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My Great-Great Grandfather, William Wilkerson Pettit, enlisted in Company A of the 2nd Alabama Confederate Cavalry on May 8, 1862, in Jacksonville, Alabama. That was 8 days after the unit was formed in the state capital, Montgomery. He served all the way through the end of the war, mustering out of Confederate service as a Corporal with his (and the unit’s) surrender in Forsyth, GA in 1865.

While there is no record of his war diary, there is plenty of research into the 2nd Alabama that has been done and compiled that many of the stories in this book and series will be based on.

As a novelist, I have changed some names and and placed different characters into some actual events while fictionatizing them. I have also invented other events that are not based on any historical record to enhance the story.

My goal with this book, and all the books in this series, is to make the events feel as authentic as possible, regardless of if they are based on real events or not.
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Prologue

April 8, 1862
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“Mr. Duncan,” the general said, his voice low but carrying the weight of command, “I regret the intrusion, but I must ask a considerable favor of you and your household.”

William Duncan stood in the doorway of his home, hat still in his hands, staring at the dust-coated officer before him. Behind the general, a small cluster of aides waited in the street, their horses restless, their uniforms dulled by travel. The air smelled of smoke and churned earth drifting up from the south, reminders of the terrible clash that had only just passed.

“You are General Beauregard,” Duncan said quietly. It was not a question. News traveled swiftly through Corinth, carried on frightened whispers and hurried footsteps. “Please, sir... come inside.”

The general stepped over the threshold, removing his gloves with deliberate care. His expression was grave, lined by fatigue and responsibility. He surveyed the modest parlor that had a polished table, with carefully arranged ledgers stacked on a side desk, the signs of a merchant’s orderly life.

“Mr. Duncan,” he began again, turning to face him, “the army requires a secure and central location from which to conduct its affairs. Your home is well situated. I would ask permission to set up my headquarters here, for as long as necessity demands.”

For a moment, the ticking of the mantel clock seemed unnaturally loud. Duncan glanced toward the hallway that led to his family’s rooms, imagining soldiers filling the space, the quiet routines of his household swept aside by the machinery of war. Yet outside, he could already hear the distant rumble of wagons and the murmur of thousands of men settling uneasily into the town.

“If it serves the army,” Duncan said at last, steadying his voice, “then my home is yours, General. We will make whatever arrangements are needed.”

Beauregard inclined his head, a flicker of gratitude softening his stern features. He gestured to his aides at the door, and as they began to enter, the house seemed to draw a collective breath, bracing itself for the burdens it was about to bear.

The aides moved with practiced urgency the moment they crossed the threshold. Leather satchels thumped onto Duncan’s parlor table, maps unfurled in quick, snapping motions, and a field telegraph kit was carried in like a sacred instrument. The quiet order of the room dissolved into purposeful motion.

“Careful with that cabinet,” one lieutenant said, already lifting a stack of ledgers from the desk. “Sir, we can shift these to make space for the general’s maps.”

Duncan hesitated only a moment before stepping forward. “This way,” he said, forcing calm into his voice. “There’s a cellar beneath the kitchen. My family can store our things there.”

General P. G. T. Beauregard nodded briskly. “We will assist. Time is short, but we will not be poor guests in your home.”

Together, soldiers and civilians carried chairs, boxes, and fragile keepsakes down the narrow cellar steps. Duncan’s wife wrapped china in cloth with trembling hands while an aide steadied a crate beside her. The air below was cool and earthen, smelling faintly of potatoes and lamp oil. Above them, boots crossed the parlor floor in a steady rhythm, punctuated by the low murmur of officers already conferring.

When they returned upstairs, the transformation was nearly complete. The parlor table had become a command desk, layered with maps pricked by pins and weighted with brass instruments. A courier stood ready near the door, cap in hand. Through the open windows drifted the distant clatter of an army settling uneasily over Corinth, Mississippi.

Beauregard removed his kepi and placed it carefully on the edge of the table. His gaze swept the room, measuring its readiness. Satisfied, he turned to his senior aide.

“Now,” he said, his tone sharpening, “I want a full combat strength report. Regiments fit for duty, artillery serviceable, and an accounting of our wounded and our dead from Shiloh. I want totals, not estimates.”

The aide swallowed and opened his satchel, drawing out a sheaf of hastily compiled papers. Around them, the room fell still, every man aware that the numbers he was about to read would give shape to the terrible cost they had carried back from the battlefield.

The aide’s fingers tightened on the papers as he stepped closer to the table. For a moment he seemed to search for the proper place to begin, his eyes flicking over columns of ink that wavered slightly in the lamplight.

“General,” he said quietly, “the preliminary returns from Battle of Shiloh are... substantial.”

Beauregard did not look up. “Read them.”

“Yes, sir. Aggregate figures from the corps commanders indicate approximately ten thousand killed and wounded combined. Of those, the surgeons report nearly seventeen hundred confirmed dead on the field or expired since removal. The wounded...,” he hesitated, clearing his throat, “the wounded number in excess of eight thousand, with many yet unaccounted for.”

The room seemed to contract around the words. Outside, a wagon rattled past, its iron rim striking stone with a sharp crack that echoed faintly through the parlor.

“Our effective combat strength,” the aide continued, forcing steadiness into his voice, “is reduced accordingly. Several brigades report fewer than half their original numbers fit for immediate service. Ammunition expenditures were severe, and replacements are... limited.”

Silence followed. Beauregard’s hand rested flat on the map before him, but his eyes had gone distant, fixed on nothing the others could see. The color drained from his face, leaving it pale and drawn beneath the brim of his shadowed brow. His jaw tightened once, a small, involuntary motion.

“Ten thousand,” he murmured, almost to himself.

No one answered. The aides stood rigid, papers held like fragile verdicts. Duncan, lingering near the doorway, felt the weight of the number settle over the room like a storm cloud.

Beauregard lifted his gaze at last, but it was unfocused, heavy with calculation and grief. He stared past the men, past the walls of the house, as if seeing again the smoke-choked fields and the broken lines of soldiers left behind. His expression hardened into a sullen, ashen mask, and he stayed motionless, lost in the grim arithmetic of what the army had paid and what might yet be asked to surrender.

Beauregard blinked, as if surfacing from deep water. His shoulders straightened, and the faraway look in his eyes sharpened into command once more. He drew a slow breath and tapped the table with a gloved finger.

“We cannot afford paralysis,” he said. “Not now.”

The aides leaned in. The general’s voice was steady, but it carried an urgency that cut through the room.

“Take this down,” he ordered. “We will write to the governors of Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama at once. They must understand the gravity of our situation. The army requires immediate reinforcement.”

An aide seated himself at the edge of the table, pen poised above fresh paper. “Ready, General.”

Beauregard paced once across the parlor, boots thudding softly against the floorboards. “You will inform them that the recent engagement has cost us dearly. Our ranks are thinned, but our resolve is not. Each state must raise new regiments and brigades without delay. Volunteers, conscripts, whatever measures are necessary. They are to be armed and sent to this army with all possible haste.”

“Yes, sir,” the aide replied, his pen scratching rapidly.

“And another circular,” Beauregard continued, turning back toward the table. “Address it to the editors of every paper sympathetic to our cause in Tennessee. The press must rouse the people. I want appeals printed at once for calls to patriotism, to sacrifice, and to duty. The public must see that the fate of the Confederate States Army rests upon their willingness to fill these ranks.”

He stopped, resting both hands on the map-strewn table. The aides wrote in tense silence, the only sound the relentless movement of pen on paper.

“Begin with the letter to the governor of Alabama,” Beauregard said at last, his voice low but resolute. “He must hear our need in the clearest possible terms.”

The aide sanded the previous page and set it aside. A fresh sheet was drawn forward, its surface bright in the lamplight. Beauregard stood still for a moment, choosing his words with care, then began to dictate.

“Write,” he said quietly.

The pen lowered.

Executive Headquarters, Corinth, Mississippi

To His Excellency, the Governor of Alabama,

Sir, the recent engagement with the enemy has tested this army with a severity seldom witnessed in modern war. While the valor of our officers and men is still beyond question, the losses sustained upon the field have grievously reduced our effective strength. The defense of this vital region, and with it the safety of our Confederacy, now depends upon the swift restoration of our ranks.

I therefore implore the great State of Alabama to act with the utmost dispatch in raising additional troops and organizing new regiments for immediate service. Let every able-bodied man who can be spared answer this call. The emergency admits of no delay. These forces, once assembled, should be armed and sent without hesitation to join this army, where their presence is urgently required.

I rely with confidence upon the patriotism and devotion of Alabama’s people, whose courage has already been proven upon many fields. With their prompt assistance, we shall renew our strength and stand prepared to meet the enemy with unshaken determination.

I remain, sir, your obedient servant,

General P. G. T. Beauregard

The aide finished the final stroke and looked up. Beauregard read the letter in silence, his expression stern but steadier than before. At last, he gave a single nod.

“Seal it,” he said.

Outside, the muffled sounds of the encamped army rolled through Corinth, a restless tide of voices and iron. Within the parlor, the letter was folded and pressed with wax, a small, fragile instrument carrying the weight of an army’s need.
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Chapter 1

The Gathering Storm
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May 1862

Executive Office

Capitol Building

Montgomery, Alabama

The afternoon light slanted tall and golden through the high windows of the governor’s office, catching dust in its beam and turning it to drifting embers. The dome above held the heat like a kiln. Outside, the city murmured with wagons on Commerce Street, distant hammering from the rail yard, the restless pulse of a capital at war.

Governor John Gill Shorter stood beside his desk when the knock came. “Enter.”

His secretary, Mr. Pembroke, stepped in first, hat tucked beneath his arm. Behind him stood a gray-coated courier, boots caked in red Mississippi clay, one sleeve darkened with old rain and older smoke. “Dispatch from Corinth, sir,” Pembroke said. “Executive Headquarters.”

Shorter’s brow tightened. “From General Beauregard?” “Yes, sir.”

The courier stepped forward and produced a sealed envelope, its wax bearing the imprint of a signet pressed in haste. The paper was creased from travel. The seal was intact. Shorter took it without ceremony. “Water?” he asked the courier. The young man hesitated. “If it please you, sir.”

Pembroke poured from a pitcher while the governor broke the seal with his thumb. The crack of wax in the quiet room seemed unnaturally loud. For a moment, only the rustle of unfolding paper filled the air. Shorter’s eyes moved quickly at first and then slowed. The room grew still. Pembroke shifted his weight. “Sir?” Shorter did not answer immediately.

He read the letter a second time, more deliberately now, lips pressing thin as he reached the line describing grievous reduction of effective strength. His fingers tightened against the page. “Shiloh has bled him badly,” the governor said at last, voice low. Pembroke stepped closer. “How severe?” “Severe enough that he writes not of victory.” Shorter handed him the letter. “Read.”

Pembroke’s eyes scanned the page. As he reached the passage imploring Alabama to act with the utmost dispatch, his throat moved in a swallow. “He asks for new regiments.” “He implores them,” Shorter corrected quietly.

The courier stood rigid near the door, eyes fixed somewhere above the governor’s shoulder. He had delivered messages before. He knew the look that followed casualty numbers.

Shorter walked to the tall window overlooking the avenue. The flag above the Capitol stirred in the faintest breeze. “Ten thousand,” he murmured. Pembroke lowered the letter slightly. “Sir?”

“Reports from Tennessee.” Shorter did not turn. “We have heard the whispers for weeks. Now they are ink.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Beauregard would not write in such terms unless the army stands thinner than he admits.”

Pembroke folded the letter carefully. “Shall I summon the adjutant general?” “In a moment.”

The governor faced the room again. His features were composed, but the lines at his eyes seemed deeper than they had been that morning. “How many companies remain unfilled from the last levy?” “Very few, sir. Most counties have already given their strongest.” “And conscription?” Shorter asked. Pembroke hesitated. “The new act has stirred... resistance in some districts.”

Shorter gave a short, humorless breath. “Resistance.” He moved behind his desk and rested his palms against its polished surface.

“General Beauregard writes of urgency. Of immediate reinforcement.” His gaze flicked toward the courier. “Did he say anything beyond the letter?” The young man shifted uneasily. “No, Your Excellency. Only that it was to be delivered without delay.” Shorter studied him. “You were at Corinth?” “Yes, sir.” “And the army?” The courier’s jaw tightened. “It stands, sir.” Shorter nodded once.

Pembroke cleared his throat. “Sir, if we are to raise additional regiments, the counties must be pressed hard. Some families have already sent two sons.” “Yes,” Shorter said quietly. “And some will send a third.”

The words lingered in the room. Outside, a church bell tolled the hour. Shorter picked up the letter again, eyes settling on the closing line: I rely with confidence upon the patriotism and devotion of Alabama’s people. “Confidence,” he repeated.

Pembroke watched him closely. “What are your orders, Governor?” Shorter did not answer at once.

He moved to the map mounted along the far wall with Alabama divided into counties, pins marking previous recruitment totals. Several districts already showed heavy contribution. Others, smaller and poorer, remained thin. He studied them in silence.

“The army at Corinth is the shield between the Federals and the Deep South,” he said at last. “If it breaks...” He did not finish the sentence.

The courier shifted again, boots scraping faintly against the wooden floor. Shorter turned back toward his desk, letter still in hand. “Fetch the adjutant general,” he said finally. “And have circular drafts prepared. Every county commissioner. Every newspaper editor willing to print the truth.”

Pembroke inclined his head. “At once, sir.” As he reached the door, Shorter called after him. “And Pembroke...” “Yes, Governor?” “Bring me the latest casualty lists from Shiloh. I want to see how many of those names belong to Alabama.” Pembroke paused only a heartbeat before nodding.

When the door closed, the governor stood alone in the quiet office, the letter from Corinth resting open before him. Outside, Montgomery continued in the warmth of late spring. Inside, the cost of April had just arrived.

***
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May 8, 1862

Jacksonville, Alabama

Eight days after the letter arrived, its ink was scarcely dry when it reached Montgomery, broadsides began appearing in towns far from the Capitol dome. Jacksonville received its copy by rider.

The town sat cradled in the northeastern hills of Calhoun County, where the red clay roads wound between clapboard storefronts and the square opened wide beneath a sky that seemed always a little closer than elsewhere. Chickens scratched near hitching posts. A blacksmith’s hammer rang steadily from the far corner. The courthouse clock ticked in patient defiance of war.

That morning, a boy tacked a fresh sheet of paper to the side of the Town Hall. By noon, half the town had read it. “Reinforcements required immediately,” Mr. Talley, the dry goods merchant, muttered aloud as he adjusted his spectacles. “Immediate,” he repeated, as though the word itself were heavier than the rest.

Across the square, three young men came running. Wilkerson McRae reached the board first, breath short but eyes bright. His younger brothers flanked him, boots kicking dust behind them. “What’s it say?” the youngest demanded.

Wilkerson leaned close, scanning the bold print. “Call for cavalry volunteers,” he read. “By order of the Governor of Alabama. All able-bodied men...” “That’s us,” one brother said quickly. Wilkerson did not answer at once. His gaze drifted past the paper toward the front steps of the Town Hall.

A table had been set beneath the shade of the awning. Behind it stood a man in a worn gray coat, sleeves rolled just enough to reveal forearms corded by old labor. His hat rested beside a thick ledger with blank lines. Sergeant Silas Ward watched the square with quiet patience. He had arrived at dawn with the rider and the circulars, said little to the mayor beyond what was necessary, and set his table without flourishing. No banner. No drum. Just paper, ink, and a steady gaze.

Wilkerson nudged his brothers. “Come on.” They ran again, cutting between wagons and startled townsfolk. As they neared the Town Hall, Wilkerson slowed.

Silas saw them before they reached the steps. Three boys, flushed from running, eyes alight with something too large for their chests. He had seen that look before.

Wilkerson mounted steps two at a time and stopped short of the table. His brothers skidded to a halt beside him, grinning wide as though they had found treasure. Silas rested one hand on the open ledger. “Afternoon,” he said evenly. The breeze shifted, carrying the smell of pine and dust across the square. Wilkerson straightened his shoulders. “Afternoon, Sergeant.”

Silas let the silence stretch just long enough to cool their breath. “You read the broadside?” he asked. Wilkerson nodded. “We did.” “And?” “And we mean to answer it,” one of the younger brothers said before Wilkerson could speak.

Silas’s eyes shifted between them, measuring height, shoulders, hands. Farm hands, all three. Used to work. Not soft. “Names,” Silas said, pulling the ledger closer. “Wilkerson McRae,” he answered first, steady now. “And these are my brothers, Thomas and Elijah.” Silas dipped the pen and scratched the names onto the page, ink bleeding slightly into the paper fibers.

“You boys ride?” Wilkerson’s chin lifted a fraction. “Since we could sit a saddle.” “Riding a plow mule ain’t cavalry,” Silas replied evenly. Thomas bristled. “We’ve got proper horses.” Silas’s pen paused. “Do you.” “Yes, sir,” Elijah said quickly. “Three of our own, and Pa’s got two more. Good stock. Not broken-down nags.”

Silas leaned back slightly, interest sharpening behind his calm expression. “The army won’t mount you,” he said. “Not proper. Cavalry outfits are lean. You bring your own horse; you stand a better chance of riding in the front rank instead of walking behind it.”

Wilkerson stepped closer to the table. “We can bring them.” Silas studied him. “Can you,” he said quietly, “or will your father have something to say about it?” That slowed them. Wilkerson hesitated only for a heartbeat. “Pa will understand.” “That ain’t what I asked.”

The square had grown quieter. A few townsfolk lingered within earshot. Silas rested both hands on the ledger. “A cavalryman without a horse is a burden,” he said. “But a cavalryman who can guarantee his mount? That is value.” Thomas exchanged a glance with his brothers. “If we bring our horses,” he said cautiously, “we’re in?” Silas’s jaw shifted slightly.

“I’m helping form a new unit,” he said. “Second Alabama Cavalry. We need riders who can move fast and hold steady. If your father grants the use of those horses for service, I can put your names forward with confidence.”

Wilkerson’s eyes lit in a way that had nothing to do with boyish excitement now. This was something tangible. A place secured. “We’ll get his word,” he said. Silas held his gaze. “You get it in writing,” he corrected. “War eats promises.” Elijah leaned forward eagerly. “When do you muster?” “Soon as I have enough men worth mounting.” Wilkerson squared his shoulders. “You’ll have us.” Silas gave the faintest nod.

“Bring your father to this table,” he said. “Or bring his mark on paper. Once I have that, I will see to the rest.” The breeze stirred again, flipping the corner of the recruitment broadside against the Town Hall wall. Silas dipped his pen once more and left three blank spaces beside their names.

The three brothers did not walk home. They ran.

Red clay kicked up behind their boots as they left the square and cut down the familiar road that wound toward their farm. Fences blurred past. A startled mule brayed from a neighboring pasture. The afternoon sun pressed warm against their backs, but none of them felt it.

“He said we’re in,” Thomas panted. “He said if Pa signs,” Wilkerson corrected, though his voice carried the same breathless excitement. Elijah laughed. “He will sign. He must.”

Their farmhouse came into view beyond a stand of pine with whitewashed boards, smoke lifting lazily from the chimney. The pasture beyond held five horses grazing in the slanting light.

Wilkerson slowed first. For just a moment. Then he mounted the porch steps two at a time and pushed through the door. “Pa!”

Their mother looked up from the kitchen table where she was shelling peas into a tin bowl. Her hands stilled at the sight of their flushed faces. “What’s caught fire?” she asked.

Their father stepped in from the back room, wiping his hands on a rag, hat still on his head from tending the fence line. “You boys look like you outran a storm.”

“We found the recruiting sergeant,” Wilkerson said. “He’s forming the 2nd Alabama Cavalry.” Silence settled heavily over the room. Their mother’s fingers resumed moving, but slower now. “And?” their father asked evenly. “And he’ll take us,” Thomas said quickly. “All three.”

Their mother’s hands stopped again. Wilkerson held his father’s gaze. “He says cavalry needs men who can bring their own mounts. He said if you grant us the horses for service, he can guarantee our place in the unit.” “The horses,” their mother repeated softly. “Yes, ma’am,” Elijah said. “Just for service. We will take safe care of them.” She stood slowly from her chair. “And who will take care of you?” she asked. No one answered that.

Their father crossed the room and looked out the front window toward the pasture. The five horses grazed peacefully, unaware of the weight now placed upon them. “The war’s not a parade ground,” he said after a moment. “We know that” Wilkerson replied. His father turned. “Do you?” The question hung sharp. Wilkerson swallowed but did not look away. “We know enough.”

Their mother moved closer to the table, her voice trembling despite her effort to steady it. “You’re my sons,” she said. “Not numbers on a page.” Thomas stepped toward her. “Ma, we can’t stay behind while others go.” `Her eyes shone, but she did not weep.

Their father returned to the table and sat heavily in the chair she had vacated. “How many horses did he say?” “He didn’t,” Wilkerson answered. “But three would secure us.” “And the other two?” their father asked quietly. Wilkerson hesitated. The older man gave a faint, tired nod. “I figured as much.” He reached for a scrap of paper from the drawer and uncorked the ink bottle kept for account tallies.

Their mother watched him, breath shallow. “You’re certain?” she asked him. He did not look up as he dipped the pen. “If they’re going,” he said, “better they ride.” The scratch of ink on paper filled the kitchen.

I, Samuel McRae of Calhoun County, do hereby grant my sons Wilkerson, Thomas, and Elijah the use of three horses from my property for service in the cavalry of the State of Alabama...

He paused, then continued writing with firm strokes. Their mother stepped behind him, one hand resting lightly on his shoulder. “You’re giving them to the war,” she whispered. “I’m giving them a chance to come back,” he replied.

He finished the note, sanded it lightly, and blew the excess from the page. When he stood, the paper trembled only slightly in his hand. He handed it to Wilkerson. “You take care of your brothers,” he said. Wilkerson gripped the note as though it were something fragile and sacred. “Yes, sir.”

Their father looked at each of them in turn. “You ride steady. You listen more than you speak. And you remember whose name you carry.” Their mother stepped forward then, pulling each of them close in turn, holding them longer than usual. The pasture beyond the window shifted in the late-day light, three of the horses lifting their heads as if sensing the change already stirring toward them.

The next morning broke cool and silver over the hills of Calhoun County. Mist clung low across the pasture as the McRae brothers saddled their horses in silence. Leather creaked. Bits chimed softly against metal rings. Their packs of rolled blankets, spare shirts, and a tin cup were tied tight behind their saddles.

Their mother stood on the porch, shawl wrapped close despite the mild air. Their father leaned against the fence rail, arms folded, watching without comment.

Wilkerson mounted first. Thomas swung up after him, then Elijah, who fumbled once with his stirrup before settling into the saddle.

Their father stepped forward. “You ride straight into town,” he said. “No showing off.” “Yes, sir.” He looked at the horses last. The bay Wilkerson rode, at the sorrel under Thomas, at the gray beneath Elijah. “Bring ’em back,” he muttered, more to the animals than the boys.

Their mother descended the porch steps and pressed something into Wilkerson’s hand, a small, folded cloth. “For Sundays,” she said. He nodded, unable to trust his voice. Then they turned toward the road.

Hooves struck firm against packed clay as they rode toward Jacksonville, not running this time, but steady. Along the way, other riders joined them; young men from neighboring farms, some mounted on fine stock, others on lean field horses pressed suddenly into military service.

By the time they reached the town square, the quiet morning had transformed. Nearly two dozen riders clustered before the Town Hall. Families lingered at the edges, women clutching shawls, fathers offering last words in hushed tones. A wagon stood ready with extra feed sacks and crates.

Behind the folding table, Sergeant Silas Ward stood as he had the day before. With his coat buttoned, hat on, ledger open. But today there was no emptiness beside him. There were names. He looked up as the McRae brothers approached.

“Well,” Silas said, voice carrying across the square, “looks like Pine County rides early.” Wilkerson guided his horse forward and dismounted in one smooth motion. He handed over the folded paper. “My father’s mark,” he said. Silas took it and read carefully. He nodded once. “Three mounts fit for cavalry service,” he murmured. “That’ll do.” Thomas and Elijah dismounted beside their brother.

Around them, the other young men straightened in their saddles, sensing something about to begin. Silas stepped forward from the table and turned to face them all. “Form up,” he called.

The riders shifted awkwardly at first, guiding their horses into something resembling two uneven lines. Hooves shuffled. Leather snapped tight. Silas walked slowly before them; boots deliberate against the wooden steps of the Town Hall. “You answered a call,” he began, voice firm but not shouted. “No band brought you here. No parade. Just ink on paper and your own will.” He paused, letting the breeze carry his words. “Some of you think you’re riding toward glory.” A few smiles flickered. Silas’s gaze hardened slightly. “You’re riding toward duty.” The smiles faded.

“This war will not care where you come from. It will not care how straight you sit a saddle. It will not care how loud you cheer.” He turned, sweeping his arm toward the gathered men. “But it will care how steady you are when the noise starts. How tight you hold your line. How well you look after the man riding beside you.” His eyes landed briefly on Wilkerson, then moved on.

“As of this morning,” Silas continued, “you are no longer just boys from Jacksonville.” He let the moment stretch. “You are Company A.” The words seemed to settle over them like new skin. “Company A,” he repeated. “Of the 2nd Alabama Cavalry.” A murmur of rising pride ran through the ranks with many shoulders squaring. “You’ll ride under that name,” Silas said. “You will answer to it. And you will earn it.”

He stepped back toward the table and closed the ledger with a firm snap. “Mount up,” he ordered. The men swung into their saddles, less awkward now, as if the designation had already changed the way they moved. Silas placed his hat back on his head and took up his own reins. “Company A,” he called, voice strong enough to echo off the brick storefronts, “forward.”

Hooves struck in unison as the column began to move, leaving the Town Hall behind and carrying the square’s lingering dust with them as they rode out of Jacksonville toward whatever waited beyond the hills.

***
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Two days later

Montgomery, Alabama

The ride south had stripped some of the shine from Company A. Dust coated their coats and settled into the creases of their faces. Horses hung their heads lower by the time the spires of Montgomery came into view. The Capitol dome rose pale against the sky, serene and distant from the business of assembling men for war.

They crossed Commerce Street in a loose column and followed shouted directions toward the rail depot. Steam rolled across the yard in thick bursts as a locomotive vented its lungs. Wagons rattled in and out. Men in gray milled in uneven groups, some already uniformed, others still dressed in homespun.

“Company A, dismount!” Silas ordered. Boots struck ground. Reins were looped quickly over hitch rails. The smell of coal smoke mixed with horse sweat and hot iron. A captain with a trimmed beard strode past, voice sharp. “Cavalry recruits to the rear yard! Move with purpose, gentlemen!” “Move,” Silas said quietly, and his men moved.

Behind the depot lay the muster yard with hard-packed earth churned by boots and hooves into a powdery haze. Officers barked names. Clerks scratched at ledgers. Quartermasters stood behind stacks of crates pried open and already half-emptied. “Next five!” a lieutenant shouted.

Wilkerson stepped forward with his brothers, guiding his horse toward a line marked by overturned barrels. A corporal thrust a bundle of rough gray cloth into his arms. “Uniform issue,” the man said. “Take it or leave it. That’s what’s left.” Wilkerson unfolded the coat briefly. One sleeve was slightly shorter than the other. Thomas snorted. “Looks like it fought the war already.” “Likely did,” the quartermaster muttered without looking up.

Nearby, a recruit tested a carbine. It misfired with a hollow click. “Next!” came the shout again. Silas stood slightly apart, watching the flow.

Wilkerson turned his attention to his saddle, adjusting the blanket beneath it. The long ride had loosened the rigging. He tugged hard at the cinch, pulling it tight in one abrupt motion. The bay tossed its head and shifted sideways. “You aiming to strangle the beast?” Silas asked. Wilkerson stiffened. “It’s tight.” 

“It’s wrong.” Silas stepped forward without waiting for permission. In one smooth movement, he loosened the strap slightly, adjusted the angle of the latigo, and pulled it snug again with measured pressure. “You cinch in stages,” Silas said. “First pull to set it. Walk the horse. Then tighten again.” Wilkerson’s jaw worked. “We rode two days like this.” “And you’re fortunate the saddle didn’t roll under you crossing a ditch.”

Wilkerson opened his mouth to answer, then stopped. Silas met his eyes. “You want to ride cavalry,” he said evenly, “learn to do it properly.” A beat of silence hung between them. Wilkerson exhaled slowly. “Yes, Sergeant.” Silas gave a short nod and stepped back. Thomas leaned toward his brother under his breath. “He’s got a point.” Wilkerson shot him a look but said nothing more.

Across the yard, an officer shouted again. “Form by companies!” Men scrambled, unsure where they belonged. Dust rose in lazy clouds around their boots. Silas walked the length of Company A, adjusting a strap here, correcting a seat there. He paused once more beside Wilkerson. “You’ve got a strong seat,” Silas said quietly. “But strength ain’t the same as control.” Wilkerson absorbed that without reply. Silas moved on, expression unreadable.

He had seen raw talent before with men who could ride hard and shoot straight. What worried him was not the boy’s ability. It was the way he carried it. Wilkerson sat tall in the saddle, chin lifted, eyes scanning the yard as if already measuring where he might rise. Silas watched him a moment longer. Potential, he thought. And trouble, if not tempered.

A whistle shrieked near the depot. “Mount!” an officer bellowed. Leather creaked. Hooves stamped. The yard, chaotic moments before, began to take rough shape. Montgomery no longer felt like a distant capital. It felt like a threshold.

The weeks that followed stripped Montgomery of its novelty. Dawn came early in the muster yard; the air was already thick before the sun cleared the depot roof. Company A drilled until their thighs burned and their hands blistered. Mount. Dismount. Form column. Wheel left. Fire from the saddle. Reload. Again. The first week, Wilkerson rode with visible pride. His back was straight, his movements quick. When Captain Rawlins barked an order, he answered loud and sharp. 

By the third week, pride had given way to sweat. “Faster!” Rawlins shouted one morning as the men struggled through a mounted maneuver. “You call that a wheel? I have seen church wagons turn tighter!” Horses collided in near confusion. Thomas cursed as his stirrup tangled briefly with another rider’s boot. “Hold your line!” Silas called, voice cutting clean through the noise. “Look ahead, not at your reins!” They barely corrected.

It was during weapons drill that the friction sharpened. A corporal named Harlan Pike, who was newly promoted and wearing his stripes like polished silver paced before the line with deliberate swagger. “You there,” Pike called suddenly, pointing at Wilkerson. “Calhoun County.” Wilkerson’s jaw tightened. “Sir.” “That is not how you hold a carbine. Unless you are planning to frighten the enemy with bad posture.” A few men chuckled. Wilkerson adjusted his grip but said nothing.

Pike stepped closer, circling him. “I suppose back home you shot squirrels off fence posts and thought yourself a marksman.” Wilkerson’s ears burned. “I can shoot straight,” he replied evenly. “Oh, I don’t doubt that” Pike said lightly. “It’s the thinking part that concerns me.” The chuckles grew louder. Wilkerson held his ground. “With respect, Corporal, I’ll stand my test same as any man here.” Pike’s smile thinned. “You’ll stand where you’re told.”

The tension thickened like humidity before a storm. Across the yard, Silas watched without intervening. His face betrayed nothing, but his eyes moved carefully between the two young men. He saw it plainly: Wilkerson’s pride smarting under mockery, Pike’s ambition sharpened by insecurity.

The captain called for live-fire practice before the exchange could deepen. Shots cracked across the yard in uneven rhythm. Smoke drifted low. Wilkerson’s grouping was tight. Pike noticed. “Beginner’s luck,” he muttered, though softer this time.

As the weeks wore on, the glamour Wilkerson had imagined thinned to something harder. Uniforms itched. Saddles rubbed raw spots on horses’ backs. Meals were thin and often cold.

One afternoon, a wagon of new equipment arrived with crates stamped with faded markings from older campaigns. The quartermaster overseeing distribution was a broad-shouldered man with a beard gone mostly gray. He pried open a crate and tossed out a stack of worn saddlebags. “Take what fits,” he said. “The rest you mend.”

Wilkerson examined a belt whose buckle hung crooked. “Is this the best they’ve got?” Thomas muttered. The quartermaster spat to the side. “You boys think war’s all flags and parades...” he said, voice low and graveled. “...you’ll learn.” No one laughed this time.

Silas stepped forward and picked up one of the saddles. He ran his hand beneath the flap, checking stitching, evaluating the leather’s give. “This one’s serviceable,” he said. “Needs oil, not complaint.”

He moved down the line, correcting poorly tied bedrolls, tightening straps, showing Elijah how to balance weight evenly across the cantle. “You ride lopsided,” he said. “Horse will tire quicker than you will.” Elijah flushed but nodded.

Wilkerson watched closely as Silas demonstrated how to check a bridle for weak points. “You fix it now,” Silas said, “or it breaks when you’re running.”

The men began to mimic his motions. Quiet respect replaced earlier laughter. Even Pike paid attention.

Drill followed drill. Sweat soaked collars. Blisters hardened into calluses. Horses responded quicker to commands. Wilkerson still rode tall, but there was less show in it now.

One evening, as the men cleaned carbines under fading light, Pike approached again. “Still think this is glory, Calhoun County?” he asked. Wilkerson wiped oil from the barrel slowly. “I think it’s work,” he said. Pike studied him for a moment longer than usual, then gave a dismissive shrug. “Don’t mistake work for worth,” he replied, walking away.

Silas, seated nearby with whetstone in hand, said nothing. But he had heard. And he had seen the slight change in Wilkerson’s posture. One less boast and more thought.

The excitement that had filled the depot yard on the first day had not vanished entirely. However, it had begun to settle like dust. And dust, Silas knew, had a way of clinging long after the marching stopped.
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Chapter 2

The Weight of a Saber
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May 15, 1862

Dawn in the Montgomery muster yard came without gentleness. A thin gray light crept over the rail depot roof, revealing men who had slept too little and risen too soon. The air already felt heavy, though the sun had not yet cleared the horizon. Horses shifted along their lines, breath fogging faintly in the cool before heat returned to claim the day.

“Form up!” Captain Rawlins’ voice cut across the yard. Company A assembled in uneven ranks, boots scuffing hard-packed earth. Wilkerson rolled his shoulders once, trying to work stiffness from muscles that had not yet forgiven yesterday’s drill. Thomas muttered beside him, “Feels like I laid down and stood right back up.” “You did,” Elijah replied.

A wagon creaked forward and halted before the company. Two quartermaster’s men began unloading bundles wrapped in oilcloth and tied with cord.

Rawlins stepped forward, expression brisk. “Today,” he said, “you learn to use what makes cavalry feared.”

The oilcloth was pulled back. Sabers lay stacked in dull rows of steel worn gray, some blades spotted faintly with rust, others nicked along the edge from previous service. The leather grips were darkened by hands long gone. Wilkerson felt a flicker of something close to excitement. So, this was it.

The quartermaster moved down the line, pressing a saber into each man’s hand without ceremony. When Wilkerson’s turn came, the weight surprised him. It dragged his arm immediately.

He adjusted his grip and drew the blade halfway from its scabbard. The metal rasped faintly. He had imagined something lighter. Something that moved as easily as the heroic strokes he had pictured in his mind. Thomas let out a low whistle. “That’s no fence rail.” “Elijah nearly dropped his,” someone muttered.

Further down the line, a recruit misjudged the draw and the blade caught awkwardly against the mouth of the scabbard. Another man swung too wide and nearly clipped the trooper beside him. “Hold!” Rawlins barked.

Silas stepped forward from the second rank. He drew his own saber, not quickly, nor dramatically, but with controlled precision. The blade slid free with a clean, efficient motion. “You don’t fight the scabbard,” Silas said evenly. “You guide it.”

He shifted his stance with his feet planted and demonstrated a measured cut through empty air. The motion was compact. Efficient. No flourish. “Steel’s not a flag to wave,” he continued. “It’s a tool.”

Wilkerson watched carefully. Silas rotated his wrist slightly and executed a second cut, shorter and tighter this time. “Your arm should end where it began,” he said. “Not flung halfway to Georgia.” A few men chuckled nervously.

“Again,” Rawlins ordered. The recruits tried to mimic the movement. Blades flashed in uneven arcs. One man lost balance and staggered. Another clipped the brim of his own hat.

Wilkerson drew fully this time and attempted the controlled cut Silas had shown. The saber dragged at the end of the motion. His wrist wavered. The weight unsettled him.

“Slow,” Silas called from down the line. “Speed without control’s how you carve your own leg.” Wilkerson tightened his jaw and tried again, slower now. The steel felt colder in his hand than he expected. And heavier.

Beside him, Pike executed his cuts with sharp, exaggerated precision, letting the blade whistle audibly through the air. “Like that,” Pike muttered to the man near him. “Let it sing.” Silas’s eyes flicked briefly in his direction, but he said nothing.

“Draw and cut!” Rawlins called again. The yard filled with the sound of steel scraping leather and slicing empty space. Horses tossed their heads at the unfamiliar motion. One mount sidestepped sharply when a blade flashed too near its flank. “Mind your distance!” Silas barked.

Wilkerson attempted another stroke. This time he felt the blade pull him forward, momentum stronger than he anticipated. He caught himself just before losing balance. A flicker of heat rose in his face from embarrassment. He had imagined battle as a test of courage. He had not imagined fighting the weight of the weapon itself.

“Hold!” Rawlins called again. The blades lowered.

Silas walked down the line, correcting grips without ceremony. He adjusted a recruit’s wrist, shifted another’s elbow slightly. When he reached Wilkerson, he did not look at him directly. “You’re muscling it,” Silas said quietly. “It’s heavy,” Wilkerson replied before he could stop himself. 

“It’s meant to be.” Silas reached out and pressed Wilkerson’s shoulder lightly. “Power comes from here,” he said, tapping the shoulder, “not from flailing.” He repositioned Wilkerson’s hand on the grip. “Let the blade move where you guide it. Not where it drags you.” Wilkerson nodded, chastened.

They resumed. This time, he slowed deliberately. Drew carefully. Cut with less force. The motion felt smaller. But steadier.

Around him, a recruit cursed under his breath as his blade clipped the dirt. Another rubbed a forearm where steel had grazed cloth. The yard no longer sounded heroic. It sounded clumsy with metal scraping. Boots shifting. Horses uneasy.

Wilkerson looked down at the saber in his hand. The blade caught the rising sunlight along its edge. It did not look like glory. It looked like work.

And for the first time since he had stepped onto the depot platform weeks earlier, he understood that battle might depend less on bravery than on whether he could control what he held.

By midmorning, the sun had burned through the last of the dawn haze. The muster yard shimmered in rising heat, dust hanging low from the earlier foot drill. The sabers, newly issued and still unfamiliar, rested heavy at each man’s side.

“Mount up!” Captain Rawlins called. Leather creaked. Hooves struck earth. The horses, already uneasy from the morning’s flashing steel, tossed their heads as blades shifted in scabbards.

Wilkerson swung into the saddle and felt the saber knock awkwardly against his thigh.

It was different now. On foot, the weight had dragged at his arm. On horseback, it altered his balance entirely. “Interval!” Rawlins shouted. “Keep distance! You are cavalry, not laundry strung on a line!” The line stretched and wavered.

Silas rode slowly along the flank, eyes sharp. “Draw on my command,” Rawlins continued. “No heroics. Controlled cuts only.” Wilkerson swallowed. The yard suddenly seemed smaller.

“Draw!” Steel rasped in an uneven chorus.

Several horses shied instantly at the motion. One trooper’s mount jerked sideways, nearly colliding with Thomas. “Steady!” Silas barked.

Wilkerson carefully drew this time, recalling the morning’s correction. He kept his elbow tight, wrist firm.

“Forward at a walk!” Rawlins ordered. The line lurched forward. Sabers lifted hesitantly in the air. The movement felt wrong with too much weight on one side, too much uncertainty in the reins.

“Cut right!” came the command. Wilkerson attempted the motion. The blade dipped lower than he intended. His horse sensed the imbalance and shifted, forcing him to clamp his knees harder to remain upright. Dust kicked into his eyes.

Beside him, Pike urged his horse ahead a half-length, blade slicing in broad, dramatic arcs. “Like this!” Pike called loudly to the men near him. He executed a high flourish, letting the saber whistle overhead before snapping it downward in a sweeping cut. His horse skittered sideways at the sudden movement.

“Hold your position!” Rawlins snapped. But Pike continued, pressing forward two strides more than commanded, blade still moving.

A recruit near him flinched as steel passed too close. Wilkerson attempted to correct his own posture, focusing on steadiness rather than speed. His blade cut cleaner this time, but as he reined slightly to adjust alignment, the saber’s weight shifted abruptly. His seat faltered. For a brief, sickening moment, he felt himself tilt. He tightened his grip on the saddle horn and righted himself just before losing balance entirely.

Heat flooded his face. Across the line, one trooper’s blade clipped another’s scabbard with a sharp clang. “Enough!” Silas’ voice cut through the yard like a rifle crack. The entire line halted. Dust settled slowly around them.

Silas rode forward to the center, gaze sweeping over the men. “A dead hero’s no use to anyone,” he said evenly. No one answered.

Pike lowered his blade last, jaw set tight. “We’re practicing charges, Sergeant,” Pike said. “Speed matters.” Silas turned his horse slightly toward him. “Control matters first.”

Pike held his stare a second too long. “Men don’t win by creeping,” Pike replied. “And they don’t win by cutting their own mounts,” Silas answered calmly. A flicker of tension ran through the line.

Rawlins intervened, voice clipped. “Reset positions.” Wilkerson adjusted his reins, breathing more carefully now. His earlier excitement had thinned into something closer to unease.

The horses were nervous. The men more so. “Again,” Rawlins commanded. “At a walk.” This time, the line moved slower.

Wilkerson concentrated on the feel of the saddle beneath him, on keeping his shoulders square. He lifted the saber only as high, as necessary.

“Cut left!” He followed through, tighter than before. His blade did not wobble. He felt the difference. Small. But real.

Beside him, Thomas muttered, “Feels like we’re fighting the horses more than the enemy.” Wilkerson did not argue.

At the far end of the line, Pike performed another sharp maneuver with less flamboyancy this time but still edged with display. His horse sidestepped again, agitation evident. Silas watched him closely.

“Bring it in,” Rawlins ordered at last. 

The line slowed to a halt. Men wiped sweat from their brows. A few flexed cramped fingers around saber grips. One recruit glanced at his forearm where a shallow slice had opened the fabric of his sleeve. Wilkerson sheathed his blade carefully. The steel resisted slightly before sliding home. He exhaled.

The yard felt quieter now. Not from lack of sound, but from recognition. This was not the clean, thundering charge he had imagined. It was balance and precision with discipline. And every misstep threatened not just pride, but bone.

Silas rode past him slowly. “You kept your seat,” he said without looking directly at Wilkerson. “Yes, Sergeant.” “Next time,” Silas added, “keep your confidence too.” Wilkerson nodded.

Across the yard, Pike wiped his blade clean with exaggerated care, casting a sideways glance toward Silas.

The drill resumed shortly after. And the weight of the saber felt heavier still.

By the time Captain Rawlins called for a break, the sun stood high enough to bleach the color from the yard. Men dismounted stiffly. Some dropped heavily onto overturned buckets. Others sought what little shade the rail depot cast across the packed earth. Horses hung their heads, flanks dark with sweat, tails flicking at flies that would not be driven off. Wilkerson slid from the saddle and felt the tremor in his thighs the moment his boots hit ground.

Thomas landed beside him with a low grunt. “If this keeps on, I’ll never hold a plow again after this damn sword.” A few men nearby laughed weakly. “You won’t need to,” Elijah muttered. “You’ll have one arm too short.” Someone farther down the line flexed cramped fingers. “Feels like the blade’s still in my hand.”

Wilkerson lowered himself onto a bucket and rested the saber across his knees. His palm burned faintly where the grip had rubbed. He had not imagined this part. The soreness, the uncertainty, the way of even lifting the blade again felt like lifting something larger than metal.

Across from him sat a recruit from Perry County, younger than Wilkerson had first thought. The boy rolled up his sleeve and revealed a thin slice across his forearm. “Caught it on the backswing,” he muttered. Silas appeared without announcement and crouched beside him. “Let me see.”

The recruit hesitated only a moment before extending his arm. Silas examined the cut carefully. “Shallow,” he said. “But sloppy.” He reached into his kit and produced a strip of clean cloth. With practiced efficiency, he cleaned the wound and wrapped it tight, not harshly, but firm enough to hold. “You don’t outrun steel,” Silas said as he tied the knot. “You respect it.” The boy nodded, chastened.

Men nearby watched. No boasting now. No exaggeration of wounds for effect. Just quiet attention.

Wilkerson found himself studying the faces around him. Bruised shoulders. Blistered hands. Sweat running unchecked into eyes.

Thomas flexed his wrist and grimaced. “Never thought I’d be sore from waving at air.” “It ain’t air you’re meant to hit,” Elijah replied. Wilkerson allowed a faint smile.

A trooper from Autauga shifted awkwardly on his bucket. “I thought cavalry meant riding,” he admitted. “Didn’t think we’d be wrestling swords before breakfast.” “That’s because you were thinking about parades,” another man said. Silence followed that. Wilkerson felt the truth of it land quietly between them. He had thought of parades too. Bright banners. Charging lines. Steel flashing under sunlight.
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