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      War made him a man. The frontier will decide what kind.

      

      When Virgil Rawlins finds his best friend hanging from a sycamore tree, the young Tennessean is thrust into the brutal reality of the American Civil War—a world where mercy is scarce and survival demands tough choices. Hardened by violence and driven by revenge, Rawlins becomes a soldier shaped by hatred… until one moment at the Battle of Brice’s Crossroads forces him to choose a different path. Before the war is even over, Rawlins turns west.

      

      On the road to Independence, Missouri, he meets Sarah McCaskey—a woman who challenges everything he thought he understood about right and wrong. With her, Rawlins begins to imagine a life built not on vengeance, but on something far more dangerous: hope.

      

      Joining a wagon train as a scout, Rawlins pushes into the untamed frontier, where law is fragile and danger is constant. As conflict spreads across the plains in the violent struggles of 1865, he earns a reputation as a fighter. But reputation alone won’t define his future. In the boundless American West, a man must decide for himself. Will Rawlins become an outlaw… a lawman… or something in between?
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THE TENNESSEE TORIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        14 Miles East of Fort Pillow, Tennessee

        February 1864

      

      

      Life had been rough lately for Virgil Rawlins, but this morning the sun was shining and he could forget about the war for a while. He was with his best friend Tom Saunders and they were headed out into the West Tennessee countryside to hunt squirrels. Virgil’s mother promised to make them a stew with some corn and potatoes they had hidden beneath the cabin. Virgil was seventeen and Tom, who treated him like a brother, was eighteen. The only problem was Tom was leaving in a few days to join the Confederacy. Virgil wanted to go as well, but he had promised his father to stay and look after his mother and sister. Stuck on the farm, he was destined to miss the entire war.

      “Head over that hill yonder to those oak trees,” Tom said. “Ought to be some squirrels there. I’m gonna walk up the road a ways and drop down to the river bottoms. We’ll meet back here a little before midday.”

      Virgil gazed at the skeletal limbs of the distant oaks and nodded. “Good luck,” he said.

      Now, more than a mile from the cabin, he worked his way over the hill and across an open grassy meadow toward the towering white oaks. Any other time he would have been with his father, but Jack Rawlins hadn’t been home for two years. They’d gotten occasional letters from him, but Virgil was pretty sure his dad wasn’t telling them everything. At least that’s what Tom said. He said the fighting was bad and the Confederate Army was being pushed southward, but there was hope for West Tennessee because General Forrest was returning. At least that was the rumor. He was coming up out of Mississippi and crossing into West Tennessee any day now. If he could stop the Yankees from stealing their food and livestock, it would be a relief and none too soon.

      Food had become scarce. Virgil’s mother and older sister did what they could, but there was little left. It seemed without help they would soon become living scarecrows and slowly starve to death. The Union cavalry from Fort Pillow, most of which were Tennessee Tories, had stripped the farm of every remnant of food and livestock, save one old milk cow hidden in a cane thicket down by the Hatchie River. They ate turnip greens, corn cakes, and when lucky, wild game. A squirrel stew today would be a treat.

      Cradled under his arm was the old .36 caliber Kentucky long rifle his father had hunted with for so many years. Keeping it well-oiled and polished, his father had shown him how to load it—measure the powder to exactly two and a half drams, pack it lightly, and shove a patch and ball against it with just the right pressure. He had also taught him to hit a target the size of a deer out to four hundred yards, sometimes further with no wind and a little luck. This morning, though, a squirrel or rabbit would do just fine.

      West Tennessee was ideal farmland with low rolling hills, woods, creeks, and some rivers, but mostly it was a good place to make a homestead. His father had chosen this place well, except there was now this war—the War Between the States. His mother had described the future as the great unknown and said they could only hope for better times. She was right, and his only hope today was for a good hunt. A warming south breeze tempered the frigid February air, and he spotted several squirrels high in the limbs of the oak trees ahead. Virgil slowed to a catlike stalk, working his way into the oak woods.

      Eyeing a fat gray squirrel on a limb, he quietly half-stepped toward his unsuspecting prey. A few yards more and he would brace for the shot, but the sound of a horse’s whinny came from back near the road, a quarter mile away. Virgil froze. He was no longer interested in the squirrel. There were no horses left in the area. The Yankee cavalry from Fort Pillow had confiscated them all. He glanced back toward the road, but it was hidden by the slight rise to the south. It was probably them, surly bastards with no respect for anyone. They had patrolled out this way two or three times in the last month.

      These soldiers were newly arrived at the fort and were the worst of the worst. Their discipline seemed based more on expediency than rules of humanity. Virgil suspected it was related to that saying about familiarity breeding contempt. Many of them, called Tennessee Tories, were from farms and towns in Tennessee and western Kentucky, but they treated their neighbors as if they were criminals. They referred to people like his mother and father as secesh white trash. And although they wore Union blue uniforms and were official Yankee cavalry, they acted more like guerrillas. He continued listening, but there was nothing—not a sound.

      Virgil looked around for a possible hiding place, but there came a sudden hollow pop followed by several more—gunshots. What could they be shooting…? His blood ran cold and the hair on his neck prickled. Surely not…. He lit out at a dead run across the open pasture. Topping the hill, he ran toward the trees lining the roadway, but the sudden voice of reason stopped him a few hundred feet away. He slid on his knees, his heart pounding as he peered over the yellow broom sedge, watching and listening.

      The shouts of the soldiers came as clear as if they were all around him, but he could make no sense of what they were saying. He moved forward at a crouch. They were remounting their horses, and one, a bearded sergeant, was shouting for them to move out.

      When he stepped out onto the road, Virgil looked to the east where the cavalry had gone. They were headed toward the cabin where by now his mother and sister were probably having breakfast. He glanced about. The road was cut up with hoofprints, but he spied something more. Walking to it, he looked down at what was obviously blood pooled in the mud. His mind raced. Had they killed a wild hog… but something drew his eyes upward as they followed the patchwork white and brown trunk of a huge sycamore tree beside the road. A drop of something wet spattered on his forehead as he looked up at Tom’s limp body hanging at the end of a rope.

      Virgil dropped to his knees, unable to fully accept what he was seeing—Tom hanging there, bleeding and riddled with bullet holes. Stars floated before his eyes and he thought he would throw up. Why? Tom wouldn’t have challenged those men. Why? And he thought for a moment that he might simply go insane as his mind spun in a cyclone of unanswered questions.

      Stumbling to his feet he pulled his sheath knife and ran to the trunk of the sycamore, where he hacked the rope in two with one whack. Tom’s body dropped with a thud into the road. Kneeling over his friend, Virgil touched the bullet holes still seeping blood. He touched Tom’s face, now wearing the gray mask of death. There was nothing he could do—nothing. Tom had said when he returned from the war he was going to ask for Virgil’s sister’s hand, and Laura Ann was plumb crazy about him. Tom would never have that opportunity now, and Laura Ann would be crushed.

      Numb with shock, Virgil pulled his rawhide rifle sling across his shoulder and carefully cradled his friend’s limp body in his arms. He rose to his feet. Tom was shorter than he was, but more muscular. His body may have been heavy, but Virgil didn’t notice as he began walking back up the road toward the cabin. The warm wind had grown cold, and his eyes were blurred with tears. Why? Why Tom? He was one of the nicest people he had ever known—a friend who would share his last piece of bread with you.
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      Grace Ann Rawlins was determined to use her education to raise her family with dignity. She had committed to her husband and his frontier life, and this was her lot, but she would not compromise her children’s opportunities. She made sure both Virgil and Laura Ann were taught to read, do arithmetic, and more. She taught them history, Latin, and the Greek classics. It was all she could do. It was up to them after that. Jackson Rawlins provided the rest—plans to build a large house, land, and the prospect of a better life. It had been good—at least until this war began. Now they remained in the cabin, awaiting Jack’s return and hoping for better days.

      It didn’t make much sense. Neither her family nor Jack’s had ever owned a slave, but they couldn’t stand by and let these immigrant Yankees overrun their homeland. Jack said the Yankee soldiers had no regard for life or property, and after a few run-ins with them and losing his livestock, he joined the Confederacy. Grace Ann hadn’t heard from him for a long while now, and a bad feeling had come upon her. Jack hadn’t written in nearly six months. She did not tell the children of her worries, nor did she dwell on them. Hope was all they had, and there was no sense ending that.

      Grace Ann fried six corn cakes that morning, one each for her and Laura Ann, and two each for Virgil and Tom. When they returned from the hunt, the boys no doubt would have some fresh meat. She would retrieve a couple of the potatoes hidden in the cellar, add some dried corn, and they would have a fine stew. A fire was growing in the fireplace, breaking the morning chill as she sat beside Laura Ann. It seemed just another quiet morning until the clop of horses’ hooves came from the road out front. Quickly standing, Grace cut her eyes first at Laura Ann then at the Colt pistol on the shelf.

      “Take the gun and hide it in the back room, baby.”

      Laura Ann snatched the revolver from the shelf and started for the back while her mother walked toward the front door, but the door slammed open. Standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the morning sun, was a huge man with a beard. His breath vaporized in the freezing air, and his body filled the entire doorway as he stood in ominous silence. His hands rested, one on the pommel of a sword and the other on his holster. His eyes blinked as he searched the dimly lit interior of the cabin.

      With her back to the door, Laura Ann shoved the Colt revolver into the waistband of her skirt and cinched it tight. She then pulled her tunic over it and tied it in place.

      “Don’t you people even have the decency to knock before barging into someone’s home?” Grace Ann asked.

      “Not when we know you’re hiding rebel sympathizers, Mrs. Rawlins. When was the last time you saw your husband?”

      Grace Ann had met this man before when he led other patrols past the cabin. His voice was deep and gruff, frightening in its own way, but there was something different about it now—an edginess—fear perhaps, or hatred, or a combination of the two. Rumors were the Union soldiers were becoming more aggressive as they searched homes and barns for Confederate soldiers who might have returned to visit their families. Although she wasn’t near as confident as she hoped to appear, Grace pushed her blond hair back and held her chin high.

      “We are hiding no one, and I will thank you to remove yourself from⁠—”

      “You girl, what are you hiding there?” the soldier’s voice thundered.

      Laura Ann whirled to face the soldier.

      “She’s hiding nothing,” Grace said. “She’s simply trying to make herself decent.”

      There came a snicker from another soldier standing out on the wooden porch. The man in the doorway turned. “Fetch me that bushwhacker’s shotgun, Sergeant.”

      At least twenty more men, some still mounted, were out in the front yard. The horses snorted and nickered as they sensed the nervousness of their riders. The first soldier stepped into the room, followed by another carrying a shotgun. The second soldier, equally as imposing as the first, was also bearded and had sergeant’s stripes on his sleeves. “Here it is, Lieutenant,” he said, handing him the shotgun.

      “Is this your son’s shotgun?”

      Grace eyed it carefully. “No, it is not.” She cut her eyes to meet Laura’s. Both recognized the gun as Tom’s. Laura Ann’s face paled, and Grace tilted her head slightly and held her eyes locked on Laura’s in hopes of calming her. It worked—at least momentarily.

      She turned to the soldier. “Where did you get this shotgun?”

      “We took it off a rebel bushwhacker about a mile back up the road.”

      “Did this bushwhacker say how he got it?” Grace asked.

      “Didn’t ask. Why? Do you know whose it is?”

      “Why, yes. I do. It belongs to young Tom Saunders. He and my son went squirrel hunting together early this morning, and Tom—” The realization was a sledgehammer to her heart. “Where is this bushwhacker? Do you have him outside?”

      The big soldier tossed the shotgun on the oak table in the center of the room.

      “No, and he won’t need it where he’s at, Mrs. Rawlins.”

      “What do you mean?”

      By now Laura Ann’s eyes had reddened and her lower lip quivered. “Where is he?” she shouted.

      Grinning, the sergeant answered for the lieutenant. “He’s a-hanging from a big tree about a mile back up the road.”

      Grace felt the world spinning around, but she had to think about Laura Ann. Sucking down a quick breath, she fixed her eyes on the lieutenant. “You killed him?”

      “Colonel Bradford’s orders,” the lieutenant said. “No quarter for bushwhackers.”

      Laura Ann’s scream was as frightening as it was agonizing. Two more cavalrymen rushed through the open door, and Grace braced herself on the table as she turned to reach out to Laura Ann. Only then did she realize her daughter had pulled the big Colt revolver from her skirt and was cocking the hammer with both thumbs.

      “He’s not a bushwhacker!” she screamed.

      The Colt roared like a cannon, and the room filled with a billowing cloud of rancorous white smoke. The lieutenant stumbled backward, caught his balance and stared down at his chest in disbelief. Frozen with shock, Grace watched as Laura Ann again hammered back the revolver, but there came the roar of two more shots and more sulfurous smoke as Laura Ann was knocked against the wall and fell to the floor. Another thud came as the lieutenant, too, fell dead. The sergeant and another soldier stood with guns drawn staring down at their dead lieutenant.

      Grace Ann had fallen to her knees and now crawled toward her daughter’s body, but the sergeant stepped forward. He slammed the toe of his boot into her ribs, and the pain was as pure as her hatred as she stared up at the burly soldier towering over her.

      “Get that damned revolver, before this bitch gets any more ideas,” he ordered. More soldiers came inside, and one walked over and picked up the Colt lying beside Laura Ann’s body. The soldier held the pistol for the others to see. It had custom bone-handled grips.

      “Don’t go getting any designs on it, neither,” the sergeant said. “That gun is mine.”

      He bent down and grabbed Grace Ann by the hair and snatched her to her feet. “And so is this bitch.” He threw her face-down on the table, holstered his pistol and unbuckled his belt, dropping his trousers. Beneath were yellowed, long-handle underwear which he shoved down, exposing his hairy torso and genitals. After throwing her skirt over her back he ripped away her pantalets.

      “Now, let’s see if we can’t calm this pretty little rebel bitch.”

      Grace Ann could think of nothing worse than just having watched her daughter die, but there was something that told her Laura Ann’s death was less painful than what she was about to experience. Lying across the table with her legs dangling to the floor, Grace Ann felt the soldier’s calloused hand gripping her bare buttock. Her chin rested only inches from Tom’s shotgun, and she noticed something. The shiny brass percussion cap was still in place on the nipple of the firing mechanism. The gun had not yet been fired.

      It was an easy decision—better to die. She grabbed the shotgun, spun and slammed the barrel against the sergeant’s jaw. He fell to the floor, stunned. She cocked the hammer, but felt the inside of her chest explode as she pulled the trigger without aiming. The blast went into the ceiling and the two soldiers that shot her ducked for cover. Dropping the shotgun, Grace Ann fell to her knees as her eyes clouded. Crawling over to Laura Ann, she laid her head across her daughter’s body and closed her eyes.
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      Virgil struggled as he carried Tom’s body up the road, but he would not leave his friend behind. He was still nearly a quarter mile from home when he heard the clop of hooves and the rattle of sabers. The Yankee patrol was returning. Stepping off the road, he dragged Tom’s body into a honeysuckle thicket beside a small creek. He was still too close to the road for comfort, but it was too late. He lay beside Tom’s body, unslung his long rifle, and cocked the hammer. As the patrol came into sight their voices were as clear as if Virgil were out on the road with them. The soldiers seemed in no hurry as they sauntered along.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          NO GLORY, JUST WAR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        West Tennessee

        February 1864

      

      

      “God dammit, Burns, I was going to make that bitch howl like a coyote if’n you and Little Red hadn’t gone to shootin’.”

      It was the same sergeant Virgil had seen earlier shouting orders at his men. A big man with a beard and broken yellow teeth, he was talking to a slack-jawed corporal riding beside him.

      “Y’all cheated me.”

      He was the leader—the leader of the ones who had killed Tom. Rawlins instantly hated him.

      The one he called Burns shrugged. “If’n she’d a got that shotgun under your chin, Sarge, she’d a shot your head off for sure. Ain’t that right, Little Red.”

      The corporal glanced over his shoulder at the man riding behind him, a skinny redheaded soldier with a scraggly red beard. He grunted and gave a half-assed smile.

      “You’re a-tellin’ him right, Burns. You hear me, Sarge? Burns is right. She’d a shot you dead. You’re lucky you got out with just a busted face and that fancy Colt.”

      “Maybe so,” the sergeant said.

      “I know so, and not gettin’ any pussy ain’t gonna be near as bad as when we get back to the fort. The colonel’s gonna be sure ’nough pissed about the dumbass lieutenant getting his ass shot.”

      Virgil heard their words, but no one at his cabin owned a shotgun, and he didn’t quite understand what they were discussing. His mind was a jumble of fear and anger. It seemed as if they had done the unthinkable to some poor soul. He lined the sights of his Kentucky long rifle on the chest of the sergeant. This sergeant, a big-nosed man with soulless brown eyes, had done something despicable and apparently gotten away with it, but Virgil’s only concern was what he had done to Tom.

      The shot would be the next thing to point-blank from where he hid in the honeysuckle thicket, but he hesitated. The man deserved to die for what he had done to Tom, but a tear of frustration trickled from Virgil’s eye. If he pulled the trigger they would kill him instantly. He had to think about his mother and sister. They needed him. As much as he wanted to kill these bastards, as much as he wanted to avenge Tom’s murder, he had promised his father to look after the family. He held the rifle steady but didn’t pull the trigger.

      As they passed, he noticed the one they called “Little Red” also wore corporal’s stripes, and when the rear of the column came up, there was the body of another soldier tied face-down across his saddle. A pistol belt and an officer’s sword hung from the saddle. Virgil thought about the discussion he had overheard among the others. Up to now, their conversation had seemed like so much gibberish, but the officer’s body lent a sudden clarity to their conversation. Someone had shot him. Surely not… he thought.

      Shaken and verging on panic, Virgil stepped back onto the road as the last man disappeared around the curve. They were headed back to Fort Pillow. Surely it wasn’t his mother they were talking about. No one would kill women, not even the Tennessee Tories. It had to be a mistake. It had to be. Virgil left Tom’s body behind in the thicket and broke into a run toward home. Panting and fighting back tears as he drew closer, he saw smoke billowing up through the trees. It was the cabin. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. It had to be a nightmare. Involuntary guttural groans escaped his throat. “No. No. No.”

      Virgil leapt the rail fence at a dead run and crossed the front yard, colliding with a wall of searing heat. Throwing his arm across his face, he shielded himself from the raging flames as he ran left, then right, before stopping and staring into the inferno. It was useless. The cabin billowed with flames and black smoke, pushing him back. His mother’s rocking chair slowly rocked back and forth on the front porch, the flames and heat turning it black before his eyes. He stepped forward and reached out only to smell his hair becoming singed by the flames.

      Laura Ann and his mother were nowhere in sight, and he screamed their names knowing they wouldn’t answer as he remembered the words of the passing cavalrymen. He was a coward. He should have shot the bastards the very moment he first heard their words. It would have been the right thing to do. He would have died, but it would have been nothing like the agony he now felt. He had let his mother and sister die. Virgil screamed and screamed again, but the screams failed to escape his throat as he sank to his knees. He sat down and stared at the burning cabin as his face baked red. After a few moments, the rocking chair on the porch disappeared before his eyes.
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      It took several days and a night of cold rain before he could search the ashes, but Virgil found what he knew would be there, the few remaining charred bones and teeth of his mother and sister. He buried them there together beside Tom’s grave. Neither grave was marked, but perhaps someday he could return. For now he had only one thought. He had to survive long enough to find the ones who had done this. He vowed to himself and all who might hear, shouting the words into the surrounding forest. He would find them and he would kill them—that sergeant and his two corporals.

      Virgil was about to depart when something came to mind. He had nearly forgotten about it. Taking the shovel and counting off ten steps from the back of the cabin toward an old oak tree, he began digging. His father had shown him this before he departed for the war. The wet soil gave way easily. Within a minute the shovel struck something solid. It was a flat piece of sandstone. His father had used it to cover a large wax-sealed jar. In the jar was a leather pouch with over forty gold eagles and even more in silver coin. It was the family savings, the money his mother and father had planned to build their house with and to buy more land.

      Virgil removed the heavy leather pouch from the jar and strapped it beneath his coat. Looking around at the smoldering remains of the cabin, he paused. There was nothing left here for him. All his mother’s books, from which she had taught him and his sister so much, had been destroyed. He had only this money, his rifle, a sheath-knife, and his overcoat, but it came to him that he had one more thing—all that Grace Ann Rawlins had taught him. He wasn’t sure where he was going or what would happen, but his mother had left him with something far more valuable than the coins from the jar.

      Walking down to the river, he retrieved the milk cow and started overland to where Tom’s mother lived near Brownsville. She would know nothing about what had happened, and he would have to tell her. He would have to tell her Tom was gone. Virgil thought about it and dreaded it, but it was only the first step in a journey he was now destined to take. And where it would take him, he had no idea.
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        March 1864

      

      

      Virgil stayed with Tom’s mother for several weeks and helped her build a hidden shelter for the cow, but he was now preparing to leave. It was late March and the weather was improving. He had determined the next step in his journey. Jackson, Tennessee, was twenty-five miles to the east and that was where they said General Forrest had arrived. He had brought his army up out of Mississippi and invaded West Tennessee. Determined to join the Confederate Army in Tom’s stead, Virgil figured it was about the only way he would ever find those who killed his mother, sister, and best friend. He bid Tom’s mother good-bye and set out on foot.

      The morning he arrived in Jackson, Virgil found his way to the house where the general had made his headquarters. A major, one of the general’s adjutants, listened to his story as Virgil related how the soldiers from Fort Pillow had killed his best friend, then his mother and sister. He also told him that his father was in the 7th Tennessee. When he was done, the major told him to wait as he stood and walked to a door across the room. He knocked and there came a voice from inside. The major opened the door and stuck his head inside. Virgil listened.

      “General, sir, there’s a young man out here with a story about some of those people over at Fort Pillow. I believe you’ll want to hear it.”

      “Bring him on in.”

      The major turned and motioned for Virgil to come as he pushed the door open wider. Inside, the general sat in a chair wiping a large revolver with an oily rag.

      “Have a sit, son. What’s your name?”

      “Rawlins, sir, Virgil Rawlins. My father is Jack Rawlins. He’s with the 7th Tennessee. We had a place up on the Hatchie River north of Covington.”

      Forrest was a tall man with finely chiseled features, but his eyes were what held Virgil in awe. They were so intense it was hard to look directly at him. And his closely trimmed beard only lent more to his intimidating appearance. The general seemed to realize this and afforded Virgil the slightest bit of a smile.

      “When’s the last time you saw your father?”

      “It’s been almost two years, sir.”

      The general turned to the adjutant. “Send a courier and see if we can’t round up this boy’s father.”

      The major departed and Virgil suddenly felt the dread of having to tell his father about his mother and sister.

      “How old are you, boy?”

      “Seventeen, sir, but I can shoot, and I can ride.” He paused, “Except, I don’t have a horse. The Yankees took ours.”

      Another man entered the room carrying a small kettle with a cup on a tray. “Found you some real coffee, sir. Compliments of the people of Jackson, and there’s a nice little note here on the tray from the lady that sent it to you.”

      “Read it to me.”

      “I don’t reckon I read quite good enough to do that, sir. She uses lots of big words.”

      The general frowned and turned to set aside the pistol and oiled cloth. “Never mind. I’ll read it myself when I finish here.” Forrest began wiping his hands with a towel.

      “I can read it for you, sir,” Virgil said.

      The other man raised his eyebrows as he poured the coffee.

      “Let’s hear you read it then,” the general said.

      Rawlins took the letter from the tray and began reading aloud.

      
        
        Dear General Forrest,

      

      
        I hope you enjoy this coffee. Although it is a scarce commodity of late, it is the least we can do to show our appreciation for the manner in which you and your men have deported yourselves as true southern gentlemen while visiting our fair city. We thank you.

        Best Regards,

        Cloe Anderson

      

      

      “Where’d you learn to read?”

      Virgil looked up from the letter. The general had him fixed with a hard stare.

      “My mama taught me. She taught me to write, too. She was a teacher in Virginia before she met my father and came out to Tennessee.”

      “So, you’re wantin’ to join the cavalry, you say?”

      “That’s right, sonny boy,” the other man said. “Join the cavalry and get the glory.”

      The general shot the man a withering scowl. He dropped his head. “Sorry, sir. I’ll be a-leavin’ now.”

      Forrest turned back to Virgil. “Ain’t no Glory. Just War.”

      Virgil nodded.

      “I can use another man in my escort who reads and writes. We’re always needin’ couriers, but let’s wait to see what your father says. Now, tell me this story about the Yankees over at Fort Pillow.”

      Several minutes later when Virgil finished, the general’s face was hard as granite and his eyes burned with even more intensity—like none Virgil had ever witnessed. He was truly a fearsome man.

      “Do you reckon you could point these men out again if you saw them?”

      “Three of them, I know I can, sir—the sergeant and the two corporals. I was as close as from here to that door over there from them when they rode past me.”

      The general nodded. “Well, it’s a bad thing having to hear them talk about your mother and sister that way—mighty bad.”

      The general seemed genuinely sympathetic as he paused, picked up the oily cloth and again began wiping his revolver.

      “We already planned a visit over to Fort Pillow to requisition those fellas’ horses and supplies. We’ll see if those men are still around when we get there. Now, go on out yonder and tell them I said to let you bivouac in one of the outbuildings. I’ll get the major to find you some more clothes and a sidearm. We’ll talk more when your father gets here.”
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      It was after sunset and Virgil had dozed when a soldier came into the barn and called his name. “Rawlins?” Virgil opened his eyes. “Rawlins?” the man said, this time louder. “Any of you boys named Rawlins?”

      “I’m Rawlins,” Virgil said.

      “They’re a-wantin’ you up at the big house. Better get a move on, boy.”

      After rolling his blanket and gathering his gear, Virgil made his way to the house. He walked up the front steps, where a sentry challenged him.

      “They told me to come here, I reckon to see General Forrest,” Virgil said.

      The sentry laughed. “You’re a-reckonin’ in a mighty big way, boy. What’s your name? I’ll go inside and see if they’re really a-wantin’ you.”

      “Virgil Rawlins.”

      A few moments later the sentry returned along with the major Virgil had met earlier in the day.

      “Come in, Mr. Rawlins.” The major motioned him inside and escorted him into a large dining room where several men were eating. “Sit down. I’ll have them bring you a plate. What do you want to drink?”

      “I reckon water will be just fine.”

      “I’ll have them bring you some hot coffee, too.”

      A plate with corn cakes, meat, gravy, and a baked sweet potato was set in front of him. The other men ate slowly and talked in low tones, but Virgil hadn’t seen this much food in years. He tried to eat and not appear like a wolf on a fresh kill, but he cleaned his plate in minutes. One of the men forked a piece of meat from his plate onto Virgil’s. Another added a corn cake from his plate.

      “When was the last time you ate, boy?”

      “I don’t reckon never like this, mister.”

      He felt a hand on his shoulder. It was the adjutant. “This is Colonel Duckworth. You should address him as ‘sir.’”

      “Yes, sir,” Virgil said.

      The colonel smiled. “Just eat your fill, boy. You are lookin’ a bit wormy.”
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      When the meal was finished, the adjutant led Virgil back to the big room and sat with him at a small table in an alcove.

      “Virgil, General Forrest is not here, but he has ordered me to bring you news that will certainly be disheartening. Your father was wounded near Okolona a while back and has passed to the other side just a few weeks ago. He is buried there in Okolona.”

      Virgil faced the major, but his mind was blank. There were no tears left—only the void in his soul and the realization of a life without family. He was lost. First his mother and sister were gone, and now his father. There was no one left. Whatever he did, wherever he went, he would be alone. There was but one thing he could think of that mattered—finding the godforsaken bastards who killed his mother.

      He wasn’t sure how long he had sat there before the major spoke again. “The general told me to offer you a position as a private on his staff. It’s yours if you choose. We’ll have to teach you a little bit about how to speak to officers and such, but I reckon you will do well. The general lost one of his brothers down near Okolona a while back, and he’s taken a shine to you. He doesn’t do that much.”

      The major raised his eyebrows and Virgil nodded.

      “Good enough, Private Rawlins. I can get you two Navy sixes, powder, ball, and caps, as well as a horse and saddle, but we don’t have any more long guns. That Kentucky long rifle you’re carryin’ will have to do for now. I’ll get you some individual rations as well. Keep in mind the general can be pretty high-blooded at times. Just do your duty and don’t take anything he says as a personal affront. I’ll get you some wool grays and a wool overcoat as soon as I can. For the time being, you’ll report to me. My name is Major Anderson, and I expect to see you every morning at sunrise, unless I tell you otherwise. You’ll bivouac with the couriers out back. You got any questions?”

      “Just one, but if it is none of my business, well⁠—”

      “What’s your question, private?”

      “Does the general not read?”

      The major wrinkled his bushy brows. “He reads very well. What made you believe otherwise?”

      “He received some coffee with a note from a lady here in Jackson, and asked someone else to read it.”

      “That’s just a habit old Bedford has. He always has someone read dispatches and such to him first, but he always reads them himself as well. Don’t be fooled by his way with words. He may sound a little uneducated, but he’s a smart man—a very smart man, and he is an even better commanding officer—good enough one that I’d follow him through the gates of hell.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          THE GATES OF HELL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fort Pillow, Tennessee

        April 12, 1864

      

      

      A cold drizzle fell that morning, soaking Virgil to his very core as he rode with the advance elements of the escort toward the Mississippi River and Fort Pillow. In the saddle since the day before and with only two rest breaks, he nodded and dozed as his horse plodded up the muddy road. Never had Virgil experienced such cold and weariness. Shivering and fearful of what was to come, he found the cavalry was nothing like he had imagined. The general was right when he said there was no glory in war.

      A distant rumble came from the west and despite his misery, Virgil grew suddenly alert. Perhaps a warm south wind was coming with an approaching thunderstorm. Anything would be better than this cold drizzle. The rumbles grew to thundering booms echoing somewhere in the woods ahead. A storm made sense, but he knew better. As the column drew closer to the Mississippi River, there came the rattle of musketry. The horses that had plodded along until now began nickering, snorting, and bobbing their heads in anticipation of the coming battle. Virgil too felt it in his blood, a feeling of excitement, fear, and bold anticipation. He glanced down at the two Navy Colts he had been issued, and for the first time the full realization struck him. He was a soldier going into battle.

      Daylight broke and the rain stopped. The vanguard led by Major Anderson moved up a narrow road toward the fort. They were three hours ahead of the rest of the general’s staff. Among the wooded ridges adjacent to the river, a layer of smoke hung high in the trees. Rawlins glanced nervously about as the major brought the column to a halt. The booming cannons from the fort and rattling musket fire seemed to surround them as Major Anderson dispatched couriers. Several elements of Forrest’s command had arrived earlier in the morning and were heavily engaged. The couriers were told to make contact with the unit leaders surrounding the fort and report back with their strength.

      After a quick glance at his pocket watch, Anderson surveyed the high ground to the northeast where men lay behind stumps and logs, firing down on the fortification.

      “Private Rawlins, take your Kentucky rifle and go around to that ridge where those sharpshooters are working. You’ll be able to see down into the fort from that high ground but keep cover. We don’t need you getting shot your first day. See if you can pick off a few Yankees from up there. I’ll send for you when I need you.”

      Virgil whipped his horse to a gallop and circled north of the fort. When he arrived, the men on the ridge motioned him back. “Leave your mount back yonder in the ravine,” one shouted.

      A few minutes later he crawled up beside a grizzled veteran with a Sharps rifle lying behind a log. Virgil’s blood ran high as he pushed his Kentucky rifle atop the log. The sulfurous odor of black powder and the white haze of smoke permeated the air as he peered over the log. The old vet glanced over at him, then looked again.

      “Damned, boy. You’re a little wet behind the ears for this kind of business. How old you be?”

      “Seventeen,” Virgil said, “but I can shoot.”

      A musket round from the fort zinged overhead. Another thudded into the opposite side of the log, sending up a shower of splinters. Virgil ducked.

      “Well, I reckon we’ll see, but keep yore head down. Them Yanks cain’t shoot worth a shit, but you don’t want to be the unfortunate bastard that catches one of them mini-balls.”

      Virgil removed his hat and again peeked over the top of the log. Below, the interior of the fort was visible, including the entire south wall. Men crouched beside the cannons and behind makeshift barriers of wooden crates. One soldier ladled something from a barrel and raised it to his mouth. The vet lying beside Virgil was tamping a new round into his rifle.

      “You want me to shoot that one drinking water?” Virgil asked.

      “That ain’t water he’s a-drinking. I’m figuring it’s whiskey, ’cause they’re all half-stumbling around and ain’t got sense enough to stop exposing themselves. Shoot him if you think you can, but it’s better’n four hundred yards down there.”

      Virgil hammered back his rifle and lined the sights well above the man’s head. He set the trigger. The enemy soldier was pulling his sleeve across his mouth and gazing up at the hills when Virgil touched the trigger and fired.

      “Damned!” the old vet muttered. “That’s some mighty fine shootin’ there, boy. You nailed that bastard.”

      In the fort below, the man had sat down beside the whiskey barrel and was gazing down at his chest. A moment later he fell sideways, dead. For most of the morning, Virgil lay atop the ridge, shooting at the men loading the cannons. By his count, the sharpshooters had hit at least fifty or more of the fort’s defenders, and as the day progressed the enemy soldiers finally stopped exposing themselves so much. Shouts, screams, musketry, and the bellowing booms of cannons echoed in the hills and ravines as they became totally shrouded in a fog of white smoke.

      A little after mid-morning, Virgil spotted General Forrest riding up and down the lines, pointing and giving orders. The general seemed to give no heed to the concentration of fire he was drawing, and moments later his horse reared and fell, pinning him to the ground. Too far away to help, Virgil watched as several men ran into the open and pulled the general from beneath the horse. He was having difficulty standing on his own, and the men helped him back into the trees.

      Turning his attention back to the fort, Virgil spotted a Union officer standing behind a line of riflemen on the east wall. He was in the open. Thumbing the hammer back on his rifle, he took quick aim and fired. Ripping and pouring another cartridge into his rifle, he watched as the smoke cleared. The officer was on his back and two soldiers from the wall were bent over him. Virgil rammed a ball home, cocked the hammer and put a fresh cap on the nipple. He fired again, and when the smoke cleared one of the riflemen was lying across the body of his fallen leader.

      After a while, Virgil found the killing was something worse than he had ever imagined. He watched his bullets drop soldier after soldier until he began to think about the men he was shooting. Perhaps they were like him, caught up in this madness by circumstance. He wanted to feel sorry for them, but his own people were being caught in a continuous hail of canister, shot, and shell from the fort’s cannons, and worse were the whistling mortar rounds coming from the gunboats out in the Mississippi River. Their thundering explosions ripped through the trees, sending huge pieces of shrapnel whirring and clacking lethally in all directions.

      Below, the Confederate troops had crept past the outer defenses. Lying low in the shallow trenches and ravines, they were now within a few yards of the fort’s main walls. There was no more time for feelings of regret as Virgil realized an all-out assault was about to happen. A few minutes later, General Forrest rode out of the trees on a fresh mount.

      A man crawled up behind Virgil. “Hey, are you Rawlins?”

      Virgil looked back and nodded.

      “Major Anderson said for you to report back to him. He needs you for courier duty.”

      Snaking backward until he was behind the ridge, Virgil jumped up and ran to his horse. As he rode, he realized the gunfire had ceased. Perhaps the Yankees were about to surrender. After finding Major Anderson, he dismounted and waited while the major wrote something on a paper. A truce had been called, and the Union troops were standing atop the walls of the fort. Only then did Rawlins realize many of them were Negroes. They stumbled about shouting at the Confederates and taunting them by dropping their pants and shaking their penises at them. They seemed undeterred and not about to surrender.

      “Damned fools are drunk,” an officer muttered.

      Rawlins waited while Major Anderson finished writing out his orders. The odor of fresh-cut wood permeated his nostrils, and he glanced up at a giant oak tree towering above him. Limbs larger than a man’s legs had been ripped away and the trunk was split open, exposing the heartwood. He inhaled the odor of the freshly rendered wood. The gunboat’s giant mortar shells had shredded the mighty oak as if it were salad.

      Even the thundering cyclones that ripped across the southern countryside weren’t as ominous as these huge artillery shells. And the shells, like the cyclones, had their own menacing death knell as they plummeted from the sky with a deep and spooky whine. Their lethality was sobering, and nothing it seemed could be more random than being blown apart by one of these monsters.

      Major Anderson shoved the dispatch into his hand. “Take this back the way you came to Colonel Barteau on the right. General Forrest has offered the enemy surrender terms, but he believes they are stalling the parlay so they can land more men from the boats out in the river. Tell Barteau the general wants him to move his brigade down Cole Creek Ravine below the bluff to prevent more troops from landing. Stay down there until you can confirm Barteau and his men are in position, then report back to me.”

      After circling back to the north and down again toward the creek, Virgil tied off his horse in a ravine and sprinted up the ridge to find Colonel Barteau. The colonel read the dispatch and ordered his brigade across the ravine, where they formed a line leading from the fort down to the river. Lying shoulder to shoulder in the brush with rifles loaded, they waited, but the gunboats with the reinforcements had apparently steamed upriver. A lone Yankee standing on the back wall of the fort frantically signaled them with a flag, but to no avail.

      A few minutes later the firing recommenced, and
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