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    A train ride to triumph and tears—unforgettable men and women whose destination is a place forever in our hearts


      SAM HOUSTON HAWKEN. An iron-willed young Texan, this intrepid Union officer would risk his life to stop the Confederate train speeding toward

         Atlanta—and reach the beautiful Southern belle he loved.

      


      MIRANDA KEMBLE. Feisty daughter of one of Georgia’s wealthiest families, this stunningly beautiful woman would have to take on a man’s job

         when her father died—and watch her lover fight against her country.

      


      NOAH BALLARD. A man of the New South, his vision of a glorious future depended on one vital mission—to beat both man and nature to get

         the Confederacy’s last train from Mississippi to Atlanta.

      


      FANNY SHAW. A sophisticated and sensual British actress, her outrage against slavery derailed her marriage to powerful Pierce Kemble,

         but joined her heart with another Kemble—one as dangerous as he was rich.

      


      LAMAR KEMBLE. Proud son of the Southern aristocracy, this handsome cavalry officer was sent to stop the Yankees’ train—in what would become

         a violent confrontation between friendship and loyalty to the land he loved.
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      ♦ ONE ♦


      June 1856


      “I am trying to speak to you, Miss Miranda Kemble,” Ariel Kemble, eighteen, said to her sister, who was three years her junior. “I have spoken to you four times,

         Miranda,” Ariel went on more insistently, “and you didn’t even look at me once, much less answer me.” Then with a louder voice:

         “Miranda! Miranda!” But Miranda kept her face turned to the open window. Her gaze had been unwavering since the moment the

         train had left New York City. Though Ariel was less cross with Miranda than exasperated, she feigned serious anger because

         her sister’s attention was in fact important to her.

      


      The sisters, together with their father, Pierce, and their uncle Ashbel were journeying on the Hudson line to Garrison’s Landing,

         the hamlet that served as the station stop for West Point, which was across the river. The United States Military Academy

         was located at West Point, and their brother, Lamar, was graduating this week from that illustrious institution. Ariel, Miranda,

         and their father had traveled all the way from Georgia to participate in the ceremonies. Uncle Ashbel had joined them in New

         York City.

      


      The two men were seated just ahead of the girls. Unlike Ariel and Miranda, they were engaged in vigorous conversation. Pierce

         Kemble was usually excited and voluble, his head nodding with energy and enthusiasm, his face flushed as he spoke. Ashbel

         was atypically the listener.

      


      Pierce’s excitement had much justification. He was more than $350,000 richer than he had been only a week before, although

         much of that $350,000 was already spoken for since Pierce Kemble had incurred substantial long-term debts. Nevertheless, $350,000

         was a vast sum, and it was his.

      


      The train was only a few miles from Garrison’s Landing. Ariel needed to speak to Miranda soon if she were to get her business

         over with before the excitement of their arrival. It was, however, a delicate situation.

      


      “Miranda!” Ariel repeated, for what she was sure was the millionth time. Then she reached over and shook her sister’s shoulder.


      After a long moment, Miranda, lazily turning her gaze from the window and the rugged, lovely landscape beyond it, fixed her

         eyes on Ariel, who was in the aisle seat next to her. Ariel’s lips were pressed tight, her brow was rigid, and her eyelids

         were lowered to a most ominous half-mast. Seeing this, Miranda let her own face brighten into her most radiant, most charming,

         most winning smile.

      


      “You were saying something, dear?” she said sweetly.


      “I’ve been trying to say something to you for hours,” Ariel said. “And you have pretended not to hear me.”

      


      “Oh, that can’t be true, Ariel. We’ve not been on the train for hours, and I’ve only been admiring the view for a short while.”


      “Must you be so literal?” Ariel said, her exasperation growing. She hated when Miranda played the innocent. In Ariel’s opinion,

         her sister was never, never innocent. For Miranda, tricks and mischief came more naturally than sleep, especially when Ariel was the target. Which was

         the main reason why Ariel wanted to conclude her business with Miranda before they left the train. In the restricted setting

         of a passenger car, Miranda was on her best behavior. Heaven only knew what deviltry she’d find to wallow in once the ferry

         brought them to West Point, with its dozens of unattached young men for an audience.

      


      “Isn’t the river beautiful?” Miranda was exclaiming, changing the conversation to her liking. As she spoke, she lifted her

         hands high above her lap, where they had been resting, and opened her palms reverently to the scene outside the window. “The

         hills, and cliffs, and bluffs… I’ve never seen anything so achingly lovely, have you, dearest?”

      


      The train was passing through one of the most delightful scenes on the river. Just north of Peekskill, near Bear Mountain,

         the river narrowed into a rocky gorge. Rough, bouldered hills strained against one another, then tumbled down sheer flanks

         to the river edge.

      


      “It’s so fierce looking out there,” Miranda continued, attempting, Ariel was convinced, to use the beauties of the landscape

         to avoid hearing what her sister had to say. “And yet it all seems to be moving—almost to flow. And we seem to be standing

         still.”

      


      Ariel glanced sourly out of the open window. It was the noise and the jolting discomfort of the train and the grit and ashes

         drifting inexorably in more than the scenery that excited her attention. And distaste. The train’s rattles, creaks, and metallic

         cracks and bangs made the trip feel to Ariel more like a punishment than a purposeful and speedy progress toward a destination.

         Even the breeze from outside was no pleasure to her. It destroyed her hair. And infinitely worse, it grimed her gorgeous new

         clothes, which were a small portion of the glorious abundance of new things their father had during the past week bought for

         them at the most fashionable clothing emporia of New York. Their luggage was all but overflowing with the newest New York

         and Paris fashions.

      


      Miranda, contrarily, indifferent to the dirt, adored the breeze; she reveled in the wind rushing against her face and through

         her sherry-colored hair, lifting it, making it fly.

      


      “If the train weren’t lurching and jostling,” Ariel grumbled, “and if it weren’t so filthy, and if I weren’t so uncomfortable

         in it, I could perhaps look with pleasure at the countryside.” As she spoke, she dabbed with her handkerchief at the soot

         on her face.

      


      Miranda gave her a sharp stare, followed shortly by a darling smile. She didn’t like her sister to contradict her when she

         was off on one of her imaginative flights, but since at the moment she was playing innocent, she decided she shouldn’t step

         out of character.

      


      And then the train plunged into a tunnel.


      “Oh!” she yelped.


      “It’s only a tunnel,” Ariel explained without either concern or patience.


      A moment later they were out of it, and Miranda was smiling again. “You were saying?” she said, as if it were her sister and

         not Miranda herself who was keeping Ariel from getting on with her urgent business.

      


      “I want you to do something for me,” Ariel said, catching her sister’s eye. Miranda’s irises were a devious yet penetrating

         green, with yellow catlike flecks.

      


      “Just tell me what it is,” Miranda said guilelessly.


      Ariel gave her a long look. “While we’re at the Academy,” she said finally, carefully, “I’d like it that…” She turned her

         eyes away for a second. And then: “It’s about my engagement to Ben Edge.”

      


      Ariel was scheduled to marry Ben Edge of Virginia early in September. He was a fine, and very wealthy, young man. It was a

         good match, as Ariel well knew.

      


      “Your engagement?” Miranda repeated, urging Ariel to continue, her mouth slipping into a somewhat less innocent smile. Miranda

         could guess what was on her sister’s mind.

      


      “That’s right,” Ariel said. She looked into Miranda’s eyes again. “I think it might be best if we… kept the knowledge of it

         out of…”

      


      “You don’t want the boys at West Point to know you are about to be married?” Miranda said.


      “That’s right, Miranda,” Ariel sighed, relieved she didn’t have to actually say the words, for she was in fact a bit ashamed

         of herself. She did love Ben Edge, but she was not going to deprive herself of a few pleasant days with other handsome young men.

      


      “Oh, my,” Miranda said innocently, “I don’t know if I could do that!”


      “Why not?” Ariel said in a rush.


      “Well,” Miranda said, “what about Father and Uncle? And what about Lam?” Lam was their brother Lamar’s nickname.


      “I’ve already talked to Father and Uncle Ashbel, and I can deal with Lamar.”


      “You’ve already talked to Father? And he is going along with your”—she smiled sweetly—“lies?”


      “Oh, come,” Ariel said. “It’s no lie. It’s simply a”—she searched for the word—“a little piece of ‘practical diplomacy,’ as

         Daddy himself calls it.”

      


      “That’s what he said when you told him?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Sounds like him,” Miranda said with a shake of her head.


      “And then he said, ‘We aren’t lying when we don’t report the truth fully. We’re just being smart. Only a fool tells the whole

         truth.’ “

      


      “And what if Lam has already told all the other men at the Academy?”


      “I told you that I would deal with Lam later. Now I’m dealing with you.”


      “All right,” Miranda said with a quick, decisive nod.


      “What do you mean, ‘All right’?” Ariel blurted. “Do you really mean yes, you’ll do it?” She was astonished that Miranda might

         have been won over without a longer fight.

      


      “Of course I’ll do it for you, darling. There’s no harm done in something like that”—she lifted her head and glanced sideways

         at Ariel—“is there?” When she finished these words, Miranda leaned over and kissed her sister on the cheek.

      


      “Thank you,” Ariel said, returning the kiss. “Thank you so much. That will be such a relief to me. I just want to make my stay at the Academy… uncomplicated.”

      


      “I’m sure you do,” Miranda said. Then she laughed. “And what did Uncle Ashbel tell you when you told him what you wanted to

         do?”

      


      “Uncle Ashbel? Oh, you know him,” Ariel said, giggling nervously.


      Uncle Ashbel could be counted on to have a witty, sophisticated opinion on every subject under the sun. Unlike most sons of

         the South, he was a traveler. He’d journeyed everywhere, from Shanghai to Cape Town, from Patagonia to Vladivostok, and up

         every river that the girls had ever heard of.

      


      He was full of shocking and delicious tales about the nearly naked and very willing girls of the South Pacific and the equally

         willing and even more naked girls of West Africa. He told them about the golden idols of Peru, the elegant and amusing thieves

         in Morocco, the ruthless British opium traders in Hong Kong, and the jungle-shrouded pyramids in the Yucatan. The two nieces

         only half believed his outlandish claims.

      


      Their skepticism was in fact mostly justified, although there was more than a grain of truth in Ashbel’s tales. He was an

         international trader who owned enough ships to make him quite wealthy and allow him to travel to exotic ports.

      


      Besides, it wasn’t the truth of Uncle Ashbel’s stories that counted, it was his style.


      Then Ashbel Kemble himself, craning over the seat back ahead of the girls, was facing Ariel and Miranda. “I heard my name

         spoken in vain,” he said with a warm look. He liked his two nieces very much.

      


      “We’d never speak your name in vain, Uncle,” Ariel said.

      


      He laughed. “I suppose not,” he said. “At least not when I can hear you. You both want too much from me.”


      “Uncle!” they both said as one.


      “Well,” he said, “I did hear my name. What do you hungry tigresses want now?”


      “Nothing at all, Uncle,” Ariel said.


      Miranda, grinning, looked at him and then at Ariel. “She was just explaining to me,” Miranda said, “that she intends to put

         her engagement out of sight during her time at West Point. And,” Miranda’s eyes flashed, “I am sort of curious to hear what

         your reaction was to her plans.”

      


      “Me?” he said, laughing. “What’s so fascinating about my opinions of a young lady’s deceptions?”


      “Uncle, please,” Ariel said, her face flushing bright rose, “can we talk about something else?”


      He looked at Miranda. “You know I can’t say no to a girl so lovely as you, especially when she is my niece.”


      “Uncle Ashbel!” Ariel said, blushing even more. Then turning toward the aisle, she covered her face with her hands. “Please!

         Don’t embarrass me any more!”

      


      “Few things give me greater pleasure than embarrassing you, dear child,” he said. “Shame becomes you.”


      Suddenly Miranda screamed—a long, wailing cry of pain and terror.


      Ariel instantly jerked around to see what was the matter, for with her eyes covered, she hadn’t seen what had happened to

         her sister.

      


      Miranda cried out again, and her hands were brushing at her breast. It was smoking!


      “Oh, my Lord!” Ariel said to herself with a heavy shudder. She was otherwise frozen with shock. Flames and smoke swelled out

         of a patch of Miranda’s blouse. The patch was not large, covering only the space over her heart, but she was on fire nonetheless.

      


      A plum-sized ember from the locomotive had been sucked through the open window onto Miranda’s breast. Miranda had by this

         time managed to shake it off, and now the horrid-looking thing was still glowing on the floor of the train. As soon as Ariel

         was able, she ground the flame under her shoe.

      


      Miranda screamed again. “My blouse!” she cried. “My new blouse!” Now Ariel used her shawl to smother the place where the cinder

         had landed. When she stopped and pulled back, Ashbel, with no thought of decency, ripped away the front of Miranda’s blouse.

         Ariel hardly noticed that he was cursing like a sailor all the while. “Jesus Christ! Goddamn! Bastard railroads! Goddamned

         pine burners!”

      


      Pierce Kemble looked on, standing with a pained but helpless expression on his face. Ariel knew better than to count on her

         father in a crisis.

      


      The train conductor was by this time present in the aisle next to Ariel, and several of the passengers had joined him. A pair

         of elderly woman who occupied the seat behind the girls were now bent over Miranda and Ariel in order to get the best possible

         view. The conductor drew a gold watch from its pocket and worriedly flipped it open, as if he feared that the incident might

         delay his schedule.

      


      “Is she all right? Can I be of assistance?” he said.


      “For God’s sake, just move back,” Ashbel shouted, “and give the girl room!” The conductor and the passengers obeyed, all except

         the elderly women, who looked more eager to see the spectacle than the rest.

      


      What they saw on the girl’s breast was a flame-blackened piece of undergarment framing a blistered and raw-looking coin of

         flesh.

      


      “Do something about those two women,” Ashbel said to Ariel in a commanding voice. Ariel did as she was told. She placed a

         palm on each old lady’s shoulder and forcibly shoved them back into their seat. They started to protest, but Ashbel wouldn’t

         let them finish. “Close your mouths, ladies, and keep quiet,” he shouted. “And don’t either of you make a move. The world

         would be a better place minus you two.” And then to Miranda, much more softly, “How do you feel, darlin’?”

      


      She groaned. “Dizzy,” she managed to say. “Hard to breathe. It’s ruined, isn’t it? The lace? The embroidery?” And then she

         looked at Ariel, her eyes wide with apprehension. “And… Mother! she whispered hoarsely. “She will be at the hotel! She’ll kill me for ruining my new…”

      


      “You’re right, I’m afraid,” Ashbel said. “You won’t be wearing that blouse again, darlin’, I’m sorry to say. But I don’t think

         you should be concerned about your mother.” As he said that, he looked at Ariel. Her expression confirmed that he was right.

         The girls’ mother wouldn’t be unhappy if all the new things Pierce Kemble had purchased for them had burned. The marriage

         of Pierce Kemble and Fanny Kemble—now once again Fanny Shaw—had been dissolved ten years earlier in a famous and acrimonious

         divorce. Time had not healed the bitterness.

      


      Then Ashbel spoke to Ariel. “I don’t want this girl going into shock. Let’s make her more comfortable.” And stretching out

         his hand, he began to unfasten the buttons of the high collar of her blouse. He also very gently plucked away the scorched

         undergarment from around the burn.

      


      “I don’t think that is proper,” Ariel said, putting her hand up to restrain him.


      “You may have noticed, or you may not have,” he said, ignoring her hand, “but the girl is already showing a fair portion of

         naked breast. Not that anyone would bother to notice the shame of it, not in the condition it’s in right now.”

      


      “Oh!” Ariel cried, realizing he was right, for Miranda’s left breast was almost entirely exposed. Hastily Ariel draped her

         shawl over it.

      


      Miranda moaned deeply when she did it.


      “Idiot!” Ashbel said. “She hurts! Don’t let anything touch that!” And he flung the shawl aside. Then he unfastened several more of the blouse buttons. “Can

         you breathe better now, darlin’?” he said to her. “What about your waist? Is that too tight, too? Damn women’s clothes. I

         don’t know who decided to bind up so ferociously a machine God wanted to make loose for dropping babies.”

      


      “Uncle Ashbel!” Ariel protested, shocked.


      “Yes, Uncle, I can breathe better,” Miranda was saying. “It hurts, though. Mightily.”


      “Of course it does.” He gave a hard look at the charred and blackened flesh. “It’s ugly,” he said, “but maybe not as bad as

         it looks.” Then he raised his head and looked around. “Where’s that damned conductor?” He turned to his brother. “Well, Pierce,

         move. Quick. Go to the conductor and make him give you some cold, clean water. I’m going to clean her up.”

      


      “Do you think you’d better?” Pierce Kemble said. It was his first contribution to the incident. “Don’t you think there will

         be a qualified doctor at West Point? Shouldn’t she be greased or something?”

      


      “You go do what I told you, Pierce, and we’ll argue later about further treatment.”


      Pierce did as he was told. Soon he returned with a pitcher of water. While he was away, Ashbel tore Ariel’s shawl into strips,

         and then he asked Ariel if she would wash the wound, which she did—gently, lovingly.

      


      Even so, Miranda cried out a number of times. Ariel soothed her as best she could. While Ariel was cleansing the wound, Ashbel

         offered Miranda some whiskey from his hip flask. She refused it.

      


      When Ariel was done, she and her uncle both carefully inspected the result. “You’ll live,” he announced, “though you might

         end up with some kind of a scar. But don’t worry, girl,” he smiled. “It’ll give you a story for your husband. In fact, if

         I were you, I’d work up more than just one story about it.” His smile broadened, and he once more surveyed the burned spot.

         Then with an amused roll of his eyes, he said, “You could have picked a lot worse place to have a scar.”

      


      “Uncle!” Ariel admonished.


      But Miranda, lowering her gaze, giggled a little. Then she raised her face and sought first her uncle’s and then her sister’s

         eyes. After that she touched each of them lightly on the cheek. Without speaking, she reached across Ariel’s lap to where

         her shawl was lying, and, arranging it carefully so it wouldn’t touch her wound, she drew it over her nakedness.

      


      There was a bustling, noisy crush of people on the South Dock at West Point after the ferry from Garrison’s Landing arrived:

         the train from New York had carried a large number of those who planned to attend tomorrow’s commencement. There were, additionally,

         officers in blue and cadets in gray who had come down to the dock to greet families and guests, and a number of army enlisted

         men who had been called in to act as porters.

      


      Over the dock, festive pennants and streamers had been strung on lines connecting lamp poles, and on taller poles flew the

         national ensign and the flag of the Academy. Off to one side, on shore, a small band played snappy tunes. Beyond the band,

         on the wide graveled lot that flanked the dock, carriages and wagons waited to take the arriving guests and their baggage

         up the hill to the Academy. To make everything perfect, there was a blue sky and warm sun.

      


      The Kembles were among the last to alight from the ferry, in order not to cause Miranda any additional strain.


      When the two girls appeared at the head of the gangway and started to cross, there were quick, concerned glances from those

         passengers who had already reached the dock. And the glances were followed by whispered comments and explanations. No one

         who’d been on the train, of course, was ignorant of the accident the young beauty from Georgia had suffered, but the West

         Point officers and cadets on the dock needed to be informed. Then there came a shout from someone near the end of the gangway,

         and a moment later the crowd parted so a way could be made for the stricken girl.

      


      Though her chest still pained her, Miranda was not displeased with her sudden celebrity. In fact, she was delighted by it.


      And so she lifted her head high, and with straight back, steady step, and resolute bearing moved through the crowd toward

         the other end of the dock, where her brother Lam waited for her with two other cadets. She was followed by her sister, her

         uncle, and her father, and she achieved the effect of a royal procession: she was a princess followed by attending lesser

         nobility.

      


      As she walked, various people on either side of her remarked on her courage, beauty, and grace under adversity, and she tried

         to give to each of these kind and friendly souls an inclination of her head to acknowledge how grateful she was for their

         attention. This slowed her progress toward her brother and the two cadets who were with him, one of whom, she had not failed

         to note, was especially tall and good-looking.

      


      And then, about halfway between the gangway and the landward end of the dock, her progress was brought to an abrupt halt.

         A plump woman with a bright smile took Miranda momentarily by the hand and drew her to her ample bosom. “How brave you are,

         you dear girl,” the woman said. “How perfectly lovely and adorable. I hope that I’ll get a chance to see you at the ball tonight.

         I trust you won’t be completely indisposed.” She glanced behind her, and Miranda noticed a short and slightly less plump version

         of the woman who held her hand. “Freddy,” the woman said, “wouldn’t you like the first dance with this bravest of girls?”

      


      “I’d be most pleased,” the cadet said.


      Miranda drew back, searching vainly for an excuse to pull herself away from this woman and her son. He had a face that would

         sink ships, but she was too nice a girl to do anything so impolite as to let him know that.

      


      A moment later, however, she was saved. “I’m sure she’d love a dance with Freddy,” said a loud male voice. “But I’m afraid

         she’s already promised the first dance to me.” The man, Uncle Ashbel, of course, had moved up beside her. He then contrived

         to slip her away from the grip of the woman. “Come on, my dear,” he continued. “We must bring you to the hotel. It’s a warm,

         close day, and with your recent wound, you might feel suddenly faint.” He looked meaningfully at the plump lady, all the while

         dragging Miranda toward her brother.

      


      “I hate to disturb your moment of glory, precious, but we really should move on,” he said softly but imperatively, once they

         were out of earshot of the lady and her son.

      


      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she dissembled with high, arched brows. “I’m sure I wasn’t…”


      “It’s a great pleasure to be noticed,” he interrupted. “But life is short.” Then he pulled her to a swifter pace. “You’d like

         to be all day promenading down the dock, but I have better things to do. And so, I hope, will you.”

      


      Momentarily serious, she said, “Well, thank you anyhow, Uncle dear, for saving me from the woman back there—and her son.”

         After the word “son,” she made a grunting sound deep in her throat.

      


      Ashbel laughed, and then Lam rushed up to them, trailed by his two cadet friends.


      “Miranda! Uncle Ash! Ariel! Father!” Lam was shouting joyfully and expansively. In one smooth and dramatic movement, he pumped

         Ashbe’s hand and kissed Miranda many times on the cheek, for Ashbel had managed to hurriedly warn him about embracing her.

         Then he kissed and embraced Ariel and flung his arms around his father. All the while a stream of greetings issued from his

         lips.

      


      Her brother was an excitable young man, but Miranda had never seen him so ecstatic. Still, she could understand his excitement.

         He was nearly at the moment of his greatest glory: he was about to become a second lieutenant.

      


      Uncle Ashbel, meanwhile, was busy introducing himself to the two other cadets, who had held themselves apart from the family

         ceremonies.

      


      “Oh, my!” Lam laughed. “I’m completely forgetting my duties as host. These are my roommates and friends. I should be making

         proper introductions.”

      


      In a flash Lam was standing next to the shorter of the two cadets. The boy was eight or nine inches taller than Miranda, who

         was then a shade over five feet. He was a fleshy young man, though not unattractively overweight. His fleshiness was boyish,

         leftover baby fat, and indeed, Miranda realized, he was still smooth faced. There wasn’t yet the shadow of a beard on him,

         but he had a great curly nimbus of dark hair on his head, which gave the boy considerable presence, even if it did not change

         the fact that he was scarcely older than Miranda herself. “This young officer and gentleman…” Lam said, his hand resting on

         the boy’s curls. Then he laughed, “Correction: future officer, but as a gentleman, hopeless.”

      


      The other young man threw a playful punch which grazed Lam’s arm.


      “Anyhow,” Lam continued, dancing away, “this young man is a fellow Georgian from Atlanta, and his name is Noah Ballard. He’s

         from the railroad Ballards.” The older men bowed and the girls curtsied and spoke the proper introductory phrases. Then the

         men glanced knowingly at one another. They both knew of Noah’s father, John Ballard, the president of the Atlanta and Western

         Railroad.

      


      Miranda glanced at her father. His mind was working hard, she could see. And she could see what he was thinking: The boy’s

         from Georgia. His name is Ballard. He’s from a good family, and he has a future.

      


      The boy, she saw when she returned her attention to him, did not seem as young looking as she had at first imagined. He had

         a steady, penetrating expression which was becomingly military, she thought.

      


      Then Lam moved to the other cadet, the tall, especially good-looking one, whom Miranda had noticed earlier. “This other…”

         Lam paused significantly, after which he cleared his throat as conspicuously as he could manage. Finally, he allowed, in a

         stagy whisper, “…man.” More laughter, more punches. “No,” he went on, “I’m being much too generous. This beast has a name.

         It was called Sam Houston Hawken by the poor wanderer who found this thing as a young child, living with a pack of coyotes on

         the wild Texas plains.”

      


      More bows, curtsies, and nice phrases followed.


      His hair is long and shaggy; he does look a little wild, Miranda thought to herself as she made her curtsy. I like that.


      “Lam is actually right about one thing,” Hawken said after the preliminaries were complete, “I’m truly from Texas.”


      “A Texan, imagine,” Ariel said, as though Texas were as exotic as Kashmir.


      “As your name demonstrates,” Ashbel said.


      “Yes, it does,” the young Texan said with a shy smile. “


      I sense a tale in that,” Ashbel said.


      Hawken kept smiling modestly without replying. For an instant his eye caught Miranda’s, and the smile grew wider.


      “And you, you little enchantress,” Lam said, approaching Miranda. “You’ve had a misfortune. You must tell me all about it.”

      


      “Well I…” she said.


      But her father interrupted. “You’ll hear all about it, I’m sure, soon enough. But first we have luggage.” He pointed to a

         pile of baggage that had been deposited on the dock. “That,” he announced, “is what two young ladies require in order to survive

         for five days in the wilds of the Hudson Valley. What I myself need I carry in a small valise.”

      


      “Father!” the two girls protested. “Really!”


      “That’s not fair,” Ariel said. “Father took us shopping in New York City.”


      “And after that shopping expedition,” Ashbel broke in quickly, “there’ll be nothing left for the natives to wear for months.”


      “Uncle!”


      “The luggage! The luggage!” Pierce Kemble said. “We must take care of the luggage.” He paused and his face grew darker. “And

         your mother,” he asked Lam, “has she arrived?”

      


      “Yesterday, Father,” Lam answered.


      “Well, then,” Pierce said, “we must face what we must face.”


      “The luggage,” Ashbel said, pointing—and of course diverting attention from the discomforting nearness of Fanny Shaw.


      “Servants, follow me,” Lam said to Noah and Sam. “Make yourselves useful. You owe me more than you can ever repay after I’ve

         allowed you this sight of spectacular female pulchritude.”

      


      “You do have most especially delightful sisters, Lam Kemble,” Sam Houston Hawken said with a twinkle in his eye and a smile.


      A darling smile, Miranda thought, hoping that the wild-looking and handsome Texan was being sincere and not just polite.


      In a moment the men were off to attend to the baggage. Soon after that, the little party was embarked in vehicles that climbed

         the steep and winding road that led from the landing to the plain high above the river. Flanking the plain were the various

         buildings of the Academy, including the hotel where they were headed.

      


      * * *


      A number of portraits of the young actress Fanny Shaw had been painted before she made her unhappy match with Pierce Kemble.

         Two of the most notable dated from the time she was close to her daughter Ariel’s eighteen years. The portraits, by Thomas

         Appleton and Sir Thomas Lawrence, revealed a radiant, breathtaking beauty, unusually slim of waist yet opulently bosomed and

         delightfully wide of hip. The Fanny of the Lawrence was a young lady of the city, dressed in a daringly low-cut gown. Here

         was a sophisticated, highly cultured girl, tall necked, proud, with an exquisite oval face and large, dark, magnetic eyes.

         In the Appleton, she had become a country girl with a frank, open, and sweetly rustic look. She was wearing a loose and gauzy,

         though equally low-cut, white cotton blouse. In the first her appearance was more controlled, more determined, more finely

         detailed. She was clearly confident and utterly at her ease. In the second she was less restrained, less conventional, and

         yet no less commanding. In both, the observer was attracted irresistibly to her dark, glowing eyes with their promise of mysteries

         and fulfillment. She was at once splendidly lovely and soft, captivatingly feminine and magnificent, unyielding and dominant.

      


      Miranda and Ariel were both clearly daughters of that swan, but Miranda, at fifteen, was still gawky and angular and unsure

         of herself. Ariel, though, was a near mirror image of her mother at the same age.

      


      As the carriages moved up the long road from the South Dock, Fanny Shaw sat on a wicker love seat on the veranda of the West

         Point Hotel, surrounded by admirers. Standing somewhat apart from these was a tall, haggard, nervous man who was at that time

         the Secretary of War, Jefferson Davis. Her fame as an actress and beauty had been diminished neither by age—she was now in

         her midforties—nor by divorce. She was no less captivating, magnificent, and exciting than the slender girl of the portraits.

         But over the years, she’d filled out, matured, grown statuesque, grown (it must be admitted) stouter than she’d been back

         when Pierce Kemble had recklessly pursued her from city to city, throwing roses at her, pouring seemingly endless champagne,

         and making a total fool of himself to show his love of her.

      


      Fanny and her father, Charles Shaw of the distinguished British theatrical family, had been on a tour of the United States.

         And Pierce was in the front row at every performance, just as he was waiting by her dressing room after every performance

         was finished. And she fell in love with him.

      


      On the face of it, her marriage to him made sense. Pierce was good-looking and wealthy, and he came from a family of planters

         that owned hundreds of acres of rice land in the islands below Savannah and thousands of acres of cotton land north of Atlanta.

         All this he inherited, while his younger brother, Ashbel, received enough of a capital stake to give him a start as a merchant

         trader.

      


      Yet, though his wealth and property was in Georgia, Pierce Kemble lived in Philadelphia, where he was born and grew up. So

         the reality of his ownership of hundreds of slaves had not impressed itself upon Fanny until she had actually visited the

         Kemble plantations after her marriage.

      


      Their union collapsed after Fanny had borne Pierce three children.


      There were many reasons for the break: his irresponsibility, his indolence, his infidelities, his great and mounting debts,

         for he gambled at both the card tables and the stock exchanges. His unpredictable and uncontrollable temper was loathsome

         to Fanny, as was his ownership of slaves. But the greatest source of discord between them was her refusal to do as she was

         told.

      


      She could not submit her will to his, as wives were expected to do. She could no more be subservient to him than she could

         approve of a slave’s subservience to his master. It was her belief that a wife was not a chattel, and that marriage was a

         joint arrangement between two equals whose relations with one another would be on equal terms and governed by mutual consent.

      


      Her views were not shared by her fellow southern ladies and gentleman.


      And, in fact, these convictions did her no good either with the public, who followed her divorce proceedings with enormous

         and eager appetite, or with the judge. For Fanny was branded a radical, and worse a “manly woman.”

      


      In truth, Fanny was sometimes her own worst enemy, for she allowed herself to be seen in public all too often in “manly” garb,

         doing “manly” things. She would, for instance, ride horses alone in manly dress, and she would ride into lonely places where

         good women did not ride. She had even been known to put on breeches and go fishing.

      


      When the divorce came to trial, most of the sympathies of the public—who were kept fully informed of the case by the press—understandably

         went with Pierce. The judge sided with him, too, declaring that he was the wronged party: Fanny had deserted him.

      


      Thus most of the disgrace of the divorce landed on Fanny, and as was customary, Pierce was granted custody of the children.


      Fanny was not left empty-handed or childless, however. She was to be given a yearly income of $1,200 by Pierce, and she was

         to have the children each year for two months during the summer. In addition, she had significant income from her acting and

         her stage readings as well as from her published writings.

      


      In fact, she made more money than Pierce did. Which was just as well, for he was only good for the $1,200 for three of the

         years following their divorce.

      


      After the commencement, Ariel and Miranda were to return with their mother to Lenox, Massachusetts, where she maintained her

         permanent home. The two girls would spend the summer there.

      


      When the carriages from the dock started to pull up at the hotel, Fanny rose and, excusing herself from her companions, walked

         to the edge of the porch so that she could get a better view of those alighting. She missed her girls; she was eager to devote

         her full attention and energy to them.

      


      And then there they were!


      “Miranda! Ariel!” she cried out, her face brightening, her eyes shining as she raced down the short flight of steps to the

         drive.

      


      In a moment Lam was helping his sisters down from the open carriage they’d been riding in, and Fanny was embracing her daughters

         with all the fervor ten months’ absence from them could inspire in her.

      


      Miranda, unable to help herself, recoiled in pain when her mother’s breast crushed against her own, and a thin film of sweat

         covered her brow.

      


      Fanny, misunderstanding, instantly feared that Miranda was recoiling from her. Fanny’s fear mobilized her to crush her daughter

         even more tightly.

      


      “Oh, my darling,” she cried between kisses and through the tears that had begun to flow freely. Miranda, stoically, made no

         sound. “Oh, my dearest one, it has been so long, so very long… too long since I’ve held you like this.”

      


      “Mother,” Lam was saying, but Fanny ignored him.


      “What is the matter with you, my darling?” Fanny said with increasing passion and anxiety. “Why are you so pale?”


      “Mother!” Lam repeated more loudly, and tried to split Fanny and Miranda apart.


      “Don’t do that, Lamar,” Fanny ordered, but at least she was giving him her attention. “Can’t you see that I’m…”


      “Mother,” Lamar said before she could finish her sentence, “Miranda is in pain. You mustn’t hold her so.”


      “In… what?” Fanny said, withdrawing from her daughter with visible reluctance.


      “In pain, Mother. She was burned on the train. A flaming cinder lit on her.”


      “Oh!” Fanny cried, then sobbed and choked and fell silent.


      “I’m sorry, Mother,” Miranda said, wishing to comfort her mother in her anguish. “I…”


      “Oh, no, my dearest,” Fanny said. “You have nothing at all to be sorry about.” Fanny’s hands were clenched tightly together

         at the level of her bosom. It was her way of restraining herself from touching Miranda, which was what she longed to do more

         than anything else in the world. “But where?” she asked. “Where is the injury? You must tell me all about it. And then I must

         minister to you. I will be your angel of mercy.”

      


      Miranda lifted the edge of the shawl she was wearing so that her mother could catch a glimpse of the area of the burn. She

         did this carefully, so that the exposed flesh would be visible only to her mother.

      


      “Oh!” Fanny said, leaning closer to have a better look. “Oh, my poor, poor darling. Is the pain severe?”


      “Not any longer,” Miranda said, forcing a brave smile.


      “It must still ache, though, doesn’t it?”


      “Yes, it aches.”


      “Then we must take you into the hotel and do something about it.”


      “I’ll be fine, Mother. I’m sure of it.”


      During the commotion over Miranda, Fanny had momentarily lost sight of the approach of Pierce Kemble, who had not ridden on

         the carriage with Fanny’s children but had taken a wagon with his brother, Ashbel, Lam’s two cadet friends, and the sisters’

         baggage.

      


      While she had been at West Point, Fanny had been as apprehensive about the arrival of her former husband as she’d been eager

         to see her daughters, but—happily for her—the immediate presence of the girls had allowed her to ignore his approach.

      


      But now Pierce was walking toward her with Ashbel on his heel. The two Kemble brothers were followed by the two cadets, Noah

         and Sam.

      


      Sam, she noted before she placed the full, withering force of her attention on Pierce, had his eyes exclusively on Miranda.

         That did not displease Fanny. Though Miranda was only fifteen and too young to be courted by young men, it never hurt to line

         up likely prospects. Sam was a nice-looking boy—though a bit shaggy and disheveled, especially for one about to graduate from

         the United States Military Academy.

      


      As it happened, she didn’t notice that the other cadet, Noah Ballard, was as intent upon Ariel as Sam was on Miranda.


      When Fanny turned her gaze back toward Pierce, she saw that he had held back. That trace of cowardice in Pierce caused Fanny

         to stand that much taller and to brace her legs, as though she were going to launch a physical onslaught against the man whom

         she’d once loved.

      


      It was quite clear to all present that Fanny Shaw was enormously energized now, for the mighty engines of her emotions had

         already been worked up to full throttle by the force of the compassion she’d just expended on her daughter. It was only a

         short step for the era’s greatest lady of the stage to turn from compassion to hostility.

      


      But first she had to greet Ashbel, whom she liked, and who liked her.


      “Hello, Ash Kemble,” she said with a wide smile, extending her hand for him, “and how is my children’s favorite uncle?”


      “Hello, Fanny. I’m doing passably well. And you?” He took her hand and squeezed it with genuine warmth.


      “Profoundly chagrined,” Fanny said, “if the truth can be told, to learn of the accident my darling girl has suffered.” On

         the “chagrined,” Fanny’s eyes began a slide away from Ashbel that ended upon Ashbel’s brother, who was now dawdling as near

         the edge of the little group as he could manage.

      


      “Ahh…” she said after a deeply dramatic—and deeply satisfying—pause to take Pierce in with her ravaging eyes. “So there you

         are.” She laughed a chill laugh. “The seller of souls.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper now, a whisper that could be heard

         easily by anyone on the hotel veranda who cared to listen. Which is to say all who were there. No one at West Point on this

         lovely June afternoon was unaware of the imminent collision between these two one-time lovers. And not a few had contrived

         to be on hand for the spectacle of their first encounter.

      


      “The seller,” she repeated, a little louder, “of souls. The ven-doi of men’s and women’s and children’s”—she looked toward her audience, her face a mask of horror and revulsion—“bo-o-o-dies.”

         It came out a long, agonized gasp. “How splendid you are, Pierce Kemble!”

      


      “Don’t you think we might avoid parading our differences before this crowd,” Pierce said with a jaunty, cavalier tone that

         was far from his true attitude. Fanny frightened him when she was like this, but it would never do for him, a man, to betray

         his fear. “These people have no interest in our disagreements,” he continued. “Nor do I have any interest in reigniting the

         hostility that you find so easy to bring to combustion.”

      


      “I was not speaking of the mere trivial differences between a man and a woman,” Fanny announced. “I was speaking of the brands,

         the moral stigmata, the chains of guilt and shame that you have placed upon your own corrupted soul.”

      


      “Really, Fanny,” he went on lightly, still trying to avoid being drawn into her dramatic web. “Could you, for once, come down

         from your marble horse. Your self-righteousness does not become you, my dear. Can’t you instead think of the children and

         of the import of the moment? Can’t you remember that we’re here for the sake of a joyful time? For the commencement exercises,

         for God’s sake, of our son?”

      


      He had a point, she knew, and besides, she didn’t want to make a fool of herself. On the other hand, she refused even to appear

         to be persuaded by anything Pierce Kemble said to her. And besides, she had one more point to make, in case the audience on

         the veranda happened to have missed the true force of her words.

      


      So Fanny started her next speech slowly, gently, as though she had banked the fire in her soul. “I’ve been reading in the

         newspapers, Pierce,” she said, “that you have come into considerable money during the past week or so. Is that true?”

      


      “Very true,” he said with a pleased smile. He was proud of his recent good fortune.


      “I read that it was in the neighborhood of three hundred fifty thousand dollars that you have obtained.”


      “That’s right.”


      “Would you like to tell the people here how you obtained it? Or, shall I say, can you hold your head up and without shame

         admit where your three hundred and fifty thousands came from?”

      


      “That’s easy enough, Fanny,” he said, still lightly. “It came from the sale of some property that I no longer had a use for.”


      She closed her eyes for the space of a few breaths. Then, opening them, she glanced first at Pierce, then at the audience

         on the veranda which had been growing during the exchange. Then she spoke: “That money, that soiled wealth, came from the

         sale of human beings at one of the largest slave auctions ever held in the state of Georgia. That’s where it came from.”

      


      He shrugged. “Property,” he said.


      “More than four hundred men, women, children, and even infants auctioned at the Ten Broeck Racecourse. I can’t think of an

         act more shameful and more evil, Pierce Kemble.”

      


      Then she, having made her most important point, slipped a glance at Ashbel, who was standing in the background, studiously

         avoiding involvement in Fanny and Pierce’s current conflict. Taking his cue, Ash moved up.

      


      The audience on the veranda, he noted in passing, seemed more sympathetic to his brother than to Fanny. The gentlemen of the

         military tended to be conservative, and many of them, of course, were from the South. As for Ash himself, the question of

         slavery was a matter of relative indifference. He owned no slaves, since slaves were in no way useful or practical to him.

         And he believed that in time slavery would die out, for slaves would cease to be either useful or practical to the planters

         of the South. But on the other hand, he thought of himself as a realist. Some men would always dominate and control other

         men. This would happen no matter what name was given to the practice. It was true on his ships. It was true in an army. It

         was true in the fields.

      


      “Let’s end this discussion now, shall we?” Ashbel said brightly, leading Fanny away by the hand. “Ariel, Miranda, come. We

         must see about rooms. Pierce, Lam, would you be so kind as to see about the baggage?” And remembering Miranda’s burn, he turned

         to her. “How is your wound, my dear?”

      


      “I can scarcely feel it any longer, Uncle.”


      “Lovely,” he said. He was glad to see that Pierce had taken the hint and was making himself scarce.


      “She must rest now,” Fanny said, her interest in her daughter’s welfare rekindled. “I must tend to her.”


      “I’m fine. Really I am,” Miranda said. “I’ll just clean up and change. You needn’t bother yourself over me, Mother.”


      “No, no, no. I won’t hear of anything like that.” She lifted her hands for all to see. They were somewhat large and were her

         one unattractive feature. “These are healers’ hands. I have the healing touch.”

      


      “Actually,” Ashbel said, “the girl may be onto the right cure for what ails her, though she hasn’t actually articulated it.”


      “What do you mean?” Fanny said. Her hands were still raised, opened and with palms out. She liked the effect she made with

         them. “This girl needs rest and quiet and a mother’s care. There’s dinner and a ball tonight, and endless ceremonies tomorrow.”

      


      Ashbel continued, “If I may be permitted to disagree with a woman so beautiful and forceful as the great Fanny Shaw, I’d like

         to suggest an activity for Miranda and the other children rather different from what you have in mind.”

      


      “I can’t imagine what,” Fanny said, though she was willing to listen to his proposal. She was not immune to his flattery.


      “There are about four hours before nightfall and dinner. During that time, I’d like to see the three cadets and the two young

         ladies off doing something pleasant together—if young men and young ladies still find pleasant things to do with one another

         in these benighted times. There must anyhow be cool, dark paths to walk along in the primitive forests that surround this

         place. Or shady clearings to sit and converse in.” He laughed. “I wouldn’t find it hard to be persuaded to sit with a lovely

         young lady on some soft and grassy knoll.” He turned to Miranda. “Well?” he asked her.

      


      “I’d love that,” she said, beaming.


      “You see?” Ashbel said.


      “But your burn?” Fanny said to her daughter.

      


      “I can scarcely feel it.”


      “But will the boys be free for the rest of the afternoon?” Fanny said, unwilling to give in completely. “They must have to

         prepare for tomorrow.”

      


      “I’m sure they will find a way to be free, Fanny. They are resourceful young men.” Then to Ariel: “You’d like that, wouldn’t

         you, dear?”

      


      “I’d like to spend time with the cadets very much,” she said.


      “It’s a good thing to be free, isn’t it?” he said with an exaggeratedly straight face and laughing eyes. “You must be delighted,

         now that you are here at West Point, that you haven’t been spoken for already.”

      


      “But she is engaged to Ben Edge,” Fanny said.


      “Mother,” Ariel said, “I… um… I’ve…” As she stammered, she shot a glance back over her shoulder to make sure that Sam and Noah

         were still out of earshot.

      


      “Ariel has chosen,” Ashbel broke in, taking her off the hook, “to keep that knowledge a secret during her stay at the Academy.”


      “Oh, she has, has she?” Fanny said, laughing. She threw her head back and laughed some more. “Well, I won’t be the one to

         tell on her—on you,” she said with a sharp but amused look at her older daughter. “Does Lamar know of this… prevarication?”

      


      “Yes, Mother. I took him aside and talked to him earlier.”


      “Well, then,” Fanny said, rubbing her hands together in a washing motion, “off with both of you. Clean yourselves up and change

         into something appropriate for a walk in the woods.”

      


      “Oh, thank you, Mother,” the girls said as one. And both of them rushed up and kissed her on the cheek.


      “You’ll tell the boys?” Fanny said to Ashbel.


      “I’ll pass them the word about their good luck,” he said. “I only wish I could go with them.”


      “So do I,” Fanny said with a grin.


      “Well then, Miss Frances Shaw, let us not let the children exhaust the available pleasure. You and I will also go for a stroll in the woods.”

      


      “Oh, no, Ash,” she said with a laugh and a shake of her head, “I couldn’t possibly. I have much too much to do to get ready.”


      “Put it off, Fanny. Come with me.”


      “I can’t. I really mustn’t,” she said, and mounted the steps of the hotel porch. At the top of the steps, she turned back

         to him. “You know, Ash, I think I married the wrong Kemble.”

      


      “I knew that twenty years go, Miss Frances Shaw.”


      Ashbel Kemble’s scheme for the afternoon outing was the splendid success that he wished it to be, which is not to say that

         all went smoothly for the cadets and the Kemble sisters. Even so, the rough moments did not detract from the pleasures of

         the occasion. If anything, they added to the excitement and gave it seasoning. By the time the outing was over, Miranda and

         Ariel knew they’d spent a perfectly glorious time with their brother and his two friends. And for reasons that they did not

         immediately recognize, both girls would remember this afternoon for the rest of their lives.

      


      It was Sam Hawken and Noah Ballard, of course, who most occupied the two girls. For they were both vivid, fascinating, and

         handsome—and wonderfully unlike the other young men Ariel and Miranda had yet encountered.

      


      There were vast worlds of difference between the two cadets and the witty and amusing yet so wilting boys the girls were condemned

         to dance with in Philadelphia at the cotillions sanctioned by Miss Lancaster’s Atheneum, which was the boarding school the

         sisters attended in that city. The boys of Philadelphia were full of charm and airy words, but not one of them had ever felt

         the slightest temptation to taste a meaty thought.

      


      Miranda liked to laugh, but she liked to think, too.


      She was pleased that Noah and Sam were not strangers to charm, but she was just as pleased that they were also smart. Their

         minds had strength and intensity and were without the gloom or moroseness usually associated with high seriousness. While

         Miranda never once heard silly, airy words from them, still, everyone in the little party laughed a lot and talked a lot.

         Noah and Lam, especially, had opinions upon every subject imaginable. Since the rites they would go through on the morrow

         would never happen to them again, a measure of conceit and cockiness, and even pompousness, could be easily forgiven.

      


      Sam, more private and reserved than the other two, kept his thoughts shrouded. He wasn’t diffident or shy, however, only watchful.

         Yet for all his silent, enigmatic dignity, he was equally full of himself for the same understandable reasons. Tomorrow they

         would become men.

      


      Miranda was much intrigued by this quiet mystery of Sam’s. The less forthcoming he was, the more she wanted to find out all

         about him.

      


      But it wasn’t just as separate individuals that the three cadets fascinated the sisters; it was also together, as a team.

         Powerful bonds of comradeship joined Sam, Noah, and Lamar. And Miranda, who was perceptive about such things, was deeply impressed

         that the three boys were so sensitive to each other, so alert to each other’s moods and changes of internal weather.

      


      Yet, oh, how good-looking they were in their uniforms! Black shoes, white duck trousers, short gray jackets with high stiff

         collar and three rows of brass buttons down the front! The buttons looked like brass cherries, Miranda thought, a resemblance

         she didn’t fail to make light of when the chance presented itself.

      


      After the party set out from the hotel, the boys escorted the sisters on a tour of the Academy gounds and buildings. And these,

         despite their sad gray stone and gloomy crenellation, seemed graceful and faerielike in the dazzling midafternoon light. Then

         the boys led the sisters on a slow stroll up the two-and-a-half-mile path to the Crows Nest, which was a scenic picnic spot

         favored by the cadets.

      


      When they arrived, the place delighted the girls. It had a view like nowhere in Georgia, and Lam suggested that they rest

         there until it was time to return to prepare for supper. When no one objected, the little party arranged itself, chatting

         and laughing all the while, about a soft and shady but sun-dappled spot.

      


      Though Ariel and Miranda were both flushed after the exertion of their climb, the effort only enhanced the glow of their pleasure

         and high spirits. Miranda was having such a glorious time that it was only in the act of stretching herself out on the carpet

         of grass that she grew conscious of her recent wound. She hadn’t once thought of the burn or of her pain since she had left

         the hotel.

      


      But she was quickly able to put the pain out of her mind again, because now, for the first time, she had a chance to really

         observe the cadet who had most caught her fancy.

      


      Sam Hawken was taller than the other two, but he was no giant. Hawken, Miranda guessed, was close to an even six feet, for

         he was just over half a head taller than Lam, who she knew was five feet seven. Noah, like her brother, was also of medium

         height, a couple of inches taller than Lam.

      


      And yet, though her brother was the shortest and slightest of the three, he was the only one with flawless military bearing.

         Lam sat there on the grass, calm, confident, straight-backed and impeccably tailored.

      


      Sam’s appearance was not nearly so perfect—not that he was sloppy. Miranda knew it was hard for careless men to graduate from

         West Point. But Sam was not so carefully composed as Lam, nor so scrupulously groomed. Sam’s thick thatch of sandy-red hair

         seemed to have been combed no more recently than the previous week. And as soon as he was out of sight of watchful officers,

         he had unfastened his collar and the top buttons of his jacket.

      


      Noah, as in much else, seemed to find a median between Lam and Sam. Where Lam was stiff, Noah was easy and casual. But he

         was not as loose and free as Sam was, not by a long shot.

      


      Yet it wasn’t his appearance that chiefly set the young Texan apart from the other two; it was his manner. He didn’t say much,

         and he was powerfully self-possessed, but he wasn’t calm or cool. Far from it. Rather, he was restless, intense, charged with

         energy. Even sprawled on his side with his head propped up on his hand, it was easy for Miranda to imagine this young man

         leaping into combat at the first note of the bugle. This was no parade soldier; this was a warrior. Or at least so her imagination

         wanted to picture him.

      


      And he had delightful eyes that were a lovely shade of hazel. The eyes were calm, still, but they didn’t miss a thing, and

         they were focused on Miranda often. The look he gave her was frank and penetrating. Yet never during his glances did Miranda

         feel discomfort or shame. Nor did she bashfully avert her face when he looked at her, as most fifteen-year-olds of her class

         would have done. She looked right back at him.

      


      In this she was her mother’s daughter, curious, open, and direct. Ariel, however, took after her father in much of her style

         and most of her attitudes. She was not nearly so bold as her sister.

      


      The conversation on the walk up to the Crows Nest had been witty and amusing. But as the sky grew dimmer and more golden and

         the shadows lengthened, the conversation turned serious, even grave. The pressure of tomorrow’s events superseded the cadets’

         mirth. Of course, they each had new assignments to accept, and they were each exhilarated and hopeful about their new duties.

      


      But they could not help but feel uneasy about the world they were entering. The times were difficult and perilous. The peace

         and order that they were swearing to preserve and protect were dangerously threatened, and not by an external enemy. The threat

         came with within. The states of the Union were growing ever more out of balance—so out of balance that the nation might become

         disunited and split in two. And if that happened, the two halves would almost certainly battle for dominance.

      


      And then where would the soldiers and officers at West Point be?


      They’d have to choose sides, and that would mean they’d have to fight men whom they’d come to love and revere. And there were

         darker possibilities. What if the three friends split just as the country threatened to do? Could one of them actually choose

         the side the other two opposed?

      


      The long and heavy fears about the future made the three cadets anxious and apprehensive. But the prospect of imminent leave-taking

         filled them with more immediately pressing feelings of sadness and loss. They were about to separate from each other, which

         was bad enough, for many cadets, West Point was the closest family they had ever known. Leaving it was harder than leaving

         their mothers and fathers.

      


      These moments on the Crows Nest on the afternoon before graduation—with the two delightful girls as attentive and pleasant

         listeners—might be for Lam, Noah, and Sam the last chance to speak intimately with their closest friends for God only knew

         how many years.

      


      They talked first about graduation and about the sadness of the leave-taking. But they didn’t dwell long on that subject.

         None of them had experience or age enough to find words adequate to the depth of feeling it raised. Conversation swiftly flowed

         toward the hopes and dreams each of them had for their new assignments.

      


      Miranda and Ariel already knew that Lam had been ordered to report to Fort Leavenworth, where he would serve with the First

         Cavalry. Sam and Noah each described for the sisters his own coming assignment.

      


      Sam, like Lam, would see his fill of horses. He was going off to San Antonio and the Second Cavalry.


      Sam’s assignment, Noah told the girls, was more than a nice piece of good fortune that would put him close to his home. It

         was a great opportunity, for Sam was being sent to the Second Cavalry at the request of its commander, Colonel Robert E. Lee,

         and Lee was known to be a man who was going places. He was also known as a man who took good care of his friends. Lee had

         been superintendent for the first three years Sam and his friends had been at West Point. During that time, Lee had grown

         fond of the Texan, for Sam had qualities Lee appreciated in an officer.

      


      The First and Second Cavalry, Lam went on to explain, were both newly formed, elite units, and it was quite an honor to be

         assigned to one or the other of them. They’d been created at the instigation of Mr. Jefferson Davis, the Secretary of War.

         Davis, himself a West Point graduate, had distinguished himself for bravery in the War with Mexico. He was also, as it happened,

         delivering the commencement address the next day.

      


      The job of the Second Cavalry was to protect the settlers of the Texas frontiers from the raids of the Comanches and other

         hostile Indians. And the original intention had been that the First Cavalry would perform similarly in Kansas, but other kinds

         of violence had outrun plans in that- tragic territory. Over the past months, Kansas had become a battleground between Free-Soil

         settlers and proslavers. It looked likely that the First Cavalry would have to do what it could to keep the peace. And this

         was going to be no easy matter, for the army was at least as sharply divided over the issue as other Americans—though the

         division would presumably still not prevent the soldiers from taking the orders of their officers. Meanwhile, Kansas was turning

         into a lake of blood.

      


      And that was exciting Lam. He wasn’t pleased about the bloodshed, but he was pleased that he might have a chance to display

         his own soldierly virtues while restoring the peace and preserving order.

      


      Noah Ballard had been assigned to the Corps of Engineers, and was being sent to Charleston, where he’d be one of a team working

         on improving the fortifications at Fort Sumter.

      


      “He’s a damned fine engineer,” Lam said to his sisters in praise of his friend. “So fine that I’d be willing to wager he never

         sees battle. He’ll be so busy building things, he’ll never have the time or inclination to burn them down.”

      


      Noah laughed at that. And then he added, “I very much hope so—not that I would shrink from a battle,” he quickly added apologetically.


      “Of course not,” Lam said.


      “But Lam’s right,” Noah said to the sisters. “I’m more engineer than army officer.”


      Ariel stared at him for a long moment. Her brow was deeply furrowed, and her hand was on her cheek, tugging at a long ringlet

         of hair that hung there.

      


      “Do you really mean that?” she asked with a vague, perplexed smile. “You would seriously prefer being an engineer to being

         a commander of men?” she went on, her voice growing darker and her fingers pulling more nervously on the lock. Ariel’s face

         was innocent and open, but Miranda knew her sister. She knew what lay behind Ariel’s expression. Ariel was disturbed by what

         she was learning about Noah Ballard. Miranda waited to find out what exactly was bothering her sister. The explanation was

         not long in coming.

      


      “I will command railroads,” Noah answered briskly.


      “Really?” Ariel asked with a curl of distaste on her lips.


      That’s it, Miranda suddenly understood. Shelikes him— or at least she’s attracted to him and wants to like him. Yet she doesn’t approve of men who build things, especially

         who build railroads—which, after all, are dirty, smelly, and uncomfortable.

      


      Miranda knew that in this opinion, as in most of her opinions, Ariel echoed her father. Pierce Kemble was convinced that things

         mechanical and practical, and the men who dealt with them, were beneath the attention of any man of taste and judgment. It

         was the business of gentlemen to fight and ride, to drink and hunt, to appreciate fine wine, fine horses, fine women, and

         fine surroundings—and to rule. All the more utilitarian and functional matters were to be left to those who were less than

         gentlemen.

      


      Lam was already fast turning into the perfectly finished embodiment of the man his father expected him to be. Lam was handsome,

         arrogant, dashing—half bold cavalier and half sensitive poet. Ariel was quite evidently disturbed that Noah might aim his

         life in other, less respectable directions.

      


      “Really?” Ariel repeated still again after Noah did not favor her with an instant response. Miranda could see her sister’s

         eyes flash.

      


      “Yes, really,” Noah said at last, carefully. “I’m proud of what I choose to be,” he continued, his voice sharp, his eyes angry.


      And he likes her, too, Miranda thought, glad to see him fight back and show his mettle.

      


      “Well, I’ll say,” Ariel drawled haughtily, “I’m sure that if such things please you, then far be it from me to try to stop

         you. But,” she tossed her head, “you clearly do not intend to be a gentleman. No gentleman occupies himself the way you intend

         to occupy yourself. Why, engineers are no better than shopkeepers.”

      


      “Then I am proud not to be a gentleman,” he said with forced calmness.


      “Ariel,” Miranda warned in a quiet voice, “don’t make a fool of yourself.”


      “I’m not making a fool of myself,” Ariel said with a shrug. “I’m simply making the very same observation that father makes.

         ‘There are men of character,’ he says, ‘and there are men of utility. Men of character are called gentlemen. Men of utility

         are called servants.’ “

      


      “And you believe that?” Sam Hawken asked quietly. His voice was as soft as Miranda’s had been.


      “Yes,” Ariel said. “I do. I certainly do.”


      “We’ll have to get you out west,” he said to her.


      “What do you mean by that?” Ariel said.


      “I don’t have time to explain now,” he replied in a voice that was again soft. “But someday I promise I will.”


      “He means you’re spoiled,” Miranda said with a smirk.


      “That’s not true!” she cried.


      “Of course it’s not true,” Noah said. Ariel gave him a piercing look. “You’re not spoiled, Miss Kemble. You just don’t know

         what the hell you’re talking about.”

      


      At that, Ariel’s face fell. Lam laughed when he saw her crushed expression, and Sam smiled, too.


      “You don’t need to insult me,” Ariel said.


      “I didn’t insult you. I told you you were misinformed, which is hardly a shameful thing.”


      Miranda was liking Noah more than she’d imagined she would. When she first met him, he seemed soft, unformed, and boyish,

         while Sam was lean, tough, and leathery. But she was seeing an attractive toughness now in Noah, too. And a fervor that approached

         zeal. “I don’t take it as a kindness when you tell me I’m dumb and ignorant,” Ariel pouted.

      


      “You are neither dumb nor ignorant, Miss Kemble. Anything but. You’re as breathtakingly lovely a creature as I’ve met, and

         your head is by no means hollow, either. But you’ve got attitudes that are misguided.”

      


      “I don’t think…” she started to say, but he held up his hand to stop her.


      “There’s no blame in you for what was never taught you. When somebody gets older and makes no effort to learn, then there’s

         some blame in that. It’s older people who’ve been telling you the things that you’ve got wrong.”

      


      “Everything I’ve told you I’ve learned from Father,” she said, bristling.


      “I know that,” Noah said. “And I like your father, and I respect him. But he’s wrong, and he’s taught you wrong.”


      Miranda glanced at her brother, for she was afraid that he’d take umbrage at Noah’s negative words about their father. And

         since she wanted to hear what Noah had to say, she didn’t want Lam to interrupt. But Lam simply sat there, stiff as ever,

         taking in all that was happening.

      


      “First,” Noah said, “you’re wrong about gentlemen.”


      “All right,” Ariel said, managing to produce a sullen pout.


      “A gentleman,” Noah said, choosing his words carefully, “is a man who puts a mark on the world. A visible, palpable mark that

         anyone can see or know about. And then when he leaves the world, he leaves it better than when he found it.

      


      “Before the coming of machines, you put a mark on the world by mastery of the land, by mastery over the people that worked

         the land, and by mastery over the men that fought the battles.

      


      “But there’s a new mastery. It’s the mastery of the machines and of the industries that the machines make possible.”


      Ariel was shaking her head. “No. You’re wrong,” she said.


      “How so?”


      “If you’re right, then a factory owner is as good as a landowner.”


      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


      “No,” she said, shaking her head more vigorously. “No factory owner can be a man of character. It’s just not possible. Factories

         are all clockwork. Factory owners spend all their time wringing their hands over schedules and output. They have no time for

         graciousness and hospitality and…”

      


      “Isn’t she eloquent?” Lam interrupted. “Pay attention to her, Noah. She’s not just beautiful.”


      “But she’s still wrong,” Noah said. And he continued, “Don’t farmers worry just as much about schedules and outputs? Of course

         they do,” he answered his own question. “In fact, in the future farms will turn more and more into factories. And the gentleman

         farmer will lose his position to the farm engineer.”

      


      “No!” Ariel cried softly. “Never!”


      “I’m telling you what’s happening,” Noah said, aware that he was winning the debate. “Not what people in the South want to

         happen. They want time to stand still. But it won’t.”

      


      “Why do you hate the South?”


      “I don’t. I love it as much as you do. But the South must change.”


      “And become like Massachusetts and its thousands of machines all click, click, clicking, and its tens of thousands of men

         and women all click, click, clicking in time with the machines?” She caught Noah’s eye. “Slaves live better than that.”

      


      “I agree,” he said. “Most factory workers are slaves by another name. But,” he insisted, his eyes holding hers, “the masters

         of the factories and the railroads will win the future.”

      


      “No,” she said, tearing her eyes away.


      “And that’s where your father, and everyone like him, has blinded himself.”


      “No,” she said again, but with much less force.


      “But that’s what I aim to change.”


      “You?” Ariel asked.


      “If anyone can do it, Noah can,” Sam said quietly.


      “How can you change the South?” Miranda said brightly, with a sparkle in her eyes. “I thought we were perfect the way we are.”


      “Don’t you be sarcastic,” Ariel said.


      “I was just asking,” Miranda said sweetly, “out of pure curiosity.”


      “I’ll give you an example,” Noah said. “Take Atlanta, my home.”


      “I love Atlanta,” Miranda said. “The Kembles have land near there.”


      “If you love it the way it is, then you’ll love it more the way it can be—the way itwill be.”

      


      “You’d make it a dirty, smelly factory town,” Ariel said. “That’s what you’d do if you have your way. No thanks. I don’t want

         any of that.”

      


      “Four railroads meet in Atlanta. And more will come there in time. Atlanta will become a great city—when we so choose. It

         will be the Chicago of the South. And there are factories there already: rolling mills, machine shops, arsenals. But it’s

         railroads that have made Altanta. The town didn’t even exist before railroads, and now there must be fifty thousand people

         living there.”

      


      “That’s plenty of people,” Ariel said. “More than enough for me.”


      “Atlanta even got its name from a railroad man,” he continued, ignoring her in his fervor. “Did you know that? A man named

         Edgar Thomson christened her back when he was chief engineer at one of the Georgia railroads. Now he’s president of the Pennsylvania,

         the richest railroad in the country.”

      


      “I don’t want Atlanta to turn into Chicago. I want it to stay Atlanta,” Ariel said. “I don’t want any more machines. There

         are enough machines already.”

      


      Noah shook his head in exasperation. Then he looked at Lam and Sam. “I’m not just saying this because it would be nice for

         the South to have factories and railroads. I’m saying it because the South won’t survive without them.”

      


      “In a war?” Sam asked, uttering what the others would rather have left unspoken.


      “Yes, in a war,” Noah said. “I think it will come to that.”


      “Then the South will lose,” Sam said, almost casually.


      Ariel’s mouth opened, but then she closed it. Miranda glanced at Noah and then at Lam. There were chill expressions on their

         faces—expressions that pointed out to Miranda a problem in what she had at first thought was a perfect friendship.

      


      If Sam had shouted, “There is no God!” at a revival meeting, he would have got the same look that Lam and Noah were giving

         him.

      


      Lam laughed nervously. “That’s the first time you’ve ever said anything like that.”


      “I didn’t mean to suggest that the South might lose,” Noah said to Ariel, disassociating himself from Sam. “Only that we will

         have a tougher time than a lot of folks think.”

      


      “I thought Texans were all wild men who love to fight,” Ariel said to Sam.


      “I’d gladly fight for you,” Sam said. Then he looked at Miranda. “And your sister.”


      “I thank you,” Ariel said coolly. “But that’s not what I meant.”


      “If you meant to ask if I’m looking forward to a war, no, I’m not. The gentlemen of the South are spoiling for a fight, but I’m not.”

      


      Miranda looked at him with even greater interest.


      “What do you mean?” Ariel asked, which was a question Miranda very much wanted answered, too. But they were both to be disappointed.

      


      “I won’t add to what I’ve said.”


      Lam, meanwhile, quickly moved to cover over the chill Sam had produced.


      “Don’t mind Sam,” he said to Ariel and Miranda. “He doesn’t count. He doesn’t love the South.”


      “Then how can you and he be friends?” Miranda asked.


      “Because he doesn’t hate it,” Lam laughed. “And besides, the South won’t lose. We’ve got the bravest and wisest men. In a

         contest between machines and brains, the brains will win every time.”

      


      Sam shook his head and smiled. His silence only made him more fascinating to Miranda.


      “You were about to say?” Miranda asked him.


      “No,” he said. “I’ve truly said more than I want to say. And besides,” he added as he started to rise, “it’s time to get back

         down the hill. We’ve got a dinner to eat and a ball to dance at. And I’d be most pleased to have a few dances with you, Miranda.

         And you also, Ariel.”

      


      Miranda and Ariel both blushed. “I’d be happy to dance with you as often as you’ll have me,” Miranda said. “But I’d still

         like to hear why you think the South will lose,” she insisted. She was deeply curious about Sam Hawken, and she was not a

         girl who easily buried her curiosity beneath maidenly propriety. “I’d really like to know more about you.”

      


      “About me?” he laughed.


      “That’s right.”


      “I don’t think I’ll find it difficult to oblige you.” He was now standing in front of her, offering her his hand.


      The other two cadets had also risen to their feet, and Noah’s hand was extended toward Ariel.


      “Walk with me on the way down to the hotel,” Sam said softly to Miranda, as she raised herself up. “We’ll follow the others.

         Will you do that?”

      


      “Yes, of course I will,” she said.


      A few moments after that, the five had set off again toward the Academy. It didn’t take long for Sam and Miranda to lag several

         paces behind the others. Sam pointed to Noah and then grinned at Miranda. Ariel’s hand was resting comfortably in the crook

         of Noah’s arm. Lam was walking on Ariel’s right.
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