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C. C. Phillips

Chapter 1

Life's blood dripped steadily from the dozen
cuts and gashes on Cutler Diamond's body. The
wounds varied from superficial to near fatal; if not
soon attended, they would inevitably lead to death.
Already the handsome face had lost colour, fading
from a ruddy, healthy complexion to pale white,
then sickly ashen. The stricken man swayed
drunkenly on quaking legs, his breathing heavy,
his vision blurred.

Grains of sand in the hourglass of life had
almost run out for the American.

The Spaniard had humiliated the proud
young army lieutenant, drawing him into a duel
that the foreigner could not hope to win. Had the
choice of weapons been pistols, Christobal
Alcarez would be dead; however, the Spanish
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preference for duelling was the sword. Neither
Cutler Diamond nor his heavy cavalry sabre were
a match for the agility and skill of Alcarez with his
vicious, lightweight smallsword. The dashing,
dark Spaniard quickly wore down his blond, blue-
eyed opponent, deftly shifting in, easily avoiding
the clumsy parries and jabs of the novice.
Alcarez's acclaim was well known throughout the
nobility of Spain; a finesse swordsman, he had
trained with the finest in the land. Americans, by
comparison, use their awkward swords as clubs.
Christobal Alcarez drew blood at every thrust.
Cutler Diamond was stripped of offence, denuded
in defence. The duel became a charade, a cat
toying with a mouse; the mouse being devoured
alive.

A tiny gallery had experienced a full range
of emotions. In the beginning there were shouts
and cheers for the daring Spaniard, boos and jeers
for the foreigner. But as Alcarez taunted and
jabbed his victim, the crowd gravitated from
fervour to disgust. Among the spectators, three
people prayed for the dying man: Sefiorita
Constantina Garcia y Ramirez —the subject of the
quarrel— her father, Eduardo Garcia, and an
American army officer, Major James Unzer,
comrade of the dying lieutenant.

United States President Zachary Taylor had

selected a cabal of diplomats to visit Spain, hoping
to purchase the Spanish colony of Cuba. Earlier in
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the year, the President had thwarted a filibustering
expedition; now he wished to discreetly pursue the
possibility of a deal with Isabella II, Queen of
Spain. Cutler Diamond, a young army lieutenant
who had proved his West Point worth in the
Mexican-American conflict while serving under
then-General Zachary Taylor, was selected to
accompany the diplomats. Diamond did not
question why a military officer of his rank should
accompany the elite group of dignitaries.

In the two days of briefing prior to
departure, Cutler soon became a favourite among
the emissaries. Intelligent, witty and cheerful, the
lieutenant's personality naturally attracted people,
though he did nothing to purposely cultivate
favour. He was a fine physical specimen of
masculine youth: tall, well-made, muscular and
agile. The officer was handsome with high
forehead, square jaw, blond hair and intense
powder-blue eyes. Diamond treated others as he
preferred to be treated himself; an endearing
quality in any individual.

During his tenure at the United States
Military Academy, West Point, New York, Cutler
Diamond demonstrated particularly high potential
throughout his four year training, graduating fifth
overall in a class of forty-one. Along with his
fellow graduates he was automatically awarded
second lieutenant rank.

Cutler Diamond cut his military teeth in the
bloody Mexican-American War. He fought under
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the commands of “Old Rough And Ready” Taylor
and General Winfield Scott. During the conflict
Cutler befriended an officer, a fellow West Point
graduate, First Lieutenant Ulysses Grant. Ulysses
was a few years Cutler's senior but the pair found
solace in each other's company. Grant, like
Diamond, was not enthusiastic about his nation
flogging a smaller country; superior artillery,
resources and command of the American military
made the conflict one-sided.

The outset of the voyage to Spain aboard the
USS Red Cria had not been charitable from
Diamond's point of view. He soon realized that
his career in the United States Army suited him far
better than life in a naval command. The first
week of the rough Atlantic voyage was spent
hurling stomach contents over the rail or moaning
in aggrieved seasickness upon his bunk. The
diplomats were not unkind, many of them suffered
similar affliction.

Leaving the Atlantic Ocean behind,
seasickness faded as the company sailed through
the Strait of Gibraltar and into the Mediterranean
Sea. As the fleet naval vessel skirted the Spanish
shores en route to Barcelona, the increasingly
pleasant climate, incredibly blue sea and
picturesque coastline pulled at the heart of the
young officer. Never had Diamond dreamed of
seeing any part of the world beyond the oceans.
What lay in store in this beautiful country?
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Queen Isabella II, with her husband, the
Duke of Cadiz, had journeyed from Madrid to
meet with the Americans in Barcelona. Cutler was
surprised to find that royalty is not necessarily
synonymous with beauty. Queen Isabella had a
pale complexion, a square, almost unattractive
face, long black hair and a mannish figure. In her
late teens, the royal gowns did not hide a tendency
toward obesity. International rumour suggested
Queen Isabella did not have a satisfactory
marriage. Her cousin/husband did not perform to
the expectations of a hot-blooded new bride. The
Queen, if gossip were gospel, had occasion to seek
entertainment from other sources. As Isabella had
a tendency to reward those who earned her favour,
the American negotiators had pinned their hopes
upon Cutler Diamond fulfilling that need.

No one informed Cutler.

The lubricious emissaries were without
audience when attempting to indulge the Queen in
their campaign to purchase her Cuban colony.
However, just as they had unscrupulously planned,
the monarch became fixated with the young army
lieutenant. Cutler Diamond remained oblivious;
the lady was not only the Queen of Spain, but she
was a married woman as well.

A royal fiesta of modest proportion had been
organized for the foreign contingent and the
American gentlemen turned out in their uniforms
and finest. By contrast, their attire was drab
compared to the resplendent costumes of Spanish
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nobility and royal court in attendance. The
bejewelled Queen sported sufficient wealth on her
person to make a down-payment on the United
States. Perhaps the regent intended to demonstrate
to her guests that she did not personally have a
lack or need which would cause her country to sell
Cuba or any other of its colonies. She smiled
benevolently, at times tolerantly, upon her guests
and subjects. As the evening progressed, more
and more her attention gravitated toward Cutler
Diamond's handsome visage and warm manner.
More and more, Cutler Diamond's attention
gravitated toward a beautiful lady whom he felt
certain must be a Spanish princess.

The lovely sefiorita was not oblivious to the
American lieutenant.

Constantina Garcia y Ramirez was the
daughter and only living relative of Eduardo
Garcia, a quiet, unassuming man who tended to
think at right angles to Queen Isabella. Garcia
was an influential aristocrat and he wielded not a
small amount of power in the affairs of state as
well as international concerns. He had a
contingent of followers who supported him, but
Isabella controlled the army, which kept Garcia's
people from open rebellion. The Queen, in turn,
respected Garcia's position, realizing his worth
within her government, even though she longed to
have the thorn in her side removed permanently.

Eduardo Garcia's inherent powers of
observation did not fail to see trouble on the
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horizon —not necessarily from a paternal point
view— as his daughter and the young American
became engrossed in each other's company.
Garcia fought a battle of emotions as Constantina
naively upstaged the Queen of Spain. The air
grew static. Queen Isabella lost her composure
and, with her personal attendants in tow, swept out
of the palace ballroom in an undignified rustle of
skirts. Francis, King consort of Spain, remained
oblivious.

Among the emissaries, Major James Unzer
drew the short straw. With great reluctance, Unzer
informed Cutler Diamond exactly why a shavetail
had been included on this tour. The major, who
knew he walked on thin ice, turned red with
embarrassment as he explained it was Cutler's
duty to his nation. Diamond, gobsmacked, flatly
refused. If the United States needed a gigolo for
international relations, his patriotism was headed
south.  Though they were disappointed, the
abashed diplomats preferred not to continue their
argument.

However, a handsome and arrogant young
Spaniard in attendance, one Christobal Alcarez
—occasional plaything of the regent— expressed
exception to the American's advances upon
Sefiorita Garcia y Ramirez. Alcarez, through his
affiliation with the monarch, despised Eduardo
Garcia, but coveted the nobleman's lovely
daughter. After Queen Isabella abandoned her
guests, Cristobal Alcarez apprehended Cutler
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Diamond, demanding that he remove himself from
the lady's presence. When the lieutenant refused,
a short scuffle broke out in which Alcarez received
a bloody nose. From an undignified position
where the Spaniard landed upon the floor he
challenged the foreigner to a duel; the American
accepted.

Unfortunately, in the heat of the moment,
Diamond did not think to stipulate weaponry.

The Mediterranean sun reserves an
especially pleasant caress for Barcelona. The
following morning was no exception as the first
golden rays of day swept through the quiet plaza.
A seaward breeze rustled through palm trees as
cool night air clashed with rising temperatures. A
handful of early risers had come to the appointed
match; curiously, only one of the American
contingent had appeared to support his comrade.
The remainder of the spectators of this duel to the
death were Spanish nobility who had been in
attendance at Queen Isabella's fiesta last night.

Constantina Garcia y Ramirez stood, ashen,
beside her father. Though no fault of her own, she
felt responsible for the impending death of the
brave, but foolish, foreign soldier. She despised
and feared Alcarez. Eduardo Garcia had tried to
reason with the Spaniard, but his plea met with
haughty defiance. = Proclaiming the duel a
senseless murder, Don Garcia pointed out to
Queen Isabella that severe repercussions would
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fall upon already strained Spanish-American
relations. The monarch, unmoved, warned Don
Eduardo that his own future stood on quaking soil.

Garcia realized the fuse had been ignited.
Isabella's normally taut tether of tolerance had
snapped.

Alcarez's first two thrusts with his
smallsword pierced the skin of Cutler Diamond's
right and left shoulders. The American fought
back, though in comparison, he possessed no skill
at all. When the Spanish swordsman realized the
ineptitude of his opponent he voiced his disdain
with every slash, slicing through the lieutenant's
uniform, gashing skin, ripping flesh. Blood soon
soaked the torso; it dripped and flowed on trousers
and boots. Both wrists were cut though the major
arteries were not yet severed. The evil hiss and
sing of the light steel blade etched the eardrums of
the onlookers. Between jabs, the Spaniard taunted
Sefiorita Ramirez and Don Eduardo. Though
Major Unzer could not understand the language he
knew the implication when Alcarez offered to
fight both Americans at once. Cutler Diamond
refused the Major's interfering. The one-sided
duel continued, conclusion decided, timing at the
whim of Cristobal Alcarez.

Lieutenant Diamond's heavy sabre tilted
downward. He no longer had the strength to hold
it up, much less protect himself. Cutler tried to
focus on his rival; the image was distorted as if
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squinting through a glass of whiskey. He felt
lightheaded and the world began to spin.

The Spaniard laughed in the face of his
defenceless victim then flashed a malicious smile.
“Y ahora, un poco para la sefiorita.”

Alcarez lunged forward with a vicious thrust
directed toward the groin of the American. One
last burst of adrenalin gave Cutler the strength to
move. Instead of leaping aside or stepping back,
he turned sideways and launched himself upon the
wicked blade. Searing pain screamed throughout
his body as the point deflected off his sword
sheath and the long thin steel sliced through thigh
and buttock. The American twisted his hips, using
his bleeding flesh and the scabbard to
momentarily lock the Spanish smallsword in
place; at the same time the Cavalry sabre
described an upward arc in the fashion of a reverse
numeral five. The lower curve zipped through the
wrist of Alcarez's sword arm. Before the nerveless
hand could fall free, the sabre completed the
curve, moved vertically, then sliced forward
horizontally where it encountered the tendons,
muscle, flesh and bone of the Spaniard's exposed
neck. A sickening crunch and the muffled ring of
steel disturbed the stillness hanging over the
hushed crowd. The head, attached by one last
thread of skin and sinew, lolled to one side and the

1 And now, a little for the lady.
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body, gushing a torrent of blood, sank to the dry
earth.

Cutler Diamond dropped his sword and
collapsed beside his dead opponent.

As his daughter and the army major dashed
to the fallen American, Eduardo Garcia extracted
an ivory whistle from his shirt pocket and gave
three shrill blasts. Bystanders did not have long to
wonder at this for a spirited pair of caparisoned
blacks thundered into the grounds through the near
entrance of the plaza. The team, pulling a four-
wheeled, low-sided cart with elongated bed,
arrived, plunging and rearing, in a cloud of dust.
Don Eduardo shouted to his daughter and the
officer to load the wounded lieutenant in the
conveyance. This was done in utmost haste; Don
Eduardo, his daughter and the major scrambled
aboard. The driver whipped the horses about. In a
rattle of wooden wheels, thundering hooves and
swirling dust, the rig and pair disappeared as fast
as they had come.

The carter urged the blacks to ever greater
speed as they tore through side streets and onto a
thoroughfare of Barcelona. Eduardo Garcia,
precariously crouched upon the board seat,
clinging to the near edge of the wagon box,
shouted instructions to the driver. Constantina,
trying to stay aboard the skidding, careering cart,
ripped swathes of material from her petticoats as
she and the major attempted to stem the flow of
blood from Diamond's wounds.
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Don Eduardo maintained a constant vigil...
there were no signs of pursuit. In the distance the
billowing white sails of ships appeared and soon
the immaculate blue of the Mediterranean opened
before them. The carter eased back on the reins in
effort to slow the blacks but their Spanish blood
ran high and they fought their bits. The pitch of
the wagon's wheels changed as the conveyance
left the cobbled streets and clattered onto the
wooden timbers of a huge wharf. Snorting,
prancing and dripping with sweat the team
skidded to a halt at the water's edge.

Two young men scrabbled over the edge of
the pier and rushed to the cart. First they assisted
the sefiorita and Don Eduardo, then gently lifted
the unconscious American from the bloodied
wooden floor. Major Unzer assisted in
transporting his comrade along the dock where he
soon espied a shallow keeled fishing vessel
moored below the level of the wharf. As the
group proceeded to board the craft, the carter
called, “Vaya con dios, Don Eduardo!” He
touched the whip to his team; horses lunged in
their traces and the empty vehicle rattled hollowly
along the pier as the fighting blacks raced away.

Once in the boat the two Spaniards
immediately grabbed oars and, bending their
backs to the task, rowed swiftly away from the
wharf. The Major and the sefiorita turned to their
patient while Don Eduardo, fear on his features,
studied the area in the direction the wagon had

12



C. C. Phillips

disappeared. = There was still nothing to see;
however, on the far edge of hearing, he perceived
or imagined distant shouts and the faint sound of
running hooves.  Garcia silently prayed that
Miguel the carter had escaped, for the horsemen
were soldiers of the Queen's Army.

Eduardo Garcia did not need any
illustrations to help him understand the precarious
situation he and his daughter had been plunged
into. For months Garcia had stepped lightly,
straddling the sword's edge, nurturing Her
Highness's whims, knowing, at any instant, fragile
relations may explode. The events of the previous
evening had ignited the fuse. Isabella felt scorned
by the obliviousness of the handsome American
and consequently diverted her rage toward
Eduardo and his daughter. The nobleman would
be divested, probably executed.

Honour would not allow Garcia to flee
Spain for his own sake but he feared for the future
of Constantina. There was insufficient time to
rally the support he would require to save
themselves... flight was their sole recourse.

During the fiesta, as he witnessed the
fermenting wrath of Isabella, Senior Garcia had
considered it prudent to establish personal
relations with the foreigners. Hoping to save his
daughter, he approached the emissaries a few
minutes prior to the confrontation between Alcarez
and Diamond. Initially the aristocrat's plea evoked
chary scepticism. However, when Don Eduardo

13



Preston Diamond: Conception

assured the Americans that they too may not be
spared the ire of his Queen, the contingent became
more attentive.  Emphasizing Don Eduardo's
words, the fight broke out and the gauntlet was
thrown; the Americans realized a staggering
diminution of their own comfort zone. Garcia
advised the foreigners to board their ship that
evening with instructions for their captain to
position the vessel where it would be free to sail at
very short notice. Cutler Diamond could not be
dissuaded from the challenge and Major Unzer
agreed to accompany him. The American officers
would then be in a position to aid Garcia and
Constantina in their flight.

The frantic escape had been orchestrated
during the early hours of morning. Garcia had
called upon his most trusted friends and allies to
assist him in fleeing Spain. If the young army
officer had not slain Cristobal Alcarez, a
contingency plan would have left the dark
swordsman no less dead. In the bottom of the boat
lay two chests containing all the worldly
belongings Eduardo and Constantina would have
when they reached America. A small fortune
—Eduardo's precautionary emergency fund— lay
concealed in a compartment within one of the
trunks. The Spaniard's desperation had forced him
to place their wealth, their future and their lives in
the hands of these foreign strangers.

The nobleman offered up a second prayer,
this one for the life of the fallen American.
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As the oars of the rowers churned the
Mediterranean  waters, Major Unzer and
Constantina Garcia y Ramirez stanched the
bleeding of smaller cuts, the more severe gashes
having been tended to first. Unzer wondered if his
efforts had stopped the flow or if his fellow officer
had run out of blood. The major glanced up and
followed Garcia's gaze. In a cloud of dust, twenty
or more mounted soldiers topped a hill along the
avenue, high above and to the west of the dock.
They were charging toward the shoreline at full
gallop. Unzer calculated the distance to the
American naval ship anchored out in the bay: the
USS Red Cria now lay near enough for him to
recognize individuals on board; still a long two
hundred yards.

A fury of activity erupted on deck and the
accompanying sounds drifted on the air: the harsh
voice of the first mate bellowed orders; rigging
sizzled through rolling blocks as stiff white sheets
ratcheted up the masts; the steady clank of the
anchor chain rattled through the hawsepipe; the
groaning capstan protested as it paid out heavy
cable lowering a cargo net into the sea. Several of
the diplomatic entourage leaned over the rail
shouting advice and encouragement to Unzer and
his companions in the fishing boat.

The powerful arms of the Spaniards
stretched taut, muscles rippled on straining
shoulders as the small craft leaped through the
water. Even as the rowers drew near the naval
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vessel, the band of horsemen swept down the
avenue and thundered onto the wharf. Muskets
and sabres flashed in the sun as soldiers
abandoned their plunging, rearing mounts, then
raced afoot across the timbers.

The ship began to move. She swung about
as the oarsmen propelled their tiny vessel toward
the suspended cargo net.

Soldiers were forming a skirmish line along
the pier; an officer stood at the head shouting
orders.

Don Eduardo turned to his daughter. In
Spanish he said, “Constantina, lie down in the
bottom of the boat! Take cover behind the
trunks!”

Major Unzer, no stranger to enemy fire,
watched calmly as clouds of smoke belched from
the rifles. Water sprayed up where the musket
balls fell short, then the roar of the fusillade
reached his ears. The distance was too far and the
Spaniards had not allowed for drop. The next
volley would be much closer.

As the men on shore worked frantically to
reload, the rowers manoeuvred the fishing boat up
to the cargo net preparing to off-load passengers
and material into the huge rope enclosure, but the
captain shouted down, “The boat! Load the entire
boat into the net.”

Rapidly, Garcia translated the order to the
oarsmen. Grasping the intent, the stern man dove
overboard and swam round, dragging the heavy
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mesh under the little vessel. The ship, moving
faster, towed the skiff along. The swimmer
clambered back into the boat. The army man,
lacking proficiency in the seaman's vernacular,
shouted, “Hoist away!”

As the capstan reversed and the boat began
to rise, the Spanish soldiers released another
enfilade. Lead splattered upon the water; a few
balls striking ineffectually, thudded against the
sides of the ship at waterline.

The net, with its cargo, swung inward and
the smaller vessel settled awkwardly, atilt on its
keel upon the deck of the American ship. The
passengers, bound like fish in a seine, peered out
through the mesh and Major Unzer called for the
ship's doctor, “On the double.”

As the web fell away, Constantina screamed
in horror.

Don Eduardo Garcia, blood seeping from a
hole in the back of his skull, lay dead in the stern
of the boat.

As more sails billowed out and caught the
seaward breeze the USS Red Cria moved faster
toward open sea. The captain manoeuvred his
vessel into a position that placed a slower moving
freighter ship between the Americans and the
coast line: a defence against possible cannon fire
from land. The emissaries did not wish to return
fire upon the city for it would certainly lead to a
declaration of war; the Cuban Mission had been a
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failure; international conflict would be
inexcusable.

The two Spaniards who had risked their
lives for Don Eduardo stood in stunned silence as
Sefiorita Garcia y Ramirez clung to her noble
father. Sobs racked her body. Tears filled their
eyes as the young men crossed themselves and
said a prayer. With a softly whispered “Adios,”
they climbed upon the ship's rail and dove into the
Mediterranean. Major Unzer watched the
'boatless' oarsmen swim toward a slow moving
barge and clamber aboard. The swimmers had
been screened from the soldiers still lined up on
the wharf, they would likely escape undetected.

With the assistance of Unzer and two
sailors, Lieutenant Diamond was placed on a
stretcher and carried to sick bay. As the ship's
doctor removed impromptu bandages Diamond
opened his eyes. He spoke one word,
“Constantina...” before again drifting into
unconsciousness.

Major Unzer had returned to the deck where
Sefiorita Garcia y Ramirez sat caressing her
father's nerveless hand. He helped her to stand
and ordered the stretcher bearers to take Don
Eduardo below. The army officer offered to escort
the Spanish lady to a cabin but she insisted upon
seeing Sefior Diamond. The Major took her to the
ship's doctor who immediately utilized her
services as ship's nurse.
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Cutler Diamond regained consciousness on
two occasions during the first week of the return
voyage. The ship's medical man was perplexed as
to what kept the injured officer from dying. The
surgeon claimed to have “sewn enough stitches to
make a new shirt”; blood loss and injuries were
“enough to kill an ox” but the lieutenant refused to
release his tenuous hold. Fever raged through the
torn body and at times Cutler had to be tied to the
cot in order to prevent further damage to the hot
and angry gashes.

Constantina Garcia y Ramirez stayed by the
young lieutenant's side throughout the ordeal,
leaving only during the brief service performed by
the Captain when Don Eduardo Garcia's body was
delivered into the turquoise depths of the
Mediterranean.  Burial at sea was the only
available option as the ship made haste to escape
Spanish waters and the sefiorita accepted this
without question. Tears filled her dark eyes as the
canvass-wrapped body slowly sank out of sight,
but the young lady did not break. She turned from
the rail, walked across the deck with proud
determination and descended the steps to sick bay.
Her actions said, “I have lost my father, I will not
lose Sefior Diamond.”

Perhaps having the lovely lady at his side
enabled Cutler to cling to the precious thread of
life, for at the beginning of the second week he
awoke from fevered delirium to find he held the
warm soft hand of his beautiful Spanish nurse. In
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the days to come, Cutler Diamond followed
willingly as the sefiorita guided him along the road
to recovery.

As the US naval ship plowed through the
tumultuous seas of the Atlantic Ocean, the seed of
love, oblivious to language barriers, sprouted,
grew and blossomed. Only a few hours before a
sailor in the crow's nest espied the approaching
eastern coastline of the United States, on the cool
deck of the pitching USS Red Cria, the captain
joined in wedlock Constantina Garcia y Ramirez
and Thaddeus Cutler Diamond.
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Chapter 2

The first shot had young Preston Diamond
out of bed and running across the floor of his room
before he had fully awakened. Another explosion
of gunfire from within the house brought him to a
halt. There were sounds of a scuffle and muffled
screams. The thirteen-year-old opened his
bedroom door a fraction, saw nothing, then
stepped quietly into the darkness of the upstairs
hallway. He crept to the head of the stair, knelt
and peered into the gloom below. Why weren't his
father and mother aroused? Fear lent caution and
the lad waited for something... anything... to give
him direction. A groan followed by a burbling
cough chilled the boy's blood. Terror gripped his
pounding heart. A cautious footstep creaked upon
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the lower landing and slowly, deliberately, more
steps followed as someone ascended the stairs.

Somewhere outside, not far from the home,
another shot broke the stillness.

Preston could not move. The footsteps were
far too heavy for his mother, they were too slow
and awkward to be his father. An eerie, jagged
shadow appeared as flickering light from the
fireplace in the parlour cast its glow upward along
the stairwell. = The source of the shadow
materialized in the form of a hatless, dirty, bearded
man, his hair unkempt, his clothes in disarray.
Preston could smell his unwashed body and there
was something else... it reminded the boy of deer
hunting... the smell of fresh blood. The man
paused as his eyes came level with the top of the
stair. The darkness beyond him was impenetrable
but the quivering boy, partially concealed behind
the balustrades and looking toward the fire's light,
could read the intruder's face; it was filled with a
mixture of agony and hate. The eyes occasionally
squinched as if fighting pain. As the pupils dilated
the man cast about the hallway.

He discovered the youth in a nightshirt
huddled at the top of the stair.

The weak glint of metal flashed in the
firelight and a pistol came to bear upon the fear-
frozen lad. Death and triumph flashed in the
crazed eyes; a malicious smile crept across the
grizzled face as the finger tightened on the trigger.
From below, a hushed hiss of silent death whistled
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on the cusp of hearing as a razor edge of steel
sliced through the darkness. The attacker grunted
as six inches of heavy cavalry sword magically
protruded through his rib-cage. His mouth opened
but no words came out. The pistol dropped from
dead fingers and he tumbled down the steps.

When the noise of the falling man subsided,
Preston heard another rasping cough. Grabbing up
the dropped pistol he made his way down the stair.
The dead man partially blocked the step, the sabre
was entangled in the spindles of the railing. An
ember burst into flame and the room illuminated.
Cutler Diamond, Preston's father, clad in night
attire, lay a short distance from the man on the
stairwell. As Preston stared in horror, the elder
Diamond gasped a long sigh, the body relaxed and
his head turned to one side. He had saved his son
with his dying breath.

The foot of the stair opened into the parlour
but a doorway to the kitchen, dining area and main
entrance was adjacent on the right. Across the
silent room, the outer door of the cottage stood
open, a shaft of moonlight cut out a slim triangle
on the darkened floor. A footfall echoed on the
porch. Another stranger, as ratty as the first,
appeared. “Come on, Roddy! We gotta git the
hell outta here afore someone comes alookin'!
We'll come back for the kid another time... That
Spanish bitch got hold of Wiley's gun and shot
him... he's hit purty good... I had to cut her throat
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to save my own hide... damn shame, her goin' to
waste... Roddy?”

A muzzle flash lit up the room and the
deafening roar of a revolver filled the enclosed
space. Roddy's companion caught the slug high in
his chest and dark blood pumped out in torrents
from the hole. The dead man reeled backward,
clawed at the door-jamb and slid to the floor.
Smoke filled Preston's nostrils; his ears were
ringing. He dropped the gun in stunned shock and
his body began to quake; icy fingers of cold ran up
and down his spine. Preston had killed a man. In
a shocked trance he gazed sightlessly about the
room.

Out in the yard the sound of hoof beats
reverberated, their urgency snapping the youth
alert. Preston leaped over the corpse on the stair,
dashed to the door, stepped over the second body
and looked down the trail that led up to the farm.
A man, coat tails flapping in the moonlight, clung
awkwardly to the saddle as his horse carried him
away at full gallop. Two other mounts tethered in
a nearby grove were rearing up, tugging at their
halter shanks. On the flat winter-dead grass
between the horses and the cottage, something
shone white in the flood of moonlight.

It looked like someone sleeping on the
ground....

The Civil War still raged and Colonel Cutler
Diamond had been fighting on the side of the
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Union since the conflict broke out. Cutler had
moved up through the ranks and was pleased to be
reunited with his longtime friend from the
Mexican-American war, Ulysses Grant, whom
President Lincoln had appointed Lieutenant
General in command of all Union armies. The
two officers had not lost contact between the wars;
they had served together in Fort Humboldt,
California —Grant's first posting after winning a
captain's promotion— and though Ulysses had
temporarily resigned from the army to dabble
(rather unsuccessfully) in civilian life, he and
Diamond had remained friends and
correspondents.

Cutler Diamond and his beautiful Spanish
wife had travelled to outposts in California,
Oregon and various forts scattered throughout the
west. The couple enjoyed a modest existence, not
necessarily constrained by the paltry army wages
Cutler earned because Constantina had been well
provided for upon her father's death. After a year
of marriage, the Diamond's had been blessed with
one child, Preston Eduardo: his mother's joy; his
father's pride.

The youngster had his mother's dark hair
and his father's powder blue eyes. At an early age
he demonstrated an aptitude for learning that
could not be quenched by the tattered texts in the
hot and dusty little rooms which sufficed as
schools at the military posts. Under his mother's
tutelage, Preston became fluent in her native
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Spanish; his father, also an educated man, taught
the lad proper English, though, out of sheer
devilry, Preston would often resort to the rough
vernacular and mispronunciations of the frontier.
The boy learned to ride exceptionally well and
possessed an affinity with horses, dogs and, more
often than his mother appreciated, wild animals.
Injured birds, orphaned babies including a badger,
a whitetail fawn and even a little skunk followed
Preston around the garrison at various times.
Cutler Diamond taught his son, at a tender age, to
shoot and understand the capabilities of firearms.
The dark haired boy spent hours practising with a
44 rim-fire Henry rifle that his father had
purchased when the new lever-actions first came
on the market. Preston also grew proficient with
the Colt Navy revolver.

Indians often lived near the forts. From
them, the amicable young Diamond learned the
rough and tumble fighting games practised by the
bare-footed youths. The red-skinned natives
spared no quarter for the soldier's son and the
white boy took his knocks and beatings along with
the others. Among these rowdy lads, Preston
practised the skill of the throwing knife, bow and
arrows.

With the onset of the Civil War, the family
had transferred east where they established
themselves on a small farm near the hamlet of
Conception, Virginia, on the south bank of the
Patowmack River. Using this base, Colonel
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Diamond could be with his wife and son when
home on leave or addressing military matters near
the Capitol. He felt they would be safe here. As
fighting grew more intense, opportunities to return
became fewer, for General Grant relied heavily on
Colonel  Diamond's  knowledge, intuition,
topographical understanding and, most
importantly, his rapport among the troops.

During this time, the Capitol saw a massive
influx of new inhabitants. The infrastructure
could not cope with the burgeoning population.
Food, housing and sanitation were in short supply.
Crime ran rampant. Many Washington refugees
made forays into the countryside in hopes of
scavenging a meal or raiding the agrarian
neighbourhood. The secluded Diamond farm,
across the river from, but in close proximity to, the
seething hub, received its share of wvagrants,
beggars and thieves. Preston's mother always tried
to help in some way, though when Colonel
Diamond was away, she privately feared for her
own and Preston's lives. The starving transients
were grateful for what she could give and
individuals did not become a repetitive plague.
But there were so many lost souls: ruffians,
wounded, deserters and homeless.

Nowhere was safe anymore.

Cutler Diamond was home, on his second
night of a four day leave, when the murderous
attack came.
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Grey dawn scotched the sun. During the
night, cloud and mist had drifted over the land,
erasing moonlight, ushering in a dampened chill.
A lone dispatch rider galloped up the long, treed
lane to Colonel Cutler Diamond's farm. There
was an urgency in the horse's pace that preceded
the pair.

No one noticed their approach.

The messenger drew rein as he entered the
yard. Two saddled and tethered horses in a copse
of maples whickered a greeting across the dull
stillness. The door to the house stood ajar, a body
lay sprawled on the porch. Nearer, between the
home and the horses, a figure knelt on the ground
beside a prone body clad in white.

The hard ridden mount snorted as its rider
urged the animal nearer to the kneeling person.
Dismounting, the messenger held firmly to the
reins as he led the horse slowly toward what he
now recognized as a boy dressed in a nightshirt.
Beside the youth lay a beautiful dark haired lady
in satin evening attire. A horrible pool of
coagulated blood stained the gown and the hard
ground where she lay. The boy's eyes were open
but he was focused a long distance —in time—
from the spot where he knelt. The messenger
spoke but there was no response. He touched the
lad's shoulder and the stiffened form tipped over.

“Chilled!” the rider gasped. “The kid's half
frozen!”
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Releasing his hold on the reins, the man
scooped up the numbed form in his arms and
rushed to the house. Ignoring the grizzly scene of
two more bodies, he laid the lad on a low couch,
covered him with a blanket and frantically fanned
the dead embers. Realizing the futility in this, he
took his time and soon had a proper blaze roaring
in the fireplace. The stranger shifted the sofa
nearer the flames, opened the blanket so the heat
would funnel toward the frozen boy, then raced
out into the yard. His horse had not strayed. The
messenger leaped into the saddle and spurred
away down the lane even faster than he had
arrived.

A company of soldiers raced up the lane to
the Diamond residence within two hours. Smoke
of the dispatch rider's fire still funnelled from the
chimney. The pair of horses stood tied in the
maple grove; the lady lay in the yard. A man's
twisted and blood soaked body was stretched in an
awkward fashion upon the stoop. Two more dead
men, one a stranger skewered and wrapped in a
ball on the stairwell, the other —Colonel Cutler
Diamond— lay in an encrusted pool of blood on
the parlour floor.

The boy was gone.

A thorough search of the house and
surroundings did not turn up the missing youth.
The soldiers assumed that hypothermia had
numbed his brain and he had died of exposure or
perhaps fallen in the river. The detail of soldiers
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—several of whom had served under Colonel
Diamond— hardened to the ravages of war, wept
openly when loading the Diamonds' bodies on a
light supply wagon. They wept for the loss of
their comrade; they wept for the sickening
realization of what their world had become. No
one remained immune to the abominations of the
conflict; barbarous work such as this further
accented war time's degradation of humanity.

Large holes were left unfilled following an
abbreviated investigation; there was insufficient
time and manpower to pursue the details of the
Diamond murders. No one knew the two dead
men: there was no indication they were from
Confederate or Union forces; deserters was the
consensus. Conjecture held that they had come to
the farm intending to rob. Cutler Diamond had
defended his family and died from wounds
suffered. Apparently nothing had been stolen so
the inquiry concluded there had been no survivors
on either front.

In civil war, justice and civilians suffer.

Two people did not accept the findings of
the abortive investigation: one, a close friend of
Cutler Diamond; the other, Colonel Diamond's
thirteen year old son.
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Chapter 3

As Preston Diamond's stiffened body
warmed, his thought processes began to function.
He did not know how he had arrived upon the sofa
in front of the roaring blaze in the fireplace.
Initially he thought his father had placed him
there. Slow recollection filtered into his chilled
brain —it wasn't a nightmare— he feared to look
behind him for he knew what must certainly await
his gaze. He could smell death. Alternating chills
and flashes of hot fear coursed through his
trembling frame. One thought hammered at his
instinct of survival: The killer whom Preston shot
had said, “We'll come back for the kid another
time...”

And one man, a wounded person whom
Preston's victim had referred to as Wiley, had
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ridden off in the moonlight. Would he “come
back for the kid”? Was he, at this moment, lurking
out in the yard, hiding in the maple grove or one
of the outbuildings, watching, waiting for Preston
to emerge from the house? Preston's mother must
have wrested a gun from the assailant, but how
badly had she wounded him before the second
man murdered her?

The boy shuddered and forced himself to
look around the parlour. His father lay just as
Preston had seen him last night. In the grey light
of day the reality was so much harsher. Now it
was morning, there had been no nightmare;
nothing could change it now; no one on earth
could put things back the way they were. Fighting
tears, he staggered to his feet and reeled to the
doorway. With deliberate caution Preston opened
the door a crack. Squinting through the narrow
slot, he saw the shoulders and head of the dead
man on the porch; further away his mother in her
white nightdress lay in the yard. He wanted to run
to her, to wake her up. A horrible lump rose in his
throat, he choked back the sobs. Through his tears
he saw a band of horsemen —they looked like
soldiers— sweeping into the lane. Were they
coming for him?

Preston slipped barefoot into his boots,
grasped his father's heavy army coat, picked up
the revolver from the floor and escaped through a
rear window of the cottage. A dense wood lay
near to the back of the house and Preston dashed
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into the trees undetected. From a vantage point in
the brush he watched the proceedings in the farm
yard. There were six mounted soldiers in Union
colours milling about. In the distance a wagon
and pair approached the farm; the driver also wore
a blue uniform. These men were from Colonel
Diamond's Union Army, but the young Diamond
could place his trust in no one. “There is no one
left...”

“...No one left.”

He thought of his father's long time friend,
fondly known to Preston as 'Uncle’ Ulysses or
simply Uncle Lyss. How he wished to see that
man ride up. But the boy had heard his father
mention that General Grant was a few days ride
from Washington. He could not possibly be here
now.

Preston brought up his knees to warm his
bare legs and shivered in the warmth of the
greatcoat; the scent of his father lingered in the
coarse muslin lining. The soldiers tied their horses
and the wagon rolled into the yard. Across the
distance Diamond could hear the low voices of the
army men. Shouts erupted when two of them
entered the house. People scurried about as if
searching for something or someone. Ignoring
their calls, Preston shrank deeper into the
undergrowth as he realized who they sought.

The boy knew the woods as well as the birds
and animals who lived there. And, like the
animals, he could hide or escape without
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detection. With ease, Preston eluded the half-
hearted search that ensued. Returning to his
original location, the young Diamond watched as
his parents' bodies, wrapped in clean white
canvass were loaded onto the wagon bed. Shallow
graves had been dug for the murderers and they
were unceremoniously rolled into the holes. Two
young soldiers shovelled the dirt in upon them; no
markers or prayers were issued. In formation
—three mounted army men ahead and three
behind— the company led and followed Colonel
Cutler Diamond and his wife Constantina. The
two rearmost soldiers led the riderless horses of
the killers.

Silent sobs convulsed the young boy's body.
Hot tears gushed from his powder blue eyes,
soaking the sleeve of his father's greatcoat. He
cried and cried until there were no more tears to
come, then fell asleep with an aching yearning in
the pit of his stomach like gnawing hunger in a
starving man.

Two huge, round, tear-filled eyes watched
from a distance.

Rufus Tweed was born into servitude and
had been a slave for most of his thirty-something
years. The black man's date of birth had never
been properly recorded, but he knew it was during
the presidency of John Quincy Adams, an early
opponent of slavery. Most of Tweed's working
history concentrated in the agriculture industry; a
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farm labourer. In the late fifties while 'employed'
on a family operation near St. Louis, Missouri, he
was manumitted.

Tweed's emancipator had abandoned a
career in the army to pursue interests in civilian
life. These various endeavours were financial
disasters and the farming enterprise in Missouri
left him destitute. However, though times were
extremely difficult, the farmer and his wife had
treated their slaves fairly; Rufus, in turn, cared for
and respected his owners. Upon receiving his
freedom, the illiterate Rufus memorized one
particular line of his emancipation paper: “The
Court therefore finds that said Rufus Tweed is
absolutely a free person of color in this State or
elsewhere...”. He also converted to memory the
signature of the farmer who had signed his release
from bondage.

Mr. Tweed found it difficult to hold a job as
a free man. Not for a lack of ambition or
insubordination, the work he found tended toward
seasonal and Rufus suffered through several lean
years; freedom is not free. With the advent of the
Civil War, along with thousands of other freed
blacks, Rufus Tweed gravitated to Washington
D.C. There was no employment available here
and living conditions were abysmal. Late one
afternoon in March, while idly watching a unit of
blue-coated soldiers riding along Pennsylvania
Avenue, Rufus recognized an officer at the head of
the column: It was the farmer from Missouri, his
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former owner. Tweed dog-trotted after the riders.
Upon reaching the Whitehouse, the officer
separated from the group, riding his horse to the
President's stables while the others continued on.
Rufus caught up to the bluecoat just as he handed
the reins to a stableman. The Union officer smiled
broadly upon recognizing his former slave.

Fortune smiled on Rufus Tweed that
afternoon for the farmer cum army officer had a
comrade who might be in the market for a
labourer on his small holding across the
Patowmack, in Virginia.

Tweed followed the directions given and the
black man's luck continued; Colonel Diamond was
at his home when Rufus arrived. Cutler listened to
the labourer's plight, read the signature on the
emancipation paper and hired Rufus immediately.

Cloud had burned away and the sun had
tracked itself to mid afternoon when Preston
Diamond awoke from emotional exhaustion. He
found Rufus Tweed sitting nearby, his big arms
hugging knees to chin, a tattered hat clutched in
his hands. Tracks of tears were evident on the
face of the black man; he wore sadness like a
loose-fitting second skin. Preston realized again
that he had not been dreaming. His voice
quavered, “I guess you know what happened,
Rufus?”

The black man nodded. “Oh Press, I don'
know how come dey's daid, but I see'd dem so'jurs
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atoten' yo Mammy and Pappy away in dat wagon.
I see'd dem so'jurs buryen' dos' mens an' I see'd yo
'as ahiden', so I guessen', Rufus, he ought be
astayen' sca'ce, t00.”

“I don't think they were after us... but I
didn't think anyone was after my family before last
night ... They killed my father, Rufus... they
killed my mother too... they were coming for
me... one was coming up the stairs after me... and
Papa ran his sword right through him... but Papa
died too... and then another man came in the
house calling for the man Papa killed....”

Preston's head hung down and he gasped for
breath. “He said he'd slit my mother's throat. I
shot him dead, Rufus. 1 shot that murdering
bastard right through the heart!”

The hired man drew back upon hearing the
lad's vicious outburst, but he spoke soothingly.
“Press... Press... dat's all righ' you kil' that bad
man. He was acomen' af'er yo.”

“What are we going to do now, Rufus? We
have to do something; there's at least one more out
there. I saw him ride away, but I think he was hurt
pretty bad. The man I shot said that Mother had
taken hold of a gun and shot the other man, so I
think Mother put a bullet into him before the other
man kill...” He broke off as a new flood of tears
gushed from his red and swollen eyes.

Rufus gathered the boy in his arms and
carried him through the brush. Preston cried on
the big man's shoulder all the way to the house.
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Tweed stood Preston on the porch and said,
“We don' haf' a be gwyne in dat house if'n yo don'
wan'... On'y we got to be feeden' yo sumpn, else
yo gwyne pass ou' from de hongers.”

“It's all right, Ruf,” Preston said with more
assurance than he felt. “We'll go in and straighten
things out; clean the place up and light the fire.
Someone brought me in and sat me in front of the
fire this morning, Ruf. Did you do that?”

“No, Press, I dun nufin lak dat. Firs' I see'd
yo, yo 'as ahiden' in de woods. Mebbe one dem
so'jurs com by firs' an he dun put yo in de house?”

Preston shrugged but said nothing. He drew
a deep breath and preceded the Diamonds' hired
hand into the cottage.

Dark stains on the hardwood floor faded, but
would not be completely erased no matter how
hard Preston scrubbed. The lye soap had begun to
burn his hands when Rufus gently pulled him
away. “Dat's as good yo kin do, Press. Yo bes' be
com an' eat sumpn.” Realizing the lad needed to
be kept occupied, Rufus added, “Den we bes' go
ou' an milk dat Bessy cow. She be bawlin' all
af'ernoon, her bag so full.”

Preston said, “We better tend to the horses
and mule, too. They'll be needing a drink.”

“Dat's righ', Press, we still gots dem t'ings to
do. Nufin' stops for ebber.”

Preston Diamond's youth had ended
abruptly; there was no time for the natural
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transition from boy to man. A childhood of love
and security had been stripped, ripped from him.
All he had been taught to believe in, to respect,
seemed as wasted, hollow sermons now. His
young heart beat a dull monotonous ache;
throbbing pain and anguish simmered in silent
suffering. He feared the days to come. Would
there never again be happiness? Had his life —a
pleasant dream— become a living nightmare?
Were happy memories sacrificed for a world of
unending terror? Anger and Vengeance crept in to
feed upon his soul.
Vengeance fed upon his soul.

The first night, unable to fall asleep,
Preston's active mind mulled it over again and
again. Someone had arranged the deliberate
assassination of his parents; not simply a robbery
by desperate vagrants, a few starving souls
seeking a loaf of bread. The men who committed
this crime were coached beforehand: they knew
how many people were in the Diamonds' cottage;
knew Cutler Diamond was home on leave; knew
of the beauty and nationality of Constantina
Diamond; and they intended to kill the entire
family.

Who could commit so monstrous an act?

Why?

The injured man who had escaped wore a
frock coat with long tails; they flapped beneath
him as he rode clinging to, rather than seated in,
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the saddle. Probably the wound Constantina
Diamond had inflicted forced the soldier to ride in
such a fashion. Had he been shot through the
abdomen? His coat, army issue, was of a less
bulky design than the greatcoat Preston's father
wore during the cold months. In the moonlight,
colour had been indistinguishable but the boy's
keen eyesight noted there were no chevrons on the
sleeves. There was a shoulder board, the
distinction of an officer, though the light had been
insufficient and the distance too great to ascertain
rank. During his years of living in forts and army
barracks, Preston had studied well the insignia of
army personnel.

An officer referred to as “Wiley” by the man
Preston killed; could “Wiley” be his actual name?
A nickname? Was it first or last? Was he a
Confederate or a Union soldier? Preston was not
familiar with the uniforms of the southern camp
other than the knowledge that the soldiers wore
grey...

The awkward seating of the fleeing rider
puzzled Preston. If the fellow had sustained an
injury in the past he would have traded his horse
for a wheeled conveyance. No man would
deliberately set out on the trail half astride his
mount. Conjecturing that the soldier had suffered
the wound at the hand of Preston's mother, the boy
attempted to establish the next event in the
sequence. The man at the door, when calling for
the dead Roddy, had said, “he’s hit purty good...”
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If Wiley was, in fact, hit hard, what would
he do? Was he laying dead along the trail? Did he
find a doctor to attend to his wound? Where was
the nearest doctor?

“Conception.”  Preston spoke the name
aloud. There was a medical man in the little
village of Conception, a short hike downstream
from the Diamond farm. The doctor's office could
be a starting point....

Normally, Rufus returned to his shanty in a
wooded area about a half mile from the Diamond
cottage, but the hired man stayed with Preston in
case the lad needed comforting during the night.
Sleeping on the sofa by the fire, he heard no sound
from the youth though Preston hardly slept at all.
In the morning Diamond forced himself down the
stairs; his face was tired and haggard, the eyes
sunken and red from tears spilled the previous day.
Tweed had a platter of hotcakes on the table, beef
frying in the skillet.

Pulling out a chair and seating himself at the
kitchen table, Preston said, “Rufus, I'm riding
down to Conception today.”

“Yo needen' supplies, Press?” Rufus asked
as he slid a loaded plate in front of the boy.

“No, I'm looking for a man... the third man
that was here two nights ago.”

“Na, Press, don' yo go acourten' no trubble.
I b'lieb yo Mammy an' Pappy, dey's countin' on me
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be alooken out for dey son. Mebbe, dey don' want
you arunnen' off after no bad mens.”

“I'm just going to check with the doctor to
find out if an injured person showed up in the
night. Perhaps I'll take a look along the trail, too.
Might be something to see....”

Mid stretch for the butter dish Preston
stopped and held up his hand to stop the black
man's argument. “It's all right Rufus, I know what
I'm doing. I know what I've got to do.”

Tweed's face revealed his angst but he held
his tongue as he poured a cup of coffee for
himself, then a glass of milk for his young
companion.

Preston chewed methodically, his taste buds
numb. The pair dined in silence. The lad cleaned
up his plate but refused a second helping. At
length he said, “I should have thought of this
yesterday: Washington ought to be brought in
close to the yard at night. Since old Ring died, we
don't have a watchdog and that mule will let us
know if anyone comes near.”

Rufus nodded in agreement but said nothing.
The black man's eyes grew large as they followed
Preston across the room and watched him lift his
father's army issue Colt from the peg beside the
kitchen door. The revolver slid smoothly in the
oiled holster. Preston tucked the gun in his belt
and hung the holster back on the peg. Seeing the
grave expression on the hired hand's face, Preston
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said, “Don't worry, Ruf, no one will see the gun
unless I really have to use it.”

“Don' be taken' yo pappy's gun to town,
Press. Dey ain't no good gwyne come o' dat.”

“It may be no good will come of me if I
leave the gun at home. There is someone out there
who wants me dead... and I want him dead, too.”

“Yo ought be astayen' on de farm wid me,
Press. We gots all dem chore an' it be comen' time
to maken' plan fo' de crop.”

“Rufus, the farm is yours too, now. I want
you to be my partner. An owner. You know much
more than I about the business and I think, with
good management and hard work, there will be
more than enough for us to live on. So you go
ahead and do what you think is best. I intend to
return tonight but I won't be around the place very
much until this is settled.”

Rufus protested. “Na, now Press, don' yo be
atalken' like dat. Dis place is on'y fo' Di'mon
folks. Rufus, he stay roun' an he'p but he don'
need no share in de crop. I'as alus jus' a hire'
man.”

“Not anymore, Rufus. You move right on
into this house, into...” Preston paused, “...You
move right into my father and mother's bedroom.
The house mustn't be left empty for too long with
all these beggars and homeless passing through.”
Again he held up a hand to stop Rufus. “I know
what I'm doing, Ruf, you can help me best by not
arguing.”

43



Preston Diamond: Conception

The black man could not restrain himself,
“Na, Press yo don' want no slave unner yo roof.
Asides, what folks agwyne say when dey comes
by an' see sum black man worken dis farm an' no
Massah? Dey gwyne say, 'dat nigger he kil' dos
white folks an' den he take de farm!' Dat's what
dey's agwyne say, Press!”

Preston suppressed a grin upon hearing the
passionate outburst. “I have no doubt that has
happened and will happen again, but it won't
happen here, not to you, Rufus.”

Tweed looked the question.

“You have your emancipation papers, don't
you, Ruf?”

The hired man put a hand to a pocket in his
overalls to assure himself. “Yo knows I carry dat
'macipat'on paper ebber where I'm gwyne, Press.”

“Well, your paper is different from everyone
else's. It is a special one, Rufus.”

Rufus touched his hand to the pocket again.
“Why dis one so e'special, Press?”

“Because it is signed by Ulysses S. Grant,
President Lincoln's favourite general. Nobody
within a hundred miles of Washington is likely to
cause a stir with a former slave of Lieutenant
General Grant!”

The sun had inched its way to mid morning
when Preston, armed and ready, turned to the now
cold trail. He gave no thought to where it might
lead; only to where it would end.
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“Never pass up an opportunity to learn
something. Always see everything there is to see,”
were words of advice his father had given. Cutler
Diamond was a patient, observant man; his son
inherited these qualities. Preston had learned to
look closer, farther, deeper. He studied detail,
never failed to heed the obvious. Most of the lad's
education had come through the efforts of his
parents but the few teachers he had had were
baffled by his questions on subjects they
themselves had taught for years. Preston's ever-
ready but honest “Why?”  exasperated the
pedagogues.

He had intended to ride his horse to
Conception, but instead, Preston commenced his
search afoot, in the farmyard. The earth had
soaked away the blood where Constantina
Diamond had fallen and the tracks of the soldiers
had erased much of the story, but Preston beagled
about until he felt certain he knew all that
remained: Constantina had left the house in her
night dress for a visit to the privy. She had been
abducted at the little outhouse and dragged across
the dusty yard toward the maple grove where the
two strange horses had been tied. In the struggle,
Sefiora Diamond had managed to wrestle a gun
from one of the assailants and shoot him. Though
he could not read in the dirt the brutal scene of the
second man cutting her throat, Preston was able to
fit that verbal admission into the plot.
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Approaching the puzzle from an audio
perspective, the young Diamond constructed a
theory involving the three shots he had heard:
While two men struggled with Constantina, a third
waited near the door of the cottage. As could be
expected, when his wife did not return to bed,
Cutler Diamond went out to investigate. He was
struck by a bullet upon opening the door. That
blast had wakened Preston. Recollecting the pain
in Roddy's eyes and the smell of blood upon him
as he climbed the stairs, Preston judged that the
man must have been hit by the second shot; it
followed soon after the first and was much louder;
probably fired from inside the kitchen. Preston
could not be certain but it suggested that Colonel
Diamond had managed to wound Roddy,
apparently with his own gun since Cutler
Diamond's revolver had not been used. It hung,
fully loaded, in its holster on a hook behind the
kitchen door. The third pistol shot came from
farther away; Constantina had injured the man
named Wiley.

The fourth blast Preston could vividly recall
and account for.

According to the blood trails left in the
house prior to Rufus and Preston's diligent
cleansing, Cutler Diamond, fatally wounded at the
front door, could not reach his rifle or revolver
—Dbloody hand prints on the wall indicated this—
but his cavalry sword, which young Preston had
been practising with before going to bed leaned
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against the door frame near the archway leading
into the parlour. The man named Roddy had
stepped past Colonel Diamond, leaving a trail
—from blood of his own and Cutler's wounds—
across the dining area and a short way up the stair.
Cutler Diamond dragged himself to the sabre,
summoned the strength to rise, and, with his last
gasp, threw or drove the deadly blade through the
torso of the gunman.

So Preston constructed a plausible
description of the attack as it unfolded. Patchwork
and creativity blended the fragmented plot but it
was sufficient for a beginning.

The morning the blue coats had arrived,
Preston, from his hiding place in the wood,
determined that the soldiers had not been very
thorough in their investigation. They had spent
less than an hour in search of the missing youth
and were at the farm no more than two hours in
total. Now he felt hurt and angered that the Union
Army could not devote more time in honour of his
father and mother. Still, he reminded himself,
perhaps those soldiers who were at the farm were
now in their own graves. It is wartime.

However, Preston had a lifetime to
investigate the murder of his parents. He had to
find the wounded person who fled, for that man
may be coming back to kill the very last remaining
Diamond. Preston needed more data and he
wondered if the blue coats' cursory inspection had
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drawn any conclusions or had they simply buried
the evidence with no concern for justice?

What evidence did they bury?

Preston walked across the yard and retrieved
a spade from the little tool shed beside the barn.
He did not relish what lay in front of him but he
determined to be as thorough as possible. The
ground was soft and the graves shallow. The man
referred to as Roddy was in the first excavation.
The cool, damp earth had preserved the body.
Preston lugged the corpse from the hole and went
through the man's pockets and bloodstained
clothing. If he had had any identification, or
personal effects, the soldiers had taken them.
Preston tugged off the scarred army issue holster
and extracted spare ammunition from the belt.
Two initials, R.M. were scratched into the thick
leather on the inside of the flap —Roddy M.— the
name meant nothing to Preston. A bullet hole
through the man's side, just below the rib cage,
bore evidence that Cutler Diamond had managed
to wound Roddy before killing him with the sabre.

The second body had no identification in his
pockets or his gun belt. Preston rolled the corpse
nearer the first and examined them side by side.
There were similarities in build and facial
features; they could have been brothers.
Revulsion nearly took Preston's breakfast as he
studied the dead men. The lower portion of the
left sleeve on Roddy's shirt had been ripped away
and Preston saw a part of a tattoo. Without
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hesitation he rolled the loose material back and
revealed the letters R.M. tattooed on the forearm.
Preston turned to the second corpse and rolled up
the sleeves. On the right forearm he discovered,
in a similar style, the inked letters G.M. The
possibility of the two being brothers was now a
probability. Was that information of any value?

Preston Diamond tipped the bodies back into
their respective graves and filled in the holes. He
returned the shovel to the shed, then made his way
to where the mounts of the deceased had passed
the night. Other than normal signs of horses
tethered for a prolonged time there was nothing to
be learned. Preston found where the third animal
had been tied. It was some distance from the other
two. Diamond considered the meaning of this.
Possibly, the third mount was unfamiliar with the
first two. The miscreants would not have wanted
their horses making a ruckus and alerting the
household; any equine hostilities were prevented.
Did this mean the army man who had escaped was
less than a casual acquaintance of G.M. or Roddy
M.? Perhaps he was another brother who simply
had come into possession of a new horse? There
were many possibilities.

The trail of the fleeing horse and rider ended
abruptly when the pair hit the hard packed lane.
The animal was shod, but Preston read no
peculiarities in the prints he had been able to
discern. The young tracker hiked along the lane
and carefully inspected any discrepancy or path
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leading into the trees along the road. Only deer
tracks were apparent there. The soldiers and
impromptu hearse obliterated any defined track.
However, at the junction of the private lane and a
public wagon trail Preston espied a deviation from
the route taken by the army men. A horse had
shied off to the side leaving shod hoofprints in the
softer, untraveled shoulder. A boot heel left a deep
impression.  Preston searched the distance for
passersby, then knelt down for a closer inspection.
The blotch of blood must have come from the
same person that had left the heel mark. Possibly
the frock-coated officer who fled had lost his grip
on the saddle. When he slipped off, the horse
side-stepped and the man landed hard; hard
enough to jar blood from his wound. On closer
study the boy picked up several more boot prints
along the margin of the wagon rutted trail. He
found a place where the boot heel swivelled
leaving a small trench in the dirt; in a radius
typical of a pair of reins, the horse had shied in a
circle, apparently nervous of its rider.

Did that mean the horse was unused to
blood? How could it be the mount of an army
officer and not be hardened to the smells of the
wounded and dead? Or was it just weary of the
clumsily positioned side-saddle rider? Preston was
learning fast in his investigative debut. Only,
there were more questions than answers.

The heel prints disappeared, leading Preston
to believe the rider had possibly regained his seat
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and continued riding toward Conception.
Maintaining keen observation, the lad strolled the
two winding miles to the village as the sun arched
through mid afternoon.

Conception had once been part of the initial
District Of Columbia, however the land had
recently been returned to Virginia. The
Patowmack formed the north eastern boundary of
the hamlet and houses sprawled haphazardly along
the river banks. The little burg did not boast a
huge population; the Civil War had depleted the
male side of the equation and many of those
young men would not return home. On the other
hand, because of the war, similar to Washington
DC just across the river, the village had observed
an influx of refugees and homeless.

In the brief time the Diamond's had lived in
the area, Preston had often come to the town with
his mother when she needed supplies.
Occasionally his father, when he was home, or
Rufus Tweed accompanied Mrs. Diamond if she
required assistance with a large order. One time
Preston had visited the doctor's office for stitches
to patch up a gash on his arm. It was to that office
the boy now headed.

Doctor Filmore's clinic was in his home, just
a short walk from the business section of the town.
The house looked much the same as others along
the street; however, it was recently painted.
Handy to the entrance was a small woodpile; an
axe was stuck in the chopping block and
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woodchips were strewn about. The doctor's
personal rig, a sharp looking black carriage with
polished oak shaves and black canopy, was parked
in a lean-to alongside the building. There were a
pair of bays standing with their heads down and
hitched to an empty buckboard in front of the
clinic. There was no sign of a saddle horse with
blood stains on the saddle.

Diamond cast a glance in the box of the
buckboard as he walked past. A rough bed of
blankets had been made on the wagon floor.
Preston surmised an invalid had been brought to
the doctor or perhaps a patient was being picked
up.

The door to the clinic stood slightly ajar.
Preston eased up to the opening, listened briefly,
then slipped inside. A murmur of voices came
from another room. The conversation grew louder
with one angry voice, protesting vehemently:

“You cannot move this man. He is severely
injured and will die if his wounds are not allowed
time to heal.”

“Ya done yer best, Doc, now it's our turn.
You jes' stand back and let us be....”

“I will not tolerate this! Unhan...”

The sound of a solid slap, followed by a dull
thud, then a faint groan, reached Preston's ears.

“Christ, ya knocked the old bugger right out,
Joe!”

“Never mind that, let's get this crippled
bastard out of here a'fore somebody comes in.”
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Preston shrunk down behind a reception
desk just as the inner door burst open and two blue
coated soldiers emerged carrying a patient laden
stretcher. A blanket had been hastily tossed over
the injured person; across the end of the load lay a
stained and dirty blue frock-coat. Preston's eyes
grew wide as he noted the sleeve: there was a
shoulder board with the double bar insignia of
captain. The men did not notice Preston as they
manipulated the stretcher through the entrance
door and out into the street. Less than gently they
hoisted the invalid into the buckboard and slid him
along the floor leaving the stretcher under him.
One of the pair hopped into the box and shook out
the blankets that had rumpled up ahead of the
stretcher. Stepping over the seat and grasping the
reins he called to his partner, “Okay, let's git OI'
Wiley down to the Alexandria field hospital afore
somebody names him a deserter.”

The second man boarded the wagon.
“Might be he'll die on the way there. You heard
what that sawbones said.”

“He ain't gonna die, Joe. If Cutler Diamond
didn't kill him, nothin' will.”

Preston had edged up to the open door so as
to see what was taking place. He could hear the
conversation quite plainly. At the mention of his
father's name, slender fingers stole down to the
butt of the Colt. Almost instantly a firm grip
seized the boy's shoulder and a soft voice said,
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“Still your hand, son, those blackguards are more
than you can handle.”
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Chapter 4

Still clutching the revolver grips, the boy
turned around  slowly. He recognized
Conception's only physician.  Hair thin and
greying, green eyes red rimmed and sunken from
extended hours of work, Doctor Filmore wasn't a
young man anymore, though he appeared trim, fit
and, except for a temporary pallor and lack of
sleep, healthy. He smelled of disinfectant.
Twisted spectacles rested askew on his nose. A
trickle of blood trailed over his forehead, around
the left eye, and down a smoothly shaved cheek.
Diamond assumed the doctor had hit his head
when he fell.

On the street Preston heard the driver speak
to the horses, then the grudging squeak of wheels
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needful of grease as the buckboard rolled off along
the avenue.

Filmore said, “You are the Diamond boy,
aren't you? I put several stitches in your, what was
it... leg, or arm, a few months ago?”

Preston nodded. “My arm, sir.”

Realization dawned in the green eyes as a
shadow of horror passed over the doctor's face.
“Folks here thought... we... I mean, we had heard
you were missing.... Soldiers passed through here
yesterday with bodies on a wagon. The town
people heard it was your family....”

“They killed my parents, one of the
murderers escaped.”

“Oh, God! This war is so terrible! Common
folks are turning into murdering beasts! I... I am
so sorry to hear of your loss... Mr. Diamond...
I...”

“Preston. My name is Preston, Preston

Diamond.”
“Of course... yes... Preston...I remember
The boy studied the older man. At length he
said, “You've taken a cut on your forehead. I
heard one of those men slap you and then the other
one said you were knocked out.”

The doctor touched the tender area on his
head; his fingers came away with blood on them.
“Yes, I tried to restrain them from moving my
patient but they insisted... violently.”

now.
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“Your patient,” Preston asked, “did he arrive
here during the night one day ago?”

Filmore said, “I am not at liberty to reveal
patient information, Preston.”

“I think he is the man who attacked my
mother... she shot him with his own gun. Hit him
low down, maybe in the guts or through the hip. I
saw him ride away and he couldn't sit in the
saddle. Does your code prevent you from giving
information about murderers and rapists?”

The physician stepped over to the entrance,
closed the door, turned to face the youth and said
tersely, “Follow me.”

Preston looked around while the physician
attended to his minor injury. The modest
operating room was nearly spotless, except for the
doctor's own blood on the polished floor. A
rumpled cot that must have been the patient's bed
stood in the middle of the room. Rows of bottles,
jars and canisters filled a double shelf that ran the
length of one wall. Clean linen and an assortment
of polished steel instruments rested on a short
counter. Small tin tubs, a wash stand and extra
blankets were on a second, smaller countertop at
the opposite side of the clinic. Another doorway,
probably leading into the doctor's private
residence, stood closed. The place reeked of
disinfectant, salves, and an assortment of
pharmaceuticals.
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Doctor Filmore seated himself in one of two
chairs and waved Preston into the other. “What
are you planning to do, Preston?”

“Unless you have something to tell me, I
have nothing for you,” Preston hedged.

He detected no humour in the doctor's faint
smile. “I asked for that, didn't I?”

Preston shrugged.

Filmore puffed out his cheeks and expelled a
long breath. “The wounded man did come
pounding on my door quite early in the morning;
I'd say it was about four o'clock. He had been
shot, at close range, through the pelvis. Blood loss
should have killed him and I do not know how he
was able to stand, much less walk. But no internal
organs were damaged and I was able to pluck the
bullet out without difficulty. If he had remained in
my care, [ would give him better than a fifty-fifty
chance. Now I am not so certain he will be alive
tomorrow.”

“Why did those men come for him?”
Preston asked.

“They mentioned something about a
desertion charge if the patient was not taken to the
army hospital. In retrospect, that may have been a
ruse if the injured man is, in fact, one of the
killers. In that instance, had there been more
people involved, they wouldn't want to risk having
the man talking to authorities.”

Preston bit his lip as he considered the
statement made by one of the men when they
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loaded the patient in the buckboard: “He won't
die. If Cutler Diamond didn't kill him nothin'
will.” Obviously those fellows were aware that
Wiley had participated in the Diamond Farm
massacre.

“Do you have any information about the
injured man? Anything at all? I heard one of the
murderers referred to him as Wiley... Can you
confirm that?”

The doctor's green eyes appraised the youth.
“Tell me what happened last night.”

As Filmore listened attentively, Preston
recited the painful incident valiantly holding back
his tears though a sob escaped when he spoke of
his mother. Tears trickled down the cheeks of the
doctor when the boy had finished.

“You are a true soldier's son, Preston
Diamond. I am glad you were able to avenge your
mother's murderer. But I caution you on trailing
the conspirators further. A lone boy hunting men
of that grotesque nature will stand no chance.”

Preston ignored the advice. “Any
information you can give me will help. Keep this
conversation between us. It is best if people
believe I did not survive the attack.”

“The man's name is Captain Everett Wiley
of the Union Army. I found his credentials in a
pocket of his trousers; I had to go through his
effects in case he died.” As an afterthought,
Filmore admitted, “And to ensure payment for my
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services... sometimes patients believe physicians'
labour comes free.”
“Any indication of Wiley's current posting?”
“I know nothing more than what I have
given you. [ expect the abductors will take
Captain Wiley to the field hospital in Alexandria.
It is the nearest.”

Next morning Preston rose early, saddled
Rascal, a young and fiery gelding, and rode hard
to Alexandria. The .44 Henry hung in its scabbard
on the saddle; the Colt lay tucked out of view in
his waistband; a throwing knife —a gift from an
Arapaho youth— was strapped round his calf and
concealed under the trouser leg. Rufus's pleadings
and predictions of ill fate had gone unheeded.
Preston Diamond believed, in order to preserve his
sanity, he must not quit... even if it drove him
beyond the breaking point.

A burst of rifle fire put Preston on the alert
and he rode cautiously through a wooded area in
hopes of a better view. The volley was repeated
and Diamond recognized it as a military salute.
Emerging on the edge of the trees, Preston drew
rein when he espied a line of Union soldiers, rifles
in hand, standing at attention; a group of army
officers, regulars and civilians stood solemnly in a
congested circle partway up the sloping, grassy
hillside; new gravestones and markers littered the
field. Alexandria Cemetery. Two flag-draped
caskets were simultaneously being lowered into a
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double grave. Preston considered the fanfare:
Every day dozens of men were being buried
without ceremony in graveyards scattered
throughout the zone of conflict; why the military
funeral with full colours and salute on this
occasion? Must be for an officer of high rank or
distinction. The double grave....

Colonel Cutler Diamond and his wife,
Constantina.

A lump rose in the lad's throat; a choking
sob escaped; tears squeezed out between tightly
closed eyelids. Feeling the rider's tension, the
high-spirited horse fidgeted and danced. Preston
backed Rascal farther into the brush, dismounted
and held the reins. Alone, he stood silent in gut-
ripping, heart-wrenching agony watching the
interment of his mother and father.

He wanted to run to them, to stop the
shovels, to scream that it was all a lie. “Don't
bury them! Let them out!” But he remained lost,
transfixed, long after the crowd dispersed.

Diamond sensed a slight pressure on his
shoulder, the horse snorted and pulled back on the
reins. Glancing to the side, he saw his father.
Sadness haunted the powder blue eyes but a
reassuring smile rested upon his handsome
features. Beside Cutler, Preston's black haired
mother stood; the light of love shone in her dark
eyes. She reached out; fingers as light as shadow
brushed the boy's cheek. Preston raised his hand
to hers but could not grasp it.
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We are with you, Preston, his father
murmured. We shall never leave you, my son.

Constantina nodded and said, Siempre mi
hijo: “Always, my child.”

Preston tried to throw his arms around her
but the embrace was empty. He could not hold
her; he could not feel her warmth.

Tears formed in the dark pools of
Constantina's eyes. A glittering diamond rolled
down each cheek. In her native Spanish she said,
We cannot touch you now, you must only feel our
love.

Cutler Diamond drew his wife close and
said to Preston, I am sorry for leaving you, there
are so many things we should have shared. Know
that the track you have set upon is the right one,
for the evil that came to our family lives on. You
will see that justice prevails.

“ You will see that justice prevails.” Not a
command; not a prediction; the words were
spoken simply: a matter-of-fact statement.

Preston brushed a sleeve across his blurred
eyes and nodded acknowledgement.

Cutler Diamond continued, You will find
information in the military journals I wrote
beginning the day of my entrance into the army.
The collection contains other documents you will
need as well....

“Can't you give me direction, Papa? Why
don't you stay with me? We could do this
together...”
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With all my heart I wish that could be the
way, my son, but we can no longer be of this
earth. We will guide you with our undying love
and that is how you will know that we are near.
Do not be afraid, for Fear is never an ally; it will
only confuse your judgement. Remember too, in
all things, trust in yourself.

Again Preston sensed the loving touch of his
mother's hand on his face. She stepped close and
kissed him softly on the forehead; the gentle
sweep of a butterfly's wing. His father reached out
as if to rumple Preston's hair; a breeze in the
willows. We love you, son.

Their images faded. Preston blinked and
they were gone. He lifted a hand to his cheek,
then to his forehead where his mother's lips had
caressed. “I love you, too,” he whispered.

Rascal grew impatient and Preston was
forced to face the present. The grief, the black
abyss, receded. @ Melancholy, a not unkind
emotion, crept in. Preston Diamond knew his
parents would always be near and that realization
gave root to confidence. The lad faced the graves
across the clearing; awkwardly, he saluted his
father, then blew a kiss to his mother. In spite of
his tears, he smiled, knowing they were not truly
buried in that cold damp earth. Preston shoved a
foot in the stirrup, mounted up and rode back
through the woods.

A weary company of mounted soldiers on
fagged horses were riding toward him so Preston
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reined off the trail to await their passing. He fell
in beside the rear-most of the bluecoats. Fingers
crossed he said, “My father is injured and in an
army hospital near here. Can you give me
directions?”

Cutler Diamond's integrity would never
allow him be less than truthful. He coached his
only son to follow that example. “Every lie you
tell takes a little away from the man that you could
be.” Preston knew his father would have that wry
smile, reserved only for his son, when he heard the
boy's fib.

A young private, not many years Preston's
senior, pointed to a fresh bandage on his hand.
“Jes, come from there. You'll be findin' it down
this trail 'bout two mile. Busy place, bunch o'
tents, ya cain't miss it.”

Thanking the soldier, Preston wheeled his
horse and rode back along the wagon road.

The hospital was a collection of large,
straight-walled canvas tents. The grounds reeked
with the stench of improper sanitation facilities,
horses, blood and death. Groans of pain, cries of
anguish and delirious outbursts of the fevered and
dying reverberated throughout the camp.
Harassed and haggard medical people, many on
the run, a few in somnambulate drift, were tending
to the sick and injured as best they could. After
hitching his horse, Preston asked a pair of young
men carrying a stretcher where he might find his
father. The lad who responded simply said, “Look
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around. No one knows where anyone is. We stop
the bleeding, amputate the limbs and bury the
dead. We don't keep much records around here.”

Preston did not wish to announce the name
Captain Wiley for fear of drawing attention or
arousing suspicion. It was possible that Wiley was
already dead. A washing line of stained linen
stretched across a corner of the camp. Preston
donned a half-dried smock and assumed the role
of medical assistant. He moved through the tents
checking occupants of the low-slung cots but it
was a futile effort for he had not been able to see
Wiley's face at Doctor Filmore's clinic yesterday.
Alongside many of the cots various personal
articles hung on temporary hangers made of tree
branches stuck in the earth. As the hours passed,
Preston perused the clothing for a blue frock coat
with captain's insignia on the shoulder bands.
Often the wounded thought the lad was their son
or brother. They asked how things were on the
farm; they asked to be taken home. Several times
rough hands grabbed at him; terrified eyes stared
hollowly from the confines of the makeshift beds.
Medics gave Preston orders and he was pressed
into service aiding the transfer of patient from
stretcher to cot or carrying away a soldier for
whom the war was over. Among the dead were a
few that looked younger than Diamond.

Preston Diamond was sturdy for his age and
could handle one end of the stretcher as well as a
grown man. While lugging a body to the
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temporary morgue, he passed near a tent he had
not previously entered. He heard a voice speak
the name Captain Wiley. Stepping up the pace so
as to hurry back to the canvas wall, his partner at
the rear of the stretcher complained, “It's not a
race. We ain't soon gonna run out of dead men.”

At the morgue, Preston passed the
conveyance to his temporary colleague. “You take
it back, I have to talk to someone.”

“Tain't none of these so'jurs gonna answer
ya,” the older lad retorted, but he took the folded
stretcher and trudged off.

Making sure to keep his shadow off the tent,
Preston sidled up to the canvas wall. The steady
thrum of hospital staff mingled with moans and
cries of patients. Hearing nothing to advantage, he
elected to venture inside. Stepping through the
flap at the front, he slipped to one side of the huge
tent. A half-dozen smocked individuals were
bustling about; Preston blended in while threading
his way unobtrusively among the cots. Estimating
the position where the voice may have been
located, the pseudo medic paused to adjust the
head bandage of an unconscious patient. On the
temporary clothes hanger, two cots further along,
Preston espied a blue frock-coat bearing shoulder
boards and captain's insignia. Nerves on edge,
Diamond shifted along past the next cot, placing
himself directly beside the captain's coat. A name
along with brief medical information hung by the
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bed: Captain Everett Wiley; apparently the
medical staff did keep records of the officers.

The wounded man raved in delirium. “She
shot me! Roddy, Gilly, get me out of here! She
shot me... I'm dying.”

Diamond looked down upon the man
responsible for his mother's death. The fellow
wasn't pretty: several days stubble growth showed
the grey in his whiskers; twin white scars ran
down his right cheek like claw marks and a more
recent livid red gash stood out on the forehead.
Wiley appeared quite short in stature though it is
difficult to judge the height of a prone man. The
patient did not reek of blood and death as had
some of the others Preston had worked with this
day; probably Doctor Filmore had been more
thorough in his care than the temporary army
hospital.

Preston savoured the comfort of the heavy
Colt pressing against his middle, the strap of the
knife belted around his calf. His hand inched
toward his boot; it would be so easy to pull the
blade and slit this bastard's throat as had been
done to Sefiora Diamond...

““Lieutenant Diamond, is that you?”

Preston straightened.

“Yeah, that's you, Cutler... only you look so
young? Are you still in West Point?”

Preston's blue eyes burned into the fevered
yellows of the wounded man. The frail voice
continued, “I swore, I'd kill you someday,
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Diamond... I thou... I thought we did... How
come you're so young an'...”

Preston glanced away and saw two soldiers
threading their way through the confusion of
medics, patients and cots. They were the pair who
had visited Filmore's clinic yesterday. Preston
made to leave but a powerful grip twisted his
wrist. “Diamond, I'm talkin' to...”
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Chapter 5

The voice trailed off, the hand relaxed and
the patient slumped back on the cot. Preston
slipped across the aisle just as the two bluecoats
arrived.  Fearing that Wiley would regain
consciousness and identify him, Preston escaped
the tent and made his way round to the position
he'd held before. Kneeling by the stiff cloth wall,
he could hear the conversation as clearly as if he
had been amongst the men.

“...it don't look like OI' Wiley is about to
wake up any time soon, Joe. We best not shake
him anymore or the sawbones will be raisin' hell
with us.”

“Well, the Cap'n din't die on us yet. He
made it through that wagon ride yestiday without
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bleedin' to death too. Lucky for him that lady din't
shoot off his privates, she come damn close.”

“Well, the rapin' ol' bastard ain't gonna be
using that for a long time soon. Might be the
doctor man's agonna have to lop 'em off
anyways.”

“They say that woman was some kin' a
princess back where she come from. Col'nel
Diamond, he brought her here all the way from
Spain... Kilt some Spaniard bastard in a sword
fight over her...”

“Ya ever see her?”

“Na, but I heerd she's a looker. Ol' Wiley
was sure after her. He had a grudge to settle with
the Col'nel, but he wanted that woman too.”

Preston heard a slap and then another as one
of the voices said, “C'mon, Cap'n, wake up. We
got some news for ya.”

“He's daid to the world, Joe, ain't gonna
rouse him up none 'til he's ready.”

The eavesdropper was interrupted when an
angry voice shouted, “Hey! Why are you lolly-
gagging around out here? Get back in there and
start toting that stretcher. We haven't run out of
casualties yet, leastways not that I've heard.”

Startled, Preston jumped to his feet and
turned to see a red-faced, blood-stained man
wearing the ubiquitous bivouac smock.

“Now git to it!” the man ordered.

Preston bowed his head submissively and
slunk away toward another tent.
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Certain he was clear, Diamond shed the
filthy smock, changed direction and headed to the
picket line were he had hitched his horse. Rascal
had been impatiently pawing the sod, weary of the
raucous camp action, the scent of death and the
flies that found sun's warmth sufficient to bring
them out of their winter cracks. The boy snugged
the cinch, swung into the saddle and rode toward
Conception and home. Confident that Captain
Wiley would not be discharged from the clinic
—unless of course, he died— Preston determined
to return the next day. He was frustrated for not
having heard “the news” referred to by one of
Wiley's confederates.

Hunger had filled the gap where his stomach
used to be and Preston dug through a saddle bag
for the cold lunch packed prior to departure that
morning. Though the gelding was eager to trot,
Preston held him back to keep the sandwiches
from jiggling apart. This reduced speed saved the
youth  serious injury @ when he  was
unceremoniously jerked from the saddle by a taut
rope, strung just above saddle height, across the
tree-lined trail. Preston had the breath knocked
out of him but he regained his feet instantly. In
the gathering dusk he saw someone moving along
the edge of the trees. Soon a small bandy legged
man, his rifle pointed at Preston's midriff, stepped
onto the road. The ragged stranger, long past his
prime, stepped close and squinted into the boy's
face.
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A high voice squeaked, “Why, yer jest a
pup, you are! Fine horse for a pup though. I don't
cotton to Kkillin" pups, I don't, but ya do anythin'
foolish, OlI' Betsy here,” he patted the rifle stock,
“she'll be ablowin' a hole clean through yer young
hide. Got any spare coins with ya? ”

Preston had raised his hands to show the
stranger he meant no resistance. Now he shook
his head.

“No money, huh? Well, that do seem odd,
considerin' the horseflesh an' rig yer sportin'.
'Pears t' me ya might have somethin' a poor feller
could use?”

The conversational tone switched to a
hostile growl. “Now empty yer pockets an' be
right quick about it.”

Preston lied again; in a pleading voice he
said, “I just have a money belt, but it's empty.”

“Yeah? Ya don't say? How about I take a
look at that there money belt jest in case ya missed
a half dime or two.”

Diamond nodded and, with noticeably
trembling hands, reached to his mid section.
Seconds passed as he fumbled with a non-existent
buckle. The holdup man hopped from one foot to
the other, his overeagerness eventually allowing
Ol' Betsy to drift off target. The metallic click of a
cocking hammer resounded in the stillness; the
Colt had appeared magically. The greedy eyes of
the highwayman grew large as, too late, he
realized what Diamond had done.
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“Drop the rifle, mister. I don't cotton to
killing old dogs, but this Colt doesn't care at all.”

The steady hand and penetrating gaze
instilled a quaver in the older man's voice, “Ya
cain't kill me afore I put a bullet in ya, boy, so this
‘ere stand-off ain't gonna go yer way atall. Now I
say ya drop the pistol afore my Betsy gits a notion
to vent'late ya.”

Preston didn't flinch. “No sir, I'm betting I
can kill you twice before you can pull the trigger
once.”

Maybe the holdup man really did believe he
could beat the lad. Maybe he was so desperate for
a bottle of whiskey, a plate of food or whatever
else his sour mind craved, that he didn't care.
Maybe he simply lacked good judgement. OI'
Betsy's barrel hadn't quite come on target when a
hole appeared just below the left lapel of the filthy
frock the thief wore. A second hole, half an inch
higher, joined the first. The rifle discharged in the
dirt as the fellow pitched forward on the trail. The
hushed silence that followed was interrupted by
the “chink” of spent cartridges landing on the hard
pack of the track. Preston dug in his trouser
pocket for two of the bullets he had taken from the
exhumed corpse yesterday. Thumbing them into
the empty spaces in the cylinder of his revolver he
jogged after his horse; the gelding had shied away
from the shooting.

Back in the saddle, Diamond had time to
reflect upon the killing. When he'd shot the

73



Preston Diamond: Conception

murderer in the kitchen of the Diamond home,
Preston suffered a horror of guilt that made him
sick to his stomach; two days later, a similar
encounter did not have the same effect. The
sordid scoundrel, now laying dead on the trail, had
intended to steal the horse and everything else of
value; he had shown no compunction in regard to
shooting his victim. Preston weighed these
thoughts on the scales of what was rapidly
emerging as his own brand of justice. He had
already lost everything worth caring about.
Righteousness, so clearly defined under his
parent's direction, now became nebulous. His jaw
set in grim determination. He did not wish to
become a killer, but he would yield nothing
without a fight.

The army would find the corpse and dispose
of it better than he could.

Twilight had folded to full darkness but
Rascal's unerring instinct brought Preston home.
Though the curtains were pulled, Diamond could
see that Rufus had a light burning in the kitchen
and the smell of wood smoke from the parlour
fireplace hung in the air. The lad could not
suppress a sob as he thought of the happy times,
the comfort, the love shared under the roof of the
country cottage. His mother, having lived so
many years in army quarters, had been happy to
have a place of their own.
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Rufus emerged from the house when he
heard Washington, the mule, braying. This
announcement was soon followed by an exchange
of whinnies between the horses in the corral and
Preston's mount.

“Dat  you, Press?” Rufus asked,
ineffectually peering past the yellow glow of a
lantern he carried.

“Yes, it's me, Ruf. I have to see to my horse.
I'll be right in.

The black man came closer and the beam
played on the glistening flank of the gelding. “Na,
Press, Rufus he'p yo wid dat pony. He look like
he be'n worken' sumpun hard.”

“We came home at a steady pace,” Preston
admitted. “He's a good horse for being so young;
knew his way back when I wasn't sure where we
were.”

Rascal was cooled out and rubbed down.
Rufus gave the horse a drink, then tied him in the
barn and Preston tossed a fork full of hay in the
manger to keep him occupied for the night.
Preston ran a lingering hand over Rascal's flank
and gave the horse a final pat.

“Have you moved yourself into the house
yet, Ruf?” Preston asked.

The new partner hesitated. “I brang sum m'
stuff, Press, but I nebber brang ebryt'ing. An'I
don' wanna mobe in yo folks' room.”

“Well, you can take your time with that,
Rufus. I'm not anxious to walk in there myself.”
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Tweed, holding the lantern high, led the way
to the house. The evening had grown cold and
Preston relished the warmth from the fire, though
another coldness hit him upon crossing the thresh-
hold. Rufus noted the pain in his young friend's
eyes. “I knowd it be te'bble lon'sum roun' here,
Press. Yo folks dey lef' a big hole in all de worl'
when dey go.”

Preston offered no response as he shucked
his coat and hung it on the hook behind the door.

Tweed crossed the kitchen, picked up a
wooden spoon from the table and began stirring a
pot on the cookstove.

The boy spoke to his friend's back. “I saw
them today, Ruf... I saw the funeral... and after
everybody went away... Mother and Papa came
and stood beside me... they talked to me... they
talked to me, Rufus... they really did....”

Preston had not intended to ever tell anyone
about seeing his deceased parents. He feared his
sanity may be in doubt. Rufus's hand stopped
stirring, slowly he turned, the huge eyes growing
larger as he faced the boy. Preston bit his lip
wishing he had not mentioned anything.

“Dat's de truf ain' it, Press? Yo see'd yo folks
t'day?”

“I could see them, Ruf, but I couldn't touch
them. They talked to me and Mother kissed me on
the forehead. Then they faded away; but I know
they are with me... they are here, right now, in this
room.”
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Tweed smiled, his teeth brilliantly white in
the dark face. “I knowd dey's here, Press. Dey's
here wid dey son.”

“You believe me, Ruf? Really?”

The black man turned back to the stove,
resumed a slow meditative stirring and spoke as if
talking to the pot. “When Rufus jis' a tad, he
nebber got no Pappy an' den his Mammy die.
Rufus he lef' all lon'. He go to m' Mammy's grabe
an' lay dere an' cry for awful long tam. Dey ain't
nobody roun'... jis' Rufus an' de grabe. An' den m'
mammy, she 'pear, stan'in' righ' der'. She say,
'"Rufus, yo be'n a fine boy o' mine. An'I knows yo
gwyne be a fine man, too. I don' wan' leabe my
on'y son alone on dis lan', so I come to yo an' I say
I be wid yo all de tam. When ebber yo need yo
mammy, I be righ here. I be righ' here so yo ain'
nebber lon'y. Sumday dey won't be no mo' slave
an' Rufus be free man. Yo mammy agwyne be der"
on dat day too, Rufus. Mebbe sumday, dey even
be a black man pres'den' dis country too, Rufus.
Mebbe dat black man pres'den' be m' boy Rufus
an' I be der' on dat day, too. I be wid yo all yo lif'
but yo don' seein' me, I be righ' der' wid yo."”

Rufus's hand had stopped stirring and he
turned back to Preston. “Press, I know'd yo see'd
yo Mammy an' Pappy. Dey same m' mammy, on'y
we cain't be seein' dem no mo' but dey still der".”

Diamond stepped over to the stove, reached
up and placed a small hand on the big shoulder.
“Thank-you, Ruf. Thank-you for believing me.”

77



Preston Diamond: Conception

Rufus beamed. He said, “Yo bes' eat sum
dis grub. It call' Rufus Stew.”

The stew was hot, spicy and delicious.
Preston insisted on washing the dishes though
Rufus had trouble accepting the idea. Preston
said, “You cook, I do the dishes. I cook, you do
the dishes. That's fair, except my cooking isn't up
to yours, so you may have to do most of the
cooking to keep us from starving.”

Though the hour had passed for a proper
bedtime, Preston located the apple crate of army
journals in his father and mother's bedroom and
toted them down to the parlour. Rufus watched in
silence as Preston tenderly sorted through his
father's memoirs. Powder-blue eyes blurred and
an errant tear escaped as he recalled watching
Officer Diamond meticulously record the daily
entries. There were over twenty books in all.
Many of them had received rough treatment
having literally gone through the war. At the
bottom of the box he found the first journal; it was
entitled “United States Military Academy, West
Point, New York.

Briefly scanning the daily entries, Preston
began to construct a mental picture of life at the
Military Academy. He had always thought his
father had gone to West Point for army field
training, but the notes revealed that there had been
considerable text book learning and college
studies as well. It seemed as though his father had
enjoyed penmanship and many of the entries were
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written as by a skilled storyteller. A page turned
and the name Cadet Everett Wiley leaped out.
Hungrily, Preston studied the entry in detail.
Without his being aware, the read switched to a
narration; Cutler Diamond's strong and steady
voice filled Preston's mind:

“Cadet Everett Wiley has become a thorn in,
not only my side, but the sides of half the cadets
here at West Point. The man is a born trouble-
maker, a constant agitation among his fellows.
Though he is without scruples in dealings with
colleagues, the man is a boot licking sycophant in
the presence of senior officers. His subservience
is quite repulsive though the officers appear to lap
up the attention like a cat at a bowl of fresh milk.

In stature, Everett is a short man, about five
feet and six; sturdily built, he would weigh
perhaps one hundred and sixty pounds. Sandy
haired, pig-eyed and large-mouthed. His rather
grotesque nose is somewhat larger this evening,
for today I lost patience with the inveterate
scoundrel: In accordance with his pernicious
nature among his fellows, I caught Wiley
mercilessly whipping a horse.  The animal
struggled wildly but the cadet had him secure and
was laying the quirt on heavily. Upon my demand
that he cease the thrashing, Wiley, his blood up
from the sport, turned the whip on me. I'm not a
man to take advantage of a smaller fellow but I
will not stand for a whipping from a sawed-off
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bully either. We had a brief tussle and Everett
came away with the swollen nose mentioned
previously. I believe I have made a mortal enemy
this day, for men of his stature will pardon no
slight....

Preston slipped a finger between the pages
and lowered the book to his lap. Was this entry
the “information” his father had referred to? It
supplied a motive for Wiley, though the settlement
of the grudge had taken nearly two decades. But
this knowledge offered nothing in addition to what
Preston had already unearthed; nothing to help
him see that justice prevails. There must be
something more, something deeper....

The journal slipped from Preston's hands
jarring him awake. Rufus stood nearby. “Mebbe
tam yo gwyne to bed, Press.”

Through bleary eyes Preston tried to focus
on the black man. “You haven't moved into my
parents' bedroom, Ruf. No reason for you to sleep
on the sofa when there is a big comfortable bed
waiting for you.”

Tweed nodded. “Mebbe sumday. Mebbe
firs' I mobe in dat room beside yo, Press.”

On his return to Alexandria the next
morning Preston took a circuitous route, avoiding
that part of the trail where he had shot the bandit.
In the light of day he wished there had been an
alternative to Kkilling the old holdup man. In all
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likelihood, the fellow was near starving. With the
advent of the war, the land had become crowded
with misbegotten wretches, rejects and deserters
from the armies; fighting, stealing, living hand to
mouth on whatever they could get. But Preston
knew, had he been clumsy or slow, it would be
him, not the holdup man, laying dead upon the
road.

“Better him, than me,” Diamond decided.

The young gelding wanted his head and
Preston fought to hold him in. Greater pitfalls and
booby traps than a lariat stretched across the trail
may await the unsuspecting; the possibility of
ambush —shoot first and rob later— kept the
youth alert, studying the terrain at all times. The
animal used more energy fighting the bit than if
Preston had put the heels to him. However, should
Diamond need to escape in a hurry, the fleet and
powerful beast could certainly outdistance most
other steeds in the area.

The hospital bivouac appeared exactly the
same though the sight affected Preston far more
strongly on this day. Sick to the stomach, dry of
mouth, he could not swallow the sour taste rising
in his gorge as the ghastly heart-wrenching sight
overwhelmed him: Humanity reduced to
barbarous, maggot survival amid a katzenjammer
of squeaking, rattling wagons, neighing horses,
soldiers' shouts, cries, groans, and curses;
noisome, putrid stench assaulting nostrils; huge,
chill-lazy blue-bottle flies crawling, swarming,
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buzzing; grotesque and blackened severed limbs;
disease: dysentery, malaria, typhoid; everywhere
the dead, the dying; bloodied wounded, bloodied
medics. Hell.

Preston Diamond dismounted and tied his
horse among a string of others on the picket line.
He did not don the smock today, but strolled
directly to the outer side of the canvass wall where
Captain Everett Wiley lay confined. With dichotic
ears attuned to the brouhaha of the surrounding
camp and the muffled din from within, Preston
strained to hear Wiley's rasping voice. Diamond
could not risk having the injured man identify
him, for the fevered captain had already made a
connection between Preston and his father,
undoubtedly from their characteristic, powder-blue
eyes.

Although the corner where Preston waited
was situated away from the beaten path, he was
nonetheless conspicuous in his immobility. Most
likely, in less time than he required, someone
would question his actions or rather inaction and
call him to task. Should the two men who
assaulted Doctor Filmore be within earshot they
could not fail to recall the similar altercation
Preston had the previous day. The boy did not
want to be caught or found out.

No identifying name or voice reached the
ears of the eavesdropper and Diamond grew
anxious. Prolonged patience  becomes
procrastination; Preston abandoned his post,
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swiped another smock from the line and entered
the busy tent. From half a dozen cots away he
identified Captain Wiley. The man hunkered in an
awkward position on the edge of his bed and
Preston could read the agony on his haggard face
as he tried to rise to a standing position. A
member of hospital staff stood near, supporting
Wiley's weight and offering encouragement.
Again Preston touched the bulge of the Colt
tucked in his waistband. The Union officer
managed to sta