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Griff Stark – late of the
Confederacy – rides the wide open, lawless West in a desperate
search for his only son. The boy, swept away from him by the cruel
tides of war, could be anywhere…

Some say young Jeremy Stark
is a captive of the Indians. Others say he’s probably dead. But
Griff faced hopeless odds before when he fought for Dixie — only
now he’s a lone soldier fighting a solitary war to save what’s left
of his shattered family. And nothing will stop him. Not Indians.
Not outlaws. Not even the corrupt and ruthless renegades
responsible for his son’s disappearance.

Those who stand in Griff
Stark’s way will burn like the South he left behind. And no one who
ever meets him – whether men in battle or women in his bedroll –
will ever forget …

THE CONFEDERATE
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Author’s Note

 


Despite the horrors of the War for Southern
Independence, the period from 1825 to 1865 in the Southern part of
our nation had to mark the Golden Age of culture, civilization, and
refinement in North America. The burdens of guilt and the never
before hatreds unleashed in that great conflagration destroyed the
finest and most nostalgic era of our history. May we someday see
one so great again.


Prologue

 


“IF THEM DAMN Yankees is
smart, they’ll haul tail, let of Split-rail Abe make terms and we
can be home by Christmas.” White plumes gusted from Sergeant Major
McNulty’s mouth with each word, as though he had a furnace in his
belly. “Hell, we got the valley all sewed up. Stonewall, he ain’t
gonna move an’ Gen’ral Longstreet’s boys has the Rappahannock
buttoned up tight from Saluda to the Blue Ridge. Ain’t nowhere the
Yankees can attack.”

“You’re forgetting General
Burnside,” Major Griffin Stark advised the tough young soldier.
“He’s squatting in Alexandria now and can rely on his supply lines
directly into Washington City.”

“From what I hear, this
Burnside don’t make up his mind any faster than McClellan. What if
Mar’s Bobby sent us across the river as a screen while Longstreet
swung in his right and left flanks and Jackson drove straight up
the middle? We’d be in Washington City and Abe Lincoln would be
swingin’ from a sour apple tree like the song says an’ that would
still leave us time to be home for Christmas.”

“I admire your command of
strategy, Sergeant Major McNulty,” Stark offered dryly. His
blue-gray eyes twinkled with amusement. His squadron of cavalry,
detached from Stuart’s main body, had been camping in a sparse wood
in the Shenandoah Valley.

They had been withdrawn there after the
debacle at Antietam Creek. Jackson’s brilliant maneuvers in the
valley campaign, which they had been privileged to participate in
as cavalry screen, had made many of the officers and men cocky.
Then came Lee’s attempt to invade the North and make a quick end of
the war.

It had concluded at Antietam Creek with the
Battle of Sharpsburg.

Union General George McClellan had not
performed brilliantly, but he had proved stubborn and immovable.
With the whole army fighting as a unit, Lee had been unable to
break McClellan’s line and drive on northward toward Pennsylvania
and east to Washington City. In the end, Lee was forced to
withdraw.

Although the army of Northern Virginia had
suffered thirteen thousand five hundred killed and wounded and at
one point McClellan had captured Lee’s orders for the conduct of
battle, the slow moving, indecisive McClellan failed to pursue his
main chance. On the night of September eighteenth, 1862, Lee
quietly slipped away from the front and crossed the Potomac with
thirty-two thousand exhausted men, while McClellan did exactly what
Lee thought he would.

With seventy thousand men,
twenty thousand of them fresh troops, McClellan stayed right where
he was, not accepting the choice plum offered him by Lee’s retreat.
Lee’s invasion fell on disaster, but the big loser had been General
McClellan. Since then he had proven equally timid in engaging his
enemy, even with superior forces that outnumbered the gallant
Southerners as much as two, often four, to one. October sped
by with little or no action. On November seventh,
when McClellan still refused to advance on Lee, with numerous
excuses and interminable requests for more men, more ammunition,
rations, horses, and wagons, Lincoln replaced him with General
Ambrose Burnside.

Still the army did not take to the field.
Winter set in and snow covered most of the ground, thick white
mantles resting on the peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains that
surrounded the valley. Burnside’s apparent preference for fighting
a static war, the same as McClellan had advanced, bolstered the
confidence of the Confederate troops. Sergeant McNulty’s attitude
reflected the majority opinion, Griffin Stark concluded.

Stark removed his gray felt hat and ran
blunt fingers through his dark blond hair. Immediately he felt the
chill breeze and could imagine a thin coat of hoarfrost forming on
the curly locks. He studied the men around him, warm in their
greatcoats and mufflers, and rose to stand closer to the fire.

“General Lee will not try
another invasion of the North for some while. That’s not a guess,”
he told the gathered officers and senior sergeants. “I am basing my
prediction on the oldest, hardest fact for a soldier to accept.
Wars are planned and conducted on the orders of civilians, worse,
on the whim of politicians.

“If that assemblage
of gentlemen down in Richmond can ever swallow
the Sharpsburg defeat in September and act decisively, Lee might
get orders to try it again. But, what would the folks back home
say? That’s the prime consideration of all politicians. Loyal
though they may be to the cause, those men in Richmond control our
destiny far more than Bobby Lee or General Ambrose
Burnside.”

“That’s quite a mouthful,
Major,” a new voice rumbled in bearlike tones.

“At-ten-hut!” Sergeant Major McNulty bellowed.

“Remain at ease,” the
smiling arrival said casually. His slim build and handsome features
were known to everyone gathered around the fire. “Keep your
seats.”

Griffin rose and saluted with all the
precision and grace taught him at West Point. “General Stuart, we
didn’t know you were close at hand. You’re welcome, sir. Come over
by the fire.”

“Thank you, Major Stark. I
came on a matter of some importance,” General James Ewell Brown
Stuart began. “Thought it would be better to bring it personally
instead of send a messenger.”

“What is that,
sir?”

“Two weeks ago, the
seventeenth of November, General Burnside moved his Union troops
down to the Rappahannock, across from Fredericksburg.”

“What?” Excited voices
repeated the startled question around the pyramid of blazing
logs.

“Is it the expected
invasion, sir?” Griff Stark asked for them all.

“So far, no. Burnside is
sitting there, consolidating his position and bringing up supplies.
Eventually, if he is made of sterner stuff than George McClellan,
he will invade. Longstreet thinks within another two or three days.
General Lee disagrees. In any event, after observing Burnside’s
activity, Lee has decided to bring Jackson out of the valley to
reinforce the positions at Fredericksburg. That means you will all
be moving out. Orders are cut for departure tomorrow.”

“We’re marching over these
mountains in winter, sir?” a lean, horse-faced captain
inquired.

“That’s correct, Captain.
It’s the infantry I feel sorry for. Once past the eastern ramparts,
though, everyone will ride. You will be taking the train to
Fredericksburg.”

“General Lee certainly
knows how to take advantage of modern
equipment,” Griff remarked over the cheers of the officers and NCOs
around him.

“He has to, if we expect
to win this war,” Jeb Stuart allowed grimly.

 


Snow covered the route, in drifts and
deceptive flat fields that concealed treacherous drop-offs that
could claim the lives of men, horses, and wagons. Bitter winds
howled down out of the northwest, chilling the troops and their
animals. Bright, insubstantial crystalline figures formed in the
air, blown into animation by the severe gusts. Had their purpose
not been so grim, their time limited by the threat of possible
enemy action as well as the forbidding weather, the soldiers of
Jackson’s corps would have enjoyed the sight. Wisely, the general
sent scouts on foot ahead to mark the way, with the cavalry
following to break a trail.

Major Griffin Stark shivered inside his
thick greatcoat and clapped gloved hands together to stimulate
circulation. He sat astride his mount as it plowed through nearly
chest-high snow, striving for the top of a pass that would open the
vista of sloping plains below and herald the end of the mountains.
Only a few more miles.

He had been telling
himself that for three days. Everyone had. It kept them moving.
Now, Griff spared a few moments for more pleasant thoughts. He had
not received a letter from Bobby Jean since the corps had entered
the valley. He hoped that mail would catch up to them at the
railhead where they would board trains for Fredericksburg. Little
Jerry-Bob would have turned three in October. He wondered what his
son looked like. Stocky, like himself, no doubt. The lad had his
father’s yellow hair, only fairer and
nearly white, Griffin’s determined chin and strong jaw line. From
his mother he had inherited startlingly black eyes, slightly almond
shaped, and high cheekbones. Also her sunny nature. Stark’s last
leave home had been a treasure.

Little Jerry-Bob had prattled constantly,
asking about the army and understanding nothing he was told. He had
Griff’s blocklike hands and blunt fingers, wide shoulders that
promised to fill out into typical Stark stockiness. How tall would
he be? A powerful longing to be home again shot a pain through his
chest. When would this infernal war be over?

“Major Stark!” a mounted
messenger hailed him, drawing Griff from his
reflections.

“Yes?”

“General Jackson’s
compliments, sir. You are to locate a suitable place on the eastern
slope and begin preparations for a bivouac.”

“Thank you, Corporal.
Inform the general that we will have coffee on when he gets
there.”

The eastern slope!
In another two days’ time they would be in
Fredericksburg. Had the fighting already begun? Suddenly his
nostalgia swept away in a fever of excitement. He could hardly wait
to engage the Yankees again.

 


There had been mail at the depot and Griffin
Stark received three letters from his wife in far-off Georgia, also
a box containing generous layers of dried Georgia peaches and apple
slices from the slopes of the Cumberlands. He read the letters
twice each on the train and munched idly on the peaches. When they
arrived, only six days after departing the Shenandoah Valley, Lee
hailed the accomplishment as, “A miracle of modern logistics.”

Lee assigned Jackson to a position on the
heights behind Fredericksburg, to the south of the populous
community, facing a wide expanse of river front. Longstreet’s men
had already erected their entrenchments on Marye’s Heights,
overlooking the town. The cavalry had the assignment of serving as
a screen for the two hundred fifty guns of the artillery train, on
the southernmost flank. Some seventy-three thousand seasoned
Confederate veterans faced a vastly superior army of one hundred
twenty-five thousand Union soldiers, with an additional twenty
thousand in reserve, securing Burnside’s lines of communication.
Days went by while the newly arrived corps and the artillery dug
in.

“A chicken could not live
on the ground dominated by that artillery,” Griff Stark observed to
his friend, Anson Stilwell, who served on Stuart’s staff in the
rank of major.

Stilwell chuckled. “Those guns are breathin’
right down the Yankees’ necks. There’s only two sensible places for
them to cross, both south of town. Our artillery will have them
enfiladed. Knock down the ranks like ten pins in an alley. Then
there’s Jackson’s and Longstreet’s guns on the heights. Hell,
Griff, we can even bombard the town if Burnside is stupid enough to
launch an attack through the streets.”

“Let’s hope he does. That
will tie up a large portion of his effective force and put less
strain on our right flank.”

“Jackson can handle it.
You’ve heard the men have taken to calling him ‘Stonewall’ after
Johnstone said his brigade stood like a stone wall between the
Henry house and Stone Bridge at Manassas?”

“Heard it, Anse? That’s
all my men call him. Ol’ Stonewall is the smartest, bravest gen’ral
outside of Bobby Lee himself,’ is the way they put it. All the
same, I wonder what Burnside is waiting
for?”

Griffin got his answer two days later, on
December ninth, when pontoons and bridging material arrived.
Burnside had ordered the assault materials before his advance to
the river in November. Now he had his engineers begin
construction.

Under heavy protective bombardment from the
six battalions of Union artillery, the bridges began to grow across
the Rappahannock. A gun duel began between the Confederate field
pieces and the big tubes of the North. Two of the bridges were
blown out of the water, only to be replaced with more. On December
twelfth, troops began to cross the river.

“They’ve driven our
outposts out of Fredericksburg,” a messenger from staff
headquarters informed Griffin Stark a little after midday on the
twelfth. “It looks like Burnside is going to attack after all.
General Lee’s compliments, sir, the cavalry is to remain fast until
an actual assault is under way.”

“My men are anxious to
taste some Yankee beef, Lieutenant. Any idea when the general
expects we’ll have a chance to run over them like we did at Malvern
Hill?”

“Their engineers are
setting to work from this side of the Rappahannock. General Lee
expects they will complete the bridges by tomorrow or the next day.
The day after that should be about right.”

“With that long, why don’t
we go in and clean them out of Fredericksburg?”

“The general cautions
restraint, Major. That’s all I can tell you, sir.”

“Very well. My respects to
the general, Lieutenant, and if we have even as much as two days, I
would like to have an order to attack the troops in
town.”

“I’ll tell him,
sir.”

Griff didn’t get his chance to sweep through
Fredericksburg. Early the next morning, the Union forces launched
their attack.

A cold wind blew off the river and drove a
haze of snow that obscured the advancing Yankees for a short
distance. Under the conditions of weather and a well-entrenched
enemy, Burnside was ill-advised to go on the offensive at all.
Worse, he further hazarded his chance by dividing his force in two,
making widely separated attacks instead of one concentrated main
effort south of town.

As Griffin Stark and Anson Stilwell had
hoped, Burnside sent one contingent across the river bridge and two
pontoon lashups into the streets of Fredericksburg. Longstreet’s
four battalions of artillery opened up from Marye’s Heights at
virtually point-blank range. The assault became a slaughter.

To complete the tragedy of Burnside’s
disastrous plan of battle, one division of the southern, and more
advantageous, assault split off from General George G. Meade’s
position and turned northward toward Marye’s Heights, sweeping
across the railroad grade and around the edge of town. Once across
on the south bank of the river, communication between division
commanders became nonexistent. When Meade’s men stepped onto the
marshy ground below Fredericksburg, neither they nor their
commander knew their strength had been reduced by one third.

The advance through Fredericksburg and up
the steepest southern breastworks of the heights never had a
chance. Although the Union soldiers were exhorted to make attack
after attack, they constantly broke and fell back under
overwhelming firepower and lightning counterattacks from
Longstreet’s courageous brigades. The crackle of musketry and
bellow of cannon went on all through the day. The southernmost
contingent fared hardly any better.

On the Union left, protected to some extent
by trees and underbrush, General George G. Meade’s division swarmed
across the river to the accompaniment of a heavy bombardment from
Yankee artillery. They dashed through the swampy lowlands and up to
the railroad grade. There they came under intense fire from the
flanking Confederate artillery. Stalled for a while they incurred
horrendous losses. Then a valiant charge from Meade’s center
carried up the steep slope onto the heights. Jackson’s position
wavered and the Yankees were able to penetrate it in a narrow
salient.

“General Jackson’s
compliments, sir. You are to leave the guns and ride around the
flank of Pickett’s men. The Yankees have broken through onto the
heights.”

“Sound Boots and Saddles, Sergeant Major,”
Griffin commanded even while he returned the young aide’s
salute.

“We gonna teach them
Yankees some manners, Major?” a middle-aged corporal asked as he
trotted to Griff’s side, one gnarled hand clutching a
guidon.

“We’re gonna run the pants
off of them and send them swimming across that river bare-assed,”
Griff gave him back.

A cheer rose from the men. Griff’s three
companies cantered away from the smoking artillery and, at his
command, stretched out into a gallop. They scaled the heights
easily and swung around the end of Pickett’s fortifications. There
ahead Griff saw a smear of blue uniforms, a battle standard of red
and white stripes, ironed board-stiff by the wind, at the lead. He
angled his muscular mount that direction and drew one of his Starr
saddle guns.

“Trumpeter, sound
the Charge!” Griff bellowed over his
shoulder.

The glissando of golden notes had not ended
before a wild, keening cry tore from the throats of his three
hundred twenty men. Gray-clad infantry that had been streaming away
from the seemingly unstoppable rush of the Union soldiers halted
their flight and watched openmouthed while the cavalry charged past
them. Immediately, their officers and sergeants rallied the
dispirited Rebels and they formed new ranks behind the attacking
horsemen.

Griff raised his Starr revolver and thumbed
back the hammer. When the sight notch lined up with the burly
shoulder of the color bearer, he gave a feather-light twitch to the
trigger. The hammer fell and his view became obscured with powder
smoke.

When his own advance pushed him past the
puffball of greasy white, he saw the heavy-set Irishman stagger and
pivot slowly on his right foot, a red stain spreading on the point
of his left shoulder. He crumpled and the Union flag went down as
he sank to the ground. A young private behind him jumped forward
and snatched the ensign before it touched the earth. He hoisted it
high and Griff could hear his shouts above the tumult of
battle.

“The Union forever, boys!
Down with the Rebel scum!”

Then the out-bowed crescent of the cavalry
advance struck the stream of assaulting Yankees.

Griff fired again and a thin, rat-faced
soldier with corporal’s stripes spun out of his line of vision, a
black hole in his forehead. Hands grabbed at Griff’s boots and one
stirrup. He lashed downward with the heavy barrel of the Starr and
felt a jarring impact as it struck a Union kepi and smashed into
bone. He elevated the muzzle slightly and fired into the face of a
Yankee behind the man at his side.

Through the gritty smoke
he saw the soldier’s cheek and white shards of several teeth blown
away from the right side. The wounded
Yankee began to scream and gurgle on his own blood. A loud report
on Griff’s left jerked his head around to confront this new
danger.

A young Yankee fumbled to drive another
paper cartridge down his rifle barrel. He looked up and saw his
intended target closing on him, the black hole at the muzzle of a
Starr revolver aimed at his chest. He abandoned the effort at
loading and jumped toward Griff with his weapon extended. To his
horror he saw that he had failed to fix his bayonet. Only some two
feet of his ramrod protruded from the barrel of his rifle.

Griff’s charging steed took a shallow scrape
on his right shoulder when he brushed aside the brass-tipped end of
the rammer. In the next second, the hapless young Yankee saw a
bright flash like that of the sun breaking through on a cloudy day
and he thought for an instant that it must be shining off the gates
to heaven. Then blackness rolled over him and he fell backward,
shot through the throat, his spine shattered at the sixth cervical
vertebra.

Blunt spurs to the big gray’s flanks sent
him off at another angle as Griffin Stark searched for yet another
enemy to engage. What he saw mostly were blue backs as the nearly
victorious soldiers turned their attack into a rout. Now the
Confederate infantry began to filter through the line of cavalry
and raise their voices in an ululating yell.

“Draw sabers!” Griff
commanded. “Charge!”

Once more the shrieking cavalrymen thundered
down on the Yankees, sabering them from behind and hacking at the
few courageous ones who stood their ground and turned back to
fight. Two troopers to Griff’s left fell from their saddles, their
chests perforated by bullet holes. The infantry, anxious not to be
left out of the fight, broke into a run.

Mounted and afoot,
reinforced now by Stonewall Jackson’s
counterattack, the Confederates swarmed over the last points of
resistance. General Meade’s one great chance ended in
disaster.

Fighting went on throughout the day. By
nightfall the badly shattered Union army withdrew to the river’s
edge and set up their last line of defense. Burnside did not
realize that he had lost nearly thirteen thousand men in only eight
hours of fighting. While the Confederates waited expectantly, sure
of another attack on the morrow, the disillusioned general met with
his division commanders. They urged him not to launch a proposed
attack on December fourteenth. It would be sheer suicide they
argued. Why murder any more of his brave troops. They had performed
well and courageously, even in the face of defeat by a force they
outnumbered by nearly two to one.

“Why do they fight so
fanatically?” Burnside was later reported to have asked.

George Meade’s simple
answer brought a swell of pride to every Confederate officer and
enlisted man when they heard it. “We are in Virginia, General. After all,
it is their home.”

On December fifteenth, under sporadic fire
from the heights and constant harassment by cavalry, the army of
the Potomac began to retreat across the river. The disaster of the
Fredericksburg campaign had come to a close.

 


Griffin Stark and most of
the cavalry remained in the vicinity of Fredericksburg while the
winter waned and the armies marched and counter marched. Slowly,
spring began to show signs of rebirth. The snows melted away under
warm breezes and buds began to swell on the trees. The ice broke up
in the Potomac and the Rappahannock. Green shoots sprouted.
Lincoln, disappointed again in his choice
of a general, relieved Burnside and replaced him, with General
Joseph Hooker. ‘Fighting Joe’ had gained an excellent reputation as
a corps commander. Now he had his chance with the army of the
Potomac.

Ahead for him and Griffin Stark lay the
momentous events of May first to sixth at Chancellorsville and the
tragic death on May tenth.


Chapter
One

 


A SOFT, WARM breeze blew across the Montana
prairie. Only in the darkest shadows of overhangs and rock piles
did patches of rotted, dirty snow remain. Although only late March,
spring had at last come to the high plains. A short distance away,
to the east, a low-walled fortification bulked heavily, obscuring a
wide portion of the horizon.

Over the two years that
Damien Carmichael, reduced in rank to captain from his wartime
grade of lieutenant colonel, had commanded his company of cavalry
at this remote camp in central Montana Territory, he and his men
had constructed more substantial and permanent fortifications and
quarters than the gray-white Sibley tents provided by the army. Its
solid form, with flag flying, provided a martial backdrop to the
two men who sat on the creek bank, cane fishing poles in their
hands. The ice had broken up two days before, leaving only a thin,
brittle rime along the muddy banks. The catfish were hungry after
their winter of semi-hibernation and struck at the fat worms
offered them as bait with speed and ferocity. One man, tall, dark,
and lean, yanked a pan-sized one pounder from the murky water and
deftly removed it from the
hook.

“You’ve gotten mighty
quiet, Griff,” he said to his companion. “Hungry as these cats are,
there’s no reason to concentrate that much to catch
’em.”

“I was thinking. About the
war. What happened at Fredericksburg.”

“Yes,” Damien Carmichael
drawled. “I was at Fredericksburg, too.”

“You were?”

“I was with Meade’s
division. I’ve told you before how when the war came along, the old
outfit got broken up. We were sent to individual army, corps, and
divisional headquarters to operate networks of spies.”

“Who infested the
Confederacy like a plague of lice,” Griffin Stark said with more
snap than he intended. “Sorry. Rubbing salt in old
wounds?”

“Not really. Tell me, what
was it like for … for your side?”

“Hell, in a word. We had a
lot of newbies. Kids for the most part, rounded up by recruiters in
New York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts. They knew how to march, how
to hold and load their rifles. That was about all. They were green
and they were scared. Griff, we could have used a hundred guys like
you to hold them together.”

“I was commanding a
squadron of Jeb Stuart’s cavalry at the time,” Griff told him
quietly. “Brevetted to major for the occasion. By the next year,
sixty-three, we had never gotten a ranking man, so my promotion was
made permanent.”

“Were you, by any chance,
the squadron of cavalry that halted our advance through Jackson’s
lines?”

“I led that
charge.”

“Jesus,” Damien returned
in an awed tone. He paused while he rebaited his hook. “The ones
who came back said the officer who led that charge was a madman.
Yelling and firing a brace of revolvers. Half of them had pissed themselves. It was Meade’s only chance and
it went begging, thanks to a brilliant strategy. That let Jackson
regroup and counterattack and the rest is history. Part of my duty
was to question men right after an engagement to find out about
enemy strength, tactics, supplies. But you know that, we started
out together in the Intelligence Service.”

“Yeah. That was a long
time ago.”

“Fifty-seven, fresh out of
the Point, shiny new second lieutenants. God, we must have been
cocky. Like your Lieutenant Harding is now.”

“Thought we had the world
by the tail. After four years of taking it at West Point, we really
did. Only every officer in the army out-ranked us at the time. That
didn’t seem nearly so intimidating as the cadre at the
Point.”

Damien chuckled. “Those were the days,
Griff.”

“You know it, Damien. And
we got a choice assignment. Helping to form an entirely new
regiment in a wholly new field. A real plum. Remember in fifty-nine
when Jeremy was born?”

“Right. You were at
Harper’s Ferry with Colonel Lee.”

“Preparing the paperwork
for John Brown’s trial. Then word came that Bobby Jean was having a
difficult time of it and bless me if the old man didn’t give me
emergency leave and hold a train’s departure until I could pack and
get aboard.”

Laughter, warm with reminiscence rolled from
both men. “That’s why you weighted your boy down with all those
names; Jeremy Robert Edward Lee Stark.” Damien stopped
abruptly.

Mention of his dead wife and missing son
brought a familiar frown to Griffin Stark’s forehead. His mood,
light a moment before, changed to somber contemplation.

“I’m … sorry,
Griff.”

But Damien’s voice didn’t reach Griff. His
mind ranged back over the years once more.

He had married Bobby Jean during their long
furlough following graduation from West Point. Then, two years
later, in October of 1859, their son had been born.

“Where did you wander
now?”

“Unh! What?”

“I asked where you let
your mind drift this time?”

“Sorry, Damien. I was
thinking over what has happened since I recovered from my
wounds.”

“Thinking about Jeremy
again, right?”

“What else? He’s out
there, Damien, I’m positive of that. My contract with the army is
up April first. As soon as Ansel gets here I’m going out among the
Cheyenne. This year I swear I am going to find him.”

“You didn’t have much luck
this last winter.”

“No … no, I didn’t,” Griff
admitted reluctantly. “And remember, the Cheyenne or Cheyennes who
took Jeremy were involved in an attack on a wagon train. That makes
them, or him, hostiles. It doesn’t change things if he’s presently
sitting peacefully in his village. You ride in there and say, ‘Hey,
I want my son back,’ and they’ll turn your chest into a pincushion
with red-ringed arrows.”

Griff gave his friend a wry smile. “I’ve
learned a thing or two since I first came here. I figure to have
lots of trade goods; steel hatchets and knives, iron kettles, even
horses, to use to buy Jeremy if I have to.”

“If he’s alive, it’s
because he has replaced some Indian boy who died of one thing or
another. Whoever has Jeremy will look on him as his own blood, a
son come from the Great Spirit to offset his loss. He’ll be raising
the boy as a Cheyenne.”

“Jeremy comes from good
stock. He would resist being made into a savage.”

“Bullshit, Griff. That’s
pompous. An Easterner talking with no idea of the lives led by the
hostiles. It’s exciting, adventurous, dangerous … all things that
appeal to any boy. Given Jeremy’s ‘good stock,’ as you put it, he’d
probably take to running next to naked and shooting a bow and arrow
like a pig goes for acorns. Those boys swim and fish and hunt all
year. They play rough games and even form their own junior warrior
societies. They paint up, dance and sing songs. They have horses of
their own to ride and absolutely no responsibilities like going to
school or church to complicate their lives. Hell, it’s a paradise
for any kid Jeremy’s age. And he’ll be petted and hugged and loved
and treated like something special… because that’s exactly what he
will be in the eyes of whoever claimed him. In short, he’ll be
spoiled rotten and love every minute of it.”

“Jesus! You make it sound
impossible for me to ever recover my son. He’s mine, Damien, my
flesh and blood.”

“Is he? Will he even know
you? How old was he the last time he saw you?”

“Three … no, four. I let
him ride my horse and make wild swings with my saber.”

“And that’s what he will
remember. A tall man in a gray uniform with a big sword who popped
into his life every year or so and let him ride a
horse.”

Unbidden tears flooded Griff’s eyes, though
they didn’t fall. “Goddamnit, Damien. Can’t you leave me any peace?
I will find Jeremy and I will take him home.”

“Or die in the
attempt?”

“Yes, by God. ‘Or die in
the attempt.’”

“You know, I think I liked
you better when you were catching catfish and
daydreaming.”

Griff forced a smile.
“Sorry. It’s only that …
that this is so damned
intense. Bobby Jean is dead and nothing can bring her back. Jeremy
is part of her, too. Through him, I …” Griff stopped and shrugged
helplessly. “He is a part of my life. I can’t let go of that
without at least a more than ordinary effort to be reunited with
him.”

“What about
Jennifer?”

“I love her, she loves me.
Nothing complicated about that. The three of us, she, Jeremy, and I
will rebuild Riversend. We’ll have more children. Life will return
to normal.”

“Are you so sure, my
friend?”
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