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      Charlestown, Massachusetts

      June 17, 1775

      

      Ankle-deep in the blood of their dead and dying compatriots, he and his aide crouched behind one of the earthen redoubts his men had hastily constructed on the ridges during the night. The sun now hung high in the clear early afternoon sky, still visible through the dense clouds of smoke in the stagnant air that stung their eyes and burned their lungs. It was an otherwise brilliant day.

      Despite an incessant hail of musket balls, they bobbed their heads up from their impromptu command post down the hill to risk yet another glance at the advancing British troops. They were at least double their own numbers and possessed superior training. Ten yards away, the reckless bastards leapt over piles of their fallen to press their advance with ruthless abandon, with fire in their eyes. Like they have for the last six-and-a-half hours. These were battle-hardened professional soldiers of the realm. The young colonel now doubted the wisdom of holding these hills against such a force with his now-dying or already dead farmers and shopkeepers. This is madness.

      

      Most of his own troops, a thousand strong at the onset, were raw civilians, but harbored a passion for freedom from the oppressive Crown. That passion pounded in their hearts. Those who still lived, anyway. While this battle had only been joined at sunrise this day, they were now thrust into the third bloody month of this brutal siege on their own city. They fought to take back their own neighborhoods, their own homes.

      But the new Continental army dared not relent as long as their families and friends remained in the clutches of tyrants. Worse, the Crown’s considerable occupying force now terrorized all of Boston, Middlesex County, and beyond. He shouted over the din of musket fire, now growing more sporadic, “Lads, they’ve already paid dearly, far more than we. In the future, they’ll think twice before⁠—”

      “Sir, runners are reporting in. Squad leaders report their surviving men have little or no powder remaining. What are your orders, sir?” His aide stood shoulder-to-shoulder with one of their runners. His face of crimson blinked against the blood dripping from his brow into both eyes, but he did not wipe it away.

      

      Colonel William Prescott was a man of action, and valor, but also of conscience. He said to his aide, “The rest of our militia dies here along with General Warren and the others if we do not now retreat. You did well, boys.” He glanced around at his youthful command staff. “They’ll not soon forget this battle here atop Breed’s and Bunker.” Then, to the runner and to his aide, “It is time to muster elsewhere and abandon these wretched mounts to the King’s ruffians. Order retreat.”

      His aide saluted and said, “Yes, sir.” At that moment, the left side of his aide’s face disappeared in a pink mist.
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        * * *

      

      Dark and dangerous times. Most were beyond exhaustion, on the verge of starvation, already victims of exposure. Few men were to be trusted. The same could be said of Mother Nature in her brutal splendor. Early December in Western Massachusetts would not suffer fools. Snow refused to fall. Only a smattering of fickle ice crystals floated earthward. One touched down on Henry’s nose, but refused to melt. He saw it land, but felt nothing. Now, he stood stiff on a frozen hill in this… wilderness. He was not alone, but stood apart.

      A few short months ago, this quiet twenty-five-year-old bookseller from Boston was thrust into the role of rebel warrior and leader. That meant absorbing a great deal of responsibility almost overnight with very little knowledge or experience. And now, he wondered, Am I up to this monumental task? Circumstance begs my destiny, and I do possess a damn good nose for this bloody business. At least the General thinks so. Lucy understood. Henry missed her sorely. On this bitter evening, he found himself on the fringe of nowhere, wondering how he had come to this. But he knew. He’d have it no other way.

      He longed to smell the pungent smoke of fires in the encampment, but the men could find no dry wood. Instead, they welcomed the stench of cow cakes from their few oxen and almost two-hundred-fifty horses. They offered precious packets of steamy warmth. Not so long ago, as a civilized city boy, he’d have turned his nose away from such vulgarity—no longer. He gazed down the gentle slope to the nearest stout sled fifty paces distant. It bent under the weight of a six-thousand-pound mortar, recently the property of His Bloody Majesty, strapped to its oaken frame which was joined with iron gussets. No amount of gold could fetch that carriage’s worth this night. Nor a king’s ransom. Not even with the life’s blood of every last man in his care—all one hundred and forty-three souls. Can I live with such a charge? …. I must.

      Tensions between the Crown and the colonies had been simmering, en route to a full boil for these last five years. It came to a head the previous spring. He was a lieutenant then, an active member of the Massachusetts militia that supported the Patriot provisional government. That was dangerous enough. Under cover of darkness and civilian attire, Henry had snuck around side streets and alleyways in his beloved Boston. He’d hid his colors to fight—with naught but his wit and daring. The oppression the Crown now imposed upon everyone and everything he held dear suffocated him. He especially feared for his Lucy. Dearest Luce never felt safe anymore. All because the Crown wished to recoup its enormous financial losses in the North American theater of war. Their fight with the French over conquest of territory in the Americas exploded England’s national debt. So, they levied an unending stream of taxes on its colonies. Enforcing these levies grew violent. The colonials fought with ferocity. They resisted paying for the Brits’ war in Quebec and elsewhere. If only freedom were free….

      Five years earlier, at twenty, Henry had witnessed the senseless massacre of a half-dozen friends and acquaintances in his own Boston neighborhood. These same thugs in their pretentious blood-red waistcoats, the King’s regulars, had gone mad. They murdered people he knew right in front of his bookstore, not ten paces from its windows. An unquenchable thirst for power had gone to their heads with the King’s blessing, thinking they could do anything they wanted to these unwashed masses, these… colonials. Pompous brutes with a bloodlust, Henry had stood strong between a row of long guns and his friends—those who still lived. Barely beyond his teens, he had attempted to play the role of diplomat, talking down one bloodthirsty captain, an arrogant Grenadier who obviously loathed being relegated to menial crowd suppression. Especially this far from the Crown. Since then, the time for diplomacy had dissipated in endless clouds of musket smoke.

      During his days, Henry had gathered intelligence he had used to save scarce Colonial military supplies from being confiscated by a squad of British thugs, barely escaping with his life. His compatriots recognized him for his cleverness as a quiet man who stood firm behind the more brazen members of the resistance. Rowdies like Revere and Prescott. Unlike them, Henry avoided the more lively subversions, like that massacre on Breed’s Hill—they should have fought from atop Bunker’s higher elevation. That was even the plan. Reckless ruffians, but Henry was glad they were on their side. With ever-escalating violence across Middlesex County and Massachusetts Bay, Boston had become an urban battle zone. So, he and Lucy fled to regroup with those of like minds as open hostilities, now far more deadly and more frequent than occasional street skirmishes, prevailed across the city. And across their beloved colonies.

      

      Shaken from his reverie, the bitter December wind inspired an involuntary full-body shiver. Henry’s black knee-high Wellingtons were handsome boots, though now scuffed to raw hide, not so long ago fashionably appropriate for traversing Boston’s finer cobble-paved neighborhoods. But they now did little to forestall inevitable frostbite in this forsaken wilderness, even with extra cotton stuffed in their toe boxes. Many of his men weren’t so lucky. Some marched barefoot. Some left bloody trails in the light snow. Though his command was one of the Colonial Army’s few artillery units called The Train, few of Henry’s men wore any sort of uniform. Most layered much of the clothing they owned against the weather. His and the General’s primary charge was to keep this rag-tag group of rebels from quitting. Now, as The Train became scattered, Henry worried that some men might just make for their homesteads. He worried without end.

      Henry Knox lied to himself that smoking his pipe might warm him against the night, even if just a bit. Though frigid to the bone, he burned with patriotic fervor; however, he continued to worry about his train of sleds. He drew deep into his lungs harsh Maryland tobacco smoke from his little ladle, his treasured but oh, so fragile clay pipe. Exhaled as tendrils swirled out of his nostrils and rose into the moonlight. Of course, the rigors of a winter march resulted in more than one chip at the end of the pipe’s short stem. But that pipe was one of his most treasured and well-guarded possessions out here in this frigid field. Nothing in all the world like the scent of a pipe on a forbidding eve.

      Henry’s brother, William, whispered as they stood close, shoulder to shoulder. Their vast encampment dared not risk discovery. Henry smiled. Whispering amid their massive gathering comprising dozens of oxen and one-hundred-twenty-four teams of horses to transport forty-two sleds carrying fifty-eight cannons, howitzers, and mortars from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston? Silly to whisper, but he resisted disparaging his dear younger brother’s conscientious effort at unnecessary discretion. “Henry, if we are found out, we surely shall face a firing squad.”

      “No, William, we shall not. This is the time to make our stand. If we do not, history will judge us harshly. The very success of General Washington’s endeavors on behalf of the Continental Army may very well depend on us completing our task. The General awaits our artillery in desperation. Besides, firing squads are for traitors. We are patriots, stewards of our precious rebellion.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d been on the road for a month-and-a-half already, bone-tired and lower than ever on supplies. The men were dying of exposure and despair. The weather? Worse than abominable. Still, Henry wished for more of the same. He needed snow to grease the skids of his sleds. Most of the men wrapped neckerchiefs over the top of their heads to protect their ears from the biting wind. No fancy tricorns or cocked hats for this bunch. Wool caps were a precious and rare commodity. Those lucky enough to own or commandeer a second kerchief or scarf also bundled their frost-bitten faces. And the temperature would continue to plummet if the evening’s sky offered a portent of their near future. It was Henry’s responsibility to find shelter, and he had failed.

      So, they camped scattered alongside the wooded trail where dense stands of spruce and hemlock offered a wind break, at least. The men slept in their bedrolls close to the beasts of burden and the steaming body heat they radiated. The sleds carried not only machines of war, but feedbags. They, too, now collapsed flat—near empty. Worse, with almost no grass visible through the light snow, grazing prospects remained grim. Henry already had lost half of his few oxen reserved for the heaviest of their forty-two sleds, with but two to spare. And most of the horses had lost weight and muscle. Although his teamsters suffered alongside their hungry beasts, they would not complain.

      Even though money was in short supply, Henry found a farmer yesterday willing to accept Continentals. The new Continental currency sufficed in lieu of Colonial money, or British pounds, or Spanish coins. They saved their doubloons and other coinage when nothing else would do. Henry had purchased a half-dozen oxen from that farmer, but then he learned with surprise that their financial larder was significantly depleted. Truth be told, he wasn’t much of an accountant. He’d talk with his purser, Sergeant Grossman.

      

      Now, here he was, an artillery colonel in the Continental Army, with the constant threat of confronting the finest soldiers in the world—British regulars. That was a daunting prospect in itself. But he also dreaded Hessian auxiliaries—world-class mercenaries. The British were known to employ them in conflicts such as theirs. According to the General, the Crown favored using these experienced soldiers in their conflicts elsewhere. It was only a matter of time.

      Worse, with loyalties divided within almost every household, every action questioned, and not knowing who might be a British collaborator or spy, no one was to be trusted. For the love of God, what is keeping us from lying down and drifting off in peaceful slumber? But no. The General needed him and his train. As General Washington implored him in a recent correspondence concerning his artillery pieces, “the want of them is so great that no trouble or expence [sic] must be spared to obtain them.” And he was obtaining them.

      William asked, “We are doing the right thing, aren’t we, Henry? I mean, Colonel?”

      Contrary to his own conflicted thoughts, Colonel Henry Knox’s condescending glance at his younger brother left no doubt. “William, it is true General Washington has only been in command of the Continental Army since July. And our beloved rebellion is only a few months old.” He surveyed the vast field of captured British armament before him, now in his charge. “But if our commander-in-chief doesn’t have this artillery for his purposes in the bulwarks around Boston, our entire noble effort might be in vain. Then, my dearest brother, the Crown will charge you, me, and every man in this company with treason. And they will shoot us if we make it as far as a firing squad. There is no more hiding. But that does not mean we are traitors, only that we are rebels, no longer willing to kiss King George’s ring or bend the knee to his royal arse.” He hadn’t intended his voice to raise in pitch and volume. Theirs was a righteous cause, and he would not accept any doubt whatsoever. William appeared reassured, but Henry thought, If only my own confidence matched my words.

      

      They had left Boston six weeks earlier for a secret meeting with one of General Washington’s cohorts. Henry, William, and only a squad of Grenadiers had followed the coast south to New York City. After meeting with Major General Schuyler in New York, they then possessed the funds for their expedition. It wasn’t much, but perhaps enough to save the fledgling rebellion. They then headed north along the Hudson for a brief stop in Albany. From there, they continued due north to the captured Fort Ticonderoga, where the rest of his command awaited their arrival.

      Colonel Knox and his soldiers spent three precious days collecting all the heavy weapons they could gather on a landing at Lake George. It was called Fort George, but was little more than a collection of cabins perched on the lake’s shore, guarded by a handful of sentries. The camp didn’t even feature a perimeter fence. Not yet, anyway. Their best security remained their obscure location.

      In a brief but bloody skirmish, Ethan Allen and the militia he called his Green Mountain Boys had captured Fort Ticonderoga. They discovered the British had all but abandoned the fort just weeks earlier, including an armory deemed too difficult to move with any rapidity. Now, General Washington intended to use those same weapons to eject the admiralty fleet from Boston. Failing to do so, however, could very well spell their end. Henry reminded himself once more, The General—my friend—is depending on me. And the very survival of our revolution may well hang in the precarious balance.
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        * * *

      

      Abraham and Jacob Jenkins huddled together against the night wind as they watched the young colonel and his even younger brother up on the hill, smoking. Of course, they had tobacco. Food, too, they wagered. The stench of cow cakes from a big steaming ox standing over them offered a welcomed though meager source of temporary heat. They did not fear being trampled. The oxen appeared frozen in place after a long day of hauling the heaviest sleds. Abe snarled, “I know where they keep the money, Jake.”

      “But if we get caught, they’ll shoot us, sure.” Jake kept his hands stuck down the front of his trousers for the warmth. He huddled with his older brother.

      “So we don’t get caught, Jake. ’Sides, they won’t even miss it.”

      The next morning, the company pressed on. The brothers Jenkins bided their time. They had grown weary of this fool’s errand of suffering and dying for nothing, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty hours later, the company trudged to a stop as the command echoed back from the head of the column. Most spread a bedroll behind some sort of windbreak and fell into a deep slumber straightaway. Food was in short supply, anyway, with hunger their constant companion. But two men snuck off, each carrying a box. “We bury what we got, see? You listenin’, Jake? The colonel will never miss it. Learned from me cousin who gets meals for hisself, he ain’t so sharp with the numbers, mate. And the sergeant, hisself’s purser, don’t know nothin’ ‘bout security.”

      Abe shivered as they arrived at a likely spot. The soles of his shoes were more paper-thin than not. And his damn stockings not only needed knitting at the toes and heels, but were soaked and half-frozen. Like his toes. He stood on one foot at a time, leaning against a rock thrice his five-foot-seven height near the edge of a dark abyss. He had already decided this was the spot, at the based of this cabin-sized boulder.

      His little brother kept whining. “But if we get caught⁠—”
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        * * *

      

      “Ain’t nobody goin’ catch us, Jake. Now, let’s get ta diggin’.” The December ground came up rock hard under a thin layer of snow. Worse, the stony patch had Jake questioning the site that Abe had chosen to hide their trove of Spanish gold and silver. But their single round-point wrought-iron shovel won them a foot-deep hole large enough for the pair of boxes, even if it did curl their precious shovel’s tip. Deeper was not possible. As Abe supervised Jake’s efforts, he said, “These here coins be heavy, but I don’t trust no paper money—not Continentals nor even Pounds, anymore. Give me coin a the realm any day of the week, of any realm. And the way this little skirmish be goin’, no tellin’ what kind a paper we’ll be usin’ to wipe our arses with. Or what’ll be good fer fetchin’ victuals, eh, Jake? But gold ’n silver? Nobody goin’ question shiny metal.”

      While Abe pontificated, Jake raised a sweat under his threadbare woolen waistcoat. His sleeves had parted from the rest of the coat atop both shoulders. Laboring on his now-sopping knees with the wooden end of the field shovel’s short handle clutched in his fingerless gloves, he glared up at his partner in crime. “Ya goin’ talk this here box into the dirt and rock, Abe? What say you lend a hand ta the effort, here, brother?”

      “Right you are, mate. That’s deep enough. Save the spade for trenchin’ once we fetch the Heights, eh, Jake?”

      Jacob growled at his lazy brother. At least Abe was just as greedy. They set the wooden boxes, side-by-side, in the bottom of their shallow hole, placed small stones over it, and covered it with earth before tamping it down. Stacked a trio of large rocks atop their treasure. That would make the spot easier to locate again in two or three weeks. They’d return after the upcoming battle for Boston, still at least a five-day trudge east and south to the battlements at Dorchester Heights above the British Fleet in Boston Harbor. Not that they were feeling too patriotic, they didn’t give themselves two spits in the wind for surviving out here by leaving The Train.

      After what was sure to be a bloody battle they’d be back. Or so they thought.
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        * * *

      

      Walter Bedford, a retired contractor, loved the outdoors. After forty years of hustling customers, contracts, and employees, he craved serenity. Away from noise and away from people. He adored his trusty metal detector. His new rig, this year’s model,  featured the latest gizmos for locating valuable buried metals, along with plenty of metallic junk. But he so cherished the hunt.

      The possibilities consumed him. Its advanced gold detector, a brand new feature in this model, with its easy-to-read display boiled his blood. With headphones and a comfortable grip, he’d work an area for hours without arm fatigue. That didn’t mean he lacked sore feet, back pain, and more than a little of the wife’s annoyance. Yes, he spent too much time in the mountains with his trusty detector instead of helping around the house.

      Walter loved the Southern Berkshire Mountains where he was born and bred. Especially in the Spring. He planned his retirement well, after he and his wife Rose had raised two boys. They grew up smart and successful. Both left the Berkshires in search of jobs not involving farming or contracting. The last few years found Walter obsessed with metal detecting more than ever, at least according to Rose. He thought of himself as a treasure hunter, or more technically, a detectionist. Gave him a sense of purpose. And finding an occasional coin, bracelet, or ring? That was far more rewarding than killing a deer or sitting in an uncomfortable aluminum boat for hours betting against long odds he’d catch a fish or two. Besides, seafood didn’t float his boat. Nope, detecting gave him his exercise, kept his interest level high, and delivered the sheer enjoyment of finding any type of relic.

      Walter lived in a village called Otis, population sixteen-hundred souls. He loved its small-town feel where everyone knew just about everyone else. Hell, he either built, remodeled or restored more than half the homes in town. Some businesses, too. He and his crew earned a lot of respect from the community, and they had more work than they had hours in the day.

      

      Walter grew fascinated by the story of Henry Knox. The colonial colonel passed through this area, and historians called his route the Knox Trail. Traversed early in America’s Revolutionary War, this was not a road at all. Rather, this trail wore a mere path from Fort Ticonderoga, New York and ended outside of seventeen-seventy-five Boston’s Dorchester Heights. The Heights overlooked Boston Harbor and the occupying British fleet.

      Back then, they called it the Great Road through the “western frontier” (per the city folk in Boston on the far side of the state). This trail cut through the rugged and undeveloped Berkshire Mountains. Back then, this was the domain of the fierce Mohawk Indians, the Mohicans, and the Nipmucs. Attacks on the white man were worse and more brutal than history remembers, or so Walter’s reference books said.

      Henry Knox’s artillery company trundled cannons and mortars, each weighing thousands of pounds on sleighs for hundreds of miles in the dead of winter. That artillery enabled General George Washington to bombard the British fleet in Boston Harbor and banish them from the city. This was a major turning point in the birth of America’s independence from an oppressive British reign.

      After devouring this story with relish, Walter became a hard-core Revolutionary War buff. Convinced there had to be historical remnants of that journey, he read book after book on the subject. The literature described the historical role the Berkshire Mountains played during the Revolutionary War. He concentrated his artifact hunting on the Knox Trail rather than scanning random cellar holes and battlefields he had been working. Walter learned Knox transported fifty-nine pieces of artillery from the fort to the coast.

      During that arduous trek, he only lost one cannon in the Mohawk River not far from where it connected to the Hudson. Walter also discovered it took fifty-six days to reach Dorchester Heights three-hundred rugged miles to the east. During that epic expedition, they loaded the artillery onto barges and made four separate crossings of the Hudson River. Even sunk one barge and re-floated it and its precious cargo.

      Walter had acquired a replica of Knox's own diary from a bookshop in Boston that specialized in local history. From that book, he learned they loaded this armament by hand onto large oaken sleds. One hundred-twenty-four teams of two horses each pulled forty-two sleds. Yokes of oxen pulled three more, bearing the heaviest loads. Money was tight for paying farmers, teamsters, and supply stations along the way. They seized gunpowder from British sympathizers at no cost. They made do. Walter was enthralled. So, he focused his search on sections of the Great Barrington, Monterey, and Otis townships.

      Knox arrived in Dorchester fifty-six days later and met General Washington with fifty-eight big guns. The young colonel’s knowledge of moving all this artillery earned him a promotion. Washington placed him in charge of moving these heavy weapons in the dead of night to key positions along The Heights. To the Brit’s surprise in the morning, seeing the cannons aimed down at them put them on high alert. But there was no good choice other than a full assault on artillery-defended higher ground. On March fourth, seventeen-seventy-six, a two-day bombardment of the British fleet chased the ships of the fleet that survived from Boston Harbor.

      Walter remembered reading one quote. George Washington said of Henry Knox, “There is no man in these now-united states with whom I have been in habits of greater intimacy; no one whom I have loved more sincerely, nor any for whom I have had a greater friendship.” General Washington then appointed Knox Chief Artillery Officer of the Continental Army, a position of great responsibility. Knox later became Secretary of War under President George Washington of the newly formed United States of America and served in that capacity for five years.

      If it weren’t for this notoriety, there’d be a great deal less historical information for Walter to research. But a major figure like Knox? Even though most folks likely have never heard of him? Yup, plenty of good info for a dedicated treasure hunter like himself. Walter feasted on this information and decided there had to be historical remnants of that arduous odyssey. He studied maps from that period and discovered the trail was now interrupted by modern roads like Routes 7 and 23.

      So Walter worked a piece of the trail within the Otis State Forest. The early morning frost of late May exhilarated him. His detector sounded off near a cluster of boulders left by glacial recession in evidence everywhere in the Berkshires. He suppressed his excitement. As he dug, he referred to the detector, and then returned to digging. No longer able to contain his emotion, he whelped in exhilaration at the sight of a… dirty coin? He spit on it and rubbed it on his jeans. It was silver. He trembled. Brought out his magnifying glass and looked at the impressions. Saw a picture of what looked like King Charles III on its face with lions and castles on the other side. He’d reference his research books to determine its denomination—in reales. Scanned his surroundings to ensure no one was watching. Then he returned to searching the ground with his detector.

      Walter found four more similar coins, but one was larger. He knew two bits equaled a quarter and four quarters comprised a reale. But he didn’t know whether a reale was gold or silver. Or both? Daylight faded. He hadn’t realized he’d spent so much time in this spot. All day, in fact. He rushed home, despite his exhaustion. Ran through the house to his office, ignoring Rose. His perplexed wife had prepared dinner. He interpreted her look of confusion, but ignored her. Headed right for two books: “Numismatic Books and Catalogs” by Daniel Frank Sedwick and “The Practical Book of Cobs,” by the same author. Rose hovered over her excited husband. Finally acknowledging her, he said, “Rose, I think I’ve found something of great historical significance. Maybe even valuable. I need to find it in one of these bibles.”

      “But honey, dinner is ready. Can’t this wait?”

      He didn’t snap at her. Nor was he kind in his urgency. “No, no, indulge me for a few minutes. I gotta do this.” Minutes turned into an hour. When Rose heard Walter yelp, she rushed back to his den-slash-office. “I found it! An eight-pence Spanish coin from between seventeen-fifty-nine and seventeen-eighty-eight—because it bears King Charles’ face. Worn, but visible.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose felt excited for Walter, but she worried about a cold dinner. He brought the book to the table and persisted in rambling about the find of a lifetime. He ate a little, but that night, he hardly slept. He awaited daybreak, eager to search the entire area. He’d use plastic yellow construction tape to mark off selected areas. Like he’d seen pictures of archaeologists working a dig. Exactly like a methodical treasure hunter.

      Rose worried for both of them. This wasn’t… healthy. Maybe not even… safe. If others knew….
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        * * *

      

      The day broke dark and dreary with occasional wind-driven rain that made even the unseasonably warm mid-May temps in the fifties feel much colder. Walter’s outer rain jacket proved useful, but the rain still soaked him. Water dripped down his neck because his perpetual downward gaze left the back of his neck exposed. From there, inside his coat and shirt and t-shirt, water migrated down either side of his spine in a dribble. Regardless, his flannel shirt kept him warm. Besides, he was in perpetual motion. His leather boots now absorbed water rather than repelling it. Walter didn’t care a lick. He taped off rectangles in a search grid, like the archaeologists do, and worked with feverish intensity throughout the day. With no further results.

      Puzzled, he walked farther south while scanning with his detector along the trail. He came upon a rocky ledge where the trail narrowed. A deep gorge fell away to his left—a hundred-fifty feet deep with large and small fallen boulders strewn at the bottom on both sides. Walter spotted official state forest warning signs nearby to stay away from the ledge because of more rocks crumbling away from the wall. Looked like a giant knife had taken a slice out of the mountain. But Walter imagined a thousand years of run-off from a raging river—not the small brook down there now—had sliced this gorge. Reports of deaths along this rugged ridge were common, like the wall had just grown too old to hold together, and careless hikers paid the price by getting too close to the edge. The panoramic view of the valley below appeared serene.

      Walter’s uncertainty now gnawed at his consciousness. Should I return to the site where I found the coins? Or should I push on? He also worried Rose’s patience was wearing thin. Deciding to backtrack, he wondered, Where would they divert to avoid this gorge? Certainly, Knox’s train couldn’t have traversed this rugged valley. There had to be another now-grown-over section of the trail  they would have taken.

      Two-hundred yards back he saw the remnants of an old trail base now obscured by mature trees. But these were newer trees than the two-hundred-year-old stands on either side. Walter knew these men were practical enough to divert away from the valley with their heavy artillery sleds. He started down that overgrown trail, spending a good deal of time asking himself, What would I have done if I were them?

      Walter wormed his way around the area and focused on a stand of birches nestled up against a cluster of several house-sized boulders. Then his detector sounded off. Scratching through the hardscrabble soil, he discovered nothing but a short nail. But what kind of nail? He examined it at some length. A tapered square nail with a point so rusted it curled. Must have once had a sharp point, judging by the taper. After more scanning, the rain stopped, and the sky began to clear, but he had eaten up most of his day. He’d head back here in the morning.

      

      The next day dawned. After a hearty breakfast from Rose’s magic hands, Walter grabbed some water and venison jerky. They kissed goodbye. “Be careful out there,” she called out just as he started his old green seventy-two Ford pickup. Her voice penetrated the crisp morning, but he didn’t hear her. After his hike back into his dig site, he looked around and listened. No blue jays, crows, or mockingbirds he was used to hearing. The forest had fallen quiet after yesterday’s rain.

      So, he re-started his methodical scanning with his detector. He didn’t stop for a water and jerky break until midday. Fatigue hit him after an exciting two days. He came to an enormous boulder, leaned his detector against it, and sat down on a smaller rock. Reached into his pocket for a strand of jerky. Walter didn’t know it yet, but the next five seconds would change his life.

      As he stretched to unclip his canteen from his left hip, his elbow knocked over the detector, which he had forgotten to turn off. It whelped. “What the—?” Stood up and retrieved the toppled detector. Ran it around the rock. It went crazy near a concave section of the enormous boulder behind a cluster of basketball-sized rocks. After pulling away the small rock cluster, he took out his trusty backpack shovel and dug. Then a quick scan. Yup, something’s down there. He kept digging. Thunk.

      Said it again. “What the⁠—?”
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        * * *

      

      Walter carefully scraped the loose dirt away from something that he saw was man made. A very old wooden box. Could be cedar, as it was still in good condition. The box featured almost black metal corners, maybe tarnished brass, held in place with small tapered nails with the same patina, also rusted. A few were missing, like they had worked their way out. And a swing-up latch over a pad-eye secured the lid, but featured no lock. The rather decrepit box was one foot square, and about that deep. Old, some combination of wood and metal (not tin). He coaxed the box from the ground. It box was heavy. His heart pounded. Slow down, he kept telling himself. He opened it.

      Walter’s eyes popped as he lifted the lid. A box full of gold and silver coins, tarnished, but he had no doubt they were gold and silver, in one box-filling heap! He looked around the area again. Nobody around. Not surprising. He’d had to scrounge his way into this overgrown spot next to this clustered stone outcropping. He did not remove any of the coins, but slid the heavy box into his backpack, dirt and all. Is that it? But he had taught himself to double check an area after a discovery. BEEP, BEEP, BEEP. More? He dug further down and farther back. Another small rusty nail. Swung more to his left. Did another sweep. BEEEEEEP. Set the detector down and grabbed the shovel again. When he got down to the same depth as the first box, a second box appeared not that far from its twin.

      Now delirious, he brushed off the second box and without even trying to open it, put its substantial weight right into his backpack on top of the first, each a one-foot cube. Walter worried whether his old backpack and he were up to handling the considerable weight. Filled in the boxes’ holes, covered them with leaves and pine needles. Replaced the small pile of miniature boulders. Time to head home.

      Walter arrived and bounced through the door. Dropped his now-bulky backpack to the floor with a resounding THUNK on the ancient oak floor and grabbed Rose by the waist. Spun her around twice in the kitchen with his biggest grin. “What? What did you find now?” she said. Skepticism laced with chagrin sculpted her wrinkled but still beautiful face.

      “Come look.” He took her hand and lugged the backpack out to the garage. Switched on the workbenches’ three overhead fluorescent shop lights with their pull chains. As he drew the two heavy boxes out of his backpack, still filthy from their extraction, he watched Rose’s eyes grow round with intrigue. Walter bubbled and gushed like a child on Christmas morning. One by one, they took the coins out of the first box using only their fingertips. That took over an hour. Didn’t have any gloves other than heavy construction leather.  Not workable. They counted one-hundred-seventy-four coins. Some were gold, others silver. The second box yielded one-hundred-eighty coins. Three hundred-fifty-four coins total. They looked the same as the five individual coins he’d dug up earlier, but different sizes.

      Walter howled, “We’re rich!”

      “Where did you find these, Walter?”

      “Behind the gorge to the right of the trail. These must be artifacts from the Henry Knox expedition from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston.”

      “Why would they bury and leave this?” She waved her hand over the collection of coins now spread on a sheet that covered Walter’s workbench.

      “Can’t rightly figure, dear.”

      Rose’s hand descended to her hips. Her face grew grim. “That’s on state land and there’s probably a law that says you have to turn them in.”

      “No way, Rose. I am not turning this in to anybody.” Walter realized he had yelled in Rose’s direction, but his eyes never left the prize, his bounty.

      “Then how do you suppose you’re going to turn this into money?”

      Walther then realized his conundrum. Have to think about this. They cleaned off the coins with plain water and dried them with a soft towel. Arranged them by size, then by color and similarity. While doing this, Walter’s head spun. They were helpless tearing their eyes away from the sight of this treasure. How do I convert these coins into cash?

      Neither of them slept that night. They dismissed ideas and suggestions almost as rapidly as they conceived them. At last, Walter said he’d do some research and find out what he had. The next day he took his coin bibles and went through them one by one, page by page. He determined with satisfaction that ninety percent of the coins were in excellent condition, though he remained uncertain of their worth.

      Coin dealers were a shady bunch. At least, that was his experience. A grading service like PCGS (Professional Coin Grading Service) or NGC (Numismatic Guaranty Company) would provide him with an approximate value. But they’d turn him in as they’d realize these coins were Revolutionary War relics protected by state and federal law. He looked up the laws using Rose’s computer, with her help. Did not know how to operate the damn thing, but they figured it out together.

      Walter learned the National Historical Property Act, the National Stolen Property Act, UNESCO, and the US Archeological Resource Protection Act did indeed protect these coins. He also learned Interpol even staffed a dedicated team for protecting artifacts and coins. Plus, he learned of even more state laws with heavy penalties. Oh, snap! Violations of these laws had prison terms and fines associated with hoarding or selling his find—ten years for each offense? But how did Mel Fisher keep the gold from his Atocha discovery in Florida waters? Maybe some salvage law of the sea? Was there a similar loophole to save his find?

      He’d be damned if he’d just turn his treasure in!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Walter grabbed an old phone book, thinking someone in Westfield or Springfield could help him sell his coins to private collectors for a share of the profit. But how do I find one of those guys who will keep his mouth shut and keep me out of prison and without cheating me?

      Walter searched for two days. At last, he came up with three places. They were all in New Hampshire. That was the Live Free or Die state. He made one call from a pay phone in the larger city of Springfield with a population of one-hundred-fifty-six-thousand people. He hoped for some degree of anonymity. Certainly more than in Otis.

      The first coin dealer did not know how to proceed, though he seemed willing—greedy—enough, as Walter hinted at an inheritance comprising a few dozen Revolutionary War coins. He hung up on the guy’s apparent ineptitude. The next dealer sounded more relaxed with the right words and questions that he wasn’t prepared to answer. Walter was still unsure, never having offered his name. He grew nervous again and hung up. He clenched his fists and seethed with anger, berating himself for his lack of preparation. He stumped back from the pay phone to his truck to regain his composure and to write down his questions.

      Time to make his third call to a shop in Portsmouth. Heavy with anxiety, Walter tromped back to the pay phone at the edge of a wooded park, dialed, and heard, “Hello, Browning Diamond and Coin. Ethan speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Hello, my name is Robert Walsh. I’ve inherited some old coins that I’d be interested in selling for the right price.”

      “Well, Mr. Walsh, I will need to see your coins to determine age, weight, fineness, and rarity, among other criteria. What type of coins do you have?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure, but from what was in the will and what I can make out, they might be from the Revolutionary War period.”

      The pregnant pause on the line further elevated Walter’s anxiety. But he hadn’t made the long drive to Springfield just to keep hanging up on coin dealers. He screwed up his courage and did not hang up. The man asked, “Are they gold or silver? And what types of insignias are on them?”

      Walter forged onward. “I have both gold and silver. Looks like dates from seventeen-seventy-one to seventeen-seventy-five. A face appears on their front. Pillars on the back.”

      “Hmm, those coins are indeed rare, and if they’re in good condition, they possess considerable value. Where are you located, Mr. Walsh, and how many of these coins do you have?”

      “Uh, I’m in Worcester, Massachusetts” said Walter.

      “Mr. Walsh, you’re calling from Springfield, not Worcester, according to caller ID.”

      “Caller what? You can do that? Uh, sorry Mr. Browning. I’m being careful with my inheritance.”

      “Understandable, Mr. Walsh, if that’s your real name. Let’s do this. Bring up a small sample of the coins you have and we’ll see what we’re able to do for you, alright?”

      “Okay, um, yeah. That sounds fair. When is a good time?” They set up the meet for Thursday—day after tomorrow—at one PM. Walter brought a dozen each of silver and gold coins. He grew nervous and excited at the same time.

    



OEBPS/images/logo-uplife.jpg
UpLife

Press





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/lethal-bounty-082424-resize.jpg
A Sam Travis
Adventure

based on a true story...

LETHAL
BOUNTY

Ju’rrens
Tom Kasprz@f*

R et








