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* “[A] deeply satisfying tale that will leave readers hungry for the final volume.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

* “Anderson seamlessly weaves her fictitious characters into history in a cohesive, well-researched narrative about the Revolutionary War that still focuses foremost on developing characters and their interpersonal relationships.”

—The Horn Book, starred review

“Anderson’s detailed story creates a cinematic sense of history while raising crucial questions about racism, the ethics of war, and the hypocrisies that underlie our country’s founding definitions of freedom.”

—Booklist

“It is difficult to imagine there will ever be historical fiction about this time in America that is more nuanced or respectful of time and place.… Anderson’s Forge is a terrific return not only to the colonial era but to historical accuracy.”

—The New York Times Book Review
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* “Readers will care deeply about Isabel.…”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

* “Startlingly provocative… nuanced and evenhanded… a fast-moving, emotionally involving plot.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

* “Anderson explores elemental themes of power, freedom, and the sources of human strength in this searing, fascinating story.”

—Booklist, starred review

“Engrossing… a heart-racing story.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books

“Knocks on the conscience of a nation.”

—Christian Science Monitor
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When

ABIGAIL ADAMS

was mourning the deaths of her parents, she quoted a popular paraphrase of a Psalm in her letters to her husband, JOHN:

“The sweet remembrance of the just Shall flourish when they sleep in Dust.”

And thus,

this book is dedicated to the memory of my mother,

JOYCE HOLCOMB HALSE,

and my father-in-law,

WILLIAM ROBERT LARRABEE SR.






Part I






PRELUDE [image: ] Sunday, January 19, 1777



WE HAVE IT IN OUR POWER TO BEGIN THE WORLD OVER AGAIN.… THE BIRTH-DAY OF A NEW WORLD IS AT HAND.

—THOMAS PAINE, COMMON SENSE



CAN YOU WALK?” SOMEONE ASKED me.

I blinked against the bright light and squinted.

I was sitting in a rowboat half pulled onto a snowy riverbank. The cold was a beast gnawing at my fingers and toes. I closed my eyes and struggled to think past the ice cluttering my head.

This is a fantastical dream created by my fever. In truth, I am still a prisoner of the war in the Bridewell.

I sniffed. The air here was cold but clean, without the stink of jailed men and death.

No matter. ’Tis still a dream.

I drifted back toward sleep.

“Curzon!” Someone twisted my ear. “I beg you!”

I flinched.

“Open your eyes!” the voice commanded. “We must hurry away from here!”

I blinked again. Before me sat a girl, her right cheek scarred by a branding iron, her eyes swollen with fatigue.

’Twas Isabel, who was my friend.

I blinked for the third time and took a deep breath. Isabel’s hands lay in her lap, bleeding from torn blisters. The handles of both oars were bloodstained where she had gripped them.

Like a flint hitting steel, a memory sparked, then flared.

Isabel had freed me from the Bridewell Prison. She’d rowed a boat, this ancient boat, all night long. Rowed us away from Manhattan, the British army, and those who owned us.

The memory exploded.

We are free!

I stood, legs quivering, head pounding, heart leaping. “You did it! How? Don’t matter. Country, you did it!”

She shook her head violently and pulled me back down to my seat, a shaky finger on her lips to quiet me. “Hush!”

“But it’s wondrous,” I said, voice low. “Is it not?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “No.” The wind swirled a veil of snow between us. “Perhaps.”

“Do you know of a safe house hereabouts?” I asked. “The name of folks who would help us?”

“We have to help ourselves.” She looked over her shoulder at the field beyond the riverbank. “We have a handful of silver coins, some meat, and a map. I forged a pass too, but the river ruined it.” She wrung out the water from the bottom of her skirt. “We have to walk to Charleston.”

“Charleston? Why?”

“That’s where Ruth is.”

I knew then that her mind had been addled by the exertions of our escape. Isabel’s little sister had been sold away to the islands. The child was likely dead, but I could not say this to Isabel. Not right then.

The river gurgled and tugged, trying to pull the boat back into the current. I clutched at the sides of the unsteady craft and shivered. Isabel had brought us this far. Now it was up to me.

But how?

We were escaped slaves, half froze and exhausted. We needed to warm ourselves, sleep, and eat. But above all, we had to stay hidden. The business of returning or selling runaways was profitable for both redcoats and rebels.

I tallied our advantages: A few coins. Food enough for a few meals. Disadvantages: No horse. No gun. No one to trust.

A large piece of ice floated down the river as the second truth crackled in me.

This freedom could kill us.






CHAPTER I [image: ] Tuesday, October 7, 1777



“BEGIN THE GAME.”

—GENERAL HORATIO GATES’S ORDER TO START THE SECOND BATTLE OF SARATOGA



THE MEMORY OF OUR ESCAPE still tormented me nine months later.

It did not matter that I’d found us shelter and work in Jersey or that I’d kept us safe. Isabel was ungrateful, peevish, and vexatious. We argued about going after Ruth, then we fought about it, and finally, in May, she ran away from me, taking all of our money.

I twisted my ear so hard, it was near torn from my head.

No thoughts of Isabel, I reminded myself. Find that blasted road.

I’d been looking for the back road to Albany since dawn on account of my former boss, Trumbull, was a cabbagehead and a cheat. The Patriot army had hired him and his two wagons (one of them driven by myself) to help move supplies up to the mountains near Saratoga. Thousands of British soldiers waited there, preparing to swoop down the Hudson, cut off New England from the other states, and end the rebellion.

Trumbull cared not for beating the British or freeing the country from the King. He cared only for the sound of coins clinking together. With my own eyes, I saw him steal gunpowder and rum and salt from the barrels we hauled. He’d filch anything he could sell for his own profit.

’Twas not his thieving from the army that bothered me. ’Twas his thieving from me. I’d been working for him for three months and had no coin to show for it. He charged me for the loan of a ragged blanket and for anything else he could think of so he never had to hand over my wages.

The night before, I’d finally stood up to him and demanded my money. He fired me.

Of course, I robbed him. You would have done the very same.

I stole an assortment of spoons and four shoe buckles from his trunk after he fell asleep muddy in drink and snoring loud as a blasting bellows. I put my treasures in the leather bag that held Isabel’s collection of seeds and her blue ribbon (both left behind in her haste to flee from my noxious self). The leather bag went into my empty haversack, which I slipped over my shoulder as I crawled out of Trumbull’s tent.

I had walked for hours in the dark, quite certain that I’d stumble upon the road within moments. The rising sun burned through the fog but did not illuminate any road for me, not even a path well worn by deer or porcupines.

I climbed up a long hill, stopping at the top to retie the twine that held my shoes together. (Should have stolen Trumbull’s boots, too.) I turned in a full circle. Most of the forest had leafed yellow, with a few trees bold-cloaked in scarlet or orange. No road. Had I been in my natural environment—the cobbled streets of Boston or New York—I could have easily found my way by asking a cartman or an oyster seller.

Not so in this forest.

I headed down into a deep ravine, swatting at the hornets that buzzed round my hat. The ravine might lead to the river, and a river was as good as a road, only wetter. Because I was the master of my own mind, I did not allow myself to believe that I might be lost. Nor did I worry about prowling redcoats or rebel soldiers eager to shoot. But the wolves haunted me. They’d dug up the graves of the fellows killed in last month’s battle at Freeman’s Farm and eaten the bodies. They’d eat a living man, too. A skinny lad like myself wouldn’t last a minute if they attacked.

I picked my way through the brush at the bottom of the ravine, keeping my eyes on the ground for any sight of paw prints.

Crrr-ack.

I stopped.

Gunfire?

Not possible. I was almost certain that I was well south of the dangerous bit of ground that lay between the two armies.

Crrr-ack.

Heavy boots crashed through the forest. Voices shouted.

Crrr-ack BOOM!

An angry hornet hissed past my ear and smacked into the tree trunk behind me with a low thuuump.

I froze. That was no hornet. ’Twas a musketball that near tore off my head.

The voices grew louder. There was no time to run. I dropped to the ground and hid myself behind a log.

A British redcoat appeared out of a tangle of underbrush a dozen paces ahead of me and scrambled up the far side of the ravine. Three more British soldiers followed close on his heels, hands on their tall hats to keep them from flying off, canteens and cartridge boxes bouncing hard against their backsides.

There was a flash and another Crrr-ack BOOM.

A dozen rebel soldiers appeared, half in hunting shirts, the rest looking like they just stepped away from their plows. Smoke still poured from the barrel of the gun held by a red-haired fellow with an officer’s black ribbon pinned to his hat.

There was a loud shuffling above. A line of redcoats took their position at the edge of the ravine and aimed down at the rebels.

“Present!” the British officer screamed to his men.

“Present!” yelled the American officer. His men brought the butts of their muskets up to their shoulders and sighted down the long barrels, ready to shoot and kill.

I pressed my face into the earth, unable to plan a course of escape. My mind would not be mastered and thought only of the wretched, lying, foul, silly girl who was the cause of everything.

I thought of Isabel and I missed her.

“FIRE!”






CHAPTER II [image: ] Tuesday, October 7, 1777



I HEARD BULLETS WHISTLE AND BELIEVE ME, THERE IS SOMETHING CHARMING IN THE SOUND.

—LETTER FROM THE TWENTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD GEORGE WASHINGTON DESCRIBING HIS FIRST TASTE OF BATTLE



THE MUSKETS ON BOTH SIDES fired; lightning flew from their barrels. The ravine darkened with gunpowder smoke and the curses of soldiers.

I moved my toes in my sorry shoes, my fingers in the mud. I was still one shaking piece of Curzon. I peered at the two lines of soldiers. None were bleeding. Not a one had been hit.

“Half cock your firelocks,” a redcoat called, ordering the men to begin loading for the next shot.

The rebels would not give them the time they needed. “Advance!” bellowed the American officer. He charged across the bottom of the ravine and his men followed, all pulling hunting knives or hatchets from their belts. In two heartbeats they were halfway up the slope.

“Fall back!” the British yelled. “To the redoubt!”

They turned on their heels and ran, only a few steps ahead of the screaming rebels.

After they disappeared, I counted two score, and then two score more, without moving. Gunfire crackled in the distance, then faded. I forced myself to stay hidden and listen for the sound of cannon fire.

The British and Americans had been skirmishing for weeks since September’s battle ended in a draw. The Americans were desperate to push the British back into Canada before the winter hit. Some fellows said there would be one last battle and that it would be signaled by the firing of the cannons. The two armies would fight until blood soaked the ground.

I listened. Geese honked high overhead. The wind shook the trees, sending leaves twirling to the ground. There was another crackle of faraway muskets, but no cannon. The great battle had not begun.

I stood, brushed the leaves and dirt from my hat, and set it on my head. I was well and truly lost. The only way out was to retrace my steps, past the shadows and the wolves. Just as I prepared to set out the way I came, I heard the sound of more boots crashing toward me.

I hid behind the log again.

“I said halt,” shouted a voice.

A short British soldier stumbled into the ravine, chased by a gap-toothed rebel boy near my age, white-skinned, uncommonly tall, and armed with an ancient musket.

“Stop there!” the boy yelled.

The redcoat glanced behind him, caught his foot on a half-buried root, and fell hard. His musket flew from his hand, but he quickly crawled to it.

“You are my prisoner, sir,” the boy declared in a shaky voice. “Lay down your musket.”

The redcoat had no intention of becoming a prisoner. He pulled out a gunpowder cartridge, ripped it open with his teeth, and poured powder into his firing pan. His hands were shaking so violently that most of the powder fell to the ground. He pulled out a second cartridge and poured with care. When the pan was primed, he shut it and poured the rest of the powder down the barrel.

“Stop!” The boy brought his musket up to fire. “I swear I’ll shoot.” He wiped his right hand on his breeches, then cocked the firelock and slipped his finger into the trigger guard.

The redcoat fumbled in his shot bag for a lead musketball.

The boy squeezed the trigger. His flint hit the empty firing pan with a dull click. The musket did not fire. He’d forgotten to prime his pan.

The redcoat pulled out his ramrod.

The boy grabbed the cork out of his powder horn.

My palms were sweating, my eyes going back and forth trying to figger who would win the race to load and shoot. A year earlier I’d been a Patriot soldier, enlisted as a substitute for the man who owned me. When the British attacked us at Fort Washington, I spent the entire day loading muskets for other fellows to shoot with. I could prepare a musket for firing in my sleep.

The redcoat rammed the musketball the length of the barrel.

The boy fumbled his powder horn. It dropped to the leaves.

The redcoat pulled out his ramrod and threw it aside. He raised the barrel without a word.

The gap-toothed boy was about to be slaughtered.

I had to help.

My fingers curled around a muddy rock. The boy filled his firing pan and shut it. The redcoat cocked his firelock and reached for the trigger. I rose up from my hiding place and threw the rock hard as I could. It hit the redcoat square in the shoulder and threw off his aim just as he squeezed his trigger.

The redcoat stared in disbelief at the hole he’d shot in the dirt.

Then the boy fired his gun. This time the flint sparked the powder in the pan, which set off the powder in the barrel that exploded the bullet across the ravine and into the body of his enemy.

The British soldier fell backward—screaming, screaming, screaming—his hands clutched at his belly. He’d been gut-shot. The musketball had ripped his middle right open. He rolled back and forth—screaming, screaming—as the blood welled up, covering his hands, rushing out of him to flood the fallen leaves and the dirt. His boots twitched, his entire form shook, shuddered, and then he choked, for the blood filled his throat, and his red-washed fingers clawed at his neck. Broken leaves flew into the air from the violence of his thrashing, and the gore and blood kept pouring from the black hole in his belly and from his mouth—surely enough blood for ten men, a sight horrid enough to make God Himself weep—and suddenly, his boots stopped running and his form stilled and then…

… Death caught him.






CHAPTER III [image: ] Tuesday, October 7, 1777



SAW SEV’RAL DEAD & NAKED MEN LYING DEAD IN YE WOODS CLOSE BY, OR EVEN WHERE YE BATTLE WAS FOUGHT.

—JOURNAL OF PRIVATE EZRA TILDEN AFTER THE SECOND BATTLE OF SARATOGA



THE REBEL BOY DROPPED HIS musket, bent over with a mighty groan, and puked. My belly went sour too, but I choked back the bile. I’d seen dead men before.

I rose up from my hiding place with caution. The birds had gone quiet. My footsteps snapped twigs. I was sure every wolf in the forest could hear me, smell me.

The boy puked his last, coughed and spit, then sat on the ground, his skin as pale as the dead man’s. He did not look in my direction as I walked toward him.

“Do you have any water?” I asked.

He stared at the crumpled form of the redcoat.

I removed his canteen from his shoulder, uncorked it, and placed it in his hand. “Drink.”

He looked up at me then, blue eyes red from the crying. He had a shadow of whiskers growing under his nose, but I did not think he’d begun to shave yet.

I held the canteen to his mouth. “If you don’t drink, the shock will burn through you till you’re as dead as he is.”

He nodded like a small child and sipped.

“Again,” I urged.

He took a second swig, a longer one, then wiped his mouth and his eyes on his dirty sleeve. “Are you certain he’s—”

“Yes.” I drank from his canteen, for the shock was burning through me, too.

Out of the stillness came the ripping noise of a large volley of musket fire. The boy blinked, roused by the sound. He scrambled to his feet.

“We must join them,” he said urgently. “Oh, dear God, make haste!”

“Was that your patrol?”

“Not a patrol,” he said. “The entire army is marching. Uncle says if we win today, it could end the war.” He looked at my hands, then at the ground near my feet. “Where’s your gun?”

“I don’t—”

I paused. If he thought me a soldier, then a soldier I would pretend to be. The truth was dangerous.

“My barrel cracked,” I lied.

The rolling thunder of cannon fire shook the earth.

“Take his,” the boy said.

“What?”

“Take his gun.” He pointed at the dead redcoat, sprawled atop his musket. “He won’t mind.”

“But how?” There was very little of the man that was not soaked in his blood.

“I’ll lift him.” He walked to the body and took a deep, shaky breath.

“You gonna puke again?” I asked as I followed him.

“Don’t have time.” He bent down, grabbed the redcoat’s jacket at the shoulders, and turned his head to the side, eyes squeezed shut. “Ready?”

“No,” I said. “But go ahead.”

He lifted.

I pulled out the musket and stood, horrified by the sticky blood that covered the wooden stock and my hands. My belly revolted and I gave a hard puke. I did not drop the musket.

The rebel boy grunted with effort and rolled the body so that it was facedown. The sight of the dead man’s arm flopping to the leaves gave me a chill. My belly heaved again and I bent over, coughing and spewing foulness.

“Uncle says it gets easier after you see a lot of bodies,” the boy said.

“Your uncle is wrong.”

The sound of firing guns was coming in regular waves now; an ocean of lead and gunpowder crashing toward the ravine.

“Quick.” The boy’s eyes were sharper now; his senses had overcome the shock. “There should be powder and shot in his knapsack.”

’Twas easier to go along with his version of who I was until we parted.

“Do you have enough powder?” I asked.

“Aye.” He shifted from one foot to the next, watching the brush as if expecting the entire British army to suddenly appear.

“Then run. I’ll be close behind you,” I lied.

He reached out and punched my arm hard, the way one friend does to another. “I thank you for saving my life.”

I nodded back, startled into a rare speechlessness.

He gave an awkward bow, then broke into a run toward the ravine. “Grab your powder! Make haste!”






CHAPTER IV [image: ] Tuesday, October 7, 1777



BUT WHEN I SAW LIBERTY POLES AND THE PEOPLE ALL ENGAGED FOR THE SUPPORT OF FREEDOM, I COULD NOT BUT LIKE AND BE PLEASED WITH SUCH THING.… THESE CONSIDERATIONS INDUCED ME TO ENLIST INTO THE AMERICAN ARMY, WHERE I SERVED FAITHFULLY ABOUT TEN MONTHS, WHEN MY MASTER FOUND AND TOOK ME HOME.

—PENSION APPLICATION OF JEHU GRANT, A RHODE ISLAND SLAVE WHO ESCAPED TO FIGHT FOR THE PATRIOTS



I WAITED UNTIL HE WAS out of sight before kicking off the tattered remains of my shoes and pulling off the dead man’s boots. I had to pause after the first one, for my belly threatened again. I scolded it; the battle was too close for me to be soft. I’d take what this fellow no longer needed, then flee.

The boots fit perfectly, which I took to be a good omen. My luck was finally changing.

I removed the rolled blanket that was tied to the flap of the redcoat’s knapsack; more good luck, for I was in dire need of a blanket. If he had food, I’d be rich beyond measure. I unbuckled the straps and opened the flap. His reserve ammunition was on the top. I filled my jacket pockets with gunpowder cartridges and musketballs.

I should have run then, but I was greedy and very hungry.

I dug out tools for cleaning and oiling the musket—those would be most helpful—a clean pair of stockings, and a white linen shirt, as well as a tin box containing flints and dried moss, a drinking cup, and two pencils along with papers covered in writing and three maps, all wrapped in oilcloth. No food.

A close-by cannon roared.

Hurry!

I quick grabbed the ramrod from the leaves, fetched my haversack, and filled it with everything I’d removed so far, then pulled out the last items from the knapsack: a hinged wooden box as big as my hand and a square of black cloth wrapped around a miniature painting of a pale woman with solemn eyes. She wore a pink flower in her hair.

His wife. That gave me pause. Did they have children? How long before the news reached them that their father was dead?

I did not have time to ponder his family.

The box was chipped on two corners and cracked in the middle. I slid open the brass latch.

A compass.

An expensive compass, finely crafted, with a brightly colored compass rose painted under the needle to show the path to thirty-two directions. My former master, Bellingham, had owned several sailing ships before the war. The tables in the library were often covered by maps and charts when his captains called. Once, a compass such as this had been used to keep the papers from flying on the sharp breeze that came from the harbor. Bellingham had been amused by my curiosity and showed me how the device worked. I considered it a magical thing, for I was still a child then.

This compass, however, had no magic or usefulness. The glass was broken and the needle bent.

I glanced at the body. Redcoat soldiers were not commonly equipped with compasses. This fellow was likely a surveyor or an engineer.

He died because I threw a rock.

I shook my head. No, that gap-toothed boy lives because I threw a rock.

Hundreds of voices were shouting beyond the ravine. Drums sounded their battle call.

I stood with the compass and spun around in a slow circle. The needle tried to wobble on its thin post but was too broken to show me the way. I had to reason out my situation. The battle had to be north of me, for the British camp was north of the American. South was the direction I needed. South meant the path to Albany, maybe riches, maybe work and a home with a roof and friends and a girl who likes flowers.

No. That’s a lie.

A good thief can lie to everyone else, but never to himself.

There was nothing waiting for me in Albany. Nothing waiting anywhere. The shape of my life had altered when Bellingham enlisted me. It changed again when I escaped the prison. It shattered when Isabel left.

I turned the compass in my hand, trying to wish the needle into showing me the way out. It mocked me, refusing to budge. I had no heading.

A cold wind carried the scent of gunpowder smoke down the ravine, and a strange wildness overcame me, as if a compass needle buried inside of me swung violently. I put the compass on the ground and picked up the bloody musket, ready to smash its wooden butt into the glass and finish the job of destroying it.

But, no.

I could sell it, maybe earn enough to feed me for a few weeks. I slung the strap of the musket over my head and stored the compass in my haversack along with the redcoat’s stockings and shirt. I wrapped the black cloth around the portrait and returned it to the dead man’s knapsack.

As I lifted my haversack, I winced from the pain in my arm where the boy struck me. He was stronger than he knew. I rubbed the sore spot.

Was this really the battle that would win the war, like he said?

The aimless needle inside me spun and spun again. My heart beat to the sounds of the approaching drums. I liked the smell of gunpowder. I was not afraid to fight. My hands liked the feel of holding a musket again. And to my surprise, I felt bad about lying to that gap-toothed boy.

I headed into battle.






CHAPTER V [image: ] Tuesday, October 7, 1777



BUT WE WHO HAD SOMETHING MORE AT STAKE THAN FIGHTING FOR SIX PENCE PER DAY KEPT OUR GROUND TIL NIGHT.

—JOURNAL OF NEW HAMPSHIRE MAJOR HENRY DEARBORN



SUNPOWDER SMOKE COVERED THE field like a heavy fog, turning men into ghostly smudges. The fire erupting from musket barrels looked like exploding lanterns, and then there was more smoke. Unseen cannons blasted without cease, shaking the ground and splintering the air with unholy roars. The commands of officers were matched by the screams of the wounded and panicked whinnying of terrified horses, and underneath all of the layers of sound, the drums pounded like the heartbeat of a tremendous beast.

I did not see the gap-toothed boy in the confusion of sounds and smoke. I looked behind me at the woods. Would anyone notice if I ran for them?

Isabel’s voice cropped up in my head and whispered, Coward.

I yanked my ear savagely.

“Forward,” screamed a ragged voice. A blue-coated officer on a bay horse rode through the pack of men, standing tall in his saddle and pointing ahead with his sword. “Now, boys, now!”

He galloped away like a demon.

The fellows in front of me started to run, and those to my left and right did as well. The man behind me shoved and cursed at me, and so I ran. I could not see what we were running toward until it was almost too late.

The British were dug in above us on a small hill.

An officer in a hunting shirt and deerskin leggings pointed at me and a handful of others and waved us to a rail fence. That would offer some cover.

A redcoat screamed, “FIRE!”

We all threw ourselves to the ground and covered our heads as the British volley ripped above us. I thought sure I’d piss myself with fear.

Our officer hollered at us to make ready. The soldiers around me all prepared their weapons. I did the same, though it was hard trying to stay flat to the ground and load a musket at the same time.

The redcoats rained hot fire down on us—grapeshot and musketballs and a cannon that tore through the air like a comet.

Our officer stood and yelled, “FIRE!”

We leapt up, pulled our triggers, then fell to the ground to load again.

The British shot faster than we did. They had arranged themselves in two lines, so that as the front line shot, the men in the back loaded. As the back line shot, the front line knelt and loaded. The bright flash and the explosions of firing guns were quick followed by the thud, thud, thud of musketballs hitting the dirt and fence rails around us.

Far to our left was a wooded area where two rebels were stationed behind every tree. There was brisk fire between the woods and hilltop, so fierce that the air itself seemed to burn. I thought I saw the troops down the right side of the line push forward, but the smoke was so thick, I could not be sure.

A second wave of Patriots came up behind us, and we were able to keep up a strong attack. The British guns slowed and the cannons stopped. There were fewer figures atop the hill.

“Follow them!” Our officer leapt over the fence, his hatchet in his hand.

We charged up the hill, past fallen redcoats and dead Hessians dressed in green, past the horses used by the British to pull the cannons, shot dead in their traces. We ran to another stand of trees, and the British guns again fired; they’d dug in around an abandoned barn.

I found me a sturdy oak with a trunk broad enough to hide behind and pulled out another gunpowder cartridge. When I ripped it open with my teeth, grains of gunpowder spilled on my tongue. The bitter tang tasted like the smell of the smoke that hung in the air.

I poured in the gunpowder, rammed home the bullet, primed the lock, and peered around my tree. The British were just within range of a musket such as mine, but the smoke made it hard to see anything. I shot, loaded and shot, loaded and shot, never knowing if I’d hit anyone. The soldiers around me worked as I did, some daring to stand in the open whilst loading. One fellow was shot through the leg as he reached for his powder horn. He screamed so loud, I could not hear the commands of our officer. The fellow behind the next tree threw an acorn at my head to get my attention; he was out of powder. I tossed him two cartridges and prayed the battle would soon end.

Company drummers rat-a-tat-tatted, telling the troops which way to move. I dimly remembered the commands from the battle in Brooklyn. Smoke thickened. Confusion choked both sides of the field. Discipline fell away as men did not wait for commands from the officers. Each man loaded and fired to the tune in his own head.

The wounded screamed.

Time slowed and Death rode hard. The sun began to set, but then it hung in the sky without moving. I had four cartridges left. Three.

Two…

And then our officer waved his arms and called out something, and the fellows closest to him stopped firing and waved their arms too.

I shook my head to clear the ringing from my ears.

Either I’ve gone deaf or… No.

The cannons had stopped.

Was it over?

A horse galloped through the wall of smoke. “We flanked them!” the rider called. “They’ve abandoned the field and are running!”

“Huzzah!” The American roars shook the trees. “Huzzah! Huzzah! Huzzah!”






CHAPTER VI [image: ] Tuesday, October 7–Wednesday, October 8, 1777



THE COURAGE AND OBSTINACY WITH WHICH THE AMERICANS FOUGHT WERE THE ASTONISHMENT OF EVERYONE, AND WE NOW BECOME FULLY CONVINCED THEY ARE NOT THAT CONTEMPTIBLE ENEMY WE HAD HITHERTO IMAGINED THEM.

—BRITISH ENSIGN THOMAS ANBUREY AFTER THE BATTLES OF SARATOGA



THE CELEBRATION DID NOT LAST long.

Companies were sent to chase after the retreating British. More men were sent to guard the river in case the enemy tried to float past the encampment and attack us from the rear. The officers ordered the cannons back and bellowed for carts and water to be brought to the field.

The fellow at the next tree handed me a canteen. “Just take a little,” he cautioned. “The wounded need it more than we do.” He walked over to a fellow who sat clutching the bleeding gash on his arm and helped the man drink.

I could not move.

“Find yer strength, boy,” the fellow yelled at me. “They need yer help.”

I followed his example, kneeling beside a lad in a fine brown coat who lay curled on his side. I helped him to sit up and gave him water.

“Can you walk?” I asked.

He shook his head and lay back down on the ground, as if I’d woken him from a nap. I could not figger if he had an injury to his body or if he’d lost his wits. Or both. I moved along to the next thirsty fellow.

When the water was gone, I made my way out of the woods to where a large group had gathered. An officer directed me to help carry the wounded back to camp on hastily made litters, which were no more than a blanket secured between two poles.

I was partnered with a mud-spattered militiaman whose pale face was creased with lines of melancholy. Our burden was a boy with powder burns and a bayonet wound through the meat of his thigh. He moaned as we lifted him onto the litter, then fell into a blessed swoon. We laid our muskets on either side of his form, grasped the poles of the litter, and lifted it.

Camp lay two long miles away, mostly uphill. We passed Patriot dead, including a woman who was killed running ammunition to the field; she still gripped gunpowder cartridges in her cold hands. Living women moved around her, some tending to the wounded, others stripping the bodies of our enemies. One of them found a man she must have loved. She sank to her knees and howled, a bone-chilling noise far worse than wolves.

I wished someone would make her stop.

My hands and arms quickly tired, then burned from carrying the unconscious soldier. I welcomed the pain, for it blotted the battle from my mind.

At last we reached the hospital tents. Lanterns stood on wobbly benches so that the surgeons could better see as they dug out grapeshot and musketballs from groaning men and boys. Screams came from the tent that stood farthest from the others.

“Amputations,” said the sad-faced man. “Turrible business, that.”

We delivered the boy to a surgeon in a bloody apron, guzzled a cup of water, picked up the litter, and went back to the battlefield.

The fat, pumpkin-colored moon rose, turning bloodstains into shadows. All of the colors of shirts and jackets and uniforms paled to the same shade of gray.

We could not find the officer who first ordered us to carry the wounded. My partner would have wandered the field all night, but I stopped a fellow carrying a horse’s saddle and inquired.

“The wounded are all up t’camp, but ye can dig graves if you want.” His words came Irish-wrapped, which forced me to listen close.

“We show’d ’em, din’t we?” he continued. “Killt two a’ them for every one of us. Chased ’em from the field, the damn’d cowards.” He walked off still talking to himself, without waiting for any reply from me. My partner dropped his poles and followed the man.

I carried the litter back to the camp, for it seemed a sin to waste the blanket. After I set it in front of a hospital tent, I dragged my bones up the last hill, following shadowy, silent men. Candles were set on upturned logs, lanterns hung from chains off tree branches, and campfires burned bright. I slid into a line for grub. A fellow with a flour-stained shirt handed me bread and a charred piece of meat, then a round-bellied woman filled my stolen cup with water.

I ate by a fire and shook with chills. When my food was gone, I picked at the bits of meat and grains of gunpowder that were stuck between my teeth. Stray bits of talk drifted through my battle-muzzy head. One of Morgan’s rangers shot a redcoat brigadier general with a rifle whilst perched in a tree. We’d killed more than two score redcoat officers and hundreds of their men, with hundreds more captured and held as prisoners. A thick-skulled fellow had a bullet stuck fast in his head and lived. Another took grapeshot in his mouth and lost his tongue and most of his teeth.

The stories wound on and on.…



My head bobbed forward, startling me awake just before I crashed into the dirt.

The fire-talk was quiet. Most fellows must have crawled off to their tents or brush huts. Some slept on the damp ground like it was a feather bed. I pulled the dead man’s blanket out of my haversack, spread it over my legs, moved the sack so it would pillow my head, and laid my musket next to me. I reached for my hat.

It was not on my head. I sat up straight and searched, but it was not in my haversack, not tucked into my shirt.

I rolled back the day’s events in my mind. I’d worn the hat while searching for the road, had clutched it to my chest whilst hiding from the skirmishing patrols. I was sure I had it when I opened the compass box and when I ran to join in the battle. I must have lost it in the confusion after that.

You might find it dishonorable, but my eyes watered thinking that I’d lost that hat. You’d understand if I shed tears for the fathers and husbands and brothers and sons who died that day. And the woman killed carrying gunpowder into battle. You’d say that only a fool would cry over the loss of a raggedy felt hat.

But that had been my father’s hat, a castoff from young Master Bellingham. I’d worn it on my head since the day the redcoats shot Father on Breed’s Hill.

Now I’d lost it.

I lay down under the pumpkin moon, shamed and heartsore. The tears would not stop. I covered my face with the blanket lest anyone take notice of me.
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I TRUST WE HAVE CONVINCD THE BRITISH BUTCHERS THAT THE COWARDLY YANKEES CAN & WHEN THEIR IS A CALL FOR IT, WILL, FIGHT.

—JOURNAL OF NEW HAMPSHIRE MAJOR HENRY DEARBORN



THE CAMP AWOKE BEFORE DAWN—CARTS rattling, cook pots clanging, axes biting into wood, bold conversating voices, and the drummer boys at their task, announcing the day.

I stood and brushed the dirt from my breeches, then wrapped my blanket around my shoulders, shivering. My head was particularly cold.

A group of Oneida and Stockbridge warriors, the best scouts in the army, strode by, followed by a pack of lean riflemen in hunting shirts, likely from Virginia. I rolled my blanket and packed my sack and tried to listen in on every voice around me. General Gates had already ordered several companies out of camp to harass the British. Yesterday’s victory meant nothing until all the redcoats surrendered and became our prisoners.

The thought startled me. Our prisoners. When had the affairs of this army again become mine?

My stomach growled, reminding me of larger concerns. I’d been fed the night before in the befuddlement that followed the battle. I’d be spotted as a scoundrel seeking a free meal in the light of day. I walked, pondering my predicament and keeping a watchful eye out for Trumbull.

The encampment was a huge, rusticated city of tents and brush huts for the thousands who had come to fight the British. Most of the soldiers were white-skinned militiamen who had enlisted with their neighbors and kin. This made it hard for a stranger like me to blend in at dinnertime without being questioned. But every regiment of the Continental army had a goodly number of black and molatto soldiers. I had a fair chance of passing myself off as a Continental, at least long enough to get something to eat.

I’d conversated with Agrippa, a friendly chap in Paterson’s brigade, a few days earlier. He resembled me close enough to be a cousin, which amused us both. But I dared not seek him out. The Massachusetts regiments were positioned dangerously close to the wagon drivers’ camp. The thought of being so close to Trumbull made the hair on the back of my neck prickle, as if lightning were about to strike.

I’d try my luck with the Connecticut troops. They had the most black soldiers of all of the states in camp, plus some Narragansetts. If Fortune was smiling, I’d find a company cook there in need of spectacles and eat until I was ready to burst.

I made my way through the camp, following the nose-trails carved by the smells of roasting meat, fresh bread, and bubbling stews. The first cook I approached was not as nearsighted as he seemed and sent me off with a wicked scolding. The second one did the same, and the third threatened me with his knife when my hand brushed accidentally against a bowl of apples on his table.

I dragged myself down row after row of tents and cook fires, feeling ever more out of sorts and famished. By a washing tent I spied a young white girl with long straw-colored braids carrying a baby on her hip. She paused to talk with a woman, likely their mother, who was scrubbing bloody bandages in a tub. The girl then took two pieces of bread from a trencher on the table, gave one to the babe, and walked away from the tent, bouncing up and down and singing softly.

The bread was smeared with apple butter. I wanted it.

Stealing from children is wrong, I thought. Worse than wrong.

But the notion planted itself in my head and grew deep roots. I would wait until the girl drew farther away from the tent, run past and snatch the bread out of her hands, and dash away. She would not go hungry; there was more bread on the table.

The mother squeezed brown water from the bandages and hung them on a line strung between two trees. The bump of her skirt showed another child was on the way, and my thievish thoughts shamed me. I resolved to pay for my meal. I would drop one of Trumbull’s spoons in the road as I grabbed the bread from her daughter. It would be a frontier sort of purchase, not stealing.

“Ho there! Master Stone Thrower!”

The voice was loud, but I paid it little heed, worrying that if any gun-toting soldiers saw me take the bread but did not notice my payment, they might well cause problems. Mayhaps it would be safer to trade with the washerwoman direct.

“I say, you there!” that voice called again.

I was on the verge of giving the woman a cheery halloo when someone plucked at my sleeve.

“Master Thrower of the Stones,” said the gap-toothed rebel boy from the ravine. “I was beginning to think you were dead.”

His homespun shirt was torn at the right elbow and his face was still dirty from gunpowder and smoke, but he appeared to be in one piece, body and soul.

“Not dead yet,” I said. “But I will be soon if I don’t eat.”

He reached into his sack. “Can’t let that happen.” He handed me an enormous red apple.
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