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In the night, Mangus Coloradas peered at the flickering lights of the White Eyes encampment, and then, farther south, at the fires of the Mexicans. Never had he viewed so many enemies. He raised his fist into the air as he spoke to his men. “The People have been given this land by Yusn, and the White Eyes are not greater than He. If the White Eyes refuse to let us live here, we will make them pay for every valley with their blood and bones.”

	In the American camp, Lieutenant Nathanial Barrington listened to a veteran sergeant. “Lieutenant, I been in a few scrapes afore, and the only thing to do is just go all-out and fight like a son of a bitch. Don’t ask for no quarter, don’t give one.”

	And a thousand miles away in New Mexico, young and beautiful Maria Dolores Carbajal wondered what would happen to her family and her if the Apaches chose this time to attack, or if the Yankee invaders reached her home on the Santa Fe Trail.

	The battle the next day would not end the struggle for any of them ... but only mark the beginning of a tidal wave of conflict that would sweep up them all ...
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Chapter One

	 

	U.S. ARMY TENTS lined the grassy swales of South Texas, unit flags undulated in the breeze, and firepits provided light for soldiers preparing for war. It was May 7, 1846, and the Mexican Army was straight ahead on the road to Matamoros.

	American President James Knox Polk had ordered General Zachary Taylor’s Army of Observation to the Rio Grande, because the Mexican government refused to negotiate over Texas. Then Mexican President Mariano Paredes had dispatched General Jose Mariano Arista and his Army of the North to drive them back. Cannons, musketoons, and bayonets had become the ultimate diplomatic gestures, with mass carnage scheduled for early tomorrow morn.

	The smack of a flintlock hammer could be heard in the 3rd Infantry Regiment, while somebody laughed at an off-color joke in the command post tent of the Second Dragoons. Letters were written home, Bibles consulted, and hidden quantities of food consumed, because dead men have no appetites.

	On picket lines soldiers tended nervous horses dancing in the small spaces allotted them, for the smell of gunpowder was in the air. Other soldiers swabbed out the bores of cannon in Major Sam Ringgold’s Flying Artillery Battalions, confident that their new quick deployment tactics would demolish the Mexicans.

	Soldiers without duties tried unsuccessfully to sleep, while the Texas Rangers, a hell-raising bunch that served as the army’s scouts, played seven-card stud beside a campfire. No one hated Mexicans more than the Texas Rangers, because all had lost friends and family members in the War for Texas Independence.

	On the eve of bloody confrontation, one lone U.S. Army staff officer strolled along at the edge of the encampment, hands clasped behind his back, as he gazed at endless expanses of mosquito-infested gulf plains. The insects had left his exposed skin covered with welts, but his most important concern was whether he’d be alive tomorrow night.

	Lieutenant Nathanial Barrington was six feet two inches tall, wide of shoulder, with a thick blond beard and mustache. Recently graduated from West Point, he’d been posted to the traveling circus known as General Taylor’s staff, becoming an errand boy with gold shoulder straps.

	Nathanial Barrington had read the Federalist Papers, Ben Franklin’s autobiography, and the works of Thomas Paine, but he knew the Mexicans had their own traditions, ideals, and blood sacrifices. They wouldn’t surrender Texas without a fight, and tomorrow General Taylor would rip right into them.

	Nathanial couldn’t help reflecting that General Arista purportedly possessed the best cavalry in the world and outnumbered the Americans. He narrowed his blue eyes and peered south from whence the slaughter would come.

	It troubled him to know that not all of America backed the Army of Observation on that perilous night. According to newspaper reports, many citizens considered President Polk’s policy nothing more than unconstitutional land theft, while others viewed it as America’s manifest destiny. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the intellectual light of New England, had denounced the war in an uncharacteristically passionate speech on Faneuil Square, while William Allen of Ohio, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, had stood on the floor of that chamber and argued that Texas was part of America and must be defended at any cost.

	Some claimed Mexico City was too far away to administer Texas efficiently, and eighty percent of the population were Americans anyway. Others said the Mexican Army hadn’t been able to defend Texans against Indian depredations, so they’d forfeited rights to the land. Nathanial was a native New Yorker, but whenever he consulted a map, it seemed obvious that California, Texas, and Oregon—and everything in between—should be part of one great nation, the United States of America.

	If the stew had bitter flavors, it was because successful annexation of Texas would create a new slave state, upsetting the delicate balance in the Senate, and possibly leading to civil insurrection. America had been convulsed since the Missouri Compromise of 1820 over the slavery issue, and now it intruded into every cranny of national life, including Nathanial’s possible funeral.

	Nathanial saw his ancestors staring at him from the skies above Texas, and swore to do his duty despite doubt, fear, and the slavery issue. He visualized a lump of jagged metal slicing him in half, and wanted to run for the hills, but instead, to distract himself from the doubtless horror of tomorrow, reached into the pocket of his blue tunic and withdrew a small daguerreotype of a tall slim blond woman with a half-amused smile, gazing into the camera.

	Her name was Layne Satterfield and she now wore his engagement ring. They’d had the picture taken one night during a walk down Broadway. They’d been early for the theater, so out of curiosity stopped at one of the new picture galleries near Chambers Street.

	Nathanial reflected upon the threads of fate that delivered him to Texas on that night of nights. Once he’d wanted to become an Episcopalian priest, and during another period had considered working for his uncle Jasper, a stockbroker. Another uncle, Caleb, owned ships, and Nathanial could’ve gone to sea, but didn’t appreciate small enclosed places with unwashed men for two years. Instead, he might end in a cold dank Texas grave.

	Nathanial swallowed a lump in his throat, as he contemplated the termination of his existence. He wished he’d lived a more responsible life, but he’d never turned down a glass of liquor, and had visited houses of ill fame when the mood struck him.

	He still believed in what the Bible said, but life had become complex as he’d grown older. He’d studied all the great philosophers, but not one had shown how to die at an early age. Judgment Day has arrived, he told himself, smiling grimly. He clasped his hands together and closed his eyes. “My God—please help me.” He felt alone, afraid, and prayed that he wouldn’t show the white feather before his fellow officers.

	He heard the advancing footsteps of Timothy Reardon, a Texas Ranger with a long brown beard, green canvas shirt, deerskin trousers, and a Colt Paterson pistol in his hand-tooled leather holster, slung low and tied down. “What’cha doin’, Lieutenant?”

	“I was wondering what time we’d run into the Mexicans,” lied Nathanial.

	The Texas Ranger scratched beneath his armpit, where a louse had taken residence. “The sooner the better, I’d say. Let’s git this damned mess over with.” Reardon peered at Nathanial suspiciously. “You ain’t skeered, are you?”

	“You’re damned right I am,” Nathanial replied honestly.

	Reardon grinned, then slapped Nathanial’s haunch like shoulder. “So’m I. Be a fool not to.” He yanked his Colt, aimed it between Nathanial’s eyes, and smiled cruelly. “This is the only thing a greaser understands. Give ’em a-plenty tomorrow, and they won’t stay around long.”

	“Would you mind pointing that in some other direction?”

	Reardon persisted in his aim, as if trying to communicate a seminar on gun and knife work. “They won’t know what hit ’em once we open fire. Lissen, Lieutenant, I been in a few scrapes afore, and the only thing to do is jest go all-out and fight like a son of a bitch. Don’t ask fer no quarter, don’t give none, and if a cannonball comes with yer name on it, jest a-swaller it down and keep on a-fightin’.”

	It didn’t occur to Nathanial that people other than Americans and Mexicans might reside in the vicinity. But examining Nathanial and the Texas Ranger at that very moment was an Apache chief named Mangus Coloradas, lying among juniper and stunted mesquite trees on a nearby mountain, trying to understand the incredible encampment sprawled before him.

	Mangus Coloradas had heard reports of the Pindah-lickoyee, the White Eyes, invading his ancestral homeland, and he’d ridden south to see with his own sharp eyes. Fifty-three years old, surrounded by subchiefs and warriors, Mangus Coloradas focused on stacked rifles and rows of bronze cannon gleaming evilly in the moonlight. He estimated that the White Eyes and Nakai-yes Mexicans had more warriors in the vicinity than the entire population of the People!

	Mangus Coloradas presented a staunch facade for his warriors, but was staggered by what he saw. He knew that both sides would clash tomorrow, and the desert would be drenched with blood. Maybe they’ll kill each other and leave the People alone, hoped Mangus Coloradas.

	The fighting chief knew that the land was immense, and the People could always escape the Mexicans, but now the White Eyes were coming in great numbers, and he wondered how many would follow. He gazed at the White Eyes’ encampment, and its size obliterated the walls of his mind. The White Eyes are like ants covering the face of the earth, he thought. How can we avoid conflict with them?

	 

	Approximately one thousand miles to the northwest, a sweaty horse and vaquero rider galloped down the main street of Las Vegas, New Mexico. “The Americanos have invaded!” he hollered. “It’s war!”

	He rode past the church, where choir practice ended abruptly. A young woman in the front row, Maria Dolores Carbajal, looked up from her hymn book, her heart beating wildly. War?

	Twenty years old, Maria Dolores had auburn hair, brown eyes, and a shapely body. Taller than the other women, she followed Father Juan and the rest of the choir out of church. The rider headed toward the headquarters of the military governor, General Manual Armijo, and Maria was swept along by the crowd as she experienced terrible premonitions. The Americanos possessed a powerful army that had twice defeated England, the world’s greatest power. When the Americanos wanted land, they merely took it under any pretext.

	The crowd coalesced as the rider climbed down from his stained saddle. The front door of the building opened, and General Armijo stepped outside, followed by his wife, family, aides, and guards. The courier bowed low. “Sir, the gringo army has crossed the Nueces River, and General Arista is organizing the defense of the nation.”

	Maria Dolores became apprehensive as she fingered the rosary beads suspended from her neck. She’d seen Americanos pass through Las Vegas on their way to Santa Fe, and they’d all seemed to despise Mexicans. Sometimes the Americanos made lewd suggestions as she collected money at her father’s store, but she’d learned to smile and pretend she hadn’t understood their English.

	Consternation verging on panic swept across the crowd as the courier completed his report. There were rumors that the Americanos intended to enslave Mexicans as they had the Negritos, and Maria Dolores contemplated picking cotton or growing rice for gringos, with a whip across her backside whenever she slowed down.

	General Armijo faced the crowd, placed his fists on his hips, and declared, “Townspeople—do not be afraid. No exertion will be spared to protect you, and I will send today for reinforcements from the south. There is no need to panic—the Americano Army is not in this vicinity, but if they come, we will be ready for them.”

	Maria Dolores didn’t believe General Armijo, for her father had said he was a liar and conniver for whom bribery was a way of life. His method of dealing with Indians was brutal repression, which had only made matters worse. Many of Maria Dolores’s relatives had been killed by Indians, and the Apaches had driven her father out of the family ranching business.

	Maria Dolores turned toward the east, from whence the Americanos would come, and there was no question that General Armijo couldn’t stop anybody. We must get out of here, she concluded, but where can we go? She felt trapped, doomed, and destined for an early grave, but Jesus had taught that glory awaited she who had faith to move mountains.

	Las Vegas was an important stop along the Santa Fe Trail, and the American Army would come eventually. What will they do to us? wondered Maria Dolores. Will they really make me a slave?

	 

	General Zachary Taylor, known as Old Rough and Ready to the men, sat at the collapsible desk in his command post tent, studying a map. Sixty-one years old, he was short, heavyset, with caterpillar eyebrows and a large nose. He’d been a farmer’s son raised on the Kentucky frontier, and his great-grandfather had served as a lieutenant colonel in the Continental Army.

	General Taylor wore loose-fitting blue jeans, a long tan linen duster, and his old floppy-brimmed straw hat hung on a peg extending from a tent pole. Unlike General Winfield Scott, dubbed Old Fuss and Feathers, General Taylor preferred comfortable civilian clothes, informal manners, and the occasional chaw of tobacco. He looked up from the map and spit a long, thin stream of brown juice into a polished brass cuspidor engraved with a scene from the Black Hawk War, in which then-Colonel Zachary Taylor himself had captured the rebellious Chief Black Hawk.

	General Taylor’s command comprised three thousand men, more than half the Regular U.S. Army, and the fate of the nation lay in his callused hands as he perused terrain features on which the upcoming battle would be fought. He knew that large-scale military operations depended on many complex factors, and Lady Luck was always throwing her loaded dice onto the table. Old Rough and Ready was no philosopher of war like Napoleon Bonaparte, or a master technician such as Lord Wellington, yet his aggressive take-it-to-’em style had won battle after battle, usually against superior odds.

	All generals travel with retinues of aides, factotums, and orderlies, and General Taylor was no exception. He turned to one of his young staff officers near the front of his tent. “Lieutenant Barrington,” Taylor said. “I’d like to have a word with you.”

	The officer appeared surprised, as if someone had awakened him from a dream. He threw back his shoulders, came to attention, and replied, “Yes, sir?”

	General Taylor inspected the officer carefully. Lieutenant Barrington was physically everything the general wanted to be: young and tall, instead of a rotund gentleman of a certain age. Moreover, Barrington was a West Point graduate, whereas General Taylor had risen through the ranks during the expansion of the army prior to the War of 1812.

	 

	“You should get some sleep, Lieutenant Barrington. I’ll need you to be alert tomorrow.”

	“I was on the way to my tent when you called, sir.”

	“Tomorrow should be an interesting day. Remember your training, follow your orders, and you’ll be just fine.” General Taylor leaned back in his chair and spit another stream into the cuspidor. “The worst part of war is the goddamned noise. Well, good night, Lieutenant Barrington. See you in the morning.”

	Lieutenant Barrington snapped a West Point salute, performed a smart about-face, and marched out of the command post tent. Like most of the junior officers in the camp, he considered General Taylor a great combat commander, but Old Rough and Ready had many critics, some of whom considered him a crass and vulgar fool. Nathanial knew from personal observation that the general combined many qualities in varying proportions, as did everyone else, and character was no simple subtraction lesson.

	He passed a campfire of Negro slaves singing softly in a strange lilting beat. They were owned by Southern officers, and he could’ve bought one for a thousand dollars in the New Orleans slave market, but had hired a Creole orderly instead.

	Nathanial considered slavery a clear-cut evil, though he did not pretend to carry the solution in his back pocket. He approached his tent, where a candle burned inside its dirty white canvas walls. Pushing the flap aside, he saw his two tentmates sitting on the ground. One was Lieutenant Beauregard Hargreaves of Charleston, South Carolina, and the other, Comte Philippe de Marsay, an observer from the French Army. Lamplight washed their bearded faces, studded with mosquito bites, as they smoked cigars and passed a silver flask of cheap local whiskey back and forth.

	“Have a seat,” said de Marsay, making a grand gesture, as if in his parents’ castle in Burgundy.

	Barrington joined them, and Beau threw him the flask. “Have a drink.”

	Nathanial knew he should keep his mind clear, but one swig might help him sleep. He raised the flask and took a gulp, which scorched his innards all the way down. He wanted to say something clever or droll, but the prospect of real battle rendered everything inconsequential by comparison.

	De Marsay tapped him on the shoulder. “Do not take it so hard, mon ami. Five hundred years from now, no one will know that we were here, and if you mentioned Frederick the Great or even Napoleon, people would ask who they were. After all, life is just a passing shadow, as your Shakespeare said.”

	The comte was tall, rangy, light blond, and wore a cynical smirk. He could be living in luxury in France, with pretty servant girls bringing him any delicacy he desired, but instead was a student of war.

	Lieutenant Hargreaves, a West Point classmate of Nathanial’s, would also face his baptism of fire on the morrow. He had dark brown hair, was shorter than Nathanial, and had a husky build. “How are you feeling, Beau?” Nathanial asked.

	“I’m going to kill some Mexicans,” the South Carolinian replied, raising his Colt Paterson. “That’s all I know.”

	Why can’t I be a regular fellow like these two, Nathanial asked himself. If I die—so what? But I want to marry Layne Satterfield, I miss the Hudson River in summertime, and I do not want to return to New York in a pine box.

	“Hey,” Beau said, “don’t get serious on me, soldier.”

	Nathanial forced himself to smile. The flask came around again, and he took another swallow. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said, “I just had a talk with the general. He said to get ready for the noise.”

	“You cannot hear yourself think on a battlefield,” agreed the Comte de Marsay, “but who needs to think? In war, it is best to act. That is why I admire your General Taylor. He is not one to sit in a hotel behind the lines and wait for something to happen. Audacity is everything in battle. I have complete confidence in him.”

	“So do I,” agreed Beau. “And the men are spoiling for a fight with the Mexicans. They remember the Alamo and Goliad, and they’re going to give ’em hell tomorrow.”

	Nathanial wanted to make a ringing declaration, but felt strangely dispirited. The rotgut whiskey simmered his brain, and he imagined himself decapitated by a random cannonball. Layne would probably marry somebody else. She was too beautiful to remain single for long.

	He wanted to look at the picture of her, but not in front of his friends. Yet, in the glow of cheap whiskey, he could evoke her flawless cheekbones easily. Many men had pursued golden-tressed Layne Satterfield, but she’d selected him, Nathanial Barrington, out of the pack of hounds. Sometimes he felt like the most fortunate man in the world, but occasionally suspected something wrong with her judgment, for she could have done far better, in his opinion.

	The Frenchman broke out a half loaf of brown bread that he’d bought from a vendor who’d set up his wagon at the edge of camp. “Is it not strange,” he declared, “that whenever I contemplate fundamental questions, I am forced to the conclusion that my happiest times have been with women? I revere God, of course, for He has made us all, but I’d rather have a jeune fille beside me than all the rosaries, crucifixes, and theology in the world.”

	Lieutenant Hargreaves agreed. “I met a gal in Charleston once. Her father owned a restaurant that I frequented, and she was working as a waitress. I took one look at her and, boys, I’d do anything she told me.”

	The Frenchman twirled his mustache. “Surely you are not going to end there. Did you ... ah ...”

	“It required considerable expenditures of time and money, but yes, I’m pleased to say we did. I’d always believed that if I ever achieved that dream, it could never match my expectations, but to my surprise, our hours together far exceeded them. Whenever I become unhappy, I think of fair Melanie.”

	The French aristocrat and Southern cavalier turned toward the New Yorker, to hear his confession regarding females. “I think of Miss Satterfield constantly,” he admitted. Now he had an excuse to take out her picture again. “She has ennobled my life, and if I die tomorrow, I will not have lived in vain.”

	The Frenchman burst into laughter, spilling a few drops of precious whiskey. “Let us not become too extravagant in our praise, for we all know the little darlings can be quite awful at times. They are called the delicate sex only because you do not feel anything as they slice off your balls. It is only much later that you realize you have been defeated by an expert yet again.”

	Beau accepted the bottle, threw back his head, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. He grunted and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Just when they tell you they love you, and will do anything for you, that’s when they’re planning to leave. If you really want to be honest, and cut out the poetry, you can’t trust any of them. As for the nagging, it was Shakespeare himself who said, What do they want?”

	“If I did not need them so badly,” added de Marsay, “I would not have anything whatever to do with them.”

	Again, they were curious to receive Nathanial’s point of view on the fair sex, but he didn’t consider tender moments with Layne Satterfield a topic for campfire conversation. “Miss Satterfield is an exemplary person, and I don’t believe she has ever lied to me.”

	“At least not that you are aware of,” replied the worldly Comte de Marsay. “The little angels believe their ‘harmless’ fabrications are facts.”

	“But they’re so delicious,” said Beau, whose eyes were becoming glassy. “The only thing that bothers me about death is no more women.”

	“How do you know?” asked the comte. “Perhaps there are wonderful orgies taking place amid the flames of hell. But let us not become morbid, mes amis. Tomorrow brings battle, and we must set the right example for the men.”

	Nathanial gazed at the candle sitting on the ground, and saw naked men and women writhing amid the flames. The rotgut had gone to his head, and he imagined himself decomposing, with worms and bugs nibbling his putrescent flesh. My mother, father, and brother will give me a funeral with full military honors, but I’d rather be alive.

	His mother would probably faint when the missive arrived with news of his death, while dear father would behave normally, because that officer was careful never to betray human emotions, while young Jeffrey had never known his big brother well, and probably would carry exaggerated memories. Thus I’ll pass into eternity, Nathanial reflected philosophically.

	“Let’s get some sleep,” said de Marsay. “It’s going to be a rough day tomorrow.”

	He blew out the candle, and its acrid odor wafted through the open flap, along with squadrons of mosquitoes on the prowl. The officers lay on their blankets, swatted insects, and listened to the sounds of the encampment around them as coyotes howled in distant caves and a red-tailed hawk flew across the face of the moon.

	 

	Mangus Coloradas selected a campsite surrounded by piñon and willow trees. He ordered the horses picketed, and then the remaining warriors sat in a circle on the ground and waited for their leader to speak. The great chief Mangus Coloradas peered through the night at the flickering lights of the White Eyes’ encampment, and then, farther south, he could see the fires of the Mexicans. Never had he viewed so many enemies, and his imagination was overwhelmed.

	He couldn’t comprehend a chief who gathered his warriors in one spot, and then threw them at the guns of their enemies. Mangus Coloradas’s brow wrinkled as he pondered the riddle. The People never fought unless assured of victory. They specialized in hit and run attacks and cleverly concealed ambushes. To stand before your enemy and offer yourselves as targets seemed the pinnacle of madness to the chieftain.

	Yet the White Eyes possessed powerful medicine, and Mangus Coloradas wondered why Yusn the Life-giver had awarded them such gifts? Mangus Coloradas was deeply shaken, as were all his warriors. They witnessed a spectacle that their minds struggled to digest.

	“Perhaps they will not stay long,” said Mangus Coloradas. “Or better yet, perhaps the Mexicans and White Eyes will destroy each other.”

	The words of Mangus Coloradas sank into their hearts, then the warrior and subchief Cuchillo Negro spoke. “What if they don’t leave?”

	“Then we will have to fight them.”

	“But how could we defeat them?”

	Mangus Coloradas turned toward Cuchillo Negro. “We are few in number, but there are many ways to kill a man’s spirit.” The chief balled his fist and raised it into the air. “The People have been given this land by Yusn, and the White Eyes are not greater than He. If the White Eyes refuse to let us live here, we will make them pay for every valley with their blood and bones.”

	 

	Nathanial opened his eyes in the middle of the night, and at first didn’t know where he was. For a moment he assumed he was back at Corpus Christi, but then remembered that General Arista was over the next rise, preparing for war.

	His companions snored softly, but he couldn’t get comfortable on his blankets. Again, he found himself contemplating the upcoming battle from which there was no escape, and he knew that even generals occasionally were killed by stray projectiles.

	He was no foreigner to death, for disease had run rampant at Corpus Christi, and he’d attended many funerals. Yet he’d never suffered so much as a cough, and his vitality was high as ever.

	He decided to get some air and pulled on his boots. It was the dead of night, a horse neighed on the picket line, and the sky was splattered with brilliant swirling constellations. He headed for the edge of the encampment.

	“Halt!” shouted a voice. “Who goes there!”

	“Lieutenant Barrington.”

	“Advance, sir, to be recognized.”

	Nathanial stepped forward, and the sentry appeared in the moonlight, aiming his rifle at the officer’s heart. “Sorry, sir,” apologized the soldier, whom Nathanial knew as Kramer, one of the many German immigrants in the unit. Private Kramer brought his rifle to present arms and saluted the West Pointer.

	Nathanial saluted back. “Quiet night so far, I hope?”

	“Yes, sir, except for the mosquitoes.”

	“Carry on.”

	Nathanial ambled away, staring at distant mountain calligraphy bathed in moonlight. What’s Kramer fighting for? he wondered. Did he enlist so he could get a free trip west, or is he looking for his own farm, something he couldn’t afford in Germany?

	The wealth of the Barringtons couldn’t extricate Nathanial from the Mexican War, and only memories were available to help him through the final hours before battle. He withdrew the daguerreotype of Layne Satterfield and feasted his eyes upon those gently curving lips. Oh, my dearest, if only I could be in your arms right now.

	They hadn’t been formally introduced by family or mutual friends, but instead, he’d spotted her by chance one day while walking on Bond Street. He’d thought her the woman of his dreams, tall, blond, with finely chiseled features and a bright manner. He’d lacked the courage to approach a total stranger, so they’d passed like ships in the night, and he wondered if he’d ever see her again.

	A few weeks later, at a birthday party on Fifth Avenue, he’d been surprised to see the same woman across the parlor, surrounded by admirers. He engineered an introduction through the good offices of his mother, the most perfect social animal in the world, and finally met the nymph of Bond Street, Miss Layne Satterfield, niece of a banker who had done business with his uncles, because everyone in Nathanial’s social milieu was connected to everyone else by dollars and cents.

	And thus had begun their great love. He’d even told her, after they’d become good friends, about seeing her on Bond Street. They decided that they’d been destined to meet, like Romeo and Juliet, Tristan and Isolde, and so on.

	Can love conquer death? he questioned as he gazed at her picture. If not, her blond hair will contrast dramatically with her black satin dress as she weeps over my grave.

	He saw himself getting shot out of the saddle, and shuddered in the morning breeze. What am I doing here? he asked himself. Why in the hell did I ever become a soldier? He grit his teeth and struggled to settle himself down. I’ve got to be a man, he admonished himself. The soldiers shouldn’t see their officers frightened.

	His meditations and prayers were disturbed by the bugler blowing reveille. A soldier cursed in a nearby tent, the camp awakened. The day had finally arrived. Nathanial saw the first faint reddening of dawn on the horizon.

	All he could do was march back to his tent. I will be a West Point officer to the end, he swore. He walked with his stomach in, chest out, chin in, and shoulders squared, while men spilled out of tents all around him. The star-spangled American flag fluttered in the morning breeze as Nathanial placed his hand on the silver and gold handle of his sword. My loyal friend, you may travel back to New York with my corpse, but today we will fight for Texas, Old Glory, and the officers’ corps.

	 



Chapter Two

	 

	“WHERE THE HELL’VE you been?” asked the Comte de Marsay, gazing at Nathanial suspiciously.

	“Checking the picket line,” lied the frightened West Pointer, but he walked sturdily and confidently.

	Lieutenant Beau Hargreaves looked to him skeptically, then shrugged.

	Beau’s slave and the orderlies of Nathanial and Philippe arrived with three buckets of water which they lined in a rank in front of the tent. The officers stripped to their waists and washed themselves, then brushed out their hair and beards. Each understood the importance of appearance, because leadership was twenty-five percent theater, twenty-five percent intelligence under fire, and fifty percent chance.

	Nathanial’s blue tunic fit his muscled form perfectly, thanks to his Spring Street tailor. He wore a gold braided collar, gold shoulder straps, highly polished brass buttons, a white belt, and a white leather strap diagonally across his chest and back. He set his blue forage cap low over his eyes, the gold star of America gleaming in front. On his right side, snug in its holster, was suspended his Paterson Colt, purchased from a Texas Ranger, and far superior to one-shot flintlock pistols then in general use. On his left, the scabbard contained his saber, a graduation gift from his parents, its handle shaped into the head of a hawk searching for prey.

	The slaves and orderlies struck the officers’ tent, then loaded personal belongings onto a wagon. Comte de Marsay pulled on his gauntlets, then set his tall black shako at a rakish angle. He also wore a red and green vest, tight black riding pants, and high-topped boots, the uniform of the 15th Legion Hussars.

	“Well, gentlemen,” he said, “it appears that it is time to go. Good luck to both of you, and I look forward to our usual whiskey before retiring tonight.”

	They shook hands and smiled bravely, because each knew that his whiskey days might be gone forever. The comte, as an observer, wouldn’t participate in the battle directly, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get killed. Nathanial and Beauregard, on the other hand, would be in the thick of it.

	“I am reminded,” said the comte, “of the 1834 revolt in Paris. It was my first experience of actual combat, and I was, I confess, concerned about my skin. But I soon learned, during the course of that rather hectic time, that if it is your time to die, then all any of us can do, really, is go down like officers.”

	Beau nodded in agreement. “Do you think we might have one last little sip of that whiskey, in case the flask happens to get lost.”

	The comte reached into his back pocket. “How rude of me to forget, but even I, who have been a target on many occasions, am a little tense, I confess.” He peered down the road to Matamoros, made sure no Mexicans were approaching, then screwed off the cap and passed the flask to Beau.

	The son of Charleston threw his head back and took a long deep swallow, securing as much whiskey as decently possible. Then he straightened, turned purple, and passed the flask to Nathanial, who said, “A coffin or a promotion—what the hell,” and proceeded to guzzle the volcanic amber liquid.

	Last to drink was the comte, and he realized with dismay that there wasn’t much left, so he polished it off, rescrewed the lid, and said in an odd voice, “You have been fine companions, and I look forward to entertaining the both of you in France someday.”

	 

	Staff officers were gathering in front of General Taylor’s tent, and no one wanted to be late. Side by side, the three musketeers strolled among soldiers dismantling the campsite as tension and anxiety crackled the air. Nathanial examined the faces of the men, and all seemed resolute, like himself.

	A crowd of officers was milling in front of General Taylor’s command post, but Old Rough and Ready had not yet emerged. Orderlies set up a table, and a cook placed platters of biscuits and bacon upon it, with a pot of coffee and tin cups.

	The officers breakfasted quickly, and Nathanial observed the old veterans carefully, for his guide to behavior. They appeared bluff, confident, discussing dispositions, tactics, strategy, and the sorry state of the Mexican soldier.

	“You know how the Mexicans recruit their men?” asked Captain Charles A. May of the Second Dragoons. “They send a detachment to the nearest village, pick out the best men, and march them away under the gun. I’m sure you can appreciate that soldiers like that will not have the highest morale.”

	What about the famous Mexican lancers? wondered Nathanial, but he kept his mouth shut. This wasn’t the time for reality, but for pumping up each other’s confidence.

	“The Mexican Army,” said Captain Seth B. Thornton, also of the Second Dragoons, “doesn’t know what a real war is. All they’ve ever done is put down the rebellions of hungry peons. They won’t be able to stand up to us, and by the way, their weapons are the discarded junk of Europe. Isn’t that right, Marsay?”

	“Yes, sir,” replied the attaché. “They have old Prussian muskets, much slower than your new percussion models, and much less reliable. You also have superior cannon. I do not see how you can lose, if you want my professional opinion.”

	The tent flap was pushed aside, and General Taylor appeared with his wide-brimmed straw hat perched firmly on his head. He looked like an old Kentucky dirt farmer as he sat at the head of the table and munched biscuits calmly, apparently unconcerned about the Mexican Army.

	 

	Men will live or die today according to the decisions of that old man over there, thought Nathanial. I wonder how history will document this battle, and whether my name will be mentioned. Despite his fear, Nathanial wished he were leading his own company of dragoons, instead of being a fancy messenger boy.

	A horse and rider approached as the meal was coming to an end. It was Timothy Reardon of the Texas Rangers, with patches of sweat on his dirty canvas shirt. He climbed down from his horse, marched toward General Taylor, threw a ridiculous unmilitary salute, and said breathlessly, “The greasers are set up and a-waitin’ about eight miles down the road, sir.”

	“How many would you say?” asked General Taylor.

	“Five, six thousand, sir. Maybe more, ’cause some is hidin’ in the woods. They calls the place Palo Alto ’cause there’s tall timber in the area.”

	General Taylor finished his cup of coffee calmly. “Time to move out, gentlemen.”

	Orderlies waited with horses as the officers mounted up. General Taylor sat upon his favorite, Old Whitey, a most uninspiring nag, in Nathanial’s opinion. The army coalesced on the road like a huge lumbering beast as the sun rose in the sky. Officers rode up and down the line, shouting orders, as the men sweated and cursed.

	Nathanial noted that General Taylor wasn’t very impressive in the saddle, for he tended to slouch like an old man. The general and his staff rode to the head of the column, and all the soldiers gazed upon their commanding general and his aides, orderlies, foreign observers, military historians, and sketch artists. Nathanial rode behind the senior staff officers and ate their dust as he peered into the faces of the soldiers forming on the road. Some appeared exhausted before they started, others were frightened and uncertain, while the old veterans were prepared to follow Old Rough and Ready into the maws of hell.

	The great man took his position at the front of the column and raised his stubby arm in the air. Orders were shouted, bugles blown, whips fell onto the haunches of oxen, and the Army of Observation fell in behind him like a huge arthritic snake. They passed expanses of gray-green coastal grass, the sun drew higher in the sky, and wagon wheels squeaked in protest as the soldiers of manifest destiny advanced toward their appointment with the Mexican Army.

	General Mariano Arista deployed his troops across a plain dotted with small muddy lakes and bordered with chaparral. His plan was to wait and see what the Americans would do, then counterattack as opportunities presented themselves.

	He understood his enemy well, or so he thought, for he’d lived in Cincinnati, Ohio, during an unfortunate period when he’d fallen out of favor with the government of Santa Anna. There he had studied English and agriculture until Santa Anna was deposed, and then returned to Mexico.

	Forty-three-year-old General Arista was an unusual Mexican, because he had red hair and freckles. He owned substantial land in northern Mexico and wasn’t about to give it up to the gringos. It infuriated him to think that the brazen clowns would actually invade Mexico.

	Many of his soldiers were conscripts and convicts, but he also had been blessed with experienced units such as the redoubtable Tampico Veterans, the 2nd Light Infantry, the 4th and 10th Regular Infantry, and sixteen hundred well-mounted lancers under General Anastasio Torrejon.

	His left, consisting of General Torrejon’s lancers, was anchored on the Point Isabel Road beside an expanse of chaparral. To his right rode a light cavalry regiment on an elevated wooded plain. His center was held by the Tampico veterans, and in between were artillery and infantry regiments, perspiring impatiently and anxious to annihilate the Yankee invader.

	General Arista sat upon his horse and surveyed his perfect textbook deployment. We Mexicans are hospitable people, he thought with a wry smile. When the Americanos come down this road, we will give them a welcome they’ll never forget.

	 

	High in the Palo Alto Mountains, the People watched in shocked disbelief as the White Eyes drew closer to the Mexicans. The warriors had heard tales of Mexican and White Eyes absurdity, but it was another matter to actually see it. The Mexicans sat like dogs and waited to be attacked, while the White Eyes appeared intent on blundering into them. Evidently each side was resigned to huge casualties, and whoever was left standing at the end—that was the winner.

	Mangus Coloradas was getting a headache thinking about it, for it was difficult to conceive how a chief could be so profligate with the lives of his warriors. He knew each of his men personally, and was related to many through family and clan. The death of a warrior was a terrible loss to the People, and a war chief could be stripped of rank if too many warriors were lost on his raids.

	Mangus Coloradas believed he knew how to fight the White Eyes. The People had no smelly towns to defend, so they’d vanish into the mountains and strike at remote outposts, supply trains, and scouting detachments. The People had killed many Mexicans with such tactics, and Mangus Coloradas had no reason to believe the same wouldn’t be true with the White Eyes.

	He stared in befuddlement at the White Eyes army closing with the Mexicans. They must be in the spell of sorcerers, the war chief speculated, for no one wishes to die.

	 

	Nathanial’s horse danced skittishly, perhaps from the smell of the Mexican Army ahead. Nathanial held the reins tightly as he said, “Settle down, boy. This is no time for second thoughts.”

	I don’t want to be here, the horse seemed to say as he shook his massive head from side to side. He’d been wild not long ago, and sold to the army by Mexican vaqueros. Nathanial had named him Duke because the animal had a certain regal flair.

	Nathanial raised himself in the saddle and looked behind him. Most of the men had become obscured behind churning clouds of dust, but he could hear the thud of hoofbeats, clank of metal, and whip cracks across the backs of oxen. He faced front again and glanced at Old Rough and Ready astride Old Whitey. What’s going through his head right now? wondered Nathanial.

	“Here comes a ranger,” said Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant, one of General Taylor’s quartermaster officers and a former West Point upperclassman of Nathanial’s.

	Galloping down the road came a bearded rider on a black stallion. This time it was Sam Walker, leader of the Texas Rangers, waving his hat in the air. He pulled in front of General Taylor and said, “They’re about two miles straight ahead, sir!”

	“What’re they doing?”

	“Looks like they’re just a-waitin’ on us, sir.”

	“Well, we shan’t disappoint them.” General Taylor turned to the side. “Lieutenant Blake—please ride ahead and made a reconnaissance.”

	“Yes, sir!” replied Lieutenant Jacob E. Blake of the Topographical Engineers as he threw a salute to the old soldier.

	The ranger changed horses and trotted off with Lieutenant Blake. General Taylor betrayed no emotion now that the enemy had been spotted. Neither did he strike historic poses nor pretend to be a successor to Napoleon. Looks like he’s on his way to the cotton fields, thought Nathanial.

	“There they are,” said Beau, who was riding beside Nathanial.

	Nathanial saw a long dark line in the distance. He might’ve mistaken it for a strip of dark grass, or a long shadow, but then he detected the glint of bayonets through the hot, hazy air.

	The American Army rolled inexorably toward the Mexican positions, and Nathanial could see battle flags, pennants, and brightly colored Mexican uniforms. He began to feel dispirited, but his back was ramrod straight, with his elbows tucked close to his sides.

	His stomach tied in knots, and his mouth went dry. He wanted to wheel his horse and ride the hell out of there, but he’d be ridiculed and spat upon for the rest of his life, and Layne Satterfield would never talk to him again.

	He was tempted to look at her picture, when he heard General Taylor call his name. Lieutenant Barrington urged his horse forward and came abreast of the great man himself.

	“How are you managing, Lieutenant?” the general asked.

	“Fine, sir,” lied Nathanial.

	“Would you ride ahead and tell Lieutenant Blake that I’m anxious to hear his report?”

	“Yes, sir.” Nathanial saluted, pulled his reins to the side, and separated himself from the main column. Then he touched his spurs to Duke’s withers, but the animal raised his two front hooves in protest.

	“Something wrong with your horse, Lieutenant?” inquired the general mildly.

	“Nothing I can’t handle, sir,” replied Nathanial, flashing his most confident smile and hiding the anger he felt toward his horse, which was embarrassing him before the entire army.

	Nathanial fought Duke’s erratic movements, and the bit was too much for the animal’s sensitive lips. Duke surrendered, his great lungs heaving, and all he could do was trot forward.

	Nathanial rocked easily in the saddle as he pulled ahead of the column. I wonder why the general selected me? he wondered. Nathanial’s restless mind analyzed and quantified everything, even though he could make out Mexican cannon in the distance. Old Rough and Ready must trust me, Nathanial surmised. Now there’s evidence that his mind is gone.

	Duke increased his speed, because it felt good to work the tension out of his muscles. Nathanial bent over his shimmering black mane as he neared Lieutenant Blake.

	Nathanial couldn’t understand why the Mexicans weren’t firing at Blake, because he was within cannon range. Then Nathanial realized with a start he was within cannon range too! He took a deep swallow and wondered if a Mexican soldier held him in his sights. He felt vulnerable and terrified, but again maintained his West Point composure as he pulled his horse to a halt beside Lieutenant Blake, who was sketching on his pad. “General Taylor wants to know what’s taking so long?”

	“The Mexicans aren’t disturbing me, so I thought I’d make a detailed drawing of their positions. If you’re quiet, you can hear somebody over there making a speech.”

	Nathanial listened to the wind carrying the faint voice of a man talking excitedly in Spanish. The Mexicans were so close, Nathanial could determine the difference between infantry, artillery, and cavalry, the latter with pennants fluttering from the ends of their lances.

	General Arista galloped across the front of his line, making final adjustments in the positions of individual units and trying to inspire his men for the battle that lay ahead.

	“All Mexico is watching you!” he shouted as his horse pranced before glittering battalions. “Today is a gift for soldiers, because we are offered an opportunity for glory! Your countrymen will remember your names forever, for the brave deeds you perform on this field today! You will stop the American Army, because you must defend your nation from a degenerate breed that would steal your land and enslave your mothers and sisters! Viva la Republica!”

	 

	General Zachary Taylor sat on the ground and studied Lieutenant Blake’s map. A straightforward soldier of the old school, General Taylor decided to mass on his right and send a bayonet charge to roll up the Mexican flank, after softening them first with a bit of grape.

	He ordered Colonel Twigg’s brigade to the right of the road, supported by Lieutenant Colonel James S. McIntosh’s 5th Infantry and Major Ringgold’s Flying Artillery. His center would be held by two 18-pound cannons commanded by Lieutenant William H. Churchill, and covered by Captain Lewis N. Morris’s 3rd Infantry augmented by Captain George W. Allen’s 4th Infantry. Protecting the weakened flank against sudden attack would be Captain May’s dragoons.

	Lieutenant Barrington rode from unit to unit, delivering messages from General Taylor. The soldiers were taking a brief rest and drinking from their canteens. On the way to Captain William Montgomery’s 8th Regiment, Nathanial heard the first cannon open fire on the Mexican side. The sudden sound, in the summer afternoon, made him jump two inches off his saddle.

	More booms echoed across the open plain. “Here they come!” shouted an officer in the 8th Regiment. “Hold steady, men!”

	Nathanial narrowed his eyes at round black objects flying through the sky. They landed in front of the American soldiers, bounced, and the men easily dodged out of the way. Meanwhile, Nathanial rode back to the spot where General Taylor had established his command post. Old Rough and Ready sat sidesaddle atop Old Whitey, his left leg hooked over the pommel, and he was using his knee as a desk as he wrote orders on his notepad, providing a tempting target for Mexican sharpshooters. Nathaniel reined Duke in front of the general, saluted, and reported successful completion of his latest errand.

	“Stay nearby, in case I need you,” said the general.

	Nathanial saluted again, then moved away from the general, but not too far. He was amazed at how calm the general appeared, in view of his exposed position. Nathanial drank from his canteen and tried to be calm, as the inaccurate enemy barrage continued. The men returned to their positions after eluding bouncing cannonballs, then slapped mosquitoes and awaited orders to attack.

	At two-thirty in the afternoon, General Taylor turned to his adjutant, Captain William “Perfect” Bliss, and said calmly, “Direct the artillery to commence the barrage.”

	Captain Bliss was considered the most promising junior officer in the U.S. Army. He saluted smartly, then performed a West Point about-face and passed the order to the sergeant-at-arms. Finally the command devolved to the bugler, who raised his polished brass instrument and blew stirring notes soon overwhelmed by deafening roars as the American artillery batteries opened fire.

	Nathanial sat atop his nervously prancing horse and realized he finally was seeing the culmination of all those years marching and saluting by the numbers. But he yearned to know what kind of officer he really was, instead of carrying pieces of paper around.

	Thundering explosions made him sick to his stomach as he wondered why he felt the need to participate in an activity that could get him killed or maimed. Strangely energized, oddly depressed, and extremely apprehensive, he watched Mexican cannonballs rolling through the American position as in a Broadway bowling alley.

	The Mexican artillery was short, while Major Ringgold’s well-trained artillery batteries functioned like oiled machinery, wreaking havoc on the Mexican left. Nathanial peered through his brass spyglass and saw men torn to bits by explosions, the color red predominating in the field of fire. Nathanial’s mind reeled at the slaughter, but all he could do was sit erectly in the saddle and portray an officer surveying the tactical situation.

	Immense holes were blown through the Mexican line, and Nathanial couldn’t understand why the Mexicans didn’t either attack or retreat, but instead they stood at attention while being bombarded. His spyglass fell on Major Ringgold’s Flying Artillery reloading and firing continuously. Nathanial had studied the latest textbooks and manuals of war, and understood well the scene before him. He was confident, in his youthful ignorance, that he could direct the battle himself, should that become necessary.

	He focused on Major Ringgold riding among his cannoneers, shouting orders, offering suggestions, and exhorting them to greater effort. Now that’s a fine example of an officer, calculated Nathanial. He’s right in the middle of it, calm and fearless, deftly commanding the situation, and how splendid he looks. If only Rembrandt were here to paint this scene.

	Then Major Ringgold slumped in his saddle, leaned to the side, and fell toward the ground. Aides rushed toward him, as blood poured out his legs, while his horse lay nearby, struggling feebly. Both had been hit by Mexican grapeshot.

	Nathanial felt ill as he set his lips in a grim line. Shells burst before him as ranks of infantry awaited for the order to attack. Nathanial had never felt so alive, vital, mentally acute, and anxious to take command of something beside the next message. He realized that war was a duel of generals and understood why officers endured military bureaucracy to get those stars on their collars.

	A general is like God, he surmised, and they can alter the course of history. He realized that it was better to have a calm steady general like Zachary Taylor than a peacock strutting about pretending to be Lord Wellington.

	A fire had broken out on the battlefield, soldiers couldn’t see what they were aiming at, and a lull came over the fighting. Nathanial was learning lessons that don’t come in books, and could only be understood in the roar and shriek of battle itself.

	“Here they come!” shouted a voice to his right.

	Nathanial turned in that direction and refocused his spyglass. It was the famed Mexican lancers charging across the plain, sunlight glinting on their brass helmets covered with mortarboards and plumes of feathers. They held their lances parallel with the ground, shouting encouragement to each other and insults at the gringos. Their hoofbeats like rolling thunder, their brilliant red and black uniforms visible through the smoke, they seemed unstoppable.

	Dust rose around them as their horses sped toward the American 5th Regiment. The lancers’ mission was to turn the American flank, and then break through to the rear, where they’d destroy supply wagons and maybe kill a few high-ranking officers such as Old Rough and Ready himself.

	General Taylor appeared unruffled as the well-trained Regular Army 5th Regiment formed into fighting squares, with eight-pounder cannon at the corners. Then the front rank dropped to one knee, locked and loaded, while the second rank prepared to deliver the next volley. Meanwhile, American cannon took deadly aim at the charging lancers. Nathanial watched enthralled as the Mexican cavalry galloped toward the rigid formation. Can we hold? wondered Nathanial. It was the timeless riddle: the irresistible force against an unmovable object.

	“Lieutenant Barrington?”

	General Taylor called his name, rousing Nathanial out of his intellectualizing. He angled his horse toward General Taylor and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

	General Taylor made a friendly smile, as if they were meeting on a Louisville street corner. “Please relay my compliments to Lieutenant Ker, and direct him to pursue.”

	“Pursue who, sir?”

	“Why, the enemy cavalry, Lieutenant. Who else?”

	Cannon and rifle fire echoed across the battlefield, as the 5th Regiment squares opened withering fire on the Mexican lancers at a distance of one hundred feet. Lancers were blasted off their horses, while others charged onward, and the first rank of Americans stepped back to load. The second rank dropped to one knee and fired on command.

	Lancers and horses vanished in swirling clouds of smoke, while meanwhile, to the far right, Ranger Sam Walker and about twenty of his men poured lead into the lancer left flank. It appeared that the Mexican cavalry had met their match, and Nathanial realized with a flash that the American Army of Observation was winning the battle!

	Exhilarated, Nathanial galloped toward Lieutenant Ker’s dragoons. For the first time, he was truly part of the action. He pulled Duke to a halt, saluted Lieutenant Ker, and said, “General Taylor sends his compliments, sir, and would like you to pursue the Mexican lancers.”

	Lieutenant Ker passed along the order to his sergeant major. His men were already formed in a long skirmish line and awaiting the final push. Then, suddenly, the American artillery stopped firing, and Nathanial’s ears rang like a hundred liberty bells. The battlefield was relatively silent for a few brief moments, then Lieutenant Ker drew his sword and raised it high in the air. “Charge!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

	He spurred his horse, and without looking backward, the gallant young officer raced after the retreating Mexican lancers. His men followed en masse, and Nathanial watched them in confusion, for once again he was a spectator while the real men were doing the fighting.

	Nathanial found himself at the crossroads of his young life. In years to come, when people asked what he did in the war, he didn’t want to say he was a messenger boy. The first battle of the Mexican War was nearly over, and he had yet to fire a shot.

	All the conflicts and confusion of his young life came together in his turbulent consciousness, and the only thing to do was draw his gift sword. Sunlight glinted on the blade as he waved it in the air and wheeled Duke around. That frightened creature was so spooked, he’d go anywhere, and before he knew what was happening, he was carrying Nathanial toward the retreating Mexicans.

	Nathanial bounced in the saddle and brandished his sword murderously over his head. All those years of studying and marching had formed a white-hot point in his
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