was supposed to be doing. What it actually did depended upon sergeants, 

laundresses, teamsters, cooks, clerks, wives, quartermasters, civilian contractors, and a dozen 

other people whose names seldom appeared on official paper. 

She stepped back inside. After a moment, someone knocked on the door before she had 

reached the table. Anna opened the door with caution and saw a woman on the porch carrying a 

basket against one hip. She was perhaps forty, plainly dressed, with a narrow face browned by 

Kansas wind. 

“Mrs. Barlow?” she inquired. 

“Yes.” 

“I am Mrs. McAdams. Quartermaster's clerk's wife.” 

Anna had seen her at chapel. “Please come in.” 

“I won't stay too long. Mrs. Alexander said you had some experience keeping accounts.” 

Anna glanced involuntarily toward Samuel's abandoned coffee cup. “Some.” 

Mrs. McAdams smiled faintly. “I was warned you might say that.” 
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She lifted several folded sheets from the basket. “The post relief society keeps a little 

fund for families when a man gets hurt or when the paymaster is late. We're six dollars and 

eighty cents wrong.” 

Anna took the papers. “That is rather precise for being lost.” 

“That's what I said.” 

Anna looked down. The first page contained names, contributions and disbursements 

written in three different hands. She carried it to the table. 

Mrs. McAdams followed. “You don't have to do it right now, when you have a spare 

moment is fine.” 

Anna had already pulled out a chair. “When did it first stop balancing?” 

“We don't know.” 

“Then we begin with the last month when it did.” Anna looked up. “What?” 

Mrs. McAdams stared at her and laughed. “Mrs. Alexander said you'd say something like 

that.” 

Anna removed a pencil from the drawer and for the next half hour they worked 

backward. The missing money was not missing at all. 

Two dollars had been entered twice under medicine for a trooper's child. Three dollars 

and fifty cents had been carried into the wrong column. The remaining dollar and thirty cents sat 

beneath a folded corner where someone had added a widow's rail fare without transferring the 

amount to the total. 

Anna put the pencil down. “There.” 

Mrs. McAdams examined the page. “You found it.” 

“No. It was always there.” She handed the paper back. 
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Mrs. McAdams gathered the sheets but did not stand. “There is another book.” 

“What book?” 

“The laundresses' account.” 

Anna waited. 

Mrs. McAdams lowered her voice to a whisper, though there was nobody else in the 

room. “They've been charged more for provisions than the women at officers' row.” 

“Why?” Anna asked. 

“The Quartermaster says freight costs.” 

“Does freight cost more depending upon who eats it?” 

Mrs. McAdams looked nervously toward the door. Anna understood the look 

immediately. It was the same look she had seen years before in Winona offices when a clerk 

knew something was wrong but had not yet decided whether knowing it obligated him to say so. 

“Bring me the book,” Anna said. 

“Mrs. Barlow, I wasn't asking you to make trouble.” 

“Neither was I.” 

Mrs. McAdams hesitated. “Then what are you doing?” 

Anna looked at the columns spread between them. “Arithmetic” 

Samuel returned shortly after sunset with Kansas dust on his trousers and a headache 

behind his eyes. He found Anna at the table with three account books opened in front of her. 

He stopped. “What are you doing?” 

Anna looked up. “I found six dollars and eighty cents.” 

“I didn't know we'd lost it.” 

“We hadn't.” 
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Samuel removed his cap. “That is reassuring.” 

Anna continued. “And I have been introduced to half the women on the post.” 

“That seems more dangerous.” 

“It may be.” She said with seriousness. 

He went to the stove and lifted the coffee pot. “What are these?” 

“Relief accounts.” 

Without a word, he poured a cup for himself and for his wife. Samuel did not look at the 

books again. 

Anna noticed. “You're very deliberately not asking.” 

“I have been married long enough to acquire caution.” He answered gently. “Six months 

now – technically we are still newlyweds.” 

“Experience is experience.” She closed the top ledger. Samuel sat across from her. For a 

moment neither spoke. Outside, someone called across the stable yard. A horse kicked once 

against a stall wall. 

Anna studied her husband's face. “You're tired.” 

“So are you.” 

“I have been doing sums. You spent the day with cavalry officers.” She countered. 

Samuel shook his head and said, “That is also arithmetic, except my figures complain.” 

“What happened?” She smiled. Then Samuel's expression changed. Not much. Just 

enough. 

“Nothing.” He answered quickly. 

Anna waited. Samuel drank his coffee and that was answer enough. 

“Samuel.” 
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He looked toward the window. “We received new departmental circulars.” 

“About what?” 

Samuel rubbed his thumb against the handle of the cup. “Movements. Supply estimates. 

Reports from farther west. Questions about available mounts and field equipment.” 

“For summer?” 

“Perhaps.” 

Anna watched him. “Are you leaving?” 

“No orders yet.” 

“But you might.” 

“Yes, we always might.” He said with sureness. 

The phrase stayed between them. Three weeks earlier Anna would have followed it with 

another question. Instead she reopened the account book. 

Samuel watched her. “You aren't going to ask?” 

“When there is something to tell me, you will tell me. And if you do not, Mrs. McAdams 

probably will.” 

Samuel stared at her. Anna dipped her pen. For the first time that evening he laughed. But 

after he went upstairs, Anna remained at the table. The pages before her concerned flour, lamp 

oil, soap, tea, and coffee. Ordinary things. They worked until the figures balanced. 

* * * 

 

The United States Senate possessed more doors than William Sterling had imagined. That 

was what surprised him. Not the marble. Not the galleries. Not the carpets, clerks, committee 
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rooms or solemn portraits of dead men who appeared to watch newcomers as though waiting for 

them to make familiar mistakes. 

Doors. 

It wasn’t symbolic, every matter seemed to exist behind one. William had spent much of 

his life believing that the difficulty lay in reaching the room where a decision could be made. 

Now he was beginning to understand that Washington had perfected another method. 

Whenever it let a man into the room, it showed him another door. 

He sat in a committee anteroom with his hat across his knees and watched a clerk turn the 

pages of a file William had carried from Minnesota. 

The clerk was young enough to be his son. “Senator Sterling.” 

“Yes.” The freshman senator answered. 

“I don't dispute the facts you have presented.” 

“That's encouraging.” 

“The Department doesn't dispute them either.” 

“Even better still…But…” William finished the expression, knowing it was due. 

The clerk looked up. There’s always a ‘but’. 

“But jurisdiction remains uncertain.” 

There it was. “Uncertain to whom?” 

“The Interior Department maintains that enforcement belongs with the district authorities. 

The district authorities maintain they cannot act until Interior determines whether the disputed 

filings fall within federal jurisdiction.” 

William leaned back. “And while the two offices consider which one has the authority to 

act, what happens to the people the judgment was supposed to protect?” 
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The clerk folded his hands. “I couldn't say.” 

“I can.” 

“Senator…” the clerk pleaded. 

“No. That's the difficulty. Everyone here knows what department owns the paper. 

Nobody seems terribly interested in who owns the consequences.” 

The clerk's face tightened. William immediately regretted the wording. Not because it 

was wrong. Because he'd used it on the wrong man. The clerk had no authority to change 

anything. William had merely enjoyed the satisfaction of being angry. That realization irritated 

him more than the delay. 

William stood and asked the clerk “What happens now?” 

“The file is referred.” 

“To whom?” 

“Interior.” 

William almost laughed, but his face was not amused. “It came from Interior.” 

“Yes, Senator.” 

“And now you're sending it back.” William said with impatient frustration. 

“With the committee's request for clarification.” 

William took his hat and tapped on the brim. “How long this time?” 

The clerk answered. “I couldn't estimate.” 

William placed the hat on his head. “Indeed, I am learning that is a very popular response 

in the halls here in Washington.” 

* * * 
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Outside, the afternoon had turned warm. He walked without summoning a carriage. By 

the time he reached his rooms there was dust on his shoes and a damp line beneath his collar. 

Cathy was at the window reading a newspaper. 

She lowered it as he entered. “Well?” 

“We won.” But he said this with a shrug and a frown. 

She studied his face. “That bad, huh?” 

William dropped his hat onto the table to explain. “So it goes like this. The court decides. 

The Department reviews. The committee refers. The district waits. Every man I spoke with 

agrees we are right.” 

“But?” Cathy refolded the newspaper. 

“Nobody intends to do anything.” William poured himself water. “I thought obstruction 

would look different.” 

“What did you expect?” 

“Men like Henderson. At least a man saying no gives you something to push against.” 

Cathy came to the table. “What did these men say?” 

“Certainly.” William drank. 

“Certainly is much harder.” Cathy sat opposite him. “Jonathan could print it.” 

William looked up sharply. “No.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I'm not going to use your husband's newspaper every time a clerk delays a file.” 

Cathy regarded him for several seconds. William knew that look too. It had changed little 

since childhood. 

“You've been here how long?” she asked. 
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William set the glass down. “Long enough to understand that if I turn every disagreement 

into a public accusation, I won't have influence enough to open a broom closet by Christmas.” 

Cathy's eyes narrowed. “There it is.” 

“What?” 

“The first Washington sentence.” 

“Don't start.” 

“I'm not starting anything. I'm listening.” 

“To what?” 

“To you becoming reasonable.” 

William pushed back from the table. “Reason is not surrender.” 

“I didn't say it was.” 

Cathy's voice softened. “This is what worries me.” 

William stared at her. She placed the folded newspaper between them. A small column 

had been marked in pencil. It concerned a matter hundreds of miles from Virginia and farther 

still from Minnesota. An agency report. Reservations. Disputed supplies. Growing uneasiness 

among western officials. 

William read it. Then read it again. “What has this to do with us?” 

“Nothing.” She answered. 

He looked up. “Then why mark it?” 

“Because once, when something had nothing to do with us, you taught me to read it 

anyway.” 

William looked down at the column. For a while the room was quiet.  

Cathy rose. At the door she stopped. “I'm not asking you to fight everyone, William.” 
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He continued looking at the newspaper. “I know.” 

“I'm asking you not to become so good at choosing your battles that someday you 

discover you haven't chosen any.” She left. 

William remained at the table. After a while he pulled the file toward him. For the first 

time since entering the Senate, he did not ask which argument would win. He asked what the 

delay would cost. 

* * * 

 

Aaron Carter had begun sleeping through the night. He did not trust it. For months after 

Virginia, every unfamiliar sound had awakened him. A wagon stopping outside. A door closing. 

Boot heels on boards. Once, in February, he had come awake with his hand closed around an 

empty holster because a mule had kicked the stable wall. 

Now May had brought warmer nights, and exhaustion had accomplished what reason 

could not. He slept but he still sat with his back to walls. Some habits charged no rent for 

staying. 

Aaron stood outside the quartermaster building at Fort Riley with a folded document in 

his breast pocket and watched two young troopers argue over a currycomb. 

“Give it here.” 

“I had it first.” 

“You ain't using it.” 

“I intend to.” 

“You been intending half the morning.” 
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Aaron cleared his throat. Both men stopped. The comb changed hands. Aaron continued 

walking. No need to speak, no time for a speech, and no reason to reprimand. Sometimes age had 

advantages. 

He crossed toward the company street. A private called after him. “Sergeant Carter.” 

Aaron turned. A civilian stood beside the young soldier. Thin man. Rough coat. Hat held 

in both hands. Not an agent, Aaron could usually tell now. The civilian looked uncomfortable.  

“Man says he's looking for you.” The trooper pointed to Sergeant Carter. 

Aaron approached. “You Carter?” the civilian asked. 

“I am.” 

The man glanced at the uniform. “Sergeant Aaron Carter?” 

“Yes.” 

“My name's Henry Bell. I got a little place east of Junction City.” Bell removed a folded 

newspaper clipping from his pocket. It had been handled enough that the creases were beginning 

to split. “I read about the Virginia case.” 

Aaron's shoulders stiffened. Bell noticed. “I don't mean no trouble.” 

“Most men don't announce it if they do.” 

Bell almost smiled. Almost. “My father belonged to a man in Tennessee. He got out 

during the war. Army teamster awhile. Never enlisted formal. Afterward he took a little ground 

in Missouri.” 

Bell looked down at the clipping. “Then somebody took it.” 

Aaron understood. “No.” 

Bell looked up. “You don't even know what I'm asking.” 

“Yes, I do.” 
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“They said you proved the papers.” 

“Lawyers proved the papers.” 

“They said you had old records.” 

“I don't.” 

“But you know people.” 

Aaron turned toward the barracks. Bell stepped after him, pleading. “Sergeant, there are 

families all over that got papers nobody listens to.” 

Aaron stopped. “I know.” 

“Then tell me where I go.” 

Aaron looked at him. There was no threat in Henry Bell's face. That made it worse. Hope 

could ask things just as mercilessly as fear. 

“I don't know,” Aaron said. 

Bell stared. “But you won.” 

The words struck harder than Aaron expected. He looked across the post. The soldiers 

moved between barracks and stables. Harness buckles flashed in the sun. Somewhere near the 

kitchens a man laughed loud enough to be heard across the parade ground. 

Aaron reached into his coat and touched the folded paper there. The court had recognized 

the claim. People had shaken his hand. Men who once would have refused him entrance to their 

offices had called him Mister Carter. Some had even called the result justice.  

Bell was still waiting. Aaron pulled the paper from his coat. For an instant Bell's face 

changed. Aaron held it out. “Can you read?” 

“Some.” 

“Your father living?” Aaron asked. 
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“No.” 

“Mother?” 

“No.” 

“Brothers?” 

“One.” 

“Then write down everything you know. Names. County. Plantation if you know it. 

Where your father went after the war. Don't dress it up. Don't guess.” Aaron instructed him 

carefully. 

Bell took the paper and hurriedly wrote it down. He handed it back to Aaron and asked, 

“What're you going to do with it?” 

Aaron thought of Elijah. William. Tom. A network of men who already had more paper 

than sense. “I don't know yet.” Aaron continued, “Listen to me. I'm not promising you land. I’m 

not promising you anything.” 

“I understand.” 

“No. You don't. Listen, I'm not promising you anything.” Aaron repeated. 

Bell nodded. Aaron still wasn't certain he believed him. 

“What made you decide to help me, then?” Bell looked up hopefully. 

Aaron looked away. Across the parade ground a company had begun drill. Young men 

turned at command. Boots struck earth almost together. He thought of Petersburg. Of decades 

spent carrying a borrowed name because his own had once been dangerous enough to get him 

killed. 

“I spent a long time trying not to be found,” he said. “Seems folks found me.” 
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That evening Aaron sat alone behind the barracks with Bell's account folded beside him. 

Jack Small lowered himself onto the step. “I hear you're a lawyer now.” 

Aaron did not look up. “Go away, Jack.” 

“Got your first client.” 

“Ain't a client.” 

Jack stretched his legs. “Man walked six miles to see you.” 

“That's his foolishness.” 

“Maybe.” Jack waited. 

That was one of the reasons Aaron had kept him close all these years. The man could 

wait. His patience was almost annoying. 

Finally Jack broke and asked, “What you gonna do?” 

Aaron took a long breath. “Send it east.” 

“To Senator Sterling?” 

“Maybe.” 

“And if ten more come?” 

Aaron said nothing. 

Jack smiled. “If a hundred come?” 

“Then I'm shooting you first.” 

Jack laughed. Aaron did not. After a while Jack's laughter stopped. “You ever think about 

retiring?” 

“Every day.” Aaron instantly replied. 

“I mean it.” 

“So do I.” 
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“What would you do?” Jack wouldn’t let him rest. 

Aaron watched the evening light settle across the stable roofs. For most of his life, 

survival had answered that question for him. Escape. Run. Enlist. Ride. Hide. Stay alive until 

morning. He had never considered what came after survival because he had never trusted after to 

arrive. Now it had.  

“I don't know,” he said. 

Jack nodded. 

The answer did not embarrass Aaron. Not anymore. 

After another minute Jack stood. “You coming in?” 

Aaron remained on the step and nodded. “In a while.” 

He took Bell's statement and folded it once, carefully, along the crease. For the first time 

in many years, Aaron Carter considered the possibility that a man might live long enough to owe 

something to the future. He was not certain he liked the idea. But he kept the paper. 

* * * 

 

Three days later Anna found the second discrepancy. This one was not six dollars and 

eighty cents. And it did not balance. 

She sat in the rear room of the post relief office while midday heat pressed against the 

windows. Mrs. McAdams had gone to collect her youngest child from the schoolroom, leaving 

Anna alone with the provision books. Flour. Sugar. Tea. Coffee. Soap. Lamp oil. Blankets. 

Three entries appeared twice. Anna checked them. Then again. She pulled the previous 

month's register toward her and easily saw the figures were correct. 

But the April register showed the increase and May repeated it.  
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She turned to the quartermaster invoice. A notation in another hand had been written 

along the margin: Freight adjustment. Western agency requisitions. Anna frowned. 

Nothing was missing. That was the problem. The charges were real. She found another 

invoice. Then another. Blankets ordered west. Flour. Coffee. Cartridges. Harness leather. 

Medical stores. Not enormous quantities individually. 

But each requisition carried the same departmental coding. Anna copied the code onto a 

separate piece of paper. A knock sounded against the open door. Samuel stood there. 

“You missed dinner.” He said. 

“So did you.” 

“Yes, but I have the United States Army as an excuse.” 

“I have arithmetic.” 

Anna turned the invoices so he could see them. “What's this designation?” 

Samuel looked. The humor left his face. “Where did you get these?” 

“Quartermaster accounts.” 

“You shouldn't have these.” 

“They were in the provision book.” 

“Anna.” 

“Samuel.” 

He closed the door behind him. “Those are departmental requisition numbers.” 

“I gathered that much.” She whispered. 

“For stores being moved west.” 

“How far west?” 

Samuel hesitated. 
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Anna tapped the page. “The Army is charging part of the freight adjustment against post 

provisions.” 

“That happens.” Samuel affirmed. 

“Then your laundresses are helping pay to move somebody's cartridges.” 

He said with disbelief, “They aren't paying for cartridges...”  

“They're paying an inflated provision price because transportation costs have been 

redistributed.” Anna said with a force of conspiratorial intrigue. 

Samuel examined the invoice. Anna watched his eyes and asked him. “You've seen that 

code, no?” 

“Yes.” 

“Where?” 

“This morning.”  

“On your circular?” 

He did not answer. That was answer enough. 

Anna sat back. “What is happening?” 

“Nothing yet.” 

“Again.” 

“Anna.” 

“You used those same words three days ago.” 

Samuel pulled out the chair across from her. “There are requests coming into the 

Department for assessments of men, horses and supplies.” 

“For what?” she asked. 

“No one at my level has been told.” 
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“But they're preparing for something.” 

“Yes.” 

“For war?” 

“No.” His answer came too quickly. 

Anna said nothing. 

Samuel corrected himself. “Not that I know.” 

Outside, the afternoon bugle sounded. Neither moved. 

Finally Samuel leaned toward the invoice. “This doesn't belong here.” 

“It was entered with the relief accounts.” Anna said. 

“I mean this code should not have passed into a civilian ledger.” 

“Then someone made a mistake.” Anna considered that. “Do you want me to forget I saw 

it?” 

Samuel's eyes lifted to hers. “No.” The answer surprised them both. 

He stood. “Copy the number.” 

“I already did.” Of course she had. 

Samuel almost smiled, but couldn't quite manage it. “Keep the copy safe.” 

Anna folded the small piece of paper and placed it inside the back cover of the relief 

book. Samuel went to the door. 

“Sammy.” She called. 

He stopped. She rarely called him that at the post. 

“Should we be worried or frightened?” 

He thought before answering. “No.” Samuel looked out toward the parade ground. 

“I'm listening.” She asked but then he left. Anna remained where she was. 
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A breeze stirred the curtain. Somewhere outside, children shouted through a game. A 

wagon rolled past toward the commissary. A sergeant called cadence across the parade ground. 

Nothing had happened. Anna looked at the small book underneath her hand. Then at the 

invoices. 

For years she had believed that danger announced itself by breaking something. She was 

beginning to understand that sometimes it entered a room as quietly as an added number. 

* * * 

 

That same afternoon in Washington, William Sterling found a War Department 

memorandum beneath a stack of constituent correspondence. He would have passed over it if 

Cathy had not marked the newspaper three nights before. 

He read the heading. Then the first paragraph. Routine departmental language. Reports 

requested. Western commands. Agency concerns. Transportation readiness. No emergency 

declared. No action ordered. Nothing, in fact, that demanded a senator's attention. 

William carried the memorandum to the window. Washington bustled below him with 

energy that never ceased. He read the memorandum again. 

Then pulled Cathy's marked newspaper from his desk. The two documents did not say the 

same thing. Not exactly. But they looked in the same direction. 

William reached for a sheet of Senate stationery. He began writing Samuel's name but 

stopped – this would be an ‘uncle’ writing to a ‘nephew’. He put the sheet aside. 

He took another sheet and this time he addressed his inquiry formally to the War 

Department. Halfway through the first sentence he stopped again. Outside his door, clerks moved 

along the corridor. Somewhere farther down the hall a senator was laughing. 
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William looked at the two unfinished letters. One personal. One official. For most of his 

life he had believed the difference mattered. Now he wasn't certain which letter could do more 

good. He folded neither of them. 

* * * 

 

Across the country, beneath the same May sky, Anna Barlow closed an account book at 

Fort Riley. Aaron Carter slipped Henry Bell's statement into an envelope. Samuel Barlow stood 

outside headquarters while an orderly carried another western circular inside. And in 

Washington, William remained at his desk with his pen suspended above an unfinished line. 

Nothing had happened. Not yet. But men were counting horses. Someone was counting 

cartridges. And Anna had begun counting the things no one had thought she would notice. 
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CHAPTER 19 – When the Sun Died 

Five months earlier in Mason Valley, Nevada, it was New Year’s Day 1889. The cold 

had compacted the ground before daylight. But now the afternoon sun did not look like winter. 

David Wilson stood by the cedar fence post, his gloved thumb hooking into his suspenders as the 

frost on the wild rye stopped glistening. The sheep in the lower corral had gone dead quiet, 

huddled into a mass against the timber rails with their heads tucked low. But there was no wind 

to hide from. Only a strange shadow from the west covered the sagebrush. 

“Jack,” Wilson called out. “Jack, hurry and get those halters off before the team bolts.” 

Known to local settlers as Jack Wilson, Wovoka had grown up alongside the Wilson boys 

and remained close to their Presbyterian household. 

Across the hard-packed barnyard dirt, Wovoka didn't move. He remained motionless near 

the pump, an axe in his right hand. He didn't look up at the sky—he looked straight down at the 

ground by his boots, where his own shadow merged into nothingness. 

Then the sun dwindled to almost nothing. Then the sun dwindled to almost nothing. A 

thin silver blade remained, while the valley beneath it darkened into something neither daylight 

nor dusk. 
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David Wilson walked toward the porch, his boot heels crackling on the frozen crust of the 

earth. When he turned back to see if the horses were taken care of, he saw Wovoka lying on the 

ground. The axe had fallen into the trough. Jack lay straight-backed in the dirt with his chest 

perfectly still. He wasn't shaking. He wasn't breathing. Somewhere in that strange half-light, Jack 

had fallen, and his shadow seemed to have been stolen away. 

Around him, the ranch seemed to grow still. The light had gone thin and metallic. The 

mountains lost their color. What had been an ordinary Nevada afternoon became something 

neither night nor day. 

Someone shouted from the house. A door opened, and Abigail yelled, “David!” She saw 

that David was bending over Jack next to the horse trough. 

David yelled back, “Get some blankets and warm water, Abigail.” 

The strange darkness deepened as the sun narrowed to a sliver. Not the blackness that 

came every evening from the mountains, slowly and in its proper season. This darkness fell in 

the afternoon. 

* * * 

 

 Later, people would say many things about what happened while he lay upon the frozen 

ground. Some said he had fainted. Some said he had been ill. 

Others said the darkness possessed and took him to another world or time. Wovoka 

himself would tell it differently. He had gone upward. And where he went, the dead were alive. 

Not still. Not memories. Alive and well. 

He saw the valley widen until the mountains were gone. The endless grass appeared 

dense and green. He had walked through a buffalo herd so large that the thumping of their 
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hooves sounded like his own mother's heartbeat. Thousands of them, their dark humps covered 

with grease. 

God had no face, but His sound was like the breeze through the pines at Mono Lake when 

the pine nuts are ripe. 

“You must go back and tell them,” the voice had said. “Tell them to put away the ways of 

war. Do not fight the white men. Do not lie to them. Do not steal. Work for them when the hay is 

dry, and be honest, and love one another. If you do this, the old world will roll back over the new 

one like a blanket.” 

And then He showed him the dance. A slow, rhythmic circle. Everyone’s hands locked 

together, their feet dragging through the dust until the ground itself began to hum. In the middle 

of the circle stood his grandparents, free of the coughing-sickness. They were smiling and 

laughing. 

The vision faded from his eyes, but the rhythm from the circle dance still beat in the soles 

of his feet. No enemy to defeat, just a simple dance to perform. And a promise. 

* * * 

 

 Light returned first along the mountains. A thin brilliance began to widen. The valley 

started to take its shape again. The ordinary world returned piece by piece. Wovoka drew breath. 

Someone was kneeling next to him. “Jack?” 

He opened his eyes. For a moment he did not move. 

“What happened?” 

Wovoka stared beyond the man. There were words he might have spoken, but none came. 

Abigail brought water, and he sat up. 
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“You had a spell,” David said. 

Wovoka looked at the man. “No.” 

“What, then?” 

He turned toward the sun. “I went away.” 

“Where?” 

Wovoka did not answer as he stood up. Not yet. His legs quivered below him. He looked 

around as though expecting to see something the others could not. One of the men picked up his 

axe and held it toward him. Wovoka looked at it and took it into his hands. 

The work remained. That was also part of what he was told. The work was to continue. 

* * * 

 

 Wovoka did not keep his teachings to himself. Among his own people, word of his 

visions spread. The story eventually spread beyond Mason Valley. People listened because 

mourning had made them listeners. Nearly every family knew the pain and sorrow of absence. 

Nearly every campfire had previously held someone who no longer sat beside it. 

The promise offered no revenge or violence. It promised something at once quieter and 

more impossible. That death was not forever. And others heard and believed. 

Before long, strangers started coming into Mason Valley. They arrived by wagon, 

horseback, rail where rail would take them, and by the older roads where it would not. They 

came because they had heard there was a Paiute in Nevada who had seen the dead. 

“What did you see?” 

Wovoka told them. 

“What must we do?” 
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He told them that too. Live righteously. Do not fight or kill. Do not steal or harm anyone. 

Work and tell the truth. Perform the circle dance together. 

Some stayed for days, or even longer, to learn the circle dance and songs. Then they 

would leave and spread the word. Each man told Wovoka’s vision differently, and the stories 

changed from mouth to mouth. Hope changes with the people who carry messages. To some, the 

promise of hope meant reunion and to others, restoration. 

And the circle widened well beyond Mason Valley. Even Nevada could no longer contain 

it. It reached over the mountains and onto the plains. There, it found Indian nations carrying 

pains older than the men who came seeking Wovoka. They believed the message told them the 

world they lost was coming back. 

Far from Mason Valley, men would soon speak of Wovoka's name and his vision without 

ever having seen his face. But the farther the message traveled, the more its meaning changed, 

and Wovoka's words about peace did not always carry the same weight as his promise of 

restoration.  

Still farther east, others would begin hearing about the dancing. Indian Bureau agents, 

newspapermen, politicians, soldiers, and settlers. They would give it another name. Trouble.  
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PART IV – THE DANCE  
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CHAPTER 20 – The True Tally 

The late May heat of 1889 hung heavy at Fort Riley, Kansas. But inside Anna Barlow’s 

mind, the mathematical geometry of the fraud was coming to light. By ten o'clock, Anna had 

opened both windows in the rear room of the relief office, though neither admitted much air. The 

curtain stirred now and then when a wagon passed outside, lifting just enough to let in the smell 

of dust and horse manure before falling limp again. 

Anna sat alone at the pine table with three account books lying open before her. She had 

begun with April. Then moved onto March and then February. 

The six dollars and eighty cents had taught her something useful. A small number could 

look wrong without being wrong. A figure carried into the wrong column could be followed 

backward until it reached the hand that misplaced it. 

This was different. She dipped her pen and copied one figure onto a separate sheet. Then 

another and added them together and stopped. Then she added them again. 

From outside came the distant crack of artillery practice. Anna waited until the sound 

rolled away. She went back to March’s figures and looked over the columns for flour, coffee, 

soap, lamp oil, and blankets. Nothing looked wrong. 
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Then she ran her finger down the freight column. She made another mark. The February 

book showed nothing. But March showed the adjustment once and April twice. Then May twice 

more. Anna sat back and let the figures settle. 

Mrs. McAdams had told her the higher prices were freight costs. That might have 

satisfied her if the costs had risen together. But they didn’t. Coffee, flour, and lamp oil had 

changed but the soap had not. 

She pulled the quartermaster invoice toward her and stared at it. The same departmental 

designation she had copied three days earlier appeared beside the freight notation. Then she 

reached for the March invoice. The number was there too. Then she placed the two sheets beside 

one another and that was when the latch lifted. 

“Anna.” He started toward her, then noticed the books. His pace slowed. 

She finally looked up. “I haven't stolen anything.” 

“I didn't say you had.” 

“You were preparing to.” 

Samuel pulled out the chair opposite her. “What did you find?” 

“I don't know.” 

That answer seemed to concern him more than any other might have. 

Anna turned the March ledger around. “Read that.” 

Samuel leaned closer. “Looks like a freight adjustment.” 

“Now this.” She gave him the May book. 

He read it. “Same thing.” 

She corrected him, “No. Look at the number beside it.” 

The amusement disappeared from his face.  
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Anna continued. “You know about that number.” 

“Yes, I’ve told you that it's a departmental requisition designation.” 

He looked at her. Anna pushed the invoices toward him. “It appears in March. It appears 

twice in April. Twice again in May.” 

He reached for the May invoice. 

Anna stopped him with two fingers on the paper. “Before you take anything, tell me what 

I'm looking at.” 

Samuel let his hand fall back. “It looks like stores moving west.” 

“What kind of stores?” 

“I don't know.” He looked at the designation again. “I truly don't. That number doesn't 

tell me what's in the shipment.” 

“Then neither of us knows.” Anna gathered the books closer. “I have spent three days 

trying to make these numbers tell me something they don't. I'm finished with that.” 

She pointed to the accounts. “These tell me the freight charges changed.” Another page. 

“These tell me the change appears beside this designation.” A different page. “And these tell me 

some portion of that cost was carried into accounts that have nothing to do with moving Army 

stores west.” 

Samuel looked again at the figures. “The laundresses.” 

“And the relief fund. Perhaps others. I haven't checked them.” 

“How much?”  

“I don't know yet.” She replied. 

“Who authorized it?” 

“I don't know that either.” She answered again. 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -280  

 

“What was shipped?” 

“I don't know.” She said with a shrug Anna folded her hands. “But it was done multiple 

times.” Outside, another artillery round sounded causing the window pane to rattle. 

Samuel looked down at the books. “Could it be accounting practice?” 

Anna pulled a fourth sheet from beneath the ledger. “I found the freight charge from 

February. Before that requisition number begins appearing.” 

Samuel read it. Then he looked over the March figures. And then he reviewed April’s. He 

did the subtraction silently in his head and looked up at Anna.  

Anna nodded. “Now you see it.” 

“I do,” Samuel looked at the column again. “the increase begins with the requisition. 

However, that still doesn't prove they're connected. But you think they are.” 

“I think somebody ought to explain why they aren't.” 

That silenced him. Samuel stood and walked to the window. Anna watched him look 

across the parade ground. Men moved between the barracks and stables. A wagon rattled toward 

the quartermaster sheds. Nothing in the view suggested urgency. 

Finally he asked, “Have you shown this to Mrs. McAdams? Or to anyone else?” 

“No.” Anna's expression hardened. 

“Good.” Samuel turned from the window. “I don't mean hide it.” 

“What does that mean?” she asked. 

“I mean let me learn what that designation belongs to before we accuse a quartermaster 

clerk of financing half the western Army out of the laundresses' flour money.” 

Anna slid the pencil toward him. “Good, then we're making progress.” 

Samuel copied the requisition number onto the back of an envelope while Anna watched. 
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“Can you trace it?” she asked. 

“I can ask where it originates.” he answered. 

“Without saying where you found it?” 

His pencil stopped. “That sounds remarkably like something my uncle Elijah would ask.” 

“I'll take that as a compliment.” 

They both smiled. Samuel folded the envelope and placed it inside his coat. Then his eyes 

moved to the other figures Anna had copied. “What are those?” 

“Other discrepancies.” 

His hand stopped. “How many?” 

“I don't know.” 

Samuel remained standing. “Anna.” 

“What?” 

“Leave these here tonight.” 

She looked up. “Why?” 

He hesitated. That frightened her more than an answer would have. “I received another 

circular this morning.” 

“The western assessments?” “Horses? Men? Supplies?” she asked. 

He nodded. “Yes.” 

Anna looked down at the accounts. For three days she had been staring at numbers. 

Freight rates for flour, coffee, lamp oil, and blankets. Figures copied by clerks who had probably 

never given them a second thought. She had wanted the figures to yield a culprit but they didn’t. 

What they had yielded was a direction. West. Samuel reached across the table and gently 

closed the May ledger. “We don't know what this means. And until we do, we don't guess.” 
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Anna looked at him. That had been her rule long before it became his. “Agreed.” 

Samuel started toward the door.  

He stopped and looked directly at her. “I love you.” Then he left through the door quietly. 

Anna remained at the table and pondered for a few minutes. Then she reopened the 

ledger. It wasn’t the May book, it was March. She returned to the first appearance of the 

requisition number and placed the point of her pencil beneath it. 

She knew more than before, but she did not know what had moved west. She did not 

know who had ordered it. And she did not know why families at Fort Riley were carrying part of 

its cost. Those conclusions could wait. The number would not. 

Anna copied it again. 

* * * 

 

The administrative quiet of the Fort Riley Colored Regular Barracks, though located at 

the far end of the post from the Cavalry and Light Artillery School, was also shattered by the 

scheduled noon artillery practice. 

Newly promoted First Sergeant Aaron Carter stood beneath the high pine rafters. His 

fingers held a freshly arrived packet from Washington, D.C. It bore the private seal of Senator 

William Sterling’s executive office. He broke the seal and looked inside. 

It contained a short note acknowledging receipt of the statement Aaron Carter had taken 

from Henry Bell beneath the barracks shade earlier that month. It simply said: 

Aaron, 

Bell's statement reached me. I have sent inquiries concerning the Missouri property he 

named and asked Interior whether the original filings remain in the federal record. 
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I cannot tell you yet whether there is anything to pursue. 

If Bell remembers names, counties, dates, or where his father first settled after the war, 

get them from him. Tell him not to guess. 

And if anyone else comes to you with the same kind of claim, write their names down. 

W.S. 

* * * 

 

The afternoon air inside the Company D orderly room smelled of sour horsehair 

upholstery and low-grade frontier ink. Captain John Hanks Alexander sat behind the high 

wooden composing desk, his pen scratching a rapid, rhythmic tick-tick cadence against the 

weekly subsistence manifests. He did not look up as Aaron entered. 

“The Department of the Platte wires just cleared the circuit from Omaha, First Sergeant,” 

Captain Alexander stated. “Routine business. The quartermaster is adjusting the winter forage 

allowances for Fort Robinson, and the high command requires an immediate calculation of our 

available Spencer carbine cartridges.” 

He pushed a multi-page mimeographed circular across the walnut railing. 

Aaron took the document and turned through the pages. It was standard department 

logistics. General orders regarding horse-shoeing contracts. Reports on river-transit delays. 

Intelligence chits regarding cattle movements along the Niobrara River. 

But buried deep beneath these reports of meaningless supply numbers was an unclassified 

report routed from an agency inspector farther west in the Great Basin. 

Aaron’s thumb went perfectly still against the paper as he read the text: 
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Information received via Mason Valley, Nevada. A Paiute native known as Jack Wilson, 

or Wovoka, reports a revelation occurring during the solar eclipse of January last. Subject 

claims to have died and returned with a message of spiritual restoration. A new religion is 

actively spreading across the reservation lines. Standard practices include a rhythmic circle 

dance performed hand-in-hand for days at a time. The prophet promises a literal resurrection of 

the native dead, the immediate return of the buffalo herds, and the total, unsparing 

disappearance of the white populations from the territory. No hostile acts reported. No 

movement detected. The tribes are currently peaceful, performing the dance inside their own 

boundaries. 

Aaron stood motionless in the stable-office shade. Nothing was breaking. No smoke was 

rising over the bluffs. The circular was simple and detached. 

Private Jack Small, leaning against the doorframe, spat a dark stream of tobacco juice 

into the dust and glanced over Aaron’s shoulder. 

“What's the high command nervous about today, Sergeant?” Jack grunted with a lazy 

smile. “More missing beef vouchers from the Dakota bogs?” 

“An Indian prophet out in Nevada,” Aaron said flatly. “He says the old world is rolling 

back over the new one like a blanket. Says the dead are coming back to take the dirt.” 

Jack let out a short laugh. “To hell with prophets, Aaron. A bunch of barefoot natives 

ain't gonna dance the regular army off these plains. It's just campfire talk to keep the rations from 

tasting sour. To hell with the dancing and let’s get back to the stable manifests. You know the 

Captain wants the shoeing totals before the evening retreat.” 

“Aye,” replied Aaron softly. 
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He slowly refolded the circular along its precise, horizontal creases and tucked it deep 

into his inner waistcoat pocket next to Silas Bretton’s old pocketbook. 

He turned back to the layout table. “Back to work, Jack. Check the rear files.” 

But the room felt suddenly cold despite the midsummer sun. The paper in his pocket felt 

like heavy grape shot. Jack Small saw routine frontier ink. Aaron Carter saw something else, 

though he could not yet have said what. He had seen hundreds of men trapped at the bottom of a 

crater, and he knew how quickly fear could turn waiting men into frightened ones.  
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CHAPTER 21 – The Names 

By late summer, Aaron Carter had stopped asking the gate guard how strangers knew 

where to find him. The first time, he blamed the newspapers. Henry Bell’s request was the 

second. The word was out, and more people would be coming to him. It was inevitable now. 

“First Sergeant?” 

Aaron looked up from the morning return. 

Private Jack Small stood in the orderly room doorway. A woman waited behind him on 

the company street. She was perhaps sixty, although the hard years might have added ten. A 

dingy brown bonnet shaded her face, and she held a cloth parcel against her waist with both 

hands. Aaron looked at Jack. 

Jack raised his palms. “I didn't tell her nothing.” 

“I didn't ask whether you did.” 

“You were fixing to.” 

Aaron put down his pen while the woman remained outside. That interested him. Most 

people who came looking for him walked straight through the doorway, as if the journey on its 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -287  

 

own entitled them to his attention. This woman stopped at the threshold and apparently intended 

to stay until invited. 

Aaron stood. “What can I do for you, ma'am?” 

“Are you Aaron Carter?” 

“I am.” 

She considered him for a moment. “I was told to ask for Aaron Moses.” 

Aaron Carter said nothing. Corporal Small stopped smiling, and the room seemed 

smaller. 

“Who told you that name?” Aaron asked. 

“A man outside Junction City. His name is Henry Bell.” 

Aaron looked toward the company street. Two troopers were carrying saddle blankets 

toward the racks. An orderly crossed the parade ground with a dispatch pouch beneath his arm. 

Somewhere behind the stables, a teamster was abusing a mule with language inventive enough to 

attract an audience. 

Nothing had changed. Aaron had learned not to trust that. “What is your name?” 

“Rebecca Cole.” 

“Where do you live?” 

“Near Leavenworth. My son farms it now.” 

“What does Henry Bell have to do with you?” 

“He don't. He told my son there was a soldier here who knew somebody in Washington 

that could help. He said you helped him.” 

“That was generous of Mr. Bell.” Aaron said, then added, “I haven't.” 

“He said you wrote his names down.” 
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That was different. Aaron glanced at Jack Small. Jack found something outside suddenly 

worthy of close study. 

“May I come in?” Mrs. Cole asked through the doorway. 

“Yes, of course.” Aaron returned his attention to the woman. “What do you want me to 

write?” 

She placed the parcel on the desk and worked the string loose. Inside were three folded 

papers. One was a discharge paper, worn thin along the folds, and another looked like a tax 

receipt. The last looked very fragile, torn at one corner and repaired with thread. 

“My husband carried those,” she said with pride. 

Aaron didn't reach for them. “Did your husband serve?” 

“He was a teamster first. Then he volunteered for the infantry.” 

“Where?” 

“In Missouri,” she answered. 

Aaron exhaled slowly and continued with more questions. “Your husband still living?” 

“No.” 

“Your son know anything about this?” 

“He knows what's his.” 

“That ain't what I asked.” 

“Yes,” she said. “He knows.” 

Aaron pulled the chair from the other side of the desk. “Please sit down.” 

Aaron took a clean sheet from the drawer. He looked at it for several seconds. William 

Sterling's instruction had been simple: names, counties, dates. Do not guess. If anyone else came 
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with the same kind of claim, write the names down. At the time, Aaron had wondered what 

William meant by anyone else. Now he knew. 

“Your husband's full name.” 

“Isaac Cole.” 

Aaron wrote it. “County.” 

She told him. 

He wrote that too. “Where was the property?” 

Mrs. Cole began answering. Aaron worked down the page without hurrying her. He 

collected all the information she knew. The places, dates, events, and people that conveyed a 

story. 

But when she started to tell him what her husband believed, or what he thought he heard 

someone tell someone else, Aaron stopped her. 

“Not what he thought happened. What do you know happened? Don’t guess.” 

Mrs. Cole stared across the desk at him and continued. After twenty minutes, Mrs. Cole 

tied the old papers back into their cloth and passed them over to Aaron. He handed them back to 

her across the desk. 

“You're not keeping them?” she asked. 

“They're yours.” 

“Don't you need them?” 

“Maybe. Not yet.” 

She stalled. “What happens now?” 

Aaron disliked that question more every time somebody asked it. “I send the names east.” 

She did not look satisfied. 
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Aaron leaned forward. “Mrs. Cole, don't mistake me. I'm not a lawyer. I'm not a senator. 

I'm not promising that land was stolen from your husband, and I'm not promising anybody can 

get it back if it was.” 

“I understand.” 

“No.” The word came harder than he intended. Aaron continued. “Please understand me. 

I'm writing down what you know. That's all.” 

Mrs. Cole scrutinized him. Then she nodded. “All right.” 

She stood and lifted the parcel to leave, but she stopped at the doorway. 

“Sergeant?” 

“First Sergeant,” Jack Small corrected automatically from outside. Aaron glared at him. 

Mrs. Cole paid neither man any attention. “Mr. Bell said you might say no.” 

“He knows me well.” 

“He said to come here anyway.” She moved into the sunlight. 

Aaron watched until she crossed the company street and disappeared beyond the 

barracks. Jack Small wandered back inside as Aaron sat down. 

Jack looked at the paper. “That's two.” 

Aaron resumed the morning routine. “It's one woman.” 

“Bell makes two.” 

“I can count.” Aaron's pen stopped. 

Jack leaned against the wall. “You remember what I asked you?” 

Unfortunately, Aaron did. And if ten more come? If a hundred come? 
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Aaron looked at Rebecca Cole's name and information on the paper he just inked. He 

made no promise. He opened the desk's bottom drawer, where Henry Bell's information lay, and 

placed Rebecca Cole's sheet beneath it. He closed the drawer. 

“First Sergeant?” This time the voice came from outside. Aaron looked up sharply. 

An orderly stood there holding a departmental dispatch. “From headquarters.” 

Aaron held out his hand and took the papers. The envelope bore the same departmental 

marking he had started seeing more often that summer. Western commands and agency reports. 

Available horses and logistics-related requests. A movement no one yet called a movement. 

Jack signaled toward the drawer. “You gonna send that one east too?” 

“Not yet.”  

Aaron broke the dispatch seal and answered Jack’s next question before it was asked. 

“Because two ain't a pattern.” He unfolded the paper. “But three might be.” 

* * * 

 

Later that afternoon, Aaron broke another seal of another dispatch while Jack leisurely 

watched from the doorway. 

“You planning to read that, or stare it into confessing?” Jack’s curiosity was annoying. 

Aaron unfolded the paper. “Find something useful to do.” 

“I am. I’m watching you stare.” 

Aaron ignored him. The first sheet was routine enough with the usual departmental 

correspondence. More changes in forage allotments and a request for revised counts of 

serviceable mounts. A command to have the company returns be brought current for the next 

report. Nothing that could not have waited until tomorrow. 
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Aaron turned the page and noticed another request. Strange. It inquired about available 

wagons and a harness in need of replacement. And how much ammunition was on hand. 

He stopped there. 

Jack noticed. “What?” 

“Nothing.” 

“That seems to be your favorite word around here.” 

Aaron read the line again. There was nothing extraordinary in an Army command 

wanting to know how many cartridges it possessed. An army that stopped counting cartridges 

would soon become something else. But he had an uneasy feeling about another request about 

ammunition. 

He thought about the circular from May talking about a prophet in Nevada and the dead 

coming back to life. It said the prophet claims the buffalo would fill the plains again and white 

people would disappear. Yet no hostile acts have been reported. 

Aaron looked farther down the page. The next item had come through Omaha from 

reports farther west. He read it once, but had to read it again. 

Then again. 

Jack pushed away from the doorframe. “Aaron?” 

“Listen to this.” Aaron commanded. 

Jack moved closer to the desk. 

Aaron read aloud. “‘Reports continue of Indian religious gatherings at scattered western 

agencies. Dancing observed. No organized hostile movement confirmed.’” 

Jack shrugged. “That it?” 
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“No.” Aaron continued. “‘Commanders are advised to maintain accurate returns of 

available mounts, ammunition, transportation, and field equipment pending further departmental 

instruction.’” 

Jack scratched his cheek. “Sounds like they don't know anything.” 

“They know what they got.” 

“Well, that's considerably more than most officers.” 

Aaron gave him a look of disdain. 

Jack shrugged. “What? They got horses. They got wagons. They got cartridges. Army's 

been counting all three since before either of us put on blue.” 

Aaron folded the dispatch halfway. “But why count them now?” 

“Because Washington asked?” Jack’s answer became a question. 

“You know that ain't the answer.” 

“Alright then, it's the Army. Sometimes that's the only answer you get.” 

Aaron opened the dispatch again. There was no order to move. No regiment had been 

reassigned. No troop concentration named. No warning of attack. Nothing in the paper even 

claimed an attack was coming. “Why would a dispatch tell us nothing is going on?” Aaron asked 

himself. 

Aaron knew better than to put words between lines simply because the space was there. 

He returned to the beginning where all that was said was that reports continue. This was different 

from the first circular. 

“What are you looking for?” Jack asked impatiently. 

“I don't know.” 

“That's helpful.” 
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Aaron tapped the sheet. “The last time they told us about a prophet. Now they're asking 

what can move.” 

Jack leaned over the paper. “They've always asked what can move.” 

Twenty years earlier he would have trusted his instinct and called it experience. Age had 

made him less generous with himself. A man could survive long enough to mistake fear for 

wisdom. So he went back to the paper. Again, he asked himself, “What did it actually say, but 

more importantly, what did it mean?” 

Religious gatherings. Dancing. No confirmed hostile movement. Accurate returns 

requested. Nothing more. 

Jack watched him. “Well? You've got the look again.” 

“What look?” 

“The one you get before you tell everybody else not to worry.” 

Aaron slipped the dispatch beneath the morning return. 

Jack pulled out the chair opposite him. “You think they're fixing to send us west?” 

“No.” 

“But you think they might.” 

Aaron looked at him. “No. I think somebody wants to know what they'd have if they 

did.” 

That wiped the humor from Jack's face. 

Outside, the post continued through an ordinary afternoon. A wagon rolled toward the 

commissary. Two cavalrymen crossed the parade ground carrying a saddle between them. From 

the stable yard came the slap of leather and the short protest of a horse resisting its bridle. 

Jack looked toward the sound. “Could be nothing.” 
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“Yes.” 

“But do you believe that?” 

Aaron picked up his pen. “I believe that's what the paper says.” 

Jack smiled faintly. “Are you sending that woman's name east?” 

Aaron glanced toward the drawer containing Henry Bell's statement and Rebecca Cole's 

information. “Not yet.” 

“Still waiting for three?” 

“I'm waiting until I know two means something.” 

Jack left the room and into the company street. Aaron returned to his morning report. For 

five minutes he worked without looking at the dispatch. Then he pulled it out again. 

At the bottom of the last page, beneath the requests for horses, wagons, harness, and 

ammunition, another line had been added: 

Further reports to follow. 

Aaron read it. He did not know what that could mean. For the moment, that was the most 

important thing he knew.  
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CHAPTER 22 – Henderson Goes to Washington 

By October 1889, Thomas Henderson had stopped looking at the empty compartment in 

his safe. For most of the summer he had opened it once each morning. 

Not because he expected the missing papers to return. Henderson was not a superstitious 

man. Paper did not return itself to a drawer any more than a dead man climbed out of Nebraska 

mud to explain where he had left a pocketbook. 

Still, every morning he had turned the key and opened the safe to peer inside, and then 

closed it again. By August the habit embarrassed him but by September he had stopped. 

Now, on a rain-dark afternoon in October, Henderson sat behind his desk with the safe 

locked and three sheets of government correspondence laid before him. None accused him of 

anything. That was what troubled him. 

The first was a routine request for copies of property transfers recorded after the war. The 

next one concerned some old Missouri parcel Henderson did not recognize – it would require 

some research. And then there was the request for supporting records attached to abandoned-

property proceedings from nearly twenty years earlier. Henderson read the third one again. Then 

he turned back to the first. 
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His office around him had changed since spring. The desk was clean now and the files 

had been rearranged. The drawers that once held private correspondence no longer did. This was 

deliberate, anything Henderson could not explain to a judge had been removed. And anything he 

could explain had been indexed. He was a careful man and had spent all summer making certain 

of both. 

Rain tapped against the high windows while his clerk waited on the other side of the desk 

for Henderson to speak. “Well?” 

Henderson did not look up. “Where did this one originate? The Missouri inquiry.” 

The clerk consulted his notes. “Department of the Interior.” 

“I can read the letterhead. Who asked Interior to ask us?” 

The clerk hesitated. “That isn't stated.” 

Henderson raised his eyes. “Then find out.” 

The young man nodded. Henderson lifted the next paper. “And this?” 

“Federal records request. Old tax filings.” 

“I know what it is.” 

Another pause. “You asked where it came from.” 

Henderson leaned back. He had hired the young man because he was careful. Henderson 

was beginning to discover that careful men had an irritating habit of answering the question 

actually asked. 

“Who initiated it?” 

“I don't know.” 

“Find that out too.” 

“Yes, sir.” The clerk reached for the papers.  
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Henderson placed two fingers on them. “Copies. You may have copies.” 

The clerk withdrew his hand. 

Henderson watched him. “Is there anything else?” 

“No, sir.” 

“Then why are you still here?” 

The man left. 

Henderson sat alone. For several minutes he did nothing. That was new habit. Six months 

earlier he would already have sent three telegrams, summoned an attorney, and demanded to 

know which clerk had betrayed him. Marcus Bretton would have been given a name and 

instructed to follow it. 

But Marcus Bretton was dead now. That fact had seemed catastrophic in the spring. 

Henderson had since reconsidered. Bretton had been useful when problems were men. But 

Henderson's problems were no longer men. They were questions and questions were different. 

Killing the man who asked one merely encouraged another man to ask why he had died. 

Henderson opened the top drawer of his desk and removed a narrow ledger. There were no 

bribes recorded in this ledger. No private enforcers or cattle vouchers. No names that ought not 

to appear beside one another. That book was gone. 

He learned the hard way so now his ledger contained property numbers. Only property 

numbers. Henderson drew the first government request toward him and copied the parcel 

designation onto a blank line.  

He looked at the three inquiries. Not three accusations and that distinction mattered. One 

dealt with postwar transfer records and another dealt with Missouri property. And the last one 

dealt with abandoned holdings. No connection between the three. Henderson would not make the 
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mistake of connecting them himself merely because he was frightened. That was also new for 

him. 

He reached for another file. A property number from the first request appeared in an old 

index. Henderson turned to the corresponding folio and found the legal transfer recorded, 

witnessed, and stamped. Nothing unusual. 

Then he checked the date and another date, his finger stopped. Here the original owner 

had disappeared from the record between them. There was no death certificate or sale bearing a 

signature. No court decree Henderson could immediately find. Simply one name on one filing 

and another name on the next. 

Henderson stared at the gap. Before, he would not have considered it a gap and that had 

been the beauty of the system. Men disappeared and records remained. 

Then a clerk saw that nobody had paid a tax and the court saw that nobody had answered 

a notice. Finally, an investor saw land available for purchase. After many years, the absence 

became lawful. Henderson closed the file. 

He opened the Missouri inquiry and this one gave him even less to go on, a family name, 

a county, and some vague dates. No accusation. No Sterling or Carter or Barlow.  

Henderson read the name again, “Bell”. It did not sound familiar to him and that 

unsettled him more than if he had known the name. He rose and crossed to the window. Below, 

St. Paul moved through the rain. Wagons crawled over the wet street. Men hurried beneath 

umbrellas. A streetcar bell sounded somewhere beyond the buildings. 

The city had grown while Henderson was busy acquiring pieces of it. So had the country 

and that was the difficulty. 
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For twenty years he had understood the advantage of distance. A widow in Missouri 

knew nothing about a filing in Minnesota. A former slave in Virginia knew nothing about a land 

office in Dakota Territory. A clerk processing one parcel had no reason to know what another 

clerk had done three states away. 

One file told one story but ten files might tell another. Henderson returned to his desk and 

opened the ledger again. There were three property numbers and he drew a vertical line beside 

them. Then he stopped. These three inquiries did not make a conspiracy, at least not against him. 

Not yet. But they did make something else. Interest. Henderson dipped his pen and wrote 

three words beneath the property numbers: 

ORIGIN OF REQUEST 

Then he rang for his clerk. 

The door opened. “You wanted me, sir?” 

“Yes.” Henderson closed the ledger before the man could see it. “I want copies of every 

federal inquiry received by this office since March.” 

The clerk blinked. “Every one?” 

“Every one of them.” 

“That could take some time.” The clerk objected. 

“We have some.” 

“Yes, sir. And the rest? I can ask the district offices.” The clerk stopped. 

“No.” Henderson considered his words. There had been a time when intimidation came 

easily to him. He had mistaken that ease for strength. 

“Don't ask for anything unusual,” he said. “No special circulars. No telegrams marked 

urgent. If a document comes through the ordinary course, copy it. If it doesn't, leave it alone.” 
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The clerk nodded slowly. 

“And I want one other thing.” 

“Yes, sir?” 

“The name of whoever is asking the questions.” 

“All of them?” 

Henderson looked toward the window. “No.” He tapped the Missouri inquiry. “Start with 

this one.” After a brief pause, he called out, “And Miller? Do not contact anyone in Missouri.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Do not contact anyone in Washington. And do not mention my name.” 

A slight confusion crossed the young man's face. “If someone asks why I'm checking?” 

Henderson looked down at the clean desk. “Tell them you're correcting the index.” 

The clerk left. Henderson listened until his footsteps disappeared and then unlocked the 

safe. He did not look at the empty compartment. Instead he withdrew an old corporate register 

and returned to the desk. And for the next hour he worked backward. 

Not through the accusations. Through all the names. The companies that no longer 

existed. The directors who had died and the partnerships that dissolved. Attorneys who had 

changed firms and clerks who had retired. 

As he recalled these names, one by one Henderson marked the connections that still 

reached him. He was pleased to find that most of them did not. But two of them did. He copied 

those names onto a separate sheet. And then he placed the sheet in the stove until the ink turned 

into ash and dust. 
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Henderson did not destroy the underlying records. That was the old Henderson and that 

would have been panic. Autumn required something quieter. Henderson returned to his desk and 

looked once more at the Missouri inquiry. He still did not know who had asked the first question. 

But someone had. And that meant that somewhere, another clerk might be opening 

another old file. Henderson put the papers into three separate folders. He did not tie them 

together. Not yet. 

Then he took out a clean sheet of stationery and began making plans for a needed trip to 

Washington.  

* * * 

 

William Sterling had learned that Washington's corridors were more useful than its rooms 

even in late November when the winds blew the leaves off the trees. A room announced its 

purpose. It was for a committee or a department or an office. It could also be for a hearing. 

But a corridor belonged to whoever happened to be passing through it. Men stopped there 

without appointments. They spoke before deciding whether they ought to. A senator headed for 

luncheon might answer a question he would refuse across a committee table. A clerk carrying 

three files could reveal more by which door he entered than by anything written inside them. 

William had learned to walk slowly and watch carefully. 

That afternoon he was leaving the Interior Department with his coat over one arm and a 

thin folder beneath the other. Rain had fallen most of the morning, leaving Pennsylvania Avenue 

black beneath the carriage wheels. The marble floor inside the building had been tracked with 

mud from a hundred boots. 

He reached the stair landing before hearing his name. 
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“Senator Sterling.” 

William stopped. He knew that voice before he turned. Thomas Henderson stood near the 

foot of the stairs. For an instant neither man moved. 

Henderson looked different from the man William remembered in Minnesota. Not older 

exactly. Better contained. His coat was dark and carefully fitted. His beard had been trimmed 

close. Gloves rested in one hand. Nothing about him suggested haste. 

William descended the remaining steps. “Mr. Henderson.” 

Henderson smiled. “You remember me. I imagine senators eventually learn to thank 

newspapers for some things and blame them for the rest.” 

William adjusted the folder beneath his arm. “I'm still new.” 

“So I understand.” Henderson's eyes dropped briefly toward the folder. Then returned to 

William. It was a small movement. 

William noticed it. “So what brings you to Washington?” 

“Business.” 

“Naturally, I gathered you hadn't come for the weather.” 

Henderson smiled again. “No. Minnesota provides enough bad weather without paying 

rail fare to find more.” 

A clerk passed between them carrying a stack of bound volumes. Both men stepped 

aside. When the clerk had gone, Henderson nodded toward the corridor. “Walk with me?” 

William considered refusing. But then he remembered something Cathy Sterling had said 

years ago, long before the Senate had put marble beneath his boots. If a man wants to talk when 

he has nothing to say, listen carefully. 

William started walking and Henderson fell beside him. 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -304  

 

“I've followed your progress,” Henderson said. 

“That sounds exhausting.” 

“Not particularly. Minnesota takes an interest in its senators.” 

“Yes, my mail definitely confirms that.” 

“I understand you've taken quickly to committee work.” 

“Have I? Well, it is part of the job” 

“So I'm told.” 

“By whom?” 

Henderson glanced at him. “People talk.” 

“Yes, they certainly do here.” The senator was evasive but wanted to encourage 

Henderson to talk. When they reached the end of the corridor and turned, William let Henderson 

choose the direction. 

For several paces neither spoke. Then Henderson said, “You're still pursuing the old 

property questions.” 

There it was. Not much, but the intention was notable. 

William kept walking. “Which old property questions?” 

Henderson smiled faintly. “You have rather a number of them now.” 

“Do I? Please do tell me.” 

“Virginia. Minnesota. The western filings.” 

William looked ahead. Two other men stood near an office door discussing something in 

low voices. Neither paid attention to them. 

“The government seems to own a remarkable quantity of old paper,” William said. 

“And you seem determined to read it.” 
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“I was taught early.” 

“By your father?” 

William turned his head. “No,” William said. “By men who hoped I wouldn't.” 

For the first time, Henderson's smile disappeared. Only for a moment and then it 

returned. “I always respected that about your family.” 

“Which part?” 

“Persistence.” 

“My family has other qualities.” 

“I recall.” 

They walked on. Henderson lowered his voice. “I hope you don't believe our old 

disagreements need follow us forever.” 

William nearly stopped, this man was up to something but he couldn’t figure it out yet. 

Instead he kept his pace unchanged. “Disagreements.” was all William said.  

“Surely neither of us intends to spend the next decade relitigating the last three.” 

“Well, I hadn't prepared a schedule.” 

Henderson's mouth tightened. William saw it. The man was not as calm as he looked. 

Henderson said, “You have influence now.” 

“That is what I am repeatedly reminded of by people who want something.” 

“You could use it for better purposes.”  

“Better than what?” William asked. The statement intrigued him. 

“This business of reopening every abandoned holding between Virginia and Missouri.” 

William said nothing. They took four more steps. 
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Henderson continued. “Some of these claims are twenty years old. More. Owners 

disappeared. Taxes went unpaid. Families moved. Courthouses burned. Records vanished. At 

some point the law has to recognize that a settled title is settled.” 

William stopped. 

Henderson took another step before realizing he was alone. He turned back to look at 

William. “What?” 

“Nothing.” 

“You stopped.” Henderson waited. 

“I was thinking.” William shifted the folder beneath his arm. “You said Missouri.” 

The expression on Henderson's face did not change. But something behind it did. William 

saw that too. 

“I did.”  

“Why?” 

Henderson gave a small shrug. “An example.” 

“Of all the states in the Union.” 

“Missouri has land.” 

“So does Iowa.” 

“Of course.” 

“Nebraska.” 

“Yes.” 

“Kansas.” 

Henderson's voice cooled. “Are we listing states now, Senator?” 

William smiled. “No. I'm wondering why you chose Missouri.” 
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Henderson put on one glove. “You're reading too much into ordinary conversation.” 

“Perhaps I am.” 

“That habit can become dangerous.” 

William's smile remained. “I've been warned before.” 

Henderson pulled on the other glove. William knew that the conversation was ending and 

he knew better than to prevent it. 

Henderson looked toward the building entrance. “All I mean is this. You have a future 

here, Sterling. A real one. It would be unwise to waste time digging through every disputed filing 

left behind by the war when there are so much bigger things to tackle.” 

William watched him. “Is that your advice?” 

“Yes.” 

“I thought it might be a threat.” 

Henderson laughed quickly. “You always did prefer the dramatic interpretation.” 

“No. That was Jonathan Reed. He owns the newspaper.” 

Henderson thought for a moment, another mistake. Smaller this time. Henderson's eyes 

sharpened at the name. Henderson recovered. “Give my regards to your sister.” 

“I will.” 

“And to Mr. Reed.” 

“If you like.” 

Henderson extended his hand. William looked at it for a moment, then he took it. 

Henderson's grip was warm and dry. 

“Good afternoon, Senator.” 

“Mr. Henderson.” 
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Henderson turned and walked toward the entrance while William remained where he 

was. He did not watch him leave. Instead he looked down at the folder beneath his arm. There 

was nothing on its cover to identify Missouri. No papers were visible along its edge. 

The inquiry had gone from William's office to the Interior Department weeks earlier. The 

reply was still pending. Henry Bell's name appeared nowhere in William's public mail. 

Henderson was not alone in this scheme, others must be helping. William started walking again. 

He replayed the conversation over in his head. Virginia. Minnesota. The western filings. 

Any informed lawyer might know that much. Then he recalled, “…every abandoned holding 

between Virginia and Missouri...” Perhaps this was careless phrasing. Perhaps not. 

William had spent most of his first months in Washington learning not to confuse 

suspicion with evidence. Thomas Henderson had just reminded him why. 

William returned to his office and as he strode over to his desk, his clerk looked up. 

“Senator?” 

“Close the door.” 

The young man did. 

William hung his coat on the stand and placed the folder on his desk. “Bring me the 

correspondence log.” 

“Which one?” 

“Interior.” 

The clerk retrieved the book. William opened it to the previous month. There it was, the 

inquiry on Missouri. Sent, received, referred – the familiar Washington journey. 

“What happens to one of these after it leaves our office?” 

The clerk looked puzzled. “Your inquiries?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Depends upon the department.” 

“This one.” 

The clerk leaned over the book. “Interior would receive it, log it, then send it to the 

proper division.” 

“How many people see it? Guess.” 

“I couldn't say.” The clerk hesitated. 

William looked up. “No. Forget that. Don't guess.” The words surprised him. He looked 

down at the Missouri entry again. “Don’t guess, find out.” 

“Yes, Senator.” 

“And don't ask whether anyone specifically has seen this particular inquiry.” 

The clerk frowned. “What should I ask?” 

“How any inquiry ordinarily moves through this department. Whatever the normal course 

is. Who moves it to where. That sort of thing.” 

The clerk nodded. 

William closed the book. “Nothing unusual.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And don't mention Henderson.” William instantly regretted using the name. Not because 

he distrusted the man. Because a question changed the moment another man's name was attached 

to it. 

“Actually,” William said, “forget I said Henderson.” 

The clerk's eyes lifted as he stood perfectly still. 
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William sighed. “That didn't work, did it?” 

“No, Senator.” 

William almost smiled. “You'll make a fine Washington clerk.” 

“Thank you, sir.” And the clerk departed. 

William sat alone. Outside the window, evening had begun gathering over Washington. 

Carriage lamps appeared one after another along the wet street. He opened a drawer with Henry 

Bell’s statement inside. There wasn’t much to the file. A man’s name, a county, the history of a 

dead father and a piece of property that might amount to nothing. 

He had deliberately refused to call it anything else. But now Thomas Henderson had 

crossed half a continent and spoken the name of the state without being asked. He knew better 

than to make a case from a coincidence merely because the coincidence pleased him. 

Still, he took out a clean sheet of paper and at the top he wrote: 

MISSOURI INQUIRY 

Below it a series of questions: 

Who received it? 

Who copied it? 

Who knew Henderson was in Washington? 

William stopped. He crossed out the third question. Wrong question. He wrote a better 

question 

Why is Henderson in Washington? 

That one he left. William returned Bell's statement to the drawer and closed it. Then he 

turned the key. For the first time since arriving in Washington, William Sterling locked his desk.  

* * * 
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William Sterling arrived before the doors opened. He had learned enough about 

Washington by then to distrust any place that claimed nothing happened until noon. 

The corridors were already alive. Clerks moved under bundles of paper tied with string. 

Messengers passed between offices with envelopes tucked beneath their arms. Senators who had 

not seen one another since spring stopped in doorways to shake hands and exchange news from 

home. Coats were brushed and hats were removed. Names remembered or politely pretended to 

be. Outside, carriages continued arriving. 

It was December 2, 1889, and inside, the Fifty-first Congress was putting itself back 

together. William stood near the entrance to the Senate chamber and watched. Earlier in the 

spring he had entered these corridors believing the title ‘Senator’ would matter. The first few 

times someone had used it, he had turned half expecting another man to answer. That had passed. 

So had the belief that the title opened doors. Washington opened doors easily but the trick 

was discovering what happened to a question after it went through one. 

“Senator?” His clerk stood behind him with a leather portfolio beneath one arm. “You 

left this in the office.” 

William turned. “I was coming back for it.” 

“No, sir.” 

William looked at him. The clerk held out the portfolio. William took it. “You're 

becoming impertinent.” 

“I've been practicing.” 

“Washington has corrupted you.” 

“Since May.” Then the clerk lowered his voice. “There's also a reply from Interior.” 
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“Missouri?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

William glanced toward the chamber doors. “How long?” 

“Until noon?” 

“No. The letter.” 

“Arrived this morning.” 

“Who opened it?” 

“Nobody. It is addressed personally.” 

“Where is it?” 

“In your desk.” 

William considered returning immediately. Instead he looked at the doors. “Leave it.” 

His clerk stared at him. “Sir?” 

“Leave it where it is.” 

The young man nodded. William had learned something else since spring. Not every 

unopened letter was urgent simply because he wanted to know what was inside. 

At noon the Senate was called to order. The chamber settled by degrees rather than all at 

once. Voices diminished. Chairs scraped and papers shuffled. Men who had spent the morning 

behaving like ordinary citizens resumed the posture of senators. The new states had changed the 

room. There were new faces that had arrived from the Dakotas and Washington, carrying 

credentials from places that had not possessed senators when William first took his seat earlier 

that year. 
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William watched the ceremonies from his place. The apparatus had started again. Paper 

becoming government. He found himself thinking about Henry Bell. Not because Bell's case 

belonged on the Senate floor. It did not and perhaps it never would. 

Bell had given Aaron Carter a handful of names and dates because he believed somebody 

might listen. Aaron had sent those east and William had asked questions. Those questions had 

entered the departments. But then Thomas Henderson had mentioned Missouri. 

William looked across the chamber. He did not expect to see Henderson there and was 

thankful when he didn't. Still, the man's absence felt different now. Before November, 

Henderson had been an adversary William could locate. Now Henderson had become something 

more difficult. He was a man who might know where William's questions went after William 

asked them. 

The clerk at the desk began reading another item of business and William forced his 

attention forward. Still, he had no evidence that Henderson had seen Bell's inquiry. No evidence 

that anyone had shown it to him. In fact, no evidence that Henderson's mention of Missouri 

meant anything at all. Right now that distinction mattered. 

William wrote two words at the top of the blank sheet before him. 

DO NOT ASSUME. 

The senator seated beside him glanced at the paper. “Important legislation?” 

William covered the words with his hand. “Something like that.” 

The man chuckled. The Senate moved on. It was nearly dark when William returned to 

his office. The city of Washington had gone gray outside the window. Lamps burned along the 

avenue, their reflections stretching across the wet pavement. His clerk had left for the day and 

the room was quiet.  
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On William's desk lay the correspondence accumulated during the day's proceedings. 

And beneath all the letters of congratulations and requests, an envelope from the Department of 

the Interior lay untouched. 

William removed his coat and hung it up carefully before sitting down. The envelope 

remained where his clerk said it would be. 

He broke the seal. The response filled less than a page. Interior had located the filing 

identified in his inquiry. Not the answer, just located the filing – there was a difference. The 

original postwar record remained in the archive. Supporting documents associated with the later 

transfer were incomplete. And no determination had been made concerning title. Further 

examination would require more specific identifying information regarding the original claimant. 

William sat back. That was all. No conspiracy and no evidence of theft. No grand 

revelation beneath an official seal, just an incomplete file.  

Six months earlier that would have infuriated him. Today, it interested him. He opened 

his desk drawer and took out Henry Bell's statement. The statement from Bell had supplied a 

father's name and an approximate location. William placed the statement beside the Interior 

reply. Then he took out the sheet he had made after speaking with Henderson. 

MISSOURI INQUIRY 

Who received it? 

Who copied it? 

Why is Henderson in Washington? 

He looked from one page to another. These three pieces of paper together proved nothing. 

A knock sounded. He instinctively covered Bell's statement but the door opened before 

he could answer. 
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Cathy Sterling leaned into the room. “You're still here.” 

“So are you.” 

“I came to find you.” 

“Then apparently only one of us is here by choice.” 

She stepped inside. “How was the great reopening of the Republic?” 

“Orderly.” 

“That bad?” 

William smiled. 

She noticed the papers. “What happened?” 

“Interior answered.” 

Cathy came closer. “And?” 

“They found the filing.” 

Her expression brightened. William raised a hand. “Only the filing.” 

The hope disappeared almost as quickly as it had come. “What does that mean?” 

“It means the record exists.” 

“And?” 

“And some of what ought to be with it isn't.” 

Cathy looked at the documents. “Is that good?” 

William thought about the question. “I don't know.” He added, “And I'm becoming 

suspicious of anyone who answers that question too quickly.” 

Cathy pulled out the chair opposite him. “That sounds almost sensible.” 

William handed her the Interior reply. 
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She read silently. When she finished, she placed it beside Bell's statement. “Does 

Henderson know?” 

William looked at her. “That is precisely the question I'm trying not to answer.” 

Cathy frowned. “He mentioned Missouri.” 

“Yes.” 

“And this is Missouri.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then he knows.” 

“No.” The answer came sharply enough that she leaned back. William softened his voice. 

“He may know. There is a difference.” 

Cathy studied him. 

William looked again at the papers. “I spent half my life believing the difficult thing was 

proving you were right. Now I think the difficult thing may be refusing to believe you're right 

until you can prove it.” 

Cathy was quiet. Then she smiled faintly. “That doesn't sound like my brother.” 

“No.” 

“Should I be worried?” 

“Probably.” 

She laughed but William didn't. He took Bell's statement and folded it along the existing 

crease. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked. 

“Ask Bell for the information Interior says it needs.” 

“Through Aaron?” 
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“Yes.” 

“And what about Henderson?” 

William put Bell's statement into a fresh envelope. “Nothing.” 

Cathy looked surprised. “Nothing?” 

“Not yet.” 

William addressed the envelope to Aaron Carter at Fort Riley. 

Cathy watched him write. “You think he'll make another move.” 

“I don't know what Henderson will do.” 

“But you're waiting.” 

William sanded the ink. “No. I'm working.” He sealed the envelope. Outside, bells 

marked the evening hour somewhere beyond the avenue. Congress was back in session. 

Departments were opening files and clerks were copying names. Questions were moving west 

and answers were moving east. 

William placed the envelope with the outgoing mail. Then he gathered the other papers 

and returned them to his desk. But before closing the drawer, he looked once more at the sheet 

headed MISSOURI INQUIRY. 

He added one final line beneath the others: 

Find the missing paper. 

Then he closed the drawer and turned the key. 
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CHAPTER 23 – Trade Goods 

The snow came to St. Paul in the second week of January 1890 and stayed. Thomas 

Henderson had finally stopped looking at the empty compartment in his safe. Snow filled the 

streets to the curbs and silenced the wagons, and within the calm Thomas Henderson could hear 

his own building again – the radiators ticking, the clerks' pens, the courthouse clock three streets 

over counting out an hour he had begun to measure differently. 

Six weeks had passed since Washington. He had come home on the train with William 

Sterling's courtesy still in his ears and one word still in his pocket. 

Missouri. 

The inquiry in Washington had not died. That was the fact beneath all the civil language. 

Someone had asked for another accounting of the land entries. Someone else had requested the 

supporting affidavits. Bell's file, which should have disappeared into a cabinet with a hundred 

others, had acquired motion, and motion was dangerous. 

Henderson had spent the weeks since doing what he now did best. Nothing. He answered 

the inquiries that arrived through ordinary channels. He answered them slowly, correctly, and in 

full. His files were clean. His index was cleaner. If a federal clerk in the Interior Department 
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wished to know about a property transfer recorded in 1871, Thomas Henderson's office would 

provide the transfer, witnessed and stamped, with a covering letter of almost embarrassing 

helpfulness. 

It was not working. Henderson crossed to the stove and laid the letter on the desk instead 

of feeding it to the fire. Burning things was satisfying but rarely useful. For three weeks he had 

approached the problem as though it were a problem of defense. 

He had corresponded with men in Washington. He had corrected one affidavit and made 

another temporarily difficult to locate. He also reminded others of favors owed. Through it all, he 

had been assured twice that nothing would come of it. But still the questions came. 

That afternoon another envelope had arrived. Henderson opened it and saw that the first 

page concerned freight allowances. The second concerned Indian agencies. But the third page he 

had to read twice. 

There were reports from farther west. Indians traveling between agencies. Talk of a 

Paiute prophet in Nevada and dancing ceremonies. Promises that the dead would return, and that 

the old life would come with them. Nothing in the report amounted to rebellion. The writer 

admitted as much. 

Henderson sat back. He read that sentence again, but nothing in the report amounted to 

rebellion. 

Outside, a streetcar bell sounded through the snow, and then Henderson smiled. Not 

because he believed the report, but because he understood what he could do with it. 

Washington could pursue land fraud while that was the question before it. Departments 

could quarrel for months over acreage, patents, freight bills, and missing ledgers. Additionally, 

clerks could compare signatures and committees could summon witnesses.  
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But Washington had only so much attention. If he could give it frightened settlers and 

give it newspapers asking whether the frontier was rising with raids and rebellion. The signatures 

would still exist. Bell's file would still exist. 

It would cease to matter for a while, and a while might be enough. Henderson folded the 

report carefully. Being on the defense had been the mistake. 

He did not need to answer the inquiries. He needed different questions for everyone to 

focus on. A question in Washington produced a copy in St. Paul. A copy in St. Paul produced a 

question in a district office. Somewhere in the machinery a clerk he would never meet was 

building a file he would never see, one ordinary page at a time. 

Before, Bretton would have solved this with a name and a horse. But Henderson no 

longer had Bretton. In fact, he was no longer certain Bretton had ever solved anything. He had 

only postponed the resolution, and that was no longer enough. The country had spent twenty 

years building railroads and telegraph lines, and Henderson understood, ironically, that he had 

helped build all three. 

Henderson had watched it happen during the war, and again in '76, when the whole 

nation's attention had swung west to the Little Bighorn and a hundred land scandals had faded 

quietly in the shade of a better story. 

Governments, like men, could only be frightened of one thing at a time. America’s 

attention span was short. 

* * * 
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The newspaper item had been on his desk since December, under a glass paperweight. 

Henderson had not kept it deliberately. It had simply never risen to the level of a thing to be filed 

or a thing to be burned. 

A Paiute prophet in Nevada saw an eclipse and had visions. The dead returned, the 

buffalo returned, the world renewed, and people danced as one. The article was long, and it 

mostly mocked the Indian movement. 

But the agency reports were not mockery. The reports Henderson obtained through the 

syndicate's freight interests reached every agency in the northern department, and any paper that 

touched freight reached him. 

The reports disagreed about everything except one word. The word was spreading. 

Henderson read them like property abstracts, looking not for what they said but for what 

they missed. No agent reported an attack. No agent reported a stolen herd, a burned building, a 

threatened settler. They reported dancing. They reported it at length, in the manner of men 

describing a fire in a building they are paid to insure — not yet a loss, but a matter requiring 

focused attention. 

He set the last report down and looked at the snow against the window. 

The dancers believed the world would change. The agents believed their budgets would 

change. Henderson believed them both and in the only way that had ever mattered to him. What 

the situation lacked was a fact. 

Fear, Henderson had learned, was a draft animal. It pulled whatever it was harnessed to, 

but it had to be harnessed to something with weight. Dancing was not weight. Dancing was color 

for newspapers. 
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He did not require an uprising. He required the reasonable expectation of one, held by 

reasonable men in Washington who had never seen the Pine Ridge draws and could not have 

found them on a map their clerks did not provide. 

* * * 

 

Greeley arrived after dark. He stamped snow from his boots in the outer office and 

entered carrying the cold with him. Henderson did not offer whiskey. That told Greeley the 

meeting was purely business. 

“How quickly can freight be moved west without our name appearing on the bill?” asked 

Henderson. He was careful with his questions and conversations, and Greeley suspected another 

scheme. 

Greeley removed his gloves slowly. “What kind of freight?” 

“Ordinary freight.” 

“Then why shouldn't our name appear?” 

Henderson pulled a chair toward the desk. “Through the traders?” 

“Some,” Greeley said. 

“Agency goods?” 

“Not officially.” 

That produced a silence. Henderson opened a ledger and turned it around. It showed a 

requisition number beside three entries. Greeley immediately recognized it. 

“That's laundry.” 

“On paper.” He followed the column downward. It showed entries for soap, lye, blankets, 

and transport. But the figures were too large for what they claimed. Not absurdly large because 
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absurdity invited inspection. They were just generous enough to disappear inside the general 

waste of government budgets and contracts. 

Greeley tapped the transport entry. “How much have you put through this?” 

“Enough,” Henderson answered. 

“For what?” 

Henderson opened the desk drawer. He pulled out a freight memorandum and set it 

beside the ledger. Greeley read it. 

His eyes lifted. “Cartridges?” 

“Among other things.” 

“To the Indian agencies directly?” 

“No. Through the traders.” Henderson admitted. 

“That's a distinction I'd rather not explain to a marshal.” 

“You won't have to.” 

Greeley pushed the memorandum back across the desk. “For God's sake, Henderson. 

What are you doing?” 

“Creating commerce.” 

“With ammunition and guns?” 

“Traders sell ammunition and guns.” 

“But not in those quantities.” 

“They haven't yet,” Henderson replied. 

Greeley stared at him. Henderson leaned back and said, “Reports are coming east. A 

religious excitement. A prophet. Indians moving between reservations. Ceremonies and 

dancing.” 
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“I've heard something. Rumors.” 

“Precisely.” 

Greeley's expression changed. Then something close to fear. “You’re looking for 

trouble.” 

“No,” Henderson said quietly. 

“I want the possibility of trouble. There’s a difference.” He rose and went to the window. 

Snow obscured the opposite side of the street. 

“Not to the man who gets shot.” 

Henderson turned. “No one need be shot.” 

“You are sending cartridges into Indian country. Somebody will get shot.” 

“I am sending cartridges to licensed traders through ordinary freight.” 

“Paid for how?” 

Henderson glanced toward the ledger and pointed at the laundry listed in it. For a moment 

neither man spoke. Then Greeley understood the rest. 

The inflated washing contracts. The strange charges. The repeated requisition number. 

Money which appeared to leak harmlessly from one account into another. But it had not been 

leaking, it had been traveling. 

“What happens when somebody follows that number?” Greeley asked. 

“They find laundresses.” 

“And after them?” 

“Freight agents.” 

“And then?” 
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“Men who have no idea whose money they handled.” Henderson smiled. “And then 

Winter will be here.” 

Greeley stood. “I don't like this.” 

“You don't have to like it.” 

“If Washington finds out you've armed the tribes in the Plains...” 

“I haven't armed anyone.” The answer came too quickly. Henderson returned to the desk. 

“Listen to me. I am not proposing an uprising. I am proposing uncertainty.” He touched the 

western report. 

Henderson carefully continued. “Men believe what they're frightened of. One trader says 

ammunition is selling faster than usual. Another one says Indians are gathering. A newspaper 

prints articles about both. Agents ask for soldiers because they don’t intend to be remembered as 

the fool who failed to ask.” 

“And if the Indians aren't doing anything?” 

Henderson shrugged. “Then eventually everyone goes home.” 

“And Bell?” 

“Bell becomes a lost file in a lost cabinet.” 

Greeley looked at the freight memorandum again. “And if they are doing something?” 

That was the question Henderson had avoided. He picked up his pen. “They aren't.” 

“You don't know that.” 

Henderson did not refute that statement. Then he drew a line beneath the requisition 

number and wrote an authorization beside it. 

Greeley looked at the papers on the desk but did not reach for them. “And if somebody 

gets killed?” 
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Henderson waited. 

“I mean because of this,” Greeley said. “Not because somebody stole a steer or fired first. 

Because men start believing what you want them to believe.” 

Henderson pushed the papers another inch across the desk. Greeley stared at them. Then 

he picked them up. 

“Break the consignments,” Henderson said. “No two shipments from the same house. 

Traders take delivery. Freight goes by the usual routes.” 

“How many?” 

“Enough to be noticed. Yet not enough to trace.” Henderson blotted the ink. 

Greeley put on his gloves, but before leaving the office, he stopped at the door. 

“You're counting on people being afraid.” 

“No.” Henderson closed the ledger. “I'm counting on what frightened people do.” 

* * * 

 

Henderson stayed at the window long after the man had gone. 

He did not deceive himself about the proportions. Somewhere west of the Missouri, in 

draws he had never seen, men and women danced in the snow because a Paiute they had never 

met told them their dead were coming home. Henderson did not mock this. He had buried a wife 

in 1871 and a son in 1874, and he had stood at both graves with nothing whatsoever to say to the 

silence itself, and if a man had come to him in those years preaching that the silence could be 

answered, Thomas Henderson was no longer certain he would have had the strength to refuse 

him. 

That was precisely what made it useful. 
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Grief that large did not stay in a circle. It never had. It only needed a season, and a 

shortage of beef, and an Army already counting its cartridges — and now, because Thomas 

Henderson had spent one January evening on the matter, it would have its bullets too. 

He had not ordered a single hostile act. He was quite clear about this, and the clarity was 

genuine: there would be no paper, no witness, no instruction that any honest court could read as 

anything but commerce. The dancers would dance. The traders would trade. The agents would 

write their reports. If the Army mistook a religion for a rebellion, that mistake would be the 

Army's, made by men who had waited fourteen years to answer the Little Bighorn. 

All Henderson had done was make certain the mistake, when it came, would be well 

supplied with evidence. 

Somewhere west of St. Paul, freight sheds would take delivery. Traders would sign 

receipts. Boxes would move from railcars to wagons and from wagons into storerooms. Perhaps 

no Lakota would ever buy a bullet for guns. Perhaps every cartridge box would sit untouched 

until spring. 

In the end it did not matter. A white man needed only to see one opened, then tell 

another. Rumors would say that ten rifles became fifty, then fifty became five hundred. A 

ceremonial dance became a council, and then a council became a war party. Fear of these rumors 

multiplied for free. 

Henderson shut the ledger. For the first time, he felt the situation returning to his control. 

But the feeling lasted just three seconds. He looked down at the authorization he had signed. 

Bullets were real. That was the defect in his elegant plan. 
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Rumors could be started and stopped. Paper could be altered. Money could move through 

ledgers until no one remembered where it began. But bullets could do only what they were made 

to do. 

Once the shipping crates passed beyond the railroad sheds, Henderson could control 

neither the men who bought them nor the men who feared they had. 

He returned to his desk. Henderson put out the lamp, locked his desk, and went down 

through the dark office to the street. Walking down the street, beneath the falling snow, a freight 

train sounded out beyond the city heading west.   
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CHAPTER 24 – The Whispering World 

Aaron Carter knew Army ammunition by weight. He knew how a crate settled against 

two men's arms, how a wagon rode differently when cartridges were stacked beneath the canvas, 

and how even the laziest teamster stopped throwing boxes once he knew what was inside. The 

wagon coming through the gate that February 1890 morning was not an Army wagon.   

The team was civilian, two bay horses with salt dried white along their harness. The 

driver wore a buffalo coat too large for him and sat hunched inside it with the reins wrapped 

twice around his gloves. A second man walked beside the lead horse, striking the frozen ground 

occasionally with a willow switch. 

Nothing about them was unusual. The wagon was. It rode low at the rear axle. 

"That's a heavy load," Corporal Jack Small said. Aaron glanced at him as they both 

walked over to the wagon. 

First Sergeant Aaron Carter had been detailed to help the quartermaster’s clerk and check 

civilian manifests against the cars. Corporal Jack Small worked beside him, calling out numbers 

while Aaron marked them against the bills. 
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The shipment was not large enough to be remarkable and not small enough to ignore. 

Crates consigned to licensed traders for the Pine Ridge and Rosebud agencies. Shipped from St. 

Paul. Freight paid in full. 

Aaron asked, "What have you got?" 

"Freight." The driver answered. 

"I can see that." 

The driver handed him a folded bill. Aaron opened it, read perhaps three lines, and called 

through the doorway for two laborers. Aaron slowed. Two crates had become visible where the 

canvas had slipped away from the rear of the wagon. They were long wooden boxes with 

reinforced corners and black stenciling on the sides. 

Jack saw them too. "Rifles?" 

"No." 

"How can you tell from here?" 

"Rifle crates are longer." 

The laborers climbed onto the wagon and shifted the first box toward the tailboard. Aaron 

heard the scrape of wood against wood. His pace slowed again. 

Jack looked at him. "What?" 

Aaron said nothing. The first box came down between the laborers. They carried it badly. 

One had taken too much of the weight, forcing the other to walk sideways. 

"Put it down," Aaron ordered the men. They stopped.  

"Set the box down." They lowered it into the snow.  

Aaron crossed the remaining distance. The civilian driver watched him without interest. 

Aaron crouched beside the crate and brushed away snow with one glove. The stencil had been 
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painted over. Not removed, but painted over. A second marking beneath it remained partly 

visible where the newer paint had failed to take against the grain. 

Corporal Jack Small bent slightly. "Can you read it?" 

"Enough." 

"What is it?" 

Aaron stood. "Cartridges." 

Jack looked toward the wagon. "All of it?" 

Aaron walked to the rear wheel and lifted the canvas. Four more crates sat beneath 

ordinary trade goods. Flour. Two boxes of tinned provisions. A coil of rope. Blankets bundled 

beneath burlap. And ammunition. 

Jack stopped smiling. "That's a hell of a lot of cartridges." 

The civilian driver finally turned on the seat. "They ain't yours." 

Aaron looked up. "Didn't say they were." 

"Then I'd appreciate you leaving them be." 

"You'd appreciate it?" 

The man's eyes moved over Aaron's chevrons and then past him toward the buildings. 

"I've… I’ve got papers." He stammered. 

"Good." Aaron held out his hand.  

The driver did not move. Aaron waited. After a moment the quartermaster clerk cleared 

his throat. "Sergeant, it's civilian consignment. We're only holding it." 

"For whom?" 

The clerk looked at the bill. "It says trading houses." 

"Which one?" 
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"More than one." 

Aaron kept his eyes on the driver. "Let's see the paper." 

The civilian considered arguing but something in Aaron's expression apparently settled it. 

He reached inside his buffalo coat and produced another folded sheet. Aaron took the document 

which looked ordinary. That bothered him more than if it hadn't. 

Freight origin. Rail transfer. Wagon charges. Number of packages. Weight received. 

Weight forwarded. Several destinations farther north and west. Nothing on the page declared 

emergency government stores or Army ordnance. Nothing identified the shipment as military 

property. 

Jack read over his shoulder. "Looks clean." 

"It is clean." 

"Then what's wrong?" 

Aaron handed the bill back. "I don't know." 

The civilian folded it. "Anything else, Sergeant?" 

"Who loaded it?" 

"Rail freight." 

"Where?" Aaron was looking for answers he knew this civilian would not have. 

"Junction." 

"Whose freight?" 

The man's patience began to disappear. "It's on the paper." 

"No. The freight is on the paper. I asked whose." 

The driver stared at him. "Traders bought it. Traders sell it." 

"Sell it where?" 



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -333  

 

"Wherever men want to buy it." The driver was visibly annoyed with the sergeant. 

Aaron glanced at the crates again. "What caliber?" 

That hesitation was shorter. But Aaron saw it. "Forty-five." 

Jack's eyes moved immediately toward Aaron. Army caliber. 

Aaron asked, "How many rounds?" 

"I don't know. I haul boxes, I don’t count what is inside them." 

"You haul freight without knowing what you're hauling?" Aaron stepped closer. 

The driver straightened beneath his buffalo coat. For a moment they stared at one 

another. Then Aaron turned away. 

"Unload it." 

Jack blinked. "Sergeant?" 

"If the papers say the post is holding it, then the post holds it." 

The quartermaster clerk nodded toward the laborers. They lifted the first crate. 

Aaron stopped them again. "Not with the flour." 

The clerk frowned. "What?" 

"Put the ammunition by itself." 

"It's all outgoing freight." 

"And powder doesn't care where it's going." 

The clerk looked irritated but motioned toward the far side of the shed. Aaron watched 

until the crate disappeared through the door. Then another. Five in all. 

Jack stood beside him. "Forty-five caliber." 

Aaron said nothing. 

"Army round." 
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"So are plenty of others." 

"Five cases?" 

"Traders sell ammunition." 

Jack looked toward the wagon. "I said that about prophets once." 

Aaron turned his head. 

Jack gave a dry little shrug. "Thought you might remember." 

"I remember." 

That summer, Jack had laughed at the departmental circular about the Paiute in Nevada. 

A prophet. Dancing. The dead returning. The buffalo coming back. No hostile acts reported. No 

movement detected. Men dancing inside their own country. 

Aaron had kept the circular but he wished now that he had not. The quartermaster clerk 

returned carrying the freight bill. 

"Sergeant Carter." 

Aaron took it. "What?" 

"You've got me curious now." 

"That's an unfortunate condition for a clerk." 

The man ignored him. "This is the third shipment this month." 

Aaron looked up. 

Jack did too. "Of ammunition?" 

"Trade freight." 

"That's not what I asked." 
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The clerk rubbed his thumb along the edge of the paper. "Not all cartridges. First one had 

four cases marked sporting goods. Second had two ammunition boxes along with hardware. This 

one's the biggest." 

"Same shipper?" 

"No." 

Aaron looked again at the bill. "Same destination?" 

"Not exactly." 

"What does that mean?" 

"Different trade houses." 

"Then what is the same?" 

The clerk thought. "The route." 

That was something. 

Aaron handed him the document. "Keep the bills." 

"I keep all the bills." 

"Keep these together." 

The clerk gave him a curious look. "Why?" 

Aaron looked toward the quartermaster doorway where the last crate had disappeared. 

"I don't know yet." 

He turned away. Jack followed him across the frozen yard. They had gone perhaps 

twenty yards before Jack spoke. 

"You think there's something to it?" 

"I think ammunition is moving west." 

"Ammunition always moves west." 
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"Then we've discovered nothing." 

Jack gave him a sidelong look. "That's supposed to make me feel better?" 

"No." 

They walked on. At the stable crossing an orderly approached from headquarters carrying 

a leather dispatch case with messages for the company.  

The orderly stopped in front of Aaron and said, "First Sergeant."  The orderly produced a 

folded circular. "Company copy." 

Aaron signed the receipt against the man's board. "Anything worth knowing?" 

The orderly blew into his gloves. "Depends what you consider worth knowing." 

"Try me." 

"More Indian business." 

Jack muttered something under his breath. The orderly continued toward the next 

company building. Aaron broke the seal. It was another departmental circular. He read it 

standing beside the road. 

There was little in it he had not seen before. Reports from western agencies. Increased 

movement between reservations. Religious gatherings. Indians leaving established camps to visit 

relatives and acquaintances. Agents requesting closer observation. 

Still no reported attack no burned settlements, no stolen beef, no dead white man. But 

something had changed. Aaron read the first paragraph again. 

Religious excitement and growing agitation with potential disorder. 

Jack watched his face. "Well?" 

Aaron handed him the circular. 

Jack read it. "Doesn't say anybody's done anything." 
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"No." 

"Says they're dancing." 

"Yes." 

"Then what's everybody afraid of?" Jack turned the page over as though the missing 

evidence might be on the other side.  

Aaron looked back toward the quartermaster sheds. The wagon was being unloaded 

again. Flour came down first. Then blankets. The ordinary things continued to come off as 

though what lay between them had been ordinary too. 

"I don't know," Aaron said. 

Jack folded the circular. "You don't sound like you believe that." 

Aaron took the paper from him. Across the parade ground a bugle sounded. Neither man 

moved. "A dance becomes a disturbance," Aaron said. "A disturbance becomes unrest. Keep 

changing the word long enough and eventually men forget what happened before the word." 

Jack studied him. "You think that's what this is?" 

"I think that's what men do." 

The bugle sounded again. Aaron folded the circular along its original crease. For an 

instant he remembered Petersburg. Not the explosion. Before it. 

Men waiting in the trench. Men passing reports from one end of the line to the other. Men 

absolutely certain they understood what would happen next because certainty was easier to carry 

than fear. Most of them had been wrong. 

Jack handed him the morning return. "The Captain will want this." 

Aaron took it. They started toward the orderly room. Behind them came the thump of 

another crate being set onto the quartermaster floor. 
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Jack stopped. 

Aaron went three more steps before realizing it. "What?" 

Jack looked toward the sheds. "How many cartridges did you say were in those cases?" 

"I didn't." 

"How many do you reckon?" 

Aaron followed his gaze. "I don't." 

"You always reckon." 

"Not today." 

Jack caught up with him. They crossed the company street. At the orderly-room steps 

Aaron stopped and unfolded the departmental circular once more. Then he went inside. 

On the desk lay the company books: morning returns, ration strength, horse strength, 

ammunition expenditure, sick call. Numbers arranged in columns to describe a military world 

that preferred everything accounted for. Aaron sat down. Through the window he could still see 

the quartermaster shed. The civilian wagon rolled away empty. 

He took out his pencil. At the bottom of his own copy of the morning return, beneath the 

figures that belonged there, Aaron wrote something that did not. 

Civilian ammunition freight. Five cases. .45 caliber. Westbound.  

He hesitated. Then beneath it:  

Third reported shipment this month. 

Aaron looked at the two lines. He did not know what they meant. That was reason 

enough not to forget them. He closed the book and set it into the desk drawer.  

“You got the look again, First Sergeant,” Jack Small said, his patience thinning from the 

doorway. “The one where you tell the file to close up before the bugle even blows.” 
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Aaron Carter turned the key, locking the drawer with a sharp, electric click of his wrist. 

He buttoned his uniform overcoat straight to the high collar, his posture straight, rigid, and 

entirely whole.   

* * * 

 

The reports began arriving in March, and they kept arriving all spring and into summer. 

First one and then another, until a man stopped noticing each separately and started noticing the 

seasons. 

Aaron read them in the orderly room, between morning reports and forage returns, and 

filed them in the drawer where he kept the papers that had not yet earned a meaning.  

He remembered the vision of the Paiute prophet Wovoka he had read about last 

summer—the promise of a quiet world rolling back over the new one like a blanket, a command 

to put away steel, to love one another, and to work honestly when the hay was dry. But as his 

eyes tracked the lines of this fresh report, the text sounded different. The promise of peace and 

harmony had crossed the mountains and transformed into a shield against bullets. He could hear 

the distortion, even if his tongue could not yet find a name for the corruption. 

Then his finger stopped at the literal bottom of the manifest. Tucked beneath a routine 

note from a licensed storekeeper at the Holy Rosary Mission was a passing, single horizontal line 

of business arithmetic.  

Traders at the agency spurs report commercial sales of standard ammunition and 

Winchester cartridges moving faster than usual through the spring thaw. 

Aaron’s tensed jaw tightened into a rigid brace. He read the line twice, his analytical 

mind, trained by the hand-to-hand carnage of the Petersburg Crater. The increase in ammunition 
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sales did not belong to a barefoot circle dance, and it did not belong to a reservation short of 

beef. 

“What's the high command parsing out today, Aaron?” Corporal Small asked. “More 

campfire talk from the sand hills?” 

“The dancing is spreading from Pine Ridge,” Aaron said. “They're making shirts they 

claim can stop a lead shot.” 

Jack laughed. “A piece of painted cloth don't stop a bullet, Sergeant. It's just a messy 

business to keep the natives warm in the sleet.” 

“Maybe,” Aaron murmured. 

He did not argue the fables with the corporal. He carefully folded the circular along its 

creases, walked to the heavy oak desk, and unlocked the bottom drawer. Inside lay the old 

graphite note Thomas Barlow had penciled on a hospital pass, the statement he had taken from 

Henry Bell beneath the stable shade, and the fragile papers Rebecca Cole had carried into his 

office last summer. 

He filed this new report precisely beside them, squaring the sheets into a neat, vertical 

column. 

Aaron looked down at the stacked paper. He could not connect the ammunition sales to 

the property fraud in Missouri, and he could not link the painted shirts to the missing Nansemond 

deeds. The lines did not intersect on any slate he possessed. It felt like looking through a 

telescope from the wrong end—he could still see the vast, terrifying architecture of the strategic 

layout somewhere far to the east, but from where he stood, the figures were tiny and completely 

anonymous. 

March, from an agency inspector:  



Kastigar   - INK AND DUST -341  

 

Dancing continues at Pine Ridge. Delegates returned from Nevada. No disturbance 

reported. 

May, newspaper headline clipping somebody had sent up the chain:  

A Disturbance Among the Sioux at Pine Ridge.  

The clipping did not say what had been disturbed. It mentioned dancing, in the second 

paragraph. 

July, from an agent's letter:  

Unrest spreading across the agencies.  

The letter listed camps, and dancing, and a beef issue short again, and no attack, no stolen 

herd, no burned building. The facts in July were the same facts as in March. Only the word on 

top of them had changed. 

September, from a scout's talk repeated in the company street:  

Hostiles gathering. 

Jack said it out loud. "Heard the hostiles are dancing up north again, eh?" 

Aaron looked up from his pen. "Hostiles?" 

Jack shrugged. "That's what they're calling them now." 

That was the thing Aaron could not put back in the drawer. Nothing on the ground had 

changed enough to justify the progression. No battle had been fought. No shot had been fired that 

any report could name. The dancing had not changed. The camps had not changed. The words 

had changed first – from a dance, to a disturbance, then unrest, and now hostiles – each one a 

little harder than the last, each one making the next report easier to believe, until a religion 

described in March as dancing could be described in September as something an army might 

need to address. 
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He thought of the crates in February, rolling west under canvas, lawful as daylight. He 

did not connect them. He had nothing to connect them with. He only knew that two kinds of 

paper had begun arriving in the same season and that the words around both of them were getting 

heavier, whether or not the ground beneath them was. 

* * * 

 

At Fort Riley that summer, Anna Barlow reconciled accounts the way she always had. 

She found the account again in June. She found it again in August. 

It was always the laundry account. Washing, soap, lye, blankets, transport – the same 

headings and the same requisition patterns. Not absurdly generous. That would have invited 

examination. Just generous enough to disappear inside the general waste of government budgets 

and contracts. 

The first time she noticed these, a year earlier, she had corrected the sheets and sent them 

on, assuming a clerk's mistake. A mistake happens once, it does not keep a calendar. This time 

she did not send the correction. 

She took a small book of her own and copied the entries into it in her own hand, with 

their dates, exactly as they stood. She did not alter a figure. She did not know what the money 

was buying, and she would not guess in ink. She knew only that someone was buying something, 

regularly, and washing it clean. And, that a woman who corrected the sheets month after month 

was helping the pattern hide. 

When the copying was done, she put her book in the drawer with her own papers. The 

official sheets she left exactly as they were, uncorrected.  

* * * 
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The circular arrived in October with the weight that only departmental paper carries. It 

did not order a march. Nor did it name an enemy or a crisis. It directed watchfulness and to 

collect intelligence. Supplies were to be gathered and put in readiness. The command for patrols 

and preparations for movement at short notice was implemented in view of the reported unrest. 

Reported unrest. The word itself had made it into the order. 

Aaron read it twice in the orderly room, the way he read everything that might matter, 

and then he read it a third time because the first two readings had not told him whether it was 

real. 

Jack stood in the doorway, watching his face. "Think it's real?" 

Aaron looked past him, out toward the freight yard, toward the place where the crates had 

stood in February. He did not answer.   
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CHAPTER 25 – Different Questions 

Elijah Worthington had followed the filings west from Richmond to St. Paul because that 

was where the syndicates kept their ground. 

The land office was a quiet room in November, full of the smell of old paper and stove 

heat. The clerk who brought him the index books did not ask what he was looking for. Men who 

worked among records rarely did. They knew a man would tell them, or he would not, and either 

way the books would outlast him. 

He had learned years ago that records did not surrender themselves to impatience. They 

made every man equal eventually. Senator, lawyer, speculator, clerk. A name written in the 

wrong column remained in the wrong column no matter how important the man who had put it 

there. 

He worked backward first. Missouri. Transfer. Then forward again. 

The index was easier to understand once he stopped looking for what ought to be there. 

He found it between two entries so ordinary he nearly turned past them both. Elijah's finger 

stopped. 

He brought his face closer to the page. 
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A parcel in the Missouri River counties, conveyed in 1871, stood in the chain of title with 

a St. Paul trading house in the middle of it. Not as buyer or a seller, but as an intermediary. 

Elijah read the name twice and then the entry above it. Then the one below. He returned 

to the middle line. 

A trading house. 

Beside the entry, in the margin, another hand had written: Instrument filed separately.  

Elijah sat back. "Excuse me." The clerk looked up from his desk. 

"I'll need the instrument associated with this entry." Elijah turned the book so the man 

could see the reference. 

The clerk copied the number onto a slip. "Give me a moment." 

Elijah waited. Around him pages turned. A stove door opened somewhere behind the 

partition and iron protested against iron. Two desks away, a clerk coughed into his handkerchief 

and continued writing. Ten minutes passed. Elijah looked toward the file room. 

The clerk came back more slowly than he had gone. "There isn't one, sir." 

"Not one what?" 

"Instrument." 

"Look again." 

"I did." 

Elijah said nothing. 

The clerk glanced at the index. "Sometimes they're filed under the grantor." 

"Did you look?" 

The clerk nodded. 

"Grantee?" 
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The clerk nodded again. 

"Separate instruments?" Elijah turned the index toward himself. "But your book says 

there is one." 

"I know." 

"Then where is it?" 

The clerk gave him the expression of a man who had spent enough years among 

government records to understand that the question might have no honest answer. "Not in this 

file." 

Elijah looked again at the entry. That was the shape of it. Not a grand document. Not a 

confession. No convenient signature beneath a paragraph explaining twenty years of fraud. An 

indexed record whose accompanying instrument was missing. 

And a trading house standing where it had no business standing in the chain of title at all. 

A trading house moved freight. It did not stand in the middle of a man's land. 

"May I copy the entry?" 

The clerk nodded. "Of course." 

Elijah drew a clean sheet toward himself. He copied the entry exactly, including its date, 

book, page, spelling, punctuation, and marginal notation. He added the clerk's statement that the 

instrument could not be located. Then he stopped. 

There was room beneath it. He could have written what he thought it meant. He didn't. 

Conclusions were for later, when a man had earned them. He sanded the page, folded it, put on 

his coat, and left. 

* * * 
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Jonathan Reed read the copy twice that afternoon. 

He sat behind a scarred desk with a proof sheet hanging from one corner and yesterday's 

paper folded beneath his elbow. Elijah remained standing. 

Reed finished the second reading. "Print it." 

"Not yet." 

Reed looked up. "We have enough to ask the question." 

"Then ask it quietly." 

"That's not what a newspaper does." 

"Today it is." 

Reed sat back. "You came into a newspaper office to tell me not to print something." 

"I came to you because I trust you to know the difference between possessing 

information and understanding it." 

"That's a dangerous compliment." 

"It wasn't intended as one." 

Reed looked again at the page. "An index entry. A missing instrument. A trading house." 

"Yes." 

"And that's enough to send me to Washington but not enough to put in four inches of 

type." 

"Exactly." 

"Explain the distinction." 

"They'll say it's nothing." 

"Who?" 
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"Whoever doesn't want it to be something. An index entry," Elijah continued. "A missing 

deed. Some clerk misfiled something nineteen years ago. That's what they'll say." 

"They might be right." 

Elijah pointed to the paper. "Let them say it to a man who is asking for the instrument. 

Not to a newspaper." 

Reed's fingers drummed once against the desk. "Sunlight has its uses." 

"So does darkness." 

"I don't generally sell darkness." 

"Then don't sell this at all." 

Reed almost smiled. Elijah didn't. 

"Carry it," Elijah said. "Don't print it. Don't wire it. Carry it to William by hand and tell 

no one else what it is." 

"Washington is a long way to carry one missing piece of paper." 

"So was Richmond." 

For a moment Elijah saw the newspaperman fighting against his own instincts. Reed 

believed sunlight was protection. A thing printed could not easily be buried. 

Elijah believed something narrower. A warned man with a filing cabinet could 

accomplish in an afternoon what a court might spend a year trying to undo. 

Reed put the paper inside his coat. "Not printed." 

"Not wired." 

"Carried." 

Elijah nodded. Information moved publicly was a weapon. Information moved quietly 

was a tool. The difference depended upon what a man intended to build with it. 
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* * * 

 

William Sterling received the packet in Washington a week later. The hand that delivered 

it was unfamiliar. The handwriting inside was not. Jonathan Reed's note consisted of three 

words. 

Elijah Worthington's copy lay beneath it. William read the index entry standing beside 

his desk. He read Elijah's notation concerning the missing instrument. Then he sat down and 

opened his desk drawer. The Missouri papers were still there. 

He removed the sheet he had started almost a year earlier and put it beside Elijah's copy. 

William looked at both. Then he turned to a clean sheet and wrote: 

DO NOT ASSUME. 

The words no longer felt like a warning. They had become a method. He drew a vertical 

line down the center of the page. 

On the left: 

WHAT IT PROVES 

On the right: 

WHAT IT DOES NOT PROVE 

William began with the left. A St. Paul trading house appears in the Missouri chain of 

title. The index identifies a separately filed instrument. The instrument cannot presently be 

located. 

Then the right. Who controlled the trading house. What the missing instrument contained. 

Why the house appears in the title chain. He stopped. 
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Then added: 

Whether its presence is improper at all. 

William put down his pen. That last one hurt. Which was precisely why it belonged there. 

Six months ago he would have taken Elijah's discovery as vindication. Now he found himself 

distrustful of evidence that pleased him. Especially evidence that pleased him. 

He looked at the Missouri file. He did not write Thomas Henderson's name anywhere on 

the page. That was deliberate. 

A question changed once a man's name became attached to it. It acquired direction. 

Direction encouraged assumption. William had one name. He would not spend it until the 

evidence could carry its weight. 

Instead he began two letters. The first went to Interior. It was dull by design. No 

allegation. No accusation. No mention of Thomas Henderson. Merely a request for the separately 

indexed instrument and any associated transfer documentation. 

The second went west. William stopped after writing the address. Lieutenant Samuel 

Barlow, Fort Riley, Kansas. Samuel did not need William's conclusions. He needed William's 

question. 

* * * 

 

Samuel Barlow read William Sterling's letter twice. Then he read Elijah Worthington's 

copied entry. The papers remained side by side on the table in his quarters at Fort Riley. 

Samuel walked once to the window and returned. William had sent the material to him 

rather than another lawyer for a reason. Elijah saw records. William saw politics. Reed saw what 

could survive the press. But none of them spent his days inside Army paperwork. Samuel did. 
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He drew another sheet toward himself. The Army could buy from civilians. Civilian 

contractors could haul government freight. Government departments could contract for goods 

and transportation. None of that, by itself, was unusual. 

What mattered was accountability. 

Military supply generated paper because somebody, somewhere, had to answer for 

government property and money. Quartermaster records alone could include correspondence, 

reports, transportation records, and records maintained by individual quartermasters, while arms 

and ammunition moved through the Ordnance side of the Army's supply system rather than 

simply disappearing into quartermaster stores. 

Samuel returned to William's letter. Something bothered him. Not what appeared there 

but what didn't belong together. 

A trading house. Freight. Laundry charges. Soap. Lye. Blankets. Transport. He had seen 

enough of Anna's figures to recognize the pattern. 

Samuel stood. "Anna?" 

She answered from the adjoining room. "What?" 

"Do you still have those laundry figures?" 

"Why?" 

Samuel smiled despite himself. That was Anna. Never yes. Always why. "William sent 

me something." 

She appeared in the doorway. "What did he send?" 

"A question." 

Her expression changed. "Which one?" 
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Samuel handed her Elijah's copy. Anna read it without speaking. He watched her eyes 

reach the trading house. Then return to it. She went to her desk and unlocked the drawer and 

retrieved the small book in which she had copied the recurring entries months earlier. 

She placed it beside Elijah's sheet. Samuel looked from one to the other. Neither 

document proved anything but together they suggested where the next question belonged. 

"That's not how this is supposed to move," Samuel said. 

Anna looked at him. "What isn't?" 

"The money." He tapped her book. 

"Army supply can involve contractors. Freight can be civilian. Goods can be bought from 

civilian houses. But that doesn't turn a laundry account into a place to bury unrelated costs." 

Anna looked down at the figures. "Then what is it?" 

"I don't know." Samuel shook his head. "I'm not going to guess." 

Anna smiled faintly. "Good." 

"I've been living with you too long." 

"You've been living with me exactly long enough." 

He sat down and began drawing the legitimate trail first. Not the suspected one. If they 

understood where accountable Army expenditure was supposed to appear, they could identify 

where this one stopped behaving normally. 

Anna watched him. "You're drawing a straight line." 

"Trying to." 

"And then?" 

Samuel looked at her ledger. "We find where theirs bends." 

He started his reply to Washington:  
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Ask Interior for the instrument. Obtain the trading house's freight and contract records 

for the same period. Compare the dates and amounts against the recurring accounts. Do not 

begin by assuming the entries are connected. Determine whether they are. If they are not, we 

lose nothing except time. If they are, the paper will show where the straight line bends. 

Anna was still looking at him as he signed it and asked, "What?" 

"Nothing." 

"That expression is never nothing." 

She closed her little book. "Your father would have started with the man." 

Samuel glanced at his letter. "And?" 

"You started with the paper." 

Samuel thought about that. Then folded the letter. For most of his life the older 

generation had handed him its unfinished business. This time Samuel had added something of his 

own. Not an answer. A better question. 

* * * 

 

Thomas Henderson received the inquiry in St. Paul during the last week of November. He 

knew before finishing the first page that something had changed. The envelope was ordinary and 

that concerned him. 

The old Missouri inquiry had been broad enough to live with. Old filings. Missing 

affidavits. Names half remembered by men who were dead or nearly so. 

He could answer those questions slowly, correctly, and in full and he had become very 

good at doing so. This question was different. It identified a particular transfer. 
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The inquiry requested the instrument referenced in the transfer index. Henderson placed 

the first page on the desk. 

There was a second. The government also sought records concerning freight and 

commercial dealings associated with the trading house appearing in the transfer. 

Two subjects and one envelope. The land transfer belonged to one world. The freight 

accounts belonged to another. He had spent years ensuring precisely that. 

Someone had put them together but no accusation appeared in the letter. No mention of 

fraud or the name Bell. Or Senator Sterling. Most importantly, no mention of Thomas 

Henderson. 

That was what frightened him. 

Back in January, Henderson had realized that he did not need to make Washington stop 

asking questions. He needed Washington to ask different ones. And so he had given them 

different questions. Questions about Indians, dancing, ammunition, frightened settlers, agents 

asking for troops, and newspapers finding out fear sold better when printed with large type. 

And it had worked. For a while. 

But this question was a quiet index entry about an instrument and a freight account. The 

sort of things a clerk requested without knowing he was dangerous. Henderson folded the letter. 

He put it inside his desk and locked the drawer. 

For most of the year he had measured the success of his plan by the noise coming from 

the West. Now, sitting in the quiet of his St. Paul office, Henderson took the first honest 

measurement of what that noise had actually accomplished. 
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The inquiry had not stopped and the file had not disappeared. Bell was not a forgotten 

name in a forgotten cabinet. And somewhere, someone had found a piece Henderson had 

believed belonged to a different puzzle. 

His distractions had not stopped the questions. 

For the first time, the questions were getting closer. 

* * * 

 

It was November and the late afternoon dancing ended before darkness fell. People left 

the circle slowly, walking back toward their lodges through the cold with their breath showing 

white before them and their legs heavy from the day's movement. Where they had danced, the 

earth had been worn beneath their feet until little remained of the winter grass. 

Short Bull had come from Rosebud to speak. He had been west. He had heard the new 

religion from Wovoka, the Paiute whose message had crossed more country than most of the 

people gathered there ever would.  

Short Bull stood near the trampled circle after the others had stopped. "I saw the man 

carrying the message," he said. "I am telling you what I heard." 

An old woman sat near the edge of the gathering with a blanket pulled around her 

shoulders. She had buried two sons, one to sickness and another in a year she no longer named.  

She did not look at Short Bull when she spoke. "If dancing brings them back, I will dance 

until my legs fail." 

"I have nothing else left to offer them." Nobody laughed. 
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A young father standing nearby shifted his weight. Two children waited behind him, 

wrapped beneath the same blanket. He had spent much of the afternoon listening to people speak 

about the coming world and the shirts some said could protect those who wore them. 

"A shirt is cloth," he said. His voice held no contempt, just exhaustion. 

"Bullets are lead. My father taught me to respect both and not confuse them." 

Someone answered from the other side of the circle. "But the shirts are blessed." 

The young father looked toward him. "Then let the man who believes it stand before the 

rifle." 

Short Bull watched the young man. “Belief does not ask permission from fear.”  

"No," the father answered. "But my children will still need a father when the believing is 

done." 

A murmur passed through the gathering. 

An older man spoke before the dispute could become sharper. "The prophet taught 

peace." He had listened closely to the message from Nevada. "Work. Tell the truth. Do not steal. 

Do not fight the whites. Dance, and the dead will return."  

He looked toward Short Bull. "But the words have changed." 

Short Bull did not deny it. "The words crossed a long country." 

"So which words are his?" 

The message had passed through many mouths and many camps. Each community had 

received it carrying its own dead, its own hunger, its own memories of soldiers and treaties and 

promises. 

A mother sat holding a small child against her breast interrupted. "The beef was short 

again." 
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The religious argument stopped. Hunger had a way of accomplishing what argument 

could not. "My boy ate little yesterday," she said. "Less today." 

She tightened the blanket around him. "And still I danced." 

The young father looked at her. "Why?" 

"Because hunger and hope live in the same lodge now." 

She looked toward the buildings associated with the agency. "We dance on empty 

stomachs, and the agent writes it down." 

A man who had watched clerks working there gave a quiet laugh without humor. "He 

writes letters about dancing. Then his letter goes east and somewhere along the road our dancing 

becomes war." 

Red Cloud had sat apart through most of the conversation. He was an old man now. He 

had seen promises come before, carried by earnest men and dishonest ones, and he had lived 

long enough to know that sincerity did not make a promise true. This was no different, he was 

skeptical of the Ghost Dance. 

He had listened to Short Bull. He had listened to the old woman who wanted her sons 

back. He had listened to the father who did not trust a shirt against lead. And he had listened to 

the mother whose child was hungry. 

When he finally spoke, everyone leaned closer to hear him. "Hope is not a plan. And 

soldiers are not a rumor." 

Nothing followed that. 

People began moving toward their lodges. Before full dark, the circle was empty. The 

dancing was over but the hunger was not. The soldiers had not yet come. Yet. 

* * * 
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At Standing Rock in December 1890, the cold had settled in earnest. The camp lay 

beneath a sky that gave little light and less warmth. Smoke rose from the lodges until the wind 

caught it and carried it low over the ground. 

Sitting Bull watched from a little distance. The teaching itself was no longer new. 

Kicking Bear had brought the Ghost Dance there after his journey west. Sitting Bull allowed it 

because people wanted to hear it. 

Yet he understood that distinctions important within his camp were becoming less 

important outside it. 

He spoke quietly to one of the men beside him. "They are afraid of a dance because they 

cannot read it." 

Sitting Bull kept watching the people. "A man fears what he cannot read. Then he calls 

his fear a reason. Then he sends soldiers to answer the reason he made." 

A rider arrived that week with news from the Cheyenne River. The horse had come 

through hard cold, its breath white around its muzzle. Men gathered while the rider warmed 

himself and spoke. He told them of the Miniconjou Sioux. 

He spoke of Spotted Elk, known as Big Foot. The Ghost Dance had reached his people 

too. Spotted Elk was holding his people together with the dance. That was enough. Winter was 

coming harder. Families needed food. The dance was spreading through the camps while the 

attention of agents and soldiers spread with it. 

Sitting Bull listened without interrupting. 

"What will Spotted Elk do?" someone asked. 

The traveler shook his head. "He has families." 
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It sounded at first like no answer. But Sitting Bull understood that it was one. He had his 

own families to think about. His own camp. His own agent. His own pressure gathering around 

him. 

The authorities had begun speaking more openly of stopping the dancing. Kicking Bear 

himself had already attracted official concern at Standing Rock and had been escorted from the 

reservation by police back in October. 

Stopping the dancing was one thing. Stopping the people who allowed it was another. 

The talk had begun turning toward arrest and Sitting Bull understood arrests. 

Later that evening the camp quieted. A woman was settling her child beneath blankets 

when someone nearby mentioned soldiers. 

She stopped. "Why are soldiers coming because we dance?" 

She had not directed the question toward Sitting Bull or Kicking Bear. Perhaps she had 

directed it toward no one. 

Sitting Bull heard her anyway. He could have answered as a leader. He could have 

spoken of agents or Washington or old treaties. He could have named everything the government 

had once feared about him and everything it might fear now. 

None of those answers would feed her child. None would call off a soldier. So he said 

nothing. 

Somewhere beyond the darkness were the agents and police and soldiers, men trying to 

give names to something they did not understand. Perhaps some genuinely believed themselves 

in danger. Sitting Bull had lived long enough to know that this did not make them safer. 

Frightened authorities did not become less dangerous because someone told them their 

fear was mistaken. Only people dancing, men writing reports, families waiting through another 
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cold night, and soldiers somewhere beyond them preparing to answer something that had not yet 

occurred. For now, that was all and it was enough.  
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CHAPTER 26 – Where the World Ended 

Anna knew something had changed because Samuel stopped reading. 

He had been working through the morning correspondence at the table, opening each 

envelope, reading it, and placing it into one of three piles with the automatic precision she had 

watched for years. Then he opened another and did none of those things. He simply held it. 

"What?" Anna asked. 

Samuel looked up. "Orders." 

"Where?" 

He read the sheet again before answering. "Pine Ridge." 

Anna's pen stopped. For months, the name had appeared in newspapers and departmental 

circulars. Samuel had read the reports without knowing how much of them to believe. Now the 

Army had made the question considerably simpler. He was going there. 

"When are you going?" 

"Not immediately." 

Anna looked toward the paper still in his hand. "How long?" 

"Long enough to finish what I'm doing here. Not long enough to finish what you're 

doing." 
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She looked at the small ledger next to her. "No." 

Samuel put the orders on the table. The ledger and the orders lay perhaps a foot apart. 

Two sets of paper. Two different problems. For the first time, Samuel wondered whether the 

Army understood either. 

* * * 

 

The dogs heard them first. A bark rose not far beyond Sitting Bull's cabin, then another. 

The men came before daylight. The horses moved in the darkness while men spoke quietly 

outside. Sitting Bull woke up to those voices. 

For weeks, people talked about arrests. The talk traveled easily at Standing Rock now. A 

man could spend his whole life answering rumors and still find another waiting the next 

morning. 

Now the rumors had come to his door. 

Sitting Bull dressed while the Indian police waited outside. He knew they had not come 

to talk. Agent James McLaughlin had given the order the day before. The agent believed the time 

had come to arrest Sitting Bull, and that the Indian police could do it with little risk. 

Sitting Bull stepped into the cold. Men had begun gathering. Some were his people, but 

others were police. More emerged as word passed through the camp. Nobody needed to send for 

them. A large body of police standing outside Sitting Bull's cabin before sunrise required no 

explanation. 

The police told him he was coming with them. Sitting Bull looked at the men around him. 

Some he knew. That was the way of the reservation now. The government rarely needed 

strangers when it could send men who spoke your language. 
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The crowd came closer, and the voices turned to cries. The police tried to move Sitting 

Bull away from his cabin. The careful arrest the agency had planned dissolved beneath yelling 

men, frightened horses, and a crowd too large for anyone to control. Then a shot was fired. 

For an instant no one seemed to understand what had happened. Then everyone did. 

Gunfire answered gunfire. Men scattered while others reached for weapons. Someone shouted 

for the shooting to stop, but by then stopping belonged to another moment. 

Sitting Bull fell, but the firing continued. Bull Head, the lieutenant of police, fell beside 

him. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the shape of the morning changed. No one needed to be 

arrested anymore. Only men lay on the ground, and other men stared at them. Sitting Bull lay 

among them. 

During his lifetime, he had survived battles, exile, surrender, imprisonment, and months 

of circus-like attention with Buffalo Bill Cody. At Standing Rock on the morning of December 

15, 1890, the attempt to arrest him ended in gunfire. He was dead. 

It was not a battle, it was murder, and his death became a signal. Every Lakota leader 

who heard understood the same thing at once, if Sitting Bull could be arrested, then no camp was 

beyond the Army's reach, and no dance was peaceful. 

Before the day was over, the news had already begun its journey east. 

* * * 

 

 The news reached Fort Riley on paper. Samuel was at the table when the dispatch came. 

Anna was standing at her desk, copying another entry into the small ledger. He opened the sheet 

and read it. Then he read it again. 

Anna heard the paper settle against the table. "What happened now?" 
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Samuel did not answer. She turned towards him as he stared at the dispatch. 

"Samuel?" 

"Sitting Bull is dead." 

Her pen remained in her hand. "Killed?" 

"At Standing Rock." 

Anna crossed the room and took the sheet from him. The report was brief. An attempt to 

arrest Sitting Bull. Resistance. Gunfire. Dead. 

She read it twice. "This is all it says?" 

"That's all they sent." 

Anna placed the dispatch on the table. Samuel's orders were still there. For several 

seconds, neither of them moved. Then Anna pulled the orders toward her and read the 

destination again. Pine Ridge, in the newly admitted state called South Dakota. 

Nothing on the page had changed. 

"When do you leave?" 

Samuel looked at the dispatch. "I don't know." 

A knock came at the door. Samuel stood, and Anna looked from the dispatch to the 

orders lying beside it. Then a second knock. This time she did not return to her ledger. 

Samuel opened the door to a young orderly, who held out another dispatch. "Lieutenant 

Barlow?" 

"Yes." 

"From headquarters, sir." 

Samuel signed for it and closed the door. Anna had not moved from the table. 
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He broke the seal. The first orders remained where he had left them. Pine Ridge had been 

a destination then. The new sheet supplied the date. 

Anna watched him finish. "When?" 

"Tomorrow." 

She nodded once. 

Samuel folded the paper. "I'll be attached to the work at the agency. Supply, 

transportation, whatever they need." 

"Which means?" 

"Which means they don't know what they'll need." 

Anna looked toward the small ledger on her desk. 

Samuel followed her eyes. "You keep that here." 

"I had no intention of sending it with you." 

"I meant keep going." 

She looked at him. 

Samuel indicated toward the ledger. "Whatever we're seeing in those accounts doesn't 

stop because I'm leaving." 

"No." 

"I'll write William when I can." 

"And I'll write you when I find something." 

He grinned slightly. "You could write anyway. People do." 

"People with less work." 

That got the smile she intended. It did not last. 
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They packed his things that evening. There was surprisingly little to pack. Army life had 

taught Samuel that everything necessary ought to fit into something a man could carry. Anna 

folded his shirts while he checked his field gear. Neither mentioned Sitting Bull again. The 

dispatch remained on the table. But before bed, Samuel folded it and placed it with his orders. 

In the morning Anna walked with him as far as she could. The cold had hardened the 

road. Horses steamed in it while men called to one another through the hazy light. Samuel 

checked his kit again, though they both knew there was nothing left to check. 

Anna straightened his coat. "You have everything?" 

"Yes." 

"You're sure?" 

"No." 

"Good." 

Samuel looked at her. "Good?" 

"I'd worry more if you were sure." 

He took her hand. For a moment they stood without speaking. 

Then Anna said, "Come back." 

There was nothing clever in it. Samuel squeezed her hand. "I will." 

She let go before he could let her go, and Samuel mounted his horse. 

Anna remained where she was as he joined the others moving out. She watched until 

horse, rider, and winter morning had reduced him to something too small to distinguish from the 

men around him. 

Then she went home. The ledger was waiting where she had left it. She opened it and 

went back to work. 
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* * * 

 

 Within days of Samuel's arrival, Pine Ridge filled further. More troops came in. So did 

reports. Spotted Elk's Miniconjou had left the Cheyenne River country after the news from 

Standing Rock. By December 28 they were moving toward Pine Ridge when Major Samuel 

Whitside and four troops of the 7th Cavalry intercepted them and escorted them to Wounded 

Knee Creek. Later that day the remainder of the regiment arrived under Colonel James Forsyth. 

The message from Wounded Knee reached the agency that evening. Samuel read it 

beneath a lantern. They wanted rations for four hundred Indians the following morning. Forage 

as well. The request was urgent. Forsyth reported that the troops had already given up some of 

their own rations to feed the camp. 

Samuel read the requisition again. They had spent many weeks calling them hostiles. 

Now they needed food to keep from starving. 

He folded the message. "What time does the wagon train leave?" 

"Early." 

"I'll go with it." 

The wagons left Pine Ridge in the cold. Samuel rode near the front. The country opened 

around them beneath a pale winter sky as the wagons followed the road toward Wounded Knee 

Creek. Samuel spent most of the journey thinking about quantities. Men. Horses. Rations. 

Forage. The ordinary arithmetic of keeping people alive in the field. 

That was what he understood, but when the camp came into view, the arithmetic became 

harder. The cavalry had surrounded it. Samuel could see the lodges below and soldiers 
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positioned around them. Higher ground overlooked the camp. The regiment had brought four 

Hotchkiss guns into position. He stopped his horse for a moment. 

"Lieutenant?" 

Samuel looked back toward the wagons. "Keep them moving." 

They took the supplies forward. What struck Samuel first was not anything threatening. It 

was the families. Women moved among the lodges. Children remained close to them. Horses 

stood in the cold. Men gathered where the soldiers directed them. Samuel looked again toward 

the guns above the camp. Then at the sacks and boxes in the wagons behind him. 

He dismounted. The work gave him something to do. They had to unload rations and 

manage the animals. Someone always needed something counted. Around him, the morning 

continued. 

Then the soldiers began taking weapons. Samuel heard instructions being shouted. He 

looked toward the gathering. The soldiers were searching the camp now. Men moved among the 

lodges. Others remained around the assembled Lakota. Samuel couldn't hear enough to 

understand what they were saying. 

He saw movement inside the gathering. It tightened. A man's voice rose above the others. 

Another answered. Samuel took two steps away from the wagon. Then came a rifle shot. He 

stopped. For half a second nothing followed. Then everything did. Rifle fire broke across the 

camp. 

Samuel dropped beside the wagon as horses jerked against their traces. A teamster 

shouted and seized for a bridle. Men yelled everywhere now, but the words were lost beneath the 

firing. 
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Samuel looked toward the center of the camp. Smoke moved across it. People ran and 

screamed in terror. Soldiers fired toward the lodges and beyond them. Other figures disappeared 

toward the ravines. Samuel saw one of the Hotchkiss crews working above the camp. 

Then came the harder concussion of the guns. Samuel pressed himself against the wagon 

wheel. He had been under fire before, but that knowledge did not help him understand this. 

A soldier ran past him. "Stay down!" 

Samuel needed no instruction. 

More firing and then less. Then another burst someplace beyond the camp. The sounds 

separated again. Rifle shots farther away. Horses. Shouting. And beneath them, something 

Samuel hadn't heard when the firing began. People calling for help. He stood up. 

"Lieutenant! Get down!" 

Samuel ignored the warning. The ration wagon remained behind him. Ahead, the camp 

no longer resembled the place he had entered that morning. He started toward it. 

Samuel did not know how long the firing continued. Contemporary reports said the battle 

started around 9:15 that morning, while the 7th Cavalry was taking away weapons from Spotted 

Elk's men. 

Samuel knew only when men began shouting for stretchers. That he understood, he found 

one and, with another soldier taking the opposite end, began moving toward the camp. 

Samuel stopped trying to understand what had happened. Understanding belonged to 

later. There were wounded people in the camp and wounded soldiers among them. There were 

not enough hands. 

He carried whoever was put on the stretcher. Once, returning empty, he passed the ration 

wagon. One of the sacks had split. Flour had leaked from it onto the frozen ground. Samuel 
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stopped in his tracks. He had brought food. For several seconds, he couldn't remember what he 

had intended to do with it. 

By afternoon the work had changed again. They had to move the survivors with horses 

and wagons. Men who had been confiscating rifles were now counting blankets. They needed to 

identify who might survive the journey back and leave those who wouldn't. 

Samuel worked among men he did not know. Nobody asked why he was there anymore. 

By the time they started toward Pine Ridge, the coldness had returned. He had stopped noticing it 

during the firing. Now he noticed everything. The stiffness in his hands. The pain in his 

shoulders. The wagon wheels moving over frozen ground. The sounds of the wounded whenever 

a wheel hit a rut. Samuel rode beside one of the wagons. No one talked much. 

Behind them was Wounded Knee. In front was the agency. Samuel remembered the 

reports he had read over the past year. By evening, Pine Ridge Agency, which had spent the 

autumn receiving reports about a dance, was trying to find surgeons, blankets, and room for the 

wounded. 

Eventually someone put a partially filled report sheet in front of him. Samuel sat below a 

lamp and began writing. He filled in the date and recorded the movement of supplies. The 

disposition of wagons. The wounded delivered into other hands. Then his pen stopped. 

Someone had already written the word: 

Hostiles. 

Samuel stared at it. Then he remembered the hungry families in the camp. The sick chief, 

the women, and the children. 

Samuel crossed out the word and kept writing. 

* * * 
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It was December 30th and Samuel had slept less than two hours when the horses woke 

him. He sat up on the cot and listened. It wasn't one horse, but many. Outside, harness rattled. 

Wheels moved over frozen ground. Men called to one another through the cold. Samuel pulled 

on his boots. 

The agency had hardly slept. Lamps stayed lit in the rooms where they placed the 

wounded. Men who had worked through the night started another day because the Army had not 

yet decided it was finished. 

Samuel stepped into the yard. The 9th Cavalry was coming. They hadn't been at 

Wounded Knee the day before, but now they were being drawn into the same campaign.  Black 

troopers rode into the agency through the winter morning, horses steaming beneath them. 

Samuel stood still. The 9th – he had known they were somewhere in the territory. 

Knowing that was different from seeing them. He moved toward the column. 

Men were dismounting. Others remained in the saddle while orders moved along the line. 

Samuel looked from face to face, searching for a man he briefly saw back at Mandan Crossing. 

Finally, he stopped the nearest first sergeant. "First Sergeant Carter?"  

The man turned to face the lieutenant. At the sight of the young officer, he snapped a 

smart salute. He was a Black man in his forties, wearing a first sergeant's chevrons, with a face 

Samuel had never seen yet recognized at once. 

"Aaron Carter?" 

The first sergeant studied the young lieutenant. "Yes, sir!" 

"I’m Samuel Barlow." 

Something changed in Aaron's face. "Barlow? You’re that cadet from Mandan." 
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"Yes." Aaron looked him over. At the young lieutenant. At the uniform. At the name 

Samuel had just given him. Then his eyes stopped at the dried mud on Samuel's coat and the 

darker stain along one sleeve. 

"You were there." 

Samuel knew what he meant. "Yes." 

Aaron glanced toward the buildings behind him. "They brought the wounded here?" 

"Last night." 

"How many?" 

Samuel looked toward one of the doors. "I stopped counting." 

A bugle sounded somewhere distant. Both men turned. More orders were passing through 

the cavalry line. Horses were being gathered. Men who had only just arrived were preparing to 

move again. 

"Trouble?" Samuel asked. 

"White Clay." 

"You're going?" 

Aaron nodded. The 9th Cavalry would be involved in the fighting around White Clay 

Creek that day alongside elements of the 7th Cavalry. 

Samuel watched the men prepare to mount.  "You just got here." 

"So did the orders." 

Aaron did not move toward his horse. Instead, he looked at Samuel again. "What 

happened yesterday?" 

"The reports will tell you." 
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"I'm not asking the reports." 

Samuel met his eyes. For a moment he considered telling him about the killing. The rifles 

and the Hotchkiss guns. The wounded being lifted into wagons. The flour escaped from the 

ration sack onto the frozen ground. None of them answered the question. 

"They were supposed to surrender their weapons." 

"I heard." 

Samuel looked toward the mounted men. "There were families there. Women. Children. 

Spotted Elk was sick. Everyone kept calling them hostiles. But I was ordered to bring them food 

rations with my unit." 

Aaron's eyes came back. "I've been watching that word travel all year." 

"So have I." 

"No." Aaron shook his head. "I watched it come toward here." 

Samuel looked past him at the soldiers. "I saw where it arrived." 

Neither man spoke. The bugle sounded again. Aaron reached for his reins, then stopped. 

"There is something else." 

Aaron reached inside his coat and drew out a worn pocketbook and a thin sheaf of 

vouchers, creased and softened by months of carrying. 

"These belonged to a dead man," Aaron said quietly. 

Samuel looked at the papers. 

"Marcus Bretton." 

Samuel looked up. 

"I took them from his body in Nebraska in May of last year. Your father never carried 

them. Henderson believes he did." 
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Aaron held them out. "Henderson is wrong." 

Samuel did not immediately take them. "Why have you kept them?" 

"Because I didn't know who should have them." 

"And now?" 

"Now I do." Aaron glanced toward the agency buildings, then back at Samuel. 

Samuel took the pocketbook. It was heavier than he expected. Aaron watched him put it 

inside his coat. 

"Don't open it here." 

"I wasn't going to." 

"They belong to your fight now," Aaron said. 

"Our fight." 

Aaron examined him. Samuel rested one hand over the papers beneath his coat. 

"My father started it. You carried it. William carried it. Elijah carried it. Anna's carrying 

part of it now." 

The bugle sounded a third time. Samuel nodded to Aaron's horse. "And it looks to me 

like you're not finished carrying things either." 

Aaron almost smiled. "No." He put his boot into the stirrup. 

Samuel stopped him. "Does this prove it?" 

Aaron looked down at him. "No." 

Samuel nodded. That answer pleased him more than yes would have. "What does it 

prove?" 

"Read it. But not now." 

Samuel touched the pocketbook beneath his coat. "I will. And you be careful out there." 
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"That's the plan." 

Aaron settled into the saddle and took hold of his reins. Then he looked down at Samuel 

once more. For the first time that morning, neither uniform seemed especially important. 

"Write to your wife," Aaron advised. 

"How did you..." Samuel wondered. "You haven't even met her." 

Aaron signaled toward his coat. "I know enough. William talks." 

Samuel shook his head. "Go on, Sergeant." 

Aaron turned his horse. Samuel stepped back, and the 9th began moving again. He 

watched Aaron join the column until he could no longer distinguish him from the other riders. 

Only then did Samuel reach inside his coat and feel the worn edge of the pocketbook. 

Yesterday he had carried food to Wounded Knee. Today Aaron Carter had handed him 

paper. Samuel watched the cavalry disappear. Then he went inside to find out what the paper 

could prove.  
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CHAPTER 27 – Epilogue 

asdf. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE: 

Ink and Dust is a work of historical fiction continued from my first novel Ink and Smoke. 

Many of the events, places, and military units in these pages are real, including the Battle of the 

Crater at Petersburg, the 23rd United States Colored Troops, the 9th U.S. Cavalry, the Battle of 

the Little Bighorn, and the Dawes Act. Some historical figures also appear, among them 

Lieutenant Colonel Henry Pleasants, Colonel Edward Hatch, and Secretary of the Interior Jacob 

D. Cox. I have tried to stay true to the spirit of their times. 

The principal characters and their stories are my own invention. These include the 

Barlow, Jereczek, Moses, and Sterling families, Elijah Worthington, Jonathan Reed, Marcus 

Bretton, and Thomas Henderson. The Nansemond land claim, the syndicates that pursue it, and 

the legal battles over it are also fictional. 

I must say one thing plainly. My portrayal of Elizabeth “Libbie” Custer is entirely 

fictional. That includes her part in the memorial committees, her alliance with the land 

syndicates, and her influence on a Minnesota congressional race. It does not represent her actual 

conduct, character, or views. The real Elizabeth Custer spent her long widowhood defending her 

husband's memory, mostly through her own books. I have borrowed her name and her grief to 

show how public mourning can be turned to private ends, and I ask readers to take this as 

invention and not as history. 

Any errors of history are mine alone. 

— Jay Kastigar
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