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DEAR READER

READ THIS FIRST!


This story is set in 1760 during the French & Indian War, during which time the terms “platoon” and “squad” were not in use among colonial units; the closest analogs would be “detachment” and “party.” For the sake of clarity and storytelling, strict historical accuracy is being fudged in favor of military terms more familiar to most readers.

Furthermore, to save you from getting taken out of the story with thoughts of “Why didn’t they do X?” or “How come they don’t just use Y?” here are a few things that had not yet been invented:


1792–1815: Triage
During the Napoleonic wars, Baron Dominique-Jean Larrey developed the concept of combat ambulances (horse-drawn) and treating the most badly wounded first, regardless of the patient’s chances for survival. This core tenet of combat medicine came over three decades after Beasts Beyond the River takes place.

1808: Self-contained firearm cartridges
The first breech-loading ammunition, which contained gunpowder and projectile in a single unit loaded as-is into the firearm, was patented in 1808. Even then, self-contained cartridge—powder and ball in one handy package—weren’t in widespread use until around the 1850s. Before the nineteenth century, all firearms, like muskets, had gunpowder and projectile loaded separately.

1831: Revolvers
The pistols of the Old West and the Civil War weren’t invented until seven decades after Beasts Beyond the River takes place. When you read the word “pistol” in these pages, it always refers to a single-shot flintlock firearm, which had to have gunpowder and projectile loaded separately for each round.

1860s: Sterilization for surgery and treating wounds
Concepts like washing hands and boiling surgical instruments and bandages were not developed or widely used until the US Civil War.

Before such wound-care tactics were developed, infection was, by far, the largest causes of combat-related deaths, and yet the world remained mostly ignorant of what infection was and how to treat it.

1867: Dynamite and TNT
While gunpowder was very much in use during the French and Indian War, more portable explosives were not.









KEY HISTORICAL NOTES

THE KAPANOKA are a fictitious Native American tribe. Some elements of their culture were inspired by real Native American civilizations, while other elements were fabricated whole cloth. I see the Kapanoka as a North American equivalent to fictional Western European cultures such as Gondor, Rohan, Westeros, Roshar, Bretonia, or Two Rivers.

REGARDING REAL NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES IN THIS NOVEL, I strove to use cultures and combatants that were active in the French and Indian War, and to be as historically accurate as possible in the context of a fantastical, fictional tale. Where historical record and narrative necessity diverge, the story follows the characters’ point of view. As this is a Kapanoka tale, the portrayal of real tribes is through the perspective of Kapanoka characters, and the hardened men who served in Rogers’ Rangers. Any errors, oversights, or unintended implications are my own.

ROGERS’ RANGERS were independent colonial companies led by Robert Rogers during the French and Indian War. They became known for their expertise in wilderness survival, guerrilla tactics, and reconnaissance. In 1759 they carried out a daring raid on the Abenaki village of St. Francis, but the strike forced the Rangers into a desperate retreat through the wilderness under pursuit. Rogers’ “Standing Orders” set rules for stealth and rapid movement, influencing later military tactics and modern special operations. See Appendix I: Rogers’ Rules for Ranging, included at the end of this novel.

THE FRENCH AND INDIAN WAR was not called that at the time. Colonists referred to it as “the Present War,” “the War in America,” “the War Against the French,” or “the War with France.” The North American fighting was part of the larger Seven Years’ War—which also wasn’t called that while it was happening, since historians often assign names after the fact.

KAPANOKA TERRITORY lies in what is now western Kentucky. This story takes place about fifteen years before the founding of Harrod’s Town in 1774, the first permanent European settlement in Kentucky. Aside from the occasional trapper or hunter, there was little European presence in the region at the time.







Prologue

NUKANTOKA WOULD DO what must be done.

No matter the cost.

He lifted the Mawotáha from his neck and gently laid the strand of stones on the ground beside the fire.

The elders would not begin without him. They did not trust him. A few even feared him. All, though, honored the customs. To banish someone from the tribe required the presence of the Híwakúla, as healer and spiritual conduit to the past. Without the Híwakúla, how could the people know the will of the land? Nukantoka had performed the Mawotáha ritual more times than he remembered, as had countless Híwakúla before him. The ritual reconfirmed his position, his lineage. It soothed him, centered him, reminded him of his sacred duty to teach, to provide counsel.

And, when the need arose, to defend.

He looked to the night sky where the constellations told the story of his people. Nia’Gwahe, whose claws tore the forever blackness and brought forth the stars. The Wizard and the Champion—the Sky Brothers—who defeated Nia’Gwahe. The Warrior who cut out his heart with his axe, spilling blood that rained down and became the Kapanoka people.

Nukantoka reached into the fire’s outer edges and scooped up crumbly ash. Warmth spread into his hands and chased away the winter chill. He so loved the smell of burning pine and red maple.

The young warriors had lost their way.

The elders would not listen.

He sprinkled ash upon the Mawotáha. He rubbed his hands against his face, coating his skin with gray ash, and slid them up into his hair.

What he asked for this night would change him, would change his people.

What had been before would be again.

It was the only way to stop the catastrophe.

Nukantoka lifted the Mawotáha and gave it a single, sharp shake to rattle free most of the ash. He lowered it over his head, felt the weight of the heavy stones on his neck.

He would show them. Then they would listen.

When he stood, his old hips cracked like a cinder popping in the fire.

He walked to the lodge, a bark-and-pole structure built on a platform knee-height above the ground to protect it from floods. The lodge was the largest building in Hitonuk. Smoke rose from it, carrying with it the rich scent of cedar and pine. Women and children worked and played nearby, perhaps hoping to catch some of the discussion held inside. Night had fallen, but all were safe inside Hitonuk’s walls.

Nukantoka loved the lodge, loved the rituals, loved the deep talks about life, philosophy, the tribe’s past, the tribe’s present, the tribe’s future. In that very lodge, Nukantoka had become a man.

As had his two sons, Yónaliwa and Kawénatu.

As had his only grandsons, Waklihá and Kolawó. Nukantoka missed them all. He missed them so much.

A buffalo skin hung over the lodge’s entrance. Most men had to announce their presence, then wait to be invited in, but not Nukantoka. As the eyes and ears of the Kapanoka, he went anywhere he liked.

He pushed the skin aside and entered, the sudden shift from the evening’s cold to the lodge’s smoky heat making his skin tingle.

A dozen men sat around a hole cut into the center of the wooden floor, through which flames danced up. Most of the men were old. They wore little, their sweat-glazed skin reflecting the firelight.

These men had seen much, had done much in their lives. Rakolika, First Man of the Kapanoka, and on his right, Winawákowi, the biggest man in Hitonuk and First Man’s protector. On Rakolika’s left was Kánaliya, ancient and frail, second only to Nukantoka in knowledge of the tribe’s history. Other men completed the circle, men who had fought and killed, hunted and fished, lived and learned. Men who had survived.

One man, though, was younger, a mere twenty-six winters: Tawatála, the angry-eyed agitator who had instigated this disaster. A black streak ran down from above his left eyebrow, widening at his cheek, narrowing to a point near the left corner of his mouth. A blanket draped around his shoulders hid his form, but not his dismissive glare.

“The charlatan of spirits finally joins us,” he said. “Now can we begin this farce?”

Some of the men had grown accustomed to the insulting, dismissive ways of Tawatála and his fellow young warriors, ways that wouldn’t have been seen—let alone tolerated—in the past. These men tolerated such insolence; Nukantoka did not.

“You mark your face with the bear tooth,” Nukantoka said. “Why? Inside this lodge, you are not at war.”

Tawatála smiled. “Some are always at war.”

Rakolika gestured to an open spot in the circle.

“Sit, honorable Nukantoka,” he said. “Your voice matters here.”

Nukantoka sat.

Rakolika’s husky voice and steady cadence delivered guidance that dictated life in Hitonuk and the land that lay between the rivers. When internal conflict arose or choices had to be made, that voice delivered the final decision.

“We begin,” Rakolika said. “Tawatála, we must discuss the vile ways of you and your friends. You do not honor our treaty with the English. You have much to account for.”

The young man stared back at Rakolika, winter’s killing coldness written on his face.

“Our treaty,” Tawatála said. “Those words are made of mist. It is your treaty, an old man’s treaty, yet who leaves Hitonuk to serve the English? To fight for them? To die for them? Was it any of you? No, it was me, and other young men who thought—just as I did—that our elders knew best.”

He locked eyes with Nukantoka, then spoke in English.

“You are at fault, charlatan,” the young warrior said. “It was you who translated for these old fools.”

Nukantoka had learned English many winters ago, from Britta, the yellowhair his oldest son had brought back to the Hitonuk as his wife. Where others ridiculed the language, Nukantoka embraced it and added it to the many tongues he spoke: those of neighboring tribes; le français, from the trappers and the missionary who arrived badly wounded and died within a year; and svenska, also learned from Britta.

“You made the treaty happen,” Tawatála said. “Our ancestors punished you for this sin in the only way you understand.”

Nukantoka hissed in a breath, the pain of lost sons gutting him anew.

Rakolika slapped one hand hard against the floor.

“In this lodge we talk only in our language,” he said in Kapanoka.

Rakolika did not speak English. None of the old men did. They’d learned a word or two, more as novelty than anything else, yet had never put in the effort to understand other tongues. Tawatála, though, had learned English, if only to further antagonize Waklihá.

Still staring at Nukantoka, Tawatála smiled.

“C’était inévitable,” the young warrior said. “Les anciens parlent avec l’assurance des sots.”

Perfect le français for: It is inevitable. The wisdom of the old is often a false semblance.

Nukantoka was not the only one with a gift for learning, it seemed.

Rakolika raised one hand. Winawákowi stood, scowling at Tawatála, ready to strike him if Rakolika so ordered.

“I apologize,” Tawatála said in Kapanoka. “I will not speak in White tongues again. Please forgive me, First Man.”

Rakolika did not look to be in a forgiving mood, but he lowered his hand all the same. Winawákowi sat.

“The treaty,” Tawatála said, spitting out the word. “A treaty of old men who do nothing but sit and talk, old men who send their sons to face muskets and blades, to spill their blood upon foreign lands, to die at the whim of foreign gods.”

Nukantoka had known Tawatála since before the boy could stand. Even as a child, Tawatála had been stubborn, resentful, and clever. He—like his childhood rival Waklihá—was not easily cowed.

“Tawatála, you have lost your way,” Rakolika said. “Our warriors return home, abandoning our English allies. We know this is your doing. They join you and your French friends in defiling our land. The French are enemies of the English. What if your actions make the English attack us instead of leaving us alone?”

Tawatála huffed, an almost-laugh of pure disdain.

“You old fools sit here, talking, pretending to be the warriors you once were,” he said. “You do not know the whites like I do. They take, and they take, and they take. At a time of their choosing, they will ignore your treaty, and they will take our land.”

Nukantoka knew the young man was right about that. The Europeans could not be stopped. It was as inevitable as the rising of the sun.

Only Nia’Gwahe could change things.

“The English gave us the musket,” Rakolika said. “The musket is the greatest power. The young warriors who came home did so because you told them to. I have decided—they will return to fight for the English. I have decided—you will kill the French who help you destroy our land. You will do this to protect the Kapanoka.”

Tawatála slowly shook his head.

“I am protecting us,” he said. “The musket is not the greatest power. Money is, for money buys the musket. Money feeds the soldiers that fire the musket. Our French brothers have told me of the wealth we will accumulate from our own land. We will be richer than the Shawnee and Cherokee, the Osage, the Chickasaw. Richer than the Cherokee, who wait for the day they can make war upon us again. We will be richer than the French, than all the Europeans—even the English. The only way to preserve our tribe forever is with money.”

Tawatála stood. He let the blanket fall away, revealing the sight that disturbed so many in Hitonuk: the gnarled stub of his right arm. He’d lost the limb while fighting for the English. He carried a pair of flintlock pistols tucked into his leather belt. He was never without them.

“Our warriors will not go back to the English,” he said. “I have dispatched runners far and wide. The last of us sent away to fight, to the big lakes to the north, will soon return home. They will join me in securing a future for our people.”

At this, the old men exchanged worried glances. Tawatála had openly defied an order.

“You are not First Man of this tribe,” Rakolika said. “You do not make decisions!”

Tawatála touched the small buckskin bag hanging from his neck. It held the heart-stone worn by all Kapanoka who left home. It kept them connected to their land, to their home.

“Our warriors will now fight for us,” he said. “Not for the English. You old men sit here and enjoy your empty words. I have work to do.”

He picked up his blanket and left the lodge.

There was no point in waiting any longer. Rakolika and the old men would bluster and blather, discuss what needed to be done to force Tawatála into line. Their talk would do nothing. He had fourteen men with him now, all veterans of the English war, all armed with muskets, all with the same burning intensity in their eyes and actions. Who could stand against him?

Nukantoka stood. The old men looked at him, some with disdain, but a few with hope that he might have an answer.

“Tawatála is possessed by the greed of the whites,” Nukantoka said. “The French are already here. The English will come next. We must return to the ways that were ancient long before the days of our grandfathers’ grandfathers. To chase away the French, to cleanse our own warriors, to protect us against the English, I will summon Nia’Gwahe. Let our enemies see the true power of the Kapanoka.”

Faces stared at him with expressions of disbelief, shock, and horror.

“What you speak of is madness,” Rakolika said, his voice calm but laced with stone. “When I was a boy, your grandfather told us of the Cataclysm. When I was a young man, your father spoke of it. When I had sons of my own, it was you who told them the legend. And now you want to summon the destroyer? You want to bring great suffering upon our people?”

The destroyer. In those rare, unpredictable moments when Nukantoka found himself in the everywhere-and-nowhere realm of the Time Before Time, when he saw his ancestors, they told him—in the only way they could, a way without words—of the nightmare that was Nia’Gwahe, but they also told of how the destroyer had saved the people.

If something wasn’t done soon, there would be no people left to save.

“Do we not suffer now?” Nukantoka spread his arms, the gesture taking in the lodge and all beyond it. “The diseases brought by the Europeans have eaten us like crawling ants eating the carcass of a fallen deer. The White Death has swarmed across us, bitten at us with invisible teeth, killed our loved ones.”

White Death—a fitting name for a plague brought by the Europeans, the one the English called smallpox.

Kánaliya nodded. “This is true. Where any five Kapanoka once stood, diseases have taken two. Our losses are worse than any war, any famine, worse than anything since the second visit of Nia’Gwahe in the time before our grandfathers’ grandfathers’ grandfathers.”

The men considered Kánaliya’s point as old men did—with much nodding, with much thinking, yet none of them did anything, none of them made the hard choice.

“Corruption infests our young men,” Nukantoka said. “They ravage the land that has fed us for generations. Without our young people, Kapanoka ways will wither and die forever. We must summon Nia’Gwahe and punish the Europeans who have laid us low.”

Rakolika stared into the fire for a long moment before speaking.

“We all know of your personal suffering, Nukantoka,” he said. “You lost one son to the English war, the other to the White Death.”

Kawénatu, his youngest, killed by the French in a distant land so far from home.

Yónaliwa, his oldest, shivering and vomiting, too weak to sit up by himself, his face covered in rashes and blisters. The whites had not taken his life with musket ball or bayonet, but they had killed him all the same.

“We know how hard it was for you when Waklihá chose to stay with the whites and not return to us,” Rakolika said.

Waklihá, brooding and violent, with yellow hair like Britta. The boy had always felt like an outsider in Hitonuk. He’d left ten winters ago to fight for the English. He’d never returned.

“We know your frustration that Kolawó disobeyed us,” Rakolika said. “We know how it must hurt that, if he does not return, you have to find someone not of your line to be the next Híwakúla.”

Kolawó had wanted to go fight alongside Waklihá, his half-brother. Nukantoka and the elders had refused that request. Kolawó was too small to fight. More importantly, though, with Yónaliwa’s death, the boy had been expected to inherit the mantle of Híwakúla when Nukantoka died.

Nukantoka’s only sons, dead.

His only grandchildren, both gone.

“Yes, you suffer,” Rakolika said, patient and kind as ever. “But your suffering is not reason enough to call forth Nia’Gwahe.”

The soothing voice had provided wisdom once, but no longer. Was Tawatála right? Was the First Man simply too old to recognize the danger?

“It is not my pain alone,” Nukantoka said. “It is the pain of our people. We die like flies in winter. We are on the edge of extinction.”

Rakolika thought on those words.

Nukantoka wondered if he’d misjudged—perhaps the First Man did understand this must be done.

“You want revenge,” Rakolika said. “This is known.”

No—Nukantoka had not misjudged.

“I want justice,” he said. “Justice for all our losses! You moan like sad women that our young men do not follow our ways. Why should they? We take trinkets from the English so that they might leave us alone as the other tribes do. Let our young men see the true power of this land. Only then will they abandon their European ways. Only then will they respect the forest and the water, the hills and the air.”

Nukantoka stepped closer to the fire rising up from the hole in the floor, let the flickering light play off his ash-covered face.

“We can win our young men back,” he said. “We can show the Europeans they must fear us, now and forever. I will stand atop Little Mountain. For the sake of not just our grandfathers’ grandfathers, but also our grandsons’ grandsons, give me permission to summon Nia’Gwahe.”

The lodge fell silent.

Rakolika thought a long while.

“The legend of Nia’Gwahe has protected us for many years,” he said. “Stories of the Cataclysm have kept the neighboring tribes away, but Nia’Gwahe killed our ancestors as well as theirs.”

“Because our ancestors could not guide him,” Nukantoka said. “I can. My powers are strong.”

The fire popped; a glowing cinder bounced up, landed before Rakolika. He picked it up, tossed it back into the hole. If it burned him, he showed no sign.

“You think you can control him,” he said. “Did those who summoned the destroyer before believe they could?”

Perhaps they had. Or, perhaps, they had no alternative but to try. Such details were lost to the winds of time.

“It has been countless winters since our ancestors last summoned Nia’Gwahe,” Rakolika said. “You do not have the knowledge, Nukantoka. Leave this be.”

The First Man doubted him? The old fool.

“I can summon him,” Nukantoka said. “The rite has been passed down from one Híwakúla to the next. My father told me just as his father told him. Enough talk, Rakolika. You must give me permission. The survival of our people depends upon it!”

Rakolika slapped the floor with both hands, signifying debate had ceased.

“Your ego is far stronger than your powers ever were,” he said. “You will not perform the summoning. I will not allow our people to suffer Nia’Gwahe’s wrath.”

The First Man had made his decision. It was over.

Nukantoka had expected this. He’d hoped Rakolika would surprise him, would see there was only one choice, but that was not to be.

“Go, Nukantoka,” the First Man said. “Go now before I banish you from this tribe forever. Winawákowi, go with him. Make certain he does not defy my wishes.”

The huge man stood. Of all living Kapanoka, only Nukantoka’s eldest grandson stood taller, and that was likely due to his half-European heritage. Winawákowi was younger than the elders, but his fighting days were far behind him. The scars on his face bore witness to his bravery in combat.

Winawákowi walked forward to stand next to Nukantoka. The big man said nothing. He rarely spoke.

Nukantoka left the lodge; Winawákowi followed. Women and children scattered, not wanting to be caught so close to the lodge, not wanting to be punished for listening to the business of men.

After walking awhile through the night’s chill, sure that no one was around to hear, Nukantoka stopped, turned, and faced the much larger man.

“You heard him,” Nukantoka said. “He answered as I told you he would.”

Winawákowi stared down. Nukantoka knew the man would not strike, though, for he had lost his two sons, his daughter, and his wife to the White Death.

The disease brought by the Europeans had taken everything from him.

“I heard,” Winawákowi said. “I have done as you asked. Everything is waiting for you on the far side of Hidden Lake.”

The ceremony should have been performed at Mikapa, the sacred site on Little Mountain where only the elders, the Híwakúla, or anyone the Híwakúla invited could tread. Thanks to Tawatála’s friends, the Mikapa was gone forever.

“We must begin while the stars still shine bright,” Nukantoka said.

There was no time to waste.

Tawatála and the young men would not listen.

Rakolika and the old men would not listen.

It did not matter, because Nukantoka had been chosen for this moment.

Rakolika forbade him?

That old man was a coward and a weakling. Beloved by the same people he was leading to their doom. His forbiddance meant nothing to Nukantoka.

Nothing.

Nukantoka, alone, would save the Kapanoka.

Nukantoka, alone, would summon Nia’Gwahe.







Chapter 1

THE BLESSED BEAUTY of untouched snow, sparkling in the dawn light.

Lieutenant Geoffrey Rapelje sat motionless, as still as the thick oak tree behind which he hid, staring out over the gully and into the woods on the far side. Birch and oak, their skeletal, leafless branches topped by narrow streaks of clumpy white. Thick pine boughs mostly hidden by the same. The snow that had fallen during the night crested every bush, every log.

Soon, this pristine, silent portion of heaven itself might ring with the sounds of death: musket fire, men shouting orders, men calling out in anger, men crying in agony. Feet and snowshoes and fallen bodies would smash down the fresh snow to reveal the rotting, fallen leaves beneath. Spilled blood would stain the white.

Or the battle might pass them by altogether. The French had kept their main force hidden. Major Rogers’ ranger company and other British forces had skirmished with French scouts and their native allies: Wyandot, Ottawa, and some Abenaki. Small fights, many casualties, all for the sake of probing the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses.

Geoffrey had pushed his men hard to reach this position, to ensure he could choose the ground before the enemy could. The forested ridge lining the gully made for ideal defensible terrain: a tree-lined hill with a steep slope leading down, and a corresponding steep slope leading up the other side. If the French came, they would have to cross that gully while Geoffrey’s men rained lead down upon them.

A few yards to Geoffrey’s right stood Gino Giordano, his best marksman, who watched the woods behind them. Where Geoffrey needed a thick oak to protect his bulk, Gino was so tall and thin he’d taken cover behind a young poplar. His dark green coat and breeches helped him blend into the woods. A blue Scotch bonnet kept his black hair out of his eyes. He held his Pennsylvania long rifle at the ready, his sharp eyes scanning, always scanning.

“Tenente,” he said, “will this be the day they take la tua criniera bionda?”

Tenente—Tuscan for lieutenant. The other phrase referred to Geoffrey’s blond hair, although he didn’t know the exact meaning.

“Doubtful,” Geoffrey said, “but perhaps today is the day I take your scalp.”

Gino laughed quietly. Geoffrey meant it as a threat of discipline, but they both knew Gino’s skill put him in a special place where he could say things others could not; a marksman of his caliber was rare indeed.

Gino twitched, looked into the forest.

“Someone’s coming,” he said.

Geoffrey slowly eased away from the ridge line, staying low and keeping the thick oak between him and any as-yet-unseen sharpshooters who might be on the gully’s far side.

Gino shouldered his rifle. He had the eyes of a hawk, often seeing things long before others in the unit could. Geoffrey used Gino’s black-stained rifle barrel as a guide—there, sliding through the early morning shadows, slipping between the pines and the sugar maples, was a hint of a man on snowshoes, carrying a musket. Forty yards out and closing.

Geoffrey didn’t raise his own musket, a fusil, which he admired for its light weight, short length, and close-range accuracy. If Gino fired and missed, Geoffrey would be ready to let loose a second shot. At this range, though, Gino didn’t miss—what he saw, he hit.

The shadow in the trees closed to thirty yards, then stopped.

Geoffrey heard the musical call of a cardinal.

“It’s Meazon,” he said quietly.

Giordano lowered his rifle.

Geoffrey answered the call. All of his men in his unit could mimic that bird and many others.

Sergeant Meazon moved through the trees, quickly but carefully so that his snowshoes would not catch a branch or break a stick hiding just below the white surface. The Pequot carried his Brown Bess carbine, its blackened barrel almost a foot shorter than Giordano’s. Meazon did not wear the heavy green coat most rangers wore, opting instead for only a long-sleeved shirt, its white fabric stained by dirt, sweat, and the same vermilion paint that coated his face and shaved head right up to his long black scalp lock.

Meazon quietly came closer. Geoffrey felt the morning’s bitter chill and ignored its sting; he wondered if Meazon felt it at all. The Pequot seemed perpetually unfazed by the weather, be it scorching hot or fingertip-freezing cold.

“Third Squad is in place,” Meazon whispered. “Has Noah reported in? Squirrel?”

Geoffrey used Noah Kaiser and Squirrel—his platoon’s youngest rangers—as runners to coordinate with the other squads.

“Noah did,” he said. “Second squad is in place. I’m waiting on Squirrel.”

Geoffrey hoped his little brother hadn’t encountered any trouble. Geoffrey kept him away from any line of fire, but in these vast woodlands, enemy scouts sometimes slipped through defensive positions. Squirrel was nothing if not smart, though—Geoffrey had to trust that he would follow orders to avoid fighting at all costs.

Third Squad was all Pequot, which was why Geoffrey used Sergeant Meazon to coordinate them.

Second Squad consisted of Stockbridge Mahicans; young Noah did a fine job of speaking enough of that tongue to make sure orders were properly conveyed. Kapanoka made up Fourth Squad. Both Geoffrey and Squirrel spoke that language, although with both Second and Fourth, he pushed them to learn and use English. In a skirmish, you never knew might fall—being able to communicate no matter who gave orders could mean the difference between life and death.

Geoffrey personally led First Squad, a hodgepodge of Indian, European immigrant, Negro, and white men born in the colonies. The men of First affectionately referred to themselves as the “Mongrels.”

For the coming battle, Geoffrey’s duties were to detect the enemy, harry them to slow their pace, then fade back to the main column. Geoffrey didn’t like spreading his men out so far he couldn’t communicate with them directly, but he had no choice. His platoon’s forty-nine rangers were stretched out to cover an area that would be better served by a hundred and fifty. Any hole in the line or any collapse caused by the attacking forces would spell disaster.

A scurrying in the woods, both faster and quieter than Meazon had been. Gino shouldered his rifle but didn’t aim it; he, like Geoffrey and the rest of First Squad, knew only one person who could move like that while wearing snowshoes, like a breeze sliding past trunks and floating above the snow.

Geoffrey’s half-brother slid from the woods and hurried closer. At sixteen years old and small of frame, Tsunukólai Wóhapahisko lived up to his name, which translated to Swift Squirrel. When he’d joined Geoffrey’s unit six months earlier, he’d asked to be called by his familiar name—Kolawó. That hadn’t lasted long; once the Rangers started calling him simply “Squirrel,” the young man had taken a liking to the way the word sounded.

He wore the green of Major Rogers’ rangers, but modified it by affixing feathers, bits of fur or brown fabric, sometimes even sticks or small branches, anything from the area in which his unit operated.

Both brothers had the heavy, straight hair of their father, but where blue-eyed Geoffrey had inherited his mother’s blond locks, Squirrel’s hair was the raven-black of all full Kapanoka.

As the young ranger drew closer, Geoffrey saw fear in Squirrel’s eyes—something was wrong.

“Sergeant Meazon, watch the ridge,” Geoffrey said, then moved a few feet down the slight slope to where he’d left his own snowshoes and pack. He started tying the wood-and-sinew snowshoes to his moccasin-clad feet.

Had Squirrel seen the enemy? Were the French and their Abenaki allies behind the rangers as opposed to in front of them?

Squirrel closed in, his chest heaving yet even then his breath was silent.

“Come quickly, Lieutenant,” he said. “Fourth Squad is leaving!”







Chapter 2

FOURTH SQUAD SHOULD have been spread out along the ridge, hidden in the trees like an invisible rope with far-distant human knots. Geoffrey should have been able to see two or three rangers at a time, no more, yet all eleven Kapanoka were together, a few yards down the gentle slope. The ridge hid their position from French eyes on the gully’s far side, some hundred and fifty yards away, but also meant they could not see those same French.

Eleven men. One quarter of Geoffrey’s forces.

He knew their faces. Some—like Child of Oak, Bobcat Toe, and Calling Owl—he’d grown up with. They were near his age. Others were years younger than he; when Geoffrey had left the tribe, those men had been children.

All in Fourth Squad wore the painted bear tooth symbol—the gwasinà napáwa—down the left side of their face. The black mark started above the eyebrow, widened slightly at the cheek, then tapered to a point near the corner of the mouth. It symbolized a Kapanoka warrior’s bravery in battle.

Squirrel often asked to wear the mark, but Geoffrey forbade it. He had yet to demonstrate his courage and ability in battle. Admittedly, that was by Geoffrey’s design. His brother had traded some distant musket fire along the Richelieu River and near the St. Lawrence when the Rangers supported the attack on Montreal, but Geoffrey always kept him well clear of any significant danger.

Among the Kapanoka about to turn tail, there was one Geoffrey didn’t recognize. A boy, younger than Squirrel by perhaps two years. No gwasinà napáwa on his face. Fierce eyes, but Geoffrey saw the trepidation in them, the exhaustion. Had the boy trekked all the way from Kapanoka land, a hard, dangerous journey of some three weeks?

Quickly, quietly, Geoffrey walked toward the gathered men. Quickly, quietly, Child of Oak—the ranger sergeant in command of Fourth Squad—stepped forward to meet him. The men of his squad fidgeted with their muskets. They seemed upset, angry, excited, and guilty all at once.

Geoffrey took a knee, as did Child of Oak.

“Sergeant, get your men back on the ridge,” Geoffrey said. “You have left us exposed.”

He didn’t yell, both because noise was the enemy, and because he rarely needed to raise his voice. Save for Giordano, he was taller than all the men in his command, and save for Henry Turner, thicker and heavier.

Child of Oak met Geoffrey’s eyes, but barely. Geoffrey knew this man, knew his behavior; Child of Oak was torn.

“We are leaving,” he said. “We are going home.”

Fourth Squad was difficult to manage but they’d fought bravely and well. They’d been assigned to Geoffrey’s platoon because of his history with the Kapanoka tribe.

Child of Oak wanted to run? Now, in what might be moments before a battle?

“Tewamáwa, this isn’t like you,” Geoffrey said, using the man’s familiar name. “Why are you doing this?”

Kapanoka people had two names: a formal, and a familiar. Full, formal names, like Child of Oak—Téwaki Mawália—or Swift Squirrel—Tsunukólai Wóhapahisko—were terms of respect used in polite situations, rituals, or when circumstances became serious. Familiar names, used by family and friends, were truncated versions of the formal name.

Child of Oak knew full well the kind of discipline Geoffrey could deliver, yet he’d still made the choice to run. If the man had abandoned military structure, Geoffrey had to appeal to his loyalty and bravery—whatever it took to get him back on the ridge. Using his familiar name would, hopefully, remind him of all he and Geoffrey had been through together while serving in the rangers.

“Tawatála has called us home,” Child of Oak said. “All of us.” He looked at Squirrel, who knelt nearby. “You, too, Squirrel.” He then stared at Geoffrey. “Even you, half-breed.”

Tawatála, the familiar name of Tawo Hukatála—Angry Fox. Geoffrey had known him since they were children in Hitonuk. Like Geoffrey, he’d served in Major Rogers’ units. Unlike Geoffrey, he’d been captured by the Abenaki during the flight from St. Francis. Tawatála had lost an arm and would never fight again.

How they had brawled as little boys and as teenagers, always battling to see who was the strongest, who was the bravest. That stopped only when Geoffrey left Hitonuk. He’d never liked Tawatála, but he’d respected the man as a fighter who would not back down from anyone.

The warriors of Fourth Squad, too, respected Tawatála. So much so they were willing to abandon their duty to the British and their fellow rangers.

“Why does Tawatála want you to return home?” asked Geoffrey. “Or is it that you’re using him as an excuse because you are afraid of the French and Abenaki?”

Child of Oak stiffened at the insult. Kapanoka prided themselves on bravery, considered themselves better than the warriors of any other tribe. In that way, really, they were no different from the Stockbridge, the Cherokee, the Pequot, or any of the hundreds of tribes Geoffrey had met over his decade as a ranger. The dedicated soldiers of the French, the English, and the Colonials were much the same—every warrior believed his own kind was superior.

In the far distance, the report of a single musket shot echoed through the woods.

The battle had begun.

“Tawatála is not the First Man,” Geoffrey said. “Did the First Man order you home? Did the First Man tell you to break the treaty with the English? For if he did not, you must stay here.”

Child of Oak set his jaw, jutted out his chin.

“There is no negotiation,” he said. “We stayed only long enough to talk to you as a token of respect. The English will no longer tell us what to do.” He slid a hand inside his tunic and pulled out his mikapaken pouch. He held it by its rawhide thong, letting the small buckskin bag sway as he talked. “Our people call us home. Everything will change. Will you come with us, Waklihá?”

Now it was Child of Oak using Geoffrey’s familiar tribal name. Back in Hitonuk, when Tawatála and others ganged up on Geoffrey, tormented him, Oak had never joined in. He and Geoffrey weren’t friends, but they had never been enemies.

Geoffrey wore no mikapaken. He hadn’t taken one. When he’d left Hitonuk, he’d had no intention of going back. He wasn’t going back now.

“I order you to get back into position.” Geoffrey glanced around at the men. Some met his gaze. Some could not. “If you leave, and French troops get through this spot, they will flank us. Men will die.”

Child of Oak sneered. “White men will die? Pequot and Mahican? Deaths such as these are no loss.”

“You will not leave, Sergeant,” Geoffrey said, then put his hand on the butt of his flintlock pistol.

Child of Oak didn’t move. He didn’t have to. Four musket barrels rose, aimed at Geoffrey. Squirrel stood, started to raise his own weapon—in an instant, Geoffrey suffered a vision of musket balls ripping through his half-brother.

“Private Squirrel,” he said, “stand down!”

Two warriors aimed their muskets at Squirrel. His eyes widened. He set the butt of his musket on the trodden snow.

Geoffrey eased his hand away from his pistol.

Child of Oak looked at Squirrel, raised the small buckskin bag a bit higher.

“I know you wear your mikapaken,” Child of Oak said to him. “Unlike your brother, who has abandoned all of our ways. You are one of us, Kolawó. Come home.”

Squirrel sneered. “You want me to flee like coward?” He spit on the ground. “Wipe the gwasinà napáwa from your face. I will stay here with true warriors.”

The words clearly cut Child of Oak, but not deeply. Everyone here—even Squirrel—knew Child of Oak was no coward. The four scalps dangling from his belt were testament enough to his skill and courage.

Child of Oak, in fact, was likely the reason Squirrel was still alive. Geoffrey’s younger brother had run away from Hitonuk. He’d traveled on foot for over a month, hundreds of miles, on his own, in his foolish quest to join Geoffrey. Such a dangerous trip, through the territories of the Cherokee, who hated the Kapanoka, and the French-allied Shawnee, as well as lands teeming with white trappers and hunters, some of whom would kill an Indian as soon as look at them.

Squirrel made it to Fort Pitt at the forks of the Ohio River. There, half-starved and desperate for help, he’d seen Child of Oak, who was conveying messages from General Amherst to Colonel John Armstrong of the Pennsylvania Regiment. Child of Oak had brought Squirrel back with him—a trek that took another three weeks—to Fort St. Frédéric, where Rogers’ men were preparing for Amherst’s attack on Montreal.

How furious Geoffrey had been. His brother was young, and so small for his age. Geoffrey had demanded Squirrel return to Hitonuk. A foolish effort. Once Squirrel set his mind to something, nothing could turn him aside. In that way, at least, the two brothers were very much alike. If Geoffrey hadn’t made Squirrel one of the Mongrels, he would have enlisted with some other unit where Geoffrey couldn’t protect him, couldn’t keep him away from up-close combat.

Right here, right now, though, Squirrel had a chance to return to Hitonuk. Not alone, as he’d come, but rather with a squad of capable, experienced warriors who could keep him safe and guide him home. Geoffrey briefly thought of urging his brother to go with them, but to leave now, to abandon his comrades, was a dishonor that would not stand.

What Geoffrey wanted for his brother in this moment didn’t matter—Squirrel had made his choice. Geoffrey was proud of him.

“We go now,” Child of Oak said. “Good luck to you, Lieutenant. Good luck to you, Kolawó.”

He walked into the woods. Six of the warriors followed and set up firing positions to cover the four who still had muskets leveled at Geoffrey, then those four followed. A proper, well-defended retreat by ranks. If Geoffrey hadn’t been so enraged, he would have been proud.

In moments, Fourth Squad was gone.

Geoffrey heard more musket fire from somewhere across the gully. Only three shots, but a harbinger of more to come.

“Private,” Geoffrey said, “go to General Gage and Major Rogers. Tell them Fourth Squad fled and our platoon has lost a quarter of our strength. Lost a quarter—repeat it back to me.”

Squirrel spoke excellent English. When they’d been children in Hitonuk, Geoffrey had taught him. They’d spent countless hours speaking the language with each other and with their grandfather. Still, there were occasional gaps in Squirrel’s understanding—any misinterpretation here could cost lives.

“Lost a quarter of strength,” Squirrel said. He nodded. “Yes, I can say that.”

“Go,” Geoffrey said. “Move fast.”

Squirrel took off like an arrow.

Geoffrey took a moment to calm himself. A ranger could not allow anger to dictate his actions. Anger was reserved for close-in fighting, for bayonet, knife, and tomahawk. Until then, he had to keep his wits about him. The lives of his platoon, and possibly many more, relied upon his decisions and his decisions alone.

Without thinking, he placed a hand against his chest, a habit of his distant past—his hand wanted to feel the comfort of his mikapaken, but he had not worn one for a decade.

As the distant musket fire became an irregular, slow drumbeat of war, Geoffrey hurried off to join his men.







Chapter 3

SQUIRREL FOUGHT AGAINST tears. Tears were for women, not warriors, and he was no woman.

But was he a warrior?

No, not yet. Not until he took a scalp of his own.

He moved quickly through the woods. His snowshoe-clad feet knew where to land—they always did—which was good, because his thoughts churned with frustration and confusion.

Child of Oak was a good man. Squirrel had called him a coward, yet that wasn’t true.

What message had Angry Fox sent?

Child of Oak had asked Squirrel to come with him, asked with respect as if Squirrel was a full warrior, one who had fought up close and not just fired a musket from a great distance.

But Squirrel would not abandon his brother. Waklihá was the greatest warrior alive.

Squirrel saw the hill where General Gage and Major Rogers commanded the coming battle. At the foot of that rise, three redcoats stood guard.

He set his musket butt on the snow and tied a red garter around the end of the barrel. He slung the weapon over his shoulder, raised his hands, and approached the redcoats. They saw him long after he saw them—they bristled at his approach, aimed their muskets at him.

The red garter was a signal so they didn’t shoot him on sight. Oftentimes, British regulars could not tell the difference between Kapanoka and Ottawa, between Wyandot and Shawnee. Maybe the regulars weren’t smart enough to see the obvious. Maybe they didn’t care. Maybe they simply hated anyone who didn’t look like they did. Squirrel felt like many of the regulars wanted to kill him, even though they fought for the same side.

“Identify yourself,” one of the redcoats said.

“Swift Squirrel, rangers, Second Platoon, First Squad. I bring a report from Lieutenant Rapelje for General Gage and Major Rogers.”

A second redcoat grunted in annoyance. “I hate this shite. Can’t tell the good savages from the bad.”

Savages. Squirrel knew that word well. White men called him that plenty.

The third redcoat lowered his musket. “I know this one. Private, follow me.”

Squirrel fell in behind the man up the hill. At the top, General Gage and Major Rogers stood, looking through their spyglasses.

Major Rogers was First Man of all the rangers. General Gage was First Man of a larger group that included Rogers and his rangers. Two very powerful, important men.

“General Gage,” the redcoat said, “Private Squirrel has an urgent message from Second Platoon.”

The general lowered his telescope and waved Squirrel over.

Gage wore more clothes than any fight required. His white undercoat and breeches, topped by a bright scarlet officer’s jacket with brass buttons flashing in the morning sun, would make him an easy target if the enemy came into range. Atop the ash-colored wig worn by officers—French and British alike—sat one of those strange black hats that pointed both left and right. His belt and boots gleamed like wet black stone. Rogers, on the other hand, wore the same green uniform as Squirrel: frayed, tattered, torn in places, streaked with marks that came from running through the woods, from crawling across the ground, from hiding in bushes and beneath leaves. No wig for Major Rogers.

There were two other white men as well, standing off a few paces. They were observing, perhaps—not making decisions like Gage and Rogers. One looked to be about the same age as Waklihá, a comparison that came immediately to mind, perhaps, because his eyes held the same cold, detached look as Squirrel’s brother and Major Rogers. The man held a musket, a splendid one by the looks of it, and had a pistol in his belt. He wore a fine dark blue coat over a white shirt with lace at the collar and sleeves, and a matching dark blue, three-pointed hat. He had the carriage of a British officer although he wore no insignia.

The other man was younger, a few years older than Squirrel. This one shivered visibly despite a thick brown jacket and a knitted cap pulled down over his ears and almost over his eyes. It was cold out, yes, yet the air carried barely a hint of this land’s full, frigid power. At a glance, Squirrel knew this man had little experience with winter.

Squirrel moved closer to Gage and Rogers. He stood straight and saluted. Rogers casually returned the salute. Gage did not.

“Out with it, boy,” the general said. “What’s the issue? Are Rapelje’s men in place?”

“Fourth squad fled,” Squirrel said. “The platoon has lost a quarter of its strength.”

Gage’s face—already ruddy from the cold, in that strange way white men had—grew darker still.

“General,” Rogers said, “Fourth Squad is Kapanoka.”

Gage scowled. “Kapanoka. Always a problem with them, and now this. Unreliable, dishonorable savages. We are already spread too thin. We must pull back from that area. If Second Platoon is overrun, the French can flank the regiments making up our left wing and we will lose the day.”

“I advise against that,” Rogers said. “Ottawa scouts are reported to be in that area. If they find no resistance, they’ll lead the French in. Pulling Second Platoon back makes it more likely our left wing is overrun, not less. Lieutenant Rapelje knows what he’s doing. Trust him.”

A cannon’s low rumble thundered from far away. Muskets cracked like tiny twigs.

Gage raised his spyglass, looked out to the horizon. “Rapelje is half Kapanoka, no more reliable than the cowards who fled the field.” He lowered it, pointed in the direction it had been aimed. “Private, return to your unit. Tell Rapelje to deploy his men on that small rise, there, and to do with haste. Go!”

The redcoat pointed down the hill. Squirrel descended, the redcoat close behind.

Gage’s order seemed strange. The new location was lower in elevation than the ridge Second Platoon currently occupied. Major Rogers always said high ground was better. And what was more, pulling back to Gage’s new location would let the French and their allies take a large piece of the battlefield without having to fire a shot to earn it.

It didn’t make sense.

But there was much in this world that didn’t make sense to Squirrel. First Men knew what had to be done, and here, General Gage was First Man.

The soldier escorted Squirrel past the sentries, then Squirrel raced back to his brother.







Chapter 4

GEOFFREY ORDERED HIS squads to tighten up. Where Second Platoon had stretched across roughly one hundred and fifty yards, it now took up perhaps one hundred. Most of the men waited behind the ridge, just out of sight from the gully’s far side. Only the sergeants and Geoffrey were partially exposed, lying on their bellies, behind cover, peering across the gully.

He hadn’t sent men up into the trees as lookouts. They would be too visible up there among the snow-lined, leafless branches, and would betray the rangers’ position to the enemy.

French scouts were advancing. Geoffrey saw two dozen men, spread out and descending the gully’s far slope. Judging from their claret and black face paint, and from the beadwork on their white blouses, they were Ottawa. Even in the dead of winter, Ottawa tended to avoid jackets or heavy clothing, as they wanted to demonstrate their toughness. With the Ottawa were several Canadians, judging by their red stocking caps and blue jackets—men who had decided to fight on even though the French had lost their colony to the British.

There was no way to know how many additional soldiers Geoffrey and his men might soon face.

They could easily hold this position against two-to-one or even three-to-one odds, but Geoffrey suspected the French possessed vastly superior numbers. If that was the case, his rangers could only hope to slow the enemy down.

He’d sent Noah Kaiser east to check on the British left wing. From the distant boom of cannon fire echoing through the thick woods, those soldiers were engaged from the front.

Geoffrey heard fast, light crunches of snowshoes approaching from behind. Slowly, he edged backward on his belly, out of the enemy’s line of sight.

Squirrel approached. He crouched next to Geoffrey and gave hand signals:

Gage ordered retreat.

New position to the west.

I know where.

Geoffrey felt renewed anger at Child of Oak and the other Kapanoka who’d fled. This was a good position, one from which he could hold back any light scouting force for at least an hour. Now he would have to abandon this spot for a lesser position.

General Gage did not hide the fact he despised Geoffrey’s half-Kapanoka blood. Geoffrey had advanced far in the ranks, but if he were to make the next leap—his long-desired promotion to captain—he had to continue to perform better than those who were not “stained” by some accident of birth.

Orders were orders. Geoffrey’s men would deal with the French scouts, then clear out.

He saw Noah moving quickly toward him, almost as light on snowshoes as Squirrel was. Squirrel had become fast friends with the sixteen-year-old Virginian. Geoffrey knew the pair complained to each other about not being allowed to fight in close-quarters combat. Both were too small to face fully grown men. Geoffrey kept them as protected as he could.

Noah stopped and hand-signaled:

Left wing, heavily engaged.

Outnumbered, holding position.

He then pointed north, one finger going up, over and down, signifying the area beyond the gully.

First Platoon reports two hundred French, fifty Ottawa, coming fast.

The news chilled Geoffrey far more than the temperature ever could. His job was to protect the British flank against raiding parties, but three French companies was no mere raiding party. If that force crossed the gully uncontested and then turned east, they’d ravage the unprotected British flank.

Already heavily engaged from the front, the regiments that made up the left wing would be routed and driven from the field. French forces would continue their sweep and roll up the British line while simultaneously sending squads deeper to destroy British artillery emplacements.

If Geoffrey held his current position, he would disobey a direct order.

If he left, he’d hand the battle to the French.

He could not do the latter, no matter how outnumbered he and his men were. He had to engage the enemy here, slow them down long enough for Gage to react to this new threat and send in reserves.

Geoffrey crawled back to his oak tree. Four dozen Ottawa and Canadians in the gully now, moving as silently as they could. The first of them were already slinking up the nearside slope. In the trees a hundred and fifty yards away, on the gully’s far side, a column of white-coated French fusiliers steadily advanced.

Geoffrey flashed hand signals back to Squirrel, instructing him to rush back to Gage and inform the general of the situation, then move to the first rally point and wait there. Geoffrey saw anger and disappointment in his brother’s eyes. Squirrel wanted to fight, wanted to prove himself.

His time would come. That time was not now.

Geoffrey and his men waited. They had not fired, had not shown themselves. When Geoffrey attacked, so would they.

He heard small branches breaking as the Ottawa and Canadians climbed the gully’s steep slope, closing in on the ridge.

Geoffrey quietly set his fusil on the ground. He drew his pistol and tomahawk. Pistol in his left hand, tomahawk in his right, he pressed himself against the tree trunk.

He stayed still.

He waited.

An Ottawa crested the ridge just to his right. Geoffrey hesitated a moment, taking in the brave’s tight tuft of black hair, the black streaks atop claret face paint, and the French carbine in his hands. The warrior was oblivious to the danger crouching only an arm’s reach away. For all of a second, perhaps two, Geoffrey watched the Ottawa, wondered if the man had a family, wondered how many colonists and British soldiers he’d killed.

Geoffrey swung his tomahawk in a sharp, hard arc. The sharp blade bit deep into the Ottawa’s neck, thudded to a halt halfway through his spine. The warrior spasmed, tried to make a sound, but nothing came out.

Geoffrey pulled him down and yanked the tomahawk free. Movement to the left—a buckskin-clad Canadian climbing onto the ridge. Geoffrey aimed and fired.

The lead ball struck the man in the mouth, ripping his upper lip and shattering teeth before it raged out the back of his head, taking chunks of skull and scalp with it. The man tumbled down the slope.

That single shot opened the gates of hell.

Up and down the ridge line, rangers attacked with hatchets, with knives, with spears, with muskets. The French scouts screamed in surprise and agony. Some fled down the slope. Others continued on, bravely climbing up to attack.

A French officer on the far ridge shouted orders. Geoffrey peeked out and saw the French forming a firing line.

“Free fire,” Geoffrey called out. “Take out the riflemen on the ridge!”

His men repeated his words, sending the order down the line.

He grabbed his fusil and pulled the cock to full. A French ball struck his tree—splinters exploded outward, digging into his cheek. He ignored the pain, sighted across the gully at an Ottawa aiming his way. Geoffrey pulled the trigger. The flint scraped the steel frizzen, throwing sparks into the pan and igniting the powder there. The fusil barked a cone of fire, driving the stock against his shoulder.

There was a long, frozen heartbeat of time as the ball traveled the distance. The Ottawa twisted away, hand clutching at his shoulder as he fell to the snow-covered ground.

Geoffrey glanced right—Giordano, on his belly, aiming across the gully—then left—William Humble, that mad Scotsman, scalping a still-twitching Canadian. Up and down the ridge line, some of Geoffrey’s men struggled hand-to-hand with the French scouts.

Other rangers fired across the gully. Others still reloaded.

Moans and cries of agony. The smell of sulfur, and already of human shit and piss from the dead or dying who’d soiled themselves when ball or hatchet or blade stole their life away.

Geoffrey’s hands worked on their own, animals unto themselves trained from long years of drill and combat: pull the lock to half-cock; flip back the frizzen to open the powder pan; use the horn hanging on his left hip to pour powder into the pan; close frizzen, put the weapon’s butt on the ground; pour powder into the barrel; grab a fabric-patch-wrapped .60-caliber lead ball from the leather pouch that hung off his right hip; jam the patched ball into the barrel, thumb it down hard; draw the ramrod from its holding pipes beneath the fusil; ram the patched ball all the way down the barrel; slide the ramrod back into the pipes; raise musket; draw the cock back to full.

A soldier was expected to fire two shots per minute. Well-trained British regulars could often manage three. As for the rangers? Three shots per minute was the minimum, the repetitive movements practiced over and over again. Some rangers—Geoffrey, Gino, and MacNeal among them—loaded so fast they could often fire four shots
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