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			When we lay in sin polluted,


			Wretched and undone we were:


			All we saw and heard was suited


			Only to produce despair.


			Ours appeared a hopeless case:


			Such it had been but for grace.


			— ‘When We Lay in Sin Polluted,’
Reverend Thomas Kelly, 1831
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			The crunch of gravel and the thump of a car door alerted the proprietor of the Frontier Times Museum that he had company. He poked a gnarled index finger between the slats of the wood blinds he’d been dusting, widening the space between them, and peered outside. A rusted pickup slowed along Thirteenth Street, the driver’s attention attracted, no doubt, by the shiny black Cadillac parked out front. The bells atop the entrance tinkled, and sunlight flooded into the museum’s dim interior. An elegant woman slipped over the threshold, letting the heavy cedar door slam behind her. The star-shaped window carved into the door’s center panel framed her face like a halo.


			The visitor who had come to call was most unexpected. Truth be told, any visitors to the Frontier Times were a rarity of late. The proprietor, also the museum’s self-appointed curator, did not know the woman, but she seemed familiar. He searched his brain, sorting the detritus of memories from a life lived well past the age of ninety.


			“Hello?” she called out.


			The curator continued to observe the stranger from behind a display cabinet containing a stuffed two-faced, four-eyed baby goat that had come to the museum’s collection after a run at the county fair fifty years prior. He wanted another moment to recall where he had seen this woman before.


			His visitor wound her way through the teetering and wobbling exhibits, which were equal parts tribute to Bandera’s legacy as the Cowboy Capital of the World and the long-standing local obsession with taxidermy. She wore less makeup than was the fashion of the times, and soft freckles kissed the bridge of her aquiline nose.


			The curator’s breath began to fog the cabinet’s glass, which caught the woman’s attention. He shuffled behind the counter as if he’d popped in from the back room. “Can I help you?” he asked, stuffing his feather duster into a bucket on the floor.


			The visitor stepped closer and bent over the glass countertop, surveying the artifacts on display beneath. Wisps of raven hair fell across her cheeks, and she instinctively tucked them behind her ears. She straightened and smiled. A spark of recognition bridged the man’s shriveled synapses. He realized he’d seen that face splashed across the newspaper’s front pages and flashed across his television screen over the years. There’d been a buzz across the county for weeks that some country music starlet had bought the old Anderwald place, seeking refuge from the melee of infamy. But something else tugged at the curator’s memory, a flutter beyond his cognitive grasp.


			


			“Yes, I hope you can,” the woman said. “I bought a ranch near here a few months ago. It’s out on Highway 16.”


			“Mm, hmm,” the man nodded.


			“The thing is,” the stranger hesitated. “Shoot, you’re going to think I’m crazy,” she laughed nervously.


			“You’d be surprised, ma’am. My bar for crazy has always been pretty darned high.” The curator grinned, hoping to put his visitor at ease.


			“I think it might be haunted,” she said, leaning in close like she feared being overheard.


			“Ah, yes. Peacock Bend. Out on the Old Bandera Road. Yep, I know,” the man said.


			Suspicion sparked in the woman’s eyes. “You know I bought it, or you know it’s haunted?”


			The man shrugged. “Bandera’s a small place. You’ll need to get used to a fair bit of gum flappin’ around here.” Or, he thought to himself, the petty impulses of those who relish any chance to sit in sanctimonious judgment of their fellow man.


			“I see,” she said, still wary. “Maybe you can tell me something about the family who used to own the place? All those graves on the hilltop?”


			The curator pursed his lips. Where to begin, he wondered. “As a general matter, the intrepid pioneers who built this town didn’t last long in those early days. But the poor souls of Peacock Bend had a disproportionate share of loss over the four generations that lived out there. That’s for sure.”


			The visitor began to say something else but was distracted. Her gaze fell upon two ragged photographs hanging askew on the wall beside the counter. “May I?” she asked, pointing at the splintered frames, cobwebs draped at their corners.


			“Be my guest,” the curator said.


			The woman lifted the first photo from its hook and brushed it off with the sleeve of her jacket. A pair of wild-eyed Arabian men and a grubby Confederate soldier were posed astride camels, grimacing into the lens. “Would you look at that,” she muttered and replaced the frame on the wall.


			The mysterious caller took the second photo from the wall and gently blew the dust from its surface. She began to cough and sputter. A stern young woman who appeared to be in her early twenties stood on a riverbank, staring out from many lifetimes ago. The image was degraded at the edges, leaving the impression that the subject was floating across the water. A name and date were etched on the bottom of the picture: Agnieszka Nowak Anderwald, 1861. The visitor gingerly ran her finger over the figure’s light-colored hair and round face, the detail about the eyes beginning to dissolve. “I know you,” she whispered.


			The curator cupped a hand around his ear. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”


			“I’ve seen her,” the visitor spoke up, but her voice was thin, and her hands trembled. “At the ranch. And I’ve also seen that thing,” she said, pointing at a dark shadow hovering in the photograph’s background.


			A chill raced along the curator’s spine. “Now I see why you have come,” he said. “We all figured the curse of the Anderwalds had lifted after the last of them died out, but maybe not.”


			“A curse? You’re not serious,” the woman scoffed.


			“I may have spun a yarn or two in my day, but when it comes to the Anderwald family, I never waiver in my faithful commitment to the facts,” the curator insisted.


			“I’m sorry. I just…a curse?” The visitor raised an eyebrow.


			“I will do my best to explain, ma’am, but as is true of all the best stories, folks don’t always agree on the who, what, where, and when. That said, I am probably the only person left alive who can make any sense of it all for ya.”


			“Please tell me. Everything,” the woman said with a note of urgency. “I need to know.”


			The curator pulled a stool from behind the counter and patted the seat. After all these years, he relished the chance to set the record straight and lift the burden from his heart. “Why don’t you sit down,” he said. “I’ll get us some coffee.”
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			The first whiff of trouble for the Anderwald family swirled on a sweltering Sunday in July 1860, when a rattlesnake dropped out of the rafters during Mass at St. Stanislaus Catholic Church. Father Piotr Mazurek was already sideways of his exhausted congregation that morning as he attempted to deliver his sermon. The priest’s letters home to the villages of Upper Silesia had promised an exotic new world of faith, fertile soil, and freedom in this land called “Teksas,” but it had been five long years of hardship and misery for one and all. Doubts had arisen, and more than a few parishioners blamed Father Mazurek for their trials and tribulations. Lately, there was talk he had mismanaged some of the church’s funds. While the flock would never falter in its faith in the good Lord, their confidence in the good Father waned.


			


			“Dear friends,” the priest began, mopping his brow with the greasy hem of his vestment.


			“Father sure has got his dander up,” a boy tittered in the back.


			“Yeah, and at full chisel. You’d think the Pope hisself was here,” another replied.


			Marcin Anderwald heard this exchange and half-hid a smile behind his hand. His wife Agnieszka reprimanded him with a sharp look and a sharper elbow, her patience nearly depleted in the last month of her fourth pregnancy in less than five years.


			“Ow,” Marcin mouthed with a scowl.


			“I am reminded of John the Baptist’s return from the wilderness,” Father Mazurek forged on; his jowls dripping with sweat and his slight falsetto rising. “He preached that for those who make ready the way of the Lord, ‘every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be brought low.’”


			The congregants stirred in their seats, and a quiet grumble began to build among the pews. “We need work, Father, not empty promises,” one man said.


			“I beseech you,” the priest replied. “I know this past year has been difficult, but God will reward our efforts. Our hardships will soon be behind us.”


			“Or six feet above!” another woman cried.


			Father Mazurek frantically looked around the room in search of the hecklers. The cleric frowned and opened his mouth but appeared to reconsider the rebuke he was poised to issue. He pressed a chubby fist against his lips and cleared his throat. “The Lord will show us—” he started again but was cut short by a loud swish exploding from above.


			All eyes darted to the rafters above the priest’s head. Sound muted, and time slowed as a giant diamondback tumbled through the air and landed smack dab in the middle of the altar. The church’s prized silver chalice and candlesticks scattered across the floor. The snake was stunned for the briefest of moments before it curled into a warning posture, its rattle announcing an intent to strike. The ominous buzzing ricocheted off the bare log-framed walls of the makeshift sanctuary as if a legion of serpents had alighted upon the gathering.


			“Boże mój!” Father Mazurek screamed and tumbled forward, landing on an elderly woman in the front row, his face smashed between her ample thighs.


			“It’s the Devil!” she wailed.


			Parishioners recoiled in panic, some crawling on their hands and knees until they could reach their feet. Marcin pulled his three young children onto the bench and threw himself across Agnieszka’s swollen belly.


			“Tato, what’s happening?” the eldest child Zacharias said, clutching his father’s arm.


			“Mamusiu!” his younger sisters Victoria and Beata bleated like startled lambs.


			Marcin could feel Agnieszka’s petite frame trembling beneath him.


			“Stay calm, Aga,” he said and leaned into the center aisle, blood pulsing behind his eardrums.


			Marcin watched the serpent slide over the altar’s edge onto the floor. The rattler gently lifted its head and advanced, its forked tongue navigating the distance between them. A burst of white light glanced off one of the candlesticks lodged under the opposite pew and distracted Marcin’s attention. He lunged from his seat and, with one swift arc of his muscled arm, grabbed the altar ornament and brought its heavy base down with a thunderous crash, severing the snake’s head with one blow. Complete silence fell over the church. Marcin remained perfectly still, watching the snake’s blood ooze around the tips of his boots and between the cracks in the floorboards.


			“It’s a sign!” someone shrieked at the rear, and the congregation sprang back to life.


			Agnieszka grabbed Marcin’s wrist. Her ragged fingernails tore at his skin. “We must leave this place,” she panted.


			“Yes, we will go,” Marcin replied, but his attention remained fixed on the dead reptile at his feet.


			“Now,” Agnieszka insisted. “The baby. It is coming.”
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			Marcin jumped when he heard Zacharias shouting outside the barn. “Come, Tato!” the boy cried, fumbling desperately with the heavy iron bolt on the door.


			Marcin rushed outside. It was unlike his son to be so excitable. “Zachek, what is it?” he asked, stroking Zacharias’ dark curls and trying to calm him. When he saw the fear on the boy’s face, he immediately understood something was very wrong. Marcin grabbed his shotgun. “Is it Mama? The girls? Tell me!” he insisted, loading two shells into the gun barrels.


			“Żołnierze!” Zacharias exclaimed.


			Marcin squinted across the pasture. Two men on horseback veered off the bridle path running along the bank of the Medina River and wound through a small herd of longhorn cattle grazing on tender shoots of spring sage grass. The brass buttons on their uniforms and the hilts of their swords gleamed in the sunlight as they headed up the hill toward the house. “God, help us,” Marcin mumbled and crossed himself.


			The continued squabbles at St. Stanislaus paled in comparison to the troubles brewing on the eve of a most uncivil war. The election of Abraham Lincoln in November of 1860 had set the wheels in motion for Texas’ resounding secession the following February and the outbreak of hostilities two months later between the North and the South. Although Marcin and Agnieszka Anderwald did not understand the roots of the conflict, they understood it was best to keep quiet and keep their heads down. Life in Poland had taught them that there were no good choices in times of armed conflict, only degrees of acquiescence.


			Rumors of forced conscription of fighting men to the Southern Army spread like wildfire after a boy from church named Anton Knappick was swept into a Confederate infantry regiment. He had been leading a new group of arrivals to Bandera from the Port of Galveston, and no one had heard from him since. Even more terrifying were the stories of brutal and indiscriminate retribution for any form of resistance to the Southern cause. So, when the Confederacy came calling that warm spring afternoon of 1861, Marcin feared the worst.


			“Zachek, run as fast as you can and find Mama. Tell her soldiers come,” Marcin ordered.


			Zacharias sprinted toward the house with Marcin a few steps behind. Agnieszka was nursing their youngest, little Lena, on the front porch swing, rocking the bench back and forth with the tips of her bare toes. She was startled when she saw Marcin and Zacharias and pried the child from her breast, eliciting a sharp cry of protest.


			“Mamusiu! Żołnierze!” Zacharias announced.


			The soldiers were now only a few yards from the gate. Agnieszka scrambled to button her blouse and replace her feet into her boots. The baby was bawling.


			“Where are the big girls, Zachek?” Marcin was doing his best to remain calm.


			


			“Inside, Tato.”


			Marcin pushed the boy toward the front door. “Good. Go with Mama and stay in the house,” he instructed and hurried to greet the uninvited guests.


			“Afternoon,” the older of the two men said.


			“Dobr—,” Marcin stumbled in his native tongue. “Who are you?” he managed, holding fast to the rifle at his side.


			The younger soldier snorted and spat a large glob of sticky saliva onto the ground. “Sarge, what we got ourselves here, ya figure? German or Polish? Can never tell with them funny accents.”


			The older man, who appeared to be in charge, ignored the question. “Private Brewer, I’ll do the talking, thank you,” he snapped before turning back to Marcin. “Kirby’s the name,” the man said, tugging the brim of his cap. “Sergeant Curtis J. Kirby. And this here is Private Augustus Brewer. Who might we have the pleasure of speaking with?”


			“Marcin Anderwald,” Marcin replied, remaining suspicious.


			“Mr. Anderwald, I’m glad to finally make your acquaintance. Your reputation as a master carpenter precedes you,” Kirby explained. “A local man, a Mr. John Stanard, sings your praises.”


			Marcin furrowed his brow. John Stanard and his wife Eugenia were the closest thing to royalty in Bandera. Their families had come from old cotton money in Galveston, and they owned the largest cattle ranch in the county. The odd carpentry jobs Mr. Stanard had sent Marcin’s way, and the sewing piecework Agnieszka did for Mrs. Stanard made it possible for the Anderwalds to buy their small homestead off a Mormon named Hawley a few years back. Marcin considered their dealings with the Stanards a fair trade of goods and services, and there were no debts to be settled. It was no secret that Stanard had political aspirations and was courting both sides, waiting to see where the winners and losers might land in this great conflagration, but to Marcin’s mind, the man had no right dragging him into the mayhem.


			“Might we sit a spell and talk?” Kirby continued. “We could sure use some refreshment. It’s been a long ride.”


			Marcin held fast to the gate, eyeing the soldiers as they dismounted and tied their horses to a fence post. It was clear they were coming in regardless. Marcin reluctantly released the latch and followed the two men onto the front porch.


			Sergeant Kirby had a few years on Marcin, who had celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday the month prior. The sergeant was clean-shaven, but that was the only thing clean about him. When Kirby removed his filthy army cap, Marcin was shocked to discover the enormity of the man’s skull beneath his long, oily locks. His stained jacket and pants appeared to be from two different uniforms. Private Brewer looked to be just shy of eighteen years and was in an even worse state of presentation than his sergeant. The young soldier had scaly, sunburned skin slathered in some kind of ointment that glistened and wide-set eyes an eerie shade of bright green. His too-short pants revealed a pair of mismatched boots, one larger than the other, and each with different colored laces.


			“Sit. I will bring you some food and drink,” Marcin said. He retreated into the house and closed the door firmly behind him. He returned with a plate of biscuits and a pot of tea, slamming them on a small table when he discovered Private Brewer trying to peek through the window.


			Brewer winked and limped toward the porch swing, favoring his left leg. “So,” he grunted, settling into the seat, “where did that little blond filly get to?” The private didn’t wait for an answer. He grabbed a biscuit and took a bite. “Mm, mmm, mmm, these sure are tasty,” he said, pieces of food flying in all directions. “Anderwald, you are one lucky man to have such a beautiful wife who can also bake like this.”


			Marcin bristled, and the young soldier burst into a nasty, self-congratulating cackle.


			“That’s enough now, Augie,” the sergeant intervened with a frosty glare in his companion’s direction. “Mr. Anderwald, you’ll have to excuse Private Brewer. These ruffians we’ve recruited into our ranks from various homes for wayward youth are in serious deficit when it comes to manners, let alone military discipline.”


			Private Brewer rolled his eyes and picked at his teeth with a grubby fingernail.


			Sergeant Kirby returned to the subject at hand. “Mr. Anderwald, I trust you are aware that the Republic of Texas has pledged loyalty to the Southern cause,” he said. “Your skills have come to the attention of my commanding officer at Camp Verde, Colonel Thomas Peters, and I am here on his behalf to enlist your services.”


			Marcin’s breath caught in his chest when he heard the word enlist. “What is it you want?”


			“We desperately need transport wagons to supply our troops further west. Seein’ that we got ourselves a bunch a Union prisoners with idle hands up at the camp, Colonel Peters has decided to put those men to good use to build those wagons. We need someone to oversee the work.” Sergeant Kirby paused, expecting a response, but proceeded when there was none. “It’s an unusual kind of project, though.”


			Marcin cocked his head.


			“The thing is, we also got some curious livestock underfoot. You know, the kind of beasts o’ burden you probably read about in the Bible,” Kirby continued. “Dromedaries, or is it dromedians? Aw, heck. Camels. That’s what we got. Forty-five stinkin’, gruntin’, and spittin’ camels. Oh, and a coupla Arab wranglers to keep ‘em in line. Those animals can go for days without water over the toughest territory. Makes ‘em perfect for hauling provisions.”


			“I am to build special wagon for them?” Marcin asked.


			“Exactly. Plus, some regular ones for oxen to pull.”


			Marcin went quiet again.


			Kirby scratched his head. “That about sums up what I come to ask ya, Mr. Anderwald.”


			“You pay me, or I am prisoner?” Marcin probed. He was unsure he’d understood the terms of this proposed arrangement.


			The sergeant seemed taken aback by the question. “No, sir, you are not a prisoner,” he said. “We are prepared to pay you five dollars a week. I expect you’ll be with us for at least a coupla months, maybe more.”


			“Hey, Sarge, we almost done here?” Brewer interrupted. “You promised me a stop in town. I gots a card game and a bottle of whiskey waitin’ on me, and I don’t aim to pass those by,” he said as he stuffed two more biscuits into his pocket.


			“Hold on, Augie. We’ll be on our way soon enough,” Sergeant Kirby said, still watching Marcin closely. “Mr. Anderwald, we’re at the Riverside Inn for another two days. We leave for Camp Verde at daybreak on Monday. Do we have a deal?” The sergeant extended his right hand.


			Marcin did not immediately offer his. He considered the life he wanted to provide for his family but still could not. The extra money would change things, so this sergeant was making an offer that could not be refused in good conscience. Marcin also considered the possibility that refusal was not an option. He took a deep breath and shook Sergeant Kirby’s hand.


			*  *  *


			Marcin tossed and turned in the bed. Agnieszka lay beside him, snoring. She had cried herself to sleep.


			“What in God’s name have you done?” Agnieszka’s question replayed in his head.


			Marcin had tried to reassure his young wife. “Don’t worry, kochanie. I won’t be away for long.”


			“How can you leave me alone like this?” she had pleaded.


			Marcin leaned over Lena, who was sleeping between them. The baby was a whir of constant motion now that she could crawl. She’d soon be walking. Marcin always loved those first steps, and he would likely miss them. And then there was Agnieszka. Marcin watched his wife’s chest rise and fall with each snuffled breath. Aga was right to worry about being alone, but Marcin felt he had no choice in the matter. He brushed back a lock of her wheat-colored hair and kissed her forehead, careful not to wake her. She tasted of tears, sour breast milk, and dust. The blanket fluttered at the end of the bed where the other three children were curled around his feet, and Marcin felt another pinch of guilt.


			“Tato, do you have to go?” Zacharias had asked.


			Marcin winced as he remembered the exchange. Zacharias stood in the doorway with his arms around Victoria and Beata, listening as Marcin and Agnieszka argued after supper. Marcin saw so much of himself in the boy, always protecting his mother and sisters, defiant and stubborn to a fault.


			“Yes, Zachek. I must go. It is too much money. You will help Mama and the Hawleys will come.”


			Marcin smiled as he thought of Mormon Hawley and his wife. He had felt a close kinship with the family since purchasing their land a few weeks after the snake incident at St. Stanislaus. He recalled the day a fellow parishioner told him Hawley was looking to sell part of his farm.


			“Them Mormons are in a bad way,” the man had shared with a hint of glee. “Hawley might be of a mind to sell. But don’t go yammerin’ on about it,” the man advised. “People are skittish about those folks from the Mormon Camp, but that’s to be expected. Nobody wants to do business with heathens.”


			Heathens? Marcin thought. The same or worse had been said about his kind.


			One of the girls murmured in the darkness. Beata was talking in her sleep. Marcin placed his foot gently against her back, and she quieted. He, too, finally nodded off with a yawn, but his mind remained restless, and he began to dream. He was standing on the riverbank with Zacharias. The Medina’s blue-green waters sparkled like a blanket of gemstones in the sunlight, and endless rows of bald cypress lined each of its banks as far as the eye could see in either direction.


			“And the river went out of Eden,” Marcin said.


			“Tato? Tato!” Zacharias was pulling on his father’s sleeve. “Why is the stick moving like that?” The boy pointed at something in the middle of the river. A dark black cottonmouth was swimming toward them, its head drifting above the waterline.


			“Zachek, this is not a stick,” Marcin said, yanking the child away from the water’s edge. “It is a dangerous snake. You must run away when you see one.”


			The serpent undulated back and forth across the surface. It appeared to consider Marcin before turning upstream and disappearing beneath the roots of a tree growing over the riverbank. Marcin looked at his feet. The tips of his boots dripped with blood.


			Marcin gasped and bolted awake. The sheets tangled around his long limbs bound his body to the bed. He blinked in the pale morning light, seeking some kind of assurance it had only been a bad dream. But what did it mean? Was it another sign? He was not sure he wanted to know. He crossed himself and pressed his hands together with such force they shook. “I will fear no evil, for thou art with me,” he prayed.
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			The three men set out for Camp Verde at dawn, heading due north through Bandera Pass in a single file, Sergeant Kirby in the lead, followed by Marcin and Private Brewer. The steady beat of hooves and the staccato of woodpeckers echoed through knotted branches of scrub oak, sending white-tailed deer scattering into the surrounding hills. The hoofbeats soon fell into a hypnotic rhythm, broken only by periodic explosions of profanity from Private Brewer.


			“Goddamnit, Jackass, if ya don’t git a move on, I’s gonna kick the cussed piss outta ya,” Brewer snarled at his stubborn pack mule. The animal had stopped to feed on a dandelion peeking out from a thin crack in the ground.


			Marcin shook his head in disgust. He had already grown weary of the young soldier’s childish tantrums.


			“What’s yer problem, Polack?”


			“Nothing.” Marcin wanted to avoid a pointless confrontation.


			“Private Brewer,” Sergeant Kirby called back over his shoulder, “it could be that your foul language is offending our guest, who, unlike yourself, is a respectable, God-fearin’ man. Yet, for reasons I cannot fathom, you are hell-bent on taking the Lord’s name in vain at each bend in this here road.”


			“Hold on now, Sarge. I have no intention of listnin’ to anything this Bible thumper has to say. He don’t have no ‘thority over me.”


			“You’re right, Private,” the sergeant replied, “but as we’ve discussed time and again, I do. I’m only gonna ask nicely once.”


			“I’m only gonna ask nicely once,” Brewer mocked under his breath. “Who does he think he is? My pappy? Ha! That bastard’s long gone.”


			“Private, you got somethin’ on your mind?” Kirby was losing patience.


			“No sir, Sergeant Kirby, sir!” Brewer chaffed with an exaggerated salute.


			The men forged on in silence. Over a steep rise five miles further along the parched trail, they came upon thirty white wooden crosses aslant in a clearing. A light breeze rustled through the mott of ragged mesquite trees surrounding the graves like the whispers of the dead beneath the freshly turned soil.


			“I guess them Comanche are good for sumpin’, huh,” Brewer said. “Took care of these Yankee vermin for us.”


			Neither Sergeant Kirby nor Marcin reacted.


			“Oh, you see there, Jackass,” Brewer turned to his mule, “you’re the only one listnin’ to anything I has to say.”


			Kirby raised a closed fist to signal stop, scanned the tangled scrub brush dotting the surrounding hills, and waved all clear. “Let’s rest a bit, gentlemen,” he ordered. “Not much shade after this.”


			The men dismounted and headed for the trees.


			“I gotta take a crap,” Private Brewer groaned, unbuttoning his pants as he jogged toward a fallen trunk a few yards off.


			


			Sergeant Kirby took a swig of water from his canteen, or what Marcin assumed was water, and looked out over the improvised cemetery. “Damned barbarians,” he said. “It was a slaughter, you know. Them Comanche snuck up on these Union soldiers and killed every last one of ‘em. Some they did even worse.”


			Marcin reached out to touch one of the crosses. It bore no name. He jerked his hand back like he’d touched a hot poker and lowered his head.


			“What’s with the Holy Father, Sarge?” Private Brewer snickered, his mission beyond the tree trunk accomplished.


			“Shut up, Augie,” Sergeant Kirby sighed. “Have some respect for the dead.”


			“To hell with these blue coats. They had it comin’.” Brewer turned back to Marcin. “Boy, oh, boy! Comanche git ya quick, Anderwald. Slice yer eyelids off and stake ya into the ground facing the sun afore yer even dead.” The young soldier’s narrow tongue flicked in and out of a toothless gap in his lower jaw.


			Marcin had had enough. He wanted to get this trip over with as soon as possible. He headed back toward the horses, clipping Brewer’s shoulder hard to make his point.


			Brewer struggled to regain his balance, his left leg tender under his full weight. “Now, wait a goddamned minute,” he protested. “Did you see what he done, Sarge?”


			“Enough, Private Brewer,” the sergeant cautioned. “We got a long ride left ahead, and I’m nearly sick to death of your nonsense.”


			“Seriously, Sarge,” the young soldier protested. “Are you takin’ that Polack’s side over mine?”


			“I said that’s enough!” Kirby bellowed. A flock of sparrows burst out of the treetops. “Damn,” the sergeant said, looking toward the horizon. “We better get moving.”


			*  *  *


			Marcin and his escorts reached the remote Confederate outpost nestled on the northern bank of Verde Creek by late afternoon. The crossing was smooth, and even Brewer and Jackass arrived without further incident. Camp Verde lay before them, fortified around the perimeter with solid picket defenses. Men and horses crisscrossed a dusty parade ground surrounded by one-story limestone buildings. A guard who was no better outfitted than Kirby and Brewer relieved Marcin of his horse and showed him to a sparse room resembling a jail cell in the rear of the commissary. A rickety cot stood in the corner, and light trickled in from a narrow window, dust dancing along the rays of sunshine penetrating its thick glass panes.


			“I’ll be back in a half-hour to take you to Colonel Peters,” the guard said. “That should give you time to get washed up. Water pump’s right out back.”


			The door slammed shut, and Marcin peered through the window. In an adjacent pen, he caught his first sight of the creatures Sergeant Kirby had spoken of. They were a strange and bewildering breed. The largest of the herd, presumably the males, were at least twenty hands tall from the ground to the top of a massive hump along their spines, their grunts and snorts like an alternating mix of cow, donkey, and wild hog. Marcin wondered how he would be able to sleep with such a racket right outside of his window. He yawned and stretched out on the cot, intending only to rest for a moment, but loud and persistent pounding on the door dragged him from a sound, dreamless slumber sometime later. The intensity of the knocking evidenced the extreme irritation of the person on the other side.


			“Mr. Anderwald!” the caller urged.


			“Yes, coming,” Marcin croaked, not yet fully awake.


			“The colonel is waiting for you, sir,” came an impatient reply followed by the thud of heavy boots and metal spurs retreating.


			Marcin rushed to catch up to the soldier who escorted him to the camel pen to meet Peters.


			“Mr. Anderwald, I trust you are settled,” the colonel said, feeding a handful of hay to one of the animals.


			“Tak, um, yes,” Marcin replied, taking in the impressive man before him. The officer’s boots were worn but spit-polished, his threadbare uniform was ironed, and his beard was trimmed close along his pronounced chin. As Peters spoke, Marcin saw the whitest and fullest complement of teeth he’d ever seen in a man of fifty or so years.


			“I’d like you to start work straight away,” Peters said, getting right to business. “We commandeered this camp four weeks ago and are expected to be fully operational before the end of the summer. Follow me.”


			The colonel and Marcin pushed through the gate into the corral, where the camels converged, expecting more food. One large bull greeted them with a blustery burp. The rancid smell of the fermented, half-digested hay was overwhelming.


			“A word of advice I should have heeded myself,” Peters said with a wry smile, “these beasts don’t take no for an answer. Best not to start feeding them, or they’ll never leave you be.” The colonel slapped several dusty backsides, trying to scatter the animals. “Go on, get!”


			A moment later, shrill whistles rang out from the far side of the enclosure. The herd backed away as two stable hands drove the animals to one of the corners. Marcin could not help but stare. The men wore flowing robes and open leather sandals, revealing toenails bruised and bloodied when not missing altogether, and gestured violently with their hands, speaking in a language he did not recognize.


			Colonel Peters answered the question Marcin had not yet uttered. “Never mind those two. They’re the camel hands we inherited from our captives. One’s Khalil, and the other’s Ahmad but damned if I know who’s who. I don’t much care so long as they tend to these brutes and keep the stables clean.”


			The colonel continued through the barn, past stalls filled with worn-down horses and piles of Union army gear, to the back pasture where several soldiers stood guard at the edge of a ravine. “This is where we keep the prisoners,” Peters explained, pointing into a deep gash in the landscape.


			About forty men were being held at the bottom. Some were smoking and chatting, and others were cooking something in a pot over a campfire. Several more were covered in bandages and lay on blankets under a shabby army-issue tent. Even from above, Marcin could see that all the men were covered in filth, and most looked emaciated.


			“How can they work when they are so weak?” he asked.


			The colonel started to respond when a gunshot rang out, the men below diving for whatever cover they could find. A soldier standing on the other side of the ravine was pointing his weapon at the prisoners. He was clearly drunk and could not steady himself or his sidearm. Marcin recognized the twisted form. It was Brewer.


			The guards glanced over but did not move to intervene. Colonel Peters also hesitated before calling out, “Stand down, Private. That’s an order.”


			Brewer complied and slithered back into the underbrush. The guards resumed their watch, and the prisoners returned to their activities. The drill was over.


			*  *  *


			Within a couple of weeks, Marcin had recruited and trained his crew and designed a prototype for a camel cart. The cart was inspired by an etching he had seen in an old newspaper of a Kiowa brave on horseback, pulling a sled-like contraption piled high with skins. Of course, field testing the design was a serious challenge. The men were subjected to fierce kicks by the bulls and repeated bites on the buttocks by the mares. One day, after several prisoners were injured, Khalil and Ahmad approached, cooing and clucking to calm the animals before buckling the sleds around their midsections. The two stable hands quickly proved beneficial additions to Marcin’s detail, and both he and the prisoners were much obliged for a reprieve from the beasts’ assaults.


			“How a Polack, two Arabs, and a bunch a Yankee prisoners made such expert and efficient work of those wagons is a mystery, but I am impressed,” Marcin overheard Colonel Peters remark to Sergeant Kirby after an inspection. Marcin seized the opportunity to request that some leftover bits of venison and bacon be added to the prisoners’ rations, and to his surprise, Sergeant Kirby endorsed the idea, and the colonel agreed. The additional food was a godsend for the men.


			Marcin and Kirby slowly circled one another at the worksite, and a quiet trust began to form between the two men. The sergeant was not like the other Southern soldiers at Camp Verde. Marcin could not say precisely why, but there was a flicker of humanity about the man despite the grim brutalities of the war. Marcin was less nervous when Kirby was around, both for himself and for his men. Late one evening, after the prisoners were secured for the night and Khalil and Ahmad had retired to their quarters, Marcin and Kirby sat together by a campfire near the barracks. The sweet smell of the smoke from the mesquite logs was intoxicating. Marcin tilted his head back and inhaled as the sergeant stoked the embers with a thick branch. The flames flared, and more smoke began to billow into the air.


			Kirby also drew a deep breath. “The Apache think the smell of mesquite attracts good spirits. Sure hope they’re right,” he said with a yawn.


			Marcin nodded.


			Kirby tried again to break the silence. “Mr. Anderwald, you don’t say much, do ya?”


			Marcin shrugged. He had been thinking about Zacharias and the girls, their sweet laughter, their innocent faces. He also thought about Agnieszka and how difficult his absence must be for her.


			“I’ve been meanin’ to ask,” Kirby said. “Why are you so concerned about them Union boys? They’re our enemy.”


			Marcin opened and closed his mouth several times before speaking. “Sergeant Kirby, to be honest, I do not understand why you fight.”


			“I guess it comes down to the principle of things,” Kirby replied.


			“What are these principles, Sergeant? Starving prisoners and letting your soldiers attack defenseless men?”


			Kirby grimaced. “Well, principles are complicated, Mr. Anderwald.”


			


			“I do not understand what ‘complicated’ means,” Marcin challenged. “Maybe it is my English, but I know what the Bible says. You must not repay evil with evil. It is God’s to avenge.”


			The sergeant hesitated. “Mr. Anderwald, I don’t mean to offend, but I’m not so sure about all that love your enemy nonsense anymore, let alone what God does or doesn’t want from me.” Kirby took an ornate silver flask from his breast pocket, unscrewed the top, and took three swift gulps. Marcin eyed the flask. “It was a gift. From my late wife,” Kirby explained. “Amelia was her name. She died of smallpox. Along with Katie.”


			“Katie?” Marcin asked.


			“Our little one,” Kirby choked.


			“I am sorry to hear this,” Marcin said, pulling his jacket tighter around his chest.


			Kirby poked at the fire and watched the sparks float into the night. “As for what happened with Augie today, he is a menace, no doubt, but you gotta keep in mind where he’s come from. His mother died when he was barely a boy and left him with a father who beat him senseless. Finally got sent off to the House of Refuge up in Louisville, which was anything but. Them delinquents set upon the poor kid straight away. Broke his ankle in a brawl, which left him lame. Didn’t leave much room for good in that boy’s spirit. He does try occasionally, though.”


			Marcin was not convinced Private Brewer was worth all the effort. His compassion was in short supply when it came to the vile young soldier. Marcin frowned as these thoughts crossed his mind. He’d never considered that his own principles might be complicated as well.


			“Anyway,” the sergeant continued. “Seein’ as I ain’t got a family no more, and I can’t seem to make heads or tails of this damned war, I figure I can try and help by taking Brewer under my wing.”


			Kirby took another sip from his flask and offered Marcin a swig. Marcin did not usually imbibe, but it had been a long day. The cheap spirits burned the back of his throat. He returned the flask to the sergeant, who took another long drink before passing it back.


			Marcin raised a hand. “No, thank you, Sergeant Kirby.”


			


			“Call me Curtis,” the sergeant said with a sad smile.


			Marcin blinked. “And you must call me Marcin.”


			*  *  *


			Sergeant Kirby was due to make his regular run to San Antonio to secure provisions for Camp Verde. Marcin was already preparing for the worst in the sergeant’s absence. With few men to spare, Colonel Peters assigned Private Brewer to take Kirby’s place guarding the Union prisoners on the work detail.


			“I’ll be gone for ten days at most, Marcin, but while I’m away, you gotta steer clear of Augie,” Kirby urged. “And not to worry. I will stop through Bandera and check in on your family.” The sergeant tucked the list of items Marcin asked him to buy for Agnieszka and the children into his saddlebag.


			“Thank you, Curtis,” Marcin said, handing over a small pouch of coins.


			Kirby shook his finger in Marcin’s face. “I’m serious. Do not give that boy any cause for violence. He won’t be able to resist the temptation.”


			“I understand,” Marcin muttered and headed to the worksite, steeling himself for the days ahead.


			Private Brewer greeted Marcin outside the stables with a wicked grin. “Looks like you and me will be workin’ together long as the Sarge is away,” the young soldier said. “And don’t think I won’t frisk your men at the end of their shift. I’ve heard talk you been aidin’ and abettin’ the enemy prisoners with extra rations,” he taunted.


			Marcin ignored him and set to work with his men, while Brewer spent the entire morning sneaking sips of what the soldiers referred to as bark juice from a bottle. By noon, he was so drunk from the homebrew that he was laid back against a tree, sleeping. However, when the workers’ lunch arrived, the private sprang to attention and jumped to the front of the line, grabbing most of the meat for himself.


			


			“Private Brewer, what are you doing?” Marcin asked.


			“We’re all hungry here, Polack, and I’m not passing up the chance for some extra grub,” Brewer said, stuffing his face in front of the hungrier men. When finished, he threw the remaining bread on the ground and forced the prisoners to crawl in the dirt to retrieve it. “Go on, you Yankee scum. That’s it,” Brewer smirked, kicking several men with vicious force in their ribs and backsides.


			“Stop this now!” Marcin shouted.


			Everyone, including Brewer, looked stunned by the outburst. The prisoners slowly moved between Private Brewer and Marcin in a line of defense and defiance.


			Brewer dislodged his weapon from its holster. “Fuck you, Anderwald,” he slurred. “And you sonofabitches,” he said, pointing at the other men, “stand aside, or I’ll shoot.”


			The private stepped forward but caught his foot on a tree root and fell, losing a grip on his pistol. As he tried to stand, Brewer’s back suddenly arched, and he vomited with three mighty and uncontrolled heaves. After the last, he sat back on his heels and wiped his chin. The meat and booze he’d gorged on seeped into the dirt before him.


			“Private Brewer, you must stop.” Marcin now spoke calmly but forcefully, edging toward the gun. A puff of dust floated up beneath his boots and betrayed his intentions.


			Brewer pounced and grabbed his pistol. “Anderwald, what in blazes d’you think yer doin’?” he seethed, aiming directly at Marcin. “And who are you to take that tone with me?”


			“I don’t understand. What have I ever done to you?” Marcin asked, hoping to reason with the soldier.


			“There you go again, you sanctimonious lickfinger! Talkin’ down to me. You think cause you got that beautiful wife, them kids, your precious Pope—hell, everything—that yer better than me, don’t ya. Well, I ain’t gonna stand for it, Anderwald. Where I come from, that calls for takin’ a fella down a peg or two.”


			Brewer raised his weapon, his hand shaking. Without warning a shot exploded from the barrel, and a bullet whizzed past Marcin’s ear so close its heat seared his skin. The young soldier froze, and Marcin and the prisoners backed away, their hands raised above their heads.


			From somewhere in the rear, a thundering roar rang out as Colonel Peters charged toward the group, two guards at his side. “That is enough, Private!”


			Brewer remained on his knees.


			“Get up and hand over that weapon,” the colonel demanded.


			The guards grabbed the young soldier and forced him to his feet.


			The private stood meekly between them. “Yes, Colonel,” he said, proffering his gun to the commanding officer.


			Colonel Peters tucked the weapon into his belt before launching into a severe and public rebuke. He stood before his charge, hands on his hips. “Private, I believe I was clear after the incident at the ravine the other day when you fired upon unarmed prisoners of war, was I not?”


			“Yes, sir, you was,” Brewer replied.


			Peters turned to address Marcin. “Mr. Anderwald, did Private Brewer intentionally fire at you?”


			Marcin looked hard at Brewer. He could not be sure whether what he felt was hatred, nor did he want to be. And though his faith taught him that he should turn the other cheek, he could not bring himself to do so. The bullet’s graze began to throb.


			“Yes, Colonel,” Marcin replied. “And he threatened me and the prisoners many times before.”


			Private Brewer lifted his head and stared at Marcin, his gaze searing and desperate in equal measure.


			The colonel turned back to the accused. “Private, you’ve crossed the line for the last time. Sergeant Kirby can no longer come to your pathetic defense. You will be held accountable for your flagrant insubordination and breach of protocol. Gentlemen, escort this sorry excuse for a soldier to the guardhouse.”


			The guards dragged Brewer away.


			“Get back to work,” Peters barked and headed to the barracks.


			*  *  *


			


			That night, Marcin tried desperately to settle his mind, but thoughts of the young soldier intruded, and he did not sleep a wink. The confrontation at the worksite left no doubt in his mind. He had tried to be reasonable, but if there was a bad seed, a sinner so foul they must suffer God’s wrath, it was Private Augustus Brewer. Marcin prayed for vengeance for the first time in his life, and in reply, a faint murmur sounded in his head, “Cursed above all.” He could only make out a few words, but he recognized the scripture. God’s charge to the serpent in the Garden of Eden.


			Ice pulsed through Marcin’s veins. “What have I done?” he pleaded into the blackness. He knew that God had cursed not only the serpent but also Adam and Eve and their son Cain. “Zachek,” he whispered. “Could such an imprecation be more than you can bear?”


			“Yes,” came a disembodied growl.


			“Who is there?” Marcin called out, beginning to worry that exhaustion was giving way to delusion.


			No one answered.


			As daybreak approached, a great commotion erupted outside. Marcin made his way out to the stables and joined a group of enlisted soldiers talking excitedly with an officer from another division. The man was strange-looking—pale like a ghost with a thick mop of red hair and copious eyebrows of the same hue. His deep voice, laced with a curious sibilance, was also notable. “I’m tellin’ you, boys, it was a terrible scene. Our patrol came upon a family of homesteaders butchered on their ranch along the Guadalupe River,” the man reported.


			“Sonofabitches!” one soldier yelled.


			“There’s word them murderers are camped to the west on a bluff above the river,” the fire-haired man explained. “Those savages must be hunted down and brought to justice.”


			“Count us in!” several more soldiers cried.


			Colonel Peters approached, and silence fell over the crowd. A guard was pulling Brewer along. The private looked like hell.


			“Boys, if we’re gonna catch these bastards, we must make haste now that the sun is up. I’m gonna need some volunteers—” the colonel paused and turned to the stranger. “What’s the name again, Sergeant?”


			“Josiah T. Gaines, sir,” the man replied with a whoosh at the end like he’d said “Gainsh.”


			At least ten hands shot into the air.


			“Sergeant Gaines, you’ll be in command, and this man here will be your scout,” the colonel said, pointing at Brewer. “Private, tie your boots and button your coat. You’re going with Gaines and these boys. You’ll head out first.”


			“You can’t send me out there! I’s lame, Colonel. No way I can ride fast enough, sir,” the private protested, his look of impudent incredulity quickly giving way to terror.


			“That’s an order, Private. You can get on your horse or join the prisoners in the ditch. Your choice.” Colonel Peters did not wait for a reply. He pushed past, leaving Brewer sputtering.


			Brewer bent to tie his ill-fitting boots, his hands shaking. He stood up and checked his sidearm before limping to the stables. He mounted his horse and started toward the camp’s entrance. Marcin followed to ensure the soldier did not try to escape.


			At the main gate, Brewer pulled back on his horse’s reins and turned to Marcin. “I see you there, Anderwald, you stinkin’ turncoat,” he seethed. “You ratted me out to save your own hide, but you’ll pay for it you hear? When I get back, yer mine!”


			Brewer’s threats rang hollow, for it was no longer hateful contempt he conveyed. It was fear. Marcin was unmoved. The Devil had surely cometh to Camp Verde and must be cast out. Of this, Marcin was certain. Marcin’s response was drowned out by the whoops and whistles of the other riders who galloped up from behind. Private Brewer’s horse startled and took flight across Verde Creek at full speed, the disgraced soldier holding on for dear life.


			*  *  *


			A weary and much-diminished detachment crossed back over the creek two days later. Of the sixteen men who set out together—fifteen of the Confederacy’s best and one of its worst—only three returned, and Sergeant Gaines was missing in action. Those who’d fallen were piled into a wagon, their boots peeking out from under a tarp.


			Colonel Peters and the other soldiers gathered on the parade ground. Marcin approached from the worksite, followed by Khalil and Ahmad. The colonel drew back the tarp to reveal faces already starting to bloat and distort from the summer heat. By the process of elimination among the living, Peters and his remaining men worked to determine who had perished, but Marcin was sure of one casualty. A pair of feet in two mismatched boots was at the bottom of the putrid jumble of bodies.


			“Khalil and Ahmad, start digging some graves,” the colonel ordered. “And the rest of you, help me lay out these poor boys.”


			Most of the dead had been killed in combat, with arrows entering their chests and abdomens from the front. Private Brewer, however, had been shot twice in the back, and his attackers had beaten him most fiercely, crushing his skull and exposing the gelatinous brain tissue beneath. But what disconcerted Marcin more than anything else was that Brewer had also suffered the gravest and most humiliating personal violation. His severed member protruded between his split and bloodied lips, having been forced down his gullet with extreme malice.


			“What the hell happened out there?” the colonel interrogated one of the returning soldiers. He was pointing at Brewer’s corpse.


			All three survivors exchanged uncomfortable looks.


			“Mm, hmm. I see,” Peters said, his brow furled. “I guess we’ll have to talk about that later, then. We have more urgent matters to tend to,” he grunted, lifting another body beneath its arms. “Somebody grab his feet.”


			Again, distant murmuring rose up like it had the night before, “You will crawl on your belly and eat dust all the days of your life.” Marcin began to tremble. Were his darkest prayers being answered, and if so, by whom or by what? Or was he simply losing his mind?


			Marcin stood over Brewer, the private’s dulled, unblinking eyes looking past him toward the sky. He knelt and reached out to lower the soldier’s eyelids. Heat seared Marcin’s fingertips the instant they brushed against the young man’s lifeless skin. At the exact same moment, he heard a muffled howl rise from deep within the rotting body. He spun around, sure others had also heard, but there was no reaction among the men. Marcin looked down again to find Brewer’s eyes reopened. Their pupils, restored to a vibrant green color and divided by the narrowest of vertical slits, were cast in his direction.


			Marcin collapsed onto the ground. “Boże pomóż! God help me!” he begged.
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			No one at Camp Verde spoke of the curious circumstances of Private Brewer’s demise, and Colonel Peters never inquired again. Although the tell-tale brutalities Comanche were known to visit upon their enemies—soldiers, settlers, and fellow Native Americans alike—were evident on several of the bodies, it could not be denied that the injuries Brewer suffered appeared overly gratuitous, even for a Comanche warrior attack. Nevertheless, the fact that the young soldier had been shot twice in the back at close range and apparently in retreat didn’t seem to cause too much consternation, and most of the men appeared content to let sleeping dogs lie.
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