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      It was so long ago now. Sitting in his father’s study, Cole leaned forward in his chair, hands clasped on his lap. Reliving all these memories took a lot out of him, perhaps even more now than back then. Sitting opposite him, in the padded armchair, Casper, the reporter, paused, his pencil hovering an inch or so above his notebook.

      “This is hard for you, Mr Cole,” he said. “We can take a break if you like.”

      “No,” said Cole, staring at the floor, noting the way the patterns in the carpet swirled in a myriad of colors. “Best to get it done.”

      “Your early army days, Mr Cole, during the Civil War, they were your worst times?”

      “They taught me a lot,” replied the ex-army scout, still not allowing his eyes to meet the reporter’s, “but I can’t deny they changed me. I entered the army as a boy, and I came out a man.”

      “A good thing then?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Depends what type of man you grow into.”

      “But you didn’t do anything wrong. Not in the real sense. War makes us do things we wouldn’t ordinarily do, some of them regrettable, but not things you can hold yourself personally responsible.”

      Cole’s face came up at last. “Is that what you think is it?”

      “Well …” The reporter shifted his position, Cole’s gaze seeming to cause him some unease. “Orders are given, soldiers obey. That’s the way of it.”

      “That’s a convenient way of easing someone’s conscious.”

      “Perhaps, but what can a soldier do? If he refuses to follow out his orders, he’ll be put up on charges.”

      “So, he just does what he’s told no matter what?”

      “What choice has he got? The blame lies with those who give the orders, surely? The officers, the generals, even politicians. Isn’t that the truth of it?”

      “I’m not of the mind that any man simply ignores his own sense of what’s right and wrong just because he’s ordered to do a thing. There is a case of not following an immoral order. Besides, I wasn’t a soldier. I was a scout.”

      “Nevertheless, you were bound by what you were ordered to do. As the War drew to a close, there were many accounts of how desperate some on the Confederate side became. Men such as Quantrill. You were part of the operation to track him down, were you not?”

      Cole shifted position. “There were others before him.”

      “Perhaps you could relate what happened?”

      Closing his eyes, Cole allowed a trickle of a sigh to dribble from his lips. “Sterling and I, we worked together for the first time during those closing weeks and months.” He opened his eyes. “Dangerous times. Thinking the Rebs were finished could lull you into thinking it was safe. It was never safe.”

      Casper paused, pen poised above the paper, and then wrote down Cole’s story.
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      There were bodies in the yard, stacked up on the bed of an open wagon. Perhaps a dozen or so corpses, faces green and tight with the rictus of death, other exposed flesh blackened by the sun. And by the blood. Uniforms burst open, hands frozen in the act of clawing for a moment more of life. From under the shade of the commanding officer’s quarters, Reuben Cole leaned against the supporting post and let out a long sigh.

      He wished, more than anything, that this horrible war was done. For too long, the country had been ravaged by battles and soaring casualties. Sometimes, it occurred to him that the world truly was a terrible place, with life nothing more than a fleeting moment filled with pain. He was twenty-one years old but the horrors he had so far witnessed gave him the outlook of a forty-year-old steeped in loss and despair.

      Some time ago, an elderly subaltern had taught him how to smoke, telling him a man should smoke, especially at the end of the day, in the quiet of the evening. “To look back on what you experienced, to think and learn from everything you went through,” the old man had said.

      Up until now, Cole had had no opportunity to dwell on anything in the quiet of an evening. Constantly on duty, either foraging or tracking, he longed for a period of calm, to put into practice the truth of the old man’s words. He pondered them now, quietly rolling himself a cigarette as he stood in the shade and looked at those corpses and the party of colored soldiers unloading them. He glanced up when a grim-faced sergeant sidled up to him.

      “Renegades,” he said. “Caught up with them near a sordid little town called Springwater.” He scoffed. “Can you believe that? Springwater? A more filthy, disgusting place I have yet to see.” He leaned forward and spat out a long line of tobacco. “And I’ve seen a lot, I can tell you that much.”

      “How much longer do you think this war is gonna go on for, Sergeant?”

      He ruminated on the wad of tobacco in his mouth for a moment. “For as long as it takes, I suppose. I thought that after Gettysburg, the Rebs would give it up but, as we all know, they didn’t. Them boys”—he pointed to where the limp stack of Confederate corpses waited— “are only the first. The Rebs ain’t gonna give this up without a long fight, and it won’t all be in neatly laid out lines of men shooting the bejesus out of one another. It’ll be raiders like them, bringing merry hell down on poor folk, most of ‘em coloreds I shouldn’t wonder. Nah, this ain’t gonna be finished for a long while, I can tell yeh.” He spat out another stream of juice.

      If Cole wasn’t feeling depressed before hearing the sergeant’s words, he was now! He blew out a long sigh.

      The door behind them creaked open and Lieutenant Sullivan emerged, hat in hand, using a handkerchief in his other to mop the sweat covering his pale brow. Cole and the sergeant brought themselves to attention.

      “At ease,” said Sullivan distantly, waving them aside with his handkerchief. Gazing across the yard to the wagon, he uttered a woeful moan. “Damn, do they have to bring them back here?”

      “Can’t very well leave them to rot out in the prairie, sir. We should give ‘em a Christian burial.”

      “Christian?” The lieutenant shook his head and carefully repositioned his hat. “There isn’t anything Christian about what those men did, Sergeant Brothers—which reminds me. Captain Johns wants to talk to you tomorrow morning after reveille, Cole. Have your horse and equipment ready as you will be leaving shortly after.”

      “Leaving? Leaving for where, sir?”

      “I’ll let the Captain tell you the details, Cole.” He gave a lazy flick of his hat brim by way of a salute and swaggered down the steps, calling out unnecessarily to the men unloading the bodies as they were just about finished, “Hurry along, men. Those pesky flies are putting me off my breakfast.”

      Cole watched him go. “What do you think they have in mind now, Sarge?”

      Brothers shrugged. “Blown if I know, Cole. There is rumors of more mischief across in Arkansas and some mean-looking boys rode into town late last night. They didn’t speak to no one, but I’m guessin’ their arrival has something to do with what the Captain wants to speak to you about.”
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        * * *

      

      It was later, in the fort saloon filled with off-duty soldiers, that Cole spotted the small group of men that Brothers had spoken about. They were indeed a rough-looking crew, dressed in filthy greasy buckskins, frilled at the edges, and sporting tied-down guns at their hips. It was the hard scowls that took most of Cole’s attention. They averted eye contact with anyone, dead eyes set on the table around which they sat, playing cards, tiny stacks of coins in front of each man.

      “They is scouts,” said Henshaw, the barkeeper, leaning across the counter. He kept his voice low as he spoke. “You ever seen such a bunch in all your days, Cole?” He laughed at that. “I mean, in all your young life?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “I heard it say they is the bunch who under Cox caught up with Anderson up in Missouri late October of last year,” added a private, hard-featured, lean. He did not look at the group, keeping his concentration firmly fixed on his beer glass. “Imagine that. Bloody Bill Anderson, and right there are the men who killed him.” Shaking his head, he drained his glass. “We is in the company of heroes, gentlemen.”

      “If it’s true,” said Henshaw. “I have heard it say that Anderson got out alive and is still terrorizing folk.”

      “Nah,” said the soldier, shaking his head. “I seen the photographs.” He turned and looked at Cole. “You had your photograph taken, Cole? You should. Got mine done not long after enlisting and sent it back to my mammy. She was so proud. What color hair you got?” He peered at the few strands of hair sticking out from under Cole’s hat. “Is that blond, Cole? You got blond hair?”

      “Injun scouts call it yellow.”

      “You will have to dye it. If you get your photograph took, your blond hair won’t show up. You will look bald.” He sniggered. “My mammy, she wrote me, asking me why I now had black hair. Like a negro.” He slapped the counter and laughed uproariously. “Imagine that! My mammy thinking I have become a black man. Give me another beer, barkeep.”

      Shaking his head, Cole turned away. Convinced that the men in the corner would be the ones Johns would introduce him to the following day, he left the saloon without another word and went straight to his billet.
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      Sergeant Butcher gave Cole a cursory nod as the young scout came into the Captain’s office the following day. As yet, Cole had not eaten breakfast and he was conscious of his stomach rumbling. He prayed no one else would notice.

      Captain Johns stood behind his desk, unlit cigar clamped in his mouth, leaning over his desk and tracing a finger across a large map. Flanking him were two of the rough-looking men that Cole had seen the night before. They appeared as before—bearded, dirty, festooned with guns. They looked at Cole from beneath bushy brows but did not speak.

      “Cole,” said Captain Johns, “we have some news.” He straightened. “These good men were part of the squad that cornered Anderson. I suppose you heard about that?”

      “Yessir. Only last night, a young—”

      “Over in Missouri, a hothead called Dave Poole surrendered to our forces. He told our men some interesting things, especially about a gang of vagabonds led by Archie Clement. Seems they are a splinter group of Andersons. Well, they have splintered also, and a mob led by a man called Randolph ‘Curly’ Brookes has ridden into Arkansas and begun raiding small towns and farms.”

      “Arkansas is still a Confederate state, is it not?”

      Johns gave him a long look. “Partly. Not for much longer though.”

      “You a tracker, son?”

      Cole turned to address the man who asked him the question. He was a fine-looking fellow, broad across the shoulders, but his facial features were difficult to make out due to the huge beard he sported. With his hat placed on the desk in front of him, his long hair fell to his shoulders. But his eyes were clear, and they burned with barely controlled ferocity.

      “I am, yes … Mister …?”

      “Name’s Roose,” said the man. “I am also a tracker. Learnt all I know from that gentleman over there.” He gestured towards the man flanking John’s right shoulder. “His name is Jim Two-Feathers and he is half-Apache. You got anything against Injuns, son?”

      “Name is Cole. Reuben Cole.”

      “All right, I’ll try again. Reuben Cole, you got anything against—”

      “No, I haven’t. Some of my best friends are Indians.”

      “That’s good because you will be riding with us and we have a good ways to go. The three of us will scout ahead of the main troop led by Brothers. It will be a six-man squad.”

      “That’s not many.”

      “Any more will attract undue attention,” explained Johns, “and we don’t want that. The squad will be led by Butcher, but Mr Roose here will be in overall command. What he says goes; you understand, Cole?”

      “Yessir, of course, sir.”

      “Brookes crossed into Arkansas from Missouri with a troop of Federal militia hot on his trail. He cornered them close to Norfolk Lake. Shot them all dead, save one. They stripped him naked, hung him from a tree and tortured him until he told them everything they needed to know. He lived. That’s how we know.”

      “They let him live?” Cole was shocked. “Why would they do that?”

      “To send a message,” put in Johns, “warning anyone else who cares to take them on that a similar fate awaits them. These are a particularly nasty bunch of bushwhackers, Cole, and we fear that they will soon turn to bank robberies. We have to find them and put a stop to their deprivations.”

      Cole did not have to ask what that last sentence implied.

      “You up to that, Reuben Cole?”

      Meeting Roose’s hard stare, Cole nodded. “I am, yes, sir.”

      “Good. We leave in the evening. Better to travel in the cool than in this heat.”

      “Have to tell you, Cole,” said Johns, standing straight. “Reports are also coming in of Cherokees causing all sorts of mischief along the borders, so keep your wits about you. I want this business settled and I want you back here in one piece. This war is not going to last much longer, I can tell you that much, and once it is over, we will need good men like you to help us rebuild and reestablish trust among the local populations, especially in Texas. So, do your duty and return. That is all.” And then Johns did something completely out of character: he smiled. “And get yourself some grub, Cole. The sound of your guts would alert a deaf coot, never mind a bunch of blood-thirsty Cherokees.”
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        * * *

      

      Following his usual routine, after a paltry breakfast, he wandered out of the camp and practiced shooting his Patterson revolver, followed by a newly acquired Merrill carbine, which he found surprisingly good. He then went through his daily calisthenics, including shadowboxing. After that, he stripped to the waist and poured a pitcher of water over himself. By the time he returned to the camp, he was thoroughly dry.

      Wandering across to the livery to prepare his horse for the journey, he ran into the young soldier he had met the night before. Recognising Cole instantly, the soldier’s face split into a wide grin. He clamped a big hand on the young scout’s shoulder. “I believe we have the pleasure of riding out together, Mr Cole! I have been attached to Sergeant Butcher’s troop that will be heading north this evening. It sure is an exciting venture, don’t you think?”

      Cole forced a smile. Those were not quite the words he would use. “I never did catch your name, soldier.”

      “It’s John T Beddington, Mr Cole. The ‘T’ stands for Thadius, which was my father’s name, but I rarely use it on account of my pa joining up with the Rebs back when the war started. My mammy never forgave him for that.”

      “We all have our reasons, I guess. I’m Reuben.” He stuck out his hand.

      Beddington stared at it for a moment and seemed to be of two minds whether to shake it or not. At last, he did. “Sorry, but I ain’t used to shaking an officer’s hand,” he said.

      “I’m only an officer by name,” smiled Cole. “I’m just a scout. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “But you’re a legend, Mr Cole, sir. Everyone knows about you and all of us who are joining the troop are proud to be riding with you.”

      “That’s kind of you, John. Can I ask, have you seen much action?”

      Beddington pressed his lips together, eyes darting away from Cole’s face. “I’m sorry to say that the answer is ‘no’ to that. I enlisted but three months ago and basic training is all I have under my belt so far. But I am keen, Reuben—keens as mustard, as they say.”

      Nodding, Cole did not offer any further comments. He wondered how the rest of the troop might fare in a fight if they too lacked fighting experience. No doubt the same could not be said for Roose and his companion, and Cole took some comfort in that thought.

      Later, with the sun dipping, the troop assembled in the yard. The troopers stood to attention next to their mounts while Roose and Two-Feathers were already sitting astride their horses, munching on tobacco and looking decidedly bored by the whole affair.

      “You ride with us, Cole,” said Roose as Cole came up alongside them. He cast a glance across Cole’s prepared horse. “I see you have everything.”

      “Yessir,” said Cole, who did the same with a quick survey of Roose’s equipment. It seemed meager. Plenty of canteens, blanket rolls, and an old rifle which he had slung across his shoulder. Two-Feathers was even more lightly equipped.

      Cole caught sight of Beddington standing there in his pristine uniform and gave him a nod. Beddington did his best not to react and chanced a quick wink.

      Stomping down the steps to his office, Captain Johns strode up to the troop and pulled in a deep breath. “Men,” he began, “I don’t need to remind you of the importance of this mission. There will be others, by all accounts. As the Confederacy crumbles, desperate men will do whatever they can to prolong their cause. This will mean them resorting to guerilla tactics, night-time attacks, cowardly killing of defenceless folks. And be under no miscomprehension, boys. These desperadoes will kill prisoners, so if you find yourself about to surrender … don’t. Now, Godspeed and I look forward to seeing you shortly after the successful completion of this mission.” He brought himself to attention and saluted.

      The assembled, still rigid troopers saluted and as soon as the captain turned away, Butcher ordered them all to mount up. Like a well-oiled machine, they did so, the creak of leather, the jangle of spurs, saber scabbards and the guttural groans of men, combined to ring out across the open yard. No one was there to wave them off or send them good wishes, no loved ones to shed a tear. These men were on their own.

      Leading them out of the yard, the three scouts rode ahead of the small column. Cole, as silent as the other two, felt a curious sense of trepidation. A nagging and growing feeling of unease crept over him. They would be hunting violent and desperate men, men who were adept at fighting and using guerilla tactics. He wondered how many of them would make it through the mission in one piece … both physically and psychologically.
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