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Introduction:

Enjoying the Sweep of History

IT CAN BE TEDIOUS to hear an author cite his reasons for liking this or that book he produced, yet in the case of The Warriors, I find it hard to keep from it. The sixth novel of The Kent Family Chronicles covers a short span of years, yet encompasses some of the most significant, exciting, not to say epic events of our history.

In my introduction to the preceding volume, The Titans, I noted that the Civil War is a subject continually eliciting worldwide interest. Professor James M. McPherson in his prizewinning one-volume history of the war, Battle Cry of Freedom, says that the Civil War has produced more books by a factor of ten or more than any other era in America’s past. Further, the war brought about the greatest redirection of national life, in the shortest time, that we’ve ever experienced.

Lagging not far behind the Civil War in terms of universal appeal, however, is the opening of the American West. I expect that’s why I favor The Warriors: it rolls up a lot of our most dramatic moments in a single volume.

Consider that the book opens with the harrowing battle of Chancellorsville in Virginia as the war grinds to its agonizing close. It cuts away for a glimpse of the ravaging of Southern plantations by Union troops, especially their less-than-attractive foragers, commonly called bummers.

Then we travel West, to watch the building of the transcontinental railroad. The conclusion draws us into the era of the robber barons, a subject more fully explored in the next volume, appropriately titled The Lawless. Any wonder that I enjoyed writing the book despite the frantic pressures to get it out faster, ever faster?

When I lecture or speak to writers’ groups, during the Q&A, someone inevitably asks, “Do you do all of your own research?” The answer is yes.

And, yes, it’s a formidable workload, nearly doubling the time required to produce a novel, yet I’ve never been willing to surrender the responsibility. Preparing to write a new book is like enrolling in a new graduate program—digging into a new era, mining it for everything I didn’t know before (which is always “plenty”). In the case of The Warriors, I was able to delve into three broad subjects at once. I wouldn’t give up the pleasure.

Now that my friends at New American Library have returned The Warriors to readers in this handsome new edition, I hope that you, too, will find not only entertainment in the story, but the sweep of our history during a few short years that were long on events of major importance.

—John Jakes

Hilton Head Island

South Carolina



And I saw askant the armies,

I saw as in noiseless dreams hundreds of battle-flags,

Borne through the smoke of the battles and pierc’d

with missiles I saw them …

I saw battle-corpses, myriads of them,

And the white skeletons of young men, I saw them,

I saw the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war,

But I saw they were not as was thought,

They themselves were fully at rest, they suffer’d not,

The living remain’d and suffer’d, the mother suffer’d,

And the wife and the child and the musing comrade suffer’d,

And the armies that remain’d suffer’d.


	1865:

	Walt Whitman,

	in the

	Sequel to “Drum-Taps,”

	written in the summer

	and published in the autumn

	following Lincoln’s death.
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Prologue at Chancellorsville



The Fallen Sword

i

MAJOR GIDEON KENT WAS worn-out. Worn-out and plagued by a familiar edginess he only permitted himself to call fear in the silence of his mind. The feeling always came on him during a battle.

About six o’clock that afternoon, he’d witnessed more than the beginning of a battle. He’d seen the start of a slaughter. Thousands upon thousands of his Confederate comrades had gone charging out of the second-growth timber called the Wilderness, bugles blaring, bayonets shining.

Noisy blizzards of wild turkeys fled before the howling men and their streaming battle flags. The surprise attack had caught the Dutchmen—the German regiments in Von Gilsa’s brigade—taking their evening meal in Dowdall’s Clearing, most of their arms stacked.

The Germans were manning the end of General Howard’s exposed flank. The Southerners tore into them. Stabbing. Screaming. Blowing heads and limbs away at point-blank range. On horseback, the commander of the II Corps, Army of Northern Virginia, had closely followed his charging lines, his eyes blazing with an almost religious light. Now and then the commander’s hands rose to the thickening smoke in the gold sky as though thanking his God for the carnage.

The general’s outrageously risky attack had succeeded. That much had been evident while Gideon observed the first few minutes of the engagement. Then he was summoned away. His own commander, the restless Beauty Stuart, saw that the terrain and the element of surprise made cavalry not only unnecessary but useless. So he requested permission to take a regiment and a battery up to Ely’s Ford on the Rapidan River, where some worthwhile damage might be done to a Union wagon park. Gideon, assigned to General Stuart’s staff, had gone along.

Around eight o’clock Stuart had sent him back to deliver a report to the general commanding II Corps. Some Union horses had been discovered—part of Stoneman’s elusive force. Stuart’s message said he was preparing to attack, though he stood ready to swing about if the commander of II Corps needed him.

That the commander needed no one had become clear to Gideon as he’d maneuvered his way south again through almost impenetrable woodland to reach the Fredericksburg Turnpike, where he was now riding, armed with saber and revolver.

The surprise attack had rolled the enemy back for a good two or three miles. Gideon could dimly see the evidence: hundreds and hundreds of blue-uniformed dead sprawled in the lowering dark. To the east, the battle was still raging. Artillery had joined the combat, and shot and shell had ignited stands of timber along the fringes of the Wilderness.

By now the sun had set—it was Saturday, the second day of May 1863—and Gideon was moving toward the center of the fighting. He had begun to wonder if he’d been given the right directions by some officers he’d met a ways back. Was II Corps’ commander really somewhere ahead? Impossible to tell on this increasingly black road flanked by stunted trees and thick underbrush.

His little stallion, Sport, had trouble keeping his footing on the rock-studded highway. The wiry long-tailed Canadian horse—Canucks, the Yank cavalrymen called them—had fallen into Gideon’s hands after Fredericksburg. It was a short-legged shaggy prize, coveted and cared for almost as attentively as Gideon looked after himself.

But the damp, hard winter at Camp No-Camp—the name was another of Jeb Stuart’s whimsies—had taken its toll. A week ago, despite Gideon’s best efforts to keep the captured horse on firm, dry footing whenever possible, he’d discovered the telltale signs of greased heel. Sport’s front hoofs had suffered too much mud. They were rotting.

Still, the animal was game, moving steadily if not rapidly through the tunnel of trees. Somewhere not far ahead lay that white-columned farmer’s manse at the crossroads dignified with the name Chancellorsville.

The road had grown dark as the devil. But above, there was an eerie light compounded of the glow of the rising full moon, the pulsing glare of the Federal cannon to the east, and the sullen red of burning woodlands around the horizon.

Gideon speculated about whether the fighting might go on throughout the night. Perhaps not. For some reason unknown to him—but evidently clear to the generals—the Yanks commanded by Fighting Joe Hooker had failed to commit their admittedly superior numbers to the battle. Old Marse Robert’s mad double gamble seemed to be on the point of succeeding.

Gideon started. On his left—to the north, where smoke drifted through the gargoyle tangle of tree trunks—he thought he heard infantrymen moving.

He reined Sport to a walk. Whose troops were those?

He immediately decided he’d go only another quarter mile or so in his search for the leader of II Corps. The lines were obviously still shifting. And he couldn’t be positive the information given earlier was correct—that the general and a small party of officers, couriers, and Signal Corps sergeants had ridden east on this same turnpike to scout ahead of the re-forming lines. If he didn’t soon locate the man his father had known in Lexington before the war, he’d turn about and seek better guidance. Beauty Stuart didn’t like officers on his staff to be tardy delivering reports on the cavalry’s position.

He started and gasped as an artillery barrage exploded a half mile to his right. He heard the crash of falling branches. That patch of sky was now something out of an artist’s conception of hell. It flickered and shifted through every shade of red. It seemed the whole Virginia countryside below the Rappahannock was afire.

Again he heard screams—distant but unnerving. In the dark to his right, beyond the road’s south shoulder, he sensed more men moving.

Were they Yanks caught behind the forward sweep of the Confederate ranks? Or were they friendly reinforcements being brought up, responding to the general’s favorite command—“Press on! Press on!” The general drove his men so hard and fast they were sometimes called the foot cavalry.

Gideon didn’t like not knowing who was out there. His hand dropped to the butt of the Le Mat revolver tucked in his sash as he nudged Sport forward with his knees. He began to be quite concerned that the general might have advanced well beyond the point of safety.

All day an unconfirmed story had circulated among Stuart’s staff members. The story ran that the commander of II Corps had risen after a bad sleep and sipped some cold coffee before starting his men on the audacious flank march that culminated in the charge at Dowdall’s Clearing. While the general drank the coffee in the cold dawn air, his scab-barded sword had been standing against a nearby tree. And then, with no one touching it—no one even near it—the sword had suddenly clattered to the ground.

Gideon didn’t count himself especially superstitious. Yet that story bothered him more than he liked.

And there was reason for worry. He’d ridden quite a way down the Fredericksburg Turnpike.

Why hadn’t he found General Stonewall Jackson?
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He tried to push the worry out of his mind. In a moment it became easy. Another shell arched overhead. Gideon ducked as it blew up trees about half a mile behind.

He wished to God he could see more clearly. Even if there were men on the road ahead it would be almost impossible to detect them from a distance. Pressing his threadbare gray trousers against Sport to urge him on, he strained to see through shadows and drifting smoke now tinged red by the fire glare, now yellow by the full moon.

To counter his weariness and fear, he again reminded himself that the battle seemed to be going favorably. By all logic it shouldn’t have been going that way at all.

Estimates said Hooker had brought down between a hundred and thirty and a hundred and fifty thousand men—including Stoneman’s cavalry, which had disappeared somewhere further south. The Union commander was desperate to give Lincoln a decisive victory after the debacles of McClellan, the political general who’d dawdled and ultimately failed on the Peninsula, and Burnside, of the formidable side whiskers, who’d been routed at Fredericksburg.

Fighting Joe’s gigantic Union force was faced by less than half as many Confederates. And few of those were in good shape after a winter of privation in the camps around Fredericksburg. Gideon remembered all too well the pathetic sights of the cold season: young boys, most of them barely fifteen, their uniforms in tatters, their mouths scurvy-rotted, grubbing in the forests for wild onions—

Feet wrapped in scraps of blanket leaving scarlet tracks in the mud as men filed out of the religious services held to keep their spirits up—

The round, alarmed eyes that first glimpsed the curious bulblike bags carrying men in big baskets and bobbing on anchor ropes in the blowing mists north of the river—

Gideon himself had been one of those startled and worried watchers. He had never before laid eyes on an observation balloon, but he’d heard about them. The balloons were a disheartening sight. They were more evidence of the superior resources and ingenuity of the industrial North. Against it the South could only muster dogged courage and the spirit epitomized by Jeb Stuart’s baritone voice bellowing “Jine the Cavalry” as he led his brigades into a firefight.

Finally Hooker’s onslaught had come. He’d hurled his columns over the Rappahannock on pontoon bridges. General Lee had then done the unthinkable—split the outnumbered Army of Northern Virginia into even smaller components. First he’d left ten thousand under Early at Fredericksburg. Then he’d sent twenty-six thousand with Jackson. That left fourteen thousand Confederates to confront the Union center, which consisted of three entire corps, something like seventy thousand men.

Lee’s division of his strength was deliberate. By taking a supreme risk, he hoped for a supreme triumph. Stuart’s riders had spotted a weakness in the Union plan. Hooker’s right wing straggled out southward, unprotected.

Only last night, Major Hotchkiss, an engineer, and Reverend Lacy, both of whom knew the countryside well, had located a route through the tangled woods along which Jackson might march down, around, and behind the exposed Union right. And so, after his sword had fallen, Stonewall had buckled it on, and with Lee’s approval, started at seven this very morning, urging his twenty-six thousand men to “Press on!”

Toward the close of the day, the stern, curious soldier who resembled some Old Testament prophet, had ripped into Howard’s encamped Germans, the surprise march a complete success.

Gideon, a tall, strong-shouldered young man who would be twenty next month, took a fierce pride in that kind of daring. He found it in Jackson, in Marse Robert, and in his immediate superior, General Stuart, to whose staff he’d been assigned just after the Fredericksburg triumph. Again outnumbered at Chancellorsville, the Southern commanders had had to strike more boldly, gamble everything. Only a general whose military skills approached genius would have agreed to dividing inferior manpower not once but twice, in the faint hope of turning what appeared to be almost certain defeat into possible victory. Only other generals of equally incredible vision and audacity could have executed such a plan.

Moonlight through a break in the trees lit Gideon’s tawny hair for an instant. He’d lost his campaign hat around six o’clock when a Yank ball had blown it off. As he thought of brave, imaginative Lee and the hard-driving Jackson, he barely heard another rattle of brush on his left.

Vaguely he realized the turnpike was dipping downward. The soft chock of Sport’s rotting hoofs changed to a mushy sound. There was swampy ground at the foot of the little hill. But Gideon paid only marginal attention to the terrain. He was happily bemused by the real possibility of a victory.

With a few more decisive routs of Lincoln’s procession of inept or hesitant generals, the Confederacy might be able to negotiate a peace. Then he could go back to Richmond. Back to his wife and their infant daughter. It was time. Of late he’d been bothered by a feeling that his luck was playing out.

A year earlier, when he had been chosen as one of the twelve hundred men to ride with Stuart to scout McClellan’s Peninsular army, he’d nearly lost his life at Tunstall’s Station. He’d been leading a detachment burning the rolling stock on the York River Railroad. Some of his men had started firing revolvers to celebrate. Some corporal’s careless shot had blown Gideon’s beloved roan Will-O’-the-Wisp out from under him.

Stunned, he’d lain unnoticed while the freight cars crumbled around him like fiery waterfalls, setting his uniform afire. Somehow he’d found enough strength to crawl to a ditch and roll frantically until he’d put out the flames. He’d spent the night in that ditch, half conscious and hurting. At dawn he’d discovered that Stuart’s horsemen had all ridden on and the district was swarming with Yanks.

He’d crawled out of the ditch, limped into some trees, and hidden out all day, delirious with pain. After dark he’d managed to rouse himself and move on, finally blundering into the dooryard of a small tobacco farm. The farmer had put him to bed, and the farmer’s wife had dressed the worst of his burns with poultices.

The family tended him for over five weeks. At last the itching tissue had sloughed off his arms and chest, leaving only faint scars.

Then Gideon had disguised himself in country clothing and slipped back into Richmond to find his wife—who had feared him lost forever.

That sort of brush with death—his first had come at Manassas in ’61—had relieved him of all conviction that this war was glorious. Stuart still fought with zest, and Gideon still joined the cavalry’s singing as they rode. But his emulation of his commander’s spirit was forced. He now found the war a necessary but filthy business. He wanted it over, settled with as much advantage to the South as could be gained.

Perhaps that was why he felt so strangely euphoric just now. If a victory could be wrenched out of the night’s confusion it might lead at long last to the European recognition Jeff Davis sought for the government. It might lead also to a negotiated peace, with the South once again prospering as a separate nation on the American continent. But most importantly, it might lead him home to Margaret and little Eleanor.

Gideon’s head jerked up. Musketry rattled ahead. He reined Sport to a dead stop. The fire-reddened moon hung above the trees but did little to relieve the gloom on the turnpike.

The firing died away. Gideon scratched his nose. The air stank of powder—and worse. Hoof thrush wasn’t his mount’s only affliction. Too many hours of a saddle on Sport’s back had opened one of the familiar and nauseous sores that plagued cavalry horses. Gideon could smell the fetid ooze beneath him; the sore ran constantly. It pained him to think he was only worsening it by riding his spunky mount so hard.

But he only had one horse. And he also had a very important dispatch in the pouch thrust into his frayed, dirty sash.

Now that the muskets were silent, he could hear a party of horsemen approaching. He quickly swung the stallion to the north side of the road. The moon glinted cold and hard in Gideon’s blue eyes as he scanned the turnpike.

The small arms fire from the direction of Chancellorsville started again, then gradually died away beneath the rhythmic plopping of hoofs. The horses were coming up the slight incline from the low place.

Next he heard voices. Did they belong to friends, or to enemies?
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Gideon drew his Le Mat. He thought briefly of heading Sport into the brush beyond the flinty shoulder. But then he heard more sounds of movement and decided against it.

Dry-mouthed he waited. Should he hail?

No, better wait and see whether the broken moonlight revealed gray uniforms—or blue ones.

A horseman materialized, followed by several others. The leading rider, thin to the point of emaciation, turned his head at the sound of another shell bursting south of the road. Gideon saw the rider was wearing gray. The man had a straggling beard, eyes that glittered like polished stones, and an unmistakable profile.

Relieved, Gideon holstered the revolver. He’d found Jackson.

He touched Sport gently with his spurs. The stallion started forward. Behind the general, Gideon thought he saw six or eight mounted men in a double column. There could have been several more; it was impossible to be sure in the bad light. He headed the stallion back across the turnpike, moving toward the general at an angle.

As he opened his mouth to hail, someone hidden in the woods to Jackson’s left let out a shout. From the same spot a horizontal line of flame flashed. Rifled muskets roared, volleying at the road.
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The general’s horse reared. Gideon crouched over Sport’s mane just as a ball whizzed past his ear. To Jackson’s rear, men yelled out as he fought to control his alarmed mount.

“Who’s there?”

“Damn Yanks!”

“No, those have to be our men, Morrison.”

“No firing! Cease firing!”

In answer to the last cry from the road, the unseen riflemen volleyed again.

Sport shied, neighing frantically. Over the roar of the guns, Gideon heard a fierce, familiar wail from the dark trees—

The Rebel yell.

The men in the woods weren’t the enemy. Perhaps they were from A. P. Hill’s division. The officers Gideon had met earlier had told him the division was supposed to be advancing somewhere in this area. With visibility so poor, Jackson and his party had been foolish to push out so far ahead of the Confederate lines.

Gideon kicked Sport forward, realizing from the rising clamor of voices that soldiers were crashing through the trees on his side of the road as well. He’d evidently escaped an attack because he was a single rider, proceeding in relative quiet.

The voices on the turnpike grew louder, creating confusion as horses screamed and reared: “Who are you men out there?”

“Hold your fire! You’re firing at your own officers!”

“Damned lie!” a Southern voice howled from the blackness. “It’s the Yank cavalry we was warned about, boys. Pour it to them!”

“General!” Gideon shouted, riding toward Jackson, who in turn was spurring his horse toward the side of the road Gideon had just left. Gideon let go of the reins in a desperate attempt to reach for Jackson’s shoulders and drag him out of the saddle. He touched the fabric of Jackson’s uniform. Then his hands were pulled away as Sport’s right foreleg went into a hole.

The stallion careened sideways, almost fell. Gideon tumbled from the saddle, landing hard as a new volley boomed from the thickets toward which Jackson was riding.

Sport clambered up, apparently unhurt. On hands and knees Gideon blinked and gasped for breath. He saw Jackson’s tall figure stiffen, heard him cry out.

Jackson’s right hand flew upward as though jerked by an invisible rope. Then his left arm flailed out. Gideon scrambled to his feet, realizing from the way the general was swaying that he’d been hit. And not just once.

Another howl of pain from the tangle of men and horses told him someone else had taken a ball. “Boswell’s shot!” a man cried, just as another volley roared from the road’s north side.

The turnpike was bedlam. Wounded men slid from their saddles. Terrified horses bolted.

Gideon staggered toward Jackson. The general was still in the saddle. With both arms dangling at his sides, Jackson had managed to turn his horse’s head away from the direction of the last volley. Gideon still hoped to reach the commander and pull him down before the concealed soldiers fired again.

A riderless horse crashed into him from behind, spilling Gideon on his face. A rock raked his cheek. He yelped as a hoof grazed his temple. Instinct made him cover his head with both forearms.

Just as he did, he had a distorted view of the bearded general being carried forward by his plunging mount. A low-hanging branch bashed Jackson’s forehead, knocking him to the ground.

Still more shouting.

“Sergeant Cunliffe?”

“He’s down too. Dead, I think.”

From somewhere in the trees, a strident voice: “Who’s there? Who are you?”

An officer bent low and running toward the fallen general screamed, “Stonewall Jackson’s staff, you goddamn fools!”

Gideon heard Jackson’s name shouted out in the dark on both sides of the road. Then he heard cursing, accusations. Finally a voice identified the unseen marksmen as part of the Thirty-third North Carolina—General Hill’s division.

On his feet again, Gideon lurched toward the half-dozen shadowy, figures clustering around the fallen commander. A sudden memory gave him a sick feeling.

The sword fell.

No one touched it.

A hand seized his shoulder. Whirled him. A revolver gouged his chin. “Who the hell are—?”

“Major Kent, General Stuart’s staff,” he panted. Shock became rage. He slammed a fist against the revolver muzzle and knocked it aside without thinking that a jerk of the soldier’s finger could have blown his head off. “I’ve dispatches from—”

The man paid no attention, spun back toward the general.

“How is he?”

“A ball through his right palm.”

“He took another in the left arm. No, looks like two.”

“Don’t move him!”

The voices sounded childish in their hysteria. In the woods on both sides of the turnpike, men began to hurry toward the road, heedless of the noise. An officer in gray confronted one of the first infantrymen to emerge from the trees. With a slash of his revolver muzzle, the officer laid the soldier’s cheek open. Moonlight shone on running blood as the rifleman reeled back. The officer brandished his revolver at the other ragged figures beginning to creep into sight.

“Fucking careless butchers! You shot Stonewall!”

Somewhere a boyish voice repeated the name. Someone else began crying.

How many Confederates had been hit in those volleys? Gideon had no idea. He counted three sprawled bodies on the turnpike—perhaps a fourth partway down the slope of the little hill. A party of riders clattered up from the west, was challenged, then told the news. The new arrivals joined the men already kneeling around Jackson. One bearded fellow with a heavily braided sleeve thrust his way through the group. With a start, Gideon recognized A. P. Hill, three staff officers right behind him.

The stunned Hill dropped to his knees, gently lifted, and cradled Jackson’s head in his arms. One of Jackson’s aides pulled a knife and began to slit the general’s left sleeve from shoulder to cuff. Blood leaked out of both of the general’s gauntlets.

Like most of the rest, Gideon stood staring, overwhelmed by the tragic accident. He caught an occasional glimpse of Jackson’s stern face. The eyes were open, shining in the moonlight. The branch that had struck the general’s forehead had opened a cut. Trickles of blood ran in his eyebrows.

Beyond the southern shoulder of the turnpike a tumultuous shouting had started. Men relayed word of the shooting. Even further out, Gideon caught the sound of horsemen cantering. More Confederates moving up? Or the enemy cavalry for which Jackson and his party had been mistaken?

A man who identified himself as Morrison, the general’s brother-in-law, crawled to Hill’s side.

“For God’s sake, sir, let’s get him into the shelter of a tree.”

General Hill raised an anguished face. “Send a courier for the corps surgeon.”

No one moved.

“Do you hear me? Fetch McGuire at once!”

“And an ambulance!” a second voice bawled.

“We’ve got to move him,” Morrison insisted. “Captain Wilbourn?”

“Here.”

Another man pressed through the group around the fallen general. Laboriously, Wilbourn and Morrison lifted Jackson and dragged him toward the shoulder, ignoring the protests of several others about possibly worsening the injuries. In the forest the shouting and the drum of hoofs intensified.

Gideon wrenched his head around and called, “They’re making so damn much noise, the Yank outposts will hear!”

No one heard him. Everyone was shouting at once. Wilbourn and Morrison seemed the only men sufficiently self-possessed to do what had to be done; the others kept yelling warnings, orders, questions.

Someone ran up to report that at least two men were dead for certain. A courier snagged the reins of a horse—Sport, Gideon saw with consternation—mounted, and galloped off before he could protest.

He turned back, tense and still shaken. Wilbourn propped Jackson against a roadside tree, gently pulled off the blood-soaked gauntlets, then carefully unfastened the general’s coat. Jackson was still conscious. He groaned when Wilbourn found it difficult to free his right arm from the sleeve.

“Kerchief!” Wilbourn demanded.

A. P. Hill produced one. Wilbourn knotted it around Jackson’s upper left arm, then asked for another. He used it to tie a crude sling. Gideon thought he saw bone protruding through the mangled flesh of the general’s arm.

Breathing hard, Wilbourn leaned back on his haunches.

“General? We must see to your right hand.”

Jackson’s lids fluttered. His voice—so often stern—was a mild whisper. “No. A mere trifle—”

General Hill stamped a boot down, hard. “It’s too dangerous to wait for an ambulance here. Rig a litter. Use my overcoat. Branches.”

Trying to banish the persistent image of the fallen sword, Gideon darted toward the brush on the north side of the road. A private, a starved-looking boy whose ragged gray uniform was powder stained, leaned on his rifled musket, staring at the wounded man. In the smoky moonlight the boy saw Gideon’s enraged face. He seemed compelled to plead with him.

“Don’t blame us, Major. Jesus, please don’t blame us. We heard the Yankee horse was movin’ this way. We thought it was them—”

“You didn’t think at all!” Gideon cried, raising a fist. The boy cringed away. It was all Gideon could do to keep from hitting him.

Finally, muttering a disgusted obscenity, he shoved past the boy, dragged out his saber, and began cutting a low branch. More of the damn fool North Carolina troops were drifting out of the woods. They stood like silent, shabby wraiths, gazing at Jackson. Gideon hacked at the branch with savage strokes, as though it were a human adversary.

When the branch dropped, he started to chop off a second one. He grew conscious of a faint whistling, coming from the east and growing louder. He glanced up, his palms cold all at once. Whether it was coincidence or the result of all the noise in the wood, the Federal gunners had chosen that moment to open a new bombardment.

He flung himself forward against the trunk as the Tarheel soldiers scattered. The shot burst at treetop level, almost directly above him. The shock wave slammed his cheek against the bark.

Bits of metal and wood rained down. None struck hard enough to hurt him. But the explosion and fall of debris touched something raw in him—something abraded by the months of separation from his wife, by the wretched conditions of the winter camp where the brave songs had begun to sound hollow and infantile. He was suddenly gripped by a paralyzing panic.

He broke it with an enraged yell. He snatched up the first branch, yanked the second off the trunk by sheer force, jammed his saber under his arm, and stumbled back toward Jackson.

A shell exploded close by. The road lit up momentarily. Crouched over with the branches in his hands and the saber jutting from his armpit, Gideon dodged a shower of burning twigs while his mind reproduced the dreadful image again: the untouched sword scabbard slowly, slowly toppling—

At First Manassas, Jackson had stood like that stone wall and earned his famous nickname. He was more than a master tactician. He had become a legend to thousands of Confederate soldiers who’d never even seen him, a name in newspapers that gave hope to those at home when hope seemed futile. He was the supreme example of the South’s one matchless weapon—raw courage in the face of superior numbers and industrial strength.

Gideon’s panic became almost overwhelming. The Confederacy couldn’t afford to lose Stonewall Jackson. General Lee couldn’t afford to lose him. The survivors on the road had to save him!

Even if they died doing it.
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The Yank bombardment became almost continuous. Shells were being lobbed in every few seconds. Exploding shot spattered the turnpike like metal rain. Gideon reached the group of men around Jackson and began to jab the two branches into the sleeves of Hill’s gray overcoat. He worked with desperate haste, driven by the conviction that Jackson was the only man who could execute Lee’s most daring strategies and win victories that textbooks said were impossible.

“He’s not that badly hurt,” Morrison breathed. Whether it was true or only a prayer, Gideon didn’t know. But he tended to believe Morrison was right. The greatest danger to Jackson at the moment was the shelling.

An eighth of a mile east, another charge blew a huge pit in the turnpike, raising a cloud of dirt that sifted down on the men a moment later.

Captain Wilbourn leaned over Jackson’s head to shield him from the falling earth. As the upper limbs of a nearby tree caught fire, he jumped to his feet. “Get that litter up and carry it out of here!”

Gideon and three other men grabbed the cut limbs with the coat stretched between. The men at the bottom end had the hardest job—holding the branches and the skirt of the coat to keep it taut. Jackson was lifted onto the litter, then cautiously raised.

Gideon tried to walk steadily—ignoring the detonations, the glaring lights, the flaming trees, the hissing grapeshot. Through the woods on both sides of the highway, bugles pealed, officers bellowed orders, men crashed through the thickets. Occasionally a piercing scream signaled the killing or wounding of one of those men by artillery fire. Gideon breathed hard, the dispatch from Stuart entirely forgotten as he concentrated on one simple but immensely important task.

Getting Jackson to the rear. Out of the shell zone. Getting him to a place where he could be treated. Saved.

He’s only wounded in the forearm, Gideon thought. If he doesn’t bleed to death—if we can reach the surgeon in time without all of us getting blown up—he’ll be all right.

He ducked his head as another shell burst. A flaming limb just missed his left side, the heat scorching for a moment. He tried not to think about how desperately the Army of Northern Virginia needed this peculiar, unkempt man who had once taught at the Military Institute in Lexington, where Gideon had been raised. He just kept walking, lifting one foot carefully after the other, trying not to jostle the litter.

Steadily, they bore Jackson westward. The cannonading never stopped. One litter bearer went down, hit by a piece of shot. A major from Hill’s staff reached out to catch the branch as the wounded man let go.

But the major wasn’t quick enough. The litter tilted. Jackson rolled off. When he struck the ground, he uttered no sound.

The general’s brother-in-law, Morrison, knelt beside him, tears in his eyes. “Oh, Lord, General, I’m sorry.”

Smoke drifted away. The moon appeared again, lighting the bearded face. Jackson’s tongue probed his lips, as if he were thirsty. His eyes looked bright, fierce.

“We’ll be on our way again within a minute—” Morrison began.

“Never mind,” Jackson whispered. “Never mind about me.”

“Come on!” Morrison exclaimed. “Lift him!”

They carried the general for another eight or ten minutes, until they reached the ambulance that had been summoned. Once Jackson had been laid inside and the vehicle turned around, Gideon trotted along behind—it moved slowly to avoid sudden jolts—and presently the ambulance and the men accompanying it reached a hospital tent in a dark field out of range of the Union artillery.

Without his horse—God only knew what the messenger had done with Sport—Gideon had little choice but to remain outside the tent for an hour. And then another. Finally Dr. Black, the surgeon, came out wiping his hands on a bloody apron.

Lantern light shone on the faces of the dozen or so men who’d been waiting for word. The surgeon glanced from face to face while the cannon continued to rumble beyond the burning trees on the eastern horizon.

“I have successfully amputated the general’s left arm,” Dr. Black said. “The bone was beyond repair. If there are no complications, he’ll soon be back to lead his men again.”

Gideon shouted like a boy. So did the others. Hats sailed into the air as the weary doctor turned, gave a faint smile of satisfaction, and stumbled back into the tent.

Gideon sank down on the ground, incredibly tired. While a few of the men continued to whoop and dance around him, he leaned his forehead on his knee and thought. At least I’ve helped do one thing in this war that I can be proud of.

After two years of fighting in which he had changed from a cheerful, contentious young man eager to see battle to a weary professional who now knew the dreadful cost of the South’s principles, it was good to be able to single out even one such accomplishment.

He yawned. Closed his eyes. It was good.

Though he knew he should get up and hunt for Stuart, he didn’t. He was too tired. He sat upright in the glow of the lantern outside the medical tent, struggling to keep his eyes open.

It would soon be Sunday, he realized. Maybe it was Sunday already.

Would Margaret be going to church in Richmond? Must write her, he reminded himself. Write to tell her how we saved old Stonewall—

Eight days later, before Gideon found the spare moments to put his thoughts to paper, Thomas Jonathan Jackson lay abed in a small house at Guiney’s Station—

Dying.
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	—It was pneumonia, they say. Jackson was making a good recovery. Then, quite abruptly, Wednesday I believe it was, he began to sink.

	I’ve been told it was a relatively peaceful death, though the general suffered periods of delirium near the end. His wife Mary Anna was among those at the bedside. They sang a hymn he requested.

	According to what we’ve been told, the general spoke twice, once to issue an order for A. P. Hill to “come up” with his infantry, the second time to utter a most peculiar remark—“Let us cross over the river, and rest under the shade of the trees.” Some claim the word was “pass, “ not “cross. “ But no one knows what he meant.

	I didn’t realize he was so young; he had observed his thirty-ninth birthday only in January.

	I’ve considered trying to write my father in New York where he is once again preaching. I wanted to tell him Stonewall has died. But I am sure no letter of mine would reach the North, and he will doubtless read of the passing, since Jackson’s exploits were so widely discussed.

	In Lexington, the general was a friend to my father when he had no others. He will mourn the cruel accident, I am sure, even though he believed his friend had given his loyalty to the wrong side.

	It is hard for me to express my feelings just now, Margaret. We won a sound victory at Chancellorsville—though at a high cost. I’ve heard there were as many as 13,000 of our boys killed, maimed, or lost. We would have made the success an even better one if Fighting Joe had not lost his taste for fighting—something it appears he never had to begin with!—and got away across the Rappahannock pontoons before we could catch him. And the loss of Jackson has robbed the victory of all sweetness.

	Even General Stuart, with whose command I was reunited before the fighting ended, seems in poor spirits. He is being praised in some quarters, and d——d in others, as a result of his handling of Jackson’s infantry. He took command when A. P. Hill fell wounded the same night Stonewall was shot.

	You may say I place too much importance on Jackson, but I do not believe so. It’s the common feeling that, between them, Lee and Jackson would one day have pounded the Lincoln crowd into submission to our point of view. Lee was like an anvil and Jackson a hammer, and whenever the Federals were caught between them, they were lost. Now Lee’s hammer is gone. He is reportedly grieved almost beyond consolation, though outwardly maintaining a show of courage. Men claim—rightly, I think—that when we lost. Jackson, we lost the irreplaceable.

	I even sense a new attitude among those on our side. I can’t quite put it into the proper words, but there is not much talk of winning now, only of a long hard fight with a truce the most we can hope for, and defeat being more likely. The feeling did not seem present a few months ago, and certainly not a year ago. I hope the mood will pass, but I wonder. Something has changed.

	In truth, I have changed too. I am ashamed to put unmanly thoughts on paper, but I cannot help them. I was never before afraid that we would lose, but I am afraid now. I am even more afraid of what will happen to us—you and Eleanor and myself—if the worst comes to pass. The last time I saw father, he quoted Scripture and stated that the Kent family need not forever be harmed by the war. But what of we three?

	I never felt strongly that the nigras should remain perpetually enslaved—the plain truth is, I never thought much about their condition at all; a mistake, I am beginning to believe.

	But my doubts about certain aspects of the war do not alter the fact that I have taken part in what the North calls the rebellion. Will I or any other soldier on this side be easily forgiven for that? I doubt it. Of more importance is this question. Even if I am forgiven, how will we make a life for ourselves when peace comes again?

	You know the many, many hours I have spent during the winter studying the books you have sent, trying to teach myself to put words down in a proper order, and with some intelligence, because a good officer—especially a staff officer—must have that skill. But I am a grown man, and I still lack a decent education. War is the only trade I know.

	You must forgive much of what I have written. I am caught up in the sad spirit of these days, and should not pass my gloom along to you. I love you with all my heart and pray for your safety and that of our dear child there in the capital which the enemy wants to destroy so very much.

	Will write again the moment I can. Let us hope God and the circumstances of the war enable me to do so in a more cheerful spirit.

	Give the baby hugs and kisses for me.

	Your husband, G. K.





Book One
In Destructions Path



Chapter I
Soldier Alone

i

SLOWLY, SO HE WOULDN’T make a sound, the kneeling Confederate corporal stretched his right hand between the slats of the corn crib on the small Georgia farm.

The interior was black. He couldn’t see what he was after, but he was determined to find food. His belly hurt, though he didn’t know whether it hurt from hunger or from the onset of another attack of dysentery.

Better get hold of something to tide you over, he thought. All he’d had to drink for the past two days had been creek water, his only nourishment a few berries. If he starved he’d never reach Jefferson County. And he had to reach it. That was why he’d risked sneaking the quarter of a mile from a clump of pine woods to the back of this crib on a small farm in Washington County. While he’d crossed the open ground, he’d kept the crib between himself and the rundown house, which appeared to be deserted. From the safety of the trees, he’d watched house and crib for a quarter hour before venturing out.

He couldn’t find any corn in the crib. He pressed his right shoulder harder against the slats, stretching and wiggling his fingers, groping. He was a lean young man of eighteen. His face, which always tended to a gauntness inherited from his father, looked even more bony than usual. He had his mother’s fair hair, but accumulated dirt had given it a dingy brown cast. Large dark eyes and a straight, well-formed nose were spoiled just a bit by a mouth that took on an almost cruel thinness when he was determined.

The Georgia twilight had a curious, cold quality despite the huge red ball of the sun dropping over a patch of woodland where leaves were changing to yellow and vermillion. Or perhaps he only thought the oncoming dusk seemed cold because he was alone. It was Sunday, the twentieth of November 1864, the eve of winter.

Grunting softly, his hand searched to the right, to the left.

Nothing.

He jammed his eye up next to an opening between two higher slats but saw only darkness. Lord, was the crib empty?

He looked disreputable, kneeling there. His cadet-gray tunic, designed to cover his trousers to a point halfway between hip and knee, was torn in five places. From the two rows of seven buttons, just four remained. His point-down chevrons had come half unsewn, and the light blue trim that edged the tunic and identified him as an infantryman had almost raveled away. Dust and weather had soiled the light blue collar and cuffs as well as the matching sides and crown of his kepi-style forage cap that hid the white streak in his hair. A duck havelock hanging down from the back of the cap to protect his neck from the weather had turned from white to gray. A canvas shoulder sling held his imported .577-caliber Enfield rifled musket upright against his back.

Like any good soldier, he had strong personal feelings about his weapon. It was his companion, his means of survival. And he was good with it. That was a surprising thing he’d discovered during his first weeks of service. Perhaps it was his upbringing—his grandfather had taught him how to shoot. But whatever the reason, he’d quickly become a proficient marksman. He was fast at reloading, with an instinctive feel for the intricacies of handling firearms—such things as wind velocity and tricks of sun and shadow that could affect accuracy. He’d been complimented more than once on being a fine shot. The compliments helped develop a conviction that, without a weapon, he was not complete. His gun had become an extension of himself.

Straining to find something inside the crib, he failed to hear the footsteps. The farmer must have slipped out of the house in a stealthy way, somehow spotting him on his passage across the field. His first warning was a shadow that fell over the side of the crib.

“Y’all get up from there, you damn thief.”

He jerked his head around, saw the man: paunchy, gray-bearded; old, weather-worn clothing; filthy toes showing at the tip of one worn-out boot.

Thick-fingered hands clasped the handle of a pitchfork. The tines caught the sundown light and glittered like thin swords.

“I said get up!” the man yelled, lunging from the corner of the crib.

The soldier reared back. The tines of the pitchfork stabbed into the slat where his cheek had been pressed a moment before.

The man yanked the pitchfork loose. The corporal steadied himself, feet spread wide, hands held up in front of him. “Look, I only wanted a little food—”

The pitchfork flashed red. The corporal eyed the points. Would they stab at him again, without any warning?

The man’s slurry voice showed his fury. “What corn I got belongs to me and the missus and my two little girls. You ain’t gonna touch it.”

“All right.” The corporal backed up a step. “Just be careful with that fork. I still have a ways to travel.”

The man squinted at him. “Where you bound?”

“Home,” the corporal said, resorting to an evasion he’d used before. He was thankful he’d ripped the Virginia regimental emblem from his cap, in case the man could identify the insignia of state units.

“Where’s home?”

“What’s it to you?” the corporal shot back, resenting the man’s hostility to someone in Confederate gray.

The farmer came forward again, the fork held horizontally, the tines a foot from the younger man’s belly.

“Goddamn it, boy, you answer.”

“That’s a hell of a way to talk to a soldier from your own army!” He tried a bluff, lowered his left hand to touch the brown-spotted bandage knotted around his thigh. “I got mustered out. I was hit.”

A grumble of doubt. “That a fact. Listen, I know they’re sending boys back to service shot up a lot worse ‘n you. You ain’t tellin’ me the truth.”

The corporal was angry. This ignorant clod couldn’t begin to understand his concept of devotion to duty, could never understand why he was traveling alone across central Georgia, hiding out during the daylight hours, stealing and getting shot up for trying to pilfer a chicken to eat.

“You say you’re goin’ home—”

“That’s right.”

“What’s your name?”

“Kent. Corporal Jeremiah Kent.”

“Well, now, Corporal Jeremiah Kent, you just tell me where your home’s at.”

“Mister, I don’t mean you any harm. You wouldn’t miss an ear or two.”

The pitchfork stabbed out, the tines indenting the fabric of his tunic just above the belt. “Boy, answer the question. Where’s home?”

Alarmed, he risked a little of the truth. “I’m headed for Jefferson County.”

The farmer’s face twisted in an ugly sneer. Very softly, he said, “Then you’re tellin’ me lies. You ain’t no Georgia boy. I know by the way you talk. You come from someplace up north. Carolina, mebbe. Virginny. But not Georgia. You run away?”

The tines poked deeper. Jeremiah felt one pierce his tunic, prick his skin.

“You’re a goddamn deserter.”

Furious, Jeremiah didn’t know how to answer the accusation. In a way it was true, yet he’d traveled for miles with no sense of dishonor. Traveled with pride and purpose, in fact.

“I sent two sons to Mississippi and lost both. Both! I ain’t feedin’ or shelterin’ no damn runaway coward!”

The last word exploded in a rush of breath. At the same instant, the farmer’s hands jerked back at his right side. Then with full force he rammed the pitchfork forward. Jeremiah jumped sideways. A tine slashed another hole in his tunic. The points hit a crib slat so hard they hummed.

Jeremiah’s mouth looked thin and white as he laced his fingers together. Color rushed into his cheeks. While the farmer struggled to wrench the tines loose, Jeremiah slammed the back of the farmer’s neck, using his interlocked hands like a hammerhead.

The farmer staggered. Jeremiah struck again, ruthlessly hard. Time to quit fooling with this old man.

The man dropped to his knees, his palms pressed against the slats of the crib as he gasped for air. A little of the harshness went out of Jeremiah’s eyes as he whirled and dashed toward the pines, hoping the farmer had no firearm within quick reach.

Short of breath and dizzy—the sickness seemed to be coming on again—he slowed at a point halfway across the field and turned his head around.

Lord God! The damned lunatic was chasing him! The raised pitchfork shimmered in the red light. Despite his age, the man ran with powerful strides.

Jeremiah bolted for the trees. How could you explain anything to a father who’d seen two sons killed in a war that was ending in failure? How could you make such a man comprehend that you were out here alone because you believed, above all else, in honoring promises and obeying orders? Especially orders from someone who’d saved your life?

Eyes slitted, head back, mouth gulping air, he drove himself. Reached the sanctuary of the sweet-smelling pines and kept going, brambles slashing at his legs, needles on low branches raking his cheeks.

Finally, deep in the woods, he leaned over to catch his breath, near fainting from the aches in his chest and midsection. Somewhere behind he heard the farmer thrashing in the brush.

“Yellabelly! They gonna catch you! They gonna hang you! You an’ every other goddamn deserter!”

The thrashing sounds diminished. Presently the woods fell silent except for the shrieking of a jay. He’d eluded the man. But he couldn’t elude the accusation. It enraged him.

He started on, mentally minimizing the failure of his raid on the crib. He probably couldn’t have kept corn kernels in his stomach anyway. He was undoubtedly getting sick all over again. He’d just keep moving.

His fury toward the farmer abated slowly. A man like that wouldn’t understand what he was doing; no one could understand except a dead Confederate officer, and two women Jeremiah had never seen.

As he limped from the woods and angled toward a dirt highway in the deepening darkness, his heartbeat slowed. He climbed the shoulder of the road and turned in the right direction after a backward glance to assure himself the farmer hadn’t taken to horseback after him.

No, he hadn’t. The road stretched silent, winding into the black and scarlet autumn sunset.

He swallowed, concerned about being sick again. Sickness would only delay him further. Was there anyone left in the whole damn world who’d understand what he was doing? What if those women called obeying an order desertion? If they did, his flight and all its perils would count for nothing.

Just like the war itself.
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A mile or so down the road Jeremiah began pondering a question he’d asked himself many times, without finding an answer. What really had become of the war he’d gone to fight? That brave, honorable war for the St. Andrew’s cross of the Confederacy and all it represented?

He thought he knew part of the answer. The bravery had been rendered worthless by military routs, and a widespread sense of impending defeat. The honor had been turned into a mockery by behavior he’d witnessed among the men on his own side.

Gradually, the shock of his encounter with the farmer passed. He honestly couldn’t blame or hate the man now that he’d escaped him. The beautiful night soothed the anger and brought understanding.

A high-riding white moon blazed, then darkened as thin clouds sailed past. The color of the countryside changed from moment to moment: silver to sable to silver again. A breeze rustled the branches of a plum orchard to his left, out there past a little brook that ran beside the road. He heard the sound of rabbits hopping in the orchard. Somewhere, late-blooming wild roses fumed their sweetness into the air.

His belly began to growl again. His intestines seemed to be clutched by a strong hand, then released.

The sickness had left him helplessly weak for half a dozen days at Lovejoy’s Station where he’d rested in early September, recovering from a light wound. At Jonesboro a Yank ball had sliced the flesh of his left upper arm. The ball would have killed him if it hadn’t been for Lieutenant Colonel Rose.

Rose had been trying to rally the troops under his command during the Jonesboro action. He’d seen the Union sharpshooter take aim at Jeremiah, who was kneeling and loading with frantic speed. Rose had lunged and knocked Jeremiah over—again demonstrating that he was the kind of man Jeremiah wanted to be himself—

An honorable soldier.

Scarcely eight hours later, Rose lay beneath the lantern of a field hospital, mortally wounded.

That night he revealed a side to his personality Jeremiah had never seen before—deeply hidden bitterness and pessimism. Pain destroyed his pretense when he gave Jeremiah a letter to his loved ones. Rose had written the letter a few days earlier, using the only material available—brown butcher’s paper.

Jeremiah could still vividly recall how Lieutenant Colonel Rose had looked in those moments before his death. The field hospital lantern lit the sweat in his beard like little jewels. He grimaced, summoned strength as best he could, whispered to his orderly, “Take the letter home for me, Jeremiah. My wife and daughter—they’ll need you more than this pitiful army needs you. My God, you know we’re done for. Have you counted—”

A violent, prolonged fit of coughing interrupted him. Jeremiah stayed rigid, not wanting to turn and see why a man on another of the plank tables was shrieking. The rasp of a saw told him why.

“—counted the numbers we’re losing every day? Some will go back where they came from, but some will turn into scavengers.”

Jeremiah had seen it already. Enlisted men disobeyed their officers, slipped out of camp after an engagement and prowled among the Union dead, stripping them of personal effects, prying loose gold teeth, even stealing uniform buttons.

“They’ll be roaming all over Georgia soon. I don’t care what others tell you, war—war ruins some men. It ruins land but worse, it—ruins people. You’ve seen what’s happening. Desertions. Profiteering. Brutality to prisoners. Andersonville—”

Another spasm of coughing. Rose went on, more faintly. “Andersonville! Right here in Georgia—an affront to God and everything that’s decent. It’s no different on the other side. And now there’s Sherman to fret about. I fear for my wife’s safety. Go to her. Don’t let anything stop you—or turn you into what some men in this army have become. You’re better than that. Any man”—he grimaced—“would be proud to call you his son. I would. I’ve never had a son.”

Jeremiah’s eyes filled with tears, but he felt no shame.

“I did you a service,” Rose whispered. “So you must do one for me. As soon as you can—promise?”

The sight of the officer’s pain nearly broke his heart. But he had to answer truthfully. “Sir, I—I couldn’t. That’d mean deserting.”

Rose’s eyes opened wider, resentful. He clenched his teeth, raised himself on one elbow. “Then I—I order you to go. You understand, Corporal Kent? I’m your commanding officer and I’m ordering you.”

Ordering him? That tangled the whole request so fearfully, he didn’t know how to deal with it. He stood mute while Rose glared.

“You will carry out the order?”

“I—”

“You will.” It was no longer a question. “Promise me.” The harshness became pleading. “Please promise me—”

He whispered: “Promise, sir.”

Rose fell back, his chest heaving as he labored to breathe. Almost before Jeremiah realized it, a surgeon was covering Rose’s face. Then men wrapped his corpse in a bloodied canvas and carried it outside to dump it beside three dozen others. Hardly aware of the throb of his bandaged arm, Jeremiah wept.

The order he’d promised to carry out lingered in his mind. He’d promised. There was no question of when he’d leave, only of how. He had to get away without being caught.

It took a while. The combination of his none-too-serious wound and the chronic intestinal ailment of the army put him out of action for six days, forcing him to stay at Lovejoy’s Station while General Hood moved most of the troops further west, to Palmetto—hopefully out of Sherman’s range.

Eventually Jeremiah was ordered on to Palmetto with a dozen other men who’d recovered from injuries. He remained at Palmetto during most of September, waiting for orders. He saw Jefferson Davis from afar when the President slipped in to confer with Hood over problems plaguing the disintegrating command structure.

Jeremiah’s promise to Rose became an obsession. Quite often he was tempted to read the letter he guarded so carefully. But he felt that would be a dishonorable violation of Rose’s confidence. Even though the concept of an honorable war had become almost a joke, he clung steadfastly to the belief that he must continue to behave in an honorable way at all times.

Yet watching desertion-ridden companies at Palmetto shrink to half a dozen men made it hard. So did the loss of all the little amenities he’d taken for granted when he was younger. The way your hands felt clean after scrubbing with harsh yellow soap. There was no longer any soap.

How your mouth tasted better in the morning after using salted water and a toothbrush. He’d lost his toothbrush through a hole in his tunic pocket. The whole Confederacy was short of salt. He had resorted to a twig and his own stale spit.

Food had grown progressively poorer and scarcer. There was usually soup, if you could dignify it with that name. Water thickened with some corn meal. Occasionally he’d get potatoes, which he’d mash up and cook with a precious bit of meat. He’d learned to save the chunk of meat, wrap it in a scrap of cloth and reuse it the next day. He’d cooked one such chunk of pork over and over until it was black and smelled like garbage.

It was no wonder the dysentery felled him again, this time for neatly three weeks.

When he recovered, it was already mid-October. He was glad he hadn’t tried to get away yet. Some of the deserters had been caught, brought back, and sent to prison. But he was growing fretful, impatient.

I am ordering you—

Promise me—

“Promise, sir.”

General Hood had taken the army and disappeared into the northwest, hoping to cut Billy Sherman’s supply lines from Tennessee. Since Jeremiah’s unit was gone, he was ordered out with a contingent of Georgia Militia to find and join Hood. He was still physically weak. Couldn’t keep up—or at least had an excuse for pretending he couldn’t. One dawn, the militiamen left him behind.

He was free.

He rested three days in a glade above Atlanta, then headed southeast to deliver the letter. Technically, he supposed he was a deserter. But not in his own mind.

He circled wide around besieged Atlanta and crossed the shell-blackened, trench-scarred fields with caution. With one expert shot he bagged a wild turkey, then gutted and roasted it. He had no salt to add as a preservative, but the meat would still last him a while.

Careful as he was to avoid being stopped or questioned, he was defenseless against one threat: the disease in his system. He lost four more days in another patch of forest, lying on the ground hour after hour, wracked by fever, and bowel trouble. It was from those woods, a week ago, that he’d seen more evidence of how ruthless the conflict had become.

He’d seen a sky blackened by fire-shot smoke. Heard thunderous reverberations from dynamite charges. The South’s transportation center and major rail junction was being systematically destroyed by men who didn’t give a damn about fighting honorably, only about winning their war to free the nigra and crush the rebels. He remembered wondering, hatefully, how many noncombatants had been blown up along with the rolling stock and roundhouses in Atlanta.

Now, a good two miles from where he’d encountered the farmer, he was forced to stop. Out of breath. Light-headed.

The darkness of the countryside oppressed him. The moon was temporarily hidden. Perhaps it was the lonely dark that made him think of his mother, Fan Lamont.

She’d sent him off to this failing war with a curious and contradictory set of admonitions.

She’d hated to see him go. Expressed grave concern about his safety. Warned him to be as careful as he could.

Yet she was proud of his enthusiasm. Didn’t refuse when he begged to enlist. And, at the last moment, urged him to fight well and—most importantly—honorably.

He suspected that the fervency that had finally overcome her fear had had something to do with his stepfather’s mysterious death in Richmond in 1861. It seemed that Edward Lamont, the actor, had tumbled down a flight of stairs in the building where he and Fan had been living. Jeremiah had been in Lexington at the time, staying with Fan’s father, Virgil Tunworth. The boy had heard the account of Lamont’s death from his grandfather.

When Fan returned to the little town in the Shenandoah Valley after the funeral, Jeremiah began to have a feeling the accidental fall wasn’t the whole story. Based on the somewhat nervous way Fan answered his questions, he had decided there must have been something disgraceful about Edward’s death. Something Fan was desperate to counterbalance by giving reluctant permission for the last of her three sons to risk his life for the cause.

Fight well and honorably.

Jeremiah soon became thankful he had never told the entire truth about the war in the few letters he had sent home. He’d said nothing about the spoiled meat dishonest suppliers sold to the army, nothing about the wretched living conditions, nothing about the men who fled under fire at Chickamauga, and the wholesale desertions later. He hadn’t wanted his mother to know how bad conditions were. She had enough to fret about with her home threatened and the well-being of Jeremiah’s two older brothers constantly in doubt. Everyone in the Confederacy knew the risks taken by General Stuart’s regiments. And Matthew—who was too easygoing to bother with more than one or two letters a year—was somewhere on the Atlantic between Liverpool, the Bermudas, and the Carolina coast, serving as supercargo on a blockade runner.

In Jeremiah’s opinion, that was both honorable and dashing. Typical of Matt, too. Jeremiah had always admired and envied Matt, even though their times together had been few. Fan’s second son had been away at sea since Jeremiah was a small boy.

If it had been possible, he’d gladly have exchanged places with Matt. His brother had a naturally happy disposition. Loved games, particularly baseball, a game he and thousands of other boys and young men had created in parks and fields and dusty lots, adapting it from an old English game Matt called rounders.

How vividly Jeremiah remembered the sweaty excitement on Matt’s face one autumn afternoon years ago—he could recall the color and texture of the sunshine, though not the date—the ebullience with which Matt whooped and pranced when he came home, celebrating the way he’d pounded out three aces with his bat, and singlehandedly carried his ball team of five black boys and four white ones to a victory.

Matt possessed a talent for drawing that he’d somehow discovered in himself when he was young. In his imagination, Jeremiah could still see some of the charcoal sketches Matt had sent home occasionally after taking his first berth on a Charleston cotton packet. The style of the drawings was bold, personal, and unforgettable. Though Jeremiah had seen less of Matt than he had of Gideon, he felt a closer bond with Matt, and prayed he was safe.

The cloud drifted away from the moon. He drew deep breaths. The Enfield on his shoulder actually weighed only eight pounds fourteen and a half ounces, but it seemed ten times heavier tonight.

He pulled the canvas sling off and laid the piece in the dirt, shutting his eyes until the attack of dizziness passed.

While he stood swaying in the center of the road, his right hand strayed to his belt, closed unconsciously, protectively over the piece of oilskin containing the precious letter he’d promised to deliver.

He opened his eyes. The small animal noises had stopped in the plum orchard. Or perhaps he didn’t hear them because of the ringing in his ears.

He licked the dry inside of his cheek, sniffed his own abominable, unwashed smell. He wanted to stop awhile but felt he shouldn’t. What if the farmer was hunting a horse, still intending to chase him?

Well, if that happened, let it. He’d just take to the fields, where he could easily elude one pursuer. He’d make faster progress if he had a short rest.

He sank down on the shoulder, the Enfield near his feet. For a brief moment a shameful despondency swept over him. Everything was failing. The war was lost, or would be soon, now that Lincoln had been returned to the Presidency of the North just a couple of weeks ago.

Lincoln hadn’t run as a Republican, but under some new label—the National Union party, Jeremiah thought it was. As his running mate, Abe the Ape had chosen a damned, ignorant Tennessee politician named Johnson who’d betrayed his own kind and sided with the North, claiming the Constitution forbade any other decision. The bottle forbade any other decision, Rose had commented a day or two before his death. Johnson, he said, was a drunkard.

Johnson would have no hand in carrying the war forward, though. Just as Jefferson Davis did, Lincoln personally picked and supervised his generals.

At first he’d chosen poor ones. The pompous Democrat, Little Mac McClellan. Old Burnside. Hooker, who had inexplicably lost his nerve at Chancellorsville and squandered a chance for a stunning victory.

But Jackson had been accidentally shot by men on his own side at Chancellorsville, and that battle had turned out to be less of a Southern triumph than it might have been, even though J.E.B. Stuart had led the infantry from horseback, flourishing his saber, jumping his stallion into enemy cannon emplacements, and creating on the spot, to the tune of “Old Dan Tucker,” a derisive song urging Old Joe Hooker to come out of the Wilderness and fight.

But then Jackson had perished of pneumonia. His presence had been missed when Lee made his bold foray into Pennsylvania a month later. Even Meade, who’d defeated Lee in the North, wasn’t merciless enough to satisfy Lincoln. The Yankee President wanted, and ultimately found, a supreme commander who fought like a madman: Unconditional Surrender Grant. Another drunkard!

But he’d been sober enough to crush Vicksburg in the west. Sober enough to take charge of the Army of the Potomac in March of this year, and begin to spend his soldiers by the thousands, the tens of thousands, as though they weren’t human beings but manufactured parts in a grinding, unstoppable war engine lubricated by blood and more blood.

The zest, the zeal that had led the South to stunning successes early in the war had all but vanished.

Jeremiah could recall one or another officer speaking with sad pride of Pickett’s rush up a gentle hillside toward a clump of trees on the final day at Gettysburg, where Lee had ultimately failed in his attempt to reprovision his army with Yankee grain and Yankee meat, win a daring victory on enemy ground, prove the folly of Davis’ policy of only fighting a defensive war on Southern soil, and perhaps frighten the enemy into suing for peace—all at one time!

The heroes such as Pickett were still praised, but few of the living pretended their heroism had made much difference. If the Confederacy hadn’t surrendered in fact, it had surrendered in spirit. Even the most ardent patriot now had trouble believing otherwise.

That the South was indeed facing defeat had been borne out by Fan’s last letter, written late in June and weeks in transit. The fury of the war had found Fan at last. But that hadn’t been the only sad news.

The letter contained tragic tidings about Gideon.
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Having escaped death on the Peninsula in ’62, Jeremiah’s oldest brother had ridden unscathed through action after action—until chance took him to a place called Yellow Tavern on the eleventh of May. There, he and General Stuart had met Union horse soldiers of a kind they’d never encountered before.

Even a year earlier, under Pleasonton, the Yank cavalry couldn’t match the South’s. But it had been growing steadily—dangerously—better. Now, led by Sheridan, it had turned into a scythe sweeping across Virginia. At Yellow Tavern the blade had struck and killed Jeb Stuart.

Stuart’s men had run into fierce, competent opposition. The most dangerous Yanks turned out to be Michigan men, riders who sported red neckerchiefs, and whose regimental band played them into the charge with “Yankee Doodle.” They were commanded by an officer almost as flamboyant as Stuart himself—twenty-four-year-old George Armstrong Custer, the “boy general,” who led them, screaming, “Come on, you Wolverines!”

Custer wore gold spurs, slept with a pet raccoon, and dressed his long curls with cinnamon oil. Jeremiah had read occasional newspaper accounts describing him as a man who expressed no great personal animosity toward Southerners; he was just out to whip them.

Like Stuart, he thrived on being called a daredevil. The personal motto he’d brought with him from West Point was “promotion or death”—though from the way he often defied caution in battle, the motto apparently meant his promotion would be earned by the deaths of others. A Democrat, he still managed to remain the darling of the Washington Republicans, the public, and a press that eulogized him as Napoleon’s successor.

At Yellow Tavern one of Custer’s Wolverines had shot Stuart out of the saddle. Another had engaged Gideon—or so his immediate superior wrote Fan the following week. During the combat, horseman against horseman, Gideon had reared back in his saddle to dodge a saber stroke, lost his balance, and tumbled to the ground. In a matter of seconds enemy troopers had swarmed around him, taking him prisoner.

So now Gideon was either dead, or alive and rotting in one of the prison pits of the North. Fort Delaware, or possibly Elmira in New York.

And as if that loss hadn’t been grievous enough, Fan’s letter, also reported that Hunter’s cavalry had swept through the Valley to Lexington. In the surrounding countryside, the Yankee horsemen had burned mills, granaries, farm implements—then buildings in the town, including the Military Institute, Governor Letcher’s residence, and other private homes. Only old Washington College had been spared at the last moment because some of Hunter’s men refused to torch an institution honoring the nation’s first President.

Fan tried to conceal her sadness when she wrote her youngest son. But it came through clearly in the final paragraphs which spoke of the privation sweeping the Confederacy as the enemy blockade bottled up port after port.

Profiteers had driven prices out of the reach of ordinary people. Fan commented that she had no good cotton stockings left, but would make do with old ones since she couldn’t afford eight dollars for a new pair.

She’d forgotten what coffee tasted like, she said. Southerners who had cornered the existing supply demanded up to forty dollars a pound.

And when her doctor had prescribed a dose of calomel, it was unaffordable at twenty dollars the ounce.

Even the physical look of the letter was testimony that the end was coming. There was no more writing paper to be had in Lexington, Fan noted. So an enterprising merchant had devised some from an old roll of wall paper. Inside the envelope, and on the back of each sheet, was a crudely printed floral pattern.

It was almost over.

Rose had been right. His wife and daughter undoubtedly needed Jeremiah’s help more than the army did. With the Rose women, he’d find a place where his presence would make a difference again.

But if he was going to find them, he couldn’t sit in the moonlight. Weary as he was, he had to keep moving.

With effort, he stood up. Reached down for the Enfield. When his fingers were an inch from the weapon, he heard a sound on the road behind him.

He straightened, searching the shifting silver shadows of the landscape.

He couldn’t see them; they were too far away. But he heard them.

Mounted men. Coming fast.

That farmer. That damned, vengeful old man!

He hadn’t been satisfied to locate one horse and ride after Jeremiah alone—he’d had to roust out his neighbors and lead them in pursuit.

Jeremiah shivered, remembering the farmer’s warning.

As punishment for his desertion, he’d hang.



Chapter II
“Sixty Thousand Strong”
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ALMOST AS SOON AS the appalling thought struck him, Jeremiah began to question whether it made sense. How the devil could an old man muster a party of neighbors in a rural area? There were damn few males left on homesteads anywhere in the South, unless you counted boys and old men. Horses were equally scarce, that much Jeremiah knew for certain.

Still, those were horsemen hammering toward him. Who could they be?

Georgia Home Guards? No, he’d heard they couldn’t find mounts either.

Enemy cavalry, then? Some of the ruffians who rode with the blond-bearded Yank Judson Kilpatrick?

He didn’t know. But he didn’t intend to linger in the middle of the road and find out. The riders were coming faster than he’d anticipated. The moon’s whiteness lit a rolling, phosphorescent cloud of dust at the crest of a hill he judged to be no more than half a mile away. Figures that seemed part man, part horse, appeared and vanished in the swirling dust.

Jeremiah grabbed the Enfield and sprinted for the ditch to the left of the road, where the brook ran. A small boulder hidden in the long grass tripped him. With a curse, he went tumbling down the incline. He splashed into the shallow water, remembering at the last moment to twist his body to keep the oilskin pouch and his cartridge box dry.

The dust cloud rolled toward him, the hammer of hooves growing steadily louder. As he lay with his right side in water that felt incredibly cold, he realized he’d dropped the Enfield when he fell.

He raised himself a little—the movement seemed to create a noise loud as a waterfall—just as the first of the horsemen thundered by. Once more a cloud cleared the edge of the moon. There, plainly visible on the shoulder, his piece shone bright.

Someone saw it. Yelled. The horsemen reined in, the leading riders turning back. As he sank down and lay still, Jeremiah tried to count the looming figures. A dozen, maybe more.

A man dismounted, cocking a pistol. He reached for the Enfield. He wore a forage cap much like Jeremiah’s.

“Enfield, Captain.” The man raised the piece to his chest. “I can feel stamping—C.S.A.”

Another man pointed. “Weeds are matted down right there. Whoever dropped it may be hidin’.”

Two more pistols were cocked. The horses fretted and stamped. A tall man rode through the group to the side of the road nearest the brook. He leaned over his horse’s neck, as if studying the ground. Then he called out, “You down there. You better come out.”

Jeremiah thought the voice had a soft, relaxed sound. A Southern sound.

The tall man drew a carbine from a saddle scabbard. “I said, come out.”

Soaked, Jeremiah staggered to his feet and clambered through the grass to the road, his hands raised above his head.
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The barrel of the tall man’s carbine glowed in a spill of moonlight. Water dripped from Jeremiah’s fingers, from the bandage on his thigh, the torn hem of his tunic, the have-lock attached to his cap.

“Captain?” one of the men exclaimed. “He looks like one of ours!”

They were Southerners. The moon showed him dusty cadet gray sleeves and trouser legs that matched his own, except for the yellow trim. This wasn’t as bad as being caught by Yanks—unless the men were as ferocious about desertion as that old farmer.

The captain waggled his carbine. Jeremiah glimpsed a double line of gold braid on his cap as he asked, “Who are you?”

Jeremiah pivoted slightly so the moonlight would show the chevrons on his sleeve. “Corporal Kent, sir.”

“Turn. I can’t see the badge on your cap.”

“I lost it, sir.” He’d learned a lesson from the farmer. He tried to sound calm, as if he had nothing to hide. “I’m from the Sixty-third Virginia, last with Reynolds’s brigade, Stevenson’s division—”

A horseman further back growled, “Didn’t know they was any Virginny boys with the Army of Tennessee, Cap’n.”

“Two or three regiments, I think.” The captain was a heavy man, with jowls. Moonlight on one cheek showed a scattering of pox scars like miniature black craters. “Corporal, give me the name of your corps commander.”

Cautiously, Jeremiah said, “You know we were Hood’s Corps, sir. But General Hood was leading the whole army, so our actual commander was General Lee. General Stephen D. Lee,” he added for authenticity.

The mutter of a couple of the men said they recognized that he was telling the truth. The captain raised the carbine to quiet them. Then he sharply added, “Were you with Bob Lee in Pennsylvania?”

“No, sir, I mustered in a month afterward.”

Another voice, suspicious: “Didn’t your regiment lose a flag at Gettysburg?”

“Not to my recollection.” He’d heard enough of the history of both Virginia units that had been transferred to the west to recognize the trap. “I think it was the other bunch in the Army of Tennessee. The Fifty-fourth. When I joined up, my regiment belonged to the Second Brigade, Department of Western Virginia. But we were put on the cars along with the Fifty-fourth and—”

“You detached from service?” the captain interrupted.

Jeremiah’s hands grew colder. He struggled to keep his voice level. “Yes, sir. I was invalided out at Palmetto, after General Hood left for Tennessee.”

He lifted his leg to show the bloodied bandage, even though the pain grew ferocious when he bent his knee. But maybe they’d be less suspicious than the farmer. Blood was blood. They couldn’t tell he’d gotten the wound from another of those damned old country boys who didn’t want soldiers, any soldiers, prowling around their property.

The last of the turkey meat had run out when he was near Milledgeville. On the outskirts of Atlanta he’d slipped into a chicken house after dark. In spite of his efforts to keep quiet, he’d roused the flock. Wakened by the squawking, the poultryman had come charging from his house. He hadn’t even issued a challenge or asked a question, just blasted away with a shotgun as Jeremiah dashed off. Once out of danger, he’d cut four buckshot out of his leg with a sheath knife he kept in his right boot. Then he’d cleaned the wound as best he could and bandaged it with his torn-up underdrawers.

The captain wanted to know more about the wound. “In what action were you hit?”

“Jonesboro,” Jeremiah said promptly. “Afternoon of the last day of August.”

The dismounted man holding the Enfield said, “Well, I know Steve Lee was there, all right.”

The captain: “Last day of August, you say. Sure as hell taking a long time for that to heal, isn’t it?”

“Infection set in. For a while the doctors thought I might lose the leg altogether. Got knocked down with dysentery at the same time. Actually I had two wounds. The one in my shoulder’s come along just fine. This one, though—doesn’t seem to want to mend right.”

While the captain digested the information, Jeremiah decided he’d better tell as much as he dared. These men sounded more persuadable than the farmer. He might be able to outwit them. But not if he seemed reluctant to talk.

“My commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Rose, he came out of the Thirty-sixth Georgia in Cummings’ brigade. After Chickamauga he was assigned to division staff for a while. I was picked to be his orderly and courier. He got shot at Jonesboro too. Died the same night. Before he passed on, he ordered me to go to his plantation if I got out. He said only his wife and daughter were left to run it.” He added an invention he thought sounded logical, and might divert their suspicion even more.

“The colonel told me his nigras were getting fractious because of Old Abe’s proclamation—”

“Yep, that’s sure as hell happening,” someone agreed. “All over.”

“Where’s this plantation?” the captain asked him.

Jeremiah began to feel a little less tense; maybe the issue of desertion wouldn’t come up at all if he kept trying to convince them he was doing what he thought to be his duty.

“Near Louisville, across the Ogeechee River in Jefferson County. Seems like I’ve been walking for days to get to it.”

“Well, you have thirty or forty miles still to go,” the captain informed him. “More or less due east.” A hand scratched at the pox scars. “I gather you felt this personal business more important than returning to your unit?”

Jeremiah scowled. To help them see his anger, he yanked off his forage cap. The sudden movement shied a couple of the horses.

The moon struck his dark eyes and matted hair as he straightened to his full height. In the light, the white streak showed plainly, starting at the hairline above his left brow and tapering to a point at the back of his head.

Honesty had failed him with the farmer; he didn’t intend to repeat the mistake. “Sir, I told you—I was invalided out! It was either head home for Virginia—too blasted far away—or stay in Georgia and do what the colonel asked of me while he was dying. My unit had already moved out north again. I felt I owed the colonel’s womenfolk some protection—’specially since the colonel saved my life at Jonesboro.”

“Oh?” The captain cocked his head. “How’d he do that?”

Jeremiah told him the story.

“You have any proof to support what you’re saying?” the captain asked.

Jeremiah almost reached for the oilskin pouch. He held back; the contents of the letter were still unknown to him. What if Rose had written his wife saying he intended to urge his orderly to desert?

“No, sir, I’m sorry. I have nothing.”

“What’s the name of this here plantation?” the dismounted man with the Enfield said.

“It’s called Rosewood. After the colonel’s people.”

“I’ve heard of it,” the captain told him. “I come from near Savannah. My papa was a cotton broker before he died. I believe he did business with the Rose family at one time—” All at once he sounded more tolerant. “If your unit’s gone to Tennessee and you were pronounced unfit to serve, I suppose you made the best choice.”

Jeremiah breathed a bit easier. The captain went on. “And those women you mentioned—they’re liable to need all the protection they can get. All of Georgia’s liable to need it, matter of fact.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

Hunching forward, the captain said, “Corporal, do you have any notion as to who we are?”

Jeremiah tried to smile. “I know you’re on the right side. And those yellow facings say you’re cavalry.”

“My name’s Dilsey. Captain Robert Dilsey. We’re with General Joe Wheeler. Scouting Sherman.”

“Sherman! But he’s back near Atlanta!”

Dilsey shook his head. “Not anymore. Fact is, we’re about all that stands between that son of a bitch and the seacoast. Excepting of course, the Home Guard that Governor Brown’s trying to turn out.” One of Dilsey’s troopers snickered contemptuously. “But old men carrying rakes and hoes aren’t going to be worth a hoot against Billy Sherman.”

Thunderstruck, Jeremiah gasped, “You mean he’s on the move?”

Dilsey sighed and nodded. “Started last Wednesday. Marched out in two columns, sixty thousand strong. Slocum has two infantry corps on the left wing, Howard two more on the right. And that Kilpatrick’s riding along with them.”

“Where’s Sherman going?”

A shrug. “Appears he’s headed straight across the state to the ocean. Looks like he’s just said to hell with maintaining supply lines and is poling off in this direction to do any damage he can.”

Another caustic voice: “Mebbe he’s tired of fightin’ men. Mebbe he wants to fight females and young’uns for a change.”

The captain didn’t take it as a joke. “Certainly possible. He’s got a reputation for being half crazy sometimes. A move in this direction violates every sound principle of strategy. But he’s coming—along with that blasted butcher, Kilpatrick. You know what they call Little Kil’s riders, Corporal? The Kill-cavalry. We’re moving southeast to stay ahead of them. Trying to find out for certain where they’re actually going. Harass them, if we can.”

The announcement of the sudden advance by the general who’d captured and burned Atlanta still sounded unbelievable. Jeremiah groped for words. “But—but I don’t think there are any troops left to fight in this part of the state!”

The man with the Enfield said, “Well, there’s you.”

He puzzled over the laughter the remark produced as Dilsey said, “There is plenty of food in Georgia for a change. Finest crop in years, I’m told. And Bob Lee’s army still depends on what comes out of this breadbasket. So if you look at Sherman’s move in that light, if makes more sense. I’d guess he’s after the food, though he may be after Savannah as well.”

“That’s crazy!” Jeremiah cried.

“Any man who burns damn near a whole city doesn’t fight like a gentleman, Corporal—or by the book. You’d better keep on toward Jefferson County and tell the Rose ladies Old Billy’s probably coming their way.”

The man with the Enfield spat. “Goddamn soon.”
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Despite the stunning news, Jeremiah felt oddly elated. He’d convinced Dilsey of the authenticity of his story, done it just right, too. The word desertion hadn’t even been uttered.

One of the cavalrymen spoke. “Captain, we ought to be movin’.”

“Agree,” Dilsey said. “Kent, we’d fill your canteen if you had one. We’ve fetched along some goobers to eat. Hand him some, Mullins.”

Jeremiah raised his arm to accept the handful just as Dilsey uttered a hard, peculiar chuckle that chilled him. Again Dilsey scratched his face.

“You’re lucky to be alive, Corporal, you know that? We stopped at a farm a few miles back. Watered our horses from the well. We heard about you.”

Jeremiah closed his fist on the goobers, almost dropped them slipping them into his pocket. What a fool he’d been. What a damn fool. He hadn’t tricked Dilsey for one minute.

The captain pointed at Jeremiah’s leg.

“That injury may hurt. But as the old farmer said, lots of boys shot up worse than you are still with their regiments. So I don’t expect you were invalided out. I expect you up and left. As for the rest—I’m willing to accept it. Strikes me it has too many warts to be an outright lie. I don’t know what persuaded you to tell me the truth—or ninety percent of it, anyway. You didn’t tell the farmer. But as I say—you’re lucky you changed your mind. If you’d just handed me that tale about going home—”

Dilsey rammed his carbine in the scabbard. He reached down and snatched the Enfield from the dismounted trooper, then aimed it at Jeremiah’s chest, his smile humorless. “I’d have used your own weapon on you. Killed you where you stand.”

He flung the Enfield. Jeremiah barely managed to catch it. Dilsey laughed at him, a hollow, unfriendly laugh.

“As things worked out, however, you’re going to find yourself smack back in the war. Why, you may turn out to be the only young man within forty miles of that plantation. Commander of the whole resistance! Hope you can handle that. After running away, seems fitting you should be required to try.”

Seething, Jeremiah watched Captain Dilsey and his men reorder themselves into a column of twos. Moonlight spilled across the officer’s back; his face was hidden. When he spoke, he sounded cheerful and cruel at the same time.

“Good luck to you, Corporal. I hereby promote you to general in command of Jefferson County.”

He wheeled his mount with a ferocious yank of the rein and galloped off along the country road, his men right behind. Their passing left another phosphorescent dust cloud that soon hid them from sight.
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Sixty thousand, Jeremiah thought, the barrel of the rifled musket shaking in his hand. Sixty thousand led by the wickedest soldiers in the whole damn Union army!

By letting him go on to Rosewood alone, Dilsey had punished him. He too had failed to understand Jeremiah’s sense of duty and loyalty—

How that soft-spoken man must have been laughing to himself all during Jeremiah’s babble about Colonel Rose. For a moment the humiliating anger was almost beyond bearing.

It began to pass when he reminded himself that he was still alive. And Sherman’s coming would indeed give him a chance to fight again. All in all, despite thinking he’d fooled Dilsey and the shock of Dilsey’s announcement that he hadn’t, he concluded that things could have been a devil of a lot worse. The hand clasping the Enfield grew steadier.

Jeremiah laid the weapon down, shelled and swallowed four of the goobers given him by the cavalrymen. They settled hard in his stomach, producing almost instantaneous pain. He was forced to sit down on the shoulder of the road, clutching his middle, praying for the pain to ease.

It didn’t.

A bird shrilled in the plum orchard. But miserable as he felt, he still believed his luck had taken a better turn. One Enfield would make no difference in Tennessee. It could make a lot of difference in Georgia.

Under the black and silver sky, he jammed the butt of the Enfield into the grass and literally climbed hand over hand to get to his feet. He still felt shaky and frightened. Tortured by spasms of pain, he stepped onto the road, hurrying—

He went only a quarter of a mile before he began to stagger. The goobers came up in a retching heave. He was forced to unfasten and drop his trousers and crouch dizzily awhile.

Covered with cold sweat and aching from his breastbone to his groin, he eventually managed to start walking again. He passed another ramshackle farmhouse. A cow lowed in the vast dark. Pushing himself with every bit of his remaining strength, he kept trudging on.

Toward Jefferson County.

Toward two women he’d never met.

Toward a chance to fight honorably again—

Sixty thousand strong, he kept thinking. Jesus Almighty!

Yet in spite of the terrifying numbers and his physical agony, his spirit wouldn’t break. Mentally, he felt stronger and more determined than he had in weeks.

I’ll get there.

I’ll get there before Billy Sherman—if I have to crawl every foot of the way.



Chapter III
The Slave
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THE FIRST SENSATION WAS heat: stifling heat, too intense for November.

An insect whined at the back of his neck. With his eyes still closed, he tried to raise his right hand to swat it. He couldn’t seem to summon enough strength to draw his hand from what felt like mud.

The insect landed on his havelock, then on exposed skin. He clawed his hand out of the mud as the insect bit—a faint, nearly painless sting. The whine diminished.

Panicky, he tried to recall where he was. That is, where he’d been when he sprawled on the ground at twilight on—

Tuesday. Yesterday had been Tuesday.

Late in the day he’d forded the Ogeechee River, bypassed the little town of Louisville, and tried to follow directions given him by a farmer’s boy. Somehow he’d taken a wrong turn at a crossroad. The road he was walking had petered out in brambles at the edge of a bare cotton field near the river.

Still sick, he’d blundered ahead—straight into a maze of little tributaries of the river, a place of rank water and steaming gloom produced by huge cypresses and live oaks.

He’d slopped across one shallow backwater and up the far bank, intending to lie down and rest only a few moments. That was all he remembered until now.

He grew alarmed by a weightlessness in two places where there should have been weight. The precious Enfield no longer pressed against his shoulder; his cartridge box was missing from his belt.

His face felt scorching, oily. He knew he had the fever again.

He dragged his left hand back. Fumbled at his waist.

The oilskin pouch was still there, thank God.

He heard a foot squish down in mud. Heard a man breathing. His teeth started to chatter as he opened his eyes.

Ten inches from his nose a small turtle lay upside down on the curve of its shell. The turtle had withdrawn its head and legs. He couldn’t tell whether it was alive or dead. A short distance beyond the turtle he saw a man’s feet, calves, and the bottoms of tattered trousers. His panic worsened.

Thick, horny toenails were half hidden in rust-colored mud. But Jeremiah could see the skin well enough—

Black skin.
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He heard a heavy, mellow voice, neither friendly nor hostile. “You ’wake, mister soldier?”

Jeremiah’s head jerked up. His temples throbbed from the sudden move. His lips compressed, he jammed his fists into the red clay bank where he’d slept. Doubled his knees. Eventually staggered to his feet, his uniform filthy, his face and hair caked with mud.

“Who are you? Where am I?”

The black man was superbly built, with a slender waist and a broad chest. A ragged shirt cut off at the shoulders exposed thick arms. He was about thirty, Jeremiah guessed. His skin was so dark it had a blue cast.

The man’s eyes were almost perfectly oval, with huge brown pupils. He stood in a placid, relaxed pose. Yet Jeremiah couldn’t escape an irrational feeling that the Negro was simmering with hostility.

“Which question you want me to answer first?”

Jeremiah saw a double image of the black’s curly head. He squeezed his eyelids shut and spread his feet, hoping to keep his balance.

“Tell me where I am.”

“This here’s a swamp down by the acreage we call the bottom.”

“Who calls it that?” The black’s lackadaisical air angered him. “Don’t you know how to be civil to a white man?”

“Why, ’course I do.” But Jeremiah thought he saw a corner of the man’s mouth twitch. “The bottom land belongs to Rosewood.”

“Rosewood.” he repeated. “Colonel Henry Rose’s place?”

The black licked his lips. Staring into those round brown pupils, Jeremiah thought, My Lord, he hates me. Or he hates the uniform I’m wearing, anyway. He was increasingly aware that he lacked any weapon except the sheathed knife in his boot. Without the Enfield he felt naked.

“Reckon there ain’t another Rosewood in the county.”

“It’s the place I’ve been hunting.” Fingers plucked at the pouch on his belt. “I’m carrying a message for the colonel’s wife.”

The black stared, as if he didn’t comprehend.

“Is this Wednesday?”

It took a while for the black man to decide to reply. “That’s right, Wednesday. Every Wednesday Miz Rose gives me an hour in the mornin’ to come catch coolers.” His glance flicked to the turtle. “Can’t abide ’em myself. But I sell ’em to Miz Rose for soup. She’s real kind, lettin’ us niggers make a little money of our own.” The last words carried a faintly caustic edge.

“Then you’re from the plantation. One of the slaves—”

A quick, adamant shake of the head. “No more.”

“Oh?”

The man smiled. “Year ago January, Linkum said I wasn’t property. Jubilee’s come, mister soldier.”

Yet he spoke the words joylessly, sounded angry. Jeremiah was growing increasingly angry with the man’s quiet arrogance. “If you think you’re free—”

“I know I’m free.”

“Then what the hell are you doing around here?”

A shrug. “Waitin’.”

“For what?”

“To see who wins. If you boys lose, I can go off anyplace I choose. But if you win, an’ I leave ahead of time, I could be in a peck of trouble. Don’t appear likely that you’re goin’ to win, though. Still—can’t be too careful. Isn’t that right?”

Smart bastard, Jeremiah thought. Smart, wily bastard. Getting out of this swamp alive may take some doing.

He scanned the area, saw nothing but narrow watercourses winding between mud banks and the great trees. Sunlit insects flitted over green-scummed water like flakes of living gold.

“What’s your name?”

“Price.”

“Which way’s the house?”

“Yonder,” Price told him, with such a faint inclination of his head that he might have meant any point on a whole quarter of the horizon.

“Your overseer anyplace close by?”

Price smiled. “Don’t think so. He went off to fight jus’ like the colonel. Ain’t come back. Any overseein’ to be done, Miz Catherine does it.”

“That’s the colonel’s wife—”

“’Pears you know a lot about the Rose family, mister soldier.”

“My name is Kent. Corporal Kent. You call me that, hear?”

Silence. The black’s eyes wandered down to the turtle, which appeared to be dead.

Even more sharply, Jeremiah said, “And lead me up to the house. I told you I have an important paper for your mistress. The colonel gave it to me before—”

Abruptly, he held back from breaking the news of Rose’s death. The colonel’s wife and daughter deserved to hear it first.

Price looked indifferent. God, what were those wicked Yanks in Washington City thinking about, granting freedom to men like this?

Of course Jeremiah knew very well what they were thinking about: the possibility that the blacks might rise up against their masters and aid the Northern war effort. Lincoln’s detested proclamation in the first month of 1863 hadn’t been so generous as to free every black man in the land, not by a damn sight. The President and that vicious pack of Republicans he served had only declared blacks were free in the rebelling states.

Lieutenant Colonel Rose had commented caustically on that limitation one time. “Old Abe has enough trouble on his hands without antagonizing the border states. Besides, I’ve read some of his speeches. He doesn’t believe nigras are the white man’s equal. He’d just as soon ship them all to Liberia and be shed of them. He’s freeing our nigras to make it hotter for us, that’s all. He’s no humanitarian, he’s a cheap politician who’ll use any available trick to beat us down.”

Jeremiah had accepted that as gospel; it jibed with all the anti-Northern talk he’d heard as a boy. Lincoln’s proclamation was merely one more example of how dishonorably the enemy was conducting the war. Let the North—and nigras like this one—praise Abe Lincoln as a high-minded emancipator; Jeremiah knew that wasn’t the truth at all.

With a move that rippled the muscles of his right forearm, Price reached up to flick sweat from his shiny blue cheek. He grinned, his eyes still mocking. “You don’ finish a lot of your sentences, mister soldier.”

Sentences? That was a mighty fancy word for an ordinary field hand. The realization confirmed his feeling that this was a dangerous man. Price probably knew how to read and write—had no doubt learned in secret, in defiance of the law.

“That’s my business.”

The smile remained fixed. “Guess it is. You say you got a paper from the colonel ’fore somethin’ happened to him?”

“Before I left him. Also none of your affair. You take me to the house—right after you tell me something.” He swallowed hard, trying to stand steady. Price cocked his head, waiting.

“You tell me what happened to my musket.”

Price blinked twice, his expression deliberately blank. Jeremiah wanted to hit him.

“Musket?” Price turned his head right, then left. “Don’t see no musket anyplace round here—”

“I had my Enfield and my cartridge box with me when I passed out! They’re gone.”

“Can’t help that. I didn’t spy any such ’quipment when I come onto you lyin’ there. Guess somebody must have stole it during the night.”

“Who the hell would wander through a place like this during the night?”

“Oh, mebbe some of the other niggers from the neighborhood, mister—ah, Corporal,” Price corrected himself with an obviously forced politeness. “No, I surely can’t tell you what happened to that gun and that box. You didn’t have ’em when I found you, and since I was the only one awake right about then, guess you’ll just have to take my word for it.”

Jeremiah took a step forward, almost falling. “You stole them. You hid them someplace. Didn’t you?”

Price’s gaze admitted it. But his face grew pious. “Now that’s a frightful thing to ’cuse a man of, Corporal. Me, a field buck, steal a white man’s weapon an’ hide it? Why, I could be whipped half to death for such a thing, if Miz Catherine was the kind who whipped her niggers. No, sir, I jus’ don’t know what become of those things you’re talkin’ ‘bout. You’ll just have to take my word.”

Price’s dazzling grin scorned him as a fool. Jeremiah concluded he might have been wrong about the cause of Price’s insolence. The man’s pigmentation might have nothing to do with it—

I wouldn’t trust this son of a bitch if he were as white as me.

Price leaned down to scoop up the dead cooter. He sounded almost obsequious. “Care to hang onto my arm, Corporal?”

“No, thank you.”

“You sure lookin’ poorly. It’s ’bout a mile to the house—”

“I’ll manage!”

The black watched him, the smile gone. Jeremiah felt increasingly threatened. He’s taken the Enfield and hidden it where he can go back and find it. Use it.

“This way, then.”

Jeremiah staggered after him, wondering whether Lieutenant Colonel Rose’s widow knew exactly what sort of treacherous rascal she was harboring. As if things weren’t bad enough with those sixty thousand bluebellies somewhere to the northwest and no male overseer on the place, the two women he was going to meet were threatened by a mean, devious nigra who now had a gun.

Jeremiah’s head pounded. He was shivering uncontrollably. The path out of the swamp seemed an endless maze.

He forced himself to keep up. Price might be older, but Jeremiah realized he couldn’t let the black man think he was stronger or smarter—even though Price had already outfoxed him by purloining the musket and ammunition.

Price cast a quick glance backward. Jeremiah looked him straight in the eye. The black pretended to study a wild turkey roosting in a live oak, but Jeremiah thought he heard the man snicker.

Got to watch out for that one, he thought.

Walk behind him all the time.

Behind him. Never ahead.



Chapter IV
Rosewood
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PRICE AND JEREMIAH APPROACHED Rosewood from a gently sloping cotton field that had been harvested earlier in the autumn. Though he was dizzy and hot—particularly now that he and the black man were into the full glare of the sunlight—he felt a peculiar sense of happiness at the sight of the plantation. To him it was very nearly a second home, so often and so lovingly had the slender, courtly Henry Rose described it.

Rosewood’s land, accumulated by the colonel’s father and grandfather, totaled about a thousand acres. Something like sixty-five slaves had worked the property, three-quarters of which the colonel had put into cotton, the remainder going into corn.

Originally Rosewood had been a rice plantation. But in the past two decades cotton had proved a far superior cash crop, even though the product of Rose’s fields never commanded the premium prices of the cotton grown in Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana.

The plantation had a prosperous if oddly deserted look this Wednesday morning. Directly ahead stood two large, immaculate barns. Beyond them Jeremiah glimpsed the end of the white-painted three-story manse that faced a dirt highway on his left. A half-mile road led from the highway to the house between rows of live oaks Rose’s grandfather had planted. Festoons of tillandsia hung from the branches, providing extra shade all the way to the white-painted fencing, the gate, and the bell with a rope pull.

As he and Price approached, more of the house came into view. He saw the front piazza, shaded by lattices twined with cypress vines. Square pillars reached up to a second-floor gallery running the entire length of the house. Starting near a well at the back of the building and running away from it at a right angle stood two long rows of slave cottages. The paint on the cottages had peeled in a few places, but otherwise they looked well kept. Directly behind the last two was a small picket-fenced burial ground.

Black men, women, and children idled in the dirt lane dividing the rows of tiny houses. An elderly slave tending a garden patch turned to stare at the gray-clad stranger and Price as they rounded the barn and passed three large hog pens: Magnolias had been planted near the perimeter of the pens. Rose had told Jeremiah he’d done that so the smell of the blooming trees would partially mask the stench of pig manure. This morning the stench was overpowering.

Past the manse Jeremiah saw the large gin house and two equally big corn cribs. Several blacks hailed Price from the cabin street. He acknowledged the greetings with little more than a curt nod. His arrogance told Jeremiah the man was someone special among his own kind.

A crowd had gathered near the stone well at the head of the lane, plainly curious about Price’s companion. But Price’s erect posture and steady stride seemed to preclude interference.

“Reckon we might find Miz Catherine in the office,” the big man remarked as they walked onto the rear piazza. The cooling shade made Jeremiah feel better. But not much.

Price tossed the dead turtle onto the ground beyond the piazza. A naked tot darted toward it from the well. One swift glance from Price sent a young woman dashing out to pick up her child before he could touch the prize. She had a frightened look on her face.

Jeremiah leaned a sweaty palm against the side of the house, struggling to catch his breath. He felt close to passing out again. “Give me a minute—”

Price folded his arms, waiting. The black’s silence seemed a condemnation of Jeremiah’s weakness.

Voice rasping, Jeremiah said, “Pretty quiet for a weekday.”

“That’s true. Cotton’s all baled. Corn’s in. We’re waitin’ to see what’s goin’ to happen.”

“What do you mean?”

“Judge Claypool’s nigger, Floyd, he come rammin’ over in the judge’s buggy yesterday. He said there was Yanks on the march from Atlanta. A whole lot of Yanks.”

The unblinking eyes fixed on Jeremiah. “You see any Yanks while you was comin’ this way?”

Jeremiah shook his head. “But I met some cavalrymen. They said General Sherman’s left the vicinity of the city with sixty—with some men.”

“Well, now!” All at once Price seemed quite interested.

“Don’t get your hopes too high. The cavalry boys didn’t know which route the troops were taking.”

“Judge Claypool’s Floyd, he said Mr. Doremus of Louisville rode back from Milledgeville, an’ when he left, the Yanks was almost there. That was Monday. Could be a mighty interesting Thanksgiving.”

Thick-tongued, Jeremiah repeated, “Thanksgiving?”

“That’s right.” The corner of Price’s mouth quirked up again. Damn the black thief for treating him like a slave instead of a master! “Didn’t you ’member Thanksgiving’s only two days away? We usually have a mighty big dinner for Thanksgiving. Maybe this year, the Yanks’ll roast us instead. What d’you think?”

“I think you better shut up with jokes like that.”

Price chuckled. “Yes, sir.”

Jeremiah had completely forgotten the holiday. The amused gaze of the slave irritated him. He was willing to bet Price would love exactly the sort of Thanksgiving he’d described. Price would probably help the damn Yanks overrun Rosewood—using the Enfield he’d stolen.

The brief happiness he’d felt at finally reaching his destination was fading, driven from his mind by the black’s silent contempt and the knowledge that he still had to inform the colonel’s wife about her widowhood. He assumed she didn’t know, and he didn’t look forward to telling her. It would require tact; the proper words, a clear head. And his head was anything but clear. His ears buzzed; his eyes watered; his legs felt boneless. He wondered how much longer he could stay on his feet.

“My,” Price murmured, evidently still thinking of Sherman. “We could sure have a real jubilee of a Thanksgiving round here—” Then, with a touch of impatience: “We can go inside whenever you feelin’ up to it.”

He wasn’t, but he said, “I’m feeling up to it.”

Price bobbed his head, leading him to the rear entrance.

As they stepped across the threshold, Price underwent an abrupt and noticeable transformation. He seemed to lose two or three inches in height. He bent his head forward slightly. His step became slower. The buck was trickier than old Billy Sherman himself!

They walked down a cool, dim hall smelling of furniture oil and more faintly of roasting sweet potatoes. Price’s posture gave him an almost servile look. He knocked at an open doorway on the left. Immediately, Jeremiah heard a firm feminine voice.

“Come.”

Dreading the encounter with Mrs. Rose, Jeremiah walked unsteadily toward the door as Price disappeared, scraping his bare feet in what was almost a shuffle.
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The light in the small, cluttered office had a hazy quality. The polished oak floor seemed to tilt. Price stood between Jeremiah and the woman at the desk. He couldn’t see much of her except for a skirt, but he did glimpse objects on the desk. Open ledgers. A pen laid aside. A large ring with a dozen or more keys on it. A cut glass goblet half full of something that looked like fruit wine. Blackberry, he decided.

“Yes, Price, what is it?”

The slave deliberately thickened his speech. “Miz Catherine, I found this yere officer lyin’ sick down in the swamp beyond the bottom. He come to find you—”

Blinking to clear his vision, Jeremiah quickly took in the details of the office. Two walls were entirely covered with shelves crowded with books. On the spine of one he recognized a design his mother had shown him once: a gold stamping of a partially filled and stoppered bottle—the mark of the publishing house of Kent and Son, owned by the despised Northern branch of the family.

Near the ledgers on the desk stood a small oil painting depicting a sad-eyed, sandy-bearded man. Rose. Beside it was an even smaller frame with a curling lock of bright red hair sealed under glass above a small square card. On the card in ink that had long ago faded, someone had written:
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Serena was Rose’s daughter by his first marriage. The colonel had alluded to the marriage several times, but never discussed it in any detail—nor his former wife. Jeremiah had gotten the impression that Serena’s mother must have been the wrong sort. Rose was close-mouthed about her, in contrast to his constant praise of Catherine.

He’d said Catherine was a woman of warm, loving temperament—the closest a gentleman ever came to admitting his wife had a passionate streak. He described her as intelligent and trusting of her fellow human beings, willing to believe only the best about them—including the slaves—but not lacking the strength to take action if her original opinion proved wrong. Jeremiah was going to have to warn this paragon of womanhood about Price.

Dimly, he realized Price was still speaking with a slurry politeness quite different from his earlier rude mockery.

“—poor officer, he lost his gun during the night. Those trash niggers of Judge Claypool’s who fish round here probably picked it off him. I think we ought to report it to the judge right quick. We sure don’t want no niggers with muskets runnin’ loose—’specially with them Yanks on the way like this officer says.”

Damned liar, Jeremiah thought. But his throat was too dry to utter the accusation. Besides, the most important matter at the moment was the news about Rose and the letter.

Price stepped back politely as the woman stood up.

“Good morning, young man.” Catherine Rose extended her hand, unconcerned about the mud on Jeremiah’s fingers.

The colonel’s widow was a handsome woman in her forties, with broad hips, a slim waist, and full breasts tightly bound by a faded gingham dress. She had a generous mouth set in an oval face, and intelligent, direct gray eyes. On her cheek just to the right of her lips was a tiny mole, like a punctuation mark. Her light brown hair was beginning to whiten.

The hand grasping Jeremiah’s was neither soft nor smooth. “Price says you want to see me?”

“Yes, Mrs. Rose. My name’s Corporal Kent—”

Recognition widened her eyes. “Henry’s orderly! He wrote about you once. And in a highly complimentary fashion. You don’t look well,” she added with a quick frown.

“I’m fine, ma’am.”

“But Price said he found you unconscious.”

“Just sleeping, that’s all.”

Skeptically, she surveyed him. The odor of fruit wine was unmistakable. “You’re pale as death. Skinny, too.”

“I was hurt in action near Atlanta.”

“Good heavens, you’ve come all the way from Atlanta?”

“Yes.” His hand groped for the oilskin pouch. “Before I left, your husband gave me a letter to deliver. My home’s Virginia, but I promised him I’d bring this to you.”

He handed her the pouch. Tears filled her eyes.

Then Catherine Rose seemed angry at her own weakness. She dashed a hand against her cheek. She began to examine the pouch as if it were some kind of holy article. A wistful, affectionate smile softened her face. Jeremiah could understand why Rose had spoken highly of her.

Come to think of it, Rose had been lavish in complimenting both his women. While Mrs. Rose opened the pouch, Jeremiah recalled a rare moment of comradeship when Rose had rambled for a while about his daughter’s relationship with her stepmother.

Rose had said his wife lavished every attention on the child of that first marriage. Yet the colonel believed his daughter somehow considered herself Catherine’s rival for his affection. She was a good child, Rose said. High-spirited, but with a certain reserve that made it extremely difficult for him to ever know what she was thinking. The rivalry between mother and stepdaughter was only suspected, never overt or disruptive. Catherine’s affection and forbearance prevented that.

One other detail about Mrs. Rose slipped into his mind—the woman was a transplanted Yankee. It was apparent after she glanced briefly at the letter without reading it. He detected a faint nasal quality in her voice that was distinctly un-Southern.

“You were very kind to bring me this, Corporal Kent. You’ve seen my husband recently?”

Jeremiah’s forehead burned.

“Yes, ma’am. Fairly recently. He gave me the letter at Jonesboro, before General Sherman took Atlanta.”

“Jonesboro?” She whispered it. “Jonesboro was in late August.”

“Ma’am, haven’t—haven’t you received any word about him yourself?”

“Not for weeks. And we’ve had only scattered reports of the disasters the armies encountered.” A tolerant smile. “Henry was never too faithful about writing letters home. Sometimes, before he left, I practically had to force him to pick up a pen to write someone on business. Or when a special occasion absolutely demanded a letter. A birth in the family of one of his relatives. A death—”

Her hand closed on the pouch and letter. She looked at Jeremiah. “Oh, dear Lord in heaven. He’s dead. That’s why you’re here—”

“I—” Somehow he couldn’t get the words out.

“That’s why you’ve traveled so far.”

Overcome, Jeremiah could only swallow and nod.

Catherine Rose dropped the letter and pouch. She walked around him, unsteadily, but without hurrying. At the door she called, “Serena?”

“He wrote the letter a night or two before he took a ball in the Jonesboro action—” Jeremiah began.

Clutching the doorframe, Catherine Rose raised her voice slightly. “Serena? Come down!”

“—he saved my life. After the”—Jeremiah realized he was rambling, but he couldn’t help himself—“after the surgeons said they couldn’t do anything for him, he begged me to bring that letter to you. I swore I would.”

“Serena!”

She struck one frustrated blow on the jamb of the door. Then she clenched her fist and lowered it to her side as if it were a separate living organism she had to fight. The ringing in Jeremiah’s ears turned to a high, windy whine. Without warning, his legs gave out.

He started to tumble forward. With quick action, Price could have caught him. The black didn’t move.

Arms folded across his huge chest, Price watched the young soldier fall. Jeremiah had a swift impression of Price’s eyes. Malicious. Amused. But the slave’s “Oh, my!” had had an appropriately alarmed sound.

Jeremiad’s jaw slammed on the polished oak floor. He heard an exclamation from Mrs. Rose. Running footsteps—Serena hurrying to the office?

The footfalls grew softer instead of louder. The roar in his ears drowned them out. Gasping, he flopped over on his back, his mind a jumble of frantic thoughts.

Sherman’s on the way.

That black bastard’s got my Enfield.

She’ll be too upset to pay any mind.

But I’ve got to warn—

Darkness cut off the rest.



CHAPTER V
The Women

i

HE WOKE AT TWILIGHT, in a bedroom at the second floor front.

He lay awhile in the high bed, reflecting that perhaps he was beginning to mend. His belly didn’t ache quite so badly. The ear trouble and dizziness had left him. Best of all, he felt clean.

His filthy uniform had disappeared. He wore a man’s flannel nightshirt which because of his height reached only to his knees. A flush burned his cheeks when he realized someone had undressed and washed him and re-bandaged his leg wound with new, spotless linen. He hoped it had been one of the nigra women he’d seen around the place.

Downstairs, voices murmured. He swung his legs off the edge of the bed, stretching luxuriously. He was stiff. Still a mite feverish, too. But he was astonished to discover he was hungry.

When he stood up, barefoot on the smooth, pegged floor, he felt a familiar pressure. He located the chamber pot in a corner. The china surface was decorated with a hand-painted scroll bearing the words A Salute to Old Spoons.

Spoons? He studied the pot, then recalled the man to whom the word referred. He laughed for the first time in longer than he could remember.

He picked up the pot, lifted the lid and looked inside. On the bottom, the artist had enameled a man’s portrait. Jeremiah recognized the puffy cheeks, drooping mustache, and cocked eye of the infamous Beast Butler, the military governor of conquered New Orleans. Butler had earned the South’s hatred with a regulation specifying that any New Orleans gentlewoman caught showing disrespect to the occupying troops would be dealt with as if she were a prostitute. Sometimes the Beast was called Old Cockeye. He’d also been called Spoons because he’d reportedly plundered silverware from the city’s finer houses. Jeremiah replaced the pot on the floor, pulled up his nightshirt, and cheerfully pissed on old Spoons.

He was just replacing the lid when he heard steps in the hall. Hastily he clambered back into bed. A knock was followed by a respectful, “Sir?”

“I’m awake. Come in.”

A small, fragile black woman appeared. She was barely five feet tall, with wrists no thicker than both his thumbs put together. She must have been seventy, but the eyes in the dark, lined face sparkled. She glanced at the white streak in his hair as she set a mug containing a steaming drink on the table beside the bed.

“You feeling any better, sir?”

“Much, thank you. By the way, my name’s Jeremiah, Jeremiah Kent.”

A nod. “Miz Catherine told me. I’m Maum Isabella.” She touched the mug. “I brought you this to see if you could keep something down.”

“Smells first-rate. What is it?”

“One of my toddies. Peach brandy laced with white sugar. If it sets well, I’ve got ham in the kitchen. Ham and hominy.”

Jeremiah sipped the sweet beverage and found the first taste not only bearable but delicious. He wiped his lips with his wrist and smiled at the diminutive black woman who stood with her hands folded at the waist of her patched skirt. There was nothing servile about her speech or demeanor, no pretense of the kind he’d seen Price indulge in. The woman obviously occupied a position of importance in the house and knew it.

“That’s damn—that’s very good, Maum—”

“Isabella, sir.”

He gestured at his nightshirt. “Who fixed me up this way?”

“Miz Catherine did. Soon after you passed out downstairs.”

Blushing, he said, “You mean she didn’t go to pieces when she learned about the colonel?”

The old woman shook her head. “Miz Catherine knew the risks when he went off to serve. She’s mighty grieved, of course. So’s everybody on the place—excepting two or three bad niggers.”

He presumed Price was included in that last group.

“Miz Catherine’s a mighty strong lady—for a Yankee woman,” Maum Isabella added, allowing herself a small, wry smile. “Also, we have a house to run. Chores to do. She allowed herself ’bout a half hour of crying, that’s all. She’ll be up to see you soon, I imagine. Serena too.”

The mention of the younger woman seemed to carry less enthusiasm than the reference to Mrs. Rose. Then, sympathetically, she said, “You must have seen some hard fighting.”

He didn’t understand the reason for her words, so he only nodded.

“What I mean—” A frail hand pointed. “You’re mighty young to be turning gray.”

“Oh, this—” He ran his fingers through the white streak. “That’s from Chickamauga. A Minié ball knocked my cap off—grazed the top of my head. The ball was almost spent, so all I got was a good thump. Guess it did something to the hair, though. A surgeon said it would grow back the right color, but it hasn’t.”

“I see.” Her curiosity satisfied, she started for the door. “Well, you want anything, just stomp on the floor and someone will come up right quick. Oh, I nearly forgot. Tomorrow morning—”

“Thanksgiving.”

“We don’t have a lot to say thanks for this year,” the little black woman declared. “The colonel’s gone. Those Yanks are coming out from Atlanta.”

“So the word’s gotten around?”

“Yes, sir. I heard about what you told Price. By now most everyone on the place knows.”

“Maum Isabella, may I ask you a question that might not be any of my business?”

“You can surely ask, Mr. Jeremiah. I’ll decide about a reply when I hear the question.”

“Where’d that buck come from? Price, I mean. Has he always been on the plantation?”

“No. The colonel bought him five years ago in a batch of half a dozen niggers Mr. Samples owned. Mr. Samples had the next farm over from this one. He went to his reward very suddenly. Had no kin to take over the property, so the colonel picked up part of the acreage and some of his people too. All good people except that Price. He came from Louisiana when he was young. He was raised by a man who treated him bad. Maybe that explains why he acts mean. But it doesn’t excuse it. I’ve always had a queer feeling about Price.”

“What sort of feeling?”

“He could have been raised in a pig lot or a palace and he’d still have come out mean.” She smiled. “The Yanks don’t have a corner on meanness, you know. Fact is, there ain’t a single group in all God’s creation dares claim their baskets are free of bad peaches.”

“Price sure strikes me as one.”

Maum Isabella didn’t disagree. “Most of the niggers on the place can’t abide him. There are a few who encourage him on the sly. They like to see him get away with being uppity. Miz Catherine should have sold him off long ago. Well, I got things to do. I expect the mistress will be here soon. We’ll have dinner tomorrow afternoon, late. In the morning there’s to be a memorial service in the parlor. For the colonel. Most everybody’ll be there.”

The sentence implied a question about his presence. Jeremiah nodded, his dark eyes shining in the candle glow. The toddy had warmed and relaxed him. The scent of roses and dahlias drifting in from the bluish dark was like a balm after the stenches of war: pus, dirt, offal, powder, blood—

“So will I. The colonel was a good man. He saved my life.”

At last Maum Isabella looked as if she approved of him.

“I’m happy to hear you’ll be able to pay your respects,” she said as she opened the door. She marched out as Jeremiah reached for the toddy.

He was incredibly content. He savored not only the drink but the comforting feeling of being halfway well again. Well, clean, and in a safe haven.

A temporarily safe haven, he reminded himself. Out there in the Georgia dark, Sherman’s soldiers were marching relentlessly. Rosewood might lie directly in their path.

He finished the toddy. He couldn’t pretend he wasn’t frightened by the possibility of Sherman’s approach. But the idea brought a touch of pleasure as well. After too long a time, he might again be called to do something worthwhile in this war.
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Catherine Rose looked in about twenty minutes later.

She was dressed more formally than when he’d first met her. She’d changed from her faded gingham to a full-skirted black gown with rustling underlayers that bulked the skirt into the fashionable hooped shape.

Her bodice looked different than before. Her breasts were pushed up higher, more pointed and prominent. He assumed she was wearing one of those steel-boned corsets. The kind he’d seen in his mother’s empty room in Lexington one time, and stolen in to touch with a feeling of experimentation and acute embarrassment.

Even though Jeremiah was eighteen, his knowledge of the intimate details of a woman’s life were limited. In the army he’d often bragged about visiting a lady of easy virtue when he was only fifteen. It was the typical young soldier’s lie. He was totally innocent—and ashamed of it. Now the sight of Mrs. Rose’s figure generated a lewd excitement all the more thrilling because it was shameful.

Clad in black as she was, the widow’s only concession to her duties as mistress of a household was a lace-edged apron of white lawn. Even the heavy crocheted net holding the large chignon at the back of her head was black. She’d dressed her hair since he’d last seen her.

“Corporal Kent.” She greeted him with a small, strained smile.

“Evening, ma’am.”

“Maum Isabella reports you’re feeling somewhat better.” She stood at the foot of the bed, composed but pale.

“Thank you, I am. Please call me Jeremiah.”

“Of course. I’m truly sorry you had to suffer so much to bring that letter to Rosewood.”

“Why, that’s all forgotten, ma’am,” he fibbed. “You’re the one who—” Caught in an awkward trap, he didn’t want to finish.

The mole beside her mouth lifted as she tried to smile with greater warmth. Her eyes were puffy. Otherwise she was in perfect control. He admired her courage.

She finished the sentence for him. “Who has suffered? I’ll admit I did let down for a little while. But the truth is, even before you arrived, I was beginning to think something had happened to Henry. He usually forced himself to write a letter every three or four weeks. A few lines. But I hadn’t received one in two and a half months.”

She drew a cane chair to the bed and sat down. He smelled the fruit wine again, strongly.

“Besides, there’s no time for excessive indulgence in grief. With all those stories of Yanks loose around Milledgeville, we must get busy. I need to make a list of what we should hide—food, furnishings, valuables—in case Sherman does come this way.”

“I want to help any way I can,” he said, suddenly self-conscious about being alone with a woman in this flower-scented bedroom. It hardly mattered that the woman was at least twice his age. “I’ll be out of bed before you know it.”

“Very kind of you, Jeremiah. I appreciate your willingness. I’ll feel free to call on you. Some of the bucks on the place may not stay.”

“Not stay? Why?”

“Judge Claypool’s boy, Floyd—he came over yesterday—he told me a great many nigras are running away from their masters to travel with Sherman’s army.”

An awkward pause. Jeremiah felt compelled to say something more about her husband. He struggled—not at ease with sentiments appropriate to such a moment.

“Whatever happens, you must let me help. I wouldn’t be drawing a breath if it wasn’t for the colonel. I’m truly sorry he—”

A red-knuckled hand lifted. “Not necessary, Jeremiah. Your feelings for him are evident. And your loyalty. You got here.”

Her eyes focused on the gallery, and the dark. “Henry was an excellent husband. I liked him from the first time he came to tea at Christ College. That’s where I was teaching when we met. I was an instructor in the classics. I’m originally from Connecticut.”

“Yes, he told me.”

“I came down to Georgia to accept a position at the female institute at Montpelier when I was twenty-two. Henry had recently—had lost his first wife—” Her voice trailed off. “His aunt was also on the faculty at the institute. She introduced us. She was an Episcopalian, but Henry was a Congregationalist as I am. I never regretted my decision to marry him. Or to bring up his child.”

Another pause. Then she asked how Henry Rose had died.

He described the circumstances in a guarded way, emphasizing the colonel’s heroism and omitting the more gruesome details. He made no mention of the blood, the filth, the brutality of the field hospital—nor of Rose’s despair about the course of the war. Catherine nodded from time to time. Once he thought he saw tears in her eyes.

She asked about her husband’s body. Again he resorted to partial honesty. He cited the confusion that always followed a battle and took the blame for not keeping track of Rose’s remains. He avoided any reference to the heap onto which those canvas-covered bodies were dumped one after another. He tried to finish with something positive.

“He was thinking of you right to the end, ma’am. Never a word about himself. Just about you. How you’d need assistance—”

A small sigh. “It appears we will. It pains me to say it, but over the last few months I’ve noticed a change in the attitude of a few of the nigras. They still do their duties, but they’ve become”—she searched for the proper term—“impudent.”

He saw no reason to skirt the issue any longer. “Is Price one of them?”

“The worst, I’m afraid.”

“Well, then, I should tell you what I really think happened to my musket.”

Before he could begin, the door opened. A girl walked in.

Her dress was as black as her stepmother’s. But her bright, red hair framing pale cheeks shone a fire, so that like she hardly seemed in mourning.

The girl was taller than Catherine, with pale blue eyes and a splendid figure. There was an astonishing perfection about her features. Together with her delicately white skin, it gave her an almost angelic air. But the liveliness of her eyes flawed the effect.

She came quickly to the bedside, her skirts gathered up in her hands. The older woman turned. “I thought perhaps you’d forgotten us, Serena.”

“No, not at all,” the girl answered, ignoring the hint of criticism in Catherine’s remark.

Serena Rose studied Jeremiah. She was a lovely creature, but plainly not the older woman’s child.

“I do hope you’re comfortable, Mr. Kent,” she remarked with a smile that struck him as sweetly polite rather than sincere.

“Fine, thank you.”

He knew the girl was two years older than he was: twenty. The difference seemed an abyss. And even before he’d spoken his three-word answer, she glided to a wall mirror to study her hair. Somehow that angered him.
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“You could be a bit more cordial to our guest, my dear.” Serena spun around, her smile still ingenuous. “Was I being otherwise, Catherine? I’m so sorry.”

She was hard to read: reserved, every move studied. While Catherine’s politeness masked feelings she felt it might be unseemly to reveal, Serena’s behavior apparently concealed a lack of any feeling whatever. Or, if she did have feelings, she kept them deeply hidden. He began to suspect she’d come up to the bedroom solely because it was an obligation.

“I apologize if I was rude to you, Mr. Kent,” she said. “The news about Papa, and all this talk about the Yankees—it’s quite upsetting.”

“I can certainly understand—”

“But now we have a trustworthy man to help us,” Catherine said.

“That’s reassuring,” Serena replied, though a flicker of her eyes suggested she doubted man was an appropriate term for Jeremiah. He was both repelled by the girl’s cool manner and attracted by her physical beauty—of which she was quite conscious. She stood so that he had a clear view of her figure—her bosom—in profile. In a perfunctory way, she asked, “Where do you come from, Mr. Kent?”

“I was serving with the Sixty-third Virginia until I was reassigned as your father’s orderly on the division staff.”

“Virginia,” Serena repeated. “That’s a mighty long way from Georgia.”

He decided he might as well get some of the details out of the way. He told them a little about his family. First his mother, still in the endangered Shenandoah. Then his brother Gideon, captured in the firefight that slew Jeb Stuart at Yellow Tavern.

No, he replied in response to a question from Catherine, there was absolutely no word of Gideon’s whereabouts, and he was worried. Men were known to be dying by the hundreds in the Northern prisons, now that Grant had put a stop to the exchange of prisoners in order to further deplete the South’s manpower.

The account of his middle brother was only slightly less grim. For a few moments he spoke glowingly of Matt’s sunny nature, his fondness for games, the memorable quality of his drawings. Then he told them Matt had been—and presumably still was—on a blockade runner, a fast, Liverpool-built steam vessel slipping back and forth between the Bermudas and Wilmington on the Cape Fear River. But Matt’s last, badly spelled letter had been delivered to Lexington over eight months ago. There’d been no news since. Either Matt hadn’t written again, or a letter from Fan with news of him had failed to reach Jeremiah. Whatever the circumstances, there was a question mark after Matt’s name nearly as ominous as the one after Gideon’s.

Jeremiah concluded with a brief mention of the other branch of the family: his father, Jephtha, from whom his mother was divorced, and who was now a Methodist pastor again—this time in the Northern wing of the divided church up in New York. Jephtha had originally been an itinerant parson in Virginia before the Methodists split over the slave issue. Then he’d been a newspaperman on the New York Union.

“There’s at least one more in the family up north, but I know even less about him. His name’s Louis. He has a wife and a small boy, and he’s a rich man. Owns that newspaper Jephtha worked for, plus part of a steelworks, some kind of cotton factory, and a publishing company in Boston called Kent and Son. I saw a book from the company in your office, Mrs. Rose.”

Serena’s blue eyes showed greater interest. “So the Northern relatives are the ones with money, Mr. Kent?”

“Yes, Miss Serena. I’m afraid that’s true for the present. Eventually, though, my brothers and I—”

Before he could finish, and tell them he and Matt and Gideon might one day be wealthy in their own right, Catherine interrupted. “I think we’ve taxed Jeremiah quite long enough.”

Serena pouted. He’d piqued her curiosity. She was gazing at him as if trying to guess the ending of his unfinished sentence.

“He was kind enough to describe how your father died,” Catherine said.

There was no response. If the girl felt any emotion she never showed it. Jeremiah was fascinated by her good looks, but he began to think he didn’t like her much as a person.

“And we were discussing the attitude of some of the nigras when you came in.” Catherine swung back to Jeremiah. “I hate to tire you further. But you mentioned something about a musket?”

“The same one Price talked about in the office,” Jeremiah said, nodding. “I slept all last night on the creek bank where he found me. When I woke up, the musket was gone. My cartridge box, too. Your nigra claimed someone else must have come along and taken it. But I’m pretty certain he took it.”

Catherine frowned.

“I think he hid it,” Jeremiah went on more firmly. “I don’t believe it’s safe to have a nigra you call impudent hiding a gun when the Yanks are on the way.”

The discussion sparked a combative look in Serena’s eyes. “Now let me get this clear. Price claimed he didn’t take the musket?”

“That’s correct, Miss Serena. He said some nigras who fish down there must have pilfered it.”

“And you have no evidence one way or the other?”

He admitted that was true.

Catherine Rose chewed her lip. “I hesitate to make an issue without proof. If the Yanks arrive we’ll need the support of every nigra on the place. Price has a mean streak in him. But it’s usually directed at the other slaves.”

“He’s been saucy to you lately, Catherine,” Serena flared.

“I know. But I still don’t think he’d do us any harm.”

“Mrs. Rose, I beg to disagree.” Jeremiah struggled to sit up straighter in bed, ignoring the way his nightshirt hiked over his knees, much to Serena’s amusement. “I think that buck should be questioned until he admits the theft.”

“So do I!” Serena exclaimed, the candles putting little reflections in her pupils.

Again Catherine negated the idea with a shake of her head. “We have always conducted the affairs of Rosewood in a humane and Christian way. Right or wrong, we’ll continue to do so. At this difficult time, I won’t have the nigras losing their trust in me because of Price.”

“I heard most of them hate him,” Jeremiah responded.

Catherine sighed. “Maum Isabella’s been talking again. She’s right. But there are delicate balances on a plantation such as this one. If I accuse Price, he’ll never admit the theft because there’s no evidence against him. To force a confession, I’d have to punish him. Then the nigras might switch their loyalties—even if only briefly. I’d become their enemy. I don’t want to be their enemy with Sherman on the loose.”

“But, Catherine—” Serena protested.

“Child,” the older woman broke in, her voice soft but strong, “I have the final say in this. Even granted Price is lying, I don’t intend to provoke more turmoil. We’ll give him the benefit of the doubt and stay alert. That’s enough for the time being.”

Serena stamped her foot. “Stay alert till he breaks in one night and shoots us!”

“Serena, don’t argue.”

Red-cheeked, the girl blazed back, “Yes, I will! You’re too easy on the niggers! Mr. Kent’s warned us, but you won’t pay any attention. You’re always so blasted anxious to have everyone think you’re a saint!”

The color draining from her face, Catherine whispered, “I try to behave in a Christian way.”

“When the neighbors are here! They never see that blackberry wine you’re always—”

“Be quiet!”

Catherine stared at Serena until the younger woman looked away.

Jeremiah was embarrassed yet morbidly fascinated by the sudden display of hostility between the mother and stepdaughter. Sensing his discomfort, Catherine stood up.

“It’s no disrespect to Jeremiah if we don’t press the issue with Price. We’ll be careful.”

Careful isn’t enough, he thought. I saw that buck’s eyes down by the river—you didn’t.

Serena refused to surrender. “We should do more than that. We should force Price to admit he’s lying. Whip him!”

“I will hear absolutely nothing more on the subject.”

Catherine said it with such vehemence that Serena looked as if she’d been struck. She opened her mouth to retort, then noted the fierceness of Catherine’s gaze and whirled away. Jeremiah thought the older woman’s prudence was ill-advised. But it wasn’t his place to enter into a family feud whose nature and origins he didn’t understand.

Trying to take the sting out of the confrontation, Catherine walked over and reached for her stepdaughter’s arm. Serena turned again, drawing back. For a moment the women faced one another.

Finally Serena stepped aside, her cheeks pink, her face far from angelic.

Catherine walked toward the door. Serena hesitated, then followed.

“Good night, Jeremiah,” Catherine said in a strained voice. “Maum Isabella will look in presently to see whether you need anything.”

“I am feeling a wee bit hungry—”

“Then I’ll send her up immediately.”

Opening the door, she reached for Serena’s arm a second time. The girl gasped as the older woman literally dragged her out.

Jeremiah sank back in bed, disturbed. In his opinion, Catherine Rose’s ideas about handling the situation with Price were all wrong. He’d need to be watchful. Very watchful.

And those two women—they were certainly a puzzlement. They might be related by marriage, but they clearly weren’t related by temperament.

Settling himself against the pillows, he inhaled the sweet scent of the blossoms outside the house. Just what kind of hornet’s nest had he blundered into on this plantation?
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