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THE INVASION BEGAN AT MIDNIGHT.

It was not truly an invasion, just a heavy raid on a rebel encampment that a patrol had spotted among the thick woods that crowned the high bluffs on the Virginia side of the river, but to the two thousand men who waited to cross the bleak slate-gray swirl of the Potomac River this nights exertions seemed more momentous than a mere raid. This fight across the river was their opportunity to prove their critics wrong. Nursery soldiers, one newspaper had called them; wonderfully trained and beautifully drilled, but much too precious to be dirtied in battle. Yet tonight the despised nursery soldiers would fight. Tonight the Army of the Potomac would carry fire and steel to a rebel encampment and if all went well they would march on to occupy the town of Leesburg, which lay two miles beyond the enemy camp. The expectant soldiers imagined the shamefaced citizens of the Virginia town waking to see the Stars and Stripes flying over their community again, and then they imagined themselves marching south, ever farther south, until the rebellion was crushed and America was reunited in peace and brotherhood.

You bastard! a voice shouted loudly from the rivers edge where a work party had been launching a boat carried from the nearby Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. One of the work party had slipped in the clay, dropping the boats stern onto a sergeants foot. You no-good son of a bitch goddamn bastard! The Sergeant hopped away from the boat.

Sorry, the man said nervously.

Ill give you sorry, you bastard!

Silence! Keep it quiet now! An officer, resplendent in a new gray overcoat that was handsomely lined in red, clambered down the steep bank and helped lift the skiff toward the rivers gray water from which a small mist crept to hide the lower slopes of the far bank. They labored beneath a high moon, no clouds, and a spread of stars so bright and clean they seemed like an augury of success. It was October, the fragrant month when the air smelt of apples and woodsmoke, and when the sweltering dog days of summer gave way to clear sharp weather that held just enough promise of winter to persuade the troops to wear their fine new overcoats that were the same color as the rivers drifting mist.

The first boats pushed clumsily off the bank. The oars clattered in the oarlocks, then dipped and splashed as the boats receded into the mist. The men, who a moment before had been cursing and cumbersome creatures clambering down the clay bank into the clumsy boats, were mysteriously transformed into warrior silhouettes, spiky with weapons, who glided silent and noble through the vaporous night toward the misted shadows of the enemy shore. The officer who had remonstrated with the Sergeant stared wistfully across the water. I suppose, he said softly to the men around him, that this was how Washington felt on the night he crossed the Delaware?

A much colder night, that one, I think, a second officer, a young student from Boston, replied.

Itll be cold enough here soon, the first officer, a major, said. Theres only two months till Christmas. When the Major had marched to war, newspapers had promised that the rebellion would be over by fall, but now the Major was wondering whether he would be home with his wife and three children for the family rituals of Christmas. On Christmas Eve they sang carols on Boston Common, the childrens faces lit by lanterns hung on poles, and afterward there were warm punch and slivers of cooked goose in the church vestry. Then on Christmas Day they went to his wifes parents farm in Stoughton, where they harnessed the horses and the children laughed in delight as they trotted down country roads in a cloud of snow and a tinkling of sleigh bells.

And I rather suspect General Washingtons organization was superior to ours, the student-turned-lieutenant said in an amused voice. His name was Holmes and he was clever enough to awe his superiors, but usually intelligent enough not to let that cleverness alienate their affections.

I am sure our organization will suffice, the Major said just a little too defensively.

I am sure youre right, Lieutenant Holmes said, though he was not sure of that fact at all. Three regiments of northern troops waited to cross, and there were just three small boats to carry them from the Maryland shore to the island that lay close to the rivers far bank, upon which island the troops must land before reembarking on two more boats for the final short crossing to the Virginia mainland. Doubtless they were crossing the river at the spot closest to the enemy encampment, but Lieutenant Holmes could not really understand why they did not cross a mile upstream where no island obstructed the river. Maybe, Holmes surmised, this was such an unlikely crossing place that the rebels would never think to guard it, and that seemed the best explanation he could find.

But if the choice of crossing place was obscure, at least the nights purpose was clear. The expedition would climb the Virginia bluffs to attack the rebel camp and capture as many Confederates as possible. Some rebels would get away, but those fugitives would find their flight blocked by a second Yankee force that was crossing the river five miles downstream. That force would cut the turnpike that led from Leesburg to the rebel headquarters at Centreville, and by trapping the defeated rebel forces it would provide the North with a small but significant victory to prove that the Army of the Potomac could do more than just drill and train and mount impressive parades. The capture of Leesburg would be a welcome bonus, but the nights real purpose was to prove that the newly trained Army of the Potomac was ready and able to whip the rebels ragged.

To which end the small boats struggled back and forth in the mist. Each crossing seemed to take forever, and to the impatient men on the Maryland shore the waiting files seemed to get no shorter. The 15th Massachusetts was crossing first, and some men in the 20th Massachusetts feared that their sister regiment would capture the enemy camp long before the few boats succeeded in ferrying the 20th across the river. Everything seemed so slow and clumsy. Rifle butts clattered on gunwales and bayonet scabbards snagged themselves on the bushes at the waters edge as the men clambered into the row boats. At two in the morning a larger boat was discovered upstream and brought down to the crossing place, where it was greeted with an ironic cheer. It seemed to Lieutenant Holmes that the waiting men were making a lot of noise, enough surely to alert any rebels who might be guarding the Virginia bank, but no challenge sounded through the mist and no rifle shots echoed from the high wooded slope that loomed so ominously beyond the island. Does the island have a name? Lieutenant Holmes asked the Major who had spoken so wistfully of Christmas.

Harrisons Island, I think. Yes, Harrisons.

It sounded an undramatic name to Lieutenant Holmes. He would have preferred something nobler to have marked the 20th Massachusettss baptism of fire. Maybe a name with the iron ring of Valley Forge, or the simple nobility of Yorktown. Something that would ring through history and look fine when it was embroidered on the regiments battle flag. Harrisons Island sounded much too prosaic. And the hill beyond it? he asked hopefully. On the far bank?

Thats called Balls Bluff, the Major said, and that was even less heroic. The battle of Balls Bluff sounded like a poker game rather than the signal event that would mark the resurgence of northern arms.

Holmes waited with his company. They would be the first of the 20th Massachusetts to cross and so the likeliest of their regiment to be in a fight if the 15th had not already captured the encampment. That possibility of battle made the men nervous. None of them had fought before, though all had heard tales of the battle fought at Bull Run three months before and how the ragged gray-clad rebel ranks had somehow clung together long enough to drive the larger Federal army into panicked retreat, but none of the 20th Massachusetts believed they would suffer a similar fate. They were superbly equipped, well-trained, led by a professional soldier, and confident they could outfight any rebel born. There would be danger, of coursethey expected and even wanted some dangerbut the nights work would be crowned with victory.

One of the boats coming back from Harrisons Island brought a captain of the 15th Massachusetts who had crossed with the very first troops and who now returned to report to the commanding officers of the waiting regiments. The Captain slipped as he jumped from the boats bows and would have fallen if Lieutenant Holmes had not reached out a steadying hand. All quiet on the Potomac? Holmes asked jocularly.

Alls quiet, Wendell. The Captain sounded disappointed. Too quiet. Theres not even an enemy encampment up there.

No tents? Lieutenant Holmes asked in surprise. Truly? And he hoped his voice sounded properly disappointed as befitted a warrior denied a chance of battle, and in part he was disappointed because he had been looking forward to the excitement, but he was also aware of a shameful relief that perhaps no enemy waited on the far bluff.

The Captain straightened his coat. God knows what that patrol thought they saw last night, but we cant find anything. He walked away with his news while Lieutenant Holmes passed the word on to his company. There was no enemy waiting across the river, which meant the expedition would most probably march on to occupy Leesburg. A sergeant wanted to know if there were any rebel troops in Leesburg and Holmes had to confess he did not know, but the Major, overhearing the conversation, volunteered that at best there would be only a handful of the Virginia Militia probably armed with the same guns with which their grandfathers had fought the British. The Major went on to say that their new task would be to capture the harvest that would have been newly gathered into the barns and storerooms of Leesburg, and that while such supplies were a legitimate military target, other private property should be respected. Were not here to make war on the homes of women and children, the Major said sternly. We must show the seceshers that northern troops are their friends.

Amen, the Sergeant said. He was a lay preacher who was trying to rid the regiment of the sins of card-playing, liquor, and womanizing.

The last of the 15th Massachusetts crossed to the island and Holmess gray-coated men shuffled down the bank to wait their turn in the boats. There was a feeling of disappointment among the men. They had anticipated a whooping hunt through the woods, but instead it seemed they would merely be disarming a towns old men of muskets.

In the shadows of the Virginia bank a fox pounced and a rabbit died. The beasts cry was sudden and shrill, gone almost as soon as it had begun, to leave nothing behind but the scent of blood and the echo of death in the dark, sleeping, and unsuspecting woods.



Captain Nathaniel Starbuck reached his regiments campsite at three in the morning. It was a clear night, star-bright and moonlit, with just a hint of mist showing in the hollows. He had walked from Leesburg and was dog-tired by the time he reached the field where the Legions tents and shelters were lined in four neat rows. A sentry from C Company nodded companionably at the young black-haired officer. Hear the rabbit, Captain?

Willis? Youre Willis, right? Starbuck asked.


Bob Willis.

Arent you supposed to challenge me, Bob Willis? Arent you supposed to level your rifle, demand the password, and shoot me dead if I get it wrong?

I know who you are, Captain. Willis grinned in the moonlight.

The way I feel, Willis, you would have done me a favor by shooting me. What did the rabbit say to you?

Shrieked like he was dying, Captain. Reckon a fox got him.

Starbuck shuddered at the relish in the sentrys voice. Good night, Willis, and may sweet angels sing thee to thy rest. Starbuck walked on between the remnants of the nights fires and the handful of Sibley tents where a few men of the Faulconer Legion slept. Most of the regiments tents had been lost in the chaos of the Manassas battlefield, so now the majority of the regiment slept either in the open air or in neat shelters made of branches and sod. A fire flickered among the shelters of Starbucks K Company and a man looked up as Starbuck approached.

Sober? the man asked.

Sergeant Truslow is awake, Starbuck declaimed. Do you never sleep, Truslow? I am perfectly sober. Sober as a preacher, in fact.

Ive known a few drunk preachers in my time, Sergeant Truslow said sourly. Theres a snake-oil Baptist down in Rosskill who cant say the Lords Prayer without taking a gut-ful of pine-top whiskey first. He nearly drowned once, trying to baptize a passel of weeping women in the river behind the church. Them all praying and him so full of liquor he couldnt stand up straight. So what were you doing, caterwauling?

Caterwauling was the Sergeants disapproving word for womanizing. Starbuck pretended to consider the question as he settled beside the fire, then he nodded. I was caterwauling, Sergeant.

Who with?

A gentleman does not tell.

Truslow grunted. He was a short, squat, hard-faced man who ruled K Company with a discipline born of pure fear, though the fear was not of Truslows physical violence, but rather of his scorn. He was a man whose approval other men sought, maybe because he seemed such a master of his own brutal world. In his time he had been a farmer, a horse thief, a soldier, a murderer, a father, and a husband. Now he was a widower and, for the second time in his life, a soldier, who brought to his trade a pure, uncomplicated hatred of Yankees. Which made his friendship with Captain Nathaniel Starbuck all the more mysterious, for Starbuck was a Yankee.

Starbuck came from Boston, second son of the Reverend Elial Starbuck, who was a famous excoriator of the South, a fearsome opponent of slavery, and an impassioned preacher whose printed sermons had shivered guilty consciences throughout the Christian world. Nathaniel Starbuck had been well on the path to his own ordination when a woman had tempted him from his studies at Yale Colleges seminary. The woman had abandoned him in Richmond, where, too scared to go home and face his fathers terrible wrath, Starbuck had joined the army of the Confederate States of America instead.

Was it the yellow-haired bitch? Truslow now asked. The one you met in the prayer meeting after worship service?

She is not a bitch, Sergeant, Starbuck said with pained dignity. Truslow responded by spitting into the fire, and Starbuck shook his head sadly. Did you never seek the solace of female company, Sergeant?

Do you mean did I ever behave like a tomcat? Of course I did, but I got it out of my system before I grew a beard. Truslow paused, maybe thinking of his wife in her lonely grave in the high hills. So where does the yellow bitch keep her husband?

Starbuck yawned. With Magruders forces at Yorktown. Hes an artillery major.

Truslow shook his head. Youll be caught one of these days and have your giblets beaten out of you.

Is that coffee?

So they say. Truslow poured his captain a mug of the thick, sweet, treacly liquid. Did you get any sleep?


Sleep was not the purpose of the evening.

Youre just like all preachers sons, arent you? Get one smell of sin and you wallow like a hog in mud. There was more than a hint of disapproval in Truslows voice, not because he disliked womanizers, but because he knew his own daughter had contributed to Starbucks education. Sally Truslow, estranged from her father, was a whore in Richmond. That was a matter of bitter shame to Truslow, and while he was uncomfortable with the knowledge that Starbuck and Sally had been lovers, he also saw in their friendship his daughters only chance of salvation. Life could sometimes seem very complicated even for an uncomplicated man like Thomas Truslow. So what happened to all your Bible reading? he now asked his officer, referring to the half-hearted attempts at piety that Starbuck still made from time to time.

I am a backslider, Sergeant, Starbuck said carelessly, though in truth his conscience was not as easy as his flippant tone suggested. At times, assailed by the fears of hell, he felt so trapped in sin that he suspected he could never find Gods forgiveness, and at such moments he would suffer agonies of remorse, but come the evening, he would find himself being impelled back to whatever tempted him.

Now he rested against the trunk of an apple tree and sipped the coffee. He was tall, thin, hardened by a seasons soldiering, and had long black hair that framed an angular, clean-shaven face. When the Legion marched into a new town or village, Truslow always noticed how the girls looked at Starbuck, always at Starbuck. Just as his own daughter had been drawn to the tall northerner with his gray eyes and quick grin. Keeping Starbuck from sin, the Sergeant reflected, was like keeping a dog out of a butchers shop. What time is reveille? Starbuck now asked.

Any minute.

Oh, sweet Jesus. Starbuck groaned.

You should have come back earlier, Truslow said. He threw a billet of wood onto the small fire. Did you tell the yellow-haired bitch that were leaving?

I decided not to tell her. Parting is such sweet hell.


Coward, Truslow said.

Starbuck thought about the accusation, then grinned. Youre right. Im a coward. I hate it when they cry.

Then dont give them cause to cry, Truslow said, knowing it was like asking the wind not to blow. Besides, soldiers always made their sweethearts cry; that was the way of soldiers. They came, they conquered, and then they marched away, and this morning the Faulconer Legion would march away from Leesburg. In the last three months the regiment had been a part of the brigade that was camped close to Leesburg and guarded a twenty-mile stretch of the Potomac River, but the enemy had shown no signs of wanting to cross, and now, as the fall slipped toward winter, rumors were multiplying of a last Yankee attack on Richmond before the ice and snow locked the armies into immobility, and so the brigade was being weakened. The Legion would go to Centreville, where the main body of the Confederate army defended the primary road that led from Washington to the rebel capital. It had been on that road, three months before at Manassas, that the Faulconer Legion had helped bloody the nose of the Norths first invasion. Now, if rumors spoke true, the Legion might be required to do the work all over again.

But it wont be the same. Truslow picked up the unspoken thought. I hear theres nothing but earthworks at Centreville now. So if the Yankees come, well cut the bastards down from behind good thick walls. He stopped, seeing that Starbuck had fallen asleep, mouth open, coffee spilt. Son of a bitch, Truslow growled, but with affection, for Starbuck, for all his preachers-son caterwauling, had proved himself a remarkable officer. He had made K Company into the best in the Legion, doing it by a mixture of unrelenting drill and imaginative training. It had been Starbuck who, denied the gunpowder and bullets needed to hone his mens marksmanship, had led a patrol across the river to capture a Union supply wagon on the road outside Poolesville. He had brought back three thousand cartridges that night, and a week later he had gone again and fetched back ten sacks of good northern coffee. Truslow, who knew soldiering, recognized that Starbuck had instinctive, natural gifts. He was a clever fighter, able to read an enemys mind, and the men of K Company, boys mostly, seemed to recognize the quality. Starbuck, Truslow knew, was good.

A beat of wings made Truslow look up to see the black squat shape of an owl flit across the moon. Truslow supposed the bird had been hunting the open fields close to the town and was now returning to its roost in the thick stands of trees that grew above the river on Balls Bluff.

A bugler mishit his note, took a breath, and startled the night with his call. Starbuck jerked awake, swore because his spilt coffee had soaked his trouser leg, then groaned with tiredness. It was still deep night, but the Legion had to be up and doing, ready to march away from their quiet watch on the river and go to war.



Was that a bugle? Lieutenant Wendell Holmes asked his pious Sergeant.

Cant say, sir. The Sergeant was panting hard as he climbed Balls Bluff and his new gray coat was hanging open to reveal its smart scarlet lining. The coats were a gift from the Governor of Massachusetts, who was determined that the Bay States regiments would be among the best equipped in all the Federal army. It was probably one of our buglers, the Sergeant guessed. Maybe sending out skirmishers?

Holmes assumed the Sergeant was right. The two men were laboring up the steep and twisting path that led to the bluffs summit where the 15th Massachusetts waited. The slope was about as steep as a man could climb without needing to use his hands, though in the dark many a man missed his footing and slid down to jar painfully against a tree trunk. The river below was still shrouded by mist in which the long shape of Harrisons Island showed dark. Men were crowded onto the island as they waited for the two small boats that were ferrying the troops across the last stretch of river. Lieutenant Holmes had been surprised at the speed of the rivers current that had snatched at the boat and tried to sweep it away downstream toward distant Washington. The oarsmen had grunted with the effort of fighting the river, then rammed the small boat hard into the muddy bank.

Colonel Lee, the 20th Massachusettss commanding officer, caught up with Holmes at the bluffs summit. Almost sunrise, he said cheerfully. All well, Wendell?

All well, sir. Except Im hungry enough to eat a horse.

Well have breakfast in Leesburg, the Colonel said enthusiastically. Ham, eggs, cornbread, and coffee. Some fresh southern butter! Thatll be a treat. And no doubt all the townsfolk will be assuring us that they arent rebels at all, but good loyal citizens of Uncle Sam. The Colonel abruptly turned away, startled by a sudden barking cry that echoed rhythmically and harshly among the trees on the bluffs summit. The heart-stopping noise had made the nearest soldiers whip round in quick alarm with rifles raised. No need to worry! the Colonel called. Its just an owl. He had recognized the call of a barred owl and guessed the bird was coming home from a nights hunting with a belly filled with mice and frogs. You keep going, WendellLee turned back to Holmesdown that path till you come to the left-flank company of the 15th. Stop there and wait for me.

Lieutenant Holmes led his company behind the crouching men of the 15th Massachusetts. He stopped at the moon-bright tree line. Before them now was a brief meadow that was dotted with the stark shadows of small bushes and locust trees, beyond which rose another dark stand of trees. It was about there on the previous night that the patrol had reported seeing an enemy encampment, and Holmes guessed that frightened men could easily have mistaken the pattern of moonlight and black shadow in the far woods for the shapes of tents.

Forward! Colonel Devens of the 15th Massachusetts shouted the order and his men moved out into the moon-whitened meadow. No one fired at them; no one challenged them. The South slept while the North, unhindered, marched.



The sun rose, glossing the river gold and lancing scarlet rays through the misted trees. Cocks crowed in Leesburg yards where pails were pumped full of water and cows came in for the days first milking. Workshops that had been closed for the Lords Day were unlocked and tools picked up from benches. Outside the town, in the encampments of the Confederate brigade that guarded the river, the smoke of cooking fires sifted into the fresh fall morning.

The Faulconer Legions fires had already died, though the Legion was in no great hurry to abandon its encampment. The day promised to be fine and the march to Centreville comparatively short, and so the regiments eight hundred men took their time in making ready, and Major Thaddeus Bird, the regiments commanding officer, did not try to hurry them. Instead he wandered companionably among his men like an affable neighbor enjoying a morning stroll. My God, Starbuck. Bird stopped in amazement at the sight of K Companys captain. What happened to you?

I just slept badly, sir.

You look like the walking dead! Bird crowed with delight at the thought of Starbucks discomfort. Have I ever told you about Mordechai Moore? He was a plasterer in Faulconer Court House. Died one Thursday, widow bawling her eyes out, children squalling like scalded cats, funeral on Saturday, half the town dressed in black, grave dug, the Reverend Moss ready to bore us all with his customary inanities, then they hear scratching or the coffin lid. Open it up, and there he is! One very puzzled plasterer! As alive as you or I. Or me, anyway. But he looked like you. Very like you, Nate. He looked half decayed.

Thank you very much, Starbuck said.

Everyone went home, Bird went on with his tale. Doc Billy gave Mordechai an examination. Declared him fit for another ten years and, blow me, didnt he go and die again the very next day. Only this time he was properly dead and they had to dig the grave all over again. Good morning, Sergeant.

Major, Truslow grunted. Truslow had not been known to address any officer as sir, not even Bird, the regiments commanding officer, whom Truslow liked.

You remember Mordechai Moore, surely, Truslow?


Hell yes. Son of a bitch couldnt plaster a wall to save his life. My father and I redid half the Cotton house for him. Never did get paid for it either.

So no doubt the building trades better off for having him dead, Bird said blithely. Pecker Bird was a tall, ragged, skeletal man who had been schoolmaster in the town of Faulconer Court House when Colonel Washington Faulconer, Faulconer Countys grandest landowner and Birds brother-in-law, had established the Legion. Faulconer, wounded at Manassas, was now in Richmond, leaving Bird to command the regiment. The schoolmaster had probably been the least soldierly man in all Faulconer County, if not in all Virginia, and had only been appointed a major to appease his sister and take care of the Colonels paperwork; yet, perversely, the ragged schoolmaster had proved an effective and popular officer. The men liked him, maybe because they sensed his great sympathy for all that was most fallible in humankind. Now Bird touched Starbucks elbow. A word? he suggested, drawing the younger man away from K Company.

Starbuck walked with Bird into the open meadow that was scarred with the pale round shapes showing where the regiments few tents had been pitched. Between the bleached circles were smaller scorched patches where the campfires had burned, and out beyond those scars were the large cropped circles marking where the officers horses had grazed the grass out to the limit of their tethering ropes. The Legion could march away from this field, Starbuck reflected, yet for days afterward it would hold this evidence of their existence.

Have you made a decision, Nate? Bird asked. He was fond of Starbuck, and his voice reflected that affection. He offered the younger man a cheap, dark cigar, took one himself, then struck a match to light the tobacco.

Ill stay with the regiment, sir, Starbuck said when his cigar was drawing.

I hoped youd say that, Bird said. But even so. His voice trailed away. He drew on his cigar, staring toward Leesburg, over which a filmy haze of morning smoke shimmered. Going to be a fine day, the Major said. A splutter of distant rifle fire sounded, but neither Bird nor Starbuck took any notice. It was a rare morning that men were not out hunting.

And we dont know that the Colonel really is taking over the Legion, do we, sir? Starbuck asked.

We know nothing, Bird said. Soldiers, like children, live in a natural state of willful ignorance. But its a risk.

Youre taking the same risk, Starbuck said pointedly.

Your sister is not married to the Colonel, Bird answered just as pointedly, which makes you, Nate, a great deal more vulnerable than I. Allow me to remind you, Nate, you did this world the signal service of murdering the Colonels prospective son-in-law, and, while heaven and all its angels rejoiced at your act, I doubt that Faulconer has forgiven you yet.

No, sir, Starbuck said tonelessly. He did not like being reminded of Ethan Ridleys death. Starbuck had killed Ridley under the cover of battles confusion and he had told himself ever since that it had been an act of self-defense, yet he knew he had cradled murder in his heart when he had pulled the trigger, and he knew, too, that no amount of rationalizing could wipe that sin from the great ledger in heaven that recorded all his failings. Certainly Colonel Washington Faulconer would never forgive Starbuck. Yet Id still rather stay with the regiment, Starbuck now told Bird. He was a stranger in a strange land, a northerner fighting against the North, and the Faulconer Legion had become his new home. The Legion fed him, clothed him, and gave him intimate friends. It was also the place where he had discovered the job he did best and, with the yearning of youth to discern high purpose in life, Starbuck had made up his mind that he was destined to be one of the Legions officers. He belonged.

Good luck to us both, then, Bird said, and they would both need luck, Bird reflected, if his suspicions were right and the order to march to Centreville was part of Colonel Washington Faulconers attempt to take the Legion back under his control.

Washington Faulconer, after all, was the man who had raised the Faulconer Legion, named it for himself, kitted it with the finest equipment his fortune could buy, then led it to the fight on the banks of the Bull Run. Faulconer and his son, both wounded in that battle, had ridden back to Richmond to be hailed as heroes, though in truth Washington Faulconer had been nowhere near the Legion when it faced the overpowering Yankee attack. It was too late now to set the record straight: Virginia, indeed all the upper South, reckoned Faulconer a hero and was demanding that he be given command of a brigade, and if that happened, Bird knew, the hero would expect his own Legion to be at the heart of that brigade.

But it isnt certain the son of a bitch will get his brigade, is it? Starbuck asked, trying in vain to suppress a huge yawn.

Theres a rumor hell be offered a diplomatic post instead, Bird said, which would be much more suitable, because my brother-in-law has a natural taste for licking the backsides of princes and potentates, but our newspapers say he should be a general, and what the newspapers want, the politicians usually grant. Its easier than having ideas of their own, you see.

Ill take the risk, Starbuck said. His alternative was to join General Nathan Evanss staff and stay in the camp near Leesburg where Evans had command of the patchwork Confederate brigade that guarded the riverbank. Starbuck liked Evans, but he much preferred to stay with the Legion. The Legion was home, and he could not really imagine that the Confederate high command would make Washington Faulconer a general.

Another flurry of rifle fire sounded from the woods that lay three miles to the northwest. The sound made Bird turn, frowning. Someones being mighty energetic. He sounded disapproving.

Squabbling pickets? Starbuck suggested. For the last three months the sentries had faced each other across the river, and while relations had been friendly for most of that time, every now and then a new and energetic officer tried to provoke a war.

Probably just pickets, Pecker Bird agreed, then turned back as Sergeant Major Proctor came to report that a broken wagon axle that had been delaying the Legions march was now mended. Does that mean were ready to go, Sergeant Major? Bird asked.

Ready as well ever be, I reckon. Proctor was a lugubrious and suspicious man, forever fearing disaster.

Then let us be off! Let us be off! Bird said happily, and he strode toward the Legion just as another volley of shots sounded, only this time the fire had not come from the distant woods, but from the road to the east. Bird clawed thin fingers through his long, straggly beard. Do you think? he asked of no one in particular, not bothering to articulate the question clearly. Maybe? Bird went on with a note of growing excitement, and then another splinter of musketry echoed from the bluffs to the northwest and Bird jerked his head back and forth, which was his habitual gesture when he was amused. I think we shall wait awhile, Mr. Proctor. We shall wait! Bird snapped his fingers. It seems, he said, that God and Mr. Lincoln might have sent us other employment today. We shall wait.



The advancing Massachusetts troops discovered the rebels by blundering into a four-man picket that was huddled in a draw of the lower woods. The startled rebels fired first, sending the Massachusetts men tumbling back through the trees. The rebel picket fled in the opposite direction to find their company commander, Captain Duff, who first sent a message to General Evans and then led the forty men of his company toward the woods on the bluffs summit where a scatter of Yankee skirmishers now showed at the tree line. More northerners began to appear, so many that Duff lost count. There are enough of the sumbitches, one of his men commented as Captain Duff lined his men behind a snake fence and told them to fire away. Puffs of smoke studded the fence line as the bullets whistled away up the gentle slope. Two miles behind Duff the town of Leesburg heard the firing, and someone thought to run to the church and ring the bell to summon the militia.

Not that the militia could assemble in time to help Captain Duff, who was beginning to understand just how badly his Mississippians were outnumbered. He was forced to retreat down the slope when a company of northern troops threatened his left flank, which withdrawal was greeted by northern jeers and a volley of musket fire. Duffs forty men went on doggedly firing as they backed away. They were a ragged company dressed in a shabby mix of butternut-brown and dirty gray uniforms, but their marksmanship was far superior to that of their northern rivals, who were mostly armed with smoothbore muskets. Massachusetts had taken immense pains to equip its volunteers, but there had not been enough rifles for everybody, and so Colonel Devenss 15th Massachusetts regiment fought with eighteenth-century muskets. None of Duffs men was hit, but their own bullets were taking a slow, steady toll of the northern skirmishers.

The 20th Massachusetts came to the rescue of their fellow Bay Staters. The 20th all had rifles, and their more accurate fire forced Duff to retreat still farther down the long slope. His forty men backed over a rail fence into a field of stubble where stooked oats stood in shocks. There was no more cover for a half mile, and Duff did not want to yield too much ground to the Yankees, so he halted his men in the middle of the field and told them to hold the bastards off. Duffs men were horribly outnumbered, but they came from Pike and Chickasaw counties, and Duff reckoned that made them as good as any soldiers in America. Guess were going to have to give this pack of black-assed trash a lesson, boys, Duff said.

No, Captain! Theyre rebs! Look! one of his men shouted in warning, then pointed to the tree line where a company of gray-clad troops had just appeared. Duff stared in horror. Had he been firing at his own side? The advancing men wore long gray coats. The officer leading them had his coat open and was carrying a drawn sword that he used to slash at weeds as he advanced, just as though he were out for a casual stroll in the country.

Duff felt his belligerent certainties drain away. He was dry-mouthed, his belly was sour, and a muscle in his thigh kept twitching. The firing all across the slope had died away as the gray-coated company marched down toward the oat field. Duff held up his hand and shouted at the strangers, Halt!


Friends! one of the gray-coated men called back. There were sixty or seventy men in the company, and their rifles were tipped with long shining bayonets.

Halt! Duff tried again.

Were friends! a man shouted back. Duff could see the nervousness on their faces. One man had a twitching muscle in his cheek, while another kept looking sideways at a mustachioed sergeant who marched stolidly at the flank of the advancing company.

Halt! Duff shouted again. One of his men spat onto the stubble.

Were friends! the northerners shouted again. Their officers open coat was lined with scarlet, but Duff could not see the color of the mans uniform because the sun was behind the strangers.

They aint no friends of ours, Capn! one of Duffs men said. Duff wished he could feel the same certainty. God in His heaven, but suppose these men were friends? Was he about to commit murder? I order you to halt! he shouted, but the advancing men would not obey, and so Duff shouted at his men to take aim.

Forty rifles came up into forty shoulders.

Friends! a northern voice called. The two units were fifty yards apart now, and Duff could hear the northern boots breaking and scuffing the oat stubble.

They aint friends, Capn! one of the Mississippians insisted, and just at that moment the advancing officer stumbled and Duff got a clear view of the uniform beneath the scarlet-lined gray coat. The uniform was blue.

Fire! Duff shouted, and the southern volley cracked like a canebreak burning and a northerner screamed as the rebel bullets slapped home.

Fire! a northerner shouted and the Massachusettss bullets whipped back through the smoke bank.

Keep firing! Duff shouted and emptied his revolver into the haze of powder smoke that already obscured the field. His men had taken cover behind the shocks of oats and were steadily reloading. The northerners were doing the same, except for one man who was twitching and bleeding on the ground. There were more Yankees off to Duffs right, higher up the slope, but he could not worry about them. He had chosen to make his stand here, plumb in the middle of the field, and now he would have to fight these bastards till one side could stand no more.

Six miles away, at Edwards Ferry, more northerners had crossed the Potomac and cut the turnpike that led to Centreville. Nathan Evans, thus caught between the two invading forces, refused to show any undue alarm. One might be trying to fool me while the other one gets ready to rape me, aint that how its done, Boston? Boston was his nickname for Starbuck. They had met at Manassas where Evans had saved the Confederacy by holding up the northern attack while the rebel lines reformed. Lying, thieving, black-assed, hymn-singing bastards, Evans said now, evidently of the whole northern army. He had ridden with an order for the Faulconer Legion to stay where it was, only to discover that Thaddeus Bird had anticipated him by canceling the Legions departure. Now Evans cocked his ear to the wind and tried to gauge from the intensity of the rifle fire which enemy incursion offered the most danger. The church bell in Leesburg was still ringing, summoning the militia. So youre not going to stay with me, Boston? Evans remarked.

I like being a company officer, sir.

Evans growled in response, though Starbuck was not at all sure the small, foulmouthed South Carolinian had heard his answer. Instead Evans was switching his attention back and forth between the competing sounds of the two northern incursions. Otto, his German orderly, whose main duty consisted of carrying a barrel of whiskey for the Generals refreshment, also listened to the gunfire so that the two mens heads twitched back and forth in unison. Evans was the first to stop, clicking his fingers for a drop of whiskey instead. He drained the tin mug, then looked back at Bird. Youll stay here, Pecker. Youre my reserve. I dont reckon theres so many of the bastards, theyre not making enough noise for that, so we might as well stay put and see if we cant give the bastards a bloody nose. Killing Yankees is as good a way to start the week as any, eh? He laughed. Of course, if Im wrong well all be stone dead by nightfall. Come on. Otto! Evans put spurs to his horse and galloped back toward the earth-walled fort that was his headquarters.

Starbuck climbed onto a wagon loaded with folded tents and slept as the sun burned the mist off the river and dried the dew off the fields. More northern troops crossed the river and climbed the bluff to mass under the trees. General Stone, the commander of the Federal forces guarding the Potomac, had decided to commit more troops to the crossing and sent orders that the invaders should not just occupy Leesburg but reconnoiter the whole of Loudoun County. If the rebels had gone, Stone commanded, then the Yankees should occupy the area, but if a strong Confederate force opposed the reconnaissance, then the Federal forces were free to withdraw across the river with whatever foodstuffs they might confiscate. Stone dispatched artillery to add firepower to the invading force, but also made plain that he was leaving the decision whether to stay in Virginia to the man he now placed in command of the whole northern operation.

That man was Colonel Ned Baker, a tall, clean-shaven, silver-haired, golden-tongued politician. Baker was a California lawyer, a United States senator from Oregon and one of President Lincolns closest friends, so close that Lincoln had named his second son after the Senator. Baker was an impetuous, emotional, warmhearted man, and his arrival at the river crossing sent ripples of excitement through those men of the 15th Massachusetts who still waited with the New York Tammany Regiment on the Maryland bank. Bakers own regiment, the 1st Californian, now joined the invasion. The regiment was from New York, but had been recruited from men who had ties to California, and with them came a fourteen-pounder rifled cannon from Rhode Island and a pair of howitzers manned by U.S. Army regulars. Take everything across! Baker shouted ebulliently. Every last man and gun!

Well need more boats, the Colonel of the Tammanys cautioned the Senator.


Then find them! Build them! Steal them! Fetch gopher wood and build an ark, Colonel. Find a beautiful woman and let her face launch a thousand ships, but let us press on to glory, boys! Baker strode down the bank, cocking his ear to the staccato crackle of musketry that sounded from the rivers far shore. Rebels are dying, lads! Lets go and kill some more!

The Tammany Colonel attempted to ask the Senator just what his regiment was supposed to do when it reached the Virginia shore, but Baker brushed the question aside. He did not care if this was a mere raid or a historic invasion marking the beginning of Virginias occupation, he only knew that he had three pieces of artillery and four regiments of prime, unbloodied troops, which gave him the necessary power to offer President Lincoln and the country the victory they so badly needed. On to Richmond, boys! Baker shouted as he pushed through the troops on the riverbank. On to Richmond, and may the devil have no mercy their souls! On for the union, boys, on for the union! Lets hear you cheer!

They cheered loud enough to obliterate the splintering sound of musketry that came from the rivers far bank where, beyond the wooded bluff, powder smoke lingered among the stooked oats where the days long dying had begun.
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