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Writing requires a unique kind of solitude—and for

a social creature like me, it is even more of an ordeal. The

writing, rewriting, research, dreaming, frustration, and elation

are woven into the tapestry of the literary work that follows.

The families of those who write are the most worthy recipients

of any dedication. They are as much a part of a book

as the author.

I dedicate this book to my loving family.

They are all my unabated joy.

—BOB CORNUKE




THE BELL Messenger




prologue



APRIL 9, 1865

CROWLEY FARM, VIRGINIA

7:36 A.M.

MUD.

A miserable earthen broth mingled with decaying cornstalks and brown rain. Mud in someone else’s cornfield. Mud in someone else’s state. Tate loathed it.

Four long, grueling years ago, he had longed for a field soaked with rain. People called him farmer then. Now they called him Lieutenant Jeremiah Tate. The title came with the blue uniform he wore, tattered and reeking from too many days of sweat, too many miles marched. The morning fog made the smell worse.

The gnarled roots of a fallen oak appeared from the mist, like a twisted hand rising from the fallow field. Lieutenant Tate turned to his men. “We rest here.”

“We’re lost, ain’t we?” Corporal Larimore made his last sucking strides in muck and sat on the spine of the old oak.

Tate didn’t answer. He massaged his pounding temples, trying not to think of the twenty men killed the day before—twenty good men now prostrate and silent, felled in the glint of clashing Confederate and Union bayonets among the thunderous roar of artillery. Now only six remained, along with Tate’s wounded horse, as if that were consolation. By sundown, they would all probably be dead. Tate led the limping horse to a shallow stream trickling a short distance away.

Snap!

A thatch of reeds in a marshy draw to his right rustled. Tate’s eyes swiveled toward the sound. He dropped the reins and crept back to the fallen oak.

With one hand, Tate shoved Larimore down, still holding his Sharps carbine tight in the other. His men dropped to the sodden earth, their faces to the mud, and crawled on their bellies for cover behind the moldering tree.

Snap!

Tate’s elbows sank in the cold earth, and he struggled to keep mud from fouling his Sharps.

A deer, a mature buck, bolted from the foliage, leaping, sprinting, changing direction, and flinging mud from its hooves.

“Venison, Lieutenant. Fresh meat.” Larimore spoke in a tight whisper. He started to rise.

“Stay put,” Tate ordered. “Something spooked it.”

Tate understood the impulse. It had been his first instinct to rise and shoot when the buck appeared. His half-starved men had nothing more than hard biscuits for food—food that Larimore had taken to calling “teeth dullers.” Regardless of his overwhelming desire for meat, the war had made Tate cautious.

“Too late now,” the young corporal moaned. The deer disappeared in the morning fog. “The way he’s moving, he’s probably in Atlanta by now.”

Tate raised his gloved hand, fingers spread—a sign to his men to stay put and be silent.

They remained pressed tight to the dead tree. Then Tate saw it—the ghostly form of a man emerging from the same stand of reeds. A man in a gray uniform.

The soldier took three strides into the open, raised his rifle, and fired. It was a shot made in desperation. The buck had vanished.

The gun’s report echoed, pounding in their ears. A second later, three other soldiers emerged, stopping at the side of the first. To Tate, they looked more tired and gaunt than his own men. Even in the dim light he could see that their gray uniforms were battle worn and ragged.

They stood like a clump of trees—right in the open.

Such stupidity.

Tate raised his Sharps over the old oak and sighted down the barrel. From the corner of his eye, he saw his men do the same.

There could be no mercy—not in this war. It would be a close shot, an easy kill.

As if making a simple statement instead of a command, Tate uttered, “Fire.” Rifle hammers fell, igniting gunpowder, and sent a fusillade of .52-caliber minié balls into their targets.

The white discharge of rifle smoke mingled with the moist air and shrouded their sight. A cry rose from the field. As wisps of smoke dissolved, two of the gray-clad figures lay contorted and motionless in the muck. Another man was sitting, legs apart, head tilted at an awkward angle. A moment later he fell backward. The last man to move was thin and small. He staggered, clutching something to his chest with one hand and staring at something on the other. Tate knew the other was blood. The man’s chest had been Tate’s target, the silhouette in the V groove of his rifle sight. The bullet had met its intended mark, punching a hole in the soldier’s rib cage. The Reb collapsed, then curled in the mud.

Why do people die so slowly?

Seconds seemed like an eternity, each man frantically reloading in case other Confederates hid close by. Tate strained his ears to hear everything. He heard the creek gurgling, the excited breathing of the men next to him, but nothing else.

Tate slowly stood and approached the bodies. His men followed. Engagement, Tate reminded himself. War involved bloody engagement. These men were not victims, they were dead by necessity. They were the enemy. He struggled to find satisfaction in the fact that he had done his job, and done it well, but he felt hollow.

The first man Tate reached lay facedown in the muck. Tate rolled the corpse over with his foot.

Larimore walked up from behind and laughed. “Looks dead as a stone, Lieutenant.”

The soldier lay on a bed of brown cornstalks and stared at Tate through one unblinking eye. Mud obscured half his face. A glistening, diamond-shaped red hole marred the man’s forehead.

The second soldier lay on his side. Tate could see where the minié ball had entered his back and torn a hole through his coat, shirt, and flesh. Tate judged him to be in his early twenties. Despite the mud-caked beard, Tate bet the soldier had been a ladies’ man. Strong features, blue eyes, and broad shoulders must have attracted his fair share of female attention.

“Better hurry and get what you can, Lieutenant.”

Tate watched Corporal Larimore and the others pull objects from the dead men’s coats and forage through their pants pockets.

Pointing a bloodstained finger, Larimore grinned. “That shot-up feller over there was kind enough to leave me some tobacco, a snip of jerky, and this.” He stopped his pillaging and held out a photograph of a woman standing next to a padded chair. Young and clad in a long black dress with white frills at the neck, she struck a dramatic pose. “A handsome woman, I’d say. A real looker. I wouldn’t mind making her acquaintance. Do you think she’d hold it against me that I killed her husband?”

“I think you’re going to burn in hell, Larimore.”

Larimore laughed. “I think we all are, Lieutenant. Yes, sir, I do believe we all are.”

For the first time, Tate agreed with the man.

Larimore looked over Tate’s shoulder. “If you want to get the best for the taking, you’d better start searching the bodies.”

Tate ignored him, turned, and stopped in midstep. The dead soldier he had shot was still holding something to his chest. It wasn’t death that stunned Tate, it was the young face—a face that had yet to meet razor, an innocent face. Although he wore the gray of a Confederate soldier, he was no man of war. He was a young boy. His uniform didn’t fit; the shirt hung loose and bore the dark brown stain of blood shed earlier—most likely from another soldier who had died in a field hospital.

“He’s just a boy.”

“What’s that, Lieutenant?” Larimore had returned to probing the jacket of the dead man.

“We killed a boy. Can’t be more than fourteen years old.”

“Boy or no boy, you wear those grays and you can expect someone is going to try to kill you.”

Tate lowered himself to one knee. The lad’s face projected serenity and calm, as if he had died in his own bed, with his mother close by. Tate wiped away bloody drool from the boy’s chin.

The lad’s eyes opened at the touch.

Tate swore and shot to his feet.

The boy coughed. Frothy pink fluid bubbled between his lips.

“Don’t talk, son. It’ll only make things worse.” Tate figured the boy had only minutes to live.

“Take the Bible.” The words were faint.

“Save your strength.” Tate knelt again and rested a hand on the lad’s shoulder.

The boy forced words from pale lips. “A dry rain cometh if you do not take the book.” The words could barely be called a whisper. The young Confederate pushed the Bible toward Tate with shaking hands.

“I have no want of the book, boy.”

“The book has want of you.”

Tate took it. The lad closed his eyes. Air gurgled from the hole in his chest. The air stopped with the final breath. It was over.

“A poor way to die. I’m sorry it had to be you.” Tate paused. “I’m sorry it had to be me.”

He rose, took a ragged breath, and addressed his men, who continued to search the bodies for anything of value. “Move out. Their own will bury them.” He turned his back on the four corpses that, minutes before, had been men with lives and loves. After four years of war, maybe they were the lucky ones.







Jeremiah Tate









chapter 1



JUNE 24, 1980
PHOENIX, ARIZONA

IT STOOD LIKE a decaying monument of a bygone age, a time when travelers wearied from hours on the road took refuge within its stucco and wood-trimmed walls. That was before the freeway had diverted traffic from Nevada Avenue, giving travelers a choice of newer, less dingy places to stay. A World War II–era building, the Galaxy Motel had aged poorly.

Gary Brandon parked his Triumph motorcycle next to a chain-link fence that the wind had decorated with papers, grocery bags, and other trash.

He felt sullied just being there.

Glass from a broken whiskey bottle, sand and grit scattered by years of desert wind crunched beneath Gary’s feet as he walked across the parking lot and made his way to room 12. Cigarette smoke that permeated the wood trim and walls seeped through the partially opened window. Gary paused at the door and raised his hand to knock. The door was as battered and beaten as the man he had seen yesterday, the man he knew to be inside the room. The knob looked loose, and a heel print clung to the door’s faded paint, telling a story of some previous violence. The rattling of an air conditioner sucking hot desert air couldn’t mask the loud snoring that filtered through the cracks around the door frame. Daniel Huff—Uncle Daniel—was sleeping off a bender.

Gary lowered his hand and considered walking away. Not wanting to wake Uncle Daniel seemed as good a rationalization as any. Instead, he shifted the cardboard box he held under one arm, raised his hand again, and knocked hard.

The snoring stopped.

Gary pounded the door.

He heard a muted “What? Huh? Hold…hold on a minute.”

The groaning protests of old bedsprings leeched outside. Gary straightened and waited for the door to open. He was the tall one in his family and the only one sporting blond hair. He looked nothing like his uncle, who was short, dark, wore weathered skin like an old suit, and had a big nose that appeared to be pecked over by birds. More than appearance separated the two. Gary had finished college and anticipated his future; Uncle Daniel had never gone to college and drank his future from dark-colored bottles with names like JACK DANIEL’S and WILD TURKEY on the label.

Gary chastised himself for thinking such thoughts about a family member, but his uncle gave him little reason not to. He didn’t know his uncle well; perhaps if he did, he’d have more to go on than brief encounters and tainted, whispered rumors from his mother and other family members.

The door opened, and Uncle Daniel winced at the bright day. He took a step back. So did Gary, pushed by the pungency of booze and unwashed skin. Daniel’s eyelids cupped syrupy fluid, and webbed red capillaries, ruptured by forty years of whiskey, spread across his cheeks. He ran a hand through oily, matted, gray hair that bore a tarnished halo of nicotine yellow and scratched the black and gray stubble dotting his chin.

“Gary. Good to see you, and that’s the truth. Real good, son. I was hoping you’d come by today.” Uncle Daniel paused and lowered his head, like a dog caught snitching food from the dining room table. “I’m real sorry about your graduation party last night. It was last night, wasn’t it?”

“No problem, Uncle Daniel. I’m glad you came by.”

“Your mom didn’t seem all that glad to see me.” Daniel massaged his wide belly through what had once been a white T-shirt. A stain from an unknown red sauce marred the area over his sternum. “She’s never been happy to see me.”

“May I come in?” Gary had to force the question through his lips.

Daniel stepped to the window and pulled open the curtain, allowing sunlight to invade the self-imposed darkness. A disgusting odor of curdled milk fermenting in an open carton on the dresser filled the room.

Daniel moved to the bed and swept a pile of rumpled clothing to the side. He sat and nodded to the room’s one chair, situated next to a table tattooed with knife-drawn graffiti and cigarette burns. Gary set the cardboard box on the table and lowered himself onto the seat. The chair wiggled beneath him, and he wondered if his next seat would be on the floor.

Daniel pointed at the box. “I see you brought my gift back. It’s not polite to return a gift.”

“Uncle Daniel, I need you to tell me how you got this stuff. It must be worth a lot.”

Daniel gave a nod. “It is, and it’s all yours now.”

“Where did you get this?”

His uncle rubbed his face, making a sound that reminded Gary of sandpaper on wood, and yawned. “I found it. That’s treasure, and I want you to have it.”

“Found it where?”

“Saudi Arabia. Back when I was working the oil rigs. Good money, miserable work. That’s when I came by it. I found a ruby, too, but I sold it off; drank it away in a month’s time. Dumb thing to do, but that’s me: patron saint of stupidity. I knew if I sold any more of that stuff, I’d just guzzle the proceeds. I wanted to keep the rest as my retirement fund.” He chuckled at the last words, as if they had been the punch line to a joke. “It’s better that you have it.”

“If you need it for retirement, then why give it to me?”

Daniel shifted his gaze to the stained carpet, as if his life had been written on the worn green shag. “It’s not every day you graduate from college, boy.”

Gary removed the lid and gazed into the box, as he had done a dozen times since Uncle Daniel pressed the whole thing into his hands the previous night at the graduation party. Nothing had changed. The box still held an odd assortment of objects: what looked like an ancient gold Egyptian scarab, a gold ring, and a Bible with a hand-scribbled date of 1751 on the inside front cover.

Gary reached inside and gently removed the gold ring. He held it up and said, “It’s real gold. It might be some kind of ancient Egyptian artifact.” He suddenly wasn’t sure he had been told the truth, at least not the whole truth. “Uncle Daniel, I need to know how you got this stuff. I’m not sure I should keep it.”

Again, Daniel hesitated before speaking, narrowed his eyes, and tilted his head to one side, as if by doing so memories would slide into place. “Okay, let me see if I can tell this.” He shifted his weight on the creaky bed and leaned forward. “Several years ago, I was working in Saudi Arabia for Arabco Oil Company. One day I was heading back to Tabuk, driving my Jeep across the desert. I hate that desert, Gary. I really do. It’s unforgiving and has no mercy for anyone but those born there. Anyway, I was doing my best to find an asphalt road. I got lost. To make things worse, my Jeep overheated and I needed to let it cool down. The sun was a scorcher, a real cooker. Sitting in the Jeep exposed to that sun would have fried my brain.

“I saw a cave on the side of a hill and figured I’d make use of the shade. I stopped the Jeep, left the radiator hissing, and made for the cave. As I neared the cave, I noticed an old water well. In Arabia there are hand-dug wells that date back centuries. There it was—just a hole in the ground rimmed with rocks. A rope hung down the gullet of the thing, just like you’d expect. I pulled it up and found a water-filled camel’s stomach tied to the end.”

“A camel’s stomach?” Gary struggled not to make a face.

“Yeah, that’s how they do it. I took the bag and made my way to the cave. The cave was bigger than I expected. I took a long hit off of the water bag. It tasted gamey, but I didn’t complain.”

He paused as if waiting for Gary to say something. When he didn’t, Daniel continued. “I poured some of the water over my hair and face. It dripped on the sandy cave floor, washing away a thin layer of sand no bigger than the size of my hand.”

Once more, his eyes focused on something in the past and many miles away. He licked his lips as if tasting the water he’d described. Gary gave him the time he needed to recall the next event.

Daniel chuckled. “Something shiny caught my eye. Gold shines like nothing else, Gary. There ain’t no mistaking it.”

Uncle Daniel’s voice weakened as he unfolded the events. Gary had always considered him untrustworthy, and his mother’s comments had led him to believe that his uncle loved exaggeration, but now the man’s body language, tone, and distant gaze belied all that. It could be a wild tale made all the more wild by years of whiskey lubrication, but somehow Gary began to believe what he was hearing.

Silence reigned for a second, then Daniel came to, blinked several times, and reached for a dirty glass on the nightstand—a tumbler with two inches of amber liquid. After two long sips, Daniel fumbled for a pack of Marlboros and a battered Bic lighter. Seconds later a gossamer blue cloud rose to a ceiling already yellowed with nicotine. Gary hated the smell of cigarette smoke.

After clearing his throat, Daniel slipped into the past again. “I didn’t move. Not at first. I looked out the cave opening to make sure no one was watching me. I felt a little paranoid. I reached into the damp sand and plucked out that gold ring you have. I pushed more sand to the side. An inch away from the ring, I touched the ruby I told you about and next to it the bug made with gold.”

“The Egyptian scarab.”

“That’s right. The gold scarab.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t believe it then, and I barely believe it now. I don’t remember getting on my hands and knees, but there I was, pushing dirt around like a kid in a sandbox, wondering what else I might find. I found that old Bible a couple inches deeper down. I don’t know what a Christian Bible was doing in a cave in Saudi Arabia, but then, I don’t know what the other stuff was doing there, either. I just kept searching. I figured someone had buried these things in a real hurry.”

The next words came as a whisper. “I dusted off the Bible and opened it to the first page. It was full of old letters and notes.” He fell silent for several seconds. “On the first page, I saw words that looked to me like they had been written by someone’s finger—a finger dipped in blood.” Daniel looked at Gary with an expression that asked, Is this too much to believe?

Gary retrieved the Bible from the cardboard box and opened it. His eyes fell on the only words that matched his uncle’s description.


KILLED HERE WITH FREDERICK—

FOUND IT ALL

EMILY IN WHITE—R.C. COOPER, 1921



“I searched the rest of the cave, but that’s all I found. It left me pretty confused. How do a Bible and a ring and a ruby and that scarab thing get buried in a cave in the middle of the desert? It beats me.”

“What did you do next, Uncle Daniel?”

“Ah, you’re getting interested now. I tucked those things in my pockets and the Bible down my shirt and strolled back to my Jeep. I returned the water bag to the well, but not until I made sure the radiator and my canteen was plenty full. The Jeep started just fine and I pulled away. I hit the gas so hard it almost tore the hide off the tires. It took me an extra hour and lots of luck, but I found the asphalt road I had been looking for.”

“This R.C. Cooper, whoever he is, must have buried these things and died nearby.” An uncomfortable emotion churned in Gary. The story presented a problem. “These are not yours to give.”

“Not mine to give? I found them; I can give them away if I please.”

Gary leaned back in the chair and rubbed his forehead. “These things belong to the family of R.C. Cooper, not to us.”

Daniel’s frown furrowed like freshly tilled farmland. He reached for the glass with the amber fluid. His hand shook.

Gary spoke softly. “We have to do everything we can to find out who R.C. Cooper was. If we don’t try, then all we’re doing is stealing property that belongs to the man’s family…assuming he had a family.”

Daniel’s head swiveled back and forth. “Are you really related to me?”

Gary took a firmer tone. “Uncle Daniel, this is the right thing to do. It’s the right thing for me and for you.”

Daniel stubbed out the cigarette with more force than Gary thought necessary. He turned his face to the window.

Gary sighed and looked at the Bible. He flipped through it and let his finger fall on a page in the Gospel of Matthew. “I want to read something to you.”

“I ain’t much for Bible reading.”

“Just listen.” Gary tilted the Bible to get light from the window. “‘For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?’”

“So?”

“Do you know what it means?”

Daniel grunted. “You’re the college boy—you tell me.”

“It means that there are things more important than riches and treasure. And for me, it means that before I keep any of this, we are going to do our best to find the true owner.”

Daniel took a deep breath and stared into Gary’s eyes but said nothing.

“You know I’m right about this.”

Tears brimmed in Daniel’s eyes. “You should know…never mind. It doesn’t matter.” He waved his hand, as if dismissing the whole conversation.

“What doesn’t matter?”

“There’s no easy way to say this, but you have to know. I have cancer, Gary.”

The announcement punctured Gary’s heart. “Cancer?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“What kind of cancer?”

“No good kind of cancer, that’s for sure. The doctors tell me I got about four months left, give or take. Not that it matters—I’ve messed my life up pretty good. I always figured I’d die before my time.”

Gary rose on shaky legs. “Cancer? Terminal cancer? Is that what they said, Uncle Daniel? Are you sure they used the word terminal?” He paced the little room. He had seen his uncle only a handful of times over the years, but despite the man’s problems, Gary always felt that hidden inside the rough alcoholic resided a basically good man.

“If you’re asking if there might be some kind of mistake, then you can quit asking. I’m dying. No mistake.”

Gary returned to the chair and eased himself down. His stomach twisted into a knot. “I’m so sorry, Uncle Daniel. I don’t know what to say. Does Mom know?”

“No, and I don’t want you telling her, either. I haven’t been much of a brother to her. She’s got every right to be put out with me. Telling her would only give her one more thing to worry about.” He raised the glass to his lips and drained the remaining contents. “This is just between us, Gary. And I mean everything. Not just my sickness, but the stuff in that box I gave you. That’s just between us. Got it?”

Gary “got” it all right, but he didn’t want it. Still, it was a dying man’s wish.

“Yes, I’ve got it.”







chapter 2



APRIL 9, 1865

UNION CAMP SOMEWHERE IN VIRGINIA

EARLY EVENING

SCORES OF UNION campfires dotted the rutted, muddy dirt road. The sun had settled behind the blue hills, and the evening took on a soothing quiet after a long day of avoiding sniper fire and listening to cannon rumble in the distance. They walked past a line of twenty corpses, whose bare, marble-white feet stuck out from under bloody canvas tarps. A few men were sitting by a small pile of boots and worn shoes, trying to find a pair better than their own.

“Where are we?” Tate asked the men.

“Doesn’t matter much, does it?” one of them answered.

“No, I guess it doesn’t.”

Larimore stepped to Tate’s side. “You know, if you give me that there Bible, I bet I can trade it for some tobacco.”

Tate glanced at Larimore. He knew what the corporal meant—he could coerce some fresh-faced recruit in camp to buy the book for more than tobacco.

“I guess I’ll just be keeping it for now, Corporal.”

“Suit yourself, Lieutenant. I’m just trying to do you a favor. You thinking of selling that book yourself, or you just bothered about shooting the boy?”

“I’m thinking about being alone.”

“Cheer up, Lieutenant. We made it to a camp, and it’s a Union camp at that.” Larimore chuckled.

Something caught Larimore’s attention and he moved away. Tate was glad to be rid of him.

They straggled single file into the camp. Now a man poked a stick into a struggling campfire rimmed with rocks. The smoky fire licked at a damp limb that Tate assumed had been foraged from the wet forest. All the other fires in camp were spitting columns of sparks into the night. Tate had passed several of those fires and noticed stacks of split-rail fencing, probably stripped from a nearby abandoned farm. Judging by the damp logs in this fire, there hadn’t been enough wood to go around.

Three men surrounded the smoldering glow, waiting for the wood to catch. Each of the soldiers goaded the struggling flames with sticks. Tate would have preferred one of the more successful fires, but cold men had left no room for him and his men. This would have to do.

“Mind if we share the warmth?” he asked.

“What warmth?” A short man with his arm resting in a bloodied sling scowled.

Tate rubbed his hands together. “It’s been a long, wet day, and we’re a bit chilled.”

The others said nothing. Tate took that to mean yes. His men shouldered in and raised palms to the struggling flames. For a long while, no one spoke.

Tate couldn’t ignore the recurring image of the boy clutching his chest, then falling to the ground. He couldn’t scrub away the boy’s dimming voice or exorcise the strange words. Tate took the Bible from his jacket and scraped off some dried mud. He looked at the group, studying their empty, dark expressions as they stared into the meager flames.

“I shot a boy today,” he began. “He was young, about fourteen. His dying words were, ‘A dry rain cometh if you do not take the book.’ Anyone know the sense of it?”

One of the other men, a captain with a gray-peppered beard and a patch over his eye, held out a hand and snapped his fingers. “Give it here, Lieutenant. I’ll have a go at it. I’m a pastor by trade and a soldier by need.” He gently took the Bible and held it like it was a familiar thing. He leaned into the weak firelight, flipping through the pages.

Tate waited, chewing at an annoying chunk of dry skin peeling from his lower lip.

The captain held the Bible close to his one good eye. Seconds later he said, “Here it is: book of Amos, chapter four. The passage speaks of God bestowing life-giving rain to those who follow Him and sending no rain to those that don’t. Seems plain enough: a dry rain is coming to all that do not return to God.”

The captain studied the passage again. “The Bible has many such stories. The Lord gives rain as a blessing and withholds it as a curse. It seems the boy was giving you warning that you should repent and follow the Good Book or your life will be as a dry rain. Since they were the boy’s last earthly words before the Almighty carried him home to glory, I’d ponder mightily on what he asked of you, that’s for sure.”

Tate took the Bible back and stared at the page.

The captain asked, “You know the Lord, son? You a praying man?”

“I prayed once when my wife and son were sick with the pox. I prayed long and hard, but the Lord didn’t see fit to listen then, so I don’t see that He has any want to listen now.”

“Well, this boy you killed seems to have a different take on things. Dry rain is a bad thing, Lieutenant.”

“After this war, I won’t be putting hand to plow ever again, so I don’t see that I have a need of rain—dry or wet.”

The captain frowned. “Maybe that boy was God’s own prophet. Ever think of that, Lieutenant? I’d take care about dismissing him so lightly.”

Tate held out the Bible. “I don’t want this book. If you’re a preacher man, you need this Bible more than me.”

“Seems that the boy you killed sees it as you owning it, or maybe that the Bible now owns you.” The captain returned to goading the fire with his stick. “It’s a terrible thing to dishonor the last wish of a dead man—especially if the dead man was killed by you.”

Tate grew weary of talking and started to put the Bible back under his coat. A thin rectangular photograph slid from its hiding place and fell to the ground. He picked it up and held the portrait toward the fire. The flickering light danced on the image, like sunlight on the ripples of a pond.

Centered in the photograph sat a middle-aged woman of humble dress. Her dark hair was pinned in a tight bun. Her hands were folded in her lap and resting on a Bible. Tate wondered briefly if the Bible in the photograph was the same as the one he held. He turned the image over. Someone had penned the words: Emma Bell, Petersburg, Virginia, 1859.

The simple words landed heavy in his chest. He held the photograph of the dead boy’s mother. Depression, darker than the night, enfolded him in cold fingers.

A noise from down the road rolled through the trees. It sounded like a cheer. The soldiers around the fire turned as a man astride a horse galloped their way, weaving around wagons, men, and fires, shouting all the while. At first, Tate couldn’t make out the words, but as the rider drew close, he heard it clearly. He just didn’t believe what he was hearing.

“It’s over, boys! It’s all over!” the man bellowed. “Lee surrendered to General Grant at Appomattox Court House today.” His voice was raspy and failing. Tate could only guess how long the messenger had been shouting the news.

Tate knew they were close to Appomattox Station. He trotted to the man on the horse and seized the beast’s bridle. He gazed into the smiling face of the messenger. “Say it again, Sergeant. Did I hear you right?”

The messenger coughed into his gloved hand. “You heard me right, Lieutenant. We’ll be sleeping in our own beds and eating Momma’s sweet corn bread real soon.”

Tate released his hold, and the messenger galloped through the camp, heralding the news. Cheer after cheer went up.

Tate didn’t cheer. He thought of the four men who hadn’t needed to die. He thought of the boy. Not only had they died on the last day of the war, they had died in vain.

He looked at the picture…and at the Bible. He thought of the boy’s final words and wondered what it all meant.







chapter 3



MAY 23, 1865

WHITE OAK ROAD, PETERSBURG, VIRGINIA

SQUINTING AGAINST THE glare of a late spring afternoon sun, Lieutenant Tate pulled his horse to a walk and rode slowly to a pair of shirtless boys gathering bricks from the rubble-strewn road. A diminutive, narrow-chested man, with wide eyes and a trickle of sweat escaping from beneath his wide-brimmed parson’s hat, stood to the side.

“Need lots of brick,” the man snapped. “The faster you work, the sooner you get done.”

Tate reined his horse to a stop and slipped from the saddle.

The boys paused to scrutinize Tate, then returned their attention to tossing bricks into the wheelbarrow.

“Afternoon,” Tate said, touching the brim of his worn and dusty hat.

The parson didn’t return the greeting. Instead, he looked Tate over as if he could read the visitor’s life story printed on his blue uniform. “Going to build back the church—and it may even last a spell if y’all don’t cannon us again.” The clergyman scowled.

“War’s over, Parson.”

The preacher dabbed at his sweaty brow with a red kerchief. “Some wars are never over. What’s your business in our town?”

Before answering, Tate turned and untied a canvas sack from his saddle and removed the Bible he had accepted from the fallen Confederate boy. He opened it and handed the portrait to the pinch-faced man.

“Emma,” the clergyman murmured after only a glance. “Emma Bell.” He handed the daguerreotype back to Tate. He offered nothing more.

“And?”

“What do you want with the widow Bell, eh?”

“I have something that belongs to her.” Tate offered nothing more.

The preacher eyed Tate again. “Never guessed Emma knew a Yankee.” He appeared to weigh his thoughts, then said cautiously, “Well, she’s up this road a mile or so.” He motioned north. “Brown brick house. Leaning arbor out front. Can’t miss it.”

“I thank you, Preacher.”

“A word of advice.” The preacher’s expression softened. “I suggest you be careful riding around in that uniform. The good Lord may be quick to forgive us our transgressions, but people around here aren’t very tolerant of Yankees.”

Tate smiled. “Don’t work them boys too hard. They might grow up to be some of your deacons.” Tate returned to the saddle and jabbed his heels into the horse’s ribs. A noise caught his ear as the horse cantered off—the sound made by someone spitting in his direction. He hoped it was one of the boys.

He didn’t look back.

The widow Bell’s home stood just as described by the parson: a small brick building with an arbor that looked ready to collapse. He tied his mount to the porch rail and made his way up the steps to the front door. The porch groaned softly under his boots. It took a minute for him to find his courage. He had ridden into battles and endured ear-splitting cannon fire, but this frightened him more.

Tate rapped on the door.

A second later he heard footsteps and the slow release of a metal latch. The door opened slightly, allowing a sliver of sunlight no wider than a knife blade to slice into the shadowy recesses of the house. A faint voice crept out. “Leave me alone.”

Tate leaned closer. His words came out more like a prayer than a statement. “I’m real sorry to bother you, ma’am. I’m Lieutenant…I’m Jeremiah Tate. I’ve news of your boy.”

“My boy’s dead. I need no more news of it.”

“Yes, ma’am, I know. I was there when he died.”

The door creaked open an inch. Daylight painted the woman’s face. “What do you mean…?” Her dark eyes widened at the sight of his uniform.

He raised the leather-bound Bible to the gap in the doorway.

The bereaved mother moved a hand to the door’s edge. Tate watched her fingers squeeze the sun-blistered wood, her bony hand steadying her slight frame. The gap widened. She stared at the black book, the edge of its pages tinged russet from her son’s blood. She opened the door the rest of the way and stepped onto the porch, shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare.

In the full light of day, Tate could see the toll the war and the loss of a son had taken. She appeared haggard and twenty years older than her picture. To his eye, she was thinner, more ceramic doll than flesh and blood. She wore a black dress and a frayed brown shawl.

The widow looked into his face with an expression he could not describe. Her eyes seemed to burn with anger one second, then cool to forgiveness the next. She looked at him, then the Bible, then at him again. It struck Tate that he gazed upon two women in one body: a mother broken by loss and a woman torn by the same hatred that ripped apart a nation. Time might have helped her reach beyond a heart worn raw with grief, but the unexpected and unwanted presence of someone responsible for her loss—a Yankee soldier—forced the pain to the surface again.

Tate’s mind wandered to the men’s bodies he had left for others to bury. He’d reasoned that other Confederates would find the soldiers and do their own a proper burial. It was war, and he had no time for such matters. But what if the dead Rebs were still out there, sprawled among the cornstalks…rotting? He fought off a shudder.

Tate just wanted to return the Bible. It seemed the right thing to do—the very least he could do. But the woman, gutted by grief, had fixed her full attention on him. It felt as if she had nailed his boots to the boards of the porch.

“I was there when your son was killed.” Tate lowered his head. “He died in a battle. My men…well, they came upon him and some others…and…they killed…” He closed his eyes and started over. “I’m the one who killed your son, ma’am.” Just saying the words skewered his heart.

Tate opened his eyes to see Emma Bell press back against the doorframe. She wilted, like a paper doll left in the rain. “He wrote me and said you’d be coming. I never believed it till now.” She seemed to grow weaker with each word. “You. You are that Yankee from that cornfield, ain’t you?”

A foul taste soured Tate’s mouth. “Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid I am.”

“I’m doing my Christian best not to hate you, Yankee. That there book you hold teaches that I am supposed to love my enemies, but that commandment goes down bitter right now. I ain’t feeling any love.” She turned away. “I haven’t felt love for a long time.”

“I understand, Mrs. Bell. You have every right to hate me. I can’t hold that against you.”

She shook her head. “What you done to my Elijah…” Tears began to well up. “Elijah, he’d be angered fierce at me if he knew how I felt so poorly towards you.” She tightened her lips, as if about to offer a faint smile. She didn’t. “I’m suspecting you are a good man. I can see you are sore in the heart for what you done, else you wouldn’t of come here today. My boy could see that in your eyes and in your soul. Elijah was that kind of a boy to see such a thing. He saw no enemies in blue or gray uniforms—only lost souls that needed harvesting.” She moved a hand across her face, pushing away tears.

“Ma’am—I have no words.”

“Mr. Tate, my boy, Elijah, didn’t die in that cornfield like you think. He died in the home of Jonathan and Beth Crowley, who own the farm where you shot him. Elijah was sorely wounded, but I guess you know that. They thought he might have a chance of living, but he passed on four days after you shot him.”

Everything within Tate froze. “Four days? No, ma’am. That can’t be. I was certain he was dead. He spoke to me, then I watched him die in that old cornfield.”

“Yankee, you’re wrong—just plain wrong. Oh, Lord above, how I wish it all weren’t so.”

Tate’s heart stopped; his lungs refused to draw air. He stepped to the railing at the edge of the porch and leaned against it. “No. He was dead. If he wasn’t, then I left the poor boy…” He turned back to her. “No, he was dead, I tell you.”

“Mr. Tate, my boy lay in that field for hours until the Crowleys come by and took him to their home. I’m ever in their debt for that.” Emma turned her eyes away from the sun-washed day, as if trying to believe it wasn’t so. “He must of been told by God Almighty that you would return that Bible.”

Tate’s stomach cinched and his grip on the Bible slackened. He barely noticed the thud it made on the wood planks. It took the motion of Emma slowly bending to pick it up to pull him back. She rose, holding the worn book in one hand and the copperplate photograph of herself in the other. She studied her image.

“That woman died right along with Elijah. She moves, she breathes, but she’s every bit as dead.” Rivulets of tears flowed down her cheeks.

She placed the photograph in the Bible, carefully, reverently. “He left school one day and walked along with our troops, carrying this Bible, telling them about the Lord. He was all of fourteen. Too young. Not a man but not a child. I couldn’t tell Elijah not to go. I tried, but my words fell on deaf ears. He felt called by God. Not even a mother can question the ways of the Creator. Elijah just knew he had to go. His mind stayed made up. He was a strong-willed boy. Things being the way they were, they would of called him to fight soon enough, I suppose. I figured that having Elijah give our men a word from God was better than him sending a ball of lead into the enemy.”

Those last words had the impact of a shot to Tate’s chest.

“Your name and town were written on the back. That’s how I found you.”

As he fumbled for what to say next, Emma turned and retreated into the house, then reappeared an instant later. She held out a piece of paper in a tremulous hand. Tate took it and read.


To the man who kilt me.

The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes.

So it will be with your own life.

You will surely come to find my ma’s picture and try to return the Bible to her, but I want you to have the Holy Book and be the wind that carries forth the word of our Lord and be God’s messenger as I have been.

It shall be a blessing for all that come to have this book and read its words, for in that day they will surely save lives and give life. But if anyone who has this book and does not follow the Lord, then I fear a dry rain cometh.

Elijah Bell

April 13, 1865



The handwriting was clear and steady, all except the signature. That came from a trembling hand. Someone had helped him pen the letter—Beth Crowley, Tate assumed—and young Elijah had signed it himself.

Tate lifted his eyes and dredged his mind for the right words to say. He failed. He had shot many a man in battle and had never been concerned about it—until now. He had taught his men that “any fretting about killing only slows a man’s finger to the trigger.” Now he grieved more than he’d thought possible.

“The men he traveled with gave him a name,” Emma said with a glimmer of pride. “They called him the Bell Messenger. I know he was real proud of it, but he was most proud that he was able to preach the gospel and comfort many souls before they died.” She turned away from Tate and stepped back in the house. “The Bible is yours, Mr. Tate,” she said. “Elijah gave it to you and it would be wrong of you not to take it. You will surely have a dry rain come—my boy was a prophet of God and told you those words as a blessing and a warning.” She turned back to him and held out the Bible. “You take it now. You take it and the letter and go.”

Tate took it in hands that never before had known trembling.

Emma Bell closed the door behind her. Seconds later, Lieutenant Jeremiah Tate heard the muffled sobs of pain only a mother torn with grief could cry.







chapter 4



JUNE 24, 1980
PHOENIX, ARIZONA

GARY STOOD TO leave the motel room. His uncle eyed the bottle on the nightstand. When Gary reached the threshold, he glanced back to see Daniel nimbly unscrewing the metal cap.

Returning to the glaring sun, Gary slid on a pair of sunglasses and walked across the parking lot to his motorcycle. His mind was numb with the talk of treasure and dying. What to do now?

He slung his leg over the bike and sat, lost in thought. The sun scorched the pavement. Sweat spread across the back of his shirt.

He opened the box and poked at the objects inside, trying to believe the story he had been told and finding it hard. He removed the old Bible and thumbed through the weathered pages once more, stopping at an old, yellowed letter. Carefully unfolding it, he read. The tragedy of the message touched him, as did the courage of the writer. Gary couldn’t imagine writing a note to the man who had mortally wounded him, let alone encouraging him to undertake a godly mission.

He put back the letter as he found it and flipped through more pages. He saw several handwritten notes and dates. Most were names with the birth and death dates of previous owners scrawled with different quill tips—strange, unknown letters in different handwriting styles and ink colors. The dates reached as far back as the 1700s, in England, and ended with R.C. Cooper’s death message written in blood.

Gary returned the Bible and replaced the lid on the mysterious objects. He had an uncanny feeling that somehow these items would change his life.

 

Four hours later, Gary sat at the desk in his bedroom at his mother’s home, studying the notes and letters in the old Bible. He had little to go on. The letter from someone named Elijah Bell seized his attention. Bell seemed as good a place to start as any.

He dialed the county recorder’s office in Petersburg, Virginia, a number he’d received from long-distance information. Two transfers later, a woman with a soft and pleasant voice asked how she could help him.

“My name is Gary Brandon, and I’m trying to locate a man named Elijah Bell. He may have lived in your county and possibly owned property there.”

“You said, ‘may have.’ Do you mean to say that this person no longer owns property?”

“His family might. I don’t know. The Bell I’m looking for lived in your area in the 1860s.”

There was a pause. “That’s a long time ago, Mr. Brandon. Such records are not easy to find.”

“Yes, ma’am, I know, but I thought local governments kept that kind of information in their archives.”

“Yes, we do. You wouldn’t believe the kinds of records we have.”

“Then you’ll be able to help me.”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Brandon. First off, I’d need more information than the name Elijah Bell. The real problem, however, is the time such a search would involve. I’d have to do a hand search, and we’re a little too shorthanded here for me to be gone from my desk that long. No, I don’t think my supervisors would appreciate that.”

“I know I’m asking a lot,” Gary said, “but the information is very important.”

“All information is important, Mr. Brandon. So is time.” She paused again. He got the impression she had covered the mouthpiece with her hand. He heard muffled conversation but couldn’t make out the words. She came back on. “Some people hire researchers to comb the archives. You could do that.”

“How would I do that?” Gary tried to keep the frustration from his voice.

“It just so happens, my daughter has done that kind of work. She’s a history major at the college. Smart as they come.”

“Mother!”

The new voice was clear and young. Gary assumed the speaker stood in the same office as the clerk.

“Your daughter?”

“Yes. We were just about to go to lunch.”

“And I’m starving. Let’s go.”

Gary started to speak again but heard, “Here, you talk to him.”

A second later a woman with a decidedly younger voice said, “This is Yvonne Kiel. I’m sorry about my mother.”

“Don’t be. She’s just trying to help.”

“Maybe. How can I help you?”

Gary repeated what he had told the clerk. The woman on the other end of the phone listened patiently. “I charge one hundred dollars to do a search like that. Does that sound fair?”

“I’m sure it’s fair, but I don’t have much money. I just graduated from college. I’m afraid I’m not at my peak earning potential. In fact, I’m not even employed yet.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe we can work together another time.”

“Wait. Don’t hang up. Look, just listen to the story for a minute, then we can talk about money.” Before she could object, Gary poured out the story of the Bible found in Saudi Arabia, then added, “You’re in college; you know how it is.”

He heard a long sigh. “Okay, I’ll do it for fifty bucks, but I can’t go lower.”

“Thank you. You won’t regret this.”

She chuckled. “I’ve heard that from men before.”
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