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Bowens watched  another wagon load of men come down the dusty road and stop at the base of 
the framed sixty foot tower. Two sergeants jumped into the back and removed the hoods covering the 
men's heads. The men squinted and looked about at their surroundings as the sergeants ordered them 
out of the wagon and to the long line extending towards three tables.

A staff sergeant at each table said to each man as they stepped forward. “State your rank, name, 
age, and regiment.”

A man dressed in the gaudy blue and scarlet uniform of a zouave said proudly,  “Corporal 
Russell David Hamilton. Twenty-one. 47th Virginia Infantry. Formerly with Zarvona's Zouaves.”

“I heard of your work on board the St. Nicholas,” the sergeant said. “Good work there.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The sergeant held out his hand.“Recommendation papers?” 
“Written by Zarvona himself and smuggled out of a Yankee prison,” the zouave said proudly 

handing the sergeant an envelope.
The sergeant read the crumbled paper. “Impressive, Corporal Hamilton.”
He placed the recommendation letter in a pile with others and checked off the zouave's name on 

a sheet of paper.
“Can you tell me more about what this is all about, sergeant?” the zouave asked.
“Its the most elite unit in the new Confederacy, son. You've been asked to join it if you can pass 

the Trials.”
The zouave smiled proudly. “That I can do.”
“Go to the table there behind me.” The sergeant motioned to where gathering men stood in front 

of another sergeant and read passages from a drill manual. Others were writing sentences out of the 
Bible on a chalk board while others performed math equations. 

Bowens rode by as one of the men, a big son of a gun, snarled at the sergeant. “What's writing 
and doing sums got to do with fightin' anyway?”

Despite the man's imposing sized, the sergeant stayed firm. He pointed toward a wagon near a 
cluster of trees. A dozen other men sat inside, drinking from canteens, eating cornbread and observing 
the events around them.

“Nothing personal,” the sergeant said. “Go get yourself something to eat.”
The big man took off his hat, crumbled it in his hands, and stalked off. “Didn't want to be part 

of this outfit no how,” he grumbled to himself.
Bowens waited to make sure the big man took his place among the others in the wagon. A 

young woman with a pretty smile laid a giant cake of cornbread in his hands as he climbed up in the 
back. This seem to make the big man forget about his rejection.

The sounds of gunfire from a nearby glade attracted Bowen's attention. He turned his horse 
about and headed toward another set of tables where Whitman, in his new gray uniform that was near 
identical to Bowen's, patrolled up and down the line watching as soldiers came forward and shot at 
straw targets with Sharps rifles at 100 and 200 yards. Sergeants with field glasses called out if the shots 
were made or not.

“Whitman,” Bowens called out to the mountain man.  
“They're some mighty fine shooters here, Locke,” Whitman said. “Mighty fine.”
Bowens nodded and looked to the adjoining field. Men on horseback galloped, wheeled, and 

jumped their mounts on a obstacle course.  Sam was nearby, watching quietly and motionless under the 
shade of a tree.

“Some good horsemen too,” Bowens said. 
“That's a fact,” Whitman said. “Ol' Charles got what he was after, didn't he?”
“He certainly did.”
One of the soldiers in a muddy uniform threw his rifle to the table. “I missed it by a hair's 



breath, by God! A hair's breath!” He held up his forefinger and thumb to indicate the small distance.
The sergeant who had been watching the shooter's target motioned towards the wagon of the 

other rejected men. “Go get something to eat. Nothing personal, son. You're still a fine shot.”
Bowens gave Whitman a questioning look. 
“Sixth one today,” Whitman said.
Bowens frowned and looked back at the wagon of rejected men. Another wagon was being 

brought forward to be filled with more men who could not meet the requirements. Bowens counted 
thirty men so far who hadn't made it and the qualifying was still just in the early parts of the morning. 
To get through all 416 recruits, it would take all day. How many would be in those wagons at that time?
He shook his heads as three more men were offered cornbread. 

“We're going to need more wagons,” Bowens said.
Whitman put his hands behind his back and went back to observing the shooting. “And more 

cornbread.”
Bowens removed his hat to allow the cool breeze to blow through his hair. It was going to be a 

hot summer. The men would face Gideon's Trials in some difficult conditions. That would suit Gideon 
just fine, though. The Texan looked towards his friend who was on a nearby hill watching the going-
ons atop his black stallion. Bowens turned his horse to go join him. 

Bowens passed a tent where men had stripped down naked and were being prodded and poked 
by Gideon's personal surgeon, Dick Spaight. That man took too much pleasure from his work, Bowens, 
thought. Spaight puffed on a cigar, drew it from his mouth and waved it it at Bowens. Bowens waited 
until Spaight showed him four fingers. Bowens sighed, nodded an acknowledgement, and headed up 
the hill.

Brief scenery description here. 
Gideon was brushing some dirt off his new uniform. Bowens wasn't used to seeing him dressed 

as a soldier. Even more peculiar were the two stars on Gideon's collar indicating him as a colonel. They 
had all shunned such things over the years. Though they had both received honorary ranks, titles, and 
uniforms from American, Mexican, Nicaraguan, and Italian authorities during their numerous 
campaigns, they never sported them. Gideon had insisted this time, though. “Things are different,” he 
had said. Bowens still had not gotten used to his uniform. It was just too hot to wear such a thing. He 
kept his front buttons unfastened, but Gideon looked like he had just stepped off a parade field.

“What do you think, Locke?”
“We've gathered some good men, here, Charles,” Bowens said bringing his horse aside 

Gideon's. “They're excellent shots and superb horsemen. They all possess a toughness as well—you can 
tell. You did what you set out to do—assemble the best men from the whole Southern army.”

“We can make them better, though.”
Bowens smiled. “Of course.”
The two watched where a man had fallen from his horse on the obstacle course. Two soldiers 

ran to help him. Though the man seemed genuinely hurt, Sam, who had observed the whole thing, 
showed little sympathy. He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at the wagon of rejected men.  

“There goes another,” Bowens said.
“I didn't expect them all to qualify,” Gideon said. “Its why we are having these tests.”
“We're losing a lot,” Bowens said. “Some just don't have the marksmanship and horsemanship 

skills. And Spaight said he's rejected four this morning. Most are failing because they can't read or 
write, though.” 

Gideon paused. “You are certain?”
Bowens indicated the wagons. “Almost all of them were rejected because they can not.”
“They must be able to read, write, and do their sums,” Gideon said firmly. “Literacy is the 

doorway to knowledge”
Bowens nodded. It had been a core requirement for each recruit. He had argued with Gideon on 



this when it was first discussed. After all, he and Whitman had maybe a combined six months of 
learning between the two of them when they had joined the team. Fink had been completely illiterate. 
Only Sam and Percy had a good amount of education when they joined. As long as Bowens had known 
him, Gideon had always stressed that the men learn to read and write and do arithmetic. Over the years, 
with Gideon's guidance, all members had become proficient in all three areas. Bowens was certain a 
literate man did not necessarily make a good fighting man, but Gideon did and he would argue it to his 
grave. 

Despite the setbacks, Bowens thought his friend would be pleased with what they had so far. 
Under another clump of trees on this side of Spaight's torture tents were three groups of men, organized 
by their respective companies. They were lounging on the grass, playing cards, reading books, 
sleeping, and eating cornbread and fresh pork handed to them by gentle southern women.

Gideon was drumming his fingers on his saddle and kept lifting his field glasses to look down at 
the men. 

“I checked the lists, “Bowens said reading his thoughts. “Thomas James Dixon of the 1st 

Virginia Cavalry Regiment has not arrived.”
Gideon brought up his field glasses and watched as another wagon full of hooded men came 

down the road. “He'll be here.”
“You know Charles, even if he does show, he may not make the cut.”
“Ye of little faith.”
Transition.
Gideon pointed his hand excitedly. “There. The one in the gray uniform of Stuart's cavalry.”
He handed Bowens his field glasses. Bowens looked down at the group of men stepping off the 

wagon and walking toward the table lines. He saw him. He was a handsome youth, not particularly tall, 
but he held himself with a dignity that indicated his pedigree. Bowens wondered if he looked anything 
like his grandfather. The young man observed the hill and brought his hand to his brow in salute. The 
boy had a pretty good eye if he could recognize Gideon at this distance.

Gideon chuckled and returned the salute. 
“I stand corrected,” Bowens said.
Gideon gave a small smile. 
“Despite his bloodlines, you will not show him any favoritism, Locke,” Gideon said. 
“You don't need to worry 'bout that,” Bowens said. 
Two more were headed toward the wagon—more from the reading, writing, and sums station. 

Bowens returned the field glasses to Gideon.
“I'm going back down. I will let you know how the favored son fares,” Bowens said. He picked 

up his reigns and pointed his horse downhill. He wondered what would happen if Dixon didn't make 
the cut. Gideon would be dashed. He didn't say so, but it was obvious that Gideon had his heart set on 
having the boy as a part of the team. Bowens wondered if his friend would alter the requirements just 
so the boy could make it. No, Bowens thought. Not Gideon. He had his heroes, but he also had his  
standards.

“Oh, one more thing, Locke,” Gideon called after him. “In front of the men, you need to get 
used to calling me 'colonel.' The familiarity we have been used to all these years needs to give way to 
military discipline and protocol. I will reciprocate by calling you 'captain.' Do not be offended.”

Bowens sighed. This was something else they had never concerned themselves with, but he 
could see why Gideon would insist. The Texan nodded. “Certainly.”

“You can call me by name in private, of course.”
“Yes.”
“Learn to salute too.”
Bowens touched his hat. “Sure thing, Colonel.”
Gideon gave a sideways smile, leaned forward on his saddle and brought his field glasses back 



to his face.
Transition. 
Dixon had made the qualifications without question and had been assigned to Company A, 

which was made up of Virginians and Marylanders. He was an excellent horseman, an even better 
marksman, could read, write, perform his sums, and was declared a fine specimen by Spaight. His 
recommendation from General Stuart could best be described as gushing—embarrassingly so. When 
Bowens told him the news, Gideon acted like he was taking it all in stride, but Bowens could detect the 
glow of pride in his friend's face. 

It was near evening by the time all the men had completed their qualification tests and been 
assigned to their companies. Gideon spared no expense in welcoming his new battalion. Three long 
tables were brought out onto the marksmanship field and the men, alongside the members of their new 
companies, feasted on roasted beef and cabbage, dumplings, and barrels of apple cider. 

Bowens came to Gideon with a final report.
“Well, we certainly lost a lot,” Bowens said. “Over a hundred, Charles.”
Gideon winced.
“Most of those couldn't read, some were too sickly and others couldn't shoot worth a damn. A 

few couldn't even ride a horse. We sent them along their way. The rest here meet our requirements. 
They're all patriots. Everyone of them. They're so hot with it too, if you threw water on them, they'd 
sizzle.”

Gideon nodded his approval.
“And I'll be damned, Charles.” Bowens could hardly contain his smile. “You won't believe 

this.”
Gideon looked at him, a knowing look on his face. “There's 300 of them, isn't there?”
“I'll be damned if there isn't a single one more or a single one less.”
Gideon nodded, expressionless, as if it was something he knew all along.
While the men ate, Gideon and Bowens kept their distance. Transition 
A dozen slaves cleaned up the meal while the men were ushered to the base of the frame tower. 

The area was lit by torch light and threw shadows on the men as they drew up in file in their respective 
companies. Gideon sat on his horse in front of them. Bowens and the others were on his left and right. 

“My brothers-in-arms,” Gideon said. “Join with me and sing,  A Mighty Fortress is Our God.”
The song started out sporadic without any musical accompaniment, but with Gideon's strong 

voice leading, soon all were in sync. No more than a verse into the song, Bowens decided that though 
the men were fine soldiers, they were in no way ready for choir. 

Gideon finished the song and removed his hat. “Let us pray.”
Almost as one, the men removed their hats and bowed their heads.
Bowens felt like he was more at a church service than a military muster. He wondered what his 

friend was up to with all this religious presentation. 
Gideon finished the prayer and placed his hat back on his salty locks.
“I am Colonel Charles Frederick Gideon,” he said. “And I am this battalion's commanding 

officer.”
He indicated the men to his left and right. “This is Captain Locke Bowens and Lieutenants 

David Fink, Frank Whitman, and Samuel Byrd.
“We are veterans of wars in Texas, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Italy. Between us, we have over 

forty years of military experience. We have honed our skills to perfection. You will find no finer 
warriors in the world. For those who pass the Trials and become the chosen few, we will pass our 
knowledge on to you.”

“Though you hail from all parts of the south, your official designation will be the 29th Battalion, 
Virginia Cavalry, and have been authorized by Jefferson Davis to act as partisans under the conditions 
outlined of the Partisan Ranger Act of this year. Under this act, you men are entitled to the same pay, 



rations, and quarters during the term of service, and are subject to the same rules and regulations as 
other soldiers in the army. You will be considered equal to all troops of the line and are considered 
mustered unconditionally into the Confederate Service for and during the war.”

Gideon let this information sink in for a moment. No one protested.
 “My brothers-in-arms, I see many of you looking about. You wonder why we have gathered 
when the enemy is so near and threatening our families and loved ones. Some of you have traveled the 
length of our country and come to a land you do not know. You hail from Virginia, Tennessee, North 
Carolina, South Carolina--”

The men began to shout when they heard their state's name.
“--Maryland, Georgia, Alabama, Kentucky, Missouri, Texas--”
Loud shouts.
“--Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Florida.”
More shouting.
“You ask yourselves, why do we come here when we should be in our home states, defending 

hearth and home? It is because I have searched this great land of ours, looking for the finest men, men 
who are committed to defending our rights and liberties against our oppressors. If there should be any 
question, the question should be—why are there so few of us?  I answer—it is you brave men who are 
the true defenders of our rights and liberties. Too many say they stand with us, but they lack the true 
courage to do so.  But still, there are so few of us. How can so few defeat so many? The answer is in 
your Bibles, brothers. Do you not recall when the Amalekites and Midianites came up against Israel 
and left no sustenance for them: ravaging their lands, taking their property, denying them their 
liberties? The children of Israel fled into the mountains to live in their caves and strong holds. Israel 
was greatly impoverished and afraid.” 

Bowens and Whitman exchanged glances. The mountain man cocked his eyebrow.  What is ol  
Charles up to? Bowens wondered. He was never this showy. And the subject matter—was Gideon 
actually going to say what Bowens thought he was going to say?

“And the children of Israel cried unto the Lord. How can we defeat such a multitude? And the 
angel of the Lord appeared unto Gideon, the Lord's mighty man of valor, and said 'go in and save Israel 
from the hands of thine enemies.' And the Children of Israel gathered a large army. Thousands came: 
regiments from all twelve tribes with streaming banners, men with armor and chariots and all manner 
of war. 'But the Lord said unto Gideon, the people that are with thee are too many for me to give thine 
enemies into their hands, lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying Mine own hand hath saved 
me.' And Gideon divided them until there were just three companies. And the Lord said with these three 
hundred will I deliver you from thine enemies. Go down unto the host for I delivered it into thine hand. 
And the men set upon the Amalekites and Midianites and they did flee back to their lands from which 
they came. God delivered the Children of Israel from a great foe.” 

Gideon turned his horse and rode down the line. He seemed to study the men one by one.
“I have just been informed that you men number three hundred. No more and no less.”
The soldiers looked at one another. Many smiled. A few chuckled, not out of spite or 

skepticism, but out of genuine pride. Some seemed genuinely awed and mystified. 
Someone uttered, “Its a miracle.”
Gideon singled the man out. “It is a miracle, son. I'm a God-fearing man. And I know he is on 

our side. We fight a holy war against tyranny and injustice. His giving us this holy number today only 
confirms to me that what we do is right in his eyes. You men are the inheritors of Gideon's Army of 
God.”

The men all nodded their agreement. Someone from the rear called out, “Amen!”
Gideon removed his hat and put it over his heart.
 “As sure as my name is Gideon, just like God's warrior of old, I say to you, that with just a few 

men, God shall deliver you too!” 



The men cheered. Bowens glanced at Whitman again. The white bearded man gave a subtle wag 
of the head. Charles was certainly laying it on thick. They had all joked in the past about Gideon's 
name being that of the Biblical judge, but this was the first time he had ever said anything about it 
publicly. The way he said it, it almost sounded as though he truly believed it. Perhaps this was 
something Gideon had learned at West Point—giving a show to get the men fired up about their task.

Gideon let the battalion yell for awhile then held up his hand. “And now there is much work to 
be done. As you all know, not all of you will be chosen for this final task. Already, men have been 
culled from the ranks. Just as Gideon of old, I too will whittle down our numbers until there are only 
the elite of the elite. For six weeks, you men must endure four trials, just as the legendary heroes of old. 
Those who pass will be the chosen ones.”

Bowens tried to hide his smirk. Trials. Legendary heroes of old. The chosen ones. If war doesn't  
work out for you, Charles, you should try theater. 

“You will face the Trial of Courage, the Trial of Strength, the Trial of Brotherhood, and the Trial 
of Character,” Gideon said.

The men glanced at one another. They had the same look Bowens had given when Charles first 
told him the names. Gideon had thought the names clever, but Bowens could only think of one of 
Gideon's favorite words: ostentatious. 

“Listen and listen well,” Gideon said. “I will say it only once. Sear it in your hearts and minds 
so you can remember it when your strength is nearly gone. If you will but find it in yourself the will to 
endure, you will find membership in the most elite brotherhood in arms the world has ever seen. Within 
this membership, you will become the saviors of the Confederacy.

“Many of you will falter, there is no no shame in it. You are all the best men the Confederacy 
has to offer. It has been a great honor to command you. May God lift you up. Be strong, be brave, fill 
your hearts with patriotic fervor. The best of luck to you gentlemen.” 

He raised his hat in the air. “God bless the South!”
The men responded with a resounding “God bless the South!” and let out a round of huzzahs.
Gideon held out his hands to quiet them. “Let us now sing, God Save the South.”
Bowens sang along to the few words he knew of the song. All the while he listened to the 

battalion. It seemed many did not know the words either. Many just mouthed along, though some sung 
fervently and with great feeling. 

When the song finished, Gideon retired to the back. That was Bowen's signal. He moved his 
horse forward and gave the battalion a hard gaze. “You men will retire immediately to your tents. The 
Trials begin in the morning. Be ready.”

The men placed their hats back on their heads. A few sized him up and down, no doubt 
wondering what stuff he was made of. They were soon to find out. Once all of the companies had filed 
out and were moving toward their tents, Bowens brought his horse along side Gideon and the others.

“Fine sermon, preacher,” Bowens said with a sardonic smile.
Gideon was more elated than Bowens had ever seen him. He seemed twenty years younger. 

Since their return from Italy, Gideon had told Bowens on several occasions that he believed that all 
their experiences had led them to this moment. Bowens was beginning to believe him. It would seem 
that all those fine men did so too. 

“Good men,” Whitman said watching the shadows. “Anyone of them I'd be proud to have with 
us.”

Bowens agreed.“You are sure you want to do this, Charles? You have enough men here to make 
fifty squads.”

Gideon nodded. “Let us separate the wheat from the chaff, gentlemen.” 


