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   His sudden and mysterious death in 1989 shocked the world, but the name of Barry Sadler will live forever through his dramatic and authentic novels.
 
   TONY ROBERTS
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 [bookmark: _Toc388115231]CHAPTER ONE
 
   As far as impressive sights went, Casca reasoned, as he was led manacled and escorted by two stern looking scarlet-clad British soldiers, the black-garbed Judge Decimus Peregrine Thackarey disappointed him in the extreme.
 
   Judge Thackarey was diminutive, short-sighted, and possessed a long, sharp nose and piercing blue eyes. His curled wig sat atop a balding pate, he sat awaiting Casca like some hungry spider watching its prey. The Congregational Church used as a Courthouse was packed with people, all focussing their attention on the scarred stocky man as he was marched smartly up to the table where Thackarey and two clerks sat behind.
 
   Casca and the two men stood in a smart line waiting for the Judge to commence proceedings. Casca was already bored. He glanced over the shoulders of the British army privates and saw a few faces he recognized. One was Robert Groves, his neighbour and friend, fresh-faced and a man normally given to a cheerful disposition. Not today though. He shot a very concerned look towards his friend.
 
   Not too far from Robert stood Ebenezer Maplin, the severe looking broad-jawed merchant who would dearly like to see Casca locked away for a long time. And then, over by the single door, the shadowy figure of James Lash, lean, angry, a tough looking guy.
 
   There were a few others whose faces he recognized, but he was being barked at to face the Judge and so he slowly turned his attention back to the small man who would in a few minutes determine Casca’s future. At least for the next few years anyway. He still didn’t know exactly what he was here for, but his public comments about supporting the move for an independent nation in the Thirteen Colonies had hardly endeared him to the British Crown.
 
   But here in Massachusetts there were many who wanted to break with the mother country. James Lash, for one. Casca knew him to be a political agitator, like many of the people in the hamlet of Lincoln. Lash and his cronies had campaigned for some time to gain support for the overthrow of British rule, and it seemed that the British government itself was trying its hardest to help by imposing taxes on the colonial states.
 
   Casca couldn’t give a damn either way; if the British had to maintain a garrison in the Americas to protect their interests from the French or the Spanish, then it had to be paid for. But, as Casca had argued in the taverns recently, the danger from France and Spain had gone. The war between Britain and France had ended just over eleven years ago with a total British victory and now the people of the Thirteen Colonies felt there was no danger. If there were, then they themselves could take care of it. Casca was a member of the irregular Massachusetts militia, like many of his friends including Robert, and naturally he saw him and his comrades as an effective force that could keep the peace.
 
   As for Ebenezer Maplin, the merchant just wanted Casca locked up because he was screwing Maplin’s daughter, Rose.
 
   “The prisoner will confirm his name, address and place of birth to the Court,” one of the clerks droned out.
 
   “They all know me so why should I?” Casca said. A ripple of amusement went through the assembled crowd.
 
   Judge Thackarey was not amused, however. He peered down his long nose at Casca in disapproval. “The prisoner will not be flippant. You must show due respect to the Court.”
 
   “Oh alright,” Casca said with exasperation. It was all a waste of time. He was already guilty and everyone knew it. All that remained to be determined was what he was guilty of. “Cass Long, King Street, Lincoln. Place of birth……” He hesitated. He was going to say Italy but he remembered in time that his identity – clearly not his real one – was that of an Englishman. He’d been born in the lands of Italy, true, but 1772 years previously, or as close as he could recall. He’d not celebrated his birthday for many centuries. It got a bit boring after a while. Anyway, he’d long forgotten the day, especially as they’d changed the calendar a while back during Pope Gregory XIII’s time.
 
   So he quickly thought of a place in England he’d been to in the past. “Ah, Southampton, England.”
 
   Judge Thackarey examined Casca carefully. Then, seemingly satisfied with the answer, waved the rest of those present to sit. Casca was pushed down into a rough chair that had been scraped across the bare wooden floor, and the two soldiers remained standing on either side of him. “Cass Long esquire,” the Judge said heavily, examining a sheet of paper. “You are charged with sedition and of plotting against the King. How do you answer?”
 
   The assembled people muttered; this was something that took them all by surprise. Casca stared at Thackarey. “Who the hell said I have been doing that?”
 
   “I’m asking the questions, Mr. Long!” Thackarey said, his voice acidic. “You will answer me.”
 
   “Not guilty,” Casca snapped. “Am I permitted to have someone versed in law to speak for me?”
 
   “If there’s anyone here you wish to speak on your behalf, then please advise the Court now,” Thackarey said wearily. He mentally damned the speed at which this trial had been arranged; of course Long should have been given access to a representative, but the powerful people after this man had made their point and money had changed hands. And besides, they knew of Thackarey’s little secret and if that got out then Middlesex County would be needing a new Judge.
 
   Casca grunted. He had been thinking of a lawyer, not a commoner. Ah hell. I’m in a world of trouble. Let’s see where this goes. “Forget it, Judge. So what terrible plotting against good old George am I supposed to have done?”
 
   “King George,” Thackarey scolded the irreverence in Casca’s tone. “Your King!”
 
   “He isn’t my King,” Casca said before he could help himself.
 
   The courthouse exploded into noise. Now he’d said it. Over by the door James Lash looked thoughtful. This man Long could be an interesting addition to the struggle for independence, he thought.
 
   Thackarey rapped his gavel onto the pad, demanding, and after a moment or so, getting silence. “And whom exactly do you regard as being your King, Mr. Long?”
 
   “Nobody.” Casca decided he’d damned himself in a Court of law so to hell with it. “I’m not in Europe. I’ve fought for kings and it’s gotten me nowhere, so here I am in the Colonies, answerable to nobody but myself and the good people here.”
 
   Lash nodded. A few of those present applauded, and Thackarey frowned and peered through his glasses in a vain effort to see who it had been. The two soldiers twitched nervously. The mood of the people in the courthouse was becoming unsettling.
 
   “Whatever your personal beliefs, Mr. Long,” the Judge said patiently, “you are still subject to the Crown. This is British territory, and if you reside here you are subject to British rule and law. And, may I remind you of your own admission; you are British born and therefore King George is your King, whether you like it or not!”
 
   Casca looked away. He disliked being lectured to, particularly when it was by a pompous little squirt like Thackarey. His friend, Robert, was looking at him with increasing concern. Casca shook his head. He wouldn’t want Robert getting mixed up in whatever deep trouble was coming Casca’s way.
 
   The Judge looked hard and long at the charges on the paper in front of him. Spurious and circumstantial as far as he could see. But when he looked into the eyes of Ebenezer Maplin, he saw the intent there, and the unspoken message: convict him or else your habits will become known to Governor Hutchinson. Thackarey sighed. He was in as much as a no-win situation as the poor devil in front of him. Damn Maplin and that bombastic Sir Richard Eley! Sir Richard had recently arrived from England and had become involved with the Maplins, and had recently decided to pursue Maplin’s daughter Rose with a view to making her his wife.
 
   Maplin had found out that the prisoner, Long, had been seeing Rose behind his back and between him and Sir Richard both had conspired to trump up treason charges to get Long convicted. And they had used Thackarey’s Achilles heel to rope him in as an accomplice.
 
   So, the unspoken message was clear; get Long out of the way so that Sir Richard could marry the comely Rose and cement a potential lucrative business partnership between Maplin and Eley. No doubt Maplin could see a knighthood in the distance. And poor Cass Long here was in the way.
 
   “Mr. Long, you have been accused of conspiring against the King and his officers. You have been heard to speak out against British rule here in the Colonies. And evidence has been found to support these accusations.”
 
   “What evidence?” Casca replied sceptically. He knew damned well there was none. 
 
   Thackarey sighed and nodded to a clerk standing near the exit. “Bring in the exhibits.”
 
   The door opened and in came two more British soldiers carrying a box with the lid missing. Even from the front of the chamber Casca could see a number of muskets lying inside. The mutterings from the public grew as it was carried past them down the central aisle. Behind them came the tall, upright Major Sir Richard Eley, the Baronet Sandwell, gazing disdainfully at the people as he passed them. Dark haired, smooth skinned, clean shaven. He had the air of someone used to giving orders and expecting them to be carried out. Casca recognized him. Even though the Major was garrisoned at Boston, about twelve miles distant, he often visited Lexington where Maplin had his home. Rose had spoken of him too, saying the British officer had tried to be charming to her, and her father had encouraged her to respond to his friendliness.
 
   Casca had hated the man on sight.
 
   Now it was clear just what was happening. Casca pulled a face and looked away, staring instead at the coat of arms inset in the wall behind and above the Judge. Virtuus et industria it said around it. Latin. Another grimace. Why did they persist in using that dead language when they had their own? Seeing Latin only served to remind Casca of his origins and the world that was no more. It made him nostalgic and maudlin. He tired of the endless life he had to endure. Always having to move on and start anew every few years so that those he lived amongst didn’t get suspicious that he never aged or changed. 
 
   Thank the gods for wars. At least they brought about change and gave him the perfect excuse and cover to leave where he was and go somewhere else and settle down for a short while. And the fact he was a soldier, a warrior, meant wars were second nature to him.
 
   He’d been living in Lincoln for ten years now and it was getting close to the time to leave. But the charms of Rose Maplin had delayed those plans and now he’d paid for it. The damned Major Sir blasted Richard bloody Eley had pissed in his soup, getting the hots for Rose. It was clear to him the English baronet had set him up and he was now heading for prison unless something came up in the next few minutes.
 
   Not a likely occurrence.
 
   It had been ten years or so since he’d last been in a war. Prussia had been a good paymaster but Frederick’s insistence on picking fights with everyone else in the vicinity had been wearing. Luckily their ally, Britain, had royally kicked France’s ass out of the water. Prussia hadn’t done too badly out of the war, unless you counted the thousands of dead soldiers.
 
   The box was dumped on the polished wooden parquet floor and the Judge and the clerks looked into it. Gleaming Brown Bess muskets rested inside. British muskets of course. Casca smiled ironically. If he’d been smuggling guns into the colonies it would have been Charlevilles, French guns. Clearly the Brown Besses were plants. A clumsy mistake but Casca doubted the Judge or the people now goggling at the sight of the guns would know that.
 
   “Amused, Mr. Long?” Thackarey quizzed him. “You recognize these?”
 
   “Brown Bess muskets, Judge. British. Used by Sir Richard’s men.”
 
   “Indeed?” Thackarey’s left eyebrow climbed up towards his wig. “These were found in your house.”
 
   “Planted by Sir Richard’s men, clearly.” The public broke out into a buzz of astonishment. Thackarey rapped his gavel again.
 
   Sir Richard faced Casca, disdain and hostility written across his face. “That is offensive, Sir! You are a varlet and rogue, and a seditious menace to the Crown!”
 
   Casca smiled without humor, and looked over Sir Richard’s shoulder to where Ebenezer Maplin was seated. The merchant was glaring at Casca. Then Casca noticed that James Lash had vanished from his place by the door. He wondered where Lash had gone. Maybe to burn down a government building or two?
 
   “There will be order!” Thackarey snapped. He dropped the papers he had onto the table. “When did these muskets vanish from your stores, Sir Richard?”
 
   The British officer looked confused for a moment. “My sergeant will have that information; it was he who identified these as being from our stores.”
 
   The Judge exercised a great degree of patience. “Then can your sergeant please come forward to give this evidence?”
 
   Casca flexed his arms. He had no illusions about breaking the iron manacles around his wrists, but his legs were free and he could still use his head and if it came to it, his fists, provided the target was close. He’d have to make a break for it pretty soon, but how was he to get the irons off his wrists? The key was with the sergeant in question, a particularly repulsive and vile specimen who had arrested Casca that morning, descending on him without warning, aided by the two soldiers standing alongside him at that moment.
 
   The sergeant was now treading heavily up the aisle, squat, broad, heavily jowled and unshaven. His stomach bulged and his arms swung wide as he marched. Not someone to mess about with.
 
   Thackarey addressed the newcomer once he had stamped to a halt. “You are?”
 
   “Sergeant Jacob Purseman, 67th Regiment of Foot, Your Honour!” The man practically shouted the response. Casca caught a waft of sweaty odor from him and Purseman almost nudged him out of the way.
 
   “Sergeant Purseman, can you please inform the Court when these muskets went missing from your stores?”
 
   “Yes Your Honour!” Purseman had a deep, throaty voice, clipped and clear. “Last Tuesday. The stores in Boston were broken into and two boxes of muskets stolen! One of these boxes is here at my feet, Your Honour!”
 
   The people muttered amongst themselves. Casca gazed at the box. He’d never seen it before. He thought back to the previous Tuesday, and realized he could not give evidence where he had been, for that would put Rose right in trouble. He’d been humping her in one of the barns just down the road. It had been a wonderful evening, and now he saw the trap closing in on him. He stared at Maplin who was smiling in a particularly nasty way. The old sod knew. How he’d found out was anyone’s guess, but Rose not being there was worrying. Normally she came with her father when they were in Lincoln, or Boston. Damn.
 
   “Mr. Long. Can you please tell the Court of your whereabouts last Tuesday?” Thackarey asked, and Casca felt his stomach drop and the chasm opening up in front of him. He knew and old man Maplin knew. For all he knew, Sir Richard knew and the grotesque smelly Purseman knew as well. But he couldn’t tell the people here, for it would smear her reputation forever. Anyway, if he did tell the truth well, Your Honour, I was diddling Rose Maplin’s arse to heaven and back, Maplin and Sir Richard would deny it and state quite clearly she had been with them in Lexington that evening and the felon Long was just spreading slanderous lies to save his own miserable skin.
 
   He sighed. He was dangling from the web and the big black spider was closing in. “No, I have no alibi or witnesses.” He saw Maplin smile in triumph. Damn his heart to hell.
 
   Judge Thackarey looked long and hard at Casca, then with an air of regret, picked up his gavel. “Then I can only conclude that you are indeed guilty of theft. Since the property is the military’s, and your crime is against the Crown, I am going to hand you over to the custody of Sir Richard. You will be taken to Boston and imprisoned there until a suitable sentence is handed out to you by military tribunal.” He banged his gavel and looked at Sir Richard. Hopefully that would be sufficient to keep him in his job.
 
   The British officer nodded curtly and turned to Purseman. “Sergeant, escort the prisoner to the barrack gaol. I shall seek permission to sentence this man to the sugar cane plantations in Jamaica.”
 
   Casca waited no longer. He swung his fists up in an arc and connected with the soldier to his left. Both fists sank into the starched white waistcoat over the man’s stomach and the soldier folded over and his breath exploded in one huge noise. Even as the luckless soldier was sinking to the floor, trying not to vomit, Casca sprang forward. Purseman turned to confront him, and Casca’s forehead slammed hard into the sergeant’s face. Casca saw stars but also had the satisfaction in hearing bone splintering.
 
   Staggering away from the shocked figure of Sir Richard, Casca weaved his way unsteadily down the aisle, past shocked, staring white faces that shrank back from him, and through the open door into the early spring daylight. Three stone steps led down to the earthen road and Casca jumped them on one go. He turned and began racing hard for the edge of town.
 
   Behind him he heard pounding feet. “Halt!” came the barked order which Casca ignored. He ran as fast as he could, handicapped by his wrists being shackled together. He wondered where the hell he could go now. He was an outlaw.
 
   A shot smashed into a wall close to his head and he flinched. Those damned soldiers weren’t taking any chances. He ducked left and staggered against a plank wall and rebounded into the street. Ahead stood some stables, the door wide open. A couple of men were busy piling hay into a two wheeled cart with pitchforks, and a placid looking draft horse was yoked to it.
 
   As Casca emerged from the street opposite, the two men beckoned to him urgently. “Quick, if you want to avoid being taken captive!” one of them hissed.
 
   With nothing to lose, Casca came running over to them and was hauled up into the back of the cart and the next moment hay was thrown on top of him. “Lie still,” one of the two lean looking men advised him.
 
   As Casca lay there more hay was thrown over him and he was now covered. A few moments later he heard the clattering of feet and voices. “You seen a fugitive, dressed in a light brown shirt and dull blue pants? Might have come running this way in the last few minutes.”
 
   “Nope,” the man who’d advised him to keep quiet replied. “All been quiet here. If we see him we’ll tell you.”
 
   “Damn and blast,” the searching voice said and footsteps were heard fading away.
 
   “Stay there. We’re getting you out of town,” the helper said. “One sound and we’ll all be caught and probably hanged.”
 
   A few moments later the cart jerked into motion and Casca was pitched back and forth amongst the hay as they trundled along the rutted earthen street. Hay kept on getting up his nose or in his mouth and he had to spit it out and rub his face more than once.
 
   Eventually after about twenty minutes they stopped and the hay was brushed off him. Helping hands dragged him up and he scrambled to his feet and jumped down to the ground, hay still stuck in his clothing and hair.
 
   James Lash stood in front of him, a pistol in his hand. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 [bookmark: _Toc388115232]CHAPTER TWO
 
   Lash waved Casca to walk ahead of him into a large country house set back from the road and surrounded by trees and shrubs. Like much of New England, the estate was surrounded by walls built of stone. The size of the rocks made Casca wince; it must have taken a long time to construct those. The estate was a fairly secluded place. Feeling like a prisoner, Casca did as he was told by Lash. The two who’d ridden the cart stepped into line, flanking him on either side. Neat.
 
   The door was opened quickly by a shadowy figure from within and they passed into the house fairly rapidly. The interior was reasonably well to do and Casca’s eyebrows went up in surprise. Lash stuck the pistol in his belt and took hold of Casca’s arm, holding both hands up. “We’ll have to get these off. Nathan has a set of tools out by the barns.”
 
   “Why help me?” Casca asked.
 
   “Why shouldn’t we?” Lash replied. “We’ve got a common enemy and you’ve spoken out against the British rule here a few times. I don’t think you could survive very long without our help anyway.”
 
   “Rebels eh?” Casca said. “Not the sort of place I’d associate with your likes.”
 
   Lash studied Casca for a moment. “Not sure if that’s an insult or not, Long. One thing you got to get clear in your head; we say and you do. No clever stuff. I’ve asked around about you, I have.”
 
   “Have you now?” Casca faced Lash. He wasn’t sure whether he liked him or not. “And what is it you’ve heard about me?”
 
   “Interesting stuff. You’re good with the musket. You’ve done army stuff. But not here in the Colonies. You appeared one day a few years back and didn’t say much about yourself. But even I can see you’ve done military service. You shoot regularly and are one of the best shots in Lincoln. You can work with leather. You can shoe horses. You can even do a bit of smithing. In fact a bit of a jack of all trades.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So you’re someone we could use. We’re forming a Minuteman company here.”
 
   Casca looked interested. “What’s that?”
 
   Lash nodded at the other men standing in the hallway, all listening to the conversation. There were even a couple on the staircase leaning over the white painted banister. “Men who would be ready for action in a minute. You drop everything if the call comes and you grab your weapon and go where you’re wanted.”
 
   Casca thought that sounded good. “Good idea, but what if you’re scattered all over the county and you’re needed in strength in one place? That’d take a long time.”
 
   Lash grinned. “We can raise nearly five hundred men in minutes. If more were needed then we’d know why; can you see the army getting five hundred men together anywhere without us knowing? They can’t scratch their asses without us finding out!”
 
   Casca nodded. That was true. The redcoats were always very visible wherever they went and people could hardly miss them. As well as that their billets were only in a few places and if they went anywhere in strength outside Boston people would wonder why.
 
   “So are you in?” Lash asked.
 
   “I need to know what you hope to achieve,” Casca said. “If you’re just going to smash up the county then I’m not interested.”
 
   The men made amused noises. Lash put his hands on his hips and glared at the scarred man. “You think we’re vagrants? This is our land, our country. We’re tired of obeying laws made thousands of miles away and paying taxes we have no say in. We’re going to force the government to repeal the taxes and give us a voice in our own affairs.”
 
   “And if they refuse?” Casca said. He couldn’t see the Tory government agreeing to those demands for one minute.
 
   “Then we rule ourselves. Simple.”
 
   Casca whistled. Lash was one heck of a political animal. He was talking about revolution. “You’re thinking of taking on the British army? Are you mad? They whipped the French a few years back and they have funds to pay for mercenaries to reinforce the soldiers who are here already!”
 
   “We’re not the French,” Lash snapped, his eyes flashing. “And we’d be fighting on our own soil. Do you know just how many are in the militia?”
 
   “I do know as a matter of fact,” Casca said. “I’m part of it.”
 
   “So I hear,” Lash nodded. “But you’ve no gun anymore. Sir Richard and his men have ransacked your house.”
 
   Casca sighed. “Seems I have no place to go to, have I? And talking of places, who the hell owns this pile? It’s too damned posh for the likes of you. No offense,” he added with a smile.
 
   “None taken,” Lash said. He looked round at the ornate interior. “Local landlord, a Massachusetts man by the name of Samuel Getts. You might have heard of him?”
 
   Casca nodded. The papers were full of him. “Advocates colonial control of taxes. Yes I know of him. Didn’t know he had a place here.”
 
   “He pays for the Lincoln Minutemen Company. He’ll be your paymaster if you join. But be warned, the Tories will arrest you if they find out you belong to our organization.”
 
   “I’m a wanted man anyway,” Casca said. “You were at the church.”
 
   Lash smiled. “Yeah. Word is you bloodied a couple of soldiers. That true?”
 
   “I think so. I was too busy trying to get away. Can you get these off?” He held up his manacles.
 
   “If we do?”
 
   “Then I’m in.”
 
   The assembly of men relaxed and clapped. A couple slapped him on the back. Casca was taken out the back to a series of sheds and stables. One of the stable hands, a tall dark haired guy, produced a saw and a file and worked at the iron around Casca’s wrists. It took half an hour but finally he sawed through both and Casca gratefully stood there rubbing both wrists. Lash took him into one of the other barn-like buildings and beneath a pile of hay over by the far wall he revealed a plank floor. Pulling up one of these he revealed an oilskin and after unwrapping this, produced a Charleville musket.
 
   Casca took it from Lash and examined it. The musket was slightly shorter than the British Brown Bess Casca had been used to in the recent past, being around 60 inches in length and weighing about 10 pounds. The calibre was smaller than the Brown Bess, too, so that the British .75 ball couldn’t be fitted to the .69 Charleville. The stock was of walnut, and the barrel was held into place by three bands, a much sturdier version than the Brown Bess which only had pins to hold the barrel in its place. 
 
   The ramrod underneath the barrel had a light button end, much smaller than some models he’d seen recently. It must be a more recent model. The French were forever altering the basic design.
 
   “So what do I do in between using this?” Casca asked ironically.
 
   Lash kicked a piece of earth across the ground. “You work here. Mr. Getts will need to see you first but you look tough enough to handle any of the manual jobs around here. You can’t go back to Lincoln as your face is known to the Tories. That Sir Richard was keen to have you locked up. Why would that be?”
 
   “That’s between him and me,” Casca said.
 
   Lash decided not to press matters. Something in the big scarred man’s tone warned him off. Instead he changed subject. “We need to change your name. Cass Long is a fugitive. Can you think of an alternative?”
 
   Casca scratched his jaw. He needed a shave. “What about Case Lonnergan?”
 
   “That sounds Irish but you don’t.”
 
   “So what?” Casca shrugged. “If I say I was born here that makes it irrelevant.”
 
   Lash had to accept the point. “Right, one last thing. You don’t go into Lincoln. I don’t want the British army finding out our base. We’ve worked hard at setting this up and Mr. Getts would be extremely angry. You stay here unless we tell you otherwise. Got it?”
 
   Casca grinned. “Sure.” He had no intention of following that order. Rose would have to be reassured he was fine and besides, he didn’t want Sir Richard winning her hand.
 
   Lash grunted. He wasn’t entirely taken in by the smile but there were enough people around to keep an eye on him.
 
   Casca had a question of his own. “Who runs the Minutemen? I mean who commands?”
 
   “Mr. Getts. He’s the colonel. I’m his aide.”
 
   “No disrespect, Mr. Lash, but you don’t seem to be the military type. You done any soldiering?”
 
   “So? How hard is it to shoot someone?”
 
   Casca hefted the Charleville. “It’s too easy to kill someone, but what happens when you see a line of red ahead of you levelling their guns at you and your men? They’re damned disciplined and tough. You need me to teach these men how to be soldiers.”
 
   Lash faced Casca. “So tell me, Mr. Lonnergan, what fighting have you done?” 
 
   “I fought for Prussia in the European war last decade. Plenty of killing went on there. Men had to learn to withstand sustained fire and casualties. In the end it came down to the side that stood the longest and shot the fastest. Anyone who broke and ran lost the battle.”
 
   Lash grunted. “Fighting here will be different. We’re not in the open plains of Europe. Its trees, scrub and stone walls to hide behind here. Think a regiment of pretty soldiers can outshoot men hidden behind a stone wall?”
 
   Casca looked at Lash, then the men listening in on them. “Maybe. But they’ll still need to learn how to stand and fire. The noise of a battle and the smoke is scary enough. What happens if you get flanked? Can you be confident your men can withdraw under fire in good order?”
 
   “They’ll be fine,” Lash persisted. “Don’t go worrying them now!”
 
   Casca pulled a face, then passed the musket back. “I don’t think you have any idea, Lash. You’re an agitator, not a soldier. You need soldiers to lead soldiers. And believe me, you’ll need them when the time comes to fight.”
 
   Lash jerked his head in the direction of the stables. “Go with Will here, the stables need to be mucked out.”
 
   Casca was led muttering to the stables by Will, a dour long-faced man with a dark birthmark on his jaw. Casca worried that Lash wasn’t preparing the Minutemen properly, but perhaps Getts would be more receptive.
 
   * * *
 
   Sir Richard was not a happy man. He stood watching with distaste as Sergeant Purseman’s broken nose was fixed by what passed in Lincoln as the local surgeon. Purseman’s formerly white breast was now almost as red as his jacket. The stocky NCO was seated on a chair, head bent back, holding himself still while the doctor wiped the worst of the blood from his face and applied a couple of splints to the crushed nose.
 
   “Hurry up, man,” Sir Richard said with impatience, “you’re not sculpting a Michaelangelo here. The Sergeant is a tough man; he’ll survive.”
 
   The doctor sighed. “I’m going as quick as I can, Sir Richard.”
 
   The British officer slapped his thigh in irritation and peered through the window of the place he was in, Codman House, to the street outside. The other members of the squad he had in Lincoln were lounging by the door. One of them, the man who’d been struck in the court, was seated, still rubbing his sore midriff. He was angry with the ease at which the felon Long had managed to escape, incapacitating two of his men, and evading the clumsy efforts of the others. What could one expect of the lower classes anyway?
 
   Finally Purseman got up and stood before Sir Richard, his nose hidden beneath a wad of cotton and sticking plaster. It looked grotesque, but Sir Richard was more pleased his sergeant was up on his feet again. Purseman saluted stiffly. Sir Richard touched the brim of his three cornered hat and surveyed the silent man. “Sergeant, today’s events were avoidable.”
 
   “Sah!” Purseman’s voice sounded odd, since he couldn’t use his nasal cavity.
 
   “I will expect you to locate this fellow Long and apprehend him once more.”
 
   “Sah!”
 
   “And if you have to use persuasive methods to gain information of his whereabouts….” he nodded to the sergeant.
 
   “I understand, Sah!”
 
   “And once this fellow Long falls into your hands, you are to deliver him to me as soon as possible.”
 
   “Alive, Sah?”
 
   “Alive, Sergeant. But of course that could mean not quite dead.”
 
   Purseman broke into a wicked smile. “Understood, Sah.”
 
   Sir Richard looked at Purseman. “I would fully understand you taking some, ah, suitable action on this Long chap for what he did to you today.”
 
   “Of course, Sah. I shan’t let you down.”
 
   “Carry on, Sergeant,” Sir Richard tapped his hat again. Purseman saluted again, then stomped out of the surgery and began bellowing at the three soldiers waiting outside. Sir Richard turned to the surgeon, throwing him a silver George II penny. “For your time, doctor, and thank you.”
 
   The doctor nodded and watched as the officer left. He studied the coin and pulled a face before pocketing it.
 
   Outside Sir Richard waited until the escort was in a suitably smart order before giving the order to march off. He had a social appointment that evening and was determined not to miss it. This business was messy and inconvenient, but he would carry on regardless with his appointments. Best the mess was dealt with by Purseman.
 
   The sergeant escorted Sir Richard to his carriage on the edge of town where two more soldiers had been guarding it, and the major climbed in and then rapped the roof, signalling to the coachman to drive off. The two horses jerked the coach into motion and Purseman was left with the three soldiers on the outskirts of Lincoln. “Right, boys, we got a criminal to catch. I don’t care how long it takes. You know his name. Ask about, get to know of his usual haunts, the place he works and the like, who knows him and so on. I’ll be in the tavern questioning the owner there. Now get to your business.” 
 
   Purseman winced as a shaft of pain shot through his face. He’d get this Long fellow if it were the last thing he did. He may be doing it under Sir Richard’s orders but he sure as hell wanted him for his own personal reasons now. And when he got his hands on him God help him.
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   That evening Casca was summoned from the basement where he was sharing a supper with the other stablehands and ground staff. He was escorted upstairs to the library, a spacious chamber with row upon row of leather bound books stacked in mahogany shelving around the walls and over the door. Plush green leather upholstered chairs stood on the green and cream colored carpet and in the center stood an oval shaped table, around which stood four of the new Thomas Chippendale chairs with the classical lyre-shaped backs. Casca knew little about values of such items but even he knew these were the height of fashion and would have cost Samuel Getts a fair amount of money. Getts, so it seemed, was very rich.
 
   Getts himself was stood near the table, dressed in the latest fashionable clothing. He had a buff plain coat that had a narrow collar, wide cuffs and large pocket flaps. Underneath the coat he wore a richly embroidered waistcoat and Casca could see a watch hanging from a golden chain affixed to it. His breeches were of the same color and from just below the knee white stockings went down to black shiny shoes with a large square silver buckle. On his head he wore the inevitable white short wig with curls. Casca could never see the point of this but fashions were fashions.
 
   The servant who had escorted Casca bowed and backed out, closing the door soundlessly behind him. Getts smiled, a lined, swarthy face that crinkled into lines around the eyes. It would seem Getts smiled frequently. “Good evening, Mr. Long – or should I say Lonnergan? Are you settling in comfortably?”
 
   “Fine thanks, Mr. Getts. Your house is pretty impressive.” Casca thought his simple clothing shabby in comparison.
 
   “Yes, isn’t it? Rewards of serving in high positions. You might be wondering why I support people such as Mr. Lash and his cronies if I’m so well off.”
 
   “Never crossed my mind, Mr. Getts,” Casca smirked.
 
   Getts smiled again, appreciating the sarcasm. “The truth is I believe that the colonies have grown to a point they should decide their own fate, rather than follow the lead of London, thousands of miles away. I’ve been a merchant, but now am a politician, and I see the way ahead for the colonies is self-determination. Surely you can see that laws and policies decided here is far better than those determined by people who have never set foot on this soil?”
 
   Casca shrugged. “Perhaps. Depends on what those who want independence really want, and what they see as the way to rule the colonies. It’s no good fighting to kick out one form of government only to replace it with something exactly the same. That way all those who give their lives will have done it for nothing.”
 
   Getts leaned with one hand on the table. “I know a little of you. You’re a professional soldier, a man who’ll fight for anyone who’ll pay him enough.”
 
   Casca shook his head. “Not entirely true, Mr. Getts. Money isn’t my sole motivation. I also at least like to think that the side I’m fighting for is the right side.” He quickly flicked through the album of history in his mind, seeing those he’d fought for over the past seventeen centuries. Some had been good, others bad. Some of those he’d fought for he’d regretted. He didn’t want to do that anymore if he could help it.
 
   Getts nodded. “So would you side for liberty, freedom and self-determination over an autocratic form of government?”
 
   Casca shrugged. Fine words from a politician. “One man’s freedom is another’s prison. It’s all down to a point of view. But rest assured, Mr. Getts, I’m fighting for the same side as you. It’s as much a personal reason as anything. I haven’t anything personally against the British government or King George, but I can see that the people here ought to have more say in how things are run, and if it needs a war to make them see that, then so be it.”
 
   Getts beamed. “Splendid. This – ah – personal reason. I believe it’s what happened to you today? A trumped up scurrilous charge by Sir Richard Eley and Ebenezer Maplin, so I am told.”
 
   Casca scowled. “First I knew about it was when I was arrested. Then a rush job through the court and there I was ready to be handed over to Sir Richard’s apes.”
 
   “Indeed. I shall be talking to the Massachusetts Committee the next time we sit about this. I shall press for the removal of Thackeray.”
 
   Casca shook his head. “I don’t think the Judge was to blame; it’s Maplin and that strutting peacock Sir Richard.”
 
   “So why have they taken a dislike to you, Mr. Lonnergan?”
 
   “Maplin’s daughter, Mr. Getts. I would appear to be a love rival to Sir Richard.”
 
   Getts chuckled. “Ah of course. Well, we don’t look favorably on dueling, but perhaps you could settle the matter that way? Discreetly of course, and it would also remove one of the senior officers of the British garrison in Boston.”
 
   Casca smiled, then shook his head. “I’d duel with a blade, but not pistols.”
 
   Getts waved a hand in irritation. “Then ask to use the rapier. Sir Richard’s a gentleman, and no doubt is proficient with the weapon. Are you?”
 
   Casca smiled. He’d practically been born with one in his hand. “A little. I may be able to hold my own.”
 
   “Then that’s something for you to consider. However, in the meantime I want you to train my men in the use of the musket and how to fight. I want my company to be an elite force. There’s coming a time when we colonists will have to fight for our self-determination, mark my words, sir.”
 
   Casca didn’t doubt it. He was dismissed and returned downstairs to the basement and finished his half eaten supper. He was pleased that Getts had seen fit to appoint him to the training of the men, and Lash would have to swallow that. It also meant a sergeant’s rank, something Casca was happy with. He’d got to that rank in the Prussian armies recently, and prior to that when fighting under the Duke of Marlborough at the start of the century – or John Churchill as he’d been before that brilliant victory at Blenheim – he’d also been sergeant. It seemed a natural rank for him.
 
   With him were two fellow stable hands; the one called Will who had the birthmark on his chin, and a fellow called Jim Green, a tall fair haired man of about twenty years with a ready smile and a friendly demeanor. Oddly he and the dour Will had formed a strong friendship and were almost inseparable. Casca had formed a loose companionship with them due to him having to work alongside the two. They were both native born to the colonies and were supporters of the move to reduce political power from London and increase it locally.
 
   Neither seemed to have had much martial training. Sure, they knew how to fire a musket, and Casca had found that the majority of folks in the colonies fell into that category. What they lacked was the military discipline they would need if they ever locked horns with the professional armies Britain could raise. Casca was reminded of an old saying from China; to lead untrained men into battle is to throw their lives away. Confucius, most probably. Casca couldn’t recall exactly. It might have been his long dead friend Shiu Lao Tze who first told him that.
 
   “A penny?” Jim said suddenly.
 
   Casca stopped playing with the small pewter spoon he was holding and cocked an eyebrow. “Sorry?”
 
   “A penny for your thoughts, Case. You looked a thousand miles away.”
 
   “Oh,” Casca laughed briefly. “My mind was on other things. How to train you lot into an effective fighting force.”
 
   “We’ll be fine and dandy,” Jim said confidently. “My pa tells me the garrison in Boston mostly drinks and fights among itself.”
 
   Casca laughed briefly, then became serious. “Jim, my lad, when you come up against those drunkard brawlers you’ll know a fight. Don’t be fooled by them; when it comes to war Britain finds the strength from somewhere to put out good fighting men. It ain’t going to be easy if it comes to a fight.”
 
   “We outnumber them,” Jim persisted. “We’ll kick their butts out of Massachusetts and then after that all of the Americas. You mark my words.”
 
   Casca toyed with the spoon. “We’ll see. I’ll want to see how good you really are with your shoulder arm. Mr. Getts has put me in charge of training you all.”
 
   “Well that’s news!” Jim said and turned to the quiet Will. “You hear that, Will? Case here is going to train us how to shoot.”
 
   “And stand and fight against the strongest army in the world.” Casca held Jim’s stare until the younger man turned away, unsettled by the intensity in Casca’s eyes. There was something in those light blue eyes that told him to be careful. There was a strength and depth in them he didn’t feel comfortable with.
 
   Casca stood up and went over to the white sink against the far wall and washed the spoon. “See you boys in the morning. More mucking out of stables, I suppose?”
 
   “Yep,” Jim grinned. “See ya tomorrow, Case.”
 
   Casca fumbled his way along the poorly lit passageway that ran under the house and found his room, a small single room with a single iron framed bed, a washbasin, a cupboard and a small chest for any spare clothes, not that he had any. He hadn’t much. He’d need to buy more clothes. The ones he was in would wear out fairly quickly with the manual work he was going to have to put in.
 
   There was a single oil lamp on a shelf and he shook it. Empty. Cursing, Casca shut the door and blindly groped for the bed, finding it with his shin. Gratefully he removed his boots and slipped his bracers off his shoulders and sank onto the bed.
 
   However, what sleep he was planning was interrupted a few minutes later by shouting and the tramp of boots. Military boots.
 
   The British army had come visiting.
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   Casca fumbled in the dark for his boots. There were shouts coming through the small skylight high in the wall, but with the darkness he couldn’t see anything. The sound of running feet came to him from the other side of the door and suddenly it crashed open, revealing a breathless James Lash holding an oil lamp. “Hurry! They’ll be down here in minutes!”
 
   Casca needed no second bidding. Grabbing his thin coat he followed the urgently gesturing Lash back along the passageway and right down a smaller cross corridor. Dark doors dotted this passageway, leading to God knows what, but they ignored these and made their way to the bottom of a very narrow white painted stairway with a handrail and banisters. Lash made his way up making as little noise as possible, and Casca followed, peering up ahead of Lash, wondering why the soldiers had come.
 
   Lash slowed, put his fingers to his lips and leaned against a wide door with four panels and a round knobbed handle. He listened for a few moments, then gingerly opened the door. Beyond was a carpeted passageway and Casca realized they were passing from the servants’ part of the house into the owners’. They came out onto a landing and Lash blew out the lamp.
 
   Below, illuminated by the wall-mounted lamps of the hallway, four figures stood on the black and white parquet floor. Casca recognized the head of Getts. By his side was the butler and facing them two soldiers. One was a smooth skinned junior officer, someone Casca had never seen before. But he recognized the other without any trouble. Sergeant Purseman struck a discordant note with his disheveled appearance and ruined face, still swathed in sticking plaster. He was remaining silent, as was the butler, but Getts was berating the officer, a lieutenant by the name of Harries.
 
   Harries was apologetic, holding his three-cornered black military tricorn under his armpit. His powdered wig was correct and very smart, and his black boots reflected the light of the lamps. “I’m sorry, Mr. Getts, but I’ve been ordered to check all residences outside Lincoln for the fugitive Cass Long. He’s a dangerous man, and was responsible for poor Sergeant Purseman’s injuries here.”
 
   Getts briefly glanced at Purseman, then dismissed him as irrelevant. “And what is this fugitive Long allegedly guilty of, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Theft, gun hoarding, resisting arrest, escaping from arrest, assault. He’s also accused of treason, Mr. Getts.”
 
   Getts grunted. “He sounds a very dangerous man, this Long. How was he allowed to escape?”
 
   “By using violence. He incapacitated two of my men whilst escaping. I must impress upon your good self to be aware of this man. He’s at large in this neighborhood and may be heading this way. I also believe he may be receiving help from seditious elements in the community.”
 
   Getts waved a hand around the hallway. “As you can see, Lieutenant, he’s not here. If he does come this way, rest assured I’ll make sure he does not escape! What does he look like?”
 
   Harries passed Getts a creased piece of paper. “We had a sketch made of him quickly this afternoon. He has a noticeable scar down his face, as you can see, and he’s very muscular. Light blue eyes. You must be very careful around him. Orders have been sent out for my men to shoot on sight.”
 
   Getts looked up sharply. “Is that necessary?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, sir. He could well be armed and poses a danger to the community.”
 
   Getts passed the paper back to Harries. “I shall inform all my staff to be aware of this man. Thank you, that will be all.”
 
   “I must insist on a search of the premises, Mr. Getts,” Harries said regretfully.
 
   “This is outrageous!” Getts snapped. “As a member of colonial committee I shall bring this matter up at the next meeting, mark my words!”
 
   Harries bowed slightly. “You may like to take the matter up directly with Sir Richard Eley if you wish; these are his orders.”
 
   “Hah! Him!” Getts poured scorn on the name. “He’s been nothing but trouble since he’s arrived. I shall indeed speak to this Sir Richard and give him a piece of my mind!”
 
   Harries nodded to Purseman. “Search the stables and rear of the building. Leave nothing unturned.”
 
   “Sah,” Purseman grinned wolflishly. He vanished.
 
   Lash nudged Casca and led the Eternal Mercenary silently across the landing at a crouch to the far end. Another corridor ran here along the other side of the house and at the far end was another staircase, a narrow one running down into darkness. Lash relit the lamp and led Casca down to the ground floor. There was a single door which Lash unlocked and stepped aside to allow Casca to pass. The darkness of the night awaited him. “Go down the lane you see ahead,” Lash said in a low, urgent voice. “Keep going until you get to a crossroads. There’ll be someone waiting for you there. Don’t stop and don’t make any noise until you get there. You’ll be taken somewhere safer than here.”
 
   Casca didn’t stop to ask any questions. The sound of the British soldiers searching every nook and cranny was getting closer. Casca slipped out and made his way down the muddy track Lash had pointed out. The door shut behind him and Casca heard the bolt being slid back across.
 
   The wind blew in the treetops as he stumbled half blindly down the rutted route. It must have been a frequently used route for wagons, as two wheel ruts were marked clearly and were about three inches deeper than the rest of the soggy soil. Casca was chilled but kept going. He didn’t want to get caught, and wondered how the hell Lash had managed to arrange a contact so damn quickly. Maybe he used a signal from the upper story. The rebels sometimes did that, Casca knew.
 
   The lane curved to the right and Casca slipped a couple of times into the rut, swearing as the water in the bottom slopped over the top of his shoes and seeped into his stockings. They would be ruined by daybreak.
 
   But Casca’s luck turned against him. There came a shout and a torch was thrust up into the air to his left. There was a field there with a barn and two soldiers had been searching it and had heard the squelch of Casca’s foot plunging into yet another rut. Uttering a low curse Casca pulled his foot out of the sucking mud, leaving his shoe behind, and limped on. Behind him the sound of the soldiers pushing through the undergrowth onto the path came to him and the light from the torch weakly illuminated the way ahead. At least Casca could now see the ruts.
 
   His shadow cut across the path and he stumbled on, limping as his shoeless foot pushed into the mud again and again. He hoped there were none of the thousands of little stones in the area actually underfoot. A shot shattered the night and the lead ball smashed into a tree truck ahead of him. More shouts went up and Casca panted on, eyes wildly staring left and right.
 
   Suddenly the crossroads was there. Casca desperately looked left and right and saw nobody. Damn Lash. The running noises behind him were getting closer and the light getting stronger. 
 
   Then, to his right, a whisper came to him. “Hurry! Over here!”
 
   Needing no second urging, Casca plunged off to his right and a hand suddenly shot out of the undergrowth and pulled him through around the bole of a gnarled oak. A dark shape of a man, dressed in a cloak and sporting a three cornered hat, pushed him down so he squatted. Casca noticed he was holding a pistol.
 
   The dark shape of the man put a finger to his lips and the two held their breath as the soldiers reached the crossroads.
 
   “Which way?” one asked with a Cockney accent Casca recognized from his time in London at the beginning of the century. 
 
   “Gawd knows, Pip,” a second voice, much more rustic, answered. “’Is Nibs won’t be ‘appy if us let ‘im go!”
 
   “C’mon Jake,” Pip said, “you go right I’ll go left.”
 
   “Wha’ iffn ‘ee wen’ ahead, like?”
 
   “Then we’re fucked. Can’t go in two directions, can ya?”
 
   “Ooh arr. Roite, I’ll go down ‘ere.” Jake pounded off past the two crouching men while Pip’s feet were heard vanishing off to the left. 
 
   Casca’s companion relaxed and put his head up slowly above the level of the hedgerow. “Good,” he whispered, “they’ve gone. Hurry, before the others get here. That shot would have alerted them all. I’ve got a couple of horses at the end of the field.”
 
   “How did you know I’d be here tonight?” Casca demanded, following his savior across the earthy field. It was early spring and the crops would not yet be poking their heads up above the ground.
 
   “I was told you’d be here by your friends. You’re hot property, Mr. Lonnergan. The Tories want you badly. I hear you fought your way out of the court hearing at the Congregational Church. Takes some courage to do that.”
 
   Casca grinned to himself in the dark. His guide led him to the far side of the field where two horses were tethered to a fence and were happily chewing on the vegetation growing on an evergreen bush. There wasn’t much else around for them to eat. “Who are you?”
 
   His companion untied one horse and passed the reins to Casca. “Paul Revere. I’m to take you to a safe place away from the soldiers. Don’t worry, they won’t find you where you’ll be going. Here you’re too close to town.” He pushed his pistol back into his belt and took the second horse. 
 
   Casca mounted up. He’d often rode in his time but he never really got used to riding. He didn’t like riding if truth be told, which was why he never volunteered to join any cavalry unit. He was much happier on foot. Still, getting round on horseback beat stumbling through muddy lanes at night, particularly if he only had one shoe.
 
   However, they were still not free from discovery, as a shout went up close by and Revere cursed and wheeled his horse and galloped at the fence, vaulting it easily. Casca went to follow but more shouts went up and a shot cracked through the night and passed close to him. The light from the discharging weapon showed Casca his enemies were close, too close, and he urged his mount to follow Revere who had once more drawn his pistol, and Casca thought he caught sight of a pale kerchief pulled up over the lower part of his face.
 
   Coarse, raucous shouting was getting closer and answering voices could be heard to left and right. Only ahead, where Revere was impatiently waiting in the road beyond the fence, were there no shouts. Casca dug his heels into the horse’s flanks and it shot forward. 
 
   Things happened all at once. Another shout, clearly to order him to halt, came close by, and another shot came to him. He felt a stinging pain in his ribs as something punched him from behind. The horse reacted in fright and shied away from the fence. Casca, too busy trying to cope with his pain to hold onto the reins properly, was sent flying off the saddle and his head struck a fencepost very hard.
 
   Everything went black. 
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   How long he was out for he didn’t know, but his return to awareness was slow and painful. His head hurt like hell and when he tried to put his hands to his face they were unable to go further than a few inches from his chest. Again they were shackled together.
 
   “Lie still,” a curt authoritative voice commanded.
 
   “My head,” Casca groaned.
 
   “Shut up,” the reply came very quickly. “Or you’ll have more than your dumb head to worry about.”
 
   Casca groaned and lay still for a moment, then recalled he’d been hit in the back. He wriggled on the – whatever he was lying on – and felt a soreness along the left side of his back. From the feel of it, the wound or injury didn’t seem too bad. Probably a glancing hit, fortunately. He wondered if Revere had gotten away.
 
   The room he was in was gloomy but he could see daylight streaming through the dirty window panes on the other side of the room. There was one soldier stood by the single door and a second seated on a chipped and sad looking chair by the bunk Casca was strapped to.
 
   The standing soldier left the room and a few moments later returned with a man Casca didn’t want to see; Sergeant Purseman. “Shut the door behind you, Gilchrist,” Purseman ordered the standing soldier, “and don’t let anyone in for the next few minutes.”
 
   Gilchrist saluted and left once more. Purseman looked at the seated soldier. “Anyone teach you to stand up when a superior rank enters a room, Davis?”
 
   Davis stood up sharply. “Sorry, Sarge.”
 
   “You ain’t seen me in this room, ever, got that, Davis?”
 
   “No Sarge. I mean, yes Sarge.”
 
   Purseman grunted, then turned his attention to Casca. “Now, you filth, Long, you’re gonna get back what you dished out to me!”
 
   Casca was strapped helplessly and could only ride the blows that rained down on him viciously, the furious sergeant pummeling him with left and right fists into his gut, face and chest. The pain redoubled with every blow. Purseman wasn’t a lightly built man, and he wasn’t holding back. 
 
   Casca tasted blood and his head was ringing from the effects of the fence post and Purseman. He tried to double up in pain as more than one blow sank into his midriff. Finally the punishment stopped and Purseman stood back, breathing heavily, a film of sweat on his brow.
 
   “You damned pain,” Purseman snarled, “I’ve a good mind to have you whipped for what you did in Lincoln. Lucky for you Sir Richard wants you in Boston so we’re going to go for a little walk in the country. I want you on your feet and able to make it there. We’ve got this pretty little hulk a-waiting you in the Caribbean where you can sweat yourself stupid; that is if the fever don’t get you first!”
 
   Casca was untied by Davis while Gilchrist came back in on Purseman’s command and covered Casca with his Brown Bess pressed into Casca’s jaw. His smile above the barrel wasn’t comforting. The bindings around his wrists remained and Casca was pushed ahead of Gilchrist out into a yard of some description. Discarded wagons stood forlornly to one side while an abandoned looking stable stood on the other. They had found a rough pair of shoes from somewhere and had put them on him, but they pinched and his feet would be sore from the rubbing before long.
 
   More soldiers were lining up under the shouting of Purseman and Casca saw the lieutenant who had been questioning Getts the previous night. He wondered if Getts had been implicated in hiding Casca. There was no sign of anyone else. Harries, that was the lieutenant’s name, Casca recalled suddenly. His face was swelling up from Purseman’s tender ministrations and his gut was one swirling mass of agony. Casca wouldn’t be surprised if he’d piss blood.
 
   “Stand still, filth!” Davis snapped, grabbing Casca by the fraying collar.
 
   “Fuck off and die,” Casca slurred, spitting blood. He had a wild idea for a moment to spit into Davis’ face, hoping that the poison that his blood consisted of would kill the man, but that would cause more trouble than it was worth. He contented himself by spattering his mouth’s contents onto the ground.
 
   “Shut up!” Davis yelled. “Harry, if he opens his gob once more smack him with your ‘Bess!”
 
   Gilchrist grinned and tapped Casca around the neck with the muzzle of his musket.
 
   Lieutenant Harries ambled over, concern on his face. “I say, what happened to you?” he asked Casca.
 
   “Your soldiers take their job too seriously,” Casca mumbled with difficulty.
 
   “Beg your pardon? What did he say, Davis?”
 
   “He’s sorry he fell over back there in the cell, Sir!”
 
   Harries tapped his white gloves into the palm of his hand. “Ah, well take better care in future, Long. Sir Richard wants you alive, not with a broken neck, you understand?” 
 
   Casca was too busy concentrating on his aches and pains to respond. The lieutenant sighed at his bad manners and turned away. Sergeant Purseman had yelled sufficiently at the soldiers to satisfy himself, and the ten red coated men were stood smartly enough for Harries to take over.
 
   “Very good, Sergeant. Off we go then.” Casca was prodded into motion, preceding Davis and Gilchrist into the center of the ten others who split into two squads, five in front and five behind. Lieutenant Harries mounted a brown mare that had been standing by the abandoned stables and rode confidently at the head of the small column.
 
   The road to Boston led through gently rolling countryside; fields stood to left and right and the road was bordered by stone walls. The road itself was a beaten earthen track, with two defined ruts where the wheels of the wagons and carts had rolled up and down. Casca stared at them, then ruefully smiled to himself. The width was something he was familiar with. Ever since the time of the Roman Empire, axle widths had been set for chariots, wagons and carts. Since Britain had been part of the Empire, they too had adopted this width, and when the British had expanded into the Americas, they brought this to the Colonies. So Casca was oddly comforted by this thought was he was led south eastwards towards the port of Boston and imprisonment.
 
   He wondered what would now happen to Rose Maplin, that tall, fair skinned lass he’d enjoyed for the past twelve months or so. Clearly Sir Richard Eley and Rose’s father had in mind a marriage to the English Baronet. Maybe Rose would enjoy being inducted in to the minor nobility, but he doubted it. She was too independent minded to be forced into the restrictive world of those people.
 
   From the little he knew of the British nobility, they were a class apart from the majority of the British people. Privileged, rich and exclusive, they ran the bourgeoning empire. They set the laws that ensured they gained from them rather than the general populace. It was one of the running sores here in the colonies that people were pushing to change. Used to fending for themselves, the colonists had grown used to running their own lives and resented interference from London.
 
   Casca saw their point of view. Let the colonists decide their own fate. The British were sprawling all over the world now and defending the colonies was perhaps one place too many. He saw the opportunity for employment if this happened; independence came at a price. War. Something he was good at. Maybe other places in the world might follow suit.
 
   He’d fought plenty of times for Britain or England in the past. Now it might be a time to fight against them. He knew their strengths and weaknesses. The trick was to get free and go to ground until the place broke out into open revolt.
 
   The trees were beginning to bud and in a few weeks would be adorned with the new leaves of spring. The air was getting warmer. Time for war was coming. He had that feeling deep in his bones again. He wanted to be part of it. Damn the Curse.
 
   Ahead the road turned a sharp right and went downhill. Perfect ambush point. He saw vague movements behind the trees and walls and tensed. His eyes went to his left and right. Davis was relaxed, his ‘Bess pointing straight up in the classic marching posture, while Gilchrist had his musket un-slung and pointing at Casca’s back, bayonet fixed. He was the one who would have to be taken care of.
 
   Suddenly a horde of masked men sprang up from behind the walls and pointed their guns at the soldiers. “Halt!” one shouted, his voice muffled behind the cloth covering his mouth and nose. “Drop your weapons!”
 
   Harries halted and stared, open-mouthed, while the soldiers stopped and looked to Harries for inspiration. Purseman snarled and began hauling his musket off his shoulder. Casca knew he had seconds to react. His pivoting fists swept round a half circle and sank into Gilchrist’s midriff, doubling him up in pain. Davis wasted too much time in firstly reacting to the attack, then in fumbling for his musket. 
 
   Casca’s second attack was sneaky, but he just didn’t have the time to be fanciful. His foot crashed up into Davis’ crotch and the soldier screwed his face up in agony and he slowly sank to the ground, clutching his family jewels.
 
   At the same time one of the ambushers had walked up boldly behind Lieutenant Harries and had placed a pistol against his rib cage. “Tell your men to drop their weapons,” the man calmly said, “or you’ll be the first to die, followed by your men.”
 
   Harries, halfway through pulling his saber out of his sheath, froze. 
 
   Casca had taken a step sideways towards the wall when Purseman blocked him, musket aimed directly at his chest. “One more step, boy, and I’ll blow a hole clean through you,” he promised, his teeth fixed in a grimace of hatred.
 
   “Look behind you,” Casca replied. “You’ll be shot to pieces if you do.”
 
   “At least I’ll have the pleasure in killing you,” Purseman said stubbornly.
 
   “Tell him to drop it,” the ambusher pressing his pistol into Harries’ ribs said.
 
   “Sergeant Purseman!” Harries barked fearfully, “let him go!”
 
   Purseman swore softly. His face went red. Reluctantly, slowly, the muzzle lowered. Casca puffed out his cheeks. As he stepped past Purseman, the sergeant muttered just loud enough for Casca to hear. “I’ll find you, Long.”
 
   Casca looked at the glowering Purseman, then made his way to where the waiting masked men stood. The man with the pistol demanded the keys to unlock Casca’s manacles, and Purseman threw them at Casca’s feet, his face thunderous. Casca unlocked his wrists and threw the manacles at Purseman’s feet. “Yours, I think?”
 
   Purseman merely shot Casca a look that he hoped would strike him down on the spot.
 
   “Grab their muskets, quick!” the pistol man snapped to the others. The British soldiers reluctantly watched as their guns were snatched and their new owners cleared from the road doubly quick. Casca had grabbed Purseman’s musket. The sergeant had held onto his gun but Casca’s open palm push against his still tender nose persuaded him to release it.
 
   “You’ll all hang!” Harries shouted at their backs as the group made their escape in two directions. Casca was pointed in the direction of the pistol wielder and three others and he ran after them, heading for a line of trees in the distance. The British soldiers watched them go, unwilling to give chase. Harries decided it was best to continue to Boston and report to Sir Richard. No doubt the matter would have to be brought before the overall commander of the armed forces in the area, General Gage. It was his problem, not Harries’.
 
   Casca caught up with the others close to the trees and they plunged down a narrow side track, running downhill towards a brook. They had to stop at the bottom to catch their breath. The four others pulled off their cloth masks and Casca recognized the pistol wielder as Paul Revere.
 
   “Glad to see you,” Casca breathed, leaning against the stone side of the bridge that crossed the brook.
 
   “Couldn’t let you be taken to Boston,” Revere panted. “I felt responsible. How’s your head? Thought you dead from the blow you took!”
 
   “Tough skull,” Casca grinned. 
 
   “And the rest? Looks like you’ve been worked over.”
 
   “Aye,” Casca nodded. The three others scowled as they heard about Purseman’s work. Casca shrugged. “That sergeant and me have some unfinished business. I bet we’ll meet again.”
 
   “Most likely,” Revere nodded, “but for now you’ve got to disappear. The army will be mad as the devil about this. Lucky we have a good network of scouts and spies around here. They can’t leave Boston without us knowing. These guns will come in useful. We’re stockpiling them at Lexington, just in case.”
 
   “You a Minuteman?” Casca asked.
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Mr. Getts wants me to train the local unit.”
 
   Revere stared at Casca for a moment. “You’re too recognizable, Long or Lonnergan or whatever your name is. You’ll be taken to a safe place to lie low and get that face sorted out. Maybe in a month or so, but it’s too risky to have your face shown around these parts at the moment.”
 
   Casca shrugged. He was just glad to be free again. He followed Revere and the others over the bridge and along the lane towards some distant destination.
 
   * * *
 
   Later that evening in Boston, Sir Richard Eley stood in the comfort of his town house, listening to the report of his subordinate Harries with growing anger. It seemed no place was safe anymore beyond the confines of the town. And even within Boston itself people were mocking the soldiers, making comments and joking at their disorderliness and low pay. Morale was low.
 
   After Harries had gone, Sir Richard called in Sergeant Purseman. Purseman stood in front of his commanding officer smartly, ramrod straight, his round stomach bulging against the straining buttons of his red jacket and the taut leather belt that held up his voluminous breeches. He sweated, waiting for what he was sure would be a dressing down.
 
   Sir Richard stared long and hard at the twitching NCO, then slowly made his way over to a drinks cabinet and poured himself a sherry. The finest Bristol sherry, made by those splendid Harveys. After appreciating the light brown colored drink in the light from the chandelier, he quaffed a mouthful and ran it round his mouth and tongue, savoring the sharp, stimulating taste, before consigning it to his gut, enjoying the spreading warmth it gave him.
 
   “Sergeant Purseman,” he finally began, breaking the awkward silence. “You have not done all that well. I’m hugely disappointed with you.”
 
   “Sah!” Purseman barked stiffly. He stared over Sir Richard’s shoulder into infinity, ignoring the Wedgewood pottery standing on the side dresser by the door. Such things meant little to him anyway.
 
   “Twice this fellow Long has wriggled free of your clutches. I’m beginning to think you’re losing your touch. Perhaps a transfer to the West Indies might be in order?”
 
   Purseman went pale. Even though the words may have been spoken softly, the menace behind them was clear. A posting to the Caribbean was almost equal to a death sentence. Those falling to the various diseases and ailments that came from those islands were invariably dead in no time. Nowhere else in the British Empire did soldiers fear a posting as much as the West Indies.
 
   Sir Richard stepped forward slowly, a looming black cloud on Purseman’s horizon. “I am a reasonable man, Sergeant Purseman, and I recall with satisfaction the many times you have performed an admirable service for me, both here and back in England.” He paused, then reached inside a pocket set inside his jacket. He brought forth a small leather bag that clinked.
 
   Purseman’s eyes swung to the bag, widening. The sound of money was unmistakable.
 
   Sir Richard saw the reaction and smiled, an almost predatory one. He had the aptly-named Purseman where he wanted and it gave him a huge sense of pleasure. “Therefore I’m giving you one final chance. Now that this fellow Long is associated with rebels and stealing military ordnance, if he’s caught he’ll hang and nobody will argue. We don’t need to rely anymore on faked evidence. This is for you.” He tossed Purseman the bag.
 
   The sergeant caught it and felt the hard discs of coins within. Sir Richard nodded in response to Purseman’s unspoken request to look inside, and the sergeant opened the leather tie at the neck and looked inside. Glittering gold, the sovereigns that met his eyes caused a weakness throughout his system, then a delicious, almost sexual feeling ran up and down his body. He had to physically stop himself drooling.
 
   “Gold, Sergeant Purseman. Gold. It is yours. I trust you know what to do in return for this, ah, gift?”
 
   “Sah,” Purseman said absently, staring into the bag. Then he shook himself out of his trance and snapped to attention. “Sah! Find Long!”
 
   “And when you do, I trust you’ll deal with things on a permanent basis?”
 
   “You can rely on me, Sah!” Purseman shot the baronet a smart, stiff salute.
 
   Sir Richard returned the salute in a casual manner. “You may leave and I don’t want to know what you get up to in order to bring this business to a closure. I trust whatever happens to Long won’t be trivial.”
 
   Purseman leered. “You can rely on me, Sir Richard.” He marched out of the room, pocketing the coins as he went, already thinking ahead of what he could do with the money. He could hire some disreputable types from the docks to help carry out his bidding, as well as pay for spies and information, and be able to get some huge-tittied whore to exhaust him all weekend. He almost danced out from Sir Richard’s mansion.
 
   * * *
 
   For Casca the next couple of days were spent finding his way round the grounds of the house he was staying in. It was sited off the road just to the north of Lexington, away from the main routes so that soldiers wouldn’t chance across him.
 
   His face healed rapidly, much faster than the owner of the house, a man called John Salisbury, could believe. Casca passed it off as nothing remarkable, saying what he always said; the wounds he’d received weren’t as bad as they appeared. Much of it was just swelling anyway that subsided within a day, but the split lip and bent nose were something different. As a bonus, he got a fresh pair of boots that fitted him and he could consign the rough pair of shoes he’d been given by the British to the refuse pile.
 
   On the third morning he was there he decided lying low wasn’t for him and since he’d recovered fully, it was time he did something. He asked Salisbury to get word to either Paul Revere or Jim Lash, and a few hours later Lash it was who appeared, bad tempered and demanding to know what the hell the matter was.
 
   Casca told him he was bored and needed to practice with the musket. The local militia practiced frequently at a field on the corner of a large farmstead, away from the roads or livestock, and all sorts of domestic discards were used as targets. The farm often took broken pots, tables and bric-a-brac from the homes in the neighborhood so the militia could use them to shoot at.
 
   Lash wasn’t sure; he was too concerned that Casca would be spotted and word sent to Boston. “There are plenty of Tory spies around,” Lash warned Casca. “There’s a couple watching Mr. Getts’ house now, after what happened the other night. We’ve had to move our base as a result.” He sounded resentful towards Casca. 
 
   “I can’t sit here doing nothing,” Casca retorted, fed up with Lash’s lack of faith in him. He would have thought someone like Lash would jump at the chance of having someone practice with a weapon, so that they would be better prepared against the soldiers.
 
   “Stay here for another couple of nights, then I’ll see what can be done. In the meantime stay out of sight!”
 
   Casca had no intention of doing that. As the afternoon wore on he wandered out into the yard and kept on walking. Damn Lash and his nursing attitude. The soldiers had more than their hands full keeping the rest of Massachusetts happy than come looking for him all over the countryside. Besides, he knew the policy was to keep a low profile, and having soldiers march into every household was a sure way of raising a red rag to a bull. He still wondered why the hell Lieutenant Harries had taken the risk of searching Getts’ house, particularly when Getts was such a prominent anti-Tory.
 
   Casca wanted some information. His pal Robert Groves lived not too far away and his wife Elaine made the best tea and flat cakes around. Time he popped in to see his old friend who would be worried about him.
 
   Casca hiked over a long rolling hill, then down a narrow lane that ran along a small creek. He came to a well-used road, Bay Road, and checked it first before making his way along it, keeping an eye and ear cocked for sight and sound of anyone. Twice he had to nip over the stone walls smartly as first a horse, then a carriage came by, but the occupants of neither saw him.
 
   Robert Groves lived on the edge of Lexington and he got there as night was beginning to fall. He checked carefully that nobody was around before knocking on the door. The fresh-face of Robert Groves appeared and registered shock, surprise, then delight. “Cass! Come in, come in! Quick before someone sees you!”
 
   Rob clapped Casca on the shoulder and shut the door. “Wow, have you stirred up things in the neighborhood! We’ve been put on alert, did you know? Hey, Elaine honey, look who’s here!”
 
   Elaine, dressed in a long simple one piece brown dress with a white bodice underneath, smiled in pleasure as Casca entered the kitchen. “Cass! Am I really happy to see you!” She kissed him on the cheek then pointed at the kettle. Casca laughed and nodded. He was well known to agree to a drink whenever he’d popped round in the past.
 
   The two men sat at the oak table in the center of the kitchen. “So what’s this about being on alert?” Casca asked. “Oh, by the way, I’ve changed my name to Case Lonnergan now, just in case anyone asks who you’ve had around. I’m some Irish immigrant guy, yeah?”
 
   “Oh I see, just to fool the government. Sure,” Rob smiled. Then he went serious. “Yeah, the militia has been put on a full alert. We’re to assemble at short notice in town if the word comes. Seems your break from the church has raised hell in the county.”
 
   “Yeah, I gather,” Casca nodded. “Have the soldiers checked here asking about me?”
 
   “No,” Rob shook his head. “Have they come round when I’ve not been here, honey?” he asked Elaine.
 
   “No, they’ve not been here at all,” Elaine said. “No soldiers have come here in the past week or so.”
 
   “Odd,” Casca frowned. “I was hidden in a huge mansion on the edge of Lincoln and they came there.”
 
   “You mean Mr. Getts’? I heard,” Rob nodded. “I’ve heard Getts is so angry he’s calling for the military to be withdrawn from Massachusetts entirely. The anti-tax lobby agrees with him as that would mean we wouldn’t be taxed to pay for their upkeep.”
 
   Casca grunted, then his face lit up as a steaming cup of tea was placed before him. He smiled his thanks to Elaine. The Groves were a decent law abiding couple, neither asking for nor making any trouble. He liked them a lot. Rob was also a man who took his duties seriously which was why he was in the militia. He believed every man should do his bit to defend what he had. Simple rules uncomplicated by any outside interference. A lot of people in the colonies were starting to think that way. Casca wondered how much longer Britain could hold onto them, given that the general feeling he was seeing, in Massachusetts anyway, was vehemently opposed to further governmental interference.
 
   He thought back to when it had begun, in the reign of James I, when Casca had by chance been in the country after the debacle of the Spanish Armada. Religious factionalism had torn the country down very strong lines and many went west to escape persecution, and they had engendered an independent and semi-autonomous attitude ever since. More anti-governmental refugees fled to the Americas after the nonsense with people such as the Puritans, Lollards, or Catholics. Then had come the civil war that had seen James’ son, Charles, lose his head, and the colonies had developed with people descended from those who had some axe to grind with the English and later British governments.
 
   Small wonder there was a strong undercurrent of feeling against London. Casca also had a previous experience of the rivalry between the political parties of Britain, the Tories and Whigs, when he’d been with Marlborough’s army in Germany and Holland earlier in the century. While one party had been in power and supported the war, the other one in opposition had done their best behind the scenes to undermine Marlborough and his war effort, and ultimately replace him when they took power in the midst of the conflict.
 
   Casca thought it dumb; if a country was fighting a war then surely all should work together to enable a victory? In the days of Rome, any senator denouncing a war Rome was fighting would soon lose his life. So now here it was again; the Tories were in power and the Whigs sympathizing with the colonists against the Tories.
 
   “So where are you now, Cass – I mean, Case?” Rob asked, holding his cup in both hands. 
 
   “Can’t say, best I stay silent on that one. I wanted to come over and see you two anyway, to show I was fine.” Casca sipped the hot strong brew. “And to find out what the militia was up to.”
 
   They chatted for a while longer until the cups were empty, and Casca reluctantly stood up. “I think I’d best be on my way. Don’t want my keeper to start worrying unnecessarily. You two stay safe, and I’ll be seeing you again soon, don’t worry.”
 
   “You take care, Case,” Elaine said, worry on her face. Casca smiled to reassure her. He kissed her on the cheek and shook Rob’s hand before leaving, hunching himself against the dark and to make it harder for anyone to identify him. His collar was raised and although hatless, he bowed his head and trudged off towards the fields and lanes outside Lexington.
 
   It took him over an hour to get close to the house and as he approached the back he saw figures moving about, torches in hands. Casca crouched by a thick trunked tree and peered around at the scene of British soldiers conducting a thorough search of the place. He caught sight of poor old man Salisbury being marched off by two soldiers, and the unwelcome figure of Purseman directing operations. 
 
   Once more the military was closing in on him. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115236]CHAPTER SIX
 
   The night was dark and cold. Casca shivered as he made his way along the deserted lanes to the south of Lexington. He was alone and being hunted by a very persistent and worryingly efficient adversary. Twice now they had come to where he’d been staying. Clearly someone was whispering into Purseman’s ear.
 
   He needed a gun. The best place was Lexington. The trouble was he had no idea where Lash had placed them. He didn’t know where the new Minuteman headquarters was, nor where Paul Revere lived. He had nobody to help him. Nobody perhaps except his woman, Rose Maplin.
 
   So now he was making his way towards the Maplin residence, home also of Ebenezer Maplin, a man who wanted him out of the way. He would have to be very careful. The one good thing was that he knew the immediate area quite well, having visited Rose illicitly on many occasions, and the route between the house on the south-west edge of Lexington and Lincoln was a place he knew well.
 
   Even in the dark he made good progress and shortly reached the ivy-covered stone wall he recognized, and looked furtively left and right before pulling himself up and over. The soft earth on the other side cushioned his jump and he ran at a crouch across the grounds towards the small summer house down by the stream at the bottom of the large garden.
 
   It was locked but he knew where the key was and opened it and slipped inside. Here was where he’d spent many hours with Rose and he smiled briefly at the memories. He made sure the single bunk was there and swept the detritus of winter from it, spiders’ webs and dead flies amongst them, and sat down, thinking.
 
   He could stay here indefinitely if he kept quiet and his head down, but he knew he couldn’t do that. He was angry at the single-minded intensity of his pursuit, and badly wanted to turn on them and strike back. He had always disliked being hunted, and this was no different.
 
   What he needed more than anything else was food. Rose would be the best person to get him that, and she wouldn’t tell anyone he was there. The trick was to get a message to her without her crotchety old man finding out. After a few more moments of thought, he remembered an old trick the two of them used to let her know Casca was waiting for her. A small flower pot of hers that was normally left in the summer house he placed close to the back of the house on the lawn. He grinned. It would be worth trying again.
 
   He located it and crept towards the house, seeing lights on downstairs in what he remembered was the study. Old man Maplin loved his leather bound books and virtually lived there, entertaining his friends, as much to show off his collection as anything else. The long windows were curtained but there was a small parting in the center of one so he slid up to it and peered in.
 
   The rich interior contrasted with what Casca was used to. He could see the flickering fire over the far side, and Maplin stood close to it, warming his hands. There was a small glass of what looked like port on the mantelpiece, next to the ornate clock, and a second figure stood to the right, his back to Casca. But he was dressed in the scarlet of the British military and it was not hard to guess who it was.
 
   Maplin would hardly entertain anyone of low rank or position. It had to be that damned Sir Richard. And sure enough, when the officer turned slightly so that his face was side-on, Casca recognized him as indeed the titled baronet. He gritted his teeth. He would dearly love to smash into the room and send a red hot poker up into Sir Richard. That would put paid to his hunting of Casca as well as his quest to wed Rose.
 
   Casca retreated and left the flower pot where Rose would see it, and returned to the summer house and lay down on the bunk, thinking of what to do next.
 
   The night dragged but ended as all do, and daylight grew so that soon Casca could make out the interior of the small summer house properly. It was dirty but that was due to being unused for the winter months. A cleaning would make it acceptable again for use throughout the spring and summer. Casca kept away from the window but made sure he could see the house from his position at the back of the room.
 
   Finally, after a few hours of waiting, he saw Rose emerge from the house and slowly approach the pot. She looked round, then picked it up and came over to the summer house, slowly and unsure. Casca opened the door as she reached it and then she was in his arms and they were kissing ardently.
 
   Rose pulled away after a minute or so and stared at him. “You’re mad! If father catches you here you’ll be arrested and locked up! I heard Sir Richard last night say you were a traitor and outlaw and would be found and dealt with! He was quite…. sinister!”
 
   Sinister. Casca snorted in amusement. An old Roman word. He recalled his days in the legion, and the decurion’s hoarse yelling at them on drill; sinistre, dexter, sinistre, dexter! Left, right, left, right. Over the centuries the terms had corrupted into the English right and wrong, and then further into dexterous, and sinister.
 
   “What’s funny?” Rose asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Casca said, looking at her. She was still the same. Buxom, tall, wide cheeked, full lips. Her dark hair was parted in the center and tied at her neck, but he knew it tumbled down to her shoulders if let loose. “Sir Richard fancies you for his wife.”
 
   “He can jump in Boston harbor. I’ll never marry that!”
 
   “He’s rich, privileged and you’d have a nice, comfortable luxurious life, Rose. Mind you, you’d have those stuffy stuck-up bitches of officers’ wives for company whenever he wanted to entertain.”
 
   Rose punched him lightly on the shoulders. “Stop it! I won’t marry him, no matter what!”
 
   Casca had a wicked gleam in his eye. “Have you told your father? He’s angling to get into Sir Richard’s circle and by marrying you off he thinks he will.”
 
   “No – but if he asks I’ll tell him no.”
 
   “I’ve a feeling he won’t take no for an answer. That’s why between them they trumped up that false set of evidence against me.”
 
   “They what?” Rose was clearly ignorant of the scheme the two had concocted, so Casca told her everything, including the escape and why he was there that day. Rose looked at him in shock, her hands to her mouth. “Why, that’s terrible! What is father thinking of?”
 
   “Ambition is a great corrupter,” Casca said absently, staring through the window at the house. “I need your help, Rose; I can think of nobody else at the moment, but it would put you in danger should your father or that strutting peacock Eley find out.”
 
   Rose was too furious with her own father to worry about such things at that moment, and readily agreed to help. Casca needed a contact from the Minutemen and the only man he could think of he fully trusted was Paul Revere, whom he knew lived either somewhere locally or in Boston. He asked Rose to get a letter delivered to him. He asked her if she knew his address, as he didn’t, and she said she’d find out. Casca dictated the contents and Rose promised to get it delivered to him.
 
   Finally she said she’d arrange to get something for Casca to eat and drink. Now the worry of contacting Rose and getting word to a friend was out of the way, the need to eat returned with a vengeance. He’d forgotten just how hungry and thirsty he really was.
 
   A lunch arrived after noon. Casca had fretted in the two to three hours Rose had been gone, wondering whether old man Ebenezer would guess something was up, but since he spent most of his time with his nose in a book or his set of ledgers, it was rare he looked beyond his business or his study. Besides, Casca saw a carriage ride off out of the corner of his eye close to noon and guessed it was Ebenezer traveling down Menotomy Road to his warehouses in Boston.
 
   Rose joined him for lunch. Light sandwiches, a pot of Indian tea – Casca guessed it to be Darjeeling by the color and taste – and a couple of sugary cakes. The trade from the West Indies had brought a great deal of sugar into British society recently, giving them, amongst other ailments, raging tooth decay. Casca cared little for that; his teeth remained strong and healthy. He could probably subsist off pure sugar cane and never suffer any health problem thanks to the Curse.
 
   Rose told him she’d managed to get the letter sent. One of the servants was taking the post to Lexington and he would ask at the postal office for the address. When lunch was done Casca put the cups and plates on the tray and put it on the floor. He pulled Rose onto the bunk and began kissing her, making up for lost time. Rose didn’t fight him off; she was happy to see her lover alive and besides, he was much more preferable to the upper class Sir Richard.
 
   The summer house echoed to the sounds of their love making.
 
   * * *
 
   That evening, as night fell and the cold wind of late winter or early spring, depending on whether one were looking back or forwards, blew through the trees with an eerie sound, a figure came creeping through the grounds to the summer house. Casca whirled at the sound of footsteps outside the door, and then the handle turned.
 
   “Case Lonnergan?” a voice whispered urgently, “Paul Revere sent me. He wants to know what the hell’s going on.”
 
   Casca stepped back and let the man in. He was dressed in a dark cape and a three cornered hat and in the dim light through the window looked like one of those highwaymen that plagued the roads of Britain. “William Vickery,” he introduced himself absently, looking round.
 
   “They came yesterday and got Mr. Salisbury. Lucky I was out when they called,” Casca said. “Someone’s giving them information, I’m certain of it.”
 
   “Yes we think so too. You know you’re one of the suspects?”
 
   “Don’t be dumb,” Casca snapped, “they want me badly, and I’m scheduled for the noose if they do get their hands on me.”
 
   Vickery made little comment on that. “You choose a strange place to hide, don’t you? Right in the back yard of one of the men supposedly behind your arrest.”
 
   “Oh for heaven’s sake, man,” Casca said with exasperation, “What better place than under their very noses, and besides, I’m seeing the daughter, and she’s the whole reason I’m in this mess to begin with. She was the one who sent the letter. And that’s another thing,” Casca said, “you got here quick. The letter must have only been sent a few hours ago.”
 
   “It was handed to us this afternoon. We had an agent in Lexington at the time and luckily the letter was handed over to him. The postal service has people who are sympathetic to our cause.” Vickery smiled in the dark, only half of his face visible. “Paul decided things are too risky for him to come personally; you’re a dangerous man, Lonnergan. Whose side you’re on, we’ve yet to determine.”
 
   “Well make your mind up one way or the other,” Casca snapped. “Either help me, or fuck off.”
 
   “Language,” Vickery said. “Word is you’re interested in the guns we took from the army.”
 
   “I was there when they were taken, Vickery.” 
 
   “Some of them. There are other muskets. You realize we’re not going to let you anywhere near them until your bona fides has been established?”
 
   “So get to it then. I’m not going to hang about waiting for that bastard Purseman to find me and drag me off to the gallows.”
 
   Vickery snorted. “That may take time. Stay here until we decide what to do with you.” With that he left and made his way over to the wall, using a handy tree to climb up and slide back over to the road outside. Casca ran hard for the wall once Vickery had vanished and clambered up the same way, pushing his head above the top of the wall in time to see Vickery riding off north, then taking a right hand turn eastwards. Wherever he was going, it wasn’t into Lexington.
 
   Casca had a bad feeling, and decided to leave the grounds. Every time he’d sought help from the Minutemen, he’d been betrayed. He decided to spend the night and however long it was hidden away outside, watching the mansion.
 
   He found a thicket a few yards off the road on the other side from the front of the mansion, and hunkered down to sleep for a few hours. The morning would bring developments, one way or the other.
 
   When day did come, he discovered from his place of concealment that he could see the side wall where he and Vickery had made entry into the grounds, so he’d know if anyone came for him that way. Rose would find him gone and probably wonder if he’d been taken or left of his own volition. He regretted not leaving her a note but that was something he couldn’t afford to do.
 
   It was mid-morning and his stomach beginning to complain when a detachment of soldiers came marching up the road, led by a smart looking Sir Richard on horseback. Casca recognized Sergeant Purseman behind him and the figures of Davis and Gilchrist not far behind him. They marched into the mansion grounds through the gateway and it was clear they were there not to wish Ebenezer Maplin a cheery good morning and join him in boiled eggs and bread for breakfast.
 
   Casca swore under his breath. It was absolutely certain now that someone in the Minutemen was a traitor.
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   Ebenezer Maplin wasn’t usually disturbed from his breakfast, and woe betide anyone who did. This morning was an exception, however. Jenkins, the butler, informed Maplin that Sir Richard Eley was there together with a detachment of his infantry and that they were to apprehend the fugitive Cass Long.
 
   Maplin left his eggs cooling on his plate and his napkin a crumpled, yolk-stained pile on the starched white tablecloth. Rose sat as if carved from stone, shock draining the color from her face, but her father didn’t notice, such was his hurry to see Sir Richard.
 
   Their voices carried to Rose through the open door. “What are you doing here, Sir Richard? Cass Long? Here?”
 
   “So I’m led to believe,” Sir Richard’s dull tone floated to her ears. “In the summer house. Can you please point this out to me?”
 
   “The summer house?”
 
   “Yes.” Sir Richard sounded impatient. “You do have one, don’t you, Ebenezer?”
 
   “Well, yes, out in the grounds around the rear of the house. Rose uses it to paint.”
 
   “Ah, very nice,” Sir Richard’s tone sent her hackles rising. Her pastime was dismissed with one patronizing phrase. “Please, Ebenezer? We don’t have much time.”
 
   Footsteps faded down the passage to the study where, no doubt, the location of Cass’s hiding place was shown to the British officer. Rose felt sick. The voices rose again as the two men came walking back through the passage. “This won’t take long. Please stay indoors.” Sir Richard walked off, leaving her father to return to the dining room in something of a daze.
 
   Rose stood, not wanting to eat anymore. “This is intolerable,” she said, “letting that boor in here. He doesn’t own this house!”
 
   “Sir Richard is a valued guest, my dear,” Ebenezer said. Clearly he was dazed by events.
 
   “Yours perhaps, father, but not mine! He has no respect for you or me, or anyone else for that matter!”
 
   “He is to be your husband, Rose, so you had better start respecting him.”
 
   “I’d rather die!” Rose stormed and brushed past her open-mouthed father. She ran up to her room, overlooking the rear, and despite her dread, watched through her window at the tableau that was unfolding below her.
 
   The summer house, a hundred feet distant and on the edge of a growth of willows by the stream, was flanked on three sides by the soldiers. The overweight sergeant with them shouted at the house for Cass Long to surrender and come out with his hands up. Rose clutched her curtains in anxiety.
 
   When no reply came, the sergeant barked a sharp order and the fifteen or so soldiers leveled their bayoneted muskets and pointed them straight at the summer house. Rose cried out as a rolling series of reports disturbed the morning air and smoke billowed up from the muzzles and pans of the guns, and lead balls smashed into the planking and window of the small house.
 
   Soldiers then went to the door and, instead of using the handle like civilized people did, kicked it in and entered. Tears began to roll down Rose’s face. After a moment or so the soldiers re-emerged and spoke to the sergeant. No Cass came with them, or was dragged out. Clearly he wasn’t there. Rose bit her lip, hoping that he was in fact, gone. Maybe he’d had some warning? Maybe the letter she’d sent had saved him? Perhaps that was it. She felt a wave of hope and joy rise in her breast.
 
   The soldiers formed into two lines and, led by the snarling sergeant, marched off out of sight. Rose ran out of her room and out onto the balcony of the landing and looked down to the hallway. Sir Richard and her father were there, arguing.
 
   “My spy gave me precise information, Ebenezer. It was no lie. The fugitive was holed up here. This does not look good for you. I suggest you take more care and attention in future.”
 
   “What about the damage to the summer house? It’ll cost hundreds of pounds to repair!”
 
   “Then pay for it yourself. You make enough money from the profits of your business.” Sir Richard looked up at Rose. “My apologies, Miss Maplin,” he touched his hat, “an unpleasant business but your father is harboring enemies of the crown.”
 
   Ebenezer spluttered in outrage. “Sir Richard! You are merely a guest of this house, I remind you of your manners!”
 
   “And I remind you of your position. If you wish to remain a partner of our business enterprise, then your co-operation is required. Question your servants; they should know the goings on in your own home. Good day.” Sir Richard touched his hat to Rose once more, then turned his back on Ebenezer and walked off out of the house. Jenkins shut the door behind him and then came to wait obediently by Ebenezer, in case he was needed.
 
   “What business enterprise, father?” Rose asked. She came slowly down the staircase.
 
   “Oh,” Ebenezer waved his hand dismissively, “just a little agreement we have. Nothing to bother you with, daughter.”
 
   Rose stopped. Her father was too preoccupied to speak with further. He was already on his way to his study. “Jenkins, I’ll have my newspaper and tea in the study. Breakfast is finished.”
 
   “Very good, sir,” Jenkins replied drolly and turned away.
 
   Rose pursed her lips. Nobody bothered to ask whether she wanted anything further. She flounced out of the house and made her way to the bullet riddled summer house. The window was shattered and many of the planks splintered and ruined. She felt tearful again. This was her refuge, her play house, her painting studio. It had been violated by those brutes, led by the insufferable Sir Richard.
 
   “Made a mess, didn’t they?” Casca said from his position, sat atop the wall.
 
   “Oh, God! Thank the lord you’re alive!” Rose breathed and ran to him as he jumped down to greet her.
 
   “I had a gut feeling they’d be here. You see that ugly toad of a sergeant? He’s been after me for days. So far I’ve kept a step ahead of him.”
 
   “I heard father and Sir Richard talking in the house.” Rose then told Casca everything she’d heard and seen.
 
   Casca nodded. He was intrigued as to the business deal. It was clear he was mixed up in it somehow. “I’m going to have to stay clear of here. I saw the soldiers leave down the Boston road. They’re returning to barracks. Until of course they get the word where I am next. I’m tired of running; I want to fight.”
 
   “I’m frightened, Cass. Case, sorry! Mother’s in Philadelphia, I think I’m going to stay with her a while. Father’s too mixed up with Sir Richard and his wish to marry me. I need to get away from here. What will happen to us?”
 
   “I’ll sort this business out here, then come down to Philadelphia to see you. Where will you be staying?”
 
   Rose told him her mother was staying with some lawyer by the name of Lowe, and Casca put it away in his head for future use. They embraced again, but as they did so, the thunderous expression on Ebenezer Maplin’s face looking on from the study bode ill for the two, as he gazed out at the tableau. It also told him who had helped Casca and why, and why Rose was defying his wish to marry her off to the baronet.
 
   He returned to his desk and composed a letter to Sir Richard, then called Jenkins in to arrange for it to be delivered to Boston as soon as possible.
 
   * * *
 
   Casca made his way into Lexington, arriving at the square at around mid-day. He pondered on the question as to where the muskets would be stashed. It wouldn’t be in a house, that was for sure, for although they needed to be kept dry and oiled, and the powder free from damp, a house was too obvious. It would also need a fair amount of space and an easily accessible area to get them in and out. Also, Casca mused, it would have to be somewhere out of the sight of prying eyes. Even in radical Massachusetts there were those who remained loyal to the crown, either through conviction or bribery.
 
   He guessed the places were likely to be farmsteads or taverns. There was only one person who could help him now, and that was Rob Groves. So once more he made his way to his friend’s house and knocked on the door. Elaine answered it with delight. “Oh, thank God you’re still alive!” She ushered Casca into the house and Rob, emerging from the kitchen, warmly greeted him.
 
   They sat down together and the situation talked about. The townsfolk were all getting jumpy. Word was that a search for military supplies was going to take place in the next few days and the militia had scattered their stocks far and wide in smaller piles. The government was, as far as all were aware, ignorant of this fact. Rob passed Casca one of the Charleville muskets he was hiding under the floor in the kitchen. “Here, I think you’ll make good use of this. You can stay with us until this blows over. I don’t think anyone in Lexington will give you away to the soldiers.”
 
   Casca thanked the couple. “I don’t know, Rob. Someone within the Minutemen ranks has been speaking into the filthy ears of Sir Richard. Everywhere I go they find out within hours. I’m keeping this quiet, though, and things should be safe.”
 
   “If they come for you they’ll get more than they bargained for, that’s for sure,” Rob said and Elaine nodded. “We know when their patrols go out and go back.”
 
   “Yeah,” Casca smiled, “the network of signals. I thought they only sounded when a large group left Boston?”
 
   “Oh, that’s true, but we get people passing on messages when patrols make their way along the roads from Boston to Lexington, Lincoln or Concord. They won’t get their hands on any of the supplies, mark my words.”
 
   Casca lifted the musket and studied it. It was clean and looked fine. “Powder? Musket balls?”
 
   “In the pantry,” Elaine giggled. “Don’t mistake them for edibles!”
 
   Casca chuckled. “I can’t thank you two enough, you know.”
 
   He slept well that night, and nobody came to disturb him, but he had the musket propped against his bed post anyway, just in case. The next morning Casca shouldered his gun, fitted a powder horn over his left shoulder and fixed a musket ball pouch to his belt before leaving. He had someone to see.
 
   There was a man called Samuel Adams who was well known to be a leader of the rebel movement who lived in Lexington, and Casca knew where he lived. He called upon him that day and was taken in and they talked for a while. Adams was a serious but courteous man, and promised Casca to look into the business of the informant. He also welcomed Casca to the ranks of the Minutemen, giving him a bell to sound the alarm should he ever require it. Adams was one of the members of the de-facto government of Massachusetts which was run from Concord, just up the road, under the presidency of a man by the name of John Hancock.
 
   It was when Casca broached the subject of Sir Richard and Ebenezer Maplin that Adams’ face clouded. They were two people whom Adams and his associates had down as enemies. Maplin, it seemed, had avoided paying taxes on his imports and exports for the past year, and his profits were going through the roof. But instead of investing it in the local community, he was keeping it all to himself. Casca voiced concern over Rose, but Adams reassured him Rose was not considered in any unfavorable light. In fact, Maplin’s estranged wife, now living in Philadelphia, had volunteered information about Maplin’s shady dealings in the past. She had been forced to leave him due to her infidelity, but that was due to his love affair with money, according to her.
 
   Casca couldn’t care less. His concern was for Rose. Adams once again promised Rose would be unharmed and he also offered to bring news of Rose’s safe journey to Philadelphia when he had it. Adams had to leave for Boston as there was some urgent business for him to attend to, but he handed Casca over to the local Minuteman captain, a man called Fisher. Fisher was thin, lugubrious and serious looking, but Casca soon discovered he had a dry sense of humor which belied his hang-dog expression.
 
   Fisher took Casca to a firing range and after a few shots was satisfied Casca knew his business. “Do you know a man called James Lash?” Casca asked him.
 
   “Yes, over in Lincoln. One of Getts’ men, isn’t he?”
 
   “Aye. When I asked to join their ranks as a trainer, he refused. He knows little about soldiering, from what I saw. Has he a reputation for being like that?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Casca shrugged. “Obstructionist. Turning down ideas that would help matters.”
 
   “Don’t know the man, really. I can’t say. All I know of him is that he’s a radical civilian. Nothing to do with the militia. Most of us in the Minutemen are militiamen. There’s a few non militia members, but they’re mostly senior figures or they co-ordinate our orders and act as agents.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Casca said. “Alright. Glad to be part of the Lexington Minutemen.”
 
   Fisher smiled for a moment. “Glad to have you with us. Assembly point’s the Lexington Green. You hear the alarm, you get there like it was yesterday. Got it?”
 
   “Sure thing, Captain.”
 
   Casca returned to the Groves’, feeling much happier. Now he had a gun and belonged to a Minuteman company.
 
   * * *
 
   Sergeant Purseman was summoned again to Sir Richard’s house. Things hadn’t been easy over the past couple of days. The fruitless call out to arrest Cass Long had ended in yet another failure and then on the return to Boston there had been a full-on fist fight between two rival companies that had ended in two broken arms and five other men unfit for further duty for a while. The men were spoiling for a fight, and the jibes and mockery they had to endure from the Bostonians had left their tempers on a knife’s edge.
 
   So Purseman was not in the best frame of mind when he arrived at Sir Richard’s. He stood correctly at attention until Sir Richard told him to stand easy. “I’ve been given a communiqué,” he brandished an expensive looking sheet of paper in the air, “which informs me that this felon Long was indeed at the residence of the Maplins.” He waited for Purseman to react, and Purseman realized after a few seconds that he was in fact supposed to. So he made some inarticulate sound of surprise.
 
   Satisfied, Sir Richard continued. “Furthermore, it is the daughter who was hiding this felon. I shall take care of that issue. You, Sergeant, are to go to Lexington and wait in hiding there until you see Long. Then you are to complete our arrangement.”
 
   Purseman knew what was being asked of him. There were some loose ends for him to ask, however. “Very good, Sah. May I ask when and where, Sah?”
 
   “Fortunately there will shortly be a substantial expedition mounted by Sir William Gage. I am to accompany the 67th Foot on this expedition. Rest assured, Sergeant, Long will be drawn out like a mouse to cheese.” Sir Richard smiled in a predatory manner. “There is a good place of concealment on the north side of the Green; a house we own. You will go there this night, alone, so as not to attract any attention or suspicion, in civilian clothing, and wait for your moment.”
 
   “Very good, Sah. What if I’m seen? Or perhaps caught?”
 
   “Sergeant, you worry far too much,” Sir Richard said. “There will be enough confusion and noise to enable you to make good your escape. Return to Boston upon completion and you will be sufficiently rewarded.”
 
   “Yes, Sah!” Purseman saluted and marched out, already planning on getting hold of suitable civilian clothing and food for the job.
 
   Sir Richard dropped the letter from Maplin into the fire crackling behind him and smiled. Now he would have this persistent swine Long out of his hair and that would enable him to seal the deal with Maplin and his hugely profitable enterprise. Once married to his daughter Rose, and old man Maplin met with….. a regrettable accident, he would inherit via marriage the company and milk it dry, thus paying off his gambling debts and saving his family home in Warwickshire. He rubbed his hands in glee. It was beautiful how such plans came together.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115238]CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Casca was woken in the early hours by Elaine Groves. “Cass – uh, Case, sorry. The alarm’s gone up! Everyone’s to assemble fully armed!”
 
   “What?” Casca threw his legs out of bed and sat up. He rubbed his eyes. It had been yet another of those bad dreams, one where demonic Turks had been hacking his head off at the walls of Constantinople. It had never happened of course; he’d escaped from the doomed city intact, except for the mental scars that had never fully healed, but what else was new? “What alarm?” he demanded, snapping his bracers over his shoulders.
 
   “There’s a large number of British soldiers coming from Boston. Word is they’re after the guns and supplies in Concord.”
 
   “Damn it,” Casca muttered and shrugged on his jacket, then grabbed his musket and belt. “No breakfast I bet!” he grinned at her in the candlelight.
 
   “I’ve made sandwiches; now go join Rob downstairs!”
 
   Casca smiled his thanks and clumped down the wooden stairs to the porch. Rob greeted him and passed him a satchel with bulging contents. It seemed Elaine had been busy. “How long have you been awake?”
 
   “Twenty minutes,” Rob said. “Let’s go, it’s almost light. They’ll be here pretty soon, so I hear. Everyone’s up in arms, seems like they’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest. Old Harry Rivers came a-knockin’ and said some patrol on the Bay Road had arrested Paul Revere.”
 
   Casca swore. A night patrol? That was damned unusual. Something big was up. He slung the satchel over his neck and checked he had powder and musket balls, then waved his farewell to Elaine and followed Rob down the road to Lexington, the false dawn in the sky. All around, lights were on in the houses, downstairs, and figures could be seen moving about. 
 
   As they arrived in the center, the local militia could be seen assembling. Rob pointed to the officer organizing them. “That’s Captain Parker; I’d best report to him.”
 
   Casca stopped and cocked his head, listening. “I can hear the British soldiers coming down the road. Sounds like a lot of them. I don’t think you ought to be standing neat and pretty in the square like that, particularly if you’re thinking of trying to stop them.” He had a bad feeling about the whole affair; something was going to happen, he knew it in his bones.
 
   Around the Green stood some of the more important buildings of Lexington, such as the school, the Meeting House and a tavern called Buckman’s. A few of the more affluent houses stood slightly back from these and Casca made his way over to the latter, intent on watching what was going to happen.
 
   As he did so, a dark figure came riding up to him, his horse blowing hard. Casca saw in the growing light with surprise that it was Paul Revere. “I thought you captive!” Casca said.
 
   “I was released; the idiots fell for a line I fed them. I’ve got little time to talk; they’re almost here. I’d best warn Hancock and Adams; they’re likely to take them prisoner!” and with that he rode off into town.
 
   Casca slipped neatly down one side of the big Meeting House and crouched behind a water butt, his musket cradled in his lap, waiting. There was little point in loading his gun; the number of soldiers coming meant any show of force against them was akin to suicide – although he couldn’t die he couldn’t think of a suitable alternative word for it – and the few militiamen on the Green would be overwhelmed in no time.
 
   A hundred yards further back, peering through the front window of one of the houses there, Sergeant Purseman could hardly believe his luck. There was Cass Long himself, with his back to him, a perfect target. The only thing was to get closer as the musket wasn’t that accurate and he needed to be half the distance before he could be sure of hitting him. He loaded his gun and then crept out of the house, licking his lips. It would be a duck shoot.
 
   Casca heard the approaching soldiers clearly now, and so did the militiamen on the Green. They shuffled nervously and spread out, facing the approaching scarlet and white soldiers. The day was breaking now and Casca could see reasonably well. The soldiers were led by a captain on horseback and the British halted as they marched onto the Green. Words were shouted; the British demanding the militia surrender their arms, while Captain Parker refusing to do so, but he waved at his men to lower their guns and step back to allow the British passage.
 
   Purseman came to a halt fifty yards from Casca’s back and knelt, giving his firearm a more stable platform. He centered his aim at Casca’s back, and drew in his breath, unaware of the tableau unfolding on the Green ahead of him; he could only see a fraction of it due to the bulk of the Meeting House.
 
   Casca leaned out, trying to see what the militiamen were doing. As he did so a shot came smashing at him from behind, taking him in the shoulder, spinning him around, sending him falling against the butt and shaking it, despite it being full of rain water.
 
   As he fell to the ground in pain, he heard a rattle of shots from the Green, and shouting and more noise. He scrabbled to all fours and reached for his gun with his left arm, the right being too engulfed in pain to be of any use.
 
   Purseman swore loudly. He couldn’t believe he’d missed. The swine had moved just as he’d squeezed the trigger. He got up and frantically began reloading. Luckily the fool Long was still in shock and was too injured to use his gun by the looks of things.
 
   Casca twisted and saw Purseman reloading. Damn him! He had no choice but to get out onto the Green, despite the fact there had been a volley of shots there seconds before. He staggered to his feet and weaved his way drunkenly along the gap in between the Meeting House and the Belfry and came out onto a smoke-shrouded place where bodies were lying. The British troops had fixed bayonets and had charged the militiamen and were forcing them off the Green. The officers were screaming at them to reform and withdraw from combat but they were being ignored. It was a free-for-all and the militiamen were losing badly.
 
   Casca lurched to the right, away from the British troops, and staggered along the front of the Meeting House, needing to get away from the pursuing Purseman. The disguised sergeant had reached the Green and took a few seconds to take in the scene, before spotting Casca fleeing. He raised his musket, but in his civilian attire, was mistaken for yet another of the militiamen.
 
   “Hey, you!” one of the officers shouted, pointing at him, “drop your musket and surrender!”
 
   Purseman cursed his luck and rushed his shot, narrowly missing Casca, the bullet burying itself in a nearby tree. Casca flinched and zig-zagged, hoping to put Purseman off his aim further. The fighting was now behind his left shoulder and he was increasing the distance between him and the soldiers with every pain-wracked step.
 
   “Stop that man!” a British officer ordered his halberd-wielding sergeant, indicating Purseman. As the burly NCO came at Purseman, the disguised British soldier turned and fled, realizing he was now the hunted, rather than the hunter. At least he’d hurt Long and maybe the ball lodged in his shoulder would become infected.
 
   Casca fell against a doorway and gripped his throbbing shoulder, face twisted with pain. Using the butt of the musket planted on the ground, he levered himself up again and staggered away from the road to Concord, deeper into the streets of Lexington. The noise of the fight had finished and he stopped, looking back at the road, and a few moments later saw the British column resuming their march under their flags, bound for the seat of the Massachusetts government.
 
   He waited a few minutes after the last of them left the Green, then slowly stumbled back. The blood flow had stopped but the pain was agonizing. He guessed the ball had lodged against his shoulder blade. Every time he moved his right arm it sent waves of pain shooting up into his head. He felt dizzy and nauseous.
 
   He came out onto the Green and saw men from both sides lying there or being tended. He ignored the few scarlet jacketed men; they were being tended by their own surgeons or colleagues. He saw around eight militiamen lying still on the grass and he walked up to them, hoping Rob wasn’t amongst them.
 
   Just then he heard his friend’s voice. “Cass! You’re hurt!”
 
   Casca turned in relief to see Rob loping towards him, black powder on his face. He looked in shock. To be honest, most of the militiamen still standing were in a similar state of mind. “Yeah, got a stray one,” he croaked. “What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine.” But as Rob came up Casca could see he was shaking. Being charged by angry British soldiers armed with bayonets was a sobering experience. “But some of these poor devils aren’t.”
 
   “So I see.” Casca was sweating with the pain and felt the dizziness engulfing him. He was dimly aware he was on his knees for some odd reason, then it all swirled and the sounds melded into one high pitched buzz like an angry swarm of bees and he fell face down onto the grass. 
 
   * * *
 
   Consciousness returned slowly. He was lying on his back on a bed, he knew that much. The pain in his shoulder was still there but less intense. There was a smell of alcohol and his mouth felt like a flock of buzzards had nested in it overnight. Night? It was dark. It had been just after dawn when he’d been hit. Was it the following evening?
 
   “Cass,” Elaine’s voice came to him and a smoothing cold wet cloth was draped over his forehead. It felt good. “Lie still; you’ve been badly hurt.”
 
   “My arm?” he asked, flexing it. The pain increased. He relaxed with a sigh.
 
   “I got the bullet out,” Elaine said, “and I’ve bandaged it. You didn’t lose a great deal of blood, but it was tough getting it out. Your skin was very tough.”
 
   I bet it was, he thought to himself. “Elaine, burn the blood stained clothes and swabs, and wash the blood from whatever bowl you used thoroughly.” He was afraid that his poisonous blood would still be potent, even after surgery.
 
   “Trust me to know how to do that, Cass,” she said.
 
   “Yeah; I just don’t want you to get any infection. How’s Rob?”
 
   “Downstairs talking to Captain Parker. There’s been a lot of fighting from Concord all the way back to Boston, and lots of men are dead.” She looked frightened. Casca wasn’t surprised; now there’d been fighting and killing, things would be different. There was a line that had been crossed, like the Rubicon of Caesar’s day – Casca smiled to himself despite his situation – and there now was no going back. Whatever had been the case existing in the Colonies up to that day, it would never be the same again.
 
   Casca sat up, wincing at the pain. Elaine pushed him gently back down. “You’re going nowhere, Cass. Not with the loss of blood and that wound just having been patched up. Not that it’ll make any difference to your body – where did you get all those scars?”
 
   “You know where I was before I came here – fighting in Europe. It was brutal there.”
 
   “But some of them looked as though they’d be enough to kill anyone! And the number of knife wounds – I know what they look like, believe me. I’ve seen men hurt with axes and knives many times accidentally. You got those and worse! Someone set about you with an axe?”
 
   Casca laughed it off. “No, bayonets can leave nasty marks, thankfully when they give you flesh wounds it looked worse than it is.” He remembered some of the marks of honor he’d received. Tezmec of the Teotecs had given him the chest wound, cutting out his heart on that damned pyramid. Then there were the battle wounds gained at such places as Tours or Hastings. Those frightening Huscarl battle axes could take a man’s head off with one swing.
 
   Elaine wasn’t satisfied but she let it go. “I’ll send Rob up once he’s finished downstairs. I can see you won’t settle until you know what’s going on.”
 
   She left with the bowl and stained bandages and after a few minutes Rob came up, relieved to see Casca conscious and sat up. “Hey, good to see you with us again! I was worried for a while back at the Green.”
 
   “I’m tough; takes a lot to kill me,” Casca said lightly. “So tell me, what happened after I passed out?”
 
   Rob went into some detail. The British had marched onto Concord but had met with some real resistance and had been forced back by the furious militia and Minutemen. Some houses had been burned and tales of atrocities had brought more running to defend the town. Finally the British had fought a withdrawal back to Boston. The dead had littered the road back, and it was clear the losses had been higher on the British side.
 
   “What’s going on now, then, Rob?”
 
   Rob shrugged. “Talk is of asking the Massachusetts Committee to make a decision. We’re worried the soldiers will return once they get themselves sorted out. At the moment there’s plenty of folks blocking all the roads out of Boston. Gage and his soldiers are stuck there, but we won’t be able to block them in forever.”
 
   Casca nodded. Now the big decision would have to be made. What do the colonists do? Surrender the militia to the government and leave them defenseless and even more resentful, or decide to declare themselves no longer under governmental rule from London? “I’ve got to get back on my feet. You think the British will take this lying down? There’s going to be a war now. You need me to drill the lot of you. You’ll be massacred.”
 
   “We fought them off today,” Rob countered proudly, “and they ran back to Boston with their tails between their legs. You should have seen it!”
 
   “Yes, but you had surprise on your side. Now they know what’s what they’ll send reinforcements and come at you like a raging bull. You think you can stand up to them in a firefight? Trained professionals against farmers?” Someone had to get these people knocked into shape fast. 
 
   Rob slapped Casca’s leg. “You’ll be up in no time, showing us how to shoot those soldiers down like ducks.”
 
   Casca smiled. He knew he would. It was just a case of explaining his miraculous recovery to Elaine. No matter, the need to start training the militia was more important.
 
   The following day he was up, feeling much better but still stiff and sore. The news that morning was that the Massachusetts Provincial Congress was going to meet and discuss the events and advise the people what they had voted on later. Militiamen were arriving from neighboring Connecticut and New Hampshire to stiffen the ranks of the people already there boxing in the soldiers at Boston, and Casca took his musket and equipment, and made his way to the local mustering point. His newly washed and repaired clothing felt good as he walked alongside Rob. 
 
   He had white pants and a white underjacket, and over this a brown open-fronted coat that ran down to his thighs. White socks ran from just below his knees and his feet were comfortably enclosed in black shoes that ran up to his lower calves. On top of his head sat a black tricorn and his hair was the trendy collar length, tied at the back with a black ribbon. Very fetching, he thought with a glint in his eye. 
 
   He was aware of the air of excitement in the town as he made his way to the Meeting House. People were talking in groups on street corners and the militia men were clapped and cheered as they passed by. The feeling was of general relief that something had finally happened, although underneath it all was fear; fear of the reprisal and reaction, fear of a war that was almost certainly coming.
 
   Casca was in no mood to be ordered and pushed about that morning. Purseman’s attempted assassination of him and the fact war was calling to his blood once more had gotten his adrenaline flowing, and not even Hancock or Adams themselves were going to stand in his way.
 
   He pushed his way into the Meeting House, turning a few heads in annoyance, but Rob was with him and his unfamiliar face was allowed entry as a result, otherwise it was likely they would have stopped him. Sat behind the table in the foyer was Fisher, and Casca strode boldly up to him and slapped his palm down loudly on the top. Fisher jumped and stared up at him in surprise.
 
   “Good morning, Captain Fisher. I’m here to train your men to fight a war. I’ve fought in Europe for the Prussians recently and am an experienced soldier, unlike most of your men. You’re going to need people like me. I know drill, tactics and what makes a man a soldier. You’ll need soldiers to fight soldiers. Have you had anyone else with my experience here today?”
 
   Fisher sat back, staring at the looming man above him. He needed to get his thoughts together. The men standing in line all stared at the thickset man, and noted the scarred face, the tough look in his eyes, the confident way he sounded and looked. Almost without knowing it, they began to edge towards him, comforted by the words and appearance of a man who they instinctively believed would be the one to fight alongside in the coming conflict.
 
   “You’re a private, aren’t you, Lonnergan?” Fisher finally spoke, his face slightly red with the irregularity of what was happening. He much preferred the orderly way of things.
 
   “Then make me a sergeant. You need NCOs who know their job. It’s the most important rank in any army. The NCOs hold the sections and platoons together. Officers may give the orders, but it’s we who make sure they’re carried out.”
 
   Fisher’s face went redder. The men behind Casca grinned and nodded. Casca stood up and turned to the men. “You chaps would be happy for me to train you, to be alongside you in a fight, wouldn’t you?”
 
   The room shook to the ‘ayes’ that broke the atmosphere. Casca nodded, smiling. He turned back to Fisher. “You can’t turn my offer down. This is no Tea Party that’s coming. It’s a real war. Just go ask the widows of the poor blokes who died yesterday. People like me can train men to fight properly, to react properly. All that helps cut down the losses.”
 
   Fisher cocked his head, clearly thinking deeply. Casca leaned towards him again. “Besides, Captain, if in the smoke of battle you need someone to rely on, to stand by you, would you want a raw recruit who has had no experience of what’s going on before, or someone like me?”
 
   Fisher smiled briefly. “I see your point, Lonnergan. Sergeant it is, then. Congratulations,” he stood up and shook Casca’s hand. The waiting recruits cheered and a few slapped Casca on the back. “Now let me sign up these enthusiastic volunteers and you can then tell them how lucky they are to be in your unit.”
 
   The men laughed. Casca turned and looked at them. They were a cross section of society, some absurdly young looking, others much older. The excitement of fighting for their own identity had clearly called to them and they were impatient to join those who had stood up to the army.
 
   Casca led Rob back outside. Rob scratched his head. “I’m not sure how I’m going to take being ordered around by you, Cass – or should I call you Case now?”
 
   “Call me Sarge,” Casca grinned. “Everyone else is going to.”
 
   “Hmm,” Rob looked dubious. “You sure you’re fit enough to be up like this? Elaine only dug that ball out of your shoulder yesterday. It’s amazing you’re up on your feet, let alone out here.”
 
   “I’m fine – your wife did a first class job on the shoulder. It’s sore, but I’ll manage. Don’t think there’s going to be a fight just yet.” Casca flexed his stiff and aching shoulder. It still hurt, but it would be back to normal in a couple of days, he knew. 
 
   A crowd had gathered on the far side of the Green and were shouting loudly. One of them was James Lash, and he appeared to be stirring up the townsfolk. Casca began to saunter over. As he got closer he could make out what was being said. Lash was indeed stirring up the people. “We’ve got to show these Tories they cannot carry on taking all what’s due to us! This is our land, not theirs! We must take what’s ours and deny the same to anyone who supports the Tories!”
 
   It was a typical rent-a-mob scene. Casca sighed and stood at the back, musket cradled in his arms and listened as Lash began to list all the atrocities carried out by the Tories and the army. Casca was surprised; he’d seen none of what Lash was describing, yet the man was telling the crowd that they were true, and more to the point, they were believing it. 
 
   Then Lash got down to specifics. “Just on the edge of town there’s a place run by a rich Tory; the merchant Maplin who payrolls the army! Let’s go show him he’s backed the wrong side! Let’s go there now and leave him with nothing!” The crowd roared, baying for Maplin’s blood. Casca felt a cold knot in his stomach. Lash was waving around a lit torch and it was clear he intended burning the mansion down. Casca grabbed his powder horn and poured an amount down the barrel, hauled out the ramrod and twirled it, compacting the powder at the bottom of the barrel. He then grabbed a lead ball and dropped it down the barrel and rammed it too, then cocked the musket and sprinkled some powder in the pan.
 
   As Lash pushed his way through the crowd to lead them to the mansion, Casca stood in his way and aimed at the agitator’s forehead. “Stop!” he roared.
 
   The crowd bunched up behind Lash and stared at Casca with wild eyes. They were very wound up and would need hardly any encouraging to go rip the Maplin’s place apart. Lash leaned back from the black muzzle and raised his burning torch. “Are you mad?” he demanded of Casca. “You’re a damned Tory!”
 
   “Oh shut up, you idiot!” Casca snapped. He faced the crowd pressing in on him. “Has he told you there’s a young woman in the house? Has he told you she’s no Tory? Has he told you she had a mother in Philadelphia she wishes to see? Would you burn her down in your madness? Is this the face of Massachusetts? Are you willing to commit atrocities too? What would the Tories say when they found out what you’d done?” 
 
   The crowd muttered, turning to each other. Some of the red mist was clearing, he could see. Lash though was not to be deflected. “They burned down Mr. Getts’ house and him with it!” he shouted. “Are we going to allow that disgrace to go unpunished?”
 
   “When was it burned down?” Casca demanded, jabbing Lash in the chest with the gun barrel. 
 
   “Last night. Most of the house is gone, and Mr. Getts died along with his family and servants.”
 
   Casca shook his head. “The army was nowhere near it last night. How do you know who did it? Maplin’s a greedy Tory; he’s no arsonist.”
 
   “Who cares? Maplin’s place must go! Who’s with me?” he shouted, turning to the crowd. Casca stepped back, raised his musket and discharged it into the air, making many jump in fright. A cloud of white smoke billowed up, obscuring Casca’s vision for a moment, then it cleared as the morning breeze blew it away.
 
   Men came running from all directions, most of them militiamen. Rob came up, concern on his face. “What’s going on?” he asked, his eyes wide. Others were in a state of half panic, thinking the British were coming. Casca swore under his breath. One shot and half the town was on the verge of pissing their pants. What would happen if Gage sent half the Boston garrison out right now?
 
   “This fool here,” Casca waved his smoking barrel in the direction of Lash who was working his jaw, trying to unblock his ringing ears, “is working up a lynch mob to go burn Maplin’s house down.”
 
   “Good God,” Rob breathed, “Rose is there, isn’t she?”
 
   “Maybe; she’s supposed to be traveling to Philadelphia. But Lash is going off half cocked.” Casca eyed the glaring agitator with dislike. There was just something about him he didn’t trust.
 
   “We’ll sort that out,” Rob said and waved at the men behind him who had come to an uncertain halt. Beyond, Casca could see Captain Fisher walking towards him, a bunch of new recruits in a loose bunch behind. The shot had brought everyone out.
 
   Rob asked his colleagues to speak to the crowd, to calm them down. Fisher turned up and Casca gave him the bare facts. Lash was looking very uncomfortable by now. The torch was taken and Lash ordered to return to the Meeting House with Fisher. The matter would be taken up with Samuel Adams. Nobody was to go burning down property unless the Congress authorized it.
 
   Lash shot Casca a look of intense dislike before he went under guard with Fisher. Casca puffed out his cheeks. That had been close. He decided to go visit the mansion. Maplin was no friend of his, and he guessed he may have fled. But what of Rose?
 
   It took him twenty minutes to arrive outside the mansion, and he walked past the open gates into the driveway. The house looked empty. The door was locked and nobody came to answer his knocking and ringing. He went around the rear and peered through the windows, calling out to Rose. Nobody answered.
 
   Everyone had gone. But where? 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115239]CHAPTER NINE
 
   Enquiries to Adams via Fisher gave no comfort to Casca. Rose Maplin had not gone to Philadelphia. Nobody seemed to know anything, or had seen anyone leave the mansion. It was fortunate Lash’s harebrained scheme to burn the place down hadn’t been followed through, or no one would know for sure the place had been empty or not.
 
   The stand-off at Boston had brought many units running to the area, Casca’s included. The Massachusetts Congress had appointed a General called Artemas Ward to command what they were calling the ‘Army of Observation’ to make sure no British forces left Boston. What the American Congress in Philadelphia would do in the meantime was open to conjecture. The people of Massachusetts were clear in their attitude; they had gone too far into rebellion to go back now. If the British wanted Massachusetts back they would have to fight for it. What the other colonies were going to do would soon become clear, but the townsfolk and country people of New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Connecticut were backing the rebellion and sending their militias to help.
 
   Casca and his unit marched to Cambridge, a few miles outside Boston. They were on high ground, and when they made their way towards the coast shortly after arriving, they could look out over the bay to where the British were bottled up.
 
   Ahead on the right hand promontory stood the city of Boston. Church spires pushed up the highest from the collection of houses that ran up from the wharves and jetties of the harbor. Across a narrow stretch of water to the left stood another promontory, one that was closer to reach for the blockading American forces. On this promontory stood a small settlement on the waterfront opposite Boston itself. This was Charlestown and behind it the land rose up to where the British had been constructing some defensive fortifications, but these had now been abandoned and the British had gone. The promontory itself was connected to the mainland by a narrow causeway only ten yards wide in places.
 
   Beyond both Charlestown and Boston the sea glittered, dotted here and there by small islands and islets of varying sizes. The tang of salt could be smelt and Casca inhaled deeply for a moment or two. There was no mistaking the aroma of the sea.
 
   “They’re not going anywhere,” Rob commented, looking down at Boston.
 
   “No, but they can be supplied by sea and as long as they can do that, they’ll hold out. Fancy going into Boston across that causeway and forcing them out?”
 
   Rob pulled a face. Clearly it wasn’t going to be an easy task. Casca wondered what the two sides would do; the British were bottled up but were clearly going to be supplied by the Royal Navy, while the Americans had more men and could keep the British in Boston, but were in no position to force their way in and fight for possession of the town. It was a stand-off.
 
   Back at Cambridge Casca soon settled down into a routine of training the militiamen. He got them to fire in ranks and practice loading and cleaning their muskets. The black powder fouled the barrels up in no time at all. Then he had them marching in formation and wheeling from column into line. That took some doing; more than once someone turned the wrong way and threw the line into confusion. Casca patiently got them to go over it again and again. The men grumbled, but Casca told them that this drill was essential if they were to quickly form a battle line from the march formation if they were suddenly attacked.
 
   It was tiring work but he enjoyed it. It also helped the men – and boys – form a camaraderie. Being drilled together soon got them familiar with each other and they could compare aches and pains after another grueling day under Casca’s baleful glare. 
 
   The Continental Congress in Philadelphia voted to adopt the ‘Army of Observation’ and gave the uprising their full support. The British would now have to fight for all thirteen colonies. Support in some states wasn’t as enthusiastic as in Massachusetts though, and there were plenty of people loyal to the crown. It would be a hard campaign, Casca knew, and once the British got their act together it would sort out the men from the boys.
 
   Other generals appeared and one, a man called Israel Putnam, occupied the Charlestown peninsula, putting his men just a short distance from Boston itself. The Governor-General, Gage, had made a strategic error, Casca thought. The Charlestown peninsula commanded the approaches to Boston harbor and artillery could be sited there to strike at supply vessels. If they wanted to keep Boston, the British would now have to retake Charlestown.
 
   * * *
 
   In Boston, Sir Richard Eley studied the American lines through his telescope. There were plenty of them, he thought to himself. No matter, once the reinforcements arrived the discipline of the redcoats would sweep the rabble from their positions and restore law and order. He lowered his eyepiece and shut it with an abruptness that betrayed his frustration. This uprising threatened his plans for making large amounts of money and bailing him out of the financial mess he’d gotten himself into.
 
   “Pity London doesn’t send us a General with some steel,” he commented to Lieutenant Harries who was patiently standing by his side alongside the fortifications on Beacon Hill, one of the high points on the Boston peninsula, and an area not built upon. It looked out due west over the waters to the marshy shore at the foot of the hills that rose to the town of Cambridge. “With someone other than that damned Whig Gage we could do something about this other than sit here like ducks on a mill pond.”
 
   “He’s our commanding officer, sir,” Harries said reprovingly.
 
   “Stuff and damnation,” Sir Richard responded testily. “Everyone knows he sympathizes with these rebels, and would happily surrender the city to them if it didn’t mean the end of his career. So he sits here and does nothing. It makes my blood boil.”
 
   “We must obey orders, sir.”
 
   “Damn you, you’re right of course!” Sir Richard took one last look at the militia figures, distant specks moving against the wooded background, before slapping his thigh. “I’m off indoors. Let me know if anything happens. Not that it will of course,” he added, “Gage will be content to keep the status quo until doomsday. Bloody Whigs,” he muttered and stamped off, leaving the relieved Harries to continue his survey of the lines on his own. 
 
   The command post on Beacon Hill was a brick built construction, sturdy and squat, designed to withstand the latest artillery bombardments. The land outside had been shaped and modified, creating sloped landscapes that were designed to deflect cannon balls up and over the roof of the building. Low embrasures acted as windows, making the interiors gloomy but oil lamps were plentiful so there was sufficient light to see by even at night.
 
   Sir Richard entered the command room and sat down heavily behind his desk. His turn of duty at Beacon Hill was something he detested, but as the commander of the 67th Foot he had to take his turn like every other regimental leader.
 
   Sergeant Purseman sat patiently against the wall next to the door that led to the magazine. He was once more in the triple chevroned uniform of his rank and had reported his near success to Sir Richard. Although he’d had his hit confirmed by Sir Richard’s spy, the disconcerting news was that Long was once more up on his feet – remarkably quickly, so Sir Richard thought – and was now part of the force surrounding Boston.
 
   “Sergeant. We need to deal with this Long fellow in due course.”
 
   “Sah!” Purseman stood up ramrod straight.
 
   “Once this matter is concluded here you will carry on with your mission to deal with him. You were close the other day. I don’t want any more failures, you understand?”
 
   “No, sah!” Purseman stood waiting for Sir Richard’s next order, whatever that may be.
 
   “Our friend in the rebel camp tells me Getts was taken care of. Congratulations, Sergeant, on a fine job there.”
 
   “Thank you, sah. It was easy.”
 
   Sir Richard nodded. Purseman’s talents for mayhem and chaos were well known to him. Shame he couldn’t be let loose on Sir Richard’s creditors. That would solve much of his financial woes, but paper records had been made and lawyers were involved, and that made things pretty difficult to destroy. If they started dying in unfortunate fires or falling off cliffs whilst taking a bracing walk by the sea, someone might make the connection.
 
   He dismissed Purseman. The ugly sergeant was probably itching to get at a jar of grog or some pox-ridden whore. Sir Richard’s mind turned to the young Rose Maplin. She had been brought protesting into Boston by a breathless and frightened Ebenezer the day of the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord. It appeared she had been preparing to flee to Philadelphia when her father discovered her plans and had decided to bring her to Boston. Rather fortunate timing; a few more hours later and the two would have been trapped on the wrong side of the blockade. As it was they’d just made it ahead of the retreating columns. Pity the plan to burn the evidence of their flight had been thwarted.
 
   The coming evening Sir Richard was to be a guest of the Maplins at their town house just off Beacon Hill. It would be just a short walk to the house and he was sure he could charm the girl given enough time. He just wanted to be able to tell her that the man of her dreams, that accursed Cass Long, was dead. Purseman would have to do his job once and for all.
 
   * * *
 
   Casca took a break from drilling the men to sit on a fallen tree trunk and watched as the new commander, Major General Ward, made his rounds of the various units scattered along the road to Boston. There were too many to be billeted in Cambridge and so a sea of tents and other temporary shelters had sprung up all along the route. They were grouped in their regional units but it was still a confusion of men, arms, supplies and space. Arguments had begun to break out between the various militias and Ward had responded by declaring he’d come and see for himself the conditions.
 
   Casca hoped he’d do something soon as things were very chaotic. His unit, the old Lexington Minutemen, seemed to be scattered in various places, and Captain Fisher had posted him and the men he had to train up away from them. Another problem the men had was to identify which unit they were in; there was no uniform as such. Everyone was in their normal everyday clothes, like Casca, and the only common denominator he could see was that they weren’t in uniform like the British were.
 
   Ward didn’t come near Casca; he was more interested in one unit practicing drill. Casca’s lot had done theirs that morning and were now taking a break and discussing the situation around lunch time camp fires. It was May and the days were getting warm but a cooked meal and hot tea was what the men wanted, especially as they were away from home.
 
   Casca sometimes worried about Rose. Her disappearance bothered him, and he hoped she was alive somewhere. But it was not worth beating himself up over. Whatever had happened to her had happened, and he could only hope to find her again during the course of the war. Maybe he’d go to Philadelphia at the earliest opportunity and seek out her mother.
 
   As the days dragged on a few skirmishes took place on the bigger islands in the bay. Livestock was taken and crops burned, trying to deny the British any local food supplies, and some reports from those who had fought in the actions bragged that hundreds of soldiers had been killed for just one or two Americans. Casca didn’t believe those exaggerations. That always happened in times of war; each side upped their wins and reduced their losses. Even the Romans had done that; Tacitus was very imaginative with his casualty lists in favor of Rome. Casca had even fought in one or two battles described by the historian, and knew what had been written down was horseshit.
 
   The weeks went on. Incidents were few and far between, so when anything did happen it went round camp like wildfire. The arrival of ships from across the Atlantic was soon known to everyone and the militiamen discussed what could have come with them; reinforcements, almost certainly. Supplies, without a doubt. Orders, maybe. Casca kept his own counsel, wishing rather to wait and find out what was going to happen as opposed to passing on or listening to the rumor mill working overtime. 
 
   After a few weeks orders came to move. It was just after dark. Casca and his men plus a few others were told to pack up from Cambridge Common and march to Charlestown. Word was that the British were going to try to retake the peninsula, and reinforcements were needed. So they marched north and then turned right and walked down the slope towards the sea, crossing over the narrow neck to the promontory and up the hills again to where earthworks had been thrown up and men were milling about. This was Bunker’s Hill. They stopped and gratefully began to rest, but an argument broke out between their commander and another senior officer. Casca picked out a few words and guessed it was over the place they were to take up positions.
 
   After a few minutes, the order came to carry on down the other side of the hill so they grumbled, picked up their guns and packs, and trudged on. Torches lit the way as the ground was uneven and littered with old brick kilns. In the dark they could be lethal if someone lost their footing.
 
   Another hill was reached, the locals in the unit informing the others that this was Breed’s Hill and that Charlestown was but a short distance down the hill to the right.
 
   Casca’s pulse quickened. It all had the feel of a prelude to a battle; he’d lived too long and seen too much to ignore the atmosphere of expectation, apprehension and tension. A fight was coming. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115240]CHAPTER TEN
 
   Digging equipment was passed around and Captain Fisher turned up, looking unenthusiastically at the hill. “Orders are to dig earthworks here. Don’t ask me why,” he quickly added as men opened their mouths, “that’s what I’ve been told so we’d best get to it.”
 
   Casca reckoned it was sensible advice. “Come on, lads, sooner we dig us some protection the better. Want to be open to any bombardment from the British?”
 
   The men began to take the spades and shovels and dig the ground away. They hacked away at the earth, piling up the soil into a parapet in front of them and used felled tree trunks to reinforce the sides to stop them falling in. There were hundreds of men digging or using pickaxes, and it was beginning to form a huge redoubt. Midnight had come and gone and still they toiled, expanding the earthworks and piling it up higher.
 
   “Any water around?” Casca asked during a short break. It was uncomfortably warm and sweat was dripping off his forehead, and his shirt stuck to his back. His coat was hanging from the barrel of his musket, propped up against the redoubt wall.
 
   “Sorry,” Fisher’s voice came to him out of the darkness. “Nobody’s thought of bringing any.”
 
   “That’s dumb,” Casca said. “Captain, if we’re digging here we’ll need to refresh ourselves. Best if someone organizes drinking water.” He deliberately refrained from adding that water would be needed during any fight; men worked up a terrible thirst in battle.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do. Not promising anything, mind,” Fisher’s dour voice came at him again.
 
   Casca muttered under his breath. Rob glanced at him, his features hard to read in the poor light, but he wasn’t best pleased. Casca shook his head. The new ‘Army of Observation’ would need a proper administration if it were to survive; otherwise men would start to drift away.
 
   As daylight began to filter across the eastern sky, the scene gradually came into view. Charlestown rested peacefully against the shore ahead and to the right, while the land dropped much more sharply off directly to the right before flattening out and running to the sound. The slope was relatively even down to the water ahead, beyond which Boston could now be seen over the other side.
 
   Two warships were in the sound and the bells ringing aboard them could be heard. They’d seen the new fortifications and were raising the alarm. Now even Gage would have to do something. The American positions on the Charlestown peninsula threatened the supply lines to Boston.
 
   Casca peered back to Bunker’s Hill. “Christ,” he exclaimed before he could stop himself.
 
   Rob turned in alarm. “What’s the matter?”
 
   Casca pointed at the smooth slope that led to Bunker’s Hill. “That.”
 
   Rob frowned. He clearly didn’t get what Casca was seeing. So the Eternal Mercenary explained. “That slope is totally exposed. If anyone tries to go up or down it while there’s a battle here, they’ll be open to anyone who decides to have a shot at them.”
 
   “Our side’s up there, Cass. The British won’t be coming from that direction.”
 
   “I’m not thinking of that, Rob,” Casca shook his head. “But what happens if we get overrun and have to retreat? We’ll be so exposed going up to Bunker’s Hill. It’ll be a duck shoot.”
 
   Rob’s face said it all as he realized the truth of Casca’s words. Casca decided to keep Rob busy and not think of it too much. The digging went on for a few more minutes, then suddenly a distant crash from the water brought their heads up and a rising fizzing sound came towards them. Without warning the ground close by erupted into a fountain of dirt, mud and rocks. One of the men digging in the redoubt span round and fell to the ground, blood masking his face.
 
   The others dived to the ground and covered their heads. Small pieces of earth and stone rattled down and covered many of them. “What was that?” someone cried out. 
 
   “British guns; they’ve spotted us,” Casca said, wiping himself and getting to his feet. “More of that to come, boys. Welcome to the war.”
 
   The men’s expressions varied. Casca knew what they were feeling. He ordered them to get their guns and take cover close to the ramparts. At least they’d be protected from one direction. If a shot landed in the redoubt itself, well there was nothing anyone could do about that. Fortunate, perhaps, that they didn’t have mortars. At least he thought they wouldn’t. That took some space and lots of supplies, and Boston didn’t look as if it had either.
 
   “If we keep our heads down they shouldn’t cause too much damage! That shot came from that ship out there in the sound. If we keep down they can’t see us from there.”
 
   The men grabbed their muskets and crouched in the lee of the sheltering side of the redoubt. Officers scuttled from one group to the other, checking on the men. The one who’d been hit was dead and some were already arranging a burial party. By now the day had broken and Casca sat with his back to the breastwork and tipped his hat backwards. “Anyone got any food or drink?”
 
   There were mute shakings of heads. Casca sighed. There was a limit to what men would go through, and being short of food and water made this likely to be reached sooner rather than later. More distant cracks of cannons came to the men and it was clear the ships were now firing at another target. Off to the left, along the brow of the hill, more men were digging in, making triangular shaped fortifications known as fletches. Linking the redoubt to these was a single long line of a hastily thrown up earthen wall with a ditch on the other side. It wasn’t much and wouldn’t stop the British if they came that day, but given enough time, and men to man it, they could probably build enough defenses to stop anyone.
 
   But it looked like time wasn’t on their side that day. The rooftops of Charlestown were fairly close to them but there was a fairly long slope that led up to the redoubt from the edge of the settlement and it would give them plenty of time to see what was coming at them if Charlestown fell. The British would certainly want to retake it. Off to the right there were stone barns and some American militiamen were settling in amongst these, defending the extreme right of their line.
 
   The bombardment carried on intermittently but without much incident, and two cannons were wheeled into position in the redoubt and their crews began placing their equipment down by the sides of the guns. Casca got up and cautiously moved from group to group, checking on their ammunition and making sure they knew what was expected of them. A few had sneaked off but that was to be expected. What worried Casca more than anything was the lack of ammunition. Each man had a box of lead balls and a powder horn, but not much else. There were no supplies in the redoubt. He sought out Captain Fisher, and found him staring morosely down the hill towards Charlestown. 
 
   “We’ve no stocks of ammunition, and still no water, Captain.” Casca slid into a crouching position by the side of the captain.
 
   “Yes, I know,” Fisher said gloomily. “Don’t think I haven’t asked, because I have. They’ve got other things on their minds, and giving us food and bullets aren’t obviously high up in their priorities.” He sounded fed up. Casca felt fed up, but at least he knew it was important for him not to demonstrate it. Fisher wasn’t a professional so he wasn’t to know. 
 
   “It’ll be tough to hold this hill if Gage decides to send in his troops before we get supplied, Captain. And the men won’t be able to stand up to them in a hand to hand if they get past the parapets.”
 
   “Let’s hope they don’t come today then,” Fisher said and resumed his contemplation of Charlestown. Casca pushed away from the parapet and went back along the line, slapping the men on the shoulders and giving them words of encouragement.
 
   The British carried on bombarding the American positions at the neck of the peninsula, keeping any supplies from being brought forward as well as reinforcements. The day went on, getting warmer, and just past midday there was movement from the waterfront at Boston. Heads came round to see a flotilla of small boats peeling away from the warships and the jetties, filled with redcoats. Casca’s heart sank. “Here they come, boys, it looks like they intend asking us to leave.” A few faces smiled, but the sickly expressions betrayed what they felt inside. 
 
   Puffs of smoke appeared from the battery high up above Boston’s rooftops and a sudden fizzing sound got Casca flying face down into the earth. Seconds later the ground erupted into fountains of earth and mud as the shots plowed into the redoubt. “Christ!” he exclaimed, clawing at the packed earth. Men screamed and the rest dived for cover.
 
   “Any medical staff around?” he shouted in the aftermath.
 
   Mute head shaking said it all. A couple of men had been hit and what they’d been transformed into was giving the others a nightmarish idea of what was in store for them. Casca scuttled across to the remains of the men hit. One had been decapitated while another had been struck in the leg. Where the leg was he didn’t know, but the wound had to be seen to. Casca pushed his hat back and shook his head. The man was a goner.
 
   Others came crowding round, muttering angrily. “Give him space,” a man said, pushing his way through. “I’m a doctor.”
 
   “He needs a priest, not a doctor,” Casca said.
 
   “I’ll see to him, thank you,” the doctor said, placing his musket against the redoubt wall.
 
   Casca nodded and waved the others away. “Come on, fellahs, let’s leave the poor soul alone. There’s nothing anyone can do about that.”
 
   The two cannons in the redoubt were swung ninety degrees to their right and pointed in the direction of the battery on the right hand side of the Bostonian peninsula. Casca pushed the men out of their way and crouched down by the parapet. The two guns, 6 pounders by the look of things, roared their defiance and the men peered to see where the shots went. A fountain of water shot up in front of Boston and the second shot smashed into the town, below the battery.
 
   A second salvo came from the British and screamed overhead to crash into the defenses further along. “Aw hell,” Rob groaned, “they got us outgunned.”
 
   “Looks like 24 pounders,” Casca said. “They’ll laugh at our pop-guns.”
 
   They tried to ignore the artillery shots and followed the British troops’ progress, rowing past the town of Charlestown and crossing in front of them to the left. British warships escorted them, blasting away at the shoreline further along, and then the boats turned to disembark the soldiers. The attack was going to take place off to the left, away from the redoubt. Casca hoped whoever was there would be able to hold them off. 
 
   Now the sound of shooting increased and the men grew more and more nervous. Strained expressions, sweaty faces, forced jokes. The occasional shot from Boston crashed into the redoubt but most of the defenders were now wise to what was expected and had taken up positions that kept them away from the worst effects of the 24 pounder shots. The small American guns had fired a few times but their shots were ineffective and they had stopped to save ammunition.
 
   A body of British soldiers appeared from the left, way down the hill, moving towards Charlestown. The officers called out the alert and everyone pressed themselves against the parapet, muskets pointing down at the distant redcoats. “Where are they going?” someone asked.
 
   “Charlestown, by the looks of things,” Casca said. “If they take the town they’ll be able to sneak up under cover and get close to us before launching an attack.”
 
   As the British got closer, snipers in the town began shooting at the advancing troops and the British stopped to take cover. The men at the redoubt cheered and shouted encouragement to the snipers. But the British changed tactics and a short while later a ship came close by and began bombarding the town, setting it alight. Soon the houses were burning and the smoke drifted up the hill, adding to the discomfort of the men in the redoubt. Casca’s mind went back to Hattin, hundreds of years before, when he’d been with Saladin fighting the crusaders. The poor devils had marched through a waterless plain and had been harassed by the mobile archers before Saladin’s soldiers had set fire to the vegetation along the valley side, which had billowed into the crusaders’ faces.
 
   Casca knew a little of what they’d felt now, with no water and acrid, dense smoke drifting up from the burning settlement a few hundred yards away, borne on the winds coming from the sea inland. Some of the men began coughing and covering their noses; the smell of burning houses was particularly strong. Many were muttering angrily, outraged at the destruction of Charlestown.
 
   Now the black bearskinned soldiers could be seen advancing up the hill parallel to Charlestown and the Massachusetts men in the redoubt grimly loaded up. Casca regretted that they had no bayonets, but the Army of Observation was pitifully short of these. The British were well known brawlers and in a hand to hand fight not many could take them on and win, so without bayonets Casca had no doubt the raw militiamen would collapse. Casca just hoped the British troops weren’t Scots or Irish. They were the crazier units used by the British.
 
   A volley of shots came spitting over their heads and the Americans enthusiastically blasted away in reply downhill. “Hold your fire!” Casca yelled, realizing the British were encouraging the defenders to use up precious ammunition. At the range they’d fired there was little chance they’d hit anything. But the relatively untrained militia units had fallen for it and were firing merrily at the distant figures who were now moving in on the burning town.
 
   “Cease fire!” Casca repeated, even louder. He grabbed one man’s musket and pushed it upwards, glaring at the man who’d been ready to shoot again. “You won’t hit a damned thing at that range! Wait till they get close enough for you to see every feature of their faces!”
 
   Even so, another ragged volley rang out to his left. He stood up and screamed at them, ordering them to stop shooting. Captain Fisher looked at Casca in surprise. “They’re shooting at us, Sergeant, what do you expect?”
 
   “I expect, sir, for us to exhibit a bit of common sense and self-discipline! How many have you hit so far? None! They’re deliberately making you use up our low supply of bullets! If you keep it up, sir, when they do attack you’ll have nothing but your fists to hold them off!”
 
   Fisher stared at him for a moment, then turned and slapped a raised musket down. “Wait,” he said calmly. “Wait until I order you to shoot.”
 
   “But Captain, we’re keeping them back!” the young militiaman next to him objected.
 
   Casca ran over to him and pulled him up so his head cleared the lip of the parapet. “How many have you or anyone here hit? Count them! I count zero. Want me to count them again? Zero! You won’t hit anything with that until they get to a hundred yards or less. They’re not coming this way, kid. But rest assured, when they decide to, you’ll know it.” He pulled the shocked man back down again. He threw a quick salute to an open-mouthed Fisher. “Sir.” He scuttled back to his position.
 
   The shooting increased way off to the left and smoke began drifting up into the air from the shooting, but so far nobody had come their way. The redoubt was beginning to fill up with reinforcements, and it was getting hard to move without bumping into someone. 
 
   The ships had stopped shooting at them now, but Casca guessed that was due to the proximity of their own soldiers to the defenses, and he looked to the right. Down the hill stood a couple of barns, and the retreating Americans coming out of Charlestown took cover there. It looked like they were being chased, and Casca peered through the drifting smoke. Figures were appearing, red coated with white facings, and black hatted.
 
   The British were coming.
 
   “Steady, boys.” He knelt behind the row of men now tensing. For most of them it would be their first action, and for a second Casca thought back to how he felt close to the Rhine when the Germanic tribesmen had attacked – his first combat action. He encouraged the men to hold their fire. All along the line facing the town muskets were loaded and then lowered to face the now advancing line of men.
 
   As they stumbled up the hill, avoiding the dips and holes, they became clearer and clearer. Casca deliberately forgot they were British and now recalled his recent action against the Austrians. The tactics would be similar. “Steady! Wait!”
 
   Other officers and NCOs were giving similar orders. The men shook and sweated, nervously watching as the line of soldiers neared. The commanding officer in the redoubt, Prescott, judged it was time. “Give it to them, boys!”
 
   Casca thought it was just a slight bit early, but there was nothing for it. “Now!” he yelled, even as the first shots crashed out downhill. The line of soldiers shivered and bodies began toppling to the ground like felled trees. The redcoats stopped and leveled their guns. Casca ducked. “Down!” he screamed.
 
   A volley crashed out and smashed into the earthworks or went high. Only one or two defenders were sent flying backwards under the impact of the lead balls to lie still or writhe about screaming in agony. “Reload!” Casca shouted. 
 
   He’d not fired himself, so he now took up his place and aimed at an officer waving the soldiers on. As muskets came down to aim at the British, Casca closed one eye and drew a bead on the officer, holding his breath. As the volley rang out, he fired, feeling the musket kick into his shoulder. Smoke billowed up from the line of defenders and Casca half turned, wiping his eyes. Automatically he reloaded.
 
   When he turned to look at the enemy, the officer was no longer standing. He couldn’t see him as the soldiers had advanced but were slowing in face of the furious fire from the redoubt and breastwork to the left. Completely outgunned and in the open, the British turned and fled back down to the safety of Charlestown.
 
   Men began whooping in delight, raising their hats.
 
   “They’ll be back,” Casca warned them. “That’s just a taster!”
 
   The men reloaded and grimly went about their business of waiting for the next attack. It wasn’t long in coming. Casca saw movement to his right and saw the defenders who’d been crouching in and around the barns retreating up the hill, either towards them or past them up towards Bunker’s Hill. “Watch right,” he called out and slid the barrel of his Charleville across and peered down the hill in that direction. Slowly the tricorns and scarlet coats appeared from the haze and background, all with the long barreled Brown Bess muskets and fixed bayonets. They meant business alright. “Here they come,” he said, closing one eye and squinting down the sights.
 
   “They’re coming from this direction too!” someone further along the line to the left shouted. Shots began ringing out all along the redoubt’s parapets facing downhill, and smoke filled the air as musket after musket blasted away at the British stubbornly advancing up through the uneven terrain and clambering over the broken fencing towards the American lines.
 
   Casca cursed as the men around him fired too early. Their shots went high or wide. A couple found a target, more by luck than judgment, but the range they were shooting at was far too great. “Wait until you can pick out the whites of their eyes!” Casca yelled. “You’re shooting too damned early!”
 
   One of the men alongside him shot him an irritated look. “You concentrate on your own shootin’, Sergeant,” he said, his face blackened with powder, “an’ I’ll concentrate on mine.”
 
   Casca snarled and drew a bead on the nearest British soldier, a pike-carrying sergeant guarding the colors. He was encouraging the men around him to follow him up the slope to battle. He was sixty yards away and downhill. It was still a long shot but Casca was confident he could hit him. The musket he cradled was resting on the muddy parapet for added stability, and so Casca drew in his breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. The butt kicked into his shoulder and a cloud of smoke filled the air around him. He waved it away impatiently, pulling up the musket ready to reload, but he stared downhill and saw the sergeant clutching his shoulder, screwing up his face and falling to his knees.
 
   More men passed him, their powdered wigs now visible. Shots were rattling out irregularly from the defensive line and a few soldiers were falling down, but more were pressing forward. Casca rammed another ball into the muzzle of his gun. “Hold your fire until I give the order to shoot!”
 
   The man next to him began to object again but a shot took off the top of his head, sending his hat spinning through the air. As he crashed back, his colleagues looked on aghast. Casca grabbed the shoulder of the nearest man. “Reload, and wait for my order!”
 
   The man, too shaken to argue, did so automatically. The men around him hurriedly reloaded and raised their muzzles at the line of British soldiers approaching. “Wait!” Casca snapped, finishing the reloading process himself and aiming at another sergeant. “Right boys, shoot!”
 
   A volley crashed out, this time taking a toll on the men closing in on them. Casca wiped his eyes and damned the smoke that came with every shot. It obscured too much of the battle. Modern warfare was getting too ahead of itself. Somebody needed to sort out this smoke problem fast. Men materialized out of the smoke, tall men, advancing with menacing intent, bayonets ready to rip open the guts of everyone they came up against. They’d lost plenty of comrades on the way up and were ready to exact a bitter revenge.
 
   “Reload!” Casca yelled, frantically ramming another lead ball down the black throat of his musket. The Americans alongside him were beginning to waver; shooting at long range against an enemy that wasn’t firing back was one thing, but coming face to face with hardened professionals who had murder in their eyes was another thing altogether. “Keep them off the ramparts!” he added loudly, slamming his ramrod down the barrel.
 
   A couple of British soldiers were already at the lip of the rampart and their expressions gave Casca no comfort. God help anyone who got in their way. Casca raised his musket and blasted away without aiming. The shot took one of the soldiers clean in the chest, the white starched jacket ripping open and a red stain appeared all round the black hole that had punched into the man. The Briton was sent flying backwards, his arms out-flung. Two more appeared, and one had seen Casca shoot his colleague.
 
   Americans ran to the redoubt edge and, using their muskets or spades, jabbed at the British soldiers gathering there, but sheer weight of numbers pushed them back. Suddenly men were turning and scrambling for the hill behind. Casca faced the soldier who had jumped into the redoubt and swung at him with his musket. The soldier knocked it aside and countered with his butt swinging for Casca’s jaw. The Eternal Mercenary dodged backwards, his head snapping back, and the butt flashed past him harmlessly.
 
   Casca now went on the attack. The butt of his musket scythed at the soldier’s throat and the man had to step back smartly, but Casca had anticipated this and was already stepping forward, swinging for the gut. The soldier stumbled back another step, his eyes wide in shock. He’d never faced anything like this before. A shot smashed close past his head but it had been aimed for someone else.
 
   Casca pressed forward, aware to either side there were British soldiers now where before there had been Americans. He knocked his opponent’s musket aside and slammed his butt into the man’s left arm, numbing him. As the soldier cried out and clutched his arm in pain, Casca backed off, aware he was almost surrounded.
 
   Another soldier turned to deal with him but Casca smashed the butt into his head, sending the soldier crashing to the churned up earth and Casca was suddenly free and heading for the hill, now full of fleeing men. The redoubt had been overrun in three directions and the defenders, flanked on both sides, had decided discretion was the better part of valor.
 
   Bodies littered the hill as the British shot into the backs of the fleeing men but Casca dodged from side to side, avoiding the scattered shots that came his way, finding his way mostly by feel because of the thick smoke. Panting hard, he reached the next line of defenses, a low stone wall and, beyond it, a few fences. Some reinforcements were knelt behind this and Casca joined them. “Get ready,” he advised them, “the soldiers are close behind.” 
 
   “Can’t see much with this damned smoke,” one of the men commented. Their officer, a smartly dressed captain, snapped orders to load. Casca did so, deciding that to run away without putting up some kind of fight wasn’t in his nature. The raw relatively untrained men who’d been with him could be excused, but he had his professional pride.
 
   “Here they come, boys, make sure of your targets,” the captain said calmly, raising his saber in the air. Casca wondered idly if Captain Fisher had made it out safely, then the order came as the soldiers came into view. A volley crashed out and Casca once more tasted the rotten egg smell of burned powder.
 
   Spitting, grimacing, he began the reloading sequence. The soldiers ahead had vanished, but more came up and now they knelt and began shooting back. One man close to Casca suddenly fell backwards, clutching his shoulder, crying out in pain. Casca brought his musket back up and waited for the order to shoot again. Another volley roared out, and more soldiers fell onto the blood soaked slope. But more were arriving and the number of shots spitting past increased. Another of the defenders spun round and fell.
 
   “Right, boys, squads one and three drop back to the nearest fence,” the captain ordered. Casca went with these men as they had been the ones he was with. This captain sounded as though he knew his tactics. Casca reloaded and aimed at the space above the wall as the smoke dissipated once more. The remaining defenders turned and ran from the wall and a British soldier appeared, leveling his gun. Casca swung the barrel to the left and shot, taking the man through the stomach. The soldier screamed and folded over the top of the wall, writhing in agony, then he fell back and vanished from view.
 
   They traded shots again for a minute or two, then dropped back again. By holding up the British advance, they allowed many of the men on Bunker’s Hill to retreat along the neck and off the peninsula. Casca was one of the last to get away, the smoke from the guns hiding him from being shot. The British halted, knowing they couldn’t force the narrow neck. But they’d driven the rebellious militiamen off the Charlestown peninsula. Casca sat on a low wall, sucking in lungfuls of air, glad to have gotten away without a scratch. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115241]CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Sir Richard Eley presented himself to Rose Maplin the week following the battle. Although Sir Richard hadn’t been present at the battle, he was speaking as if he’d personally led the charge up the hill that had cost so many men. The fact he hadn’t a scratch while Boston was full of badly wounded men being treated or given the Last Rites gave doubt as to Sir Richard’s boasts, but nobody was going to argue the matter. Ebenezer Maplin himself was merely glad the rebels had been driven away. His business was suffering and he needed to sort things out quickly or else he might well go bankrupt, not something he wished for.
 
   His preoccupation left Sir Richard free to court Rose. Rose on her part hated being in Boston. She was trapped and there was no way out; the rebels had blockaded all routes to the mainland, so Boston and Charlestown were isolated British outposts. Talk was of London sending more soldiers, but since many were needed to garrison Ireland, it was likely the new men would be called from the King’s German territories – Hanover and Hesse to name but two. Sir Richard wasn’t pleased, but if he were to make a name for himself in this campaign, then he would need these men. He didn’t think they would be up to much, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.
 
   “Our wedding will be postponed until this matter is resolved, Rose,” Sir Richard said, holding the Meissen china tea cup and saucer primly as he sat upright in the Chippendale chair. Even if all were going to hell all around you, one must still be civilized, or so he maintained. The cup and saucer were beautifully decorated, a rim of gold above a wonderful depiction of birds and animals in a country scene. Meissen might not be British, but they made damned fine porcelain. No matter it was expensive, owning a set denoted great wealth.
 
   “I haven’t given my answer to your proposal, Sir Richard,” Rose countered. She had no intention of accepting it anyway.
 
   “Your father has,” Sir Richard stated. “You will return with me to London when I’m posted back to Britain and we will live in my family ancestral home in the Midlands. You will be happy there, away from these damned colonial upstarts and their silly ideas.”
 
   Rose’s cheeks burned red. She had many friends in Connecticut, many who had been born here and thought of them as sensible people. Sir Richard’s dismissive behavior only increased her intention of remaining in the colonies, if Sir Richard’s attitude was typical of the upper classes in Britain. She’d rather die than be suffocated by such people and their stuffy ways. “My father may give consent, but it is I who gives permission. After all, it is I whom you’re marrying, not my father.”
 
   Sir Richard smiled. It wasn’t an attractive smile. Rose’s hackles rose even higher. “You’re overwrought, Rose. All this is happening far too quickly. I know; in times of war things do get rushed or confused. But this matter should be over in a few months. A new general is on the way and once here will sort these upstarts out. A few hangings here and there and the rest will jump into line. I’ll make sure you and your father are safe, don’t worry.”
 
   Ebenezer came in, his wig slightly askew. He looked flustered. “The consignment from New York is held up. It was supposed to be shipped last week but this rebellion business has stopped it. It’s held up in the warehouses there. It’s very worrying!”
 
   “Worry not, my dear fellow,” Sir Richard stood up. “The British army will see to it that your shipment arrives here in due course. Now the danger to Boston harbor has been averted, ships will be able to go to and fro as normal. A quick demonstration against New York’s criminal rebels and they’ll see sense in not opposing the Royal Navy and the army.”
 
   “I wish I shared your optimism, Sir Richard,” Maplin said gloomily. “But have you seen the number of rebels camped outside Boston? Estimates say there’s around twenty thousand. It seems the whole country is up in arms, damn them. What am I going to do now?”
 
   Sir Richard clapped him on the shoulder. “Move into munitions in the meantime. I’ll clear the way to deal only with your company, at, ah, favorable rates. Buy cheaply from Ireland – those rogues over there steal our garrisons blind and look to sell to anyone who is willing to pay for them – or from the factories in Britain. I’ll find out which ones are best. I’ll make sure you get the standard price from the governor here; he’ll be eager for supplies once we begin to teach these scoundrels a lesson.”
 
   “Isn’t that illegal?” Ebenezer queried. “What if we get caught?”
 
   “We won’t, Ebenezer, dear fellow; I’ll destroy any paperwork that incriminates us.”
 
   Rose was shocked at Sir Richard’s readiness to dive into underhand trade deals. It gave her more of an idea of what sort of man he was. She stood up, unable anymore to remain in the same room. “Excuse me, but as Sir Richard has just said, I’m a little upset what with the war and things. I’m going to my room.”
 
   Ebenezer looked a little concerned but Sir Richard held him by the arm. “She’s still holding out for that blasted Cass Long fellow.”
 
   Ebenezer sighed. “I’ll speak to her again, Sir Richard, but she’s headstrong.”
 
   “I’d hoped he’d been killed in the battle but he appears to have escaped. I read reports of a scarred man fighting up on Breed’s Hill for the rebels. He must be with the forces up there outside the city. It will make things easier for me – and you – if this man Long is taken care of.”
 
   “You mean…” Ebenezer Maplin leaned back and made sure Rose was nowhere in sight. “Kill him? I thought transportation was what we were going to do!”
 
   Sir Richard held Maplin tightly. “Now listen. I’m putting myself at risk here for your business enterprises. You do your bit, I’ll do mine. I’ll take care of this Long fellow, as long as you persuade that girl of yours that marriage to me is best for her, you and your future. You want access to a wider trade opportunity? Then do as I ask.”
 
   Maplin paused, then nodded tightly. Murder wasn’t what he wanted to get mixed up with, and if Sir Richard was going to take care of that aspect, so much the better. Sir Richard relaxed and released the merchant. “I’ll return to the garrison now and make arrangements, both with Long and your business venture into munitions. I’ll send a list of companies to approach. Best you destroy it after reading it.”
 
   He left and inhaled deeply outside, placing his three cornered hat firmly on his powdered wig. Switching to munitions was a sound move, especially if war was going to be a long, drawn out affair. His bombastic bluster in the house was just a front – he knew it would be tough to fight the huge numbers of rebels, even though they weren’t trained. The losses the army had suffered across the water had shown that. Many of his fellow officers had been shocked at how tough it had been. Sir Richard smiled to himself. Maybe he could prolong the war with a few subtle changes of orders so that the munitions venture made more money.
 
   He strode off along the cobbled street, his cane striking the stones sharply. First, however, he would have to give Purseman more orders. He hoped the grotesque creature hadn’t drunk all the money away. If he had, then he would have to find another way of buying his way to the shore and access to the American camp.
 
   * * *
 
   Casca sought out Captain Fisher. Fisher had survived the battle, albeit with a couple of grazes and a cut arm, and now the officer sat on a collapsible stool writing to the families of those who had fallen on Breed’s Hill. Casca snapped a smart salute as he came up to him. Fisher looked up wearily. “Yes, Lonnergan?”
 
   “Captain. The men need training desperately. Yesterday showed how unfit they are to face the British in battle. With a bit of discipline and order we could have held that redoubt.”
 
   Fisher shook his head. “I can’t see how; there were too many of them.”
 
   “All due respect, Captain, that’s garbage. We had more than enough to hold that line. There was precious little organization and the reserves retreated before they got involved. A few units stood and fought and if everyone had done the same….”
 
   “Sergeant, we lost. Get used to it. They were better than us.”
 
   “Only through training and organization. And our supply was handled appallingly. We were running out of bullets. The army needs a kick up its ass, from the top down.”
 
   Fisher stood up, putting his quill down gently on the small table he’d been using as a rest. “Now listen, Sergeant. You get above yourself too much. Just because you’ve done more fighting than most of us doesn’t give you the right to ignore me. I’m your Captain. I was there, remember? I didn’t get these shaving this morning,” he pointed at his wounds. “I saw what happened. No amount of training could have stopped the British.”
 
   “For God’s sake, Captain, you know damn’ little about soldiering! If you’re not prepared to listen to me I’ll go over your head. This is no place for amateurs like you. We need hard professionals to take the British on!”
 
   “And you’re insubordinate, Sergeant! Remember your place, or I’ll have you demoted down to private!”
 
   The shouting brought men gathering, interested in the argument. Others, smartly dressed and newly arrived, came sauntering over, interrupted in their examination of the men and camp, and wanting to know what the commotion was.
 
   Casca was prepared to stand his ground. He saw the obdurate Fisher as one of the main problems with the new American forces. “Then demote me, sir, but it won’t stop the truth, and nothing will change until you start listening to people like me.”
 
   Fisher went red in the face. Just then the new arrivals made their presence known. One of them, a burly man with a long brown light coat, sweating in the humid summer sun, wanted to know what was going on. Fisher stood smartly to attention. “General Ward, sir. This man is guilty of insubordinate behavior. I was about to put him on a charge.”
 
   “Indeed?” General Ward surveyed Casca. Ward was heavily built and looked in bad health, breathing with effort. “Sergeant…?”
 
   “Lonnergan, sir. I was pointing out to the captain here the shortcomings of the army and what was needed to correct them.”
 
   General Ward looked at Casca with interest, then turned to Fisher. The men with Ward remained silent, awaiting the commander’s decision. Casca guessed his career was on the line. Aw shit, just go with the truth. If I’m to be busted down, I might as well have my say. Ward spoke to Fisher. “Captain, the army is in need of organizing. Many of the men who were here two days ago have returned to their homes. We cannot fight a war without a well-organized army. Your sergeant here appears to have grasped the fundamentals.”
 
   “Sir, he believes only he can save the rebellion,” Fisher replied, eyeing Casca with resentment. “He has ideas above his station.”
 
   Ward turned back to Casca. “Sergeant, what did you recommend to the Captain here?”
 
   Casca told him. The soldiers standing around leaned on their muskets or tried to step closer to listen better. This was good. Ward nodded slightly, as if to himself. “Tell me, Sergeant, have you soldiered before? Held a command position?”
 
   “Yes sir to both. Prussian army in Europe. And I’ve commanded.” Casca wasn’t going to say he once led an entire nation of Mesoamerican people or a province of China, or various units of Roman legionarys. That was sure to invite ridicule and trouble.
 
   “I thought so,” Ward smiled. “As of this moment you’re a lieutenant. What is this unit, Captain?”
 
   Fisher looked like he’d swallowed a burning coal. “Lexington Minutemen, sir.”
 
   “This man is now Lieutenant Lonnergan of the Lexington Minutemen. He will be in charge of training and supply. He is to be given whatever he requires to carry out his duties.” He swung round to the men behind him. “Write out the necessary document for me to sign.”
 
   Fisher, red-faced even more, stepped forward. “Sir, if I may speak?”
 
   “Granted.”
 
   “I will not serve if this man is an officer. I can only see problems if he is given such wide latitude in his duties. They would be incompatible with my position as his commanding officer.”
 
   Ward looked surprised, then bowed once in concurrence. “Very well. As of this moment you are relieved of your command, Captain Fisher. You may return to your home with my thanks for your service these past few weeks. However, I need men who’ll get things done, not obstruct them. Lonnergan, you are hereby promoted to Captain in Mr. Fisher’s place. Your duties will remain the same, but you may appoint a lieutenant to assist in these duties.”
 
   Casca smiled and saluted. Captain? That sounded great. Fisher looked as if he’d been hit over the head. Ward commented favorably on the appearance and conduct of the men watching and then continued on his way. Fisher slowly sat down and stared into space. Casca walked up to him. “Don’t take it too badly, Fisher, this wasn’t your field. I know the army and what needs to be done.”
 
   “Damn you and your arrogance,” Fisher said with feeling. “I hope it kills you.”
 
   “No chance, Mr. Fisher. Plenty have tried and failed.”
 
   Fisher snarled and stood up abruptly. He grabbed his coat and stamped off. Casca went to the table and looked down at the paperwork. Half-finished letters of condolences to the families of those lost in the battle. Something he would have to complete. He looked round at the men. “Who’s up for a lieutenancy?”
 
   The men smiled and a few jostled others. A couple were reluctant while three others jumped forward enthusiastically. Five takers. Casca faced them all. “Well, command is not as easy as receiving salutes. I’ll judge each of you over the next few days and see if you’re fit to do the job. I’ll let you know of my decision by the end of the week.” 
 
   The existing officers and NCOs of the unit began drifting towards Casca, wondering what new orders and schedules he’d be implementing, and how different it was likely to be from the departed Fisher.
 
   Casca himself wondered what the devil had really happened over the past few minutes. One moment he’d been a sergeant, now he was a captain. Hell.
 
    
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115242]CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   It was a dark night a week or so later when a small rowboat slipped away from Charlestown peninsula and drifted north silently, two men holding the oars waiting to help the vessel on its way. The rowlocks were muffled with cloth and all the three men in the boat were all dressed in black or similarly dark clothing. Dark cloth was pushed up over their faces so that only their eyes showed, and hats were tipped forward so that the eyes were in deep shadow.
 
   The fact it was overcast and moonless helped enormously, although they’d waited for such a night before making their move. The one not rowing sat in the prow, watching ahead as they nosed into the Mystic River, standing to the north of the Charlestown peninsula. The north bank of the river was in rebel hands, and the three were very careful not to make any noise lest it attract attention. Their destination was a point along the north bank where someone would be waiting. The two rowers gently propelled the boat along and after perhaps ten nerve-wracking minutes a lantern suddenly shone out, waving to and fro.
 
   The man in the prow whispered to the others to change direction, and the boat swung round and headed straight for the light. It was now resting on the ground, half covered with a cloth of some sort to keep the tell-tale glow down, but it was enough to see by. The low, marshy bank came into view and the man in the prow leaned on the rim of the boat and scrambled over into soggy ground. As soon as he had left the boat the two rowers backed away, turned about and made their way silently back to Charlestown, their mission done.
 
   The arrival shook hands with the man with the lantern and then was led along a narrow pathway through marsh, shrubs and long grass to a slight rise about five minutes’ walk from the river. The man holding the lantern turned and pulled down his face mask. “It’s safe enough to talk here if we’re careful,” he said.
 
   “Good enough,” the other said. “How are things here?”
 
   “Mad; everyone’s excited about defeating the army and think they’ve won a victory, despite being kicked off Breed’s Hill. What’s the new orders?”
 
   “Sir Richard wants Long’s head. That’s why he sent me to oversee matters.”
 
   “You’re hardly inconspicuous, Purseman,” the lantern man said. “How are you going to melt into the countryside? I hope you’re not wearing your sergeant’s uniform underneath that cloak.”
 
   Purseman chuckled. “No chance. I’m as nondescript as you. I’m going to hole up in a house owned by a loyal citizen. I’ve got directions. It’s not too far from here. But we’re to find Long and kill him. I tried back in Lexington but missed. He’s got the luck of the devil.”
 
   The lantern man sniffed, unimpressed. “Have you got any money? I’ll need some to get by.”
 
   Purseman pulled a face but brought forth a small bag which chinked briefly. Lantern man quickly took it and pocketed the coins. Nodding, he put up the cloth over his face and resumed the walk, this time leading Purseman off at a tangent, leading him to the house Purseman had shown him on a small roughly drawn map.
 
   * * *
 
   The weeks had passed quickly. A new army commander had been appointed by Congress and had turned up to inspect the men and camps around Boston. He was a former officer of the Virginia militia called George Washington. There wasn’t much he had to do to change things, but his new circle of close advisors and subordinates got themselves a little more organized.
 
   Casca on his part had sorted out the stashing of supplies, one of the biggest problems they’d suffered, into easily found and accessible piles. He appointed Lieutenant Wilson, the man he’d decided was most suitable to take up the position, as Chief of Supplies, and posted him to a tent close to the various stashes so that nobody felt they could help themselves without a requisition signed by their unit commander. The other change he’d made was to drill the men and smarten them up. He couldn’t do much about the continual problem of men returning to their homes, however, until someone high up changed the rules. The trouble was they wouldn’t get that many volunteers if they told them they had to serve long periods, particularly as the summer was coming to an end and the weather would soon turn.
 
   Consequently the rebel army was running short on men and it was a worry that the besieged army may decide to break out. People in the colonies were still divided on whether to support the rebellion or to stay loyal to the crown. Further south there were more loyalists, and Casca wondered whether the crown would send an army there to divert the rebel army. With the seas under crown control, it was a matter of time before they landed somewhere else.
 
   The rank of captain came easily to Casca. After all, he’d held most ranks in his time. It was just a matter of organization, that was all. Who had said that? Sun Tzu? The one bit he didn’t particularly like was the writing to the families of those killed. It had to be done these days, but he much preferred the old days when you campaigned, killed and burned, and then returned home and the buddies of the ones killed would comfort and inform the deceased’s family. He’d done that bit and now thought over what to do to keep the men busy. The worst thing for any soldier was to sit around idly. Boredom was the soldier’s biggest enemy. Idle hands make mischief.
 
   Hadrian knew this more than anyone and had gotten the Roman army to build walls, roads and who knows what else. Some people thought it had been slave labor, but Casca knew all too well it had been the soldiers who’d done it.
 
   Therefore he thought up some activities, from sending patrols out to find firewood and building material for temporary housing to digging proper latrine ditches and earthworks for protection. There were the usual grumbles but Casca told them it was necessary and for their own good; and besides, making temporary wooden shacks was better than relying on tents. Would they prefer to sleep in shacks when the rains came or leaky flappy canvas tents?
 
   The matter of latrines was another pet hate of the men; all needed to go and the ground around the camp was likely to quickly become too foul to withstand, especially as the July sun was pretty hot and disease was another worry. So Casca got them to dig proper trenches and pits, and arranged for a handy water supply to help wash it away. The other company commanders followed suit once they saw the effectiveness of what had been done, and General Washington had sent Casca a note congratulating him. Casca had it pinned up on the lintel of his new wooden shack for all to see as they went past.
 
   Even so, boredom was never far away. Those who had left workbenches or fields to fight now began to think again of these and began to drift away. Casca fumed; unless they got a proper army organized they’d have precious few left to fight should Gage decide to break out. Thankfully General Washington had the same sort of idea and called a meeting in early August to see what the general feeling was amongst the officers.
 
   Casca was interested at the wide range of attitudes amongst the various officers there. Some were for carrying the war to the rest of the colonies, while others were prepared to let things rest and hope that now they’d shown their displeasure at the way things were done from London these would change. The one thing all agreed on was that they should have the say in how things were done and not London. The overall opinion was that if London gave them a say in how they ran their lives, they’d be happy to carry on as crown subjects.
 
   Casca personally thought that things had gone too far for things to ever go back to what they had been before. An armed uprising against the king was treason. Either the British would have to crush the rebellion and impose an armed rule on the colonies, something they couldn’t possibly afford – after all the taxes that had caused so much resentment had been raised to pay for what soldiers they had garrisoned there – or they would cut their losses and allow the Thirteen Colonies to go their own way. Then there were the French, always watching and waiting in the wings; would they see this as a perfect opportunity to gain revenge for the beating they’d recently been handed in the war with the British? Would they intervene? If so, when? And what would they want in return?
 
   General Washington brought news that Congress in Philadelphia wanted a more professional army and had given Washington the power to reorganize and train the collection of units around Boston. For that reason he had singled out Casca as one of those doing what he hoped to do. He looked around the sea of faces sat before him and saw Casca close to the entrance flap. “Captain Lonnergan; your methods of training soldiers is something I wish to extend to the rest of the army. You will brief the other company officers as to what you’re doing. I want the rest of you to adopt them. If there are any of you who can’t or won’t, then please come to me after this meeting and we’ll come to some accommodation about a change in company commander of your units.”
 
   Eyes swiveled to regard Casca for a moment, and he grinned, his scar whitening. Then they lost interest in him and refocused on Washington. “Gentlemen, we have the Tories boxed in here, unable to break out. But I would like to hear what your thoughts are to finish matters here. The Tories don’t look like they’re going to give up any time soon.”
 
   “We could bombard them, General. We have the advantage of height in some places.”
 
   “True, Captain,” Washington didn’t know the name of the man who’d spoken. “But I want to avoid destroying property that belongs to us, or will do so in due course. Besides, we have the small matter of not owning any artillery currently in this location.” He smiled and the assembled men laughed briefly. “But I am informed that a number of guns have been seized at Fort Ticonderoga and I will press Congress to send them to me. We could perhaps bluff the enemy into surrendering Boston to us without a fight.”
 
   “The Dorchester Heights would be perfect for that, General,” another man spoke up.
 
   Washington looked around to his aide-de-camp for clarification. The aide tapped a place on the map pinned to a board standing up behind Washington. The general nodded. “Perfect. Location agreed,” he said, “provided I inspect it first and don’t sink into the ground.” The men laughed again.
 
   “What will we do with the prisoners, General?” a third officer enquired.
 
   “Arrange for them to be returned to England. We don’t want them remaining here eating our rations do we?” Washington said. “Unless you’re feeling generous, Captain.” More laughter. Even the Captain concerned chuckled, then shook his head. 
 
   Afterwards Casca was surrounded by the other captains and asked for a training schedule. Casca invited all to watch the next session which was that afternoon. The men were used to the marching and weapons handling by this time, and their display went fairly smoothly. Having the right men in the right ranks helped too; sergeants and corporals generally ran the army. Having unsuitable NCOs was a recipe for disaster. No matter how poorly led men were, if they had decent NCOs then they had a chance. But if the NCOs were hopeless and disorganized and weak and soft, then discipline went and orders were not passed on to the men, even if there were good officers. Casca made sure the NCOs were competent and tough enough with the men without being too harsh.
 
   He had thrown out two who had begun to show signs of enjoying punishing the men. The soldiers were mostly volunteers and if they got a sergeant or corporal who was a sadist, they’d have no men left. The usual practice was for the men to elect their NCOs, but that also left it open to men too popular because they were soft on the rank and file. Casca steered a middle ground, choosing a short list of ten he thought were suitable and asking the men to elect six from the list; three sergeants and three corporals. That way he preserved the involvement of the men in choosing who to fight for.
 
   As he sat on his collapsible stool and tugged off his mud encrusted boots – the rains were frequent - he reflected on how different the revolutionary army was to the British or Prussian armies. He’d not fought for many European armies in recent years, and he had to go back nearly a hundred years when he’d been part of the Austrian army when they’d taken on the Ottomans. Armies had changed radically since then. General John Churchill’s reorganization of the English-British army at the beginning of the current century had left him with a lasting impression in the importance of supply and logistics. Churchill, later the Duke of Marlborough, had revolutionized warfare in that manner and had been partly responsible for the run of victories Casca had been part of against the French.
 
   But as always, the British were not as good in peacetime. The hangers-on and careerists had wormed their way to the top and when the next big war had come with France, the British had been in a sorry state. Casca hadn’t fought for them in that war, choosing instead the militaristic Prussians. It had been another eye-opener. Very disciplined and working like a clock, the Prussians had been what Casca called ‘pretty parade soldiers’. Losses had been high but King Frederick had been a genius in other ways and always managed to come out on top despite the dead or wounded toll. Casca hadn’t really enjoyed that one. Standing forty paces from the enemy blasting away with massed ranks of muskets wasn’t his way of fighting. He much preferred getting in close and defeating an enemy one on one with a blade.
 
   These days it was too much noise and smoke and tight disciplined ranks. If this was modern warfare they could keep it. So there was no way he’d return to the Prussian army, and the British were beset by moronic officers; the soldiers were tough and brave but by God their officers needed shooting.
 
   He just hoped in this war the British didn’t get decent officers or the Colonists were in deep trouble. 
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   The season went on. Nothing changed much in or outside Boston. Ships came and went, bringing more men and supplies from the Old World, and men came and went from the rebel army, now renamed the Continental Army. Washington wanted to get uniforms to replace the rag-tag assortment the men were wearing, and that provoked another outcry from some and more quit. They hadn’t picked on one army just to become their imitators, they said.
 
   Casca shook his head; some people took their rights to freedom too damned far. No matter, enough remained and the new recruits kept up the numbers enough to keep things fairly comfortable. But the onset of autumn brought colder nights and thoughts of the coming winter. The besieging army would soon begin to suffer, Casca knew from experience. The periods of enlistment began to run out and men started to drift back to their homes, particularly as harvest time was due and the farms needed their help.
 
   That meant more men had to be found or enlisted, and the recruiting officers were busy in the villages and towns up and down the colony. Purseman found it easy to get recruited and could pick and choose his unit. He had made his enquiries and tracked down Seth Fisher, once more a cobbler in his home town, Lincoln. Fisher had been in his workshop when Purseman had turned up early in September.
 
   “You’re Seth Fisher, aren’t you?” Purseman said, entering the workshop, carrying a high boot with a ripped heel.
 
   “I am. You got a broken heel there? I can fix that,” Fisher nodded at the boot.
 
   “Thanks. Caught it climbing a fence, damn it,” Purseman grinned ruefully. “Weren’t you in the army recently? Thought you’d still be there.”
 
   “Oh, did my bit; glad to be out of it to be honest.” Fisher took the boot and examined it critically. He turned round and searched his boxes for a set of nails.
 
   “Someone told me you were captain. Odd thing to turn your back on, if I may be so bold to say so. If I were captain I’d stay in and collect the money.”
 
   “A lot less dangerous working with shoes,” Fisher replied, shaking some nails out onto the worktable.
 
   “I hear some guy with a scar got you booted out.” Purseman looked carefully at Fisher.
 
   The cobbler paused, then looked up. “Who told you that? Folks ought to mind their own business.”
 
   Purseman shrugged. “Word gets round a town, you know how it is. Some big guy, so they say. What was his name?”
 
   “Lonnergan, if that’s any of your business, which it ain’t.”
 
   “I heard his name was Long. Cass Long.”
 
   “You must have heard wrong then,” Fisher said. “Case Lonnergan, now Captain Lonnergan. I’d prefer not to talk about it if that’s fine with you, sir. Now, can we get around to talking about my price for repairing this boot?”
 
   “Your price?” Purseman said, unfastening his belt. “I got a couple of gold coins on me.”
 
   Fisher looked up in surprise. “I haven’t got change out of those! You’ll have to get something smaller. This’ll only be a penny to do this.”
 
   Purseman moved round the end of the table. “Well I do have this as payment,” he said and sprang forward, surprising Fisher, spinning him round with a meaty blow to the side of Fisher’s face. The belt went round the cobbler’s throat and Purseman rammed a knee into the man’s back, pulling the belt tight. As Fisher struggled, Purseman held him tight, gritting his teeth and shaking with the effort of it all. Fisher slowly sank to the dirty floorboards and Purseman released him, allowing his victim to fall into a heap.
 
   As he refitted his belt, he checked on the motionless Fisher. There was no pulse. Nodding in satisfaction he slid around the table and left. The broken boot he cared nothing about, for it wasn’t his. With luck those who found the corpse might assume the owner of the boot was the perpetrator and waste time on him. He’d gotten what he’d came for and hadn’t been surprised at the change of name Long had made. He’d been told he may be under the new name but wanted to make sure from Fisher which one his prey was using. He looked out of the grimy window by the door and waited until a passer-by had gone before slipping out and making his way along the street and out of the town.
 
   His next stop was the recruitment office in Lexington.
 
   * * *
 
   Casca was surprised to receive a note from his commanding officer asking if he was going to continue with his service or go at the end of his enlistment period. He had forgotten he had signed up the same as everyone. He had assumed that he’d be there as long as the war was going on. The weather was worsening and men were beginning to forage wider and wider for firewood and food. The area around Boston was becoming stripped. Against this the number of men drifting away was outstripping the recruits, so the number of men to warm and feed was dropping, at least.
 
   “Sir, Captain Lonnergan reporting.” Casca stood smartly before Major Harper. They weren’t wearing similar uniforms which was normal in this army. Harper, a tall, bony-faced man, looked up. “Ah, yes, Captain. I understand your draft period is coming to an end. I would like you to stay on as men like you are hard to replace.”
 
   “If I may, sir, I’d like to travel to Philadelphia to see somebody. I have to see her and if my enlistment period is coming to an end I thought I’d pop down there, see her, and then return. I’d be gone perhaps two months.”
 
   Harper studied his subordinate for a moment. “Someone special, Lonnergan?”
 
   Casca thought for a moment. “My girl’s mother, sir. I need to speak to her urgently.”
 
   “I see. Well, it’s not as if there’s going to be any action any time soon, what with the British content to sit in Boston and we’re just as content to sit outside it. I’ll approve your leave as long as you don’t quit. I’ll need your signature on the renewal enlistment form of course.”
 
   “Of course, sir.” Casca scribbled an unintelligible signature in the place provided at the bottom of the document. The quill scratched across the stiff parchment. “How will I get to Philadelphia, by the way, sir? I’ve never been there before.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do. You haven’t a horse, then.”
 
   “No sir.”
 
   Harper tapped his fingers on the table for a moment. “There’s a wagon or two that go somewhere on a daily basis. It’s part of the supply train that is run by the commissariat. Ask there; I’m sure they’ll be accommodating enough.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” Casca left and arranged with Lieutenant Wilson to take over in his absence, to continue with the daily routine and make sure the soldiers were occupied and didn’t get around to sitting about doing nothing. After that he took his pack, water bottle and officer’s saber but left behind his musket – it wasn’t really a captain’s weapon but he kept it in his tent anyway – and sauntered to the commissariat.
 
   They did indeed have a supply wagon that left daily to return to the depot at Concord and from there Casca could get a commercial carriage to the south via Worcester, Hartford, Danbury and New York. So it wasn’t long before he was sat comfortably in a upholstered passenger carriage, sharing it with a parson, a merchant and his over-dressed wife, en route to New York. There he hitched a ride in another down to Philadelphia and was glad at the end of it to be able to stretch his legs. His officer’s uniform attracted interest and the citizens there kept on asking him what unit he was a part of and how were things going with Washington’s army. It appeared that people here believed that Washington was the only general whereas there were others just as capable with the Army of Observation such as Ward and Putnam.
 
   Casca eventually got so tired of this he checked into a hotel and bought a change of clothing and gratefully walked the streets anonymously. He needed to find Rose’s mother. Not as easy as it seemed; he assumed she was still using her married name. He hadn’t thought of asking Rose what her maiden name had been and cursed himself for his carelessness. What he knew of her was that she had been a society girl so it was unlikely she was to be found in the seedier parts of the city. He recalled Rose telling him her mother was living with a man called Lowe.
 
   His first stop was the city hall for a list of residents or births. It had started to rain so he ducked into the building and brushed the rain from his shoulders and made an appointment with the records office. It took most of the day but he finally tracked her down. She was still using her married name, which was a relief. Katherine Maplin lived in the richest part of town at the residence of one James Lowe, a lawyer. Casca pulled a face. He had an aversion to lawyers. Still, if he were to find out if Rose were there, he would have to visit them.
 
   The following day, a dull, cold windswept late October day, he donned his captain’s uniform and arrived at the mansion – there was no other description for it – and rang the doorbell. A wigged butler answered and looked down his nose at Casca. “Yes? What is your business here?” he demanded with a sniff. He was placing Casca into some sort of social class. Strange how the British ailment of class consciousness was to be found here, but what else did he expect? Maybe the new rulers would change that if they held on. They were keen on asserting there was equality for all. Maybe that would sweep away this snobbery. 
 
   Casca announced himself curtly, one hand on the hilt of his saber.
 
   The butler looked down at the gesture and smiled thinly. “Do you have a visiting card, sir?” 
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Ah,” the butler said. Meaning you’re not fit to grace this place, Casca thought to himself.
 
   “Look, Jeeves,” Casca growled, “I have to see Mrs. Maplin as a matter of urgency. Her daughter may be in danger.”
 
   “Is that so, sir?” The butler clearly didn’t believe a word Casca said.
 
   “Is her daughter here?”
 
   “I’m not in a position to give you an answer sir. You will have to make an appointment.”
 
   “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Casca exploded and shoved the smartly dressed man aside and strode into the hallway, a clean neatly kept space with a shiny tiled floor, white painted woodwork and bannisters and pictures hanging from a picture rail, all showing severe looking gentlemen staring down in disapproval at Casca for such bad manners.
 
   “Sir, you must leave now, or I will call out the master!”
 
   “I’m not leaving until I’ve seen Katherine Maplin,” Casca stood his ground, glaring at the protesting butler. “And if you want me to leave, then you’ll have to try making me move yourself.”
 
   The butler paled. “This is outrageous!” he said in a strained voice. Other faces had appeared from doorways in surprise at the noise and disturbance. Most of them were other servants but one was a well-dressed woman with a dress that had a starched bodice and a wide flowing lower portion. She was about forty years of age, Casca guessed, and still reasonably good looking.
 
   “What’s the problem, Foster?” she asked.
 
   “This – gentleman here, madam,” Foster replied. “I’m sorry but he insists on seeing you.”
 
   “Does he indeed?” Katherine Maplin asked and began gliding down the staircase. There was no other word to describe the way she moved. As she neared Casca could see a resemblance to Rose in the eyes and mouth.
 
   “What is your name?” she demanded of Casca as she reached the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Captain Lonnergan, ma’am. I know your daughter. I believe she may be in danger. Is she here?”
 
   “No she is not. Why do you think she’s in danger?”
 
   Casca began to tell her of the situation in Massachusetts but he was stopped by an upraised hand at the mention of Ebenezer. “We had better continue in the comfort of the drawing room, Captain. Please follow me. Foster, please bring tea.”
 
   “Ma’am,” Foster bowed and vanished, but not without a long stare at Casca.
 
   The drawing room was a typical chamber of the age. A carpet covered much of the floor except the edges, and long draped curtains hung down the tall windows that had wooden shutters folded into the sides. A chandelier hung from the ceiling and more paintings adorned the deep red wall. A harpsichord stood in one corner and more furniture stood around the edges except for a three piece suite of upholstered chairs and a settee close to the huge fireplace.
 
   Above the fireplace there was a gap where a painting had until recently, judging by the color and condition of the wall, hung there. Probably of George III, Casca guessed.
 
   “Now, Captain, the story, if you please.”
 
   So Casca told her of the facts he felt she needed to know, including Sir Richard and Ebenezer’s roles in his arrest. Katherine listened politely, and the only interruption was the arrival of Foster with a beautiful tea service on a silver platter. Tea was poured and both sat upright on the edges of their respective chairs holding their cups and saucers. Very English, Casca thought to himself with amusement. He didn’t feel comfortable.
 
   “My husband is a frightful Tory,” Katherine said, “and is very loyal to the crown and King George. As for me, my family are Americans and have been for a few generations now, and we tend towards the Whigs if anything. This was one of the differences between Ebenezer and myself. Alas, Ebenezer had the ear of the Governor and they got a judgment against me for adultery,” she said wryly. “I’m telling you nothing you couldn’t find out for yourself, Captain. My daughter was denied to me and I was more or less banished to Philadelphia. Not that I mind, of course, I’ve built a good life here, as you can see.”
 
   “Yes, I got some idea of that,” Casca said, eyeing the décor.
 
   Katherine smiled briefly. “I was hoping for a divorce so I could marry the good man who has taken me in here, but Ebenezer refuses out of spite. He knows I’m happy here but will not grant me what I wish for.”
 
   “Did you hear from Rose at all?” Casca asked.
 
   “Once or twice. Some of her letters got through to me although a number did not. She wished to come and live here, but I fear Ebenezer felt he would lose one of his bargaining tools over me if he allowed that. So I’m not at all surprised he was keen to marry her off to the first man that came along. Tell me, Captain, are you intending to marry my daughter?”
 
   Casca paused. Marriage wasn’t something he normally considered, or even entered into. His condition was one hell of a block on that. He usually was able to hang around any place for about ten to fifteen years, and then after that folk began to get suspicious that he didn’t age. What he normally got up to was to bed a wench or two, have fun for a few years, then move on. He couldn’t have children so he wouldn’t leave them holding the baby, so to speak, and it was best he moved on before they got a little suspicious. Most of the time he tried to avoid a relationship but there were times when it was impossible to ignore what came naturally and the little head overrode the big one. “Ma’am, I’m not the marrying kind. I’m an army man and go where my fate takes me. If your daughter wishes to come with me, then that’s her choice, but I won’t marry her or anyone.”
 
   “How sad, Captain. A man should marry; it gives him something to fight for.”
 
   Casca grinned. “I already have a cause ma’am; a free America. This is my fight.”
 
   Katherine smiled slightly. “A noble cause, Captain. But I hope you understand when I say I will not countenance your continuing liaison with my daughter. No wonder Ebenezer tries to keep her away from you. But you can do me a service; get her away from him and that creature Sir Richard you have described and bring her to me. If you can do that you shall be rewarded, I promise you.”
 
   Casca took a mouthful of the hot tea. That interested him. Maybe he could set up a life here in the colonies in the aftermath of the war, if that were possible. By a life, he thought of one reasonably well off rather than one existing at a subsistence level. Time he had some wealth, he believed. At least here a man could become someone through his own devices rather than be so blessed by birth only. “Ma’am, I shall do what I can. I believe Sir Richard has me earmarked for death. It will be an interesting battle of wits. To take away your daughter from under his wing would be an achievement indeed. I accept.”
 
   Katherine inclined her head in thanks. “You know where I am; you may return here once my daughter is safe. You will earn my eternal gratitude and a tidy sum of money. Now, if you please, I have a busy schedule. You will be seen out by Foster. Thank you for coming, Captain.”
 
   They both stood and Casca bowed, correctly as he’d seen others do in such situations. The niceties of social manners were mostly beyond him but it didn’t mean he couldn’t give them a try every so often. He just preferred to roll with a wench rather than share a cup of civilized tea with them. In fact, he wouldn’t have minded at all having a roll with Katherine if he’d not met her daughter. But he doubted the well-mannered woman would even consider such an act. Smiling to himself, he donned his hat and followed the stern looking Foster to the hall and out onto the stone steps that led down to the street.
 
   So he now had another good reason to rescue Rose. It seemed she was still with Ebenezer, and they were in Boston. He would have to return there shortly. But first he needed to blow out some tension. There was a tavern down by the docks called the Tun Tavern. He’d go there once he changed into more nondescript clothing and enjoy himself for a week or so before making the return journey to Boston and the war. 
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   It was February. The return journey had taken slightly longer than he’d planned because of the terrible state of the roads, and the fact he’d been distracted by events in the Tun Tavern. He had drank too much, sang too much and gotten to know the locals too damned much. His money had run out and that was when he’d decided to skip town before he got chased.
 
   His last few coins had gone on the fare and he’d sat in the carriage on the route back feeling ill for part of the way, and having to listen to the lectures from a parson on the evils of war, drink, money and women. To Casca that seemed to sum up his life. If the parson were right, then he wallowed in evil. So what? I’m a bad boy and I don’t care a damn.
 
   The camp was filthy and covered in mud and snow, mixed into a gluteus mess, half frozen and clumped in huge lumps on everyone’s footwear. Some of the old faces had gone, returned to their farms and homes, but Casca was greeted back with relief by both Major Harper and Lieutenant Wilson. Wilson had been run ragged by the unit and provisions had gone missing. Casca soon put an end to that business.
 
   “Right,” he barked, squelching in front of the ranks of men paraded in three neat rows. “As you can see I’m back, so no more taking it easy. Those of you who haven’t seen me before, I’m your commanding officer, Captain Lonnergan. We’re here to kick the Tories out of Boston so we can get on with running our own lives here without interference from London. That means we have to be patient and take our time. So no thinking it’ll be over in a few weeks. This will take months and need a professional army to do the job, and I’m going to make you move, act and talk like professionals. I’m an old hand at this war thing, so I’m the best kind of leader you can have.
 
   “Also I do not want to see anyone hanging round the camp stores unless you’ve got a reason to be there. If I catch any of you there without good reason, you’ll have me to answer to. From now it’s off limits to all of you unless you have an order saying otherwise. Got it?”
 
   “Sir,” the men answered.
 
   “Very well. Now we’ll see how beautiful you all are. I want an hour’s shooting practice on the range. Your sergeants will sort out the shooting rota. A prize of double rations to those who shoot the best.”
 
   The men grinned. The captain may be tough on them but he made damned sure they were looked after and it was known the men under him were regarded as being the best disciplined by the officers of the army. A few had resented the orders Casca had imposed, but he’d thrown them out in no time. Now he had men who wanted to be there and, so he hoped, would fight as he wanted; tough and fearless.
 
   * * *
 
   In Boston things were not looking good. The exceptionally cold winter had interfered with supplies and reinforcements, even causing the harbor to freeze over. The new man in charge, General William Howe, wanted to quit Boston but the weather prevented him from doing so. He would once the weather improved, but until then he maintained the garrison as best he could.
 
   Sir Richard Eley was not happy. The plans were to sail to Nova Scotia, but beyond that nothing had been decided. If he were to leave North America it would be a disaster for him. So much rested upon his financial plan with Ebenezer Maplin that to abandon it now would be certain bankruptcy for him.
 
   What he needed to do was to marry Rose and become Maplin’s heir. Then all he needed to do was to arrange Maplin’s demise and he would take over the mercantile business and save his perilous situation. But Maplin’s trading company would only survive if the war continued, for the contracts now in place meant that future supplies to the British army would be channeled through Maplin’s company, and bring him great wealth.
 
   Rose was being obstinate. She refused to speak to Sir Richard and barely to her father. Her confinement in Maplin’s house in Boston ate at her and she held out hopes that she would be freed. She had help from an unexpected quarter, however. One of the servants was a sympathizer with the rebellion and soon Rose and Tara, the girl in question, struck up a secret friendship and Tara agreed to smuggle a letter from Rose out of the house and get it to the rebel army lines where it would be passed to Case Lonnergan, as he was now calling himself.
 
   For Sir Richard, the delay in prosecuting the war frustrated him. He asked for, and was granted, an audience with General Howe at his headquarters on Beacon Hill. The grey, low clouds added to Sir Richard’s mood and he sourly entered Howe’s day room upon permission.
 
   He stood to attention, his cap tucked under his arm, until softly ordered to sit. “Tell me, Sir Richard, what is your appraisal of our situation here?”
 
   “General,” Sir Richard said slowly, “we’ve allowed the rebels to establish themselves on the hills and it would take a lot of men to dislodge them. I saw what happened at Breed’s Hill and if the rebels had been better disciplined, I doubt we would have taken it.”
 
   “My feelings exactly, Sir Richard.” Howe sat regarding his junior officer for a moment. He was florid, well-built and possessed large penetrating eyes and a big strong nose. Sir Richard was aware Howe was a Whig, and therefore suspect in being able to pursue an effective campaign. It would have been better to have appointed a Tory. This was the trouble in allowing MPs – Members of Parliament - a military command. It became too political. Sir Richard forgot, conveniently, that he had been an MP until losing his seat to a Whig a few years back. Howe leaned back and steepled his fingers. “Which is why our position here is untenable. The arrival of the rebel guns on the Dorchester Heights means they can now command the docks, something I can no longer ignore. Therefore as soon as the weather improves we will evacuate. We can no longer remain here.”
 
   “But General, the rebels could very well shoot upon the ships as we try to leave.” Sir Richard would have done precisely that.
 
   Howe smiled. “I have come to an arrangement with their commander, this Washington fellow,” he waved a dismissive hand. “Provided we do not burn the town we will be allowed to leave unmolested. Already I have arranged for the supplies to be separated into those which we can take with us and those which we cannot. I shall destroy those that I cannot take with me.”
 
   “Sir, please allow that task to fall to me,” Sir Richard begged. He already could see a profit to be made there. Maplin would be used as the intermediary.
 
   “I had you in mind, Sir Richard. Now, it has come to my attention you are in opposition to the evacuation plan I have in mind. Would you please do me the honor of advising me as to why?”
 
   “Yes, sir. We need a base to begin the counter attack against these rebels. To give everything up would hand the enemy the entire coast. We would then be at a severe disadvantage. I recommend New York, both as a port and a base. It’s large enough to take the navy and the army and is closer to their headquarters of Philadelphia. So why, sir, are you considering Nova Scotia? It’s the back of beyond!”
 
   “Fear not, Sir Richard. New York is on my mind too, but we do not yet have the men to carry out a successful landing, and our losses here thus far have not yet been made good. I understand the King is seeking assistance from his German territories as recruiting in England and Ireland is somewhat slow. This is not a popular war at home, Sir Richard.”
 
   “Germans, sir?”
 
   “Yes. But not from Prussia. I understand they are resentful of us abandoning them during the last war. Fortunately the smaller German states – Hesse, Brunswick and the like – are poor and are willing to send men to us for a subsidy. But they will take time to arrive. In the meantime Boston has become untenable. The sooner we are away from here the better. I intend leaving next month, so prepare your men and property.”
 
   “Sir,” Sir Richard stood up, the interview at an end. He saluted, replaced his cap, and left. Already plans were forming in his mind. He needed to contact the rebels.
 
   * * *
 
   The night was dark. Men were moving quietly to their positions. Word had come that the British were going to try to attack unexpectedly at night, and as usual the spies in Boston had provided excellent intelligence. Casca and his men were directed to the frozen ground overlooking Back Bay, the ice-covered stretch of water separating Boston from the majority of Washington’s men, ready to give supporting fire should the British attack across there.
 
   The men crouched amongst the long grass, scrub and uneven ground, unable to dig due to the frozen earth, waiting with chattering teeth. If the garrison came forth they would be subject to a withering cross fire that surely would stop them dead in their tracks. Estimates were now that the British had between 6,000 and 10,000 men in Boston while Washington could count on 16,000. The numbers favored the American forces, but what would their training have done? Would they still waver should the outnumbered enemy get to them?
 
   Casca went from man to man, checking they were all fine and knew what they had to do. Their section of the line was along an inlet and a promontory, so it snaked in and then out. The ice faintly glowed in the night and anyone crossing over would appear as a dark shape against it.
 
   But Casca wasn’t looking in the right direction. Behind him Purseman was inching forward, a knife in his teeth. For weeks he’d watched and waited for an opportunity, dutifully going about his task as one of the neighboring units. He made sure he hadn’t been too close as Purseman was known by sight to Lonnergan. When the plans to deploy along the Back Bay had been revealed, Purseman had taken the opportunity to sneak away from his unit as they marched to their positions closer to the Dorchester Heights and had followed Casca until they had settled down. Now Purseman snaked forward, ready to take the man out. His job was simple; to kill him and bring some blood-stained evidence back to Sir Richard.
 
   The night was dark and the sergeant had difficulty in spotting Casca at first, but when his quarry set about checking each man, speaking to them in a low voice which Purseman picked up from his prone position on the icy frozen grass, he identified which dark shape he was. Purseman slid forward, gritting his teeth against the knife in the freezing temperature and shivering as it seeped through his jacket, shirt and vest as he slithered across the grass. His fingers were fairly numb but he still had to use his hands so he stopped and sucked on his dead fingers, trying to warm them up. This only served to make them feel even colder and he cursed under his breath.
 
   Now he was a matter of feet away as Casca came slowly from the right, having checked on another couple of men and was making his way to the next group, about twenty feet to the left. Purseman had come up against a stunted hawthorn tree and used it as cover. The two men to his left were hunched miserably against the cold and not looking behind them. Purseman transferred the knife to his right hand and slid into the hollow the two men were using.
 
   “Hey,” one of the men whispered furiously as Purseman landed on his foot. “What are you…?”
 
   He got no further as Purseman’s knife sliced through his throat, stopping any further noise. The man clutched his throat in shock, his eyes wide, and he slumped to the ground, shaking in reaction to his lifeblood pumping out over his jacket. The second man tried to swing his musket but Purseman was too close and was in any event plunging his knife upwards from the waist. The blade sank into the second man’s stomach, angling up, and Purseman clamped his left hand against the unfortunate’s mouth, throwing himself on top and holding him there by his sheer weight, pinning him as the knife blade sliced up into his heart.
 
   Purseman rolled off him and dragged him to the bottom of the hollow, then swiftly pulled the first man on top of him. Both were as good as dead. He wiped the blade on the jacket of one of them, which one he didn’t see and he didn’t in fact care, and crouched, waiting for the arrival of Casca.
 
   Casca came slowly, keeping an eye on the iced over waters below and to his right. He didn’t want to fall down the slope; it would alert the British and probably cause him some injury, quite possibly a serious one. Whatever the case, the watch would be a bust and he would probably be disciplined for carelessness. The next position for his men couldn’t be too far – he had told them to space themselves every ten yards or so. They hadn’t the men to cover every spare yard of soil so this was the best they could do.
 
   The smell of freshly spilt blood came to him as he reached the hollow, and his senses went into alert, but even as he smelt death one of the shapes in the hollow rose up and came for him, some kind of object in his right fist. Casca threw up an arm to both block and to strike the man, but even as his forearm crashed into the face of whoever it was, he felt a burning stinging pain all too familiar in his stomach and he realized he’d been stabbed. Roaring in pain and outrage, Casca struck out blindly, catching the man a second time with a backhanded blow under the jaw, sending the man staggering back.
 
   Waves of nausea and dizziness engulfed Casca and he fell over the soft, yielding body of a man lying at the bottom, legs flying up into the air. He lay there, unable to move, and saw a bulky shape he recognized. “Purseman,” he croaked.
 
   “Fuck off,” Purseman gasped and grabbed for Casca, blood oozing down his face from the blow on the nose he’d taken.
 
   “Captain?” someone called from the right. One of the men he’d just inspected had heard the yell and was coming to investigate. 
 
   Purseman swore vilely under his breath. He knew he’d given his victim a killer blow. The man would just take a little time to die. Ripping off a button and a piece of jacket from Casca and stuffing it into his pouch on his belt, Purseman scrambled over the lip of the hollow and quickly slid down the steep slope towards the ice. The face of the small cliff was uneven and a projecting rock caught him painfully, knocking him up away from his handhold and he fell with a cry, landing heavily on the shore. His thigh took the brunt of the blow, a rock numbing him.
 
   “What the devil’s goin’ on?” a voice demanded from above. 
 
   Purseman got to his hands and knees and cried out as a shaft of agony shot through his thigh. The bone felt as if it were broken, it hurt that much. He hopped onto one leg and bounded awkwardly around a couple of large boulders and made his way to the shoreline. Ice was everywhere and he slipped, falling heavily onto his side.
 
   Above him the man who’d challenged him snapped out something Purseman couldn’t quite catch and then a shot rang out, spitting close to his head and shattering into the ice ahead of him. The ice cracked and splintered and water spattered over Purseman’s face. Cursing loudly he rolled and scrambled to his feet. His thigh still hurt like hell but the shot had given him greater cause in getting away and staggered sideways away from the broken ice and across onto the frozen surface of the bay.
 
   More voices were sounding from above and torches were now being held high to illuminate the night. “There he is!” someone yelled and another shot rang out. Purseman ran for his life, slack-jawed, drooling in fear, eyes wide, seeking out any darkness on the surface that would betray open water.
 
   Ahead to his right more voices were heard, but these were from the British positions. “Who’s out there?”
 
   “Friend!” Purseman screamed, veering off to the right. “Sixty-seventh!”
 
   Behind him more men were leveling their muskets and loosing off shots into the night. Their vision was ruined by the flash of igniting gunpowder but they knew approximately where the fleeing man was and concentrated their shots in that area, determined on hitting whoever it was, not knowing who it was or why he was running. They all assumed he was a spy sending vital information to the enemy lines and had to be stopped at all costs.
 
   Bullets spat all round the portly Purseman and he ducked low as one or two came very close to his head. He kept on going, gibbering in terror, but suddenly he was sent pitching forward by a tremendous blow to his side. He landed heavily and slid a number of feet along the ice, screaming in pain.
 
   “Jesus,” someone said ahead of him, “they’ve hit the poor bastard. Hit them with that bloody cannon!”
 
   A deep boom rolled out ahead and above Purseman as he got up on one elbow and slid a knee underneath himself. He must get to Sir Richard. He must.
 
   The cannon shot smashed into the trees, sending many of the shooting rebels diving for cover. Enraged, they got up and poured more volleys at the distant positions, not realizing they had no chance of hitting anything.
 
   Purseman crawled across the freezing surface of the bay, whimpering in pain and gritting his teeth in determination. He had no idea how badly he was hurt, but he had a mission to carry out. Now gun-carrying men were coming for him from ahead, cautiously walking on the ice and watching ahead for anyone. Purseman called out feebly and flopped to the ice. The men got to him and examined him. “Cor strewth,” one exclaimed in a thick Cockney accent, “this blighter’s in a bad way!”
 
   “Get me to Sir Richard Eley, commander of the Sixty-Seventh,” Purseman panted. “It’s vital!”
 
   “Corporal?” the Cockney asked a second man.
 
   “Get him up,” the corporal ordered, “he must be a spy for our side.”
 
   The soldiers awkwardly lifted Purseman who gasped in pain, then they half carried, half dragged him to the shore and a fort that stood close to the water’s edge. Purseman was taken to the infirmary, a small, primitive room with two bunks and bowls of evil smelling liquids on work surfaces. From the light of the candles it was clear Purseman was bleeding to death. “Get Sir Richard!” he breathed, staring up at the men.
 
   The corporal snapped an order and a runner departed for Beacon Hill. Sir Richard was roused from his sleep and was about to tear into the adjutant who had done the deed when he was informed as to why he’d been woken. Sir Richard dragged on his uniform and strode sharply after the messenger, down the grassy slope to the fort by the water’s edge. His jacket hardly kept out the cold but Sir Richard didn’t notice.
 
   He pushed his way through the crowd who had gathered outside the infirmary and turned to the duty corporal. “Get these people out of here; this is a matter of Crown Security.”
 
   “Sah!” the corporal snapped a stiff salute and ushered the soldiers out and shut the door, leaving Sir Richard and Purseman alone. “Purseman!” Sir Richard whispered, bending low towards the ashen-faced man. “Can you hear me?”
 
   The stricken man’s eyes fluttered open. A lop-sided smile passed across his face. “I got ‘im, Sir Richard,” he said with difficulty. “Long, ‘e’s dead.”
 
   “Are you sure, Sergeant?” the Baronet leaned even closer, ignoring the smell from Purseman.
 
   “In my pouch, sir – Long’s jacket buttons and a piece of ‘is coat…. I got ‘im in the guts with me knife….”
 
   Sir Richard eagerly opened the pouch and pulled forth the bloodstained piece of cloth and a couple of buttons. “Well done, Sergeant! Well done!”
 
   Purseman sighed and his tongue worked tiredly. He was getting weaker. “Sir, me wife – Molly – you’ll see she gets me money, will you, sir?”
 
   “Of course, Sergeant, it’s the least I can do.” Sir Richard took the small bag of coins Purseman passed him, the remnants of what had been given to him a few months back. 
 
   “And me pension?”
 
   “That, too, Sergeant. You’ll be remembered.”
 
   Purseman smiled, drew in a deep breath, then relaxed, shuddering. He went still and Sir Richard was left standing by the side of a corpse. He looked down at the dead man, then at the bloodstained cloth in his hand. He swiftly put it in a pocket and stuffed the coin bag in another. He then opened the door. The men crowding in the passage outside were allowed back in. “He’s dead, Corporal,” Sir Richard commented. “Arrange for him to buried here.”
 
   “Of course, sir. What name?”
 
   “Prescott,” the Baronet said evenly. “Private. No next of kin.”
 
   “Sir,” the corporal saluted.
 
   Sir Richard returned the salute and left, crowing to himself in triumph. Damn Purseman’s pension, he’d merely state he had deserted and was never found. No trace of him would ever surface again. He’d keep the money; after all, it had been his in the first place. He could now go to Rose and present her with Long’s torn and bloodied jacket. There was nothing left now to stop her from marrying him. He walked back up to Beacon Hill in high spirits.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115245]CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   For Casca the pain was unendurable. He’d lain amongst the bodies of the two men for a fair amount of time until the excitement of the shooting had died down. He was curled up in a fetal ball, his hands clutched around his stomach, recalling the first wound he’d received at the hands of Sporus, his Decurion back in Jerusalem just after the Crucifixion. It was then that he first realized he couldn’t die. That terrible feeling engulfed him once more and he was shaking with the memory of it when men came flooding over the lip of the hollow.
 
   “Good God!” one said, “there’s bodies everywhere here!”
 
   Three, in fact. Hands grabbed the three and checked their state. Casca groaned and he was immediately released. “Captain Lonnergan? You hurt?”
 
   Rather a dumb question, but understandable. Casca waved feebly. “A slight wound, boys. Just get me to my tent. Did the guy get away?”
 
   “’Fraid so, sir,” one of the men said. “I think these two poor souls are dead. Who was it, do you know?”
 
   “A British spy,” Casca gasped, trying to endure the waves of pain that flowed through his body. “Probably told his masters of our strength and positions.”
 
   The men groaned in disappointment. “I think I shot him but I can’t be sure,” someone else piped up. “Then they began shooting back.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s when I dove for cover!” the first man laughed. The rest grumbled in agreement.
 
   More men were coming along the line. Shots were occasionally ringing out, fired by nervous sentries, and the officers were trying to get some semblance of order before somebody got shot by their own side. “Where’s Captain Lonnergan?” Major Harper asked, coming through the undergrowth, escorted by a few of his staff.
 
   “Over here, sir. He’s hurt.”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   Casca waved for the men to put him down. He sat awkwardly, gritting his teeth. Major Harper loomed above him, half seen in the darkness. “What happened?”
 
   “Sir. British spy broke through our lines, killing two of my men and wounding me before escaping. The men here tried to shoot him but we think he made it back to Boston.”
 
   “Pity,” Harper said. “Names of the two dead? And you, Captain, how bad are you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine by the morning. It’s more shock and being winded than anything serious.” He knew by morning the wound would be closed, if he were allowed to rest the remainder of the night. He ought to be able to get around without help by then. “I don’t know who got killed. Ask the duty sergeant, sir.”
 
   “Very well. Go get some rest and I’ll get the surgeon to visit you.”
 
   “I’ll visit the surgeon myself sir. I should be fine by morning.” He winced as a spasm of pain shot through him. He’d need help to get to his tent. Harper moved off, leaving Casca breathing in as deeply as he could, fighting the pain and waves of nausea. The internal mess left by Purseman’s blade would be healing but he wouldn’t be able to eat anything for a while, at least not until well into the next day. Every time he got wounded in the gut he threw up unless he didn’t eat. His body rejected food while it cured itself.
 
   “Sergeant, get two men to assist me in returning to my tent,” he ordered quietly.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the sergeant saluted lazily.
 
   Casca groaned and rocked back on his buttocks. If the British had hoped to launch a surprise attack then the noise and confusion that had accompanied Purseman’s break for Boston would have put an end to that, and it also gave away the fact the rebel forces were waiting for them. Damn that man Purseman! No doubt he would report to his master that he’d killed his quarry, and Sir Richard would now think Cass Long or Case Lonnergan out of his way. He would have to get into Boston somehow fairly soon and see if he could get to Rose.
 
   In the event a few days later word came that Howe had evacuated Boston, using what transports he had, breaking out into the clear water and leaving some supplies and munitions behind in his haste to get away. Some of the forts were blown up but Boston was now free of the soldiers and Washington and his men wandered into the city, wondering what would happen now.
 
   Casca was frustrated. His wound had nearly healed and he had reported back for action, much to Harper’s surprise. The men were in a celebratory mood but Casca couldn’t think of any reason to be happy. Rose had gone along with her father and Sir Richard to God knows where, and the Tory army was unbeaten. They’d be back somewhere soon, he had no doubt. And what of the rebel army? Men were still drifting away, and more went now that they had achieved what they saw as a victory. General Washington was heard to vent his frustrations at the ‘mercenary spirit’ of the men under his command, wishing they were forged into an effective fighting force, but every time he thought he was getting somewhere he lost more men who thought their job finished and quit. Getting men to sign on for more than twelve months at a time was like pulling teeth.
 
   He visited Casca’s unit as part of his tour of the units and was once more impressed with Casca’s grasp of the military situation. Clearly this officer had done plenty of soldiering in the past. “Tell me, Captain,” he said while the two looked over the mess that had been left by the professional army before their evacuation, “if you were Howe, what would you do now?”
 
   “Look to win the war quickly. Go somewhere that could be held much more easily, and be guaranteed of some local help. There’s as many people who support the Tories as the rebellion here in the colonies. Not all are as radical as Massachusetts.”
 
   “And where would that be, in your opinion?”
 
   “General, the obvious place is New York.” Casca looked to the south. “A big harbor, plenty of support further south, and the government forces in Quebec could push south down Lake Champlain and the Hudson and cut the colonies in two.”
 
   “Agreed, Captain. Perhaps you ought to be a general?” Washington was smiling.
 
   Casca grinned back. “Thank you sir. Would Congress approve the promotion?”
 
   Washington chuckled. “No. I have plenty of generals at the moment anyway, ones with proven track records; Putnam, Heath, Spencer, Lee and so on. I’d be hard-pressed to find you a role. But if you don’t mind I’ll keep you in mind if I need some advice if we ever get bogged down into a situation.”
 
   “Glad to help, General. What now here, sir?”
 
   “Clean this mess up, sort what’s useable from the trash and take it. I’m reinforcing the New York garrison and may send you down there with your militiamen. I’d like you to take a look around and see where we can improve the defenses, if you feel that’s something you can do? I know General Lee is down there but I’d like a second opinion of the defenses. He may get on well with you, Captain. He likes the militia,” Washington said, a wry twist on his lips.
 
   “Whereas you, sir, would prefer professionals and no others in your army,” Casca ventured.
 
   “No offense to you, of course,” the general said, turning and looking Casca square in the face.
 
   “None taken, sir. I actually agree with you on that, but while we have the militia as the biggest part of the army we must use them to the best of our ability. In time we may get enough hardened veterans to take on the enemy face to face, but not at the moment; they’d whip our asses.”
 
   Washington chuckled again. “A necessity in these hard times. I can’t even get uniforms to equip the army with, or a standard musket. We have so many different types that take different sized musket balls, and we’re desperately short of bayonets. If the enemy army closes on my men it would be terrible. But what I have to battle the most is this ridiculous attitude of quitting after one year. You’re one of the few who’ve re-signed, and that I admire. I’m fighting with one hand tied behind my back and Congress is messing me about.”
 
   “General, do you think we’ll go our own way eventually?”
 
   Washington thought for a moment. “Yes, Captain, I really think we will. Its time for the colonies to stand on their own two feet; we’ve outgrown the nest and we don’t need mothering anymore. We’re grown up enough to make our own way on life now, and London is like an over-protective mother trying to stop us from leaving the nest. We’ve got to be able to develop and we won’t as long as we’re tied to the mother country.”
 
   “People here are more self-sufficient, that’s for sure. They’re suited to the independent life, sir.”
 
   “Indeed they are. We have to determine our own destiny and this is a fight I don’t intend losing. With more like you around, Captain, I’m sure we’ll come through eventually.”
 
   Casca scratched his jaw. “It’ll be a long, hard fight and many will die in the process, general.”
 
   “The sacrifice of our generation is necessary for the future ones to determine their own destiny, Captain. Freedom, liberty. As Thomas Jefferson told me a short while back, ‘I hold that the Tree of Liberty is well-watered with the blood of Patriots’. No more the dead hand of oppression. Don’t you agree?”
 
   “All very well, general, but will we get a government that sticks to those noble ideals?”
 
   Washington smiled and clapped Casca on the shoulder. “Of course! I know these men in Congress, people like Benjamin Franklin. He’s working on something this very moment.”
 
   Casca smiled back automatically, but he was thinking of Rose. Where had she gone? He had promised Katherine in Philadelphia he’d deliver Rose to her, and at the moment he had no idea how he was going to live up to that. It ate at him.
 
   A few days later he left Boston with his unit of Massachusetts Militiamen and marched south west via Concord and Hartford on towards New York. His was the advance party of what Washington had promised would be the gradual redeployment of the Continental Army, as it was now being called, from Boston to New York. It took twenty days to march the men the two hundred and fifty or so miles and by the time they approached New York they were pretty tired and looking forward to a billet and rest. They marched along the Boston Post Road, hugging the Long Island Sound, and then crossing the Bronx River, came to King’s Bridge that led to the island of Manhattan. The countryside here was a gently rolling series of hills dotted with trees and copses, and the frequent watercourses serviced an abundant wildlife. They crossed onto Manhattan and marched south down the long road to the city, sited at the southern tip of the island. The streets were wide and flanked by tall, imposing three and four storied stone and brick buildings, and they were impressed by the neat, tidy arrangements of the roads into a grid pattern.
 
   The wide bay stretched out ahead and Casca could see ships plying to and fro, coming to the docks that stood on the left or ferrying people to east or west. Isolated houses stood across the water to Long Island amongst the thick growths of trees there. Casca’s professional eye took all this in as he led his company down to the barracks standing close to the waterfront by the docks. The officer in charge of the billeting was a tired looking New York Captain by the name of Klein, a German, judging by his name and accent, Casca thought.
 
   “You will have to take your men around the rear and them there house,” Klein said slowly. “There is just enough space to them take. If Congress sends any more soldiers here they will have to find alternative accommodation. There just isn’t the space!”
 
   “If the Tory government forces turn up there’ll be plenty more soldiers to find beds for,” Casca informed him. “General Washington is looking to bring the Continental Army down here shortly anyway, so if I were you, Captain, I’d start looking for other accommodation. We’re talking of about twenty thousand men.”
 
   With that Casca marched his men off, leaving Klein looking even more harassed. The billets were small, Spartan but clean. He saw to the men being housed, four to a room on bunks arranged to either side of each room, then found his own room, and gratefully threw himself onto the single bunk standing there. Being an officer certainly had its advantages, no matter what army one fought in.
 
   He had just about relaxed enough to ease the aches in his feet and calves when there came a knock on the door and Casca groaned, levering himself up into a sitting position on the bunk. “Come,” he said.
 
   A young soldier appeared, looking a little apprehensive. “Captain Lonnergan?”
 
   “That’s me, son. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Sir. Compliments of General Alexander. You are to report to him at his headquarters immediately.”
 
   “General Alexander?” Casca echoed. “Where’s General Lee?”
 
   “Sir, General Lee had to go south to the Carolinas to fight an uprising by the Tories there. General Alexander is in charge now.”
 
   Casca sighed and stood up. “Very well, son. Lead on.” He was led through the streets to a large mansion with smartly dressed guards in blue and white at the entrance. They were checked by the officer on duty and led into the inner sanctum where the young soldier reported he’d done his duty and was allowed to leave by Alexander. The new commander at New York was a smooth-faced man with a high, receding faintly red hairline, a strong jaw and piercing eyes. He was smartly attired and wore a white neck scarf. On the way over the young soldier had advised Casca to address Alexander as ‘Lord Stirling’, for that was what Alexander wished to be known as, claiming the title but having his claim rejected by the government in London.
 
   Casca couldn’t care less if Alexander wanted to call himself Lord Beelzebub, Duke of Hell and Damnation. All he wanted was a commanding officer who knew what the hell he was about. He saluted smartly and stood at attention before the Scottish general.
 
   “Relax, Captain,” Lord Stirling said gently. “We’re not in the Tory army here.”
 
   “Sir,” Casca relaxed.
 
   “I’m told General Washington himself appointed you to – help – with the defenses here in New York. Am I right?”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   Lord Stirling sighed and looked at his aides who remained impassive. “We already have made plans on fortifying the city from possible attack. Would you like to see them, Captain?” The tone was heavily sarcastic. 
 
   Casca decided to play things straight. “Sir, if you please.”
 
   Stirling scowled at his impertinence. He did flick a hand at one of his officers who produced a large sheet of paper and placed it on the table in front of the general. “So, Captain, as you can see, plans are well under way. I doubt you can add anything to them.” It was a statement rather than a suggestion.
 
   Casca eyed the penciled marks on the official map of the city, harbor and environs. It showed not only New York and Manhattan, but also Long Island, New Jersey and Staten Island. A single fort was marked on the Brooklyn Heights and two others along the Jersey shore and Manhattan. Lines of trenches were marked along the Brooklyn Heights and further east of Manhattan.
 
   “I’m surprised that General Washington found it necessary to send an engineer to oversee works here, especially when we have plenty here ourselves.” Lord Stirling could be very acidic, Casca judged.
 
   “Sir, there are not sufficient entrenchments marked along the Brooklyn Heights or further to the east of Manhattan.”
 
   “Indeed, Captain? Perhaps you share General Lee’s opinion that New York cannot be held against attack? Should General Washington be informed of your opinion?”
 
   “Sir,” Casca looked the furious general in the eye. “I can advise you of my opinion, I cannot tell you. You asked for my opinion, I did not volunteer it. You are the commanding officer here and your word is final. All I can do is to give you my experienced view, and this is that these defenses are not going to be enough.” He stepped back and assumed a stiff formal pose again. To hell with Lord Hell and Damnation. 
 
   “Gentlemen,” Stirling leaned back and addressed his fellow officers. “We appear to have a man gifted with foresight amongst us.” The men around Stirling smiled. Casca sneered at them. Stirling continued. “Go take this map, Captain, and assess what is needed. Be aware that unless I approve of your amendments, what we are already building will remain so.”
 
   “Thank you sir. I shall of course inform not only yourself but General Washington of my recommendations.”
 
   “You can go in person to inform Congress if you so wish, Captain. I’m in command here, not Congress, not General Washington and certainly not yourself. Do you job Captain. You are dismissed.”
 
   “Sir,” Casca saluted, folded the map and left, cursing under his breath. As he left a man shouted and Casca turned in surprise. A slim man with dark hair came bounding down the steps of the mansion house. He was dressed in a smart uniform of the Delaware regiment posted in New York. This regiment was one of the smartest in the Continental Army and clashed with the assortment of uniforms and colors displayed elsewhere. “Yes?”
 
   “Captain Lonnergan, sir. I’m to accompany you on your tour of the defenses, compliments of Colonel Haslett.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Private Peter Courtney, sir. I was an engineer before signing up.”
 
   “Well, Private Courtney, it seems we have quite a job on our hands.”
 
   Courtney nodded. “I helped in the original survey of the area. We made plenty of recommendations that were ignored. To be honest,” Courtney leaned closer, “one fort won’t make much difference. We need plenty more.”
 
   “That’s what I thought, Private,” Casca agreed. “Come on, talking here ain’t going to help matters. You might be able to help me get around all the places. You know this area well?”
 
   “Fairly well. We’ll need a boat, that’s for sure.”
 
   Casca grinned. “Let’s go requisition one, shall we?”
 
   Courtney smiled. “Down there,” he pointed along the East River, “there are jetties and plenty of boats. All sizes.” 
 
   They made their way to the waterfront and haggled with one of the skippers of a smallish ferry. They hired him for the day and he agreed to run them about the harbor area for a couple of shillings. Casca thought he was a part-time highwayman taken to the sea. Nonetheless, Casca now set about surveying the area, using his centuries’ experience to see whether New York was, in fact, defendable.
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   Halifax in Nova Scotia was windswept, bleak and cold. Rose hated it. She was sunk in her own pool of misery. Having been rudely and forcibly taken from Boston during the evacuation had been bad enough, but during the voyage north a smirking Sir Richard had taken her aside and presented her with a torn and bloodied piece of clothing with silver buttons on it.
 
   He had told her in no uncertain terms that this had been her beloved’s before Sir Richard’s man had killed him, and torn the piece off his dead body as proof. Rose didn’t know for certain it to be true, for the clothing didn’t match Cass’s the last time she’d seen him. But there seemed to be no deception in Sir Richard’s face or voice. Her face had crumpled and she had fled to her room and cried for most of the voyage. Sir Richard had spent the time either in her father’s company or with the other officers, picking over the faults in their strategy.
 
   General Howe was now making plans to attack and retake the important towns and cities, a move designed to drive the rebels from the centers of population and to split them in two. They felt confident of the plan, and hoped that it wouldn’t be too long before they put it in motion.
 
   Sir Richard had planned with Ebenezer in setting up a center of trade in New York. It would be the perfect place, being the main port to receive trade from Britain and the continent. Army munitions and supplies would have to come to New York initially, so Maplin’s would be one of the main importers. Money would roll in. Ebenezer rubbed his hands together in glee. Now all that remained was for Sir Richard to marry Rose.
 
   On their arrival in Halifax Sir Richard sought out the chief minister, a parson called Green, and browbeat him into agreeing to a marriage ceremony at the church, The Holy Nativity. So it was a week after arriving in Halifax that Rose was virtually frog-marched up the aisle by her father and made to stand next to Sir Richard. The ceremony was attended by officers of Sir Richard’s regiment and a few curious onlookers. The Maplins were not represented by anyone.
 
   Rose kept her head bowed, listless and indifferent to what was going on. She had to be asked to speak up in response to the ceremonial parts requiring her to talk, and after a ring had been put on her finger by Sir Richard, a predatory smile on his face, they were declared man and wife. Rose kept her veil over her face, as much to hide her tears as anything else, and she was walked out of the church and under the twin rows of officers presenting their swords above their heads. Sir Richard smiled and took the congratulations from his fellow officers in good stead, and fended off questions as to Rose’s quietness as being the result of her overwhelmed by the whole occasion.
 
   The newly married couple went to Sir Richard’s temporary quarters and Rose was taken upstairs. She stood silently in the bedroom while her husband took off his uniform. “Remove your dress, dear,” the Baronet said with irony, “or I shall do it for you and not care how it is done.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Rose asked in a small voice.
 
   “Produce heirs; my title must live on, and you shall give me sons.”
 
   “I shan’t! You shall not touch me!” she snapped, suddenly rebellious. There was only so much someone could take.
 
   Sir Richard looked over her, his fists balled. “You are my wife – you have your marital duties to perform. This marriage will be consummated here and now!”
 
   “They will not!” Rose shrieked.
 
   Sir Richard’s backhander to her jaw sent her falling, and she was dragged to her feet and flung to the bed. Her dress was torn apart by the maniacal man and she raised her arms to fend him off, only to receive three hefty slaps across the face. She lay there, dazed, and felt her clothing torn off. She closed her eyes to what was going on and lay there, unresponsive.
 
   Sir Richard didn’t give a damn whether she made a move or not. He was Ebenezer’s heir now and the only thing left was to father a son to carry on his title and name. This woman, who he cared little for, was to be the vessel for those plans. He didn’t care one bit whether she died in childbirth or not, only that he got a son. So he forced himself into her and sated his needs, pulling out angrily and dressing himself as soon as he’d finished.
 
   “Get yourself made presentable, woman,” he ordered, “or I’ll beat you until you do. You will learn to be obedient. Remember your wedding vows. You are mine now so don’t forget it. You are my property.” With that he left, leaving Rose to curl up on the bed and cry herself to sleep. 
 
   * * *
 
   Casca completed his survey of the land around New York’s harbor area, thanks to some pretty hard work by Pete Courtney. As they had made their way round Long Island and the plain to the north east of Manhattan, Casca had asked his companion about his life. Courtney had an interesting past. Born in Oxford, England, he’d traveled widely in his forty years, sailing the seas in the Royal Navy initially as a fifteen year old, then as a merchant seaman when he’d jumped ship in Calcutta. He’d been in the east for a few years, shacking up with an Indian girl but his wanderlust had gotten the better of him and he’d sailed to the Spice Islands a few times, and found on his last return the girl had gone along with all his worldly possessions.
 
   So Courtney had sailed west via southern Africa and ended up coming to America wanting a new life. It had given him something of a world wise view on matters and he was in no doubt as to where his sympathies lay. “I’ve had enough of the Old World,” he had said one time as they looked down on the land to the south of the Gowanus Heights. “Too many do’s and don’t’s. Here at least things are fresh and we can make our own rules. We don’t want some king making up laws that have nothing to do with us.”
 
   “Lots of folk here have the same view,” Casca had replied, marking down a few notes on the map. “It’s all down to wanting a greater say in the everyday running of your lives.”
 
   “And you?” Pete asked, “what do you think?”
 
   “I think people ought to fight for what they believe in,” Casca said slowly. “And if it means war, then so be it. People have fought wars over all sorts of things in the past – religion, land, food, hell even women! Most of the time it’s for the benefit of someone else like a king, or emperor. Why not fight a war that benefits you directly? Makes more sense than fighting for someone else’s benefit – unless you get paid for it of course,” Casca had added with a wry smile. He’d done plenty of that.
 
   “Mercenary work?” Pete had asked. “Not for me – I just want a life free of conflict – but I’m prepared to fight for that right. I’ve seen far too much over the world to want to go back to that kind of life. Some people live terrible lives. At least here I can determine what I do, so if some privileged monarch in Europe tries to take that from me they’ll have to kill me first.”
 
   “Well that’s a possibility,” Casca had looked at Pete carefully. “Plenty have died that way before on a losing side. You prepared for that, Pete?”
 
   “Better to have fought and lost than not to have fought at all, that’s what I say,” Pete had said, leaning on his musket. “But I can’t see us losing; there’s too many of us here and the Tories can’t keep on sending troops over here all that way and hope to keep the colonies. No matter how many battles they win, we’re here and they’re not. They’ll never win, in the end.”
 
   Casca had to concede that point.
 
   Now they had finished and were gratefully sinking an ale in Howard’s Inn, sited at the foot of Jamaica Pass that cut through the Gowanus Heights on Long Island. A wooded slope stood at the rear and crows were nesting in the trees. The inn consisted of a number of buildings, all of wood and a gaily painted sign outside declared ‘Shines for all’ with a rising sun as the symbol. They would drink their ales and then climb the pass back to the boat moored on the East River to the north-west. The main building had a huge overhanging sloped roof supported by wooden pillars and beams, so shaped to keep the winter snows away from the entrance.
 
   “Do you think they’ll act on your recommendations, Captain?” Pete asked.
 
   “I don’t know. That general Lord Stirling or whatever he wants to call himself seemed put out that I was here on Washington’s orders. I think he took it personally that his defensive measures are being checked on. But any commanding officer worth his salt would check, no matter what.”
 
   “So do you think what we have is enough to stop an attack?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   * * *
 
   As expected Lord Stirling did nothing to change what was already there. A number of forts placed along the water’s edge on Long Island at Brooklyn and along the shore of New Jersey at a place called Paulus Hook weren’t going to stop an invasion force. The defending force badly needed Washington and his Continental Army down with them to allow enough men to guard all the bays and creeks that might be used. The problem was that it would be General Howe who chose where to land, not Washington or Lord Stirling. Casca’s main concern was from Long Island itself; the governmental forces could land anywhere on the huge island and then marshal their forces unopposed before marching on the rebel positions at the western end of the island.
 
   It was how this position was defended would determine whether New York could be kept, and Casca privately believed that the preparations were insufficient. As summer approached more soldiers arrived and eventually Washington himself turned up, satisfied the Tories had gone from Boston and Massachusetts and not likely to return any time soon. One of his first moves was to appoint General Greene commander of the Long Island district and question Stirling over the defensive works he’d constructed. After thanking him he sent Stirling back to his unit, now part of General Sullivan’s division based in eastern Manhattan outside the city of New York itself.
 
   Casca was sent for and questioned at length by Washington. Casca pointed out the deficiencies in defending the approach to the Brooklyn defenses, and indicated the Gowanus Heights were the best place to dig in and try to stop any advance from that direction. “The western side, ours, is gently sloped and long, while anyone approaching from the interior of Long Island which they will, of course, will have to try to force a steep slope heavily wooded. The terrain favors the defense, General.”
 
   Washington nodded, poring over the map and noting Casca’s marks. His adjutants did likewise, making mental notes, ready for a reply to any question their commander may fire in their direction. “Very good, Captain, but at present I’m not sure whether the enemy will land there, or sail up the Hudson and land on Manhattan itself, or even here,” and pointed to the interior beyond Manhattan, “close to the White Plains. We haven’t the men to be everywhere at once in sufficient strength to deal with a determined landing, and my information is that Howe is amassing anything up to 35,000 men.”
 
   “That’s an exaggeration, surely, sir,” Casca looked in surprise at the general.
 
   “A possibility, yes, but the word is that King George has called upon his German allies to supplement his own forces, and there are German forces now with Howe.”
 
   “Which German states, sir?” Casca asked sharply, causing Washington to look at him in surprise.
 
   “Why do you ask, Captain?”
 
   “Ah, I, ah, served with the Prussians in the European war a few years back and wouldn’t wish to face them in battle.”
 
   “Rest assured, Captain, Prussia is not interested in our little war. They told the king to keep his war. I believe they are still sore at Britain’s callous abandonment of Prussia during that campaign once she had acquired what victories they wished for in India and the Americas. No, instead they have contingents from…. where from, Richard?” he asked one of his aides, standing just behind the seated general.
 
   “Hesse and Brunswick, mostly, general.”
 
   “There you are, Captain, so fear not about your former friends.”
 
   Casca looked relieved, but not because he feared the Prussians, it was because he didn’t want the possibility of coming face to face with any of those he had befriended or served with over fifteen years ago. They would wonder why he showed no sign of aging. He didn’t want to go through all that again. It did get wearing with the centuries, and he didn’t want to have to move on until it was absolutely necessary. Besides, it was getting harder to settle into a new land these days; things were more organized and communications were improving all the time. Now there were customs and immigration officers springing up everywhere. Gone were the days you could just get on horseback and ride to a new place and settle in with no questions asked.
 
   Casca was dismissed from the general’s presence with thanks for his hard work. He wondered whether Washington would take his recommendations seriously. Not that Casca regarded himself as an ‘expert’ in fortifications by any means, but centuries of experience had given him knowledge that transcended any qualification someone may wave at generals just to impress them.
 
   The big change had been because of gunpowder; now forts were built with a glacis, a sloped ground leading up to lower and thicker walls designed to deflect cannon balls up and over the actual buildings. There were star-shaped defenses and lots of money went into constructing them, but guns were constantly being improved as was the gunpowder, and it was a race to develop better defenses, rather like in the good old days of swords and armor. The English had the great bow, which had scared the pants off the French and Scots, and so armorers in those days did their best to design and make better and better plate armor, with ridges, increased thickness, and strengthened steel.
 
   It was all for naught as the English bowman could still kill at half a mile with this weapon, and his personal memory of Agincourt came back to him with the French struggling uphill into a hail of arrows, staggering under the appalling storm to their deaths. Five thousand English and Welshmen loosing off death every five or six seconds, so that they could have three or four arrows in the air at any time.
 
   Then someone had discovered you could train a man to use a gun in ten minutes rather than rely on twenty years to develop an effective bowman, and the days of the archer were numbered. Bows were still more accurate and had a longer range than muskets, but it was cheaper and easier this way, so no longer did you have ranks of Englishmen lining up to kill you at half a mile.
 
   Damned good thing, too, seeing that the British were on their way to New York to argue possession with the rebels.
 
   Casca had no illusions about holding onto it, if Washington’s estimates on the numbers available to the government forces were anything like the truth. Also the rude shock the British troops had been given at Boston would now have been taken on board and they would fully expect a real fight and ought to be prepared accordingly. Of course they might be led by idiots and morons and still think they were facing ignorant farmers and woodcutters. Casca didn’t think that would be the case, however.
 
   He settled into his routine in patrolling the Brooklyn area. His superior officer, Major Harper, had set up his headquarters near Fort Stirling, a newly completed bastion named after Lord Stirling. Casca pulled a sour face. It had been just about the only meaningful contribution Lord Stirling had made before he’d been superseded by General Greene. Casca was part of Israel Putnam’s division and his forces were scattered across the southern tip of Manhattan Island and the shores to either side. Since Casca had helped to reconnoiter Long Island already, it was agreed to keep him there and to set up patrols.
 
   And not long afterwards a flotilla of warships appeared from the east and sailed into Long Island Sound and seemed to fill the sea. The British had arrived.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115247]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   The big news after the arrival of the soldiers in the sound was that Congress had issued a Declaration of Independence. A messenger with copies arrived breathless from Philadelphia and passed them to General Washington, and then had copies pinned up all around New York and the text read out in public places. That caused a great deal of excitement and everyone had little else to talk about that day. It made a change from wondering when General Howe would move from Staten Island where he’d set up camp for all his soldiers after the voyage from Nova Scotia. 
 
   Casca knew there was no going back from that moment; it now was a fight to the bitter end. Up to that moment most people were fighting to have a bigger say in their lives, but it seemed the small group of radicals had their way and now wanted to break from the mother country. An interesting part of the declaration was the right to revolution. Much of the paper was a list of abuses by King George III and in a fit of patriotism, the citizens went to the statue of George at Bowling Green and tore it down, stating the statue would be melted down for lead balls to shoot back at his subjects. Casca thought that a good touch.
 
   His thoughts now turned to more practical issues. When and where would the British – as he realized he should call them now as opposed to the Americans – land to try to wrest New York back for the King? Staten Island sat south of New York City, and they could go anywhere by ship that they chose. The Americans had no ships to speak of and they had tried to sink hulks in the waters to block any Royal Navy moves up to the city, but a couple of them had recently sailed past many fortified places and exchanged shots. It was clear they could land anywhere; New Jersey, Manhattan or Long Island, or even behind Manhattan near the White Plains, but Casca thought that too far and they’d be surrounded by enemy territory there. 
 
   If he were Howe, he’d seek to push in from the edges so as to have friendly territory behind him as he pushed on. Long Island seemed the best place because it was so big and there were plenty of bays and inlets to land troops. So he sent out more patrols on a daily basis to scour the area, to check that nobody had landed anywhere in the vicinity. Not that they wouldn’t notice; it seemed that the entire Royal Navy was anchored off Staten Island and it would be hard not to notice a landing somewhere along the coast. No, they would come at night.
 
   Casca got fed up with waiting at the company headquarters and went out on patrol himself a few times. It was always the same; the trees, fields and hills were empty of enemy forces. What was Howe doing, sitting there on Staten Island? The longer he waited the more organized the American army got. Washington was constantly battering away at Congress, insisting they send munitions, supplies and money to build up the army. If they were to have a chance in defeating the British they had to have a large professional army, and at the moment they were still beset with the problem of men leaving at the end of their period of signing on.
 
   The summer had come and the fields and woods were full of life. It seemed really strange that men would soon be killing each other in these very areas, but such had been the way of things for as long as Casca could remember. He idly cut aside some long grass with his officer’s sword, an item of equipment he’d recently acquired. Major Harper had tried to get Casca to part with his musket but Casca refused, saying he would have both; the sword was a old friend, the familiar feeling of a hilt in his hand bringing a smile to his lips, but he was practical enough to know these days death was dished out at range as well as at face to face, and he had no intention of getting into a fight and not being able to shoot at someone.
 
   Major Harper in fact was having a problem with his captain. The man was an enigma; he knew soldiering and sometimes said things that no man ought to know. Tactics, strategy and just basic warfare he knew almost without thinking. Harper could see Lonnergan come out with a correct solution to a problem almost without thinking. He was an encyclopedia on war, and spoke of it sometimes as if he were an eyewitness of past battles. Lonnergan had smiled and explained he’d studied war in Prussia when staying in Berlin but Harper couldn’t see how anyone could amass such knowledge in even a man’s lifetime. But Lonnergan spoke fluent German, and this was useful for the few Germans in the unit who’d recently immigrated. Who was Lonnergan really? He said he had been born in Ireland but Harper, a Scot by birth, knew plenty of Irishmen and none looked or spoke like Lonnergan. He looked Italian, in fact.
 
   Yes, an enigma, but a damned good man to have. Harper just had the impression Lonnergan could dispense with all those above him and fight the war single handed – and probably win – and was only tolerating him and the other officers out of a sense of good manners. Harper had read the report from Lord Stirling about Lonnergan which reinforced his thoughts about the man. Lonnergan did his own thing no matter what superior officers said, and the maddening thing was that Lonnergan was always right, damn his eyes. Lord Stirling’s complaints about the insubordinate manner of Lonnergan had been dismissed by Washington who clearly thought the captain could walk on water. Still, Harper was canny enough to allow Lonnergan enough slack to do his job; the men liked him and they were happy enough, and Harper used that to look good to his commanding officer, Colonel Holman. Holman reported to Brigade-Major Hopkins, and he reported to Brigadier-General John Fellows who in turn reported to Major-General Israel Putnam. All quite clear, and Lonnergan seemed to know that too, for whenever he spoke to Harper, he clearly followed the lines of command.
 
   So Major Harper tolerated Captain Lonnergan, but retained his suspicions about him, not knowing exactly why he was suspicious of him. He was good, too good.
 
   Casca was unaware of his commanding officer’s thoughts. He was busy checking on the dispositions of the unit and the neighboring units. It seemed things had been left to drift recently, owing to the confusion as to where Putnam’s area of responsibility ended and Greene’s began. Greene had also fallen ill which hadn’t helped things, and the brigade commanders had done nothing to help, relying on someone taking over to give them orders. Casca was worried this inactivity was leaving gaps that could be exploited.
 
   He went out that morning to have a look for himself, taking five men with him, a corporal and four privates. They walked along a dirt track at the bottom of a shallow valley that led into the interior of Long Island, listening to the birds and the insects. Sweat beaded their foreheads in the heat. The heavy woolen clothing they wore was a little too thick for this time of year but there were no alternatives.
 
   The thing that worried him the most were the passes through the Gowanus Heights. It would be fairly easy to post men there to block them but so far nobody had done much about them other than stick a few men there to keep a watch on them. If the British arrived in force they could force them and then they would be beyond the best natural defensive feature on Long Island. Much of the terrain was covered in woodland and only on the far side did the trees thin out into grasslands. 
 
   The air was heavy and oppressive; the humidity was bad and the men grumbled as they made their way along the dirt road. Casca got them to climb the long slope to the top of the heights and they looked down through the trees to the wooded plain before them. The sea glittered in the distance, a few miles to the south, and it all seemed peaceful. Casca’s main problem was to argue a build-up of the defenses here when Washington and the high command just didn’t know where and when Howe would make his move, and with how many. He could easily strike in two different places, given the numbers of men he reportedly had at his disposal.
 
   Clouds were gathering from the sea and the Eternal Mercenary sniffed the air, looking up. He had a feeling bad weather was on the way, and said so to the others. The men muttered amongst themselves. They wanted to be back in their barracks before the weather broke. Casca took one last look over the countryside and turned about. He’d come this way again the next day. He definitely had a feeling about Long Island; if he were the British this is where he’d come.
 
   The storm broke that evening, a violent thunderstorm that lit up the night sky. There were repeated strikes on the ground and some men were even struck. The morning after Casca got up as usual and washed, shaved and ate a frugal breakfast. He was too keyed up to bother with a time consuming meal. Stuffing buttered bread and a hastily brewed cup of tea down his throat, he called out for the duty sergeant to assign him five men to accompany him on the patrol for the morning.
 
   But as they emerged from the barracks there appeared a messenger on horseback, riding hard from the south. He spotted Casca and came to a sudden halt. “Sir! Sir! The British have landed!”
 
   “Where, man?” Casca snapped, the tension snapping inside him.
 
   “Gravesend and Denyse’s Ferry. Thousands of ‘em, sir!”
 
   “Go to General Sullivan’s headquarters immediately, lad. It’s a mile down the road there at Fort Stirling,” Casca pointed down the road.
 
   “Sir!” The messenger galloped off, leaving Casca and his men standing looking down the road towards the south.
 
   “Sir, what do we do?” one of the men asked, his face strained.
 
   “Rouse the men – all of them. I’m going to report to Major Harper. I want an inspection on my return. Corporal,” he addressed the non-commissioned officer with the soldiers, “make sure all have weapons, powder and musket balls.”
 
   “Sir!” the corporal saluted and began barking orders to the nervous soldiers.
 
   Casca made his way to Major Harper’s hut, a woodsman’s hut that had been appropriated at short notice. Major Harper was busy studying a list of equipment that his unit had been issued with and was frowning at the cost of it all. Somewhere savings would have to be made. He looked up irritably as Casca crashed in excitedly. “What’s the meaning of this, Captain?” he demanded.
 
   “The British have landed south of us, sir. I’m assembling the men.”
 
   “Who reported it, Captain?”
 
   “A messenger on horseback, sir. He’s gone onto General Sullivan’s headquarters.”
 
   Harper studied an impatient Casca before him. “I want you to take a small squad south and verify this messenger’s report, then return and report to me directly, do you understand?”
 
   “Very good, sir.” Casca saluted and turned to go. Harper called him back. “Sir?”
 
   “Do not engage the enemy if you do see them,” Harper waved a finger at him. “I want to know how many there are.”
 
   “Of course, sir,” Casca nodded and ran back out of the hut, grumbling about being asked to do the obvious.
 
   Casca came up to the assembled line of men, just twenty of them, including the corporal. He checked to make sure they were all armed and ready, then led them out of the camp and along the damp dirt road through the trees up the slope of the Gowanus Heights. He wanted to see if there were any enemy troops in the area before descending down to the plains beyond. Puddles lay in the road and to the side, and the air had that smell to it that you got just after rain; a fresh, moist earthy aroma.
 
   They climbed rapidly, panting in the heat, and spread out at the top, peering through the leaves and foliage. Ahead stretched the plains of Long Island, woodland giving way to farmland, and then in the far distance, the sea. Ships could be seen at anchorage a long way off, and men could also be seen moving about in the far distance. Farmsteads were dotted about and fencing, hedges, copses and brooks all served to hide much of what may or may not be there.
 
   Casca waved the men down the steeper slope on the far side and they emerged from the woods onto the farmland hesitantly. They knew enemy soldiers were up ahead somewhere. The Eternal Mercenary called them to a halt and tapped two men on the shoulders. “Go on ahead and scout; if you see anything get back here at once.”
 
   Having a bad feeling he turned to the corporal. “Get the men to assemble a barricade across the road here. Grab what wood you can; there’s plenty of broken fencing about.”
 
   “Sir,” the corporal replied and began directing the men to get one built. Casca walked on ahead a few yards, then stopped, tapping his musket stock thoughtfully. If there were thousands of British soldiers ahead, then some sort of noise or sign would surely be discernible.
 
   The sound of the men putting up the barricade was too much and so he stepped along the road a little more. Grass grew long by the roadside and the plank fencing separated the fields from the road. Ahead the land dipped and a row of trees ran across his line of sight.
 
   The two scouts were coming back at a run, hands on hats, casting glances back behind them every few seconds. Casca gritted his teeth. The enemy wasn’t far behind, if the scouts’ actions were anything to go by. “What do you see?” Casca asked as they came into hearing range.
 
   “A company of redcoats, sir, coming along the road! About a hundred of them!”
 
   “Damn,” Casca muttered. He turned to the rest of the men. “Get behind the barricade, now!”
 
   The men stopped their work, grabbed their muskets and scuttled behind the hastily assembled barricade, a mass of planks, branches, trash and other odd assorted objects they had found by the roadside. They crouched, holding their breaths, and waited. Casca joined them and let the two scouts past him, then knelt on one knee by the edge of the road, on the end of the barricade, and peered down the barrel of his musket.
 
   He saw the colors first; the flags fluttering high as the smartly marching soldiers advanced down the road. He slowly leveled his piece and trained it on the officer leading them, then lowered it in disbelief. It was Sir Richard Eley.
 
   “Corporal, get a flag of truce raised. I want to talk to that officer.” He stood up, watching as the British came on, then saw Sir Richard recognize him and utter an exclamation. He raised his hand and the column began to slow and he stepped forward, his saber drawn, face showing shock. 
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   Sir Richard took a couple of slow steps forward, disbelief written all over his face. His saber hung loosely from his right hand, forgotten in the confusion running through the British officer’s mind. Casca stood still, watching his enemy approaching with a wary expression. His men stood ready behind him, sensing the tension between the two men. Even though the flag of truce flapped lazily above them, they would be prepared to open fire if anything happened.
 
   The British troops watched too, waiting for something to happen.
 
   “You’re supposed to be dead, Long,” Sir Richard growled, his face thunderous.
 
   “You got it wrong, Major,” Casca addressed him by his military rank, not wishing to recognize his nobility. “And the name’s Lonnergan, not Long. Captain Lonnergan of the Massachusetts militia.”
 
   “The militia,” Sir Richard sneered dismissively. “You make it sound as if it’s something important!”
 
   “It is,” Casca countered, “and they’ll give your pretty boys a good hiding, Major. Where’s that bastard Sergeant Purseman?”
 
   “That’s none of your business,” the Baronet said testily. “He’s elsewhere.” He studied Casca closely. “You have no uniform; how can you be treated as a Captain?”
 
   “I have the rank, given to me by General Washington.”
 
   Sir Richard laughed nastily. “General Washington? A failed militia captain, such as yourself? Well in that case we have nothing to fear if this is the caliber of your officer corps.”
 
   “Don’t forget, Major, these men gave your regulars a bloody nose at Boston. I was there. Talking of Boston, what have you done with Rose?”
 
   Sir Richard smiled evilly. “She is now Baroness Eley. We married in Halifax.”
 
   Casca’s heart stopped for a moment, then painfully landed in his chest and resumed beating. “You – bastard,” he breathed.
 
   “Hopefully she will be carrying my child. I’ll find out in due course. She believes you dead, Lonnergan.” 
 
   Sir Richard could be such a supercilious pompous patronizing swine, Casca mused. He could pour scorn and contempt in bucket loads just by using one word. “No doubt you informed her of that, after being misinformed by Purseman. Well, Major, your tame sergeant messed up. I bet he told you just to cover up his failure.”
 
   “He will suffer for that,” Sir Richard slapped the flat of his blade against his thigh. “But for now we have a little issue of our own to solve, don’t we? You’re outnumbered. Give up. I’ll spare you from the hangman’s noose if you give up now, but if you continue to oppose King George’s rule then you’ll all hang as traitors to the crown.”
 
   “You heard we declared independence, Major? That means we’re no longer subjects of King George, may his gonads rot off.”
 
   Sir Richard looked outraged. “Your Declaration of Independence isn’t fit for wiping my arse on it, Captain. Like your so-called rank, it’s a work of fiction. Nobody will take it seriously, the same as I don’t take your rank seriously. When we have won I’ll personally force you to eat that damned declaration before removing your head and having it mounted on the gates of my mansion.”
 
   “You know what, Major, I think you and I are going to have a serious disagreement very soon. I think I’ll have to kill you, if only to save Rose from a life with you, you stuck-up upper class moron.”
 
   “Peasant!” Sir Richard spat. “You should all be hung as an example to others of your kind. I think this discussion is at an end!” He turned round stiffly and stamped back to his waiting men.
 
   Casca did likewise, his guts turning over with the news that Rose was married to that idiot. How would she regard him if he killed her husband? He might be doing her a favor, or he might not. He’d need to speak to her to find out, but it seemed she was in Halifax, wherever that was. “Take cover, men,” he said, ducking behind the hastily erected barricade. “I think the British are going to attack in a moment. I sort of irritated that strutting peacock.”
 
   “Who is he, Captain?” one of the men, a Corporal Salter from Worcester, asked.
 
   A damned baronet, no less. As black-hearted as any devil I’ve met. Nobody shoots him, got it? He’s mine.”
 
   “Sure thing, sir,” Salter grinned. “He’s really a baronet?”
 
   “Aye. A couple of hundred years ago our kind would have been bowing and scraping to people like him.”
 
   Noises of derision came from the crouching Americans. They had been born free men in the Americas and they were damned if they were going to give up their freedom to people like Sir Richard Eley and King George. If necessary, they would die for their beliefs.
 
   The British infantry loaded up, their bayonets twinkling in the sun as their muskets moved in the air. Casca grimaced; once again they were short on bayonets and would have to keep the regulars at arms’ length if they were to have a chance.
 
   “Steady, boys,” Casca said to his platoon. “Don’t shoot until I give the order. Make every shot count. Aim at the stomach, not the head.” He loaded up too, his saber in its sheath by his side. He at least could fight hand to hand but his men couldn’t, so he would have to bear that in mind.
 
   Sir Richard snapped orders to his sergeants and the company spread out across the grass, presenting a wider front that outflanked the twenty men of Casca’s unit. Casca grunted in grudging approval; Sir Richard was no tactical novice. He may be an asshole but he was a clever one. That made him doubly dangerous.
 
   “By the line,” he heard a voice shout from the enemy line, “forward ten paces.”
 
   “Here they come, boys,” Casca said and knelt behind the ramshackle collection of wood and debris. It wouldn’t hold an attack up for very long. “One shot and then reload fast.”
 
   The line of muskets came up to face the silently advancing British soldiers, looking bigger in their red uniforms, which was precisely what they were designed for. They came to a halt and uttered a grunt and brought their weapons up. Casca centered his aim on the sergeant issuing the orders. Sir Richard was towards the rear, clever swine, so the NCO was the next best target. “Now!” he cried and squeezed the trigger. There was a flash from the pan, smoke billowed up and he felt the butt kick hard into his shoulder. The rotten egg smell of discharged powder filled his nostrils and a cloud of white smoke obscured his vision for a moment.
 
   As the smoke thinned he saw a number of soldiers staggering, falling or lying on the ground. But now they were faced by an enemy who had discharged their weapons and were defenseless for a few moments. There came a bark from the line, but not from the sergeant Casca had fired at. He was lying face up on the grass, his arm outflung. A roll of shots came from the line and smoke poured from the red line, and bullets crashed into the barricade, shredding the wood in scores of places. Five men were flung back and others cried out, clutching shoulder, arm or leg wounds.
 
   “Get the wounded and get out of here!” Casca yelled, realizing his small command would be overrun in moments.
 
   His men sprang back from the collapsing barricade and the hurt were picked up roughly and carried or dragged with them back along the road towards the line of hills and trees. Casca quickly checked two of the fallen but they were beyond help. He swung round and checked on the enemy. They were advancing on him bayonets wickedly gleaming, and the Eternal Mercenary decided to get out of there yesterday. Lucky there were no dragoons or his ass would have been theirs.
 
   He ran after the rearmost of his men, making sure none were in danger of being caught. Behind him the barricade was being torn down and smashed aside, and soldiers were kicking their way through, determined expressions on their faces. As he ran he reloaded, urging his men to do the same. Those not carrying or supporting a wounded comrade did so and knelt by the roadside, shooting individually at the half-hearted pursuit. The shots served to keep the enemy at bay and although a few shots came back at them, the range was such that the shots went wide or high.
 
   Casca watched as Sir Richard waved the men to stand back and he stood staring at the distant figure of Casca. The Eternal Mercenary waved once at him and made a gesture with his musket and then drew a finger across his throat. The baronet remained still, glaring at his enemy retreating into the woods, but at least he’d driven the reconnaissance back, even if it had cost him twelve casualties. He’d inflicted five deaths and another six or so casualties on the enemy, not a bad return for a morning’s work. He’d report to General Howe, making sure his part in a great victory was put down in writing. For now the wounded would have to be taken care of. He began to issue new orders to his men.
 
   Casca and his men paused for breath in the depths of the wood close to the summit of the ridge. Some American soldiers had come down the track, alerted by the shooting, and Casca briefly gave them a summary of what had gone on. “You think they’ll come up here, sir?” one of the soldiers asked nervously, his fingers opening and closing on the barrel of his musket.
 
   “No, not today, son. That was just a recon force. They just had more than we did. Keep an eye out though, we don’t want them coming up this pass. I’ll report to my superior and we’ll pass the word back that they’re down there in force.”
 
   He checked on the wounded. Three were fairly badly hurt; they would have to have operations to get the bullets dug out of them, not something that filled Casca with confidence. Two others were bloodied but relatively fine; their wounds had been superficial and were only bleeding badly, and once these had been bandaged up with strips of torn shirts they looked better. They then made their way back along the road, skirting the marshes and eventually got back to their camp. Casca turned the platoon over to the duty sergeant and went straight to Major Harper’s office. He barged in without knocking, outraging the adjutant who vainly tried to block him.
 
   “Sir,” Casca began breathlessly, “the British are in an advanced position along the Narrows Road. We fought a skirmish and sustained ten casualties…”
 
   Harper stopped whatever he had been writing and stared up at Casca sternly. “Captain,” he said softly, “please conduct yourself properly. This is not a tavern.”
 
   “What?” Casca could hardly believe his ears. “Major, sir, the enemy are on the other side of the Gowanus Heights. We have lost five dead and five wounded, sir.”
 
   Harper frowned. “I believe I asked you not to get into a fight. Numbers?”
 
   “A company, about eighty or ninety men, sir. We inflicted a dozen casualties on them, I think.” 
 
   “And is this position open to them to advance upon us, Captain?”
 
   “No, sir. Lord Stirling’s men are defending the pass, as you know.”
 
   “Then, Captain, there’s no need for such excitement. I would much prefer you to present your report in a much calmer manner, if you please.”
 
   Casca looked at his commanding officer in disbelief. “Major, sir, this needs to be taken to General Sullivan immediately.”
 
   “I shall make my report to him in due course, rest assured, Captain. I thank you for your promptness, and now I suggest you go to your quarters. I specifically asked you not to get involved in a fight and men are dead or wounded. You appear to be overwrought. Perhaps action has pushed you too close to the edge? I wonder if your powers of command are affected by your excitement? You say five men were killed – if you’d shown a clearer head perhaps these men may not have been lost? I shall consider replacing you as captain if you continue to show such outbursts. You may go.”
 
   Casca stood, his mouth open. Slowly he shook his head and turned around. “We’ve got a war coming to us and you’re worried about the right way to enter your room. Shit.”
 
   Major Harper scowled at the scarred man’s back. He didn’t know why Lonnergan made him so irritated but he was determined to get rid of him. It wouldn’t do to have a subordinate who clearly believed himself better than his superior. The trouble was Harper had a gnawing feeling Lonnergan was a better soldier, but this would make Harper look bad and if a new America was coming Harper wanted to be someone of note in it, and people like Lonnergan, while useful in gaining the new nation its life, were useless in times of peace and consequently needed to be gotten out of the way as fast as possible. It stood to reason therefore that Lonnergan and those like him should not gain positions of prominence so that they could be quickly and quietly pushed out of the way when peace came. Washington was another such man – a nuisance. The trouble was some idiot had made him general and that would make him difficult to put away somewhere out of the way when hostilities ended.
 
   People like himself, Harper believed, were the future, people versed in law and business. Soldiers had their uses but had to be controlled. Only those able to use words and wealth could properly shape society, a peaceful one where trade and law ruled. Soldiers should be put away in their place and only brought out when needed.
 
   Harper sighed and dipped his quill in the ink well. A new letter would have to be written. One that requested Lonnergan be posted elsewhere, to a quieter place. That way he could not show his martial qualities and regrettably come to the attention of the top people. Only by surrounding himself with people of lesser abilities than himself could Harper shine. So he began to compose his note to General Sullivan.
 
   Casca had no intention of allowing the fool Major to stick to his rigid protocol. Damn him and his rules. He strode quickly along the road towards Fort Greene. Casca smiled despite his mood. Every general seemed to want to name a fort after himself. Washington and Stirling had done the same already. Sullivan had only been in charge for a couple of days so it was too early for him to follow suit, but Casca guessed it wouldn’t be long before Fort Sullivan was built somewhere along the shoreline. 
 
   Towards the shore the ground dropped away so that he had a good view of the waters through the trees as he hurried along the road. British ships dominated the bay and to him it was clear unless the Royal Navy was denied command of the sea, the fight for independence would be a hard and difficult journey.
 
   General Sullivan was more welcoming than Harper had been, and messengers were coming and going all the time from the command center. Soldiers were running here and there and it looked like a bee hive being disturbed. An adjutant asked Casca to wait for a moment and reported the arrival to Sullivan. Within moments Casca was sent for and he presented himself, saluting smartly to the general, who was seated behind his table flanked by papers, maps and staff officers. Sullivan was dressed, like almost every senior commanding officer, with a smartly buttoned breast coat underneath an overcoat with tassels on the shoulders and a brass gorget hanging around his neck. His face was dominated by a broad nose and piercing brown eyes, and a slight double chin spoke of a rich diet. “Captain. I understand you’ve been involved in some skirmish along the Narrows Road?”
 
   “Yes sir. We lost five men. The British had a dozen casualties all told.”
 
   “Show me where.” Sullivan waved a pudgy hand over the map of the area.
 
   Casca leaned over the map and orientated himself for a moment. He jabbed a finger down on the spot close to the Red Lion inn. “They had a company led by a Major Sir Richard Eley.”
 
   “You know him?” Sullivan asked sharply.
 
   “Yes, sir. We’ve – crossed before.”
 
   “I see.” Sullivan frowned and stared at the spot. “I have had reports of gunfire from that area. That must have been your fight. Have you reported this to your senior officer?”
 
   “First thing I did, sir. He – ah – has a less urgent manner than I do.” Casca smiled wryly.
 
   Sullivan chuckled briefly. “I shall await his report in that case. He may take umbrage of course that you showed such initiative.”
 
   Casca grinned. “I can handle it, sir.”
 
   Sullivan decided he liked the roguish looking man in front of him. “Captain Lonnergan, is it? Are you the same Captain Lonnergan who carried out a survey on behalf of General Washington?”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Ah. It seems you have a mixed reputation. Lord Stirling doesn’t think as highly of you as General Washington does.”
 
   Casca decided to smile. He didn’t know why but he had an impression Sullivan didn’t care too much for Stirling. “He didn’t sir. I recommended an improvement to the defenses along the Gowanus Heights rather than building more forts along the shoreline, sir. Since the British are already on Long Island I can’t see the point in building more sea defenses. We need to keep them from crossing the Heights.”
 
   “As it happens, Captain, I agree with you. I’d appreciate you showing me where you think we ought to concentrate our forces.”
 
   Casca leaned over once more and pointed to the Gowanus Heights. There were three roads that crossed over them; the westernmost one was the Narrows Road that came close to the shoreline and the Gowanus Creek. The creek ensured that no army could cross that point so the route through there was fairly narrow. More marshland and ponds served as extra defenses there. “This is the closest point to us here, and the most easily defended. Five hundred men could hold up ten times that number if they come at you from the road.”
 
   “And if they don’t, Captain?”
 
   Casca shrugged. “They’ll make one helluva noise crashing through the trees and bushes, and their formations will be broken up. The British prefer to fight in orderly lines so they can concentrate their fire. They don’t train their soldiers to be marksmen or to act as rangers.”
 
   “Agreed. What about elsewhere?”
 
   The central portion of the Heights was crossed by one road that passed close to a house on the top and then cut down behind any defenses that would be set up along the Narrows Road and came out close to the creek. “You’d have to block that road. What’s that house there, sir?”
 
   “Cortelyou House, so I believe.”
 
   “That should be made the local headquarters, sir. From there a local commander could co-ordinate both this road and the Narrows. You’d need more than a few hundred men to hold that pass.”
 
   Sullivan was impressed with Casca’s tactical grasp. This was a promising officer. “And beyond the ridge, along to our left flank?”
 
   Casca glanced across to where yet another road wriggled across the countryside and up the ridge. Two roads in fact converged on the other side and then crossed the Heights as one. “I’ve checked that personally, sir. There’s an inn at the foot of the pass, and this road, the Jamaica Road, needs to be secured. They could roll you up if they take that and cut off the entire defensive line. Your right is secure as it’s pinned to the shore, but your left is up in the air, if you excuse the expression, sir.”
 
   “I like it, Captain,” Sullivan grinned. “I think I’ll take a look myself tomorrow and make sure all those positions are manned adequately. The problem we have is a lack of men. General Washington still thinks the main British effort is going to be elsewhere.” 
 
   Casca shook his head. “They’re here in force. I’ve no idea how many they do have here but to send out a company as a recon force tells me they have plenty more behind them.”
 
   “Our intelligence says at least nine thousand, Captain.”
 
   “Some diversionary force if it is one, sir.”
 
   “Agreed. Very well, Captain, thank you. Best you return to your unit. Who is your overall commanding officer?”
 
   “General Putnam, sir.”
 
   “Ah, yes of course. I’ll pass on my compliments to him about your actions.”
 
   “Thank you sir,” Casca saluted and left. He felt better after his meeting with Sullivan. At least the general looked as if he were going to do something rather than sit on his backside and wait. By the time he got back to the camp it was clear everyone was getting ready for battle. Gunpowder was being stockpiled as were muskets and boxes of bullets. The supply staff were working hard in getting the munitions out from the stores. Casca sought out Lieutenant Wilson. Wilson was looking harassed and was visibly relieved to see Casca. “Sir. All hell’s broken loose. We were looking for you.”
 
   “What’s up – King George is inspecting us?”
 
   Wilson looked at Casca sternly. “Sir – Major Harper wants to see you in his quarters. I think he’s angry at you not being in camp.”
 
   Casca groaned. Harper was becoming a pain in the ass. He made his way to the command hut, irritated and hot. He badly wanted a drink. Harper was standing up and waved him in without hesitation. “I could have you court martialed, Captain, for going absent without permission from the camp.”
 
   “I was over at General Sullivan’s camp, sir.”
 
   “So I understand. Messengers travel faster than a man on foot, don’t they? You disobeyed my orders, Captain.”
 
   “I did not, Major,” Casca snapped. “I don’t recall you telling me not to go to General Sullivan’s camp.”
 
   Harper shook his head sadly. “Insubordinate as well as disobedient. I have enough to have you dismissed. Thank you, Captain. You are to be confined to your quarters until I receive a reply from General Putnam. I have recommended you be relieved of your duties. I doubt you would agree to serve in my unit so you may transfer to another unit but I do not wish for you to continue to serve under my command here.”
 
   Casca stood for a moment, his fists clenched. “It’s a pity you’re a Major. You’re an ass; the army needs proper soldiers, not fools who try to be. The British army is full of officers like you; if this army goes the same way we’ll lose this war.”
 
   Harper’s face darkened. “You’re only making things worse, Lonnergan. This unit cannot function with both of us in it.” He turned to the guards standing by the doorway. “Escort this man back to his tent.”
 
   The two guards came over, expressions of regret on their faces, their muskets unslung. Casca turned to face the first. “No need for those, boys. My gripe isn’t with you two. I’ll go.”
 
   Casca was escorted anyway as he made his way to his tent, muttering. Lieutenant Wilson was dismayed to hear of Casca’s fate. Casca clapped the young officer on the shoulder and congratulated him on taking over the company. He then stuffed what few possessions he had into his pack, before throwing himself onto his makeshift bed. He had little doubt Harper would get his way. The only bright note was that Casca had made a good impression with General Sullivan, and he would go over to him and request joining his unit.
 
   A few hours later, just as it was getting dark, they came for him and Casca got up, grumbling. He would learn his fate soon enough now.
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   There were five men standing in a group, and all turned to watch as Casca was escorted by the two guards into the hut. Harper was there, a smug expression on his face. Casca just wanted to wipe it off. A second man stepped forward to study him. It was General Israel Putnam, whom Casca recognized. White-haired, portly, and red-cheeked. He looked like a jolly fat uncle. Casca stood smartly to attention.
 
   The other three were clearly staff officers of some note. Putnam stood with his hands behind his back. “So, Captain, I understand you’ve been guilty of some serious lack of discipline? We can’t have that, particularly when the enemy are about to do battle with us. What do you have to say in your defense?”
 
   “Nothing, sir. I only took what action I deemed appropriate in the circumstances. General Sullivan will support me.”
 
   “General Sullivan has been relieved of his duty as commander of forces on Long Island,” Putnam said. Casca flinched; it was like a dagger through his heart. The general noted his expression. “Indeed. General Washington decided that General Sullivan was not the best man for the job here and appointed me, as of this afternoon.”
 
   “Then I have nothing to say, sir.”
 
   Putnam sighed. “We need soldiers. Good soldiers preferably. But we cannot have men who disregard orders and their superiors. If we did then discipline would go to hell in a handcart in no time. I have little choice but to support Major Harper’s recommendation that you be relived of your commission.”
 
   Casca said nothing, staring into infinity over Putnam’s shoulder.
 
   Putnam wagged a finger at him. “You may wait outside under guard. I have to discuss certain matters with Major Harper here which are for his ears only.”
 
   Casca was ushered out firmly and stood by the step next to the door, the two guards flanking him with bored expressions on their faces. They would much prefer to be doing something more interesting. After a few minutes Putnam and his three aides came out. Putnam took a good look around. “I hear you’ve been a busy man, making recommendations to my predecessors about the defenses here. Well don’t entertain such ideas with me. I have my own plans to defend this area and I won’t need your advice, Lonnergan. Now, I also hear you’re a pretty good soldier, and I have decided you’d be best employed as one.”
 
   “General?”
 
   Putnam smiled thinly. “Not as a rank-and-file soldier; I think you’d be excellent as a scout. Your skills could be best utilized in that manner. You will report directly to me. I want you to go and find out where the British are and how many are in each place. I must have some idea where they’re going to attack and with how many.”
 
   The Eternal Mercenary puffed out his cheeks. Only a short while ago he was a captain. Now he was a mere scout with the rank of private. “Do I have a musket, sir?”
 
   “And suitable equipment. Get kitted out at my depot back at Fort Greene.” Then the elderly general took Casca by the arm and led him away from the hut. He spoke in a low voice, his eyes kindly. “I think it better you keep clear of Major Harper, Lonnergan. I need people like you to fight and people like Harper to follow my orders. I can’t rely on Harper to do the right thing at the right time, but I do need a steady ship and the two of you arguing all the time won’t help any of us. I’m sorry it’s come to you losing your commission but in war promotions can come about just as easily. Keep on my right side, Lonnergan, and I’ll make sure you’re fine.”
 
   “I just worry about the men, sir. I’ve trained them to fight the right way and I don’t like the prospect of them being led badly.”
 
   “Leave your successor to me. I’ve given Major Harper plenty to do so he won’t have the time to worry about such things. Your men will be in good hands, believe me.”
 
   Casca nodded. There wasn’t much he could do, in all honesty. He wanted to be able to do what he was best at; fighting. Harper was clearly intent on destroying him so the sooner he was away from the man the better. “Mind if I say goodbye to the men, sir?”
 
   “Not at all. Go ahead. I’ll continue with my tour of the units so I’ll leave you to report to the depot, collect your equipment and start scouting. I’ll give you a note to the commissariat, hold on.” He beckoned one of his aides over and took a book from him, ripped out a page and scribbled on it with a quill, the ink being held by the aide. Clearly some sort of secretarial assistant, by the look of him. Casca took the note and passed by the camp to say his farewells.
 
   The men and Lieutenant Wilson were disappointed to see Casca go and wished him well. Judging by their expressions Major Harper was going to have an awkward time. Good, a pox on him, Casca thought nastily. Now, freed from the shackles of responsibility, Casca felt much lighter in spirit. Perhaps Harper had done him a favor after all, the Eternal Mercenary mused as he made his way down the shaded track towards Fort Greene. Now he could get on with his personal vendetta against that bastard Sir Richard Eley. 
 
   Sir Richard was at that moment listening to the plan being outlined by his superior, Major-General James Grant. Their plan was to pin the American forces against their lines of defense and hook round the open end, the American left, and roll up their lines. If that failed, then a costly frontal assault would be the result, and after Boston none of the British wanted that.
 
   Sir Richard’s men were part of the diversionary attack, to be launched against the enemy right close to the sea. Sir Richard was not pleased; he wanted to be in the group to make the break through. Still, there was opportunity – if the colonials broke then he and his men could run them down and slaughter them like the rabble they were.
 
   They were to gather that evening and wait for the signal to attack on the morrow. No noise if at all possible. Sir Richard decided to write a letter as he got back to his tent. He sat and put his legs up on the foot stool and his servant pulled off the long leather boots. “Polish them well, Bradbury,” he ordered loftily, “I wish to look my best when leading the men into battle.”
 
   “Very good, Sir Richard,” Bradbury bowed. “Your uniform will be brushed too and ready for you in the morning.”
 
   “Good show, Bradbury. I wish to write to Lady Rose in Halifax. Prepare me writing paper and ink.”
 
   Bradbury bowed again and fetched the items, then left to polish Sir Richard’s boots. The baronet eased off his jacket, finding it a little too warm in the August afternoon, and composed his letter in his white shirt and breeches. Now he was married to the heiress of the Maplin business, he could begin planning the untimely and unfortunate demise of Ebenezer Maplin, thus paving the way for him to take over the business empire.
 
   But first a war must be won and a particularly loathsome man by the name of Lonnergan had to be taken care of. He decided he would ask Bradbury to sharpen his saber. A man of standing ought to take care of a lesser person with the sword. It was the only way to reinforce his position in society in the eyes of the lower classes. Teach the damned upstarts a lesson. Like most of his social class, he had taken plenty of lessons in fencing and was fairly adept at using his blade.
 
   How he would think differently if he knew Lonnergan had been using a blade for seventeen centuries and had fought in the gladiatorial games in Rome was anyone’s guess, but perhaps in this instance ignorance was bliss. 
 
   * * *
 
   Casca slid through the undergrowth, peering ahead in the gathering dark. Once more he was on his own, without a command. The last few hours seemed to go just how his life went. Up and down, up and down. One minute in charge of a body of men, the next the lowest of the low. He’d been a god, and a slave. Being busted down from captain was nothing in comparison. He grinned. Life could throw whatever it liked at him, he’d come through it all no matter what. He was still a soldier and that was what he loved.
 
   He also would love to kill that stuffed shirt Sir Richard Eley. The next time he had the chance he would take it. Damn him and his marriage to Rose; Rose would be a grieving widow for a day, then she could get on with her life and enjoy it away from the irritating swine. But first she would have to be found and rescued. Casca had the idea she would be drowning in the stuffy social circles of British officer’s wives. 
 
   A twig snapped ahead and he froze. Once again his mind was on other things and he nearly got his ass in a sling. Rebuking himself he cautiously lifted his head and saw a group of men crouched in the undergrowth, a few faint torches flickering amongst them. He held his breath in surprise. He’d stumbled upon a regiment, if he was any judge of numbers. And they weren’t out here enjoying the summer night air for nothing. It was an attack.
 
   Sliding back slowly he retraced his route. If he made any noise he’d be caught and then he’d have no chance to alert the Americans up on the ridge behind him. He backtracked and cautiously slid into a ditch that ran along the side of the road that led up to the Heights and began crawling away from the waiting redcoat positions. He breathed shallowly, not wanting to make any undue noise, and slowly put more distance between him and the enemy.
 
   But luck wasn’t on his side. A pair of boots suddenly appeared in front of him and a bayonet filled his vision. No American unit had those, except for a couple, and the boots were definitely British issue. Casca slowly raised his head and saw the dark shape of a British soldier standing above him. He could even make out the gleam of his teeth as he smiled. “Now what have we here?” the redcoat asked in an unmistakable Scots accent. “A snake in the grass?”
 
   “Aw, shit,” Casca groaned softly.
 
   The Scot chuckled. “Hey, Angus, I’ve got me one. Come here.”
 
   Casca dropped his musket and sat up, glaring up at the soldier. A second shape came ambling over, weapon casually cradled in his arms. “What is it, Jock? Some queer beastie?”
 
   “Aye,” Jock confirmed, keeping the point of his bayonet a few inches from Casca’s face. “A right queer one indeed. Right, Jimmy,” he said with some authority to Casca, “get up.”
 
   “I’m not called Jimmy,” Casca growled, slowly getting to his feet.
 
   “Oh, it speaks,” Angus said in mock surprise. “Perhaps an exhibit for the zoo?”
 
   “Why don’t you fuck off?” Casca snapped.
 
   “That’s nae way to speak tae us,” Jock growled. “Put ye hands on ye head and turn round.”
 
   Casca went to put his hands up, then shot out his hands, knocking the musket aside and following up with a straight forearm blow to Jock’s jaw, sending his head snapping back with the force of the blow. Angus brought the muzzle of his musket up to aim at Casca but the Eternal Mercenary was already moving, half turning with one foot planted on the ground and swinging his other leg round and up, kicking the gun out of the surprised Scotsman’s hands. It went wheeling off into the night and Angus stood there gaping at his empty hands.
 
   Wasting no time Casca slammed a fist into Angus’ gut and chopped hard down on his exposed neck, sending him crashing noisily to the ground. Jock was groaning, trying to get to his feet, and a few voices were enquiring about the commotion from the ranks of the nearby soldiers. Casca grabbed his musket and ran hard, not caring about staying quiet. Not for the first time he silently thanked the long dead Chinese sage Shiu Lao Tze for teaching him the moves of the Open Hand. It always surprised Europeans when he used it. Nobody had ever come across such moves before in this part of the world. There were advantages in living a long time.
 
   Shouts came behind him and Casca kept on running, hoping nothing would trip him up. Whatever the unit was, it was posted almost at the foot of the ridge and had only a short distance to travel before it came into contact with the defenders. Casca wondered at there being no shots, and guessed the British didn’t want to give away their positions. They must be hoping that his word wouldn’t be believed.
 
   He got to the climb and slowed, breathing hard. He looked around and saw nothing. There were lights here and there in the distance, but nothing that could be made out. The road up was a winding one and Casca made his way smartly up until a voice challenged him. Casca responded with the agreed password and he was quickly surrounded by soldiers. “Have a care,” Casca said urgently, “there’s an entire regiment of redcoats down there. I wouldn’t be surprised if they came up here at first light.”
 
   “You joking?” one of the Americans asked.
 
   “Go down yourself and find out if you don’t believe me. I only just got away.”
 
   “How do we know you’re not a spy?” another asked suspiciously.
 
   “I know the password. I’m working for General Putnam.”
 
   The guards weren’t too sure but Casca didn’t look like a redcoat, so they did the next best thing and called the corporal to them who took Casca back to the unit headquarters at Cortelyou House. Casca insisted he be allowed to pass on a message to General Putnam and there was some delay before an irritable captain appeared, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “What in the name of God is all this god damned noise?” he demanded, buttoning on his jacket.
 
   “Captain,” Casca said patiently, “the British are massing for an attack down on the other side of the Heights and I need to get a message through to General Putnam.”
 
   The captain wanted details, but once he’d heard enough, went into action. A message was quickly written and passed to the unit messenger who then vanished into the night. The captain regarded Casca grimly. “If what you say is right, then we’re in for a fight. What are your orders from your commanding officer?”
 
   “That hasn’t been made clear,” Casca shrugged. “I’m a scout at present, and my job’s to bring to the general’s attention where the enemy is, and now I’ve done that, I’m at a loose end.”
 
   “I could need every spare man,” the captain said. “How about attaching yourself here to us?”
 
   “Why not, Captain?” Casca said. “But I could do with something to eat. I’m famished.”
 
   The captain clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. I’ll rustle up something for you. In the meantime I’ll alert the guard and double men on all road posts.”
 
   Casca ate a hurried meal and then wandered out into the night. The stars were bright and the air warm and still. Still before the coming storm, probably. He cocked his head. “Is that shooting I hear?”
 
   A guard came over, head tiled on one side. “You’re right – it’s coming from along the Heights – over by the Narrows Road. God! They’re coming!”
 
   “Get everyone out of their beds,” Casca said quickly. He took a few steps along the road away from the house and listened again. Off along the ridge, closer to the sea, maybe a mile and a half away, someone was shooting. A night attack? Lots of men blundering around in the dark usually led to trouble. Friend could as easily shoot a friend as foe in the dark.
 
   Men began gathering along the road, all staring into the night along the road towards the sound of firing. Then, abruptly, the sound ceased. “Sergeant,” the captain appeared, walking purposefully along the grass alongside the road. “Send a squad along the road towards the Red Lion Inn; it’s there I think the shooting is coming from. If they encounter anyone then they are to return here immediately.”
 
   Casca raised his hand. “Sir, I know the road.”
 
   The captain nodded. “Then lead the squad, but on no account get drawn into a fight.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   Four men were volunteered by the sergeant and Casca led them along the Gowanus Road, skirting the woods and they began to smell the salt of the sea. They got as far as the point where the road ran almost along the coastline before they came upon a column of marching men. They were marching towards the ridge and it was soon learned that these were men of Lord Stirling’s command, sent by General Putnam to find out what was going on and to halt the British advance if there was indeed one.
 
   More shooting erupted from ahead and the column broke up as men shouted orders. A sergeant saw them and demanded what in the name of hell they were doing there. Casca explained their orders, and the sergeant seemed to accept them. “We’ve been told that an attack is going on ahead and we’re to stop it. Take care, they could be anywhere.”
 
   Men dived off the road to left and right and vanished amongst the trees. Casca and the four others were left standing on their own. “What now?” one asked.
 
   “We’ve been told to reach the Red Lion,” Casca replied, eyeing the now empty road, “so that’s what we’ll do. Best to load up first though, boys, just in case.”
 
   The five loaded up, then they followed the unit up into the darkness of the woods. Here the starlight was blocked out and they found they had to rely on keeping to the road to make any progress. How the soldiers could find their way around the woods without any light was anyone’s guess. Casca would have bet that by morning a few would end up totally lost.
 
   They could hear plenty of sound, though. Men blundering into each other and into trees, or falling down with a curse. A few torches were lit and the men made their way towards the nearest, glad to be able to see something at last. Casca and his men used the light to make their way up to the top of the ridge, and here they found the men of Lord Stirling’s command ready to fight. As Casca looked to move beyond them a lieutenant put out a hand. “No further, boys. The redcoats are coming. They’ve taken the Red Lion and the outposts and now we’re next. We’ll give them a fight they’ll remember!”
 
   Casca stopped. “Thanks, Lieutenant.” He turned to the others. “Right, best get back to the House and tell the captain what’s going on. We’ve done what we’ve been asked to.”
 
   The others muttered in agreement and they made their way back, but they’d got as far as the edge of the wood when all hell broke loose behind them. “Christ,” one of the men breathed, “sounds as if the entire army’s up there!”
 
   Casca cocked an ear. “A few regiments, probably. A couple of thousand men. Lord Stirling’s men will hold them off.” They began to make their way back to Cortelyou House but Casca began to look nervously to the right, where the ridge loomed, covered in trees. One of the men, a Pennsylvanian called Donny, frowned. “You seen something, Case?”
 
   “No, and that’s what’s worrying me,” Casca said and stopped. The others bunched around, looking at the thickset man. Casca nodded towards the silent trees to their right. “The British are on the other side of that, right? So why only attack in one place with a few thousand men? If you’ve got fifteen thousand, or however many it is, then surely you’ll let loose with a couple more thousand?”
 
   “Maybe they’re waiting to see how the fight back there goes,” Donny jerked a thumb behind him.
 
   “Hmmm,” Casca didn’t sound convinced. He wasn’t. Ahead, the road snaked along the edge of the woods as they skirted the ridge. The Cortelyou House was a quarter of a mile away. They could see the lights in the distance. Casca once again looked into the darkness. Morning wasn’t far off.
 
   “Maybe the redcoats don’t like the dark,” another of the group suggested. “We can’t fight in it, and I’m sure they can’t either.”
 
   “True,” Casca conceded, “but they’re fighting behind us, so why not elsewhere?” He led them on again, worrying. Suddenly the deeper throaty roar of artillery sounded from the fight and they all stopped and looked round. “This makes it serious,” he commented. “Artillery as well as regiments of men. They’re trying hard now.”
 
   “You think Lord Stirling’ll hold them, Case?” Donny asked nervously.
 
   “He ought to be able to; he’s got around fifteen hundred men by the looks of things. That number could hold off five times that given the defensive terrain here; this is why the generals have held the line at this point.”
 
   They hurried back, accompanied by the artillery noises now echoing all around the ridge. It probably could be heard as far as New York itself. The captain was waiting for them as they got back. Dawn was in the sky by then, and it was a relief to be able to make out some details at last. Casca gave a brief resume to the captain and then led the others to the water butt to slake their thirst.
 
   The men looked apprehensively to the far end of the ridge where smoke could now be seen in the early morning rising up above the trees. The fight was going strong but reassuringly it wasn’t moving. The Americans were holding firm. Casca still had a gnawing doubt in his guts and was about to ask to go scout down the ridge opposite when two shots rang out from the opposite direction. Heads swung in alarm and Casca ran round the house to stare along the ridge in the other direction.
 
   “What was that?” the captain demanded, running to join Casca.
 
   “Sounded like a signal, sir. Damn it!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The British have flanked us – that attack was only a diversion. The real attack is coming from the other direction. They’ve crossed the ridge and we’re in danger of being cut off and surrounded.”
 
   The captain went pale and swung round, screaming for the sergeant to attend him. Almost simultaneously two men came running, almost spent, from the woods on the ridge. “Sir!” one panted, almost throwing up in exhaustion. “Redcoats a-comin’ through the woods. Hundreds of ‘em!”
 
   “Damn,” the captain growled. “Sergeant, send word to Lord Stirling; the Cortelyou House is under threat. His command is flanked.”
 
   Casca grabbed the breathless picket. “How far are they, man?”
 
   “Up the ridge. They’ll be here in ten minutes.”
 
   Casca turned to the captain. “Sir, permission to take twenty men to delay them. We’ve got a chance in the woods.” 
 
   “Go – we need all the time we can get.”
 
   Casca called out to the sergeant to select twenty men to accompany him. The captain nodded as he went past, shouting to the corporal to organize the rest in two groups to stand along the road in the direction the two shots had come from. Casca’s twenty men came running, determined looks on their faces. This was going to be their first action for many of them, and they were determined to give a good account of themselves.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115250]CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   The wood covered them as they made their way up silently, Casca putting his finger to his lips. The freshness of the morning air was full of the smell of earth, rotting vegetation and other scents of flowers and woodland plants. Suddenly movement could be seen ahead and the shapes of men materialized from the trees. Casca knelt and drew a bead on the front man. The gun kicked into his shoulder as he sent a lead ball flying at him, impacting in his chest, sending the red and blue coated figure flying backwards.
 
   Voices filled the woods and everyone dived for cover behind the nearest tree or log. Casca’s ears pricked up as he caught the language of the enemy. German. “Hey, guys,” he said to his men, “these are German soldiers. Watch them, they’re tough bastards.” 
 
   Shots rang out and crashed through the foliage and sent splinters from tree trunks. Casca reloaded quickly, ramming the powder down the barrel and dropping a ball in after it, ramming down again. He twirled the ramrod, replaced it in the groove under the barrel, then poured the rest of the powder into the pan and cocked the hammer, squinting down the barrel, watching to see if anyone moved. Someone did, and Casca snapped off a shot that clipped the man on the shoulder, spinning him round and sending him crashing to the ground.
 
   More shots blasted from the twenty Americans, sending the Germans ducking behind their improvised cover. Casca pointed to the nearest of his colleagues. “Go back to the next tree and cover your buddy.”
 
   Once the Germans realized how few opposed them, they’d storm them. Now was the time for a fighting withdrawal. He pointed to another. “Drop back, cover your buddy, and repeat.”
 
   He knelt up on one knee, having reloaded, and fired at a German who was aiming at one of his men. The German flung up his arms and fell backwards. Casca ducked down and slid backwards from the tree, making for the next tree. Two shots spat close to his head and he rolled round the safety of the tree, thankful he’d not been hit.
 
   One of his men was nursing a bloodied arm. Casca jerked his head towards the house. “Go on, get out of here. Move it.” The man scuttled off downhill, unable to use his musket which had been dropped when he’d been hit.
 
   More shots came smashing through the woods. Casca reloaded, his heart beating fast. That was almost a full volley. Someone had gotten them organized fast. Time to retreat some more. “Get back to the next tree,” he snapped at the nearest man.
 
   While the man scampered through the undergrowth, Casca reloaded and glanced round the base of the tree. Men were advancing, bayonets fixed. Someone had worked out they were faced by just a few men. Casca slid onto his belly and squinted down the barrel. He picked out a sergeant, armed with a hatchet, and shot him coolly through the guts. The man went down screaming. No pain quite like a gut shot.
 
   He rolled onto his side, bent double, and sprang to his feet, pushing away with his left hand. A few shots came his way but they went high. He scampered to the next tree and leaned against it, frantically reloading. The air was full of shots, shouts and the hazy dissipating clouds of discharged smoke. The German soldiers were advancing with purpose downhill, one line advancing ten paces, coming to a halt, shouting with one voice, then firing. The next line, having reloaded, now came up, and repeated the actions of the first.
 
   It was getting hairy and Casca waved his men down towards the level ground and the clearing around Cortelyou House. Two of the men went down under the hail of shots but the rest made it, fleeing to the far side of the clearing.
 
   Casca spotted the captain, retreating past the house, his men giving way under the advance of more redcoats. They were coming from two directions and it was clear the American line further along the ridge had either collapsed, or more likely, given that no shots had been heard, it had never been there in the first place. Casca cursed. Damn the generals! After all that had been said the Jamaica Pass had been left open. Someone had been very lax.
 
   “Lonnergan,” the captain said tensely, “retreat. We’re outnumbered.”
 
   “What about Lord Stirling’s men?”
 
   The captain pointed along the road. “Coming. We’re to get the hell out of here.”
 
   The men began to run along the road, then scattered to either side as a smart column of men dressed in light brown, blue and even red came marching up. Casca stopped and stared as he caught sight of bayonets. Were they British soldiers? No, the captain saluted a man on horseback and Casca recognized Lord Stirling. The Eternal Mercenary came trotting up and stood patiently while Lord Stirling and the captain exchanged a hurried number of words, before the captain and his men were waved off.
 
   Stirling now looked down at Casca and he started as he recognized the man standing before him, even with blackened skin from the discharge of his musket. “Captain Lonnergan, isn’t it?”
 
   “Sir, no longer a captain. I’ve been demoted. Ahead of you are two separate columns of the enemy and they’ve taken the house.”
 
   “So I understand. We must hold them off to enable the rest of my men to escape over the Gowanus Creek, Lonnergan.”
 
   “The road is cut?”
 
   “Sadly, yes. My Marylanders here will make a stand here.”
 
   Casca was appalled. “Sir, there are a couple of thousand enemy troops over by the house. Some of them are the King’s German troops.”
 
   “No matter, Lonnergan, Germans bleed just as much as Englishmen.”
 
   “Or Marylanders, sir.”
 
   Stirling fixed Casca with a fierce glare. “Tell me, Lonnergan, were you demoted through insubordination?”
 
   Casca nodded. “A difference with a major, sir.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. The orders are clear. To enable thirteen hundred men to escape, two hundred and fifty must make a stand. They will follow orders. Something you may learn from, Lonnergan.”
 
   Casca sighed. If a fight was to be made, then he wasn’t going to run. “Sir, permission to join the ranks.”
 
   Stirling looked surprised, then nodded. “You will follow the commands of Major Gist there,” he pointed to another man on horseback. “We will attack in two lines.”
 
   The men deployed in front of the now occupied house, a hundred yards from the fence that ran around the property. The ground was flat and well-tended all around, a perfect killing ground. There was no cover. The red uniformed British and blue and red German troops were taking up positions in the house, both upstairs and down, and around the grounds. A couple of small cannon were brought up too and wheeled into position.
 
   Casca saw that some of the enemy troops were wearing the distinctive flat Tam O’Shanters, identifying them as Scottish troops. He enviously looked at the bayonets of the Maryland troops and vowed to get one at the earliest opportunity. The Marylanders were finally ready, and at a command from Stirling, began to advance.
 
   Shots began to pour out of the house as they closed, climbing the fencing, and men began to fall, crying out and clutching their wounds. Casca ducked instinctively as one shot fizzed narrowly past his head, then he bent down and picked up a fallen musket with bayonet, twisting the blade free of the luckless former owner’s gun and then slipping it onto his, discarding the other musket. He ran a couple of steps to catch up, then raised his musket on command along with the others, and loosed off a shot at the packed British troops to the side of the house. Bodies began falling there, too, and with a cheer the Marylanders ran at the surprised British troops. Having been told that the Americans would melt away before their disciplined fire, they were taken aback at the enemy not only standing up to their volleys, but also charging them.
 
   Casca yelled as he ran for the door of Cortelyou House, kicking it open as he got there, his bayonet jabbing forward into the space beyond. A soldier swung his barrel at Casca’s head but the Eternal Mercenary ducked, then thrust up, the point of the bayonet sinking into the man’s chest. He was dead before he fell to the floor. Two more enemy soldiers came at Casca, fierce expressions on their faces. Behind Casca a couple of his comrades came into the house, seeking to drive the enemy from the house, and they jabbed at the two British soldiers while Casca glanced to the right through an open doorway.
 
   This was the kitchen and two men were in there shooting out. Casca ran at them, spearing the first through the back. The redcoat screamed and forgot about his gun, dropping it and writhing in agony. His comrade uttered a vile curse aimed at Casca’s parentage and tried to smash the Eternal Mercenary’s head in with the butt. Casca stepped back, then locked stocks with the Brit and pushed hard, sending the soldier back up against the wall. A push to one side, then the other, and the soldier overbalanced. Casca’s butt slammed into the man’s jaw, laying him out cold.
 
   He swung round, hearing shots from inside the house, and returned to the entry hall. One American lay dead and two British soldiers. More redcoats were pushing through from the rear of the house and the remaining Marylander urged Casca to get out. Together the two ran out into the sunshine and made for the fence, where the outnumbered Americans were retreating in disorder.
 
   Lord Stirling wheeled his horse and yelled encouragement at the men, getting them to form up once more into two lines. About half of them had fallen, and the odds were even more heavily stacked against them, but they had to buy time for the rest of their division to escape.
 
   Casca wiped sweat and blood from his forehead and gulped down lungfuls of air. This was suicide, but it had to be done. Lord Stirling rode past and shouted praise for the men. “Fine work, men! Another charge, one last time. They’ll remember taking on the Marylanders for a long time, mark my words!” He spied Casca readying himself. “How goes it, Lonnergan?”
 
   “Just warming up, sir.”
 
   Lord Stirling smiled, then became serious again and waved his saber in the air. “Once more, one more time, my boys! To buy our comrades time to save themselves! Ahead stand the enemy; send a message to King George – he shall never succeed in bringing us back under his rule!”
 
   The Marylanders roared and stepped forward once more, grim determination mixed with a fatalistic resignation on their faces. Casca sucked in a deep breath, cocked the hammer on his piece, and lurched forward. It was plain suicide but damned admirable; buying time with their lives. Lucky bastards; at least they can die. I can’t. Damn you, Jesus! He saw the cannon being loaded frantically, the loader probably ramming grapeshot into the muzzle. Bodies littered their route, mostly the brown uniformed Americans but here and there a British soldier.
 
   A volley rattled out from the house and metal fizzed past their ears, and more men staggered and sank to the grass. The cannon boomed and the air was suddenly full of pieces of lethal metal, cutting down more. Casca felt a sharp sting in his side and he staggered. Clutching the wound, he grimaced and bent double, squeezing his eyes shut. He looked at his coat, ripped along his ribs. Grapeshot it was. Blood was already coagulating against his skin, and Casca staggered on, holding his musket one-handed.
 
   Alongside him the remaining Americans were still cheering and advancing, marching as smartly as they could with their ranks torn to shreds. The defenders kept on shooting, blasting away at the men who just wouldn’t give up. Finally only a handful remained and Lord Stirling dismounted and grabbed Casca by the shoulder. “You’ve done all I can ask of you. Now get out of here and save yourself!”
 
   “What about you, sir?” Casca gasped painfully.
 
   “I’ll surrender. I can’t get away. But I’m damned if I’ll give my sword to a British officer. I’ll seek out one of those Germans. Now go!”
 
   Casca nodded and waved at a few of the remaining Marylanders who were still trying to shoot back. “Let’s go! It’s done!”
 
   The men looked around and their commander was waving them to get away. He would remain; there was nothing else for him to do now. His command had been destroyed. He just hoped that the sacrifice had been worth it.
 
   Casca stumbled along the road, sweating. The pain was excruciating and he had to keep on holding his side. His musket was slung over one shoulder and he tried to keep up with the others but they were outpacing him. He took a last look behind him and saw the wounded being tended by Lord Stirling, and the enemy advancing on him now that there was nobody left to oppose them.
 
   The road ran towards the scene of the earlier battle so Casca knew the British would be in possession of it, and so the only way to go was to the right and down the slope to the marshy wilderness and the Gowanus Creek. No redcoat would go that way; nobody was expected to. An army certainly couldn’t cross it, not unless they lost all cohesion and got absolutely soaked and filthy.
 
   He got to the edge of the marshes and saw that many had already come that way. The ground was cut up, muddied and messed up by hundreds of feet. Clearly the American forces had made their break this way, the only place they could have gone. Casca plunged into the unwelcoming wetland and waded through the thigh deep water, holding his musket up to avoid it getting wet. The water was a dark brown color, churned up by the passage of hundreds of men. The air was full of the smell of rotting vegetation and the brackish smell that the tide always brought into coastal creeks like this. Ahead there were clumps of grassy islands, shrubs, trees and water filled ditches. A place only to be crossed in daylight. 
 
   His boots were full of mud, his trousers stuck to his legs and his side hurt like hell. But he was free of pursuit. In the distance he could see a few figures wading through the marshes and followed them. Then suddenly a watercourse appeared – the creek. Casca looked behind him and saw a group of redcoats watching him. One raised his musket and gauged the distance, but at over two hundred yards it was ludicrous to believe he would hit him, and the soldier thought so too and lowered his gun.
 
   The Eternal Mercenary grunted, gritted his teeth and plowed into the creek, up to his chest. The ground was slippery and he stumbled once, but kept his balance and carried on. The pain in his legs was beginning to match his side with the effort of wading through the thick glutinous morass, and when he found firmer ground he gratefully heaved himself up, dripping water, mud and ooze. He lay down, gasping for air, and rolled onto his back.
 
   He was near exhaustion. He hadn’t slept for a day. The wound was throbbing. His legs felt like they had been cut off then stuck back on half-heartedly. Finally he rolled back onto his front and painfully got to his feet, picking up his musket. 
 
   Before him stood the Brooklyn Heights, an area of defenses that included a number of forts and barricades. Men were streaming towards them through the fields and scrubland, and the nearest fort could be seen on a small hill. Thankfully Casca trudged off after them and after ten minutes of dragging his lower part of his body that was caked in mud and weighing almost twice as much with the water and muck stuck to it, reached the first defensive line.
 
   Three guards waved him on encouragingly. “Over here, bud! You look tuckered out,” one of them exclaimed. “You the last?”
 
    Aye,” Casca managed to pant. “I was with Lord Stirling at Cortelyou House.”
 
   “Were you by God? Only about ten of you got away! But we’re grateful for what you did – you saved the lives of the rest of them!”
 
   “Th-they all got back?”
 
   The guards nodded. “Most of ‘em. A couple drowned, but I’m surprised more didn’t. Go report to General Washington.”
 
   “He’s here?” Casca asked, surprised.
 
   “Over there, in Cobble Hill Fort. He watched the fight at Cortelyou House through his eyeglass.”
 
   Casca nodded and got a couple of backslaps as he went. Grinning despite the pain, he gulped down a few more lungfuls of air and could now almost walk upright. The wound was healing and although still very uncomfortable, the pain was bearable. Men were sitting by the trackside, drinking water or simply feeling relief at getting away, and they could talk about their experiences to those who wished to hear about them.
 
   A few glanced at him curiously as he passed, for he was wearing no unit insignia and wondering who he was and with whom he had been fighting. Two men, sporting the Maryland uniforms, recognized him and hailed him. “Hey! Over here! Glad to see you got away!”
 
   “Aye, you too,” Casca grinned. “How many others?”
 
   “A handful,” the Marylander said sadly. “What happened to Lord Stirling?”
 
   “Last I saw he was tending the wounded, waiting to surrender to a German.”
 
   “Shame; he’s a great commander,” the man said.
 
   Casca nodded and waved at the two. He had to see Washington. He pushed past a knot of people blocking the way and came up against the entrance to the fort, built of wood and surrounded by a ten foot high wall. Sentry posts stood above it and the gates were guarded, but open. Casca stepped forward and the two guards crossed their muskets and fixed bayonets across his path. “Who are you, pal?”
 
   “The name’s Lonnergan, and I’ve come to report to General Washington. I was at Cortelyou House.”
 
   The guards looked at him with astonishment, then stepped aside. “Wait here, I’ll go tell him,” one said.
 
   The other looked at him with respect. “Damned hell of a fight, Lonnergan. We all heard it, and the general watched it up there,” he nodded at the highest point of the ramparts.
 
   “It wasn’t much fun,” Casca admitted wearily. “But at least it bought time for the others to get away.”
 
   The first guard returned with an officer. The officer waved Casca through to accompany him. Casca followed him through the courtyard, and then into one of the buildings dotted around the compound. Seated behind a roughly cut desk was General Washington.
 
   “Why are you not wearing a captain’s colors, Lonnergan?” he asked.
 
   “I was demoted, general. General Putnam’s orders.”
 
   “Putnam’s a fool,” Washington grunted. “You’re re-instated. I saw you in the battle. Damned fine performance. Pity it cost so many brave men’s lives.”
 
   “We did what we had to do, sir. Lord Stirling was exemplary.”
 
   “Yes. I have no doubt congress will agree on a suitable reward. But now to you. What do I do with you, Captain? Your Minuteman unit is clearly not for you, given your demotion. I would very much like to have you in my unit, as a fully-fledged Continental Army officer. I can arrange for your transfer. What say you?”
 
   “Do I get a nice clean uniform, general?”
 
   “Absolutely; I don’t want my officers looking like hoboes.”
 
   Casca chuckled. “Then I accept gladly.”
 
   Washington stood up and extended his hand. Casca shook it. Once again he was a captain. It had been one hell of a day.
 
    
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115251]CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   A nice clean uniform indeed. Casca admired himself in the mirror in the hall of the mansion in New York that the army had appropriated from the loyalist who had been thrown into prison for his sympathies. Blue jacket over a white tunic and breeches, long black boots. An officer’s epaulettes and a three pointed black hat. The sword hung from a scabbard on his left side and the buttons gleamed in the candlelight after their cleaning. He may be seventeen centuries old but he was still a damned handsome fellow.
 
   The debacle of Gowanus Heights had been a week before and Washington had withdrawn from Brooklyn across the water to Manhattan, leaving the British masters of Long Island. Now that it was certain Howe would try to land somewhere along the other side of the waters separating Long Island from the opposite shore, men had been posted all along the shores of Manhattan and the East River at places such as Kingsbridge and Westchester County.
 
   Washington had been criticized along with the rest of the generals over the mess, and the army was grumbling about their ability to lead them to victory. Casca agreed that someone had made a major blunder at leaving the Gowanus undefended where Howe had outflanked the men of Lord Stirling. It was only the sacrifice of the Marylanders that had prevented fifteen hundred men being caught up in a pincer movement and taken prisoner. The evacuation of Long Island had, by contrast, gone well. But the morale of the army was low and the militiamen were leaving in droves, returning to their homes in the belief it wouldn’t be long before the British prevailed.
 
   Casca wasn’t sure. The performance of the drilled men such as the Marylanders had been impressive, and their ability to stand up to the professionals of Howe had made the Eternal Mercenary think that if they were all trained they could inflict a defeat on the British. But they needed better trained men and not irregulars prone to sneaking off once the tide of war turned against them. 
 
   Casca had used the few days he had been in New York to good effect. He’d sent a letter to Katherine Maplin in Philadelphia, telling her what he had learned. Maybe she had contacts in Halifax, or her fellow what’s-his-name knew of someone. Whatever, he could hardly go off to Halifax at the moment and whisk Rose away to her mother.
 
   The unit he was to be assigned to had also been a problem, since a captain’s post was not currently available. Washington had solved the problem by making Casca his captain of engineers. Casca’s orders were to sound out places to defend and have new redoubts built wherever it was likely they were needed.
 
   He’d spent the last two days in rougher ‘outdoor’ clothes scouting around Manhattan and Haarlem, looking for places to construct lines of defense. Brooklyn. Haarlem. He grinned. The stamp of the Dutch was still there, despite the British having taken New Amsterdam from them in the last century and renaming the city New York. Haarlem was unchanged in name, but Breukelen, named after a town in Holland, had been Anglicized to Brooklyn.
 
   One pleasing development had occurred while he had been checking out the terrain. He had encountered quite a few units, although not those under Putnam who was stationed in New York City itself. One of the militia units still with most of its complement had been posted in the north of Manhattan and to Casca’s delight he found his old friend Robert Groves from Massachusetts. They had shared old stories and Groves had been properly impressed with Casca’s new rank. 
 
   Amongst the gossip Groves had given Casca an interesting piece of news. James Lash had been unearthed as a Tory spy but had fled before the lynching mob had gotten to him. Casca nodded. It hadn’t been a surprising development, and Casca’d had his suspicions. It just confirmed what he had suspected. Lash had used the cover of being a rabid patriot to hide his real allegiance. 
 
   Groves told Casca that Elaine was well and Casca passed on his best. Perhaps when all the fighting had finished he would call on Groves and Elaine again. Once more Casca asked for the help of Pete Courtney and got it, and the two toured Haarlem and made notes as to where the defenses should be erected.
 
   The report done, Casca had once more gone back to his barracks in the city. He was impatient for the action to resume; standing in front of mirrors admiring his uniform was all very well but he was best when the fighting started. And that was another thing he wanted to bring up with Washington. What to do once the fighting did resume. He had no intention of sitting on horseback or standing alongside the other officers trying to outdo one another with an array of cockades, feathers or braid on their neatly-pressed uniforms. He wanted to get in amongst the soldiers and fight.
 
   He slapped his starched white breeches in irritation. The more he saw his reflection he more he didn’t like what he saw. The ribbon in his hair tying it neatly at the nape of his neck. The smart dress. The shiny boots. Damn it, I thought this revolution was meant to put an end to all this bullshit. He pulled a distasteful expression and abruptly turned away from the mirror. There was a knock on the door and Casca opened it, wondering who the hell it was. A smartly uniformed young soldier stood there to attention and snapped a parade ground salute at him. Headquarters messenger, Casca thought to himself. He could tell them anywhere. 
 
   “Captain Lonnergan sir?”
 
   “Yes, kid.” Christ, the boy looked no older than fifteen. Had he started shaving yet? The young soldier passed him a sealed envelope. Casca broke it open hastily and pulled out a sheet of paper.
 
   Casca was surprised to see it was a summons direct to General Washington’s quarters. Wondering what in the name of hell it was for, he went with some trepidation. The message brought to him was very peremptory in tone and since he was not due to complete his findings on the defenses on the White Plains for a couple more days, he could only assume his ass was in a sling for some unknown reason. The old memories of being sent for by the Persian King Shapur prior to his arrest and subsequent burning resurfaced. Angrily, almost, he shook them from his mind. Those days were gone. People were more civilized these days. At least they’d finished burning people these days. Not that the Americans would do such a thing – they were fighting for greater freedom in their lives; he would be merely cashiered.
 
   But what in the name of God would he be guilty of? He walked alongside the messenger berating himself silently. Of course he was guilty of nothing! It was just his bad memories playing tricks in his mind.
 
   The ornate building procured by Washington and the army loomed menacingly in front of him in the sunlight. Guards on duty outside saluted with their arms and then resumed their positions once Casca had passed them. “Any idea why I’m being called, son?” Casca asked the youthful messenger.
 
   “No, sir. Just that the general wanted to see you immediately.”
 
   That was all the messenger was going to tell Casca, so he had to wait until he’d gone through a succession of carpeted corridors, passed armed guards and been checked and passed by a couple of adjutants that he was permitted to enter the chamber where Washington was sat. Should I bow three times? Casca asked himself scathingly.
 
   Washington stood up from his desk and smiled as he caught sight of his captain. “Ah, Lonnergan, here you are. You didn’t tell me you knew Mrs. Maplin.”
 
   Casca hesitated in surprise, then looked to his left where a woman had risen from her chair and greeted him with a knowing smile. Katherine. “Ma’am,” he bowed, gathering his wits.
 
   “Oh, Captain,” Katherine replied testily, “would it be too much to ask you to call me Katherine?”
 
   “No,” Casca grinned, “it wouldn’t be at all – Katherine,” he ended with emphasis on her name.
 
   Katherine smiled back. “You seem to be moving in important circles, Captain,” she said. “Anyone who personally knows the General here can count themselves as being fortunate.”
 
   “Case, please, Katherine.” Casca took her proffered hand and kissed it, his eyes twinkling. If not for the fact he had been seeing her daughter, Casca had a good mind to try it on with her. Katherine may be in her forties, but she still had a great complexion and a figure women ten years younger would die for. And Casca thought he really liked her manner and attitude.
 
   “Very well, Case,” she said, again with emphasis on the name. She thought the scarred man quite a dish, and wondered if the way he was looking at her indicated interest. If so she would have to be careful. She’d worked hard at recovering from the separation from Ebenezer, and thanks to James Lowe she’d elevated herself up into high society in Philadelphia. A liaison with anyone would ruin all that. “Thank you for your letter, by the way. That is why I’m here.”
 
   “It did occur to me. So what do you hope to do?”
 
   Katherine turned to George Washington who had listened to their conversation with growing impatience. This was his office and he was the senior officer here; his captain ought to know better. “George – the general to you – and I know each other from Philadelphia.”
 
   “Indeed,” Washington said, standing up. “Your dinners are legendary. How is Mr. Lowe, by the way?”
 
   “James is very well thank you. He sends his compliments.” She turned back to Casca. “George has agreed to help in getting my daughter from Halifax. He’s very gallant.”
 
   Washington colored slightly and tried to cover it up by pouring himself a glass of water from a carafe, but Casca had seen the slight stain on his cheeks. He smothered a grin. Trouble lay that way if he showed he’d noticed. “Katherine is too kind,” Washington said. “I have however denied her request that you go to rescue her.” He held up a hand as Casca opened his mouth. “Please, Captain. You’re too valuable here, and to be honest, getting you to Halifax would be a logistical nightmare. I am aware of the existence of a few patriots there, thanks to my position as commander-in-chief of the American armed forces, and will use my contacts to alert them to the job in hand. But what I need from you is information about Ebenezer Maplin and this Sir Richard Eley. Is he as roguish as it would seem?”
 
   “And some,” Casca growled, and proceeded to give the general and Katherine a brief run-down of Sir Richard’s role in events since before the outbreak of revolt. He ended with the news Sir Richard was amongst the British forces on Long Island.
 
   The other two sat down and exchanged looks. Washington drew in a deep breath. “So Ebenezer Maplin is probably still in Halifax – and will only move here if New York is taken by the British. This Sir Richard needs watching. He may well wish to take vengeance in the event of Rose being taken by our men. It would seem he is capable of any type of action.”
 
   “What the British would describe as being a cad,” Katherine said dryly. “My estranged husband moves in dirty waters indeed.”
 
   “So how do you propose to rescue Rose from Halifax, sir? Do we know anything about the place?” Casca was concerned that others were to rescue her and not him.
 
   Washington tapped the table lightly. “I have contacts, Captain, do not worry. There are loyalists present in patriot held regions and vice versa. Rest assured we have agents in Halifax and they will seek her out and formulate a rescue plan. With the British army here there won’t be too many left to garrison Nova Scotia. It is pro-British, true, but determined men and luck will see us triumphant.”
 
   Casca thought about objecting but he could see Washington’s mind was made up, and Katherine seemed happy enough with the plans. Instead he addressed Katherine. “Are you staying here in New York for some time?”
 
   “Oh no, Case,” she smiled, “I came visiting George here as we know each other and I needed his – weight behind my request to see my daughter rescued. I shall return to James and Philadelphia in a couple of days’ time. From what George tells me the British are planning to attack soon, and I have no intention of being here if and when that happens!”
 
   Casca looked at the general. “Any idea when they will, sir?”
 
   Washington shook his head. “Nothing is coming out of Long Island at the moment; they will come, but when and where is up to Howe to decide. I can only wait.”
 
   Katherine stood up and approached Casca. “In the meantime I shall be dined by George. I would like you to attend the next dinner and sit next to me, Case. I want to know more about you. I insist,” she said forcefully, her eyes flashing as Casca went to make some excuse.
 
   Casca looked into her eyes and knew he couldn’t object. Cursing under his breath he bowed. “I’d be honored to,” he smiled. He glanced at Washington whose expression matched how Casca felt. Oh good, it’ll be a great time he thought sourly. 
 
   “If you have no objections, George,” Katherine added, smiling winningly at Washington.
 
   “Of course not,” Washington gave her a wide smile.
 
   Lying bastard, Casca mused. He kissed Katherine’s hand and saluted Washington. “I’ll return to my quarters and dress for dinner. What time and where, sir?”
 
   “Eight,” Washington said curtly. “I shall send for you.”
 
   “Thank you sir. Katherine,” he bowed again and left, puffing out his cheeks. He never felt entirely comfortable around dinner with the so-called upper echelons of society, and this would be no different. There was an etiquette to follow and it was alien to his way of thinking. As he trudged back through the streets he recalled the times he’d been at the top or very close to the top of society. He’d never liked being polite to those who affected the airs and graces of high rank, and he’d often thought they needed a kick up the ass. This had gotten him in trouble plenty of times before. All it needed was some up-his-own-ass character making fun at Casca’s expense and one punch later he’d be busted, just as badly as the sonofabitch’s jaw.
 
   He didn’t want to dwell on that, so his mind turned to more serious matters. He had almost completed his survey of the land around White Plains and Haarlem and was in the process of writing his report. One more day ought to do it. He’d get Pete Courtney again and compare notes and suggestions. Courtney knew his stuff and should get a job as an engineer after the war, if he survived. He’d suggest that to him the next day. 
 
   * * *
 
   That evening Casca attended dinner at Washington’s headquarters and found it, as he’d expected, to be a trial of endurance. He disliked the social niceties and etiquette expected of people who went to these functions, and looking at Washington he suspected the general did too. Both he and the general were military men, not socialites. Katherine on the other hand was relaxed and comfortable and clearly enjoyed the company. Casca was more concerned about what set of cutlery to use with what course. He didn’t want to make himself look foolish in front of the upper crust of New York society. Give him a gun or blade and he knew instinctively what to do with it, but with a knife and fork and napkin he was lost.
 
   Katherine sensed his awkwardness and gently nudged him early on and almost absentmindedly put a hand on one of the outer knives and then winked at him. Casca grinned in thanks and used his for the bread. Katherine smiled and then spoke to her other neighbor, a bewigged lawyer, on some legal subject that left Casca cold.
 
   Opposite Katherine, Washington seemed to be stuck with an overweight late middle aged woman who had nothing good to say about anything other than herself and poured scorn on the activities of men about whom she felt were responsible for the disagreeable situation everyone found themselves in at the moment.
 
   Casca sat opposite a preacher, a black-garbed parson. Casca had no intention of speaking to a man who represented the religious figure who’d cursed him to eternity all those centuries past, so he deliberately ignored the thin, balding man.
 
   There were six others at the table, served by wigged servants. All very British middle class. What America would do should it win independence was anyone’s guess, but Casca suspected at the end of the day those who ended up running the new country would carry on with these functions, despite their very noble proclamations about equality. 
 
   In desperation, Washington leaned across the table and addressed Casca. Anything rather than listening to Mrs. Warrington’s pompous statements on the fallible schemes of the men who ran Britain and the Empire. “Tell me, Captain,” he said hurriedly, “would you continue to defend New York given the current positions and numbers on either side?”
 
   “Well, General,” Casca thought for a moment, aware that Katherine had stopped talking to the lawyer and Mrs. Warrington was eyeing him with ill-concealed contempt. “You won’t be able to stop a full scale attack if the British land upriver. You’d be bottled up here and lose everything. You’d have more chance out in the open as long as you don’t engage the British in a formal stand up battle.”
 
   “Precisely my thoughts,” Washington nodded. “You are to finish your survey of the defenses along the White Plains tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I’ll submit my report shortly after that.”
 
   “You really plan to fight the British here?” Mrs. Warrington said in disbelief. “A waste of time, just like most of men’s activities.”
 
   “Ma’am,” Casca fixed her with an unfriendly stare, “I was speaking with the General here, not you. I doubt you have any tactical or strategic knowledge, and I’d be obliged if you left these matters to those best suited to them.”
 
   Eyes goggled and swiveled to look at Casca. Even Katherine eyed him in horror. Washington’s expression was unreadable. Mrs. Warrington puffed herself up and her face turned thunderous. “How dare you!” she said in a low voice.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Casca said, indifferently. “All I’ve heard this evening is your boring ceaseless moaning about how everyone can’t do things as well as you. If you can’t be pleasant about people then shut up. I don’t want to hear you going on about it anymore. You were married?”
 
   “Yes I was,” she said tightly. “What business is it of yours?”
 
   “Divorced or widowed?”
 
   “That is none of your business,” she said icily. She turned to Washington. “George. This is one of your men? Then I’d be grateful if you could teach him manners, or if that’s not possible – which I wouldn’t be surprised if true – then discipline him. It reflects badly on you by allowing such boorish people to attend dinner.”
 
   Casca went to stand up but Katherine placed a hand on his arm. “Mrs. Warrington,” she smiled at the overweight woman in a way Casca had seen women do for eons, a smile that clearly carried menace and malice. “Captain Lonnergan is here at my express request. He is a soldier. He prefers to fight in an honest and open manner. As such he’s somewhat too forthright and plain speaking at times, particularly in circles such as ours. But he is right; you have overstepped the good taste limits this evening. I would prefer it if you could be nice to people, even if it’s only for tonight.”
 
   Casca gave Katherine an admiring look, trying not to stare down her cleavage, but sneaking a quick look anyway, then caught Washington’s look and almost choked laughing. The general didn’t know whether to laugh or defend the woman next to him who was spluttering with outrage.
 
   “I am very influential,” she finally gasped out, “and have friends in Philadelphia. I know all about you, Katherine Maplin. A disgraceful social climber married to a man while living openly in sin with another. There’s a word for women like you.”
 
   “And there’s one for women like you, Mrs. Warrington,” Katherine hissed, her face stiff and twisted with malevolence. “A woman who marries rich men and then divorces them to get their wealth. How many is it now? Three? Four?”
 
   “Ladies, ladies,” Washington stood up, his hands outstretched. “Please, not over dinner. I think we can all take a few moments out to calm down. Please?”
 
   Casca slipped a hand off the table and squeezed Katherine’s thigh. She pressed against his hand. “Of course, George,” she said to Washington. “Shall we forget the last few minutes?” she asked of the trembling woman opposite.
 
   Mrs. Warrington said nothing. Her face was a mask of fury. She stood up abruptly. “I have lost my appetite.”
 
   “Must be a first,” Casca muttered, and received a kick from Katherine.
 
   The men all stood and waited for Mrs. Warrington to leave. But she had a parting shot to deliver first. “I shall make sure that Captain Lonnergan is not on any guest list for any future function I’m invited to, or else I shall not be attending. And as for you,” she addressed Katherine, “I shall not forget what you said this evening. You will regret those words.”
 
   With that she waddled out of the room, attended by one of the servants who was to make sure she had her belongings and was escorted to the correct coach. The others puffed out their cheeks. Washington shook his head sadly. “Captain, a little more restraint next time, please.”
 
   “She asked for it, General. How do you know her?”
 
   “A friend of the family,” he said shortly. “Unfortunately.” 
 
   Casca grinned, then turned to Katherine. “Will she make things uncomfortable for you?”
 
   “Hardly. She’s a New York bore. I’m in Philadelphia. We hardly ever mix. She’s a bitch and it’s about time someone took her down a peg or two.”
 
   The rest relaxed and began to resume their small talk and dining. Casca felt better now the woman had gone, and even relaxed enough to begin sharing some small talk with a few others. After the meal had finished and they moved to the respective men’s and women’s drawing rooms, Washington once again cornered Casca. “About New York. I’ve decided to abandon it.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Don’t tell these people, but you’re right. It’s indefensible. The army will pull back to the White Plains in the next few days, which is why I want that report of yours sooner rather than later. Can do?”
 
   “Can do, sir. I’ve got a good assistant I’ve borrowed from one of the units out there. He’s an engineer of some sort.”
 
   “Very good. As soon as you get back to your quarters, get some sleep, then get out and finish your survey. Time is pressing and I don’t know when the British are going to make their move.”
 
   Casca nodded and Washington moved off to speak to the others. Casca drifted away on his own, not wanting to mix with them, and found himself out in the corridor. The pictures of important people from the past loomed above him and he studied them for a while. All what you’ve worked for in the past is about to change. For the better or for worse? Ah shit. I’m just a soldier, not a philosopher. I make changes happen, not think about how to make them. He became aware of someone walking towards him. Katherine.
 
   “When are you going back?” He asked.
 
   “Tomorrow morning,” she replied. “I heard George tell you New York is to be abandoned to the British, so it’s best I leave as soon as possible before they arrive. I’ll wait in Philadelphia for news of my daughter’s rescue. Hopefully George will put good men on the job. I’ll say my goodbyes to you now and thank you for all that you’ve done. But I will ask you for one big favor, please.”
 
   “What’s that? Casca asked.
 
   “That you stay away from my daughter from now on.” Katherine smiled, to rob her words of any offence. “You’re a very attractive man, Mr. Lonnergan, and if I did not have James I would be tempted by your good looks and physique. But something tells me that you’re trouble to women, not in an intentional way, but trouble nonetheless. I fear if you continued with seeing my daughter it would end in tears. Of course now she’s married we have to be very careful about how we deal with this matter. You saw how Mrs. Warrington commented about my marital status and my private life. I would like to spare my daughter from such tattle.
 
   “My fear is that she will now be trapped in a marriage that she cannot get out of. This Sir Richard does not seem to be the sort of man who will take kindly to a divorce request, particularly as he bullied her into marriage in the first place.”
 
   Casca nodded. He understood what Katherine was saying about him. Many times in the past Casca had tried to prevent himself from falling in love with women, knowing that only pain would result from it, affecting him or her or both. The worst part was leaving, knowing that he had to move on before his secret became known to those whom amongst he lived. But all too often his heart overruled his head and he found himself falling for yet another woman.
 
   His affair with Rose had been an accident but once it had started he found he could not stop it and so it had continued, until Ebenezer had found out and that was when all the trouble had begun. But now Katherine was giving him the chance to finish it without him looking or feeling bad, and he decided to take it. “Yes Katherine, you’re right. It would be wrong for me to carry on seeing your daughter, despite the fact I love her. I’m a soldier in a war and who knows what will happen to me? It would be unfair for me to pursue her any further. But what I would like to do is to help you and Rose. I intend finding this bastard Sir Richard Eley and when I do I’ll kill him. That’ll sort out any divorce problem.”
 
   Katherine looked shocked. “My God, I didn’t mean you to go that far!”
 
   Casca showed his teeth in a feral snarl. “Katherine, it’s not merely to help you and Rose that I intend killing him. There’s a great deal of personal issues between the two of us. I’m going to kill him no matter what, and that will also help you.”
 
   Katherine said nothing for a moment, merely regarding Casca. Then she stepped forward and kissed him lightly on the lips. She stepped back, smiling slightly. Casca smiled back at her. “Katherine, if you weren’t shacked up with that lawyer fellah, I’d certainly like to try you out. You’re one hell of an attractive lady, and I can see where Rose gets it from.” Casca sighed, and looked down the corridor towards the door. “I guess I must be going. I’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow for General Washington and his best I’m up early. Be seeing you Katherine, maybe if I’m down Philadelphia way again, I’ll come see you and perhaps Rose if all goes well.”
 
   Katherine looked pleased. “Maybe you will. But you will only see Rose if I’m there. Keep in touch, write to me whenever you can. You know my address, and I’ll write to you wherever you are.”
 
   Casca bowed extravagantly, then walked down the marble corridor towards the front door. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115252]CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   White Plains stood about 15 miles north of the city of New York. Each day Casca rode out from New York on horseback to a point along the Bronx River close to where Pete Courtney was stationed. After leaving his horse with Pete’s Delaware unit, the two would then survey the area around White Plains. A number of roads criss-crossed the plains, and the two men used these to get about quickly. There were a number of hills that they noted could be used to provide good defenses for the army.
 
   The two agreed that the area to the east of the river was better suited to building defenses. In particular two hills that lay in between the river and a body of water called Silver Lake looked suitable. They dominated the roads leading to Connecticut and the north, and it was here that Casca recommended that the Americans should build their strongest defenses. Just across the Bronx River from one of these hills stood yet another one, and he made notes that more defenses should be dug here.
 
   About a mile further north there were a few more hills scattered in a rough semi-circle. Pete suggested that the second line of defenses could be built here and Casca agreed. By the time Casca returned to New York City troops were already marching out, under Washington’s plan to evacuate the city. Casca found Washington’s headquarters to be in a state of chaos with clerks carrying papers out into the courtyard and men hurrying to and fro everywhere. Casca cornered one clerk and demanded to know where Washington was.
 
   He was directed to the main road leading north out of the city close to a large fortification known as Fort Washington, just a mile short of the Kingsbridge. Casca was tired, hot, and badly wanted a rest. He wearily saluted the general and passed him his report. “Here’s my report sir, it’s all in there.”
 
   “Excellent work Captain, you can take a well-earned rest. Go get your equipment and report to your new quarters at Haarlem Heights, where I’m setting my new headquarters up.” The general took the report and dismissed Casca, already thinking of something else and looking over to where some soldiers were camping down. Grumbling to himself, Casca grabbed the reins on his horse and mounted up, thankful he didn’t have to walk all the way back into New York.
 
   He had gotten about halfway there when there came a tremendous sound of what was unmistakably cannon fire from the direction of the East River, and he could see in the distance warships on the water discharging shot onto the shore close to a point north of the city. Casca rode towards the sound of the guns, slowing as the first militiamen came streaming past, wild-eyed and shouting incoherently. Many had thrown their guns away, but none seemed injured. He leaned over and grabbed one by the collar and pulled him up off his feet. “What the hell’s going on?” he shouted at the panic-stricken man.
 
   “The British are coming!” he shouted back, mouth working in fear. “They’ve blown up the defenses and come through – thousands of them! We gotta run!”
 
   Casca cursed and dropped the man who scuttled off northwards in the wake of his comrades. The flow of men coming from the landing area was irresistible, and Casca’s horse edged backwards, ears pricked and head erect. The Eternal Mercenary had seen this before; panic fed panic and before anyone knew it an entire army was running. Nothing in battle was as infectious as fear. To be fair, these were militiamen, untrained countrymen, and asking them to brave a furious concentrated cannonade was asking a lot. But even regulars were running, Casca could see. Here and there amongst the rag-tag clothing of the irregulars were the smartly attired continentals, running as hard as their compatriots.
 
   Casca guided his mount out of the way of the rout and moved up onto a raised hummock, looking south. He could see distant figures marching forward, bayonets fixed, establishing a bridgehead. They were a mile or so north of the city limits, having landed at a place he recalled as being Kip’s Bay. The navy had blasted all opposition aside and now the soldiers were coming ashore unopposed and spreading out. He squinted hard, leaning forward. Hessians. Germans. Tough bastards, hard men, not to be toyed with.
 
   He turned his horse round. Ah well, there goes another set of equipment. New York was falling to the British sooner than anticipated. He galloped off, thundering past the panting men, some of whom had turned in terror at the sound of his hoofs thinking it was a squadron of dragoons coming to run them down. “Out of my damned way!” Casca roared, slapped a few who were too slow to obey aside with the flat of his blade.
 
   He came skidding to a halt as he caught sight of General Washington, vainly trying to stop the fleeing men, shouting at them, urging them to turn and stand. “General,” Casca called to him. “Hessians a-comin’, a few hundred yards away. We’ve got to get to Fort Washington now.”
 
   The others with him, aides and adjutants, urged Washington to retreat, but the general just sat there, dismayed at the sight of his men running. “General!” Casca yelled, turning in his saddle to see the Hessians closer. “Let’s get out of here now!”
 
   Reluctantly Washington nodded and they all turned as one and trotted off in the wake of the soldiers, heading north-west towards the fortifications, away from the more directly northwards flight of the routing units. They left the enemy behind and rode across country to the wooden walls and towers of the fort, alerting the soldiers there as they arrived. Casca dismounted in the courtyard and passed the reins to a private. He stretched painfully and clutched the aching muscles of his ass. Any time on horseback gave him painful reminders of the many times he’d so suffered in the past. Horses were all very well unless he had to ride one.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Washington said, having snapped out of his mood, “we must get the rest of General Putnam’s men out of New York. There’s three thousand still there. John,” he turned to the first of his aides, “can you get a message south now? Tell them the situation here. They must make their way to Fort Washington immediately, forget their equipment; time has run out.”
 
   “Sir,” the aide saluted and galloped out of the compound, dust flying in his wake.
 
   “Very good,” Washington said. “We must prepare the Haarlem Heights and White Plains now. We’ve got no time to tarry. Captain Lonnergan.”
 
   “Sir?” Casca saluted.
 
   “Here’s your report,” it was handed back to him. “Go with Major Franks here,” and he indicated a thick set swarthy individual, “and get the troops to start their defenses. I authorize your plans completely.” Both smiled ironically; both knew Washington hadn’t even looked at them. “Captain, we have no time to amend them. I’ll trust in your judgment.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” Casca nodded to Franks and the two retrieved their horses and mounted up, Casca somewhat stiffly. They rode out of the fort and made their way swiftly along the road to the King’s Bridge, guarded by nervous soldiers, having been ordered by their officers to stand aside as the routing men had fled across it. Guns were leveled as the two came up. “It’s alright,” Franks called out, “we’re from Fort Washington on orders from General Washington. Major Franks and Captain Lonnergan.”
 
   The soldiers stepped aside and saluted. “Sir, what’s happening?” one young man asked, a catch in his voice.
 
   “Nothing to worry about, son,” Franks smiled kindly down at him. “The general has General Putnam’s men to pull out of trouble, then he’ll be along. The British are nowhere near yet.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” The soldiers stood smartly to attention and the two officers rode across onto the mainland.
 
   “They’re young,” Franks commented.
 
   “Soldiers are usually young, Major,” Casca replied. “The young fight the wars the older ones want won.”
 
   Franks regarded Casca for a moment. “You some sort of philosopher, Lonnergan?”
 
   Casca chuckled. “Oh, no, sir, not me. I’ve just seen a lot of war. Germany.”
 
   “Really? So you’d have previous knowledge of those men back there, then?”
 
   Casca nodded. “Hard bastards, sir.”
 
   Franks tutted at Casca’s phrase. “I wish you’d tone down your phraseology, Captain. But I gather from what you say they would have given our men a difficult time.”
 
   “That’s an understatement, Major.” Casca concentrated on keeping his horse on the rutted road that led from Kingsbridge north. Washington’s headquarters wasn’t far and the two men soon reached it. Casca, having no other equipment or belongings than what he was standing up in, was shown a tent off to one side to use. He gratefully threw himself into it and lay there, boots off, his feet enjoying an airing. He pondered on the situation as he saw it. The British would now concentrate on taking the city of New York and probably consolidate their hold there, rooting out those who supported the revolution and securing it as their base of operations.
 
   Once that was done they’d look to strike out and drive the American army away from the area, just in time for winter to bring the year’s campaign to a halt. It was late September now so he guessed there were still six weeks or so to go before the weather really closed in and made things too difficult to effectively launch an attack. The snow and rain made gunpowder next to useless if it got wet, and the terrain was far too hard to take an army over it once winter set in, if the British were hoping to supply it properly. The Americans could live off the donations from their supporters the further into the interior they went, so retreating wasn’t that bad tactically, but the effect on morale was something else.
 
   Washington had a dilemma, that was for sure. He had to show everyone he was a decent leader, and that meant doing something positive other than retreating endlessly. He risked losing most of his men to desertion if he did that, but the untried and raw army surely wasn’t up to a stand-up fight with the British. Casca thought to the White Plains defenses he’d helped organize. Maybe there they could make a stand before the snows came down. If they could fight the British to a halt them perhaps the tide could turn.
 
   Ahhh, what the hell….. I’m just a soldier. I fight, I don’t worry about the long-term political picture. He lay back and closed his eyes, willing sleep to come, wondering if on the morrow he’d be facing the British in battle. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115253]CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   Major Sir Richard Eley was not a happy man. He paced angrily up and down the drawing room of the mansion he’d appropriated upon his arrival in New York and spoke loudly to his personal valet, Bradbury, and two of his junior officers attached to his command, a lieutenant and a captain.
 
   “It’s simply intolerable, I tell you!” he said, slapping his thigh irritably. “How can a man of my position maintain himself without servants? No butler, no cook, no wardrobe attendant, no coachman, no drinks waiter!” The last was almost a shriek. “What in God’s name is the world coming to, I ask?”
 
   “Major, Sir,” the captain began hesitantly.
 
   “What?” Sir Richard wheeled sharply and fixed the bewigged man with a gimlet-like stare.
 
   “These New Yorkers have been under revolutionary rule for months. They have been subjected to their promises of equality…”
 
   “Equality!” Sir Richard snorted in derision. “How can anyone maintain those peasants are my equal? Do they have my wealth? My possessions? My education? My breeding? No! They are inferior! Bloody revolutionaries, they fill people with damn’ fool ideas about being above their station, and it makes them unhappy, I tell you. Can they eat at dinner with the correct cutlery? Absolutely not! Equals? Bah!”
 
   The captain glanced at the lieutenant and drew in a deep breath, exerting patience and courage in equal measures. “Sir, it may take a little time to find people willing to take up service again, particularly to our side.”
 
   “Our side? Our side?” Sir Richard slapped his thigh once more. “There are no sides, just loyalists to the crown and traitors. Traitors should hang. And where are all these – ‘revolutionaries’? We get here and not one can be found, just people cheering our arrival. So where in damnation were these who held the city all these months in defiance of King George?”
 
   “Gone sir, fled north to Haarlem.”
 
   “I know that, Captain!” Sir Richard snapped, “I was asking a rhetorical question! Do you know what ‘rhetorical’ means, Bradbury?”
 
   Bradbury, his head adorned with a poor dull off-white wig and dressed in a white shirt and black jacket and trousers, shook his head. “No, Sir.”
 
   “There!” Sir Richard pounced, pointing at the valet, “how on earth can the two of us be classed as equals when one does not have the grasp of the King’s English to the extent the other does? What was I saying? Oh yes. I know the traitors have fled north because our esteemed commander General Howe spent the time he should have used chasing the bloody rabble, eating cakes at some woman’s house! Hell’s teeth, if Oliver Cromwell had shown such incredible stupidity then we’d never have had that blasted man winning the civil war!”
 
   The lieutenant looked uncomfortable and glanced sideways at the captain again. Both had their tricorns tucked under their left arms and were standing stiffly to attention.
 
   Sir Richard noticed the look. “You wish to make a comment, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Uh, no, Sir.”
 
   “Good, as I doubt it would contain much I would find of use. Make yourself useful and get me servants so I can live a civilized life here. Once my wife joins me here I will require a household fit for a man of my station, you understand? This house is mine by right of conquest; the former owner was a damned traitor and has forfeited any claim to it; if he sticks his head up out of whatever hole he’s crawled into I’ll have him hung.”
 
   “Your wife is coming here, Sir Richard?” the captain asked.
 
   “I just said so, why do you sound surprised? We’re married. I won’t have her skulking up in that God-forsaken outpost alone!”
 
   “Well, Sir, the city has only just been cleared and the American army is undefeated a few miles to the north. It may be a risky thing to bring her here.”
 
   Sir Richard laughed in derision. “Oh, Captain, you really give these – ‘Americans’ as you call them – too much credit. They ran from Boston once our army got to them, they ran from New York, and they’ll damn well run from the holes they’re digging up at this Haarlem place. By the time that ship that sailed to Halifax this morning has arrived there and returned with my wife, it’ll be deep into autumn and if it’s left any later the winter will be upon us and it’ll be too late for her to sail. It’s now or next spring and I simply will not tolerate that, you hear?”
 
   “Sir,” the captain stared at a point a thousand miles over Sir Richard’s left shoulder.
 
   “In the meantime, Captain, take care of all those tiresome details you’re supposed to deal with, whatever they are. Billeting the common soldiers and what have you. I’m tired and need sleep. Bradbury, run a bath for me, will you?”
 
   “Very good, Sir,” Bradbury bowed and backed away.
 
   “I trust the water supply works here,” Sir Richard said darkly. “Or were these traitors too busy with their slogans to actually do any proper work?”
 
   “I’m told the utilities function correctly, sir,” the captain responded.
 
   “Jolly good. At least they have learned some civilized manners from us. Time we taught them the rest. You may go, gentlemen.”
 
   The two officers donned their tricorns and left, relief on their faces. The captain waited until they were outside in the fading light before speaking to the lieutenant. “I’m thankful we don’t have too many like him running the army, Dick. If we did, I’m sure we’d have regular floggings and a hanging a week at least. And he’d have New York up in revolt before he could say Dick Whittington.”
 
   Dick nodded. “I have more important duties to perform, sir, rather than find him servants. He’s lucky to have a valet.”
 
   The captain grunted. “And bringing his wife here when the rebels are a few miles north of us? I’d wait and see if we can drive them away from here first, even if it may mean waiting a season or two.”
 
   Dick paused, concern on his face. “You think we can win the coming battle, sir?”
 
   “I hope we can, but Sir Richard is right about one thing.”
 
   “And what’s that, sir?”
 
   “General Howe is not the most aggressive man we have. I fear he’ll let the enemy retreat rather than crush them in battle. We won’t win this war if those tactics are allowed to continue.” 
 
   * * *
 
   Casca toured the lines of redoubts and defenses that were being constructed along the line of hills in the White Plains area over the next couple of weeks. General Washington had been relieved that the British hadn’t pressed their forces north, and hadn’t even cleared Manhattan yet; Fort Washington was still garrisoned and men were positioned along the shore of the East River, watching for any move that the enemy may make by ship.
 
   Pete Courtney sat eating his lunch with Casca on the slope of one of the hills that had been reinforced. “You think that fire was deliberately started, sir?”
 
   Casca shrugged. New York had suffered a bad fire shortly after the British had taken it. “Probably, but I guess we’ll never know. I’m wondering what’s keeping Howe from attacking. He’s giving us the chance in building up decent defenses here and if he does a ‘Boston’ on us he’ll lose loads of men again.”
 
   Courtney nodded. “That’s what we’ve been hoping they’ll do. They won’t shift these men that easily if they come up this route,” he waved a hand at the plains in front of them, looking south towards the river. “Unless they go up Hudson’s River and land behind us.”
 
   “Doubt it; the river’s not that easily navigable and there’s forts along the river there. It’s easier along the Sound; more sheltered bays and it’s a longer bank. Washington’s got to defend a long, long front and he just hasn’t the men to be everywhere at once.” Casca was secretly hoping Howe wouldn’t be that imaginative; frontal assaults would be coped with by the raw untrained men of Washington’s motley army, but if the British outflanked them and used their numbers anywhere, it was likely the American position would fall. Time. They needed time. Time to train the men up, to get them experienced. A good performance in battle would help enormously.
 
   “I just hope we can keep them shut up on Manhattan,” Pete commented before attacking his lunch,
 
   Casca doubted they could. With command of the sea the British had the luxury of picking the place they wanted to land, as they had at Kip’s Bay. After lunch they completed their tour and went back to their respective units. Casca reported to Washington again. “Sir, what would be my role in the event of the enemy offering battle?”
 
   Washington thought for a moment. “You’re a valuable member of my staff, Captain. I wouldn’t want to lose you in battle.”
 
   Casca smiled briefly. “Don’t worry, sir, I’m not that easy to kill. I’d like a position to be able to fight. A commanding role in the defensive lines I’ve helped design.”
 
   “I’ll consider it, Captain,” Washington said, then was distracted by the arrival of another messenger. The general read the message and scowled. “Damn it – Howe’s landed men at Throg’s Neck. Fortunately our men there are able to bottle them up. Where’s Throg’s Neck?” he demanded of his staff.
 
   One of the attendant staff slapped a map onto the table and ran his finger down and along the river line before jabbing it at a point to the south of White Plains. “There, General.”
 
   Washington mused over it for a while. “Hmm. If they can be kept there, good. I want the other units stationed along the shore to be put on full alert in case Howe tries anything else.”
 
   Casca waited until the commotion had died down, then Washington realized he was still there. “Ah, Captain. It seems you may get your battle sooner than you think. I’ll attach you to McDougall’s Brigade on Chatterton Hill. It’s an important position as you know. You must hold that if possible.” 
 
   * * *
 
   The early morning chill was an unwelcome greeting to Casca as he woke. The nights were getting longer and the temperature was falling. The year’s campaigns would soon end. He blearily got to his feet and stumbled out of his hastily arranged bed made out of a pile of packs, canvas sheets and odds and ends of discarded clothing, and looked out over the edge of the corn stalk and wooden branch fence that passed for their defenses. The ghost-like scenery was eerie, reminding him of some of the mornings he recalled from the past in Germania and Helsfjord, and a brief wave of nostalgia came over him.
 
   At the foot of the steep slope in front of him there was a field of tall grass, and the ground mist was creeping through this. Beyond that the Bronx River flowed, curving from the right and then turning north around the left hand end of the hill. It effectively cut Chatterton Hill from the remainder of the American lines and put them out on an exposed limb. Casca knew the British would seek to take this hill first. There was one bridge down the bottom off to the left and this was guarded, but if things went wrong up there on the hilltop then a thousand or more men would be hurriedly making their way to it and the crush would be terrible. Casca had a memory of the Goths being crushed at the Milvian Bridge when he and his Byzantine comrades had slaughtered them after bursting out of Rome in the days of Belisarius.
 
   Belisarius. Now there was someone who could make something out of almost nothing. He’d rout the British and drive them back into the sea. Or, more worryingly, he’d lead the British and rout the Americans. Best he remained in his grave and not get involved with man’s petty arguments twelve centuries on.
 
   He examined his musket. He much preferred using a sword. These things were too prone to misfiring, jamming or having the powder get too wet. Damned things. It was like fighting with a pike that used Greek Fire. The few bayonets they had were all issued out to the continentals they had on the hilltop here amongst the Marylanders and the Delaware unit. Off to the right the militia nervously waited without any, and if the British got to them it was certain they’d not hang about. He could hardly blame them.
 
   He hawked up phlegm and spat over the parapet. He badly needed a piss and then a drink of water. There was a unit latrine so he relieved himself there and then sought out the water cart, standing to the rear just out of harm’s way. He used the pewter mug, battered and well used, tied to the cart, and then filled it a second time to wash his face. It helped wake him up. He rubbed his bristly chin. Maybe if he got the time he’d shave, but he doubted there would be time just yet. Returning to the unit he began waking the NCOs. They would get the men up. “Sergeant, make sure the men all get their rations.”
 
   “Yes sir,” the sergeant yawned, then remembering who Casca was, saluted. Casca returned the salute and went about inspecting the rest of the company. If the colonel or even General McDougall happened by and the men were still in the arms of Morpheus, he’d be for it.
 
   The mist was slowly giving way but movement was happening over to the right. He leaned forward and peered through the mist and distance. Ghostly figures were advancing towards the hill and then he began picking out more further back but opposite his position. “Christ,” he exclaimed, alerting the sentries, “all hell’s about to break loose. Sound the alarm, man!”
 
   As the shouts went up Casca slowly began loading, thoughtfully watching as the advanced American troops below the hill began shooting at the advancing British. There were thousands of them, all making their way towards Chatterton Hill. The company formed up behind Casca and the sergeants and corporals got them assigned to their positions. Casca beckoned his immediate subordinate, a middle-aged lieutenant who had seen service in the Seven Year’s War, to stand with him.
 
   “Sir?” he said, his voice low and gravelly. Casca had the idea the lieutenant carried a grudge at not being higher in rank due to him having been in a war before. Shit, if that’s the case I ought to be the general here, Casca thought.
 
   “Have the men hold their fire until the enemy’s across the river. No point in wasting ammunition.”
 
   “Sir,” and he was gone.
 
   A fire fight was developing off to the right and a couple of cannons were joining in, their deeper throaty roars adding to the lighter cracks of the musket discharges. Smoke billowed up from the fight, merging with the mist. He would have watched the fight develop if the figures coming at them from directly ahead hadn’t been there, but these were the ones he had to concentrate on. 
 
   These figures could be seen advancing through the fields towards the hill, the mist giving them a spectral aspect, wraiths coming at them from hell. It gave Casca the shivers. Too many times he’d had such dreams, dreams of those who’d died at his hands, or of those he’d loved who had gone to their graves, hundreds, perhaps a thousand years ago. They weren’t all pleasant ones, and many a morning he’d woken with sweat on his forehead and his heart pounding.
 
   The colonel leaned forward against the hastily assembled palisade that formed the edge of the defenses on the prow of the hill and thumped the top. “Right, boys,” he said calmly but clearly, his voice carrying to all lined up to either side of him, grim but determined expressions on their faces. “Here they come. Get ready, but don’t fire until I give the command.”
 
   Casca had a musket, a Charleville, and enough powder and lead balls for a sustained battle. He’d made sure of it. He looked left and right and nodded. “You heard the Colonel, guys. Stand steady and look to me. You’ll be fine.”
 
   A few smiled sickly in return, and all began loading up, the ramrods rattling all along the line. The sound would have carried to the advancing soldiers below, surely. Off to the left, a cannon battery was loading up, the barrels being cranked down as low as they could go. The air was cold against the skin, and Casca’s breath billowed out in a white cloud ahead of him. 
 
   The hill was fairly steep and what vegetation that had been dotted along it had been removed, giving the defenders a clear field of fire. The advancing British troops had to cross the wide but shallow Bronx River, and Casca could now see that they were Hessians, garbed in blue coats with red facings and white jackets and pants, and knee-length black boots. On their heads they mostly wore high-peaked gold colored grenadier caps, which gave them an even taller appearance.
 
   Casca had to admit they looked a magnificent sight as they began wading through the water, and the American skirmishers began to kneel in the waist-high grass of the meadow that lay in between the river and the hill, ready to shoot at the soldiers. The British sent in their own skirmishers ahead of the grenadiers to trade shots. 
 
   Casca finished loading and slid the barrel of his gun along the parapet and squinted down the sights, picking out a fairly big grenadier, clearly identifiable with his peaked cap with its gold colored frontage. Grenadiers were usually the bigger guys in the army. Casca had been one once, earlier that century before going to Jamaica when he’d gotten mixed up with Blackbeard and the lovely Michelle LeBeau and had enjoyed a brief fling with Katie Parnell.
 
   Katie Parnell. The name popped unbidden into his mind, a sudden warm memory. Whatever had happened to her? Most likely she would be dead by now. He hoped she’d found a happy life after they’d parted.
 
   The soldiers were still too far away to hit with any confidence, and Casca watched, fascinated, as the Hessians lifted their ammunition pouches up in one hand away from the water, carrying their muskets over their shoulders. The cannon off to the left opened up at them, showering the troops with canister shot, sending lead balls flying through the air. The watching Americans groaned in dismay as the artillery seemed to miss, but then a cheer went up as one of the colors fell, the pole it was hanging from shattered in the ensign’s hands, miraculously missing the man.
 
   The skirmishers now traded shots, the Americans slowly giving ground, but their discharges ignited the dry grass and flames were soon springing up, the smoke adding to the confusion of the developing battle. Casca wet his lips and peered down the barrel. Still too far to guarantee a hit. He thought on Katie Parnell some more, remembering the way she’d made love to him. She had led, not him, and it had been one helluva experience. 
 
   The Hessians pressed on, their legs driving them up the steep grassy slope, on towards the American lines. Casca admired them, tough hard men, fighting for a foreign power, mercenaries like him. He felt an affinity for them as he waited for them to come into killing range. What did any of them fight for? An ideal? A flag? A king? Money? Glory? He sighed deeply and drew a long deliberate bead on a sword carrying officer, his tricorn dark in contrast with the shiny golden peaks of the grenadiers. He fought because that was what he did. Today he was fighting for an ideal, rather than a flag or a leader, although he’d done both in the past. Money, too, was a persuasive recruiter, but rarely did he consider glory reason enough to fight. 
 
   “Take careful aim,” he said to those on either side of him, and the feeling of men steeling themselves came over him almost like a wave. He could almost touch the air of determination, it was that strong. Here were men prepared to fight and kill for their beliefs. Idealism versus money. Who would win?
 
   The colonel, armed only with sword, paused, judging the distance. Then he chopped the blade down dramatically. “Fire!” he shouted.
 
   “Let them have it!” Casca added, and the hilltop erupted with smoke and the ear cringing crack of hundreds of barrels spewing lead balls at the advancing soldiers. Death spat down at the German soldiers, sending scores spinning or toppling to the ground, many rolling downhill with arms out flung, hindering those behind. The line shivered and paused, and men went down on one knee to load. Casca held his breath against the worst of the rotten egg smell of the black powder, then waved the smoke aside and peered at the man he’d shot at. The officer was hatless, on one knee, and clutching his side. Wounded.
 
   “Reload!” Casca yelled. They wouldn’t be halted by one volley. Two more would do it. The rattling of ramrods filled the air and men fumbled with pounding hearts for the next paper charge. The cartridge case was flipped open, the paper grabbed, the top bitten off. Casca spat it out and poured most of the powder down the smoking barrel, then the ball followed. The ramrod went next, pounding the air out of the way and compacting powder and ball together, then the ramrod was slid back into its place. The Eternal Mercenary half-cocked the hammer, opening out the hole into the breech and poured the remainder of the powder into it, then fully cocked the hammer which caught with a click.
 
   He brought the musket up to his shoulder and swiftly glanced left and right. The barrels were coming up raggedly, but most were up, a pleasing sight. Only a few were still being reloaded. He looked downhill and saw the Hessians had loaded too and were pressing on, trying to form a line under shrilly barked orders from their NCOs. Casca picked one of these men out, a corporal.
 
   “Ready?” he called out. “Fire!”
 
   Another air shattering volley echoed out from the top of Chatterton Hill and more Hessians staggered or fell face down, many writhing in agony. If they didn’t die from the shock of being hit, or from blood loss, then many would under the surgeon’s knife.
 
   Casca’s target clutched his thigh and rolled onto his back. “Shit.” He peered at the sights of his musket and judged they were slightly out to the left. No time to adjust that now. “Reload!” he croaked, the powder having gotten into his mouth, leaving a foul taste. He spat some of it out but the taste remained. He’d need to drink after the battle.
 
   The Hessians had now lined their guns up and blasted a volley out, but many of the balls went high, a few striking the palisade. One man close to Casca screamed and clutched his face before falling back to lie still. “Check him!” Casca pointed to a comrade of his close by. The man bent and placed a hand on his face, then turned round and shook his head, anger in his eyes. “Right – get back to killing them, lad.”
 
   The man went back to his place and quickly reloaded. Another volley tore into the wavering Hessian lines and they were retreating back down the hill, leaving at least fifty of their number behind. “Water!” Casca shouted. They’d be back pretty soon once their officers had gotten them rallied, and they’d be determined to avenge their friends’ lives.
 
   A commissary boy came struggling past with a water bucket and Casca greedily grabbed the ladle and gulped the cool, welcome liquid into his throat, diluting the horrid taste of the black powder. The others crowded round to have a drink, then the water was gone, carrying onto the next unit. Casca pushed his hat back and took a long look downhill. The Hessians were milling around the banks of the Bronx River and were looking as if they were getting into some kind of order.
 
   Once again Casca and the Delaware men lined themselves up against the parapet and readied themselves. If this was the enemy tactic then this would be like a duck shoot. Mindful of the lesson he’d experienced at Boston, Casca asked the men if their ammunition was plentiful. All nodded, their faces blackened, and they silently set to reloading and prepared for the second round of the battle.
 
   It came soon enough. This time the British had brought up some artillery that began blasting away, but their target was off to the right, where the militia were, so Casca breathed a sigh of relief and got ready to take on the Hessians who were massing at the foot of the hill in bigger units. It looked like they were going to use sheer weight of numbers to drive them off the hill. He quickly counted the figures moving towards the river, and he guessed that there were around three to four thousand of them.
 
   “Plenty to shoot at, boys,” Casca called out, “aim low, take as many of them out as you can. Reload quick; you’ll need to hit them hard and fast.”
 
   The men grunted and aimed a touch lower. The Hessians roared and began their climb, drums and fifes accompanying their efforts. Bullets spat past the parapet and the Eternal Mercenary ducked as one cracked narrowly past his head. Then he drew a deliberate aim at a sergeant, and moved the barrel slightly to the left. The order to fire came and the volley shredded into the leading elements of the German troops, toppling more men to the bloodied slope. Casca’s target folded over, clutching his stomach, and lay where he’d fallen.
 
   As he reloaded, Casca glanced downhill. “Get down, boys!” he shouted. Some of his men, startled, ducked in time just as a ferocious hail of shot tore into the palisade, sending chunks flying backwards to splatter onto the backs of the cowering men, but one or two took bullets in their chests or throats, sending showers of blood spattering onto the ground.
 
   Cursing loudly, Casca got to his feet and aimed downhill. A Hessian soldier was climbing hard towards the top. Casca didn’t really have to aim that accurately. His shot took the man clean through the sternum and he was sent backwards, arms out flung, his musket wheeling lazily through the air. More shots spat past, and Casca reckoned they had mixed up their skirmishers with the line infantry with orders to pick off anyone who showed their heads.
 
   “Independent fire!” he yelled, reloading.
 
   The men grinned. This is what they were best at, picking off a target at their own pace. The Hessian soldiers staggered on bravely up the hill, but the deadly shooting of the defenders was taking a heavy toll on them. Casca knew they were brave and determined, but they hadn’t got close yet and it looked like this attack would wither away. Suddenly shouts rose up from the right and a mass of men came running towards them in a disordered line. “What?” Casca took a couple of steps to the rear and recognized them as the militia who were supposed to be holding the flank. Men ran through the ranks of the regulars, knocking a few aside in their haste. Casca grabbed one by the throat and pinned him against the parapet. “What the hell’s going on? Why are you all running?” 
 
   “We’ve been flanked!” the man shouted, his eyes wild. “The British have gotten round the rear!”
 
   Casca cursed and released the man who scuttled off, leaving his musket lying in the ditch. The men were looking alarmed and edging backwards, the rate of fire dropping towards the wavering Hessians. “Stand fast!” Casca yelled, swinging left and right, watching to see if anyone was about to follow the routing irregulars. The colonel came running towards Casca. “Get your men out of here now, Captain,” he snapped, “the British have gotten onto the hill further back there and are going to roll us all up unless we move now!”
 
   “Sir.” Casca waved at his anxious men. “Walk! Don’t run! Face the enemy, walk backwards! Form two lines!”
 
   The men shuffled into two lines and began moving back away from the palisade, just as the Hessians reached the summit and began tearing the improvised barricades apart, anger on their faces. They wanted to get even for the losses they’d suffered on the way up. Casca swung his musket round and picked out one particularly burly man who was shredding the barricade close to him and sent the shot into his chest, pitching the man backwards. When the smoke cleared all that could be seen of him were his legs kicking spasmodically in the air in the man’s death throes.
 
   More men came past, eyes showing the concern they felt, and shots were now coming from the right. The net was closing and only to the rear were there no shots. The other units were forming up at the summit along the road than ran west to east and down the hill to the bridge that crossed the Bronx River, and that was where the men were now being funneled, pressed by the Hessians to the left and the flanking British to the right. There was no support fire from the other American positions as Chatterton Hill was too isolated and the vulnerability of the position was now all too apparent.
 
   Casca threw his musket aside and dragged out his saber. If there was to be any close quarter fighting then this was what he would use. He was much more at ease with it anyway. “Stand!” he snapped, seeing the Hessians gathering to open fire.
 
   The two lines stopped and on his command leveled their muskets. “Both ranks, fire!”
 
   The ear-splitting crack echoed out over the slopes and a huge cloud of discharged powder rose from the ranks. When it blew away the Hessian unit was gone, and all that remained were bodies or men slowly falling to the ground. The rest of the Hessians were now crouching behind the palisade and taking aim at the retreating Americans. One of Casca’s men suddenly screamed and span round, his chest a red smear, and crashed to the ground. Casca ran to him and turned him over. Wide open eyes and a white face tinged with black powder burns, but death came in many guises and Casca knew most of them intimately. One more casualty to record. He got to his feet. “Back, back!”
 
   The Americans backed away, pursed by desultory shots from the Hessians, but nobody came after them. Losses had been too heavy for any pursuit. Two more of the retreating unit were hit, one of them through the head, the other through the shoulder. The wounded man was dragged back with the rest, the dead man left where he’d fallen. 
 
   Other units were shooting away at the flanking British, keeping them at arm’s length, and Casca and his men made their way downhill without any further incident to the bridge. The regimental commander was there with the rest of the regiment, and satisfied all were there who had survived the fight, ordered them across the bridge and to the rear of the soldiers guarding the bridge. Here there were plenty of men with cannons and if the British wanted to get over the river at this point, they’d have a big fight on their hands. There was also support here from neighboring units. The only disadvantage was that they were on low ground, dominated by the now lost Chatterton Hill. The British could post their artillery up on it and shoot down at anyone at their leisure. Casca couldn’t see how they could hold this position, and hoped Washington would see sense and get them out of there back to the second line of defenses a couple of miles further north. 
 
   * * *
 
   Sir Richard Eley tapped his boots with his baton, watching as the Americans retreated from the hill. He was not in the front line of units, and chafed impatiently at being given the chance of coming to Howe’s notice. Promotion was another way of getting rich. The opportunities of higher rank were boundless, and war always accelerated promotions. Who knew when the next war would come? He would have to take his chances as soon as possible. Trouble was, it needed fools above him to get killed and for him to prove himself in order to be considered. His colonel was an elderly, unimaginative clod more interested in the men looking like parade peacocks rather than fighting and winning battles.
 
   His adjutant, a lean tall man with dark curly hair, noted Sir Richard’s irritated demeanor. “Sir, perhaps they’ll allow us to lead the next attack?”
 
   Sir Richard snorted without amusement. “That is doubtful, Captain Harrington.” Unlike many of the officers, he refused to address his fellows by their first name. To him, they were still beneath him since he was titled and most of them were not. If he came across one who was titled he deferred to them according to their rank of nobility, rather than their military rank. To him, the army was a hobby. The serious issue was who was what title. Breeding was important, and no matter he had married the daughter of a commoner, she had one use only and that was to provide him with an heir and to carry on the lineage. Rose was now Baroness Eley of Sandwell and therefore would be treated as nobility. In time she’d learn to conduct herself accordingly, even if he had to take the rod to her. One can always train animals to behave, so to train humans ought to be simple. And even if they proved unable to learn, they could be broken.
 
   She ought to be arriving in New York within the month and he could then get around to impregnating her, and to arrange a fatal accident to her father so he could inherit the lucrative business they had set up. The army would be supplied from the import business and after that, who knows? Perhaps the rest of New York could be dominated. Someone would need to run the city and the state, and why not him? He might be rich and powerful enough to come to the notice of King George eventually, and if that happened, who knew how far he could rise in society? He could eventually return to Britain and take up residence in London.
 
   But for now he had to take care of matters in the Americas. “Captain Harrington, stand the men down. The colonials have run away yet again.”
 
   “Sir,” Harrington saluted and made his way to the sergeant-major to pass on the orders. Sir Richard walked slowly towards the colonel. “Sir, your orders?”
 
   “Ah, Major,” the colonel rocked on his heels. He was slightly shorter than Sir Richard and was intimidated by the baronet, both by the height difference and the fact Sir Richard was a knight and had a title. He also didn’t like the haughty major. “We wait for Brigadier-General Leslie to order us to stand down. There may be a counter-attack.”
 
   “That is extremely unlikely, Colonel,” Sir Richard said disdainfully. “The colonists are on the run and aren’t in a position to charge at us over the river. We have artillery here and they do not. Not even those amateurs are stupid enough to attack over a river into that!”
 
   “Be that as it may, remain where you are until the orders are given.”
 
   Sir Richard sighed, saluted, and sauntered back to his unit. “Bloody amateurs,” he commented on his return. “Captain Harrington, I fear for the future conduct of this campaign if we are to rely on men like General Howe and our colonel. We need men of action, decisive men.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Harrington didn’t give a damn but he’d agree with Sir Richard, even if he said the moon was made of green cheese. Harrington’s thoughts were already turning to that bottle of rum he had back at camp and the game of cards he was to play that evening with his friends. 
 
   As for Casca, he had thrown himself into a hastily erected tent to the rear of Purdy Hill, the next hill in line after Chatterton, and tried to relax after the day’s exertions. He was confident given the opportunity, the American army could stand up to the British, but they’d need better tactics and a better plan. Washington was still not quite there with his tactics and far too prone to leaving things too late. Hopefully he’d learn fast. One thing was certain, he’d have to win a fight sooner rather than later. Morale was shaky and it wouldn’t take too many more reverses to lose many of the men. They really needed a victory of some kind, any kind.
 
   It was something Casca worried about until he fell asleep.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115254]CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   Casca was called to General Washington’s new headquarters at Miller House, just in front of Miller Hill, two miles to the north of the original American line that had been abandoned after the loss of Chatterton Hill. Washington had seen sense and retreated to the second and final line of defense, and now the Americans were staring at the British who equally seemed unwilling to attack again.
 
   The frost was widespread that morning, another indication that winter was not far off, and the campaigning season was winding down. “Sir?” he saluted on his arrival.
 
   Washington looked up, his face drawn. The responsibility of command was weighing heavily on him, Casca judged. “Captain, read this.” He passed the Eternal Mercenary a letter. “It was brought to me this morning by dispatch rider.”
 
   Casca read the letter and his face tightened. Rose had gone from Halifax by ship. The agents had tried to get to her but the British soldiers guarding her had been too many and the agents had had to report their failure. The last sentence had been their belief she was on her way to join Sir Richard in New York. “I’m sorry, Captain,” Washington said heavily, “but there seems little we can do for the moment.”
 
   “If she’s coming to New York it ought to be easier to slip in there and get her out.”
 
   “So it would seem, Captain, but I have far more pressing matters than to risk men on a rescue mission for one woman. We are to retreat across the Hudson; our position here is untenable. We will have to winter across the river and to protect Philadelphia.”
 
   Casca shook his head slowly. “Sir, you wouldn’t need a huge number of men; I could slip into New York once Rose’s arrival was confirmed and get her out.”
 
   “Out of the question,” Washington said firmly. “Your responsibility is now to train the men up to face the British in battle. We need men like you to give us a fighting chance.”
 
   Casca saw the look on Washington’s face and those of the men around him, and decided it was best he kept quiet. But he certainly wouldn’t leave it at that. He wrote a letter to Philadelphia as soon as he was able to and then had to await the reply with growing impatience. During the ten days it took to arrive, Washington abandoned White Plains and split his army into three, sending units to defend the north and north-west, while he took 2,000 men, including Casca, across the Hudson River and down to Fort Lee, standing opposite Fort Washington. Casca doubted dividing the army was the best thing to do but Washington still didn’t know in which direction Howe would strike, if indeed he would do so before winter fully set in. Meanwhile the garrison at Fort Washington was increasingly isolated and likely to become the attention of the British forces now the rest of the territory east of the Hudson was clear of American forces.
 
   When they got to Fort Lee Casca found a letter waiting for him. After being shown his quarters in the wood-built fort, he eagerly opened it, reading Katherine Maplin’s reply by candlelight. Katherine was in agreement with Casca’s offer to get Rose out of New York from under both Ebenezer’s and Sir Richard’s noses, but cautioned him that he was still under oath not to resume his affair with her.
 
   The other piece of good news in the letter was that Katherine was providing him with the funds necessary to undertake the rescue. A contact would be turning up outside Fort Lee on the evening of December 4, in two days’ time, and Casca was to give him a password that was written in the letter. After his identity had been proven, the contact would then pass him the funds and then vanish. Casca was not to say anything else to the messenger.
 
   All very secretive, but Katherine must have her reasons. Casca decided he’d best have a colleague with him and reckoned Pete Courtney would be the ideal man. The Delaware unit was still with them and so Casca sought him out and Pete was happy to come along. Camp life was full of boredom and with the winter closing in and frost becoming the norm, Pete jumped at the chance to do something different. Casca spoke to Pete’s lieutenant who was puzzled but let him go, but decided anyway to go and speak to his superior on the matter.
 
   Casca had no idea he was doing this; he and Pete waited on the road to New Bridge, awaiting the contact from Katherine. It was cold and breezy, and the two hunkered down in the shelter of some trees by the roadside. They had a lantern to signal to the contact, and after a short wait they heard the sound of hooves on the road, so Casca stepped out, making sure Pete was hidden amongst the undergrowth, his musket loaded. 
 
   A single rider reined to a halt, his features hidden by a cloth covering his face and a hat overhanging his eyes. He wore a thick cloak and studied Casca for a moment. “You have a word for me?” he said in a deep muffled voice.
 
   “Liberty,” Casca said, using the password Katherine had written.
 
   The contact nodded and fished out from the saddlebag a large canvas bag. He allowed it to slide to the ground and turned away.
 
   “Wait,” Casca said. “Anything else? No message?”
 
   “It’s all in the bag,” the messenger said, then was gone, galloping off into the darkness.
 
   Casca walked up to the bag and picked it up. Pete emerged from the undergrowth and cradled his musket casually in his arms. “That was brief,” he said.
 
   “Aye. They’re taking no chances. Come on, let’s get back to the fort and see what’s in here.”
 
   They took five minutes to get back and were shortly back in Casca’s quarters. The bag was upended and out fell a pistol, a small bag of powder and lead bullets, a bag of coins and a sealed letter. Casca examined the pistol first in surprise. The letter explained that it would be better to enter New York with a pistol concealed rather than carrying a musket that couldn’t easily be hidden. Casca had to concede that point.
 
   Katherine said that she had written to Washington asking if Casca could attempt the rescue. She also said that there were a few people who could be trusted in New York and gave the names of two and their addresses. She also advised that it would be best if someone could get a job within the household of Sir Richard so as to pass the word when Rose arrived. What rescue plans there were would have to be Casca’s. 
 
   It all seemed simple enough but he was too experienced to know things ever went as smoothly as planned. He looked at Pete. “Fancy a job as a domestic servant?”
 
   Pete snorted. “Why me?”
 
   “I’m known to Sir Richard, and besides, do I look like a domestic? I need someone I can trust to be on the inside. You’re the best I’ve got. I’d like you to go across to New York, go to these addresses and make contact, then try to get a job in Sir Richard’s household – or if not persuade one of these contacts to do so.”
 
   “Well, I can try,” Pete said slowly, his face unreadable. “But I doubt I’d be allowed to go. I’m hardly spy material and my commanding officer won’t take kindly to one of his men sneaking off to become one of the enemy’s servants!” 
 
   “We’ll see. If Washington’s been sent a letter he may authorize it.”
 
   Casca sent Pete back to his unit, then went to see Washington. It took a little time as the general was busy but finally he was admitted into the inner sanctum. Maps were everywhere and adjutants scurrying to and fro in the lamplight. There seemed to be a feeling of urgency in everything that was being done.
 
   “Yes, Captain. I understand you wish to see me on a matter of utmost urgency? Please be quick – I don’t have much time for non-military issues at present.”
 
   “Sir. You have been sent a letter by Mrs. Maplin from Philadelphia.”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes,” Washington frowned irritably. “Damned woman pestering me. I presume in that case you are here in connection with her request?”
 
   “Sir. Permission to mount a rescue of her daughter from Sir Richard when she arrives in New York.”
 
   “Oh very well, if it means I can get a minute’s respite from all this!” Washington clicked his fingers and an adjutant placed a sheet of paper on his desk. The general dipped a quill into the ink on the desktop and hurriedly scribbled a note. He held it up to the light to examine it, and to allow the ink to dry, then passed it to Casca. “This authorizes you to requisition whatever equipment is necessary to cross over to New York and to undertake secret activities against the British. Satisfied?”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Now be gone and don’t come back unless it’s really important!”
 
   Casca saluted and almost bounced from the room in pleasure. Now he had free rein to get Rose away from under that despicable man’s hands. All it needed was to plan the rescue. It all now depended on when Rose arrived in New York. He made his way over to the Delaware unit camp and sought out Pete Courtney. Pete was with a few of his buddies and on seeing Casca standing there at the edge of the camp light got up and came over, a look of concern on his face. “You’d best be on your guard, sir,” he said in a low voice, “my major isn’t that happy at you seconding me. It seems my company commander has complained.”
 
   “I’ll deal with that, Pete. Grab your kit. You’re working to me now. Where is your major?”
 
   “Over there, command tent. I’ll fetch my stuff. How long is it going to be?”
 
   “Who knows?” Casca shrugged. “Maybe a couple of weeks.”
 
   Pete nodded. “I’ll let my pals know I’ll be gone that long. Meet you back at the edge of the camp?”
 
   “I won’t be very long.” Casca made his way over to the command tent and presented himself to the major. He was a severe looking man with bushy eyebrows. “Captain Lonnergan. I’ve heard about you, nothing good. You’re stealing one of my men from my command. I don’t like that.”
 
   “Sir, authority from General Washington.” He presented the major with the letter he’d been given and the officer read it, angling it so the candlelight fell across the ink. He frowned, and passed the paper back to Casca. “It would appear you’ve got the authority. I shall of course register a complaint.”
 
   “Please do, Major. By the time it’s considered I’ll be finished with Private Courtney.”
 
   “You’re a cocky bastard, Captain. Get out of my sight.”
 
   “Certainly sir,” Casca saluted. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   Once back in the fort with Pete, the two discussed what to do. Courtney expressed his doubts about being able to infiltrate New York but Casca pointed out the majority of the British forces were converging on Fort Washington, leaving the city relatively ungarrisoned.
 
   So it was a few nights later the two men made their way to the river’s edge opposite Manhattan Island and got into the row boat Casca had requisitioned and stowed on the bank in the undergrowth to hide it from any prying eyes from across the wide river. The cold wind cut through their clothing but the two men had other things to concern them than the temperature or the wind. They were dressed in dark clothing and muffled so that only their eyes showed. This was not only to protect them from the wind but also to make them as undetectable as possible.
 
   Casca rowed while Pete sat still for’ard, the pistol Katherine had supplied tucked in his waistcoat. Pete had been supplied with civilian clothing thanks to the money Casca had been given and there were a few coins in his pocket. They had discussed Pete’s cover story and they had agreed that Pete would be someone looking for a position in a household as a butler. He had the addresses of Katherine’s contacts and would make his way there first.
 
   Their landing spot was just to the north of New York itself, where the land began to rise. It had to be there as the cliffs that lined the river were too sheer and hazardous to attempt a climb in the dark. There may be patrols but Casca doubted there would be too many. Certainly guards would be dotted along the bank but with luck they would arrive undetected and Pete could then sneak off to New York and Casca return to the New Jersey shore and wait for Pete’s pre-arranged signal that Rose was with him. Casca had written a letter to Rose and Pete had it tucked in his waist coat. Both knew that if the British should find it and read it Pete was in deep weeds but the private was realistic enough to know being in the army in a war was just as likely to get him shot. 
 
   Despite the cold Casca was sweating by the time they neared the Manhattan shore. There were rocks dotting the banks and he slowed, Pete in the bow peering intently at the river in order to spot any hazards. He called out softly to Casca that one jagged boulder was dead ahead and so the boat was maneuvered round it and they scraped the side as they came to the bank. Pete nimbly leapt out and crouched down, staring anxiously into the darkness for any sign of movement. Nothing moved.
 
   Off to the south the lights of the city could be seen, so Pete had no trouble in finding his way. He waved to Casca and the Eternal Mercenary back tracked out into the river, turned, and then began rowing back to the friendly side, hoping to hell Pete came through.
 
   Courtney made his way up the bank and paused. Were there any soldiers close by? After a few moments he decided not, and began cautiously moving towards the lights of New York. There were fields to cross and fences and ditches and hedges to negotiate. Best not to try the road as that would almost certainly be watched. As Casca had said, the majority of the British troops were further north besieging Fort Washington, and so it was likely he could make his way unmolested into New York.
 
   He was confident he could get into the city. He was a man of the world, having lived in many places and seen many different cultures. He wasn’t someone who’d never traveled outside his home town or village, and had seen more than most in his lifetime already.
 
   He’d been reasonably well off, then broke again. He’d tried his hand at a fair few professions, so he was used to thinking on his feet, which was why perhaps Casca had picked him for the job. He didn’t mind, really; it was just another job and maybe at the end of it he’d find a place to settle down and make something of his life.
 
   A couple of hours spent approaching the lights and carefully avoiding ditches and barriers brought him to the outskirts of the city, a farmstead and a few outbuildings with the first residential properties a few hundred yards beyond that. A track ran from the farm to the road and Pete could see a couple of soldiers miserably pacing to and fro by a burning brazier on the roadside. That was what passed for a check point and he easily circumvented it and finally got into New York undetected.
 
   He peered at the streets and wondered where the contacts would be. He decided it best to go into the heart and begin his search after day break. By then other people would be moving around and he wouldn’t stand out suspiciously.
 
   Casca made it back to the New Jersey shore and dragged the boat back up into the undergrowth. It would remain there until he needed it again. Not too far from the banks were a few buildings and he’d hired one of the cottages there for a few weeks which would serve as his temporary home until the rescue of Rose was concluded. He’d just have to wait now until he got the signal. Pete knew where the cottage was and would use a lantern with a pre-agreed series of flashes at midnight, the agreed time for each signal.
 
   If it went more than a week without a signal then Casca would assume Pete had been taken captive. He hoped to hell a signal came before long.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115255]CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
   Rose Eley stepped ashore onto the jetty and looked without enthusiasm at the buildings of New York. Nothing held any interest for her anymore, not since the day of her enforced wedding. Her father had become a stranger, a complicit conspirator in her imprisonment, and she hated him for what he was doing. To him she was merely a tool to bring him more wealth and another step up the social ladder towards God knows what. As for her husband, she had nothing repeatable to say about him.
 
   The journey south from a chilly Halifax had been rough at times and she had been sea sick more than once. Consequently she was very pale and thin and listlessly waited for her father and the soldiers appointed by her husband to set off towards her new home, the residence of Sir Richard Eley, Baronet of Sandwell. She hated the title.
 
   The streets were partly paved and partly hard frozen rutted mud. November wasn’t a pleasant month in New York and it was desirable to get indoors as fast as possible. Ebenezer Maplin rubbed his hands and looked around with a pleased expression on his face. “Ah, New York, at last! Our new home, Rose. Aren’t you happy to be here?”
 
   “No, father,” Rose said in a flat voice. “I hate it.”
 
   “Nonsense, you’ve just arrived! You’re cold and not had a decent meal inside you. Once that’s been taken care of you’ll change your mind. Now, where’s our reception committee?”
 
   The four soldiers assigned to protect Rose by Sir Richard said nothing; they had orders and apart from following them to the letter would not get involved in anything. Now that they were in New York with the rest of the army they felt safer and more secure.
 
   Ebenezer looked around again. He spied an approaching carriage, the two brown horses blowing plumes of cold air from their nostrils. “Ah, this must be it.”
 
   The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the waiting people and their luggage, piled on the jetty. All around them the others who had disembarked were making their way into the city or going about their dockside tasks. The noise was continuous. The driver of the carriage climbed down to stow the luggage on the roof while the passenger, a darkly dressed slim man jumped off the rear board and presented himself, raising hat and bowing low to the two. “Lady Rose, Mr. Ebenezer, may I present myself, Courtney. I’m Sir Richard’s butler. I’m to escort you to the Eley residence. Please make yourself comfortable inside.” He opened the carriage door and waited as Rose was helped in by her father, noting the reluctant way she accepted his hand, then closed it after Ebenezer got in. Pete smiled briefly to himself. It was going to plan so far, but up to now it had been easy. The few days he’d been in New York had seen him get a job as butler, thanks to the contacts of Katherine Maplin, high society people themselves who had forged letters of introduction that practically ensured Pete got the job in the Eley residence. With Sir Richard involved in the siege of Fort Washington and only being able to visit the house twice briefly, once to interview him, the baronet hadn’t really had time to assess whether the new butler was up to the job.
 
   Pete didn’t give a damn. He was going to get Rose out as soon as he possibly could. He had no intention of hanging around, for the longer he remained there the more likely it would be that someone would trip him up with his lack of knowledge of service. So far there were only four other servants in the house, and one of them, Bradbury, the valet, was with Sir Richard. That left the cook, housemaid and scullery maid, all women, so he ruled the roost, so to speak. But once the owner and his valet returned, Pete was certain his time would be up. So he needed to send the signal that evening to pick her up the following night at a spot from New York he would be signaling from. No use dragging Rose all across the countryside – they would be seen easily. No, once he made his move things would have to be done quickly.
 
   With the four soldiers marching behind the carriage, they rumbled away from the dockside and passed through the wide streets and tall, grand buildings into the heart of the city. Here, on one of the widest streets, the aptly-named Broad Street, was the Eley residence, and the carriage came to a halt outside the white colored edifice. Railings bordered the wide stone steps up to the paneled front door with its long brass door knocker, and Pete opened the door and stepped aside to allow father and daughter to enter the grand hallway.
 
   The carriage rumbled off with the soldiers around the block to the rear entrance. They would enter the house via the servant’s entrance. Pete closed the door and bowed again. “Please, through the doorway there is the drawing room, and on the other side the dining room. Up the stairs you will find your bedrooms. Lady Rose, your bedroom will be next to Sir Richard’s, while your bedroom, Mr. Ebenezer, is across the corridor. Allow me to show you. You may be fatigued after your long journey. I shall allow you to get used to your rooms. Dinner will be served at eight.” He led the two up the curved wide staircase up to the landing. There were no paintings on the large blank walls and it gave them a cold, sterile look, but no doubt Sir Richard would change that fairly promptly, as he would the current absence of furnishings or rugs along the landing. There were doors at either end and along the wall facing the stairwell, and the first door reached was Ebenezer’s, at one end of the landing. Pete opened the door and allowed Maplin to go in and look around. He then took Rose along to one of the doors facing the stairwell and opened it, reaching inside his waistcoat as he did so.
 
   “Ma’am,” he said softly, “I have a letter for you.”
 
   Rose turned in surprise and looked at the envelope. Her heart skipped a beat as she recognized Casca’s handwriting. She looked at Pete in astonishment, but the pseudo butler merely winked, put a finger to his lips and backed out, shutting the door behind him. 
 
   The next thing he had to arrange was the journey out of New York. Fortunately he’d already planned for it and had on his desk top the lantern he’d take with him to signal to Casca at midnight. The means to get there would be on horseback. One of the two horses used for the carriage would be saddled up out the rear and hopefully he’d only be gone a short while before he was missed.
 
   Rose went to her bed and sat down in a daze, almost too frightened to open the letter, but finally, with a shaking hand, she did. The letter inside was like the key to her prison. It told her of the plan to get her away from Sir Richard’s clutches and to trust Pete Courtney. It also advised her to destroy the letter, so that’s what she did, tearing it into tiny pieces and stuffing them down the cracks in the floorboards of her room. 
 
   She didn’t notice the passage of time that late afternoon, such was the state of her mind, whirling with thoughts and hopes, and it was only when her father knocked on her door did she stir. “Come in,” she said, hoping it was the butler, Courtney, with some more news of her lover, Lonnergan.
 
   But it was her father, and her face clouded. Ebenezer didn’t notice. He was still excited at the prospect of establishing the business in New York. He was impatient to go to the warehouses on the west side where his goods were, or at least, where they last were before the revolt. He had already agreed with Sir Richard that the munitions they were to import into the Americas would come here into those very same warehouses. He would have to look to hire people, but that was for the morrow. Now he wanted to settle in and have dinner. He was hungry. “Rose, you haven’t changed.”
 
   “My clothes are not here, father,” she said. To be honest, she hadn’t noticed, she’d been that preoccupied.
 
   “Oh!” Ebenezer snorted. “That butler is useless! I shall be having words with Sir Richard about him, mark my words!”
 
   “No, father, I’m sure it was an accident,” Rose protested.
 
   “I’m going to give him a piece of my mind. Wait here.”
 
   “Father…” Rose began but Ebenezer was already out of the room and stomping down the stairs. She sighed and sat back on the bed. There was little interest in what she had to say. She couldn’t wait until Courtney came to her to tell her when they were to leave. It couldn’t come soon enough.
 
   Pete was brushing down his coat when Ebenezer found him. “You, Courtney, why have you neglected your duties?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Pete looked up, amazed. He hadn’t been spoken to like that for a long time, not since his mother used to berate him for being late for some function or other. 
 
   “The luggage, man! Why has it not been brought up to our rooms? We require a change of clothing for dinner. What sort of butler are you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware the luggage had been left outside the house.”
 
   “It isn’t! It’s in the hallway, man! You must have passed it a dozen times since taking us to our rooms!”
 
   “No, as a matter of fact I haven’t been in the hallway since coming down to this room. I shall attend to it at once.” Pete bowed ironically to the outraged Maplin and brushed past him, leaving him spluttering in the small office. In the hallway the luggage had been piled untidily by the driver and left there. Pete sighed. It would take a few trips up and down the staircase to take care of it all, so he began with two fairly large cases, and after lifting both at once, decided to take just the one.
 
   He wondered just what was in the case. Looking at the label it was old man Maplin’s, so he dumped it by the doorway and returned downstairs. Maplin was by the cases, his face red with anger. “I shall be having a word with Sir Richard about your attitude, Courtney.”
 
   “You do that. Do you want your luggage taken upstairs or not? If you carry on like this you’ll have to do it yourself. Now leave me to do my job.” Pete knew he shouldn’t have spoken that way but he was fed up with Maplin’s attitude, and besides, this wasn’t his livelihood. As soon as he could, he would be away with Rose and then could return to the army. Just the few days as a butler had reinforced his conviction that he was fighting for the right side.
 
   Maplin stood back, then stamped up the stairs, muttering about attitudes. Pete took up the rest of the luggage, leaving Maplin’s by the door, but after placing Rose’s by her door, knocked and waited for her to open it. After a few moments she did, and looked relieved. “Oh! Courtney! Come in!”
 
   “Call me Pete, please,” he said in a pleading manner, staggering in with two of Rose’s bags. “I’ve had enough of your father treating me like a piece of dirt.”
 
   “Oh, ignore him; he’s as bad as Sir Richard. I hate him!” She helped Pete place the bags in the corner by a huge wardrobe, then stood in front of him, hands clasped together. “Please tell me you’ll get me out of this horrible place!”
 
   “Sure,” Pete said. “Tomorrow night, after dinner. Do you have any sensible clothing? Rough clothes, not a dress?”
 
   “I’ll find some, don’t worry. Nothing’s going to keep me here!”
 
   Pete left her and returned downstairs, checking on the cook and the preparations for dinner. He had little idea as to the arrangements for the meal but he had collared the two maids to assist, telling them that as the household was still short of servants, they all had to muck in. Fortunately the two maids were fairly experienced at their jobs and took to it without complaining, and Pete was happy enough to leave them to it.
 
   Dinner was served without too much in the way of anxiety, although Maplin and Rose sat mostly silently at the table; she wasn’t speaking to him and he was still furious at the slap dash way the luggage had been dealt with. The cook dished up the courses in the right order, Pete noted with relief, so all he had to do was to carry the dishes to the table through the passageway.
 
   Straight after the meal he donned his change of clothing and made his way out to the stable, at the rear of the property, and placed a saddle on one of the horses. During his time in the east he’d ridden, so the procedure wasn’t new to him. Keeping the lantern close to his body he trotted out through the archway onto the street and made for the countryside to the north, hoping he could find the approximate spot he’d landed all those days ago.
 
   Casca rose from his chair in the cottage and decided it was time to go outside and watch for the signal. It was nearly midnight. He’d had no signal for some time and was concerned things had gone wrong. He’d give it two more days and then look to try a different tactic.
 
   The air was chill and he stuck his hands in his pockets. The coat kept him mostly warm but the wind coming off the river was like a knife against his skin. God, it was cold! He scanned the Manhattan shore unenthusiastically and paced up and down a few times, just as much to keep warm as to pass the time. The sounds of the wind and the deep gurgling of the waters below were all he could hear. The lights of New York glittered to the south, off to his right, but he wasn’t interested in them. It was the shoreline directly opposite.
 
   Then, suddenly, there it was. He stared, and sure enough a light was waving to and fro. Excitedly he peered and watched as the light began flickering on and off as the lantern was covered and then uncovered. Two flashes, a pause, one flash, another pause, then three flashes. Casca saw the message repeated twice more then it went out.
 
   He felt a surge of hope. Pete was going to bring Rose to the shore, but along the river bank in New York itself. Casca knew it was risky and a wider crossing, but he guessed it was because it would be tougher to get Rose out of the city and across country.
 
   He began preparing himself for the crossing almost at once.
 
   Pete clambered up the slope back to his horse, and was checked by the tall shape of a man holding a musket with a bayonet on the end. The three cornered hat and the coat told him this was a soldier without any doubt. He must have seen the horse and come to investigate. Of all the bad luck!
 
   “Who are you and what are you doing here?” the soldier demanded, pointing the musket at Pete.
 
   “Looking for rabbits for dinner,” Pete said quickly. “Plenty around here. You seen them?”
 
   “Uh? Rabbits? Tell me another one, mate,” the soldier said with disbelief. He stared at Pete in the near darkness, not sure whether he was armed or not. He prodded forward with the bayonet. “Let’s see your face, mate, and no funny business, alright?”
 
   Pete shrugged. “Want me to put my lantern down first? It’s heavy.”
 
   “Go on, but slowly.” The guard leveled the point of the bayonet at Pete’s chest.
 
   Pete dropped the lantern and it crashed noisily, toppling over and the glass shattered. The guard looked down in reflex, which was what Pete was hoping for. He stepped forward, his hand chopping downwards, knocking the gun barrel down. The guard reacted fast but Pete was already swinging a fist towards the soldier’s face and it connected, snapping his head back. Not waiting to see if the guard was out of action or not, he sent another blow into the man’s gut, doubling him up. Two more heavy blows to the back of the neck sent the guard to the ground out cold.
 
   Pete stood over him, breathing heavily. He had to get out of there fast, so he mounted up, leaving the soldier and the lantern where they had fallen, and rode off back to New York, hoping nobody had seen him. The darkness of the night was his ally and he saw nobody.
 
   Getting back to the city he dismounted, tended to the horse and put away the saddle and tack, then entered the house at the rear and made his way to his office. Lights were still burning in the house even though it was well past midnight. Standing in his office examining the paperwork was a slim man with his back to the door. “Who are you?” Pete demanded, standing in the doorway.
 
   Bradbury turned round and smiled in a way Pete didn’t care for. “Ah, there you are. You’re the new butler, Courtney, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m here on Sir Richard’s behest. He would like to see you in the study immediately. He has a few words to say to you.”
 
   Pete’s heart dropped and his legs felt weak. He hoped to God his plan hadn’t been discovered. 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115256]CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
   Casca impatiently waited throughout the day. It seemed every minute dragged and became an hour, and each hour felt like a week. He checked and rechecked his equipment. Lantern, musket, knife, clothing. Not much, and it took but a few moments to go through all of them. The boat was fine, too, as were the oars. He studied the far shore again and again. A British warship was anchored not too far off the route he wished to take, but it wasn’t that close so he discounted it. 
 
   There were a couple of large buildings he identified that he would steer for. They should provide the best landmark. He had made his way down the river from the cottage to a point opposite New York and gauged how long it would take him to row. Nightfall would be about seven hours before midnight so he would have to wait in the open, freezing his balls off. He used the remaining hours of daylight to good effect, becoming used to the terrain and where to go once he had made landfall here after the return journey.
 
   Now all he could do was wait. 
 
   * * *
 
   Pete Courtney was also waiting for the right hour. Sir Richard had interrogated him over the luggage episode and his whereabouts when he had returned to the house just after midnight. Pete had lamely explained the latter on exercising the horse as it had seemed lame, but he’d found nothing wrong with it. Sir Richard hadn’t been that impressed with the explanation, and Bradbury had stood behind Pete, looking at him in a way Pete didn’t care much for.
 
   He’d been dismissed to his room thereafter, but Sir Richard had warned him to improve or he’d be thrown out, shortage of servants or not. Bradbury had smirked as he’d passed, and Pete badly wanted to punch him in the mouth.
 
   Rose hadn’t been happy to see her new husband either. Sir Richard had welcomed her by dragging her to his bedroom and stating she would have to start behaving like a wife to him, whereupon she’d retorted he should begin to act like a husband. That had elicited a slap across the face and then Sir Richard had produced a riding crop and had proceeded to whip her. Her screams had echoed throughout the house. Pete had gone to the bottom of the stairs and started up, but Bradbury had blocked his way. “Sir Richard’s affairs are his business and not ours,” the valet had said.
 
   “But – she’s in pain!” Pete had protested.
 
   “Do you wish me to report your concerns to Sir Richard on the morrow, Courtney?” Bradbury had asked silkily.
 
   “No,” Pete had replied, a look of intense dislike on his face.
 
   At the top of the stairs Ebenezer Maplin had appeared, hovering outside the bedroom door. “Is everything alright, Sir Richard?” he’d asked.
 
   “Yes. Go away. I’m dealing with my wife!” Sir Richard had snapped.
 
   That was all there had been to it, and so the table at breakfast had been silent, each person being occupied with their own thoughts. Rose had clearly been crying and she’d looked up at Pete, beseechingly. Pete nodded briefly and winked.
 
   Bradbury had caught it.
 
   So now the evening had come and dinner was called. Bradbury carried the plates to the table while Pete stood in the corner, wondering what the hell to do. He was supposed to do something, but what he didn’t know. The three diners didn’t speak much but Sir Richard kept on glaring at Rose who looked down at her plates and contributed nothing to the conversation, while Ebenezer tried to engage Sir Richard in matters of business.
 
   “It can wait until next week, Ebenezer,” Sir Richard said heavily. “My concerns are currently on army business and the attack on Fort Washington. I’m expected back on duty in two days’ time. We are to assault the fort in the near future, so I’m told.”
 
   “So shall I clear the goods in the warehouses to make way for the munitions and army supplies?”
 
   “Yes, yes, do that,” Sir Richard said irritably. “Courtney, don’t stand there like a shop dummy. Assist Bradbury in clearing the table. And then arrange for port to be available in the drawing room.”
 
   “Yes, Sir Richard,” Pete said. It was getting late and soon he’d have to take Rose out of there and make for the river. He caught Rose’s eye and nodded briefly.
 
   Rose stood up abruptly. “I feel unwell,” she said. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Not too bad, my dear, I trust,” Sir Richard said, an edge to his voice. “I shall require your attention later when I retire.”
 
   “Ah – yes of course, husband,” Rose said, then left the room.
 
   Sir Richard chuckled. It would seem that Rose was close to breaking. She would soon be an obedient wife and bear him sons to carry on the name. He went to the drawing room and sat in the upholstered chair close to the fire and raised the glass of port that had been left for him, and reflected that life was beginning to turn his way.
 
   Ebenezer sat in the other and also took a glass of port, but he was much more withdrawn. He was wondering whether Sir Richard’s mind was fully on the business. He worried that unless things were attended to properly, things could go wrong.
 
   Bradbury reappeared and leaned over Sir Richard. He whispered into his ear and the baronet’s face clouded, then broke into a scowl. “Excuse me for a few minutes, Ebenezer, there is a little matter I must attend to. Help yourself to the port.”
 
   He strode out and went up the staircase two steps at a time. He barged into Rose’s room and found that, indeed, she was not there. His face a mask of fury, he went to his room and grabbed his sword. He came back down and Bradbury met him at the bottom. “Well?” he demanded.
 
   “Courtney is also gone, Sir Richard,” Bradbury said obsequiously.
 
   “Damn his black heart! Rouse the guards!”
 
   “Yes, Sir Richard.” Bradbury bowed and left to get the two soldiers who were on duty out the back. A few moments later Sir Richard and the two soldiers left the house and made their way through the streets, searching. The baronet called out and demanded an answer, attracting attention from a few houses.
 
   Pete hurried Rose through the dark streets towards the river. They had both changed quickly and were wearing dark clothing, muffled against the cold. Both kept on looking back in apprehension, and to left and right whenever they came to a junction. “Do you think they’ve missed us already?” Rose asked in a low voice.
 
   “I wouldn’t count against it,” Pete said. “That valet was looking at us very strangely indeed.”
 
   “Oh, I hope Cass is there!” she said.
 
   They walked past the looming shape of Trinity Church and came to a turn in the road and the river lay beyond the road’s edge, over a low wall and down a rocky slope. Pete helped Rose up over it, lifting her skirt. She didn’t have anything more practical than a rough riding skirt.
 
   Once again their luck was out. A shout went up. “Hey, you!”
 
   Pete looked up and saw a soldier unslinging his musket and breaking into a trot. “Damn,” Pete said. He handed Rose a new lantern he’d taken from the household and lit it. “Here, wave it side to side at the river’s edge. He’ll be looking out for it.”
 
   “What about you?” Rose asked fearfully.
 
   Pete dragged out his pistol from his coat folds and cocked it. “I’ll take care of this idiot. Now go, hurry up!”
 
   The soldier came running over, leveling his musket. Pete suddenly raised his pistol and aimed right at the chest of the soldier whose eyes widened in shock. The shot shattered the night and the soldier was pitched backwards to crash into the surface of the road. Dogs began barking and a few lights came on in surrounding houses.
 
   A few streets away Sir Richard and the two guards spun round. “It must be them!” Sir Richard said, and led the two men back the way they’d come and then down a side street. Sir Richard gripped his saber tightly, hoping to hell nobody had shot Rose, or else there’d be the devil to pay.
 
   Casca, too, had heard the shot, and stopped momentarily in his rowing, peering over his left shoulder. It had come from the direction to the left of the left hand tall building. He adjusted his course and began rowing harder, plowing through the water.
 
   Pete had reloaded and crouched by the low wall on the river side of it, watching for anyone approaching. People were coming into view, mostly from the houses, roused by the shot, but off to the right three figures appeared, two with muskets and the third holding a saber. Sir Richard. Damn. He turned to see what Rose was doing. Twenty yards away and a few feet below him Rose was waving the lantern side to side, hoping to attract Casca’s attention.
 
   She needn’t have worried; Casca had seen it and was making his way furiously towards her. He was now twenty feet away and Rose was calling out to him, having seen him at last.
 
   “Over there,” Sir Richard pointed with his saber, catching sight of the lantern being waved. “Come on!”
 
   Pete crouched low, then stood up right in front of the soldiers and discharged his pistol into the face of one of the two guards. Blood, bone and brains splattered out as the man was instantly turned into a corpse and toppled into an inert heap by the roadside. Sir Richard lashed out and sent Pete tumbling down the slope towards the bank, just as Casca arrived.
 
   Rose flung herself into his arms. “Oh my God, Cass! I’m so happy to see you! Get me away from that horrible man!”
 
   “Get into the boat, now, Rose.” Casca picked up his musket and cocked it. Pete was lying on the rocks ten feet from the river’s edge off to the right and a British soldier was clambering down, his bayonet ready to skewer the groaning man through the back. Casca wasted no time. His musket barrel swung and aimed at the soldier as he raised his weapon to drive the blade into Pete’s body. Casca’s shot took the man through the side and sent him flying back with a cry of pain. 
 
   Shouts were coming from the streets now as more and more people came out of their houses. Sir Richard bounded down towards Casca, his face screwed into fury. Two more soldiers appeared at the top and one fired at the boat, narrowly missing it. Rose screamed.
 
   Sir Richard whirled in anger. “Stop firing you damned fool! My wife is in that boat! Pick up that man there!” he pointed at Pete who was struggling to his feet, one side of his face masked in blood. The two soldiers came down the slope, blocking off any chance Casca had of rescuing Pete. Sir Richard stepped forward again, his saber gripped tightly in his hand.
 
   Casca cursed and threw his musket into the boat and pushed hard, clambering into it and grabbing the oars as he settled into it. Sir Richard roared in outrage and made a grab for it but Casca back pedaled and the hasty grab missed. Sir Richard stood impotently with one boot in the river as Casca and Rose drifted away from them, the boat turning lazily.
 
   “Damn you, Lonnergan,” Sir Richard snarled. “I’ll have you hung for this!”
 
   “Too bad, Sir Richard,” Casca replied. “Looks like you can’t keep a woman, can you?”
 
   The baronet gnashed his teeth. He turned to the two men who were holding a groggy Pete between them. “Bring him here.”
 
   Casca and Rose watched as Pete was dragged before Sir Richard. By the wall faces were peering over, watching the entire tableau. “He’s your prisoner now, Sir Richard, I trust you’ll treat him fairly.”
 
   “Hah!” Sir Richard scoffed. “I’ll show you how I treat traitors.” He pulled an unsteady Pete round to face him, so that his back was to the river, and then ran him through with his saber. Rose cried out in horror, her hands to her face, and watched as Pete slowly slumped backwards to fall into the river with a splash.
 
   “You – murdering bastard!” Casca breathed. “I’ll get even with you for that!”
 
   “Go try, you pathetic fool. I’ll get my wife back. I’ll have you declared a wife stealer as well as a traitor. You’ll be hunted all over the colonies, and you’ll not escape the hangman’s noose, mark my words.”
 
   “We’ll see about that, you murderer,” Casca said, then began rowing away, watched by a silent and unmoving Sir Richard and the two soldiers. Casca’s eyes never left the bobbing body of Pete until it vanished into the darkness, and then his journey was only accompanied by the sobbing of Rose.
 
   * * *
 
   They made the far bank without any further incident and made their way to the cottage along the narrow track that ran along the ground above the river bank. Rose was still shocked at Pete’s death and her rescue from the clutches of her husband, and hardly said a word even when Casca put her into the bed. He contented himself with sitting in a chair in the main living room, his musket in his lap, and sat facing the door. He couldn’t sleep. He was constantly going over in his mind the fate of Pete Courtney, and wondered if there had been anything he could have done to change things.
 
   The guilt of his murder rested on him heavily, and the rage deep in his heart wouldn’t abate until he dealt with Sir Richard, he knew that. But for the moment, he would have to report Private Courtney’s death to Colonel Haslett, his commanding officer, and to General Washington. He would also hand Rose over to the general who would then return her to Katherine. That task, at least, was complete. Casca knew that then there would remain the matter of the war and the dealing out of justice to Sir Richard Eley.
 
   The following day they made their way along the road to Fort Lee, accompanied by the sound of gunfire across the river. Fort Washington was under attack. It had come earlier than the day that Sir Richard had anticipated, which he’d told Rose at dinner. There were plenty of soldiers milling about the fort, all peering across the river at events unfolding there, smoke billowing up from the cannon blasting away.
 
   Casca took a couple of glances across but apart from that took little notice; whatever happened at Fort Washington wasn’t going to involve him, and besides, he had other things on his mind. General Washington wasn’t available, as expected, so Casca and Rose had to make do with a junior officer on Washington’s staff, a portly major who looked like a life-long headquarters man.
 
   It was a tiresome meeting; the major just couldn’t understand why a captain of the engineer corps was escorting the wife of a British major to an American fort and demanding she be handed over to General Washington. He merely kept on stating the general wasn’t available and that the two should return another day when things weren’t so busy.
 
    “For Christ’s sake,” Casca exploded, finally losing patience. “Listen here, Major. This woman requires passage to Philadelphia to her mother, something that the general has personally guaranteed. I don’t care if he’s swimming the Hudson with half of the garrison of Fort Washington on his back, I want to see him now!”
 
   “You won’t get anywhere with an attitude like that, Captain,” the major said sharply. “As I have explained repeatedly, it’s not possible to see the general.”
 
   “It is possible, Major, and if you don’t want to find yourself reduced in rank tomorrow I suggest you get hold of him and tell him I’m here with Mrs. Rose Eley. I also want to report a murder.”
 
   “A murder?” the major blinked in surprise.
 
   “Clearly you’re not the man to bring it to the attention of,” Casca waved a hand and looked at the open doorway, as if he expected to see Washington appear there.
 
   “What murder?” the major pressed.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say to you, I’m afraid. Only for the ears of General Washington. It was one of the men sent by him on a mission he authorized.”
 
   The major tapped the desk impatiently. “If there has been a murder of one of our soldiers, then you must report it to me. I shall bring it to General Washington’s attention in due course.”
 
   Casca folded his arms. “No.”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “No, I won’t,” Casca glared at the idiot officer.
 
   “In that case I’m going to have to put you under arrest,” the major said threateningly. 
 
   “Oh, go ahead and do it. Make yourself look an even bigger fool, if that’s at all possible,” Casca snapped.
 
   Rose made an exasperated noise. “Oh you two are like two children fighting over a toy! Major, I’ve been treated appallingly by my husband, a titled officer in the British army. This man here rescued me from him, but his colleague was killed in cold blood right in front of us by my husband. General Washington knows my mother to whom I wish to see, and surely you won’t turn down a lady in distress? I am the Lady Sandwell, after all.”
 
   Casca almost choked, looking away to stop himself laughing out loud. The major stared in disbelief at her at first, then realized she was being sincere. “I-I’m sorry, ma’am, the Lady Sandwell?”
 
   Rose sighed. “Yes, by marriage to Major Sir Richard Eley, Baronet Sandwell. If you don’t believe me, send a letter to the British in New York and they will confirm it.”
 
   The major hesitated, looked Rose in the eye, and caved in. “In that case, Lady Sandwell, I don’t think that’s necessary. It would be an honor to escort you personally to General Washington.” 
 
   “Thank you, Major, you’re very gallant.” 
 
   Casca placed his head in his hands and leaned forward, more to hide the expression on his face than anything else. The major rose up and waddled round to allow Rose to stand, offering his hand. Casca stood up too and composed himself. The major eyed Casca with hostility. “I’m sure it’s not necessary for you to come too.”
 
   “Oh, but Captain Lonnergan is my escort and protector,” Rose said.
 
   “Very well,” the major said with disappointment. Nevertheless, he held onto Rose’s arm and took her out of the block, Casca trailing behind. Rose turned her head and winked at him. Casca poked his tongue out in response.
 
   They walked along the fort’s walkways towards a knot of officers watching the battle through eyeglasses. “General, sir,” the major said to Washington, “the Lady Sandwell and escort.”
 
   Washington turned in surprise and saw Rose, dressed in sober clothing and Casca a few steps behind her. “Why, Rose, a delight to meet you at last! Your mother has told me a lot about you!” he leaned and kissed her hand. “Thank you, Major, that will be all.”
 
   “Sir,” the major saluted and waddled off. Casca waited patiently while Washington and Rose spoke a little, then Washington looked up. “Captain, thank you for rescuing the lady here. I shall ensure her safe passage to her mother in Philadelphia. I will read your report tomorrow. As you can see, things are busy here. We will talk further on this matter tomorrow. You may return to your quarters.”
 
   Casca had time to relax and reflect on the last few days while lying in his bunk. Now Rose was no longer a concern to him his mind turned to military matters. The British were clearly going to take Fort Washington; the Americans were in no position to relieve it and it was just a matter of time before it fell. Then what? Washington had spread his forces thin to guard every possible place the British could advance against, but if Howe pushed with most of his force anywhere they’d outnumber the Americans. It was the middle of November and surely there was little time left for a campaign. Men were deserting daily in numbers, reducing Washington’s men even further. Morale was low, Casca could sense it, and good intentions were one thing, but putting them into practice on the battlefield was quite another.
 
   There came a knock and Casca got to his feet. “Come in,” he said.
 
   Rose appeared and smiled at him. “Cass.”
 
   “Your mother wouldn’t be pleased, you know,” Casca said.
 
   “Oh?” Rose frowned, closing the door behind her and sitting on the only chair in the room. “How so?”
 
   “She’s expressly forbidden me to see you without a chaperone any more, now you’re married and what have you. Actually she got me to agree not to see you even before that swine Eley married you.”
 
   “Why, Cass? Don’t you love me anymore?” Rose looked hurt.
 
   “Oh, hell, Rose, it’s not about love. Your mother saw what sort of man I am when I went to see her. Can’t recall exactly what she said but it was something like I’m a heartbreaker and bring women nothing but pain.”
 
   “Garbage,” Rose said decisively. “You’re a wonderful man, and I’ll tell her that. So she bullied you, did she?”
 
   “She’s a formidable woman, I tell you,” Casca grinned. “But now you’re married, there’s a social reputation to think of.”
 
   “Gah! Stuck-up hypocrites,” Rose scoffed. “I’m still the same as I was before that dreadful man got his hands on me.”
 
   “Not so,” Casca shook his head, sitting down on the bunk. “You’ve a title now. You’re a lady. You called yourself that this afternoon.”
 
   “Only to get past that prig of a major. You were heading for arrest, remember?”
 
   “Aye. But your mother will explain the situation better than me; I saw something of that when I last saw your mother in New York just before the British arrived.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Casca retold the dinner party event and how Mrs. Warrington described Katherine. Rose huffed. “See what I mean? Stuck-up hypocrites. Still, you’re right, now I’m married I shouldn’t really be in this room alone with you, it may cause a scandal. I really wanted to come here to thank you for what you’ve done. If you do have the chance to visit Philadelphia again, you’ll know where to find us. I’d love it if you did visit.”
 
   Casca nodded. “If I’m around I’ll certainly pop in, don’t you worry.”
 
   Rose stood and kissed Casca lightly on the cheek, then was gone. The Eternal Mercenary touched his cheek for a moment, then threw himself onto his bunk and swore fluently for the next two minutes until he ran out of words he could remember.
 
    
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115257]CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
   Things went from bad to worse for the Americans over the next few weeks. Fort Washington fell quickly, a disaster, and six thousand men were sent into captivity. Eyes looked at Washington accusingly but nobody dared say anything. Fort Lee was abandoned two days later and the army retreated into New Jersey towards the next natural barrier, the Hackensack River, a couple of miles to the north-west, crossing it at New Bridge.
 
   Casca was reunited with the Delaware regiment, and had a painful interview with Colonel Haslett when he had to tell him of the death of Private Courtney. Haslett listened silently for a moment, then nodded and stated Sir Richard Eley would meet his fate at an appropriate time.
 
   The British weren’t too far behind. Lord Cornwallis was given the command of the pursuit and took Fort Lee quickly, then pushed hard on the heels of the retreating Americans. Rain came down relentlessly and puddles formed on the roads, adding to the discomfort of the soldiers. Their misery was palpable. At night the two sides camped on either side of the river, their camp fires clearly visible to the other side, and Casca wondered if the murdering Sir Richard was anywhere amongst their ranks. He’d find out, no doubt, given time.
 
   They left the Hackensack and carried on westwards, another two miles to the town of Aquackanonk and crossed over the Passaic River on a rather shaky bridge. A cry of ‘dragoons!’ caused some panic and Casca was one of the rearguard given the task to destroy the bridge, which the soldiers did with relish. No sooner had the bridge collapsed into the waters then the horsemen of the British dragoons arrived and stared across the space at the Americans. Casca waved cheerily and left, running to catch up the last of the rearguard who were marching southwards along the west bank of the Passaic towards Newark, the next town and supply depot.
 
   The rain was relentless and so was the retreat. Casca said goodbye to Newark and with a few regiments marched south to New Brunswick where they took up defensive positions, ready to hold the town and the Raritan River line. They stayed a few days while rumors spread and all kinds of theories were put out by the soldiers as to what was going on.
 
   A few days later the main American army arrived and reinforced the Raritan line. But once again the problem of the militia returning home once their year of duty was up reared its ugly head, and a couple of thousand just upped and quit, leaving Washington with a much reduced force. It was shortly afterwards the British arrived and unhitched their artillery and began pounding the American positions. As night came the order to retreat came yet again and most of the army marched south-west towards the Delaware River. Casca and the Delaware regiment formed the rearguard and waited with Washington until they decided it was safe to follow. The British didn’t press and they were more interested in repairing the bridge over the Raritan.
 
   Grumbling grew amongst the Delaware men as their retreat continued. Washington rode up alongside them and the mutterings subsided. Looking down at the men, he spied Casca leading one company and spurred his mount to come alongside. “Well, Captain,” he boomed, “what do you think of it all?”
 
   “Sir, we’ve plenty of space to continue retreating to but our shoe leather may not last as long.”
 
   “Fear not, Captain, we shall not carry on for much longer. The Delaware shall be our limit.”
 
   “And if the British carry on chasing us?”
 
   Washington shook his head. “Lord Cornwallis is a cautious man; he won’t risk too much, especially as forage will become scarce the further he comes this way. Our depots are sufficient to keep us well fed, but the British face a different situation. They won’t risk a crossing of the Delaware this late into the year, whereas I’m planning something unexpected.”
 
   “Well, sir, if you give us a victory, you’ll see a change in the men.”
 
   “And I intend just that, Captain.” He touched his hat and trotted off ahead, leaving Casca thoughtful. The retreat continued into the night until the rearguard straggled into the town of Princeton. There Casca was surprised to see Lord Stirling once more, having been exchanged by the British. Lord Stirling recognized Casca and came over to him, taking Casca’s salute, then, to the soldiers’ surprise, shook his hand. “Captain Lonnergan, once more, eh? My thanks and congratulations to you.”
 
    “My congratulations to you, sir, for that valiant stand at Cortelyou House. Did the British treat you well?”
 
   “Oh, yes, even if they refused to call me Lord Stirling! Bah! Damned stubborn people. I’ll show them!” He saluted again and moved off to take the unit details from the various colonels. In the event they didn’t remain at Princeton for very long. Word that the main British army was advancing towards them came a couple of days later and they marched out shortly before the town fell, reaching Trenton and the Delaware River the next day, and made it over the icy cold river in boats, crossing into Pennsylvania. All along the river there were fires where various units had encamped, and Casca and his unit were directed to take up their position along the river a few miles to the north.
 
   Over the next few days they resupplied and got used to life on the banks of the Delaware. News kept on coming in from various people, some new arrivals from Philadelphia, others locals who brought food to the troops. Congress had abandoned Philadelphia and had moved to Baltimore. Casca frowned. That wasn’t a good sign if the leaders of the revolution were running too. It looked like they had no faith in the army stopping the advance of the British.
 
   Casca did the rounds of the company. There were supposed to be 85 or so at full strength but there were only 34. The same was true across the army. Some units were even worse off. At least the Delaware regiment had uniforms and bayonets, something that marked them as an ‘elite’ unit. Washington was pinning his hope on units such as these to show the rest the war could be won.
 
   The weather wasn’t that bad and the British looked as though they were settling down into winter quarters. Word was that they weren’t going to cross the Delaware until the spring, which was a relief. The river was over a thousand feet wide at that point, and Casca gazed across it into enemy territory. Trees dotted the banks, bare of leaf, and the winter landscape made him shiver. The bank on the far side was steeper than where he and his men were, so if they were to cross they’d have a harder time landing than setting off. Typical.
 
   Washington had grouped the men at the ferry points, just in case anyone tried to cross, but it looked as though they would have a quiet Christmas. Casca should have known, however, that something was brewing, for he was summoned to Colonel Haslett’s tent a couple of days later, and he and his fellow officers were informed they were going on the offensive. The British had stopped and were thinly scattered across New Jersey, thinking the Americans were a beaten force, and they were going to get a rude shock.
 
   The target was Trenton, just across the river. It was defended by Hessians under a Colonel Rall, and information had been received that Rall had about 1,300 men to defend the town. Washington had 10,000 and he would use his local superiority to good effect. A victory was needed, and he was going to give Congress and the American patriots just that. 
 
   Casca thought it was a good idea. They were getting used to too many defeats or retreats. A victory would do wonders for morale, both in the army and amongst their supporters.
 
   They were to gather their combat equipment, sixty rounds, gunpowder, three day’s rations, and any combat equipment, and report on Christmas Day to their crossing point as night fell. When Casca told the men they were both pleased and dismayed. Pleased they were going into battle, but dismayed it meant their Christmas was interrupted. “Don’t worry, guys,” Casca told them, “plenty of time for celebrating after the battle is won.” 
 
   As evening fell they gathered by the riverside. Boats had been found, sixty feet long and flat bottomed, and all of Casca’s company would fit into one. But the weather had turned, and now a snowstorm was building, blowing straight into the faces of the embarking men. It was raw and bitter, and Casca pitied the men who had no shoes; they would suffer terribly, even though they had rags wrapped around their feet.
 
   Oars were in short supply and the crew manning the boat used long poles to push the boat through the water. Ice floes were floating down the river, making the crossing hazardous, and Casca looked left and right as other boats struggled across against the ice, wind and snow. It was a surreal scene. One good thing about the storm, though, was that it kept any enemy pickets indoors. Nobody sane would attack that night, especially at it was Christmas night.
 
   They struggled up the New Jersey bank, helping each other up the steep slope, and gathered in the scrubland waiting for the commander to arrive and lead them off. The group was to split into two columns, and Casca’s men were to go with General Greene and approach Trenton from the north, from the high ground. They took with them a few pieces of artillery. The guns would slow them down, Casca mused. It looked as though Washington wanted them to co-ordinate a pincer attack, arriving at dawn, and how they were to do that with the storm, darkness, and the guns to move, was anyone’s guess.
 
   The darkness was punctuated by hand-held torches. The men shuffled off along narrow roadways, hemmed in by thick growths of alder. The storm shrieked through the trees, rattling the tops, and snow found its way down the backs of necks, making the men shiver. There was little noise; each was sunk in their own private thoughts, and Casca wondered how they would perform. He was hopeful they would acquit themselves well; the Hessians would be caught on the hop and would be outnumbered.
 
   The night seemed endless and the guns held their march up, as Casca had guessed they would, but as the sky began to lighten, they came out of the undergrowth on the northern outskirts of the town, and spread out, loading up. Some of the gunpowder had gotten damp, but they had enough for a fight. Casca still carried a musket, despite comments from some of the other officers which he ignored, and he loaded up too.
 
   The houses stood ahead, blanketed in snow, and shots were beginning to shatter the peace of the morning. Pickets had encountered the advancing Americans and the garrison was tumbling sleepily out of their billets, bad tempered and shocked. A long road ran straight ahead downhill towards the river, lined with tall oblong houses, lined with trees, and somebody said it was King Street. At the very top of the hill the artillery was unlimbered and loaded up.
 
   Blue-coated Hessians with their peaked brass faced caps began assembling a hundred yards away and Lord Stirling, commanding the brigade that the Delaware regiment was part of, began barking orders to line up in two ranks. Casca snapped a brief order and his men formed two lines, straddling the edge of the road, in between two particularly straight alders. “Stand steady, boys,” Casca said firmly, eyeing the Hessian force.
 
   Gunfire was breaking out to the far right, and Casca guessed that was the other column coming into contact with the defenses in that part of the town. Down the road there stood a church, the spire showing up against the lightening sky, coated with snow. The snow was blowing now from over their shoulders into the faces of the Hessians, who began to advance. The cannon opened up and cut holes into the German soldiers, men falling left and right, but they pressed on grimly. “Ready!” Casca raised his musket, sensing the Delaware soldiers did likewise.
 
   “Fire!” Colonel Haslett snapped from behind the lines.
 
   The crack of the volley echoed around the street. Bullets ripped into the soldiers, sending them staggering and falling. “Come on, boys, they’re retreating!” Haslett shouted.
 
   Casca drew his saber, slinging his musket over his shoulder, and led his men down the street. The Hessians retreated past their own cannon that were swinging their barrels around to face the approaching Delaware troops. Casca sucked in his breath; they wouldn’t get to them before they fired.
 
   Just then the American guns opened up. They’d seen the danger and now blasted at them, shattering one of the cannon and cutting down the crews. With a whoop of delight Casca led the charge down the street, swinging left off the street onto the snow covered verge where the cannon were sited, and charged the dazed gunners. One raised his saber in a defensive gesture but Casca evaded it and cut across his chest, sending the Hessian back against the wheel of his gun, where he slowly sank into the snow.
 
   The gunners threw up their hands, the fight knocked out of them. The whole town was now echoing to gunfire, and the Americans were flooding into the town on three sides. Casca checked his men and found only one had been wounded. Making sure he was fine, they reformed and crossed the open space in between King Street and the next one, Queen Street, and took up positions behind the fence that ran along the border.
 
   Hessian troops gathered a little way down the street, and then, led by their commander on horseback, came marching up in between the two streets. “Steady,” Casca said, kneeling, his musket once more loaded and ready to fire. “Pick your targets, wait for the command.”
 
   The soldiers tensed and waited. Casca grinned. These were good soldiers. Make the rest of the army like this and they’d do fine. As the Hessians approached, Casca drew in his breath. “Now!”
 
   He shot at the officer on horseback, but he didn’t see whether he’d hit him or not as the cloud of smoke obscured the entire scene. When it dispersed the Hessian column was in chaos and the officer was lying in the snow, his horse galloping off in fright. “Reload,” Casca ordered, reaching for another charge.
 
   The Hessians tried to return fire, but the wind was blowing into their faces and they couldn’t see very well. Their exposed position left them open to fire while the Americans were protected by the buildings and fences. Casca picked out a soldier carefully reloading, and on his command for the men to volley fire, squeezed his own trigger and when the smoke cleared, saw the soldier was leaning over in pain.
 
   The Hessians gave ground, carrying their wounded commander. “Come on, let’s go,” Casca waved his men up. The entire Delaware regiment rose up and advanced, bayonets fixed, down the street in the wake of the retreating enemy. They got to the center of town and found what enemy units were still there had surrendered.
 
   Firing was still going on to the south and east, but Colonel Haslett told the men to stand down. Trenton had been taken.
 
   The prisoners were herded together and passed to one of the other units to guard. Casca took his men to one side and told them to take a break and have something to eat. He saw the Hessian commander being carried into a large building, and General Washington and his immediate subordinates followed. Turning to a couple of his men he grinned, clapping one around the shoulder. “Good fight. Nice victory. How does it feel to win a battle, then, boys?”
 
   “Damned cold, sir. How about a fire?”
 
   “Good idea. Grab some wood and get one going. Right here in the middle of the street. Won’t endanger the houses.” Leaving the men to organize a fire, he wandered around the center of the town, noting the discarded equipment littering the ground. It looked like the enemy had lost over twenty dead and scores wounded, while American losses were minimal, maybe a handful dead and wounded. They’d caught the enemy napping, that was for sure.
 
   The snowstorm continued regardless, and Casca shivered, turning his back to the wind. Damned weather. There came the shattering of glass and ribald shouting, and he made his way across the square to a liquor store that had been ransacked. Hogsheads of rum had been liberated and the men were making themselves free with it. Casca was about to order them to stop when he thought better of it. It was cold, they’d just won a battle and, hell, it was Christmas. Grabbing one from a soldier who was struggling with two, and glaring at him when he went to protest, he carried it back to his men and planted it in the snow at their feet. “Merry Christmas, boys.”
 
   The men cheered and grabbed their pewter mugs and lined up for a tot. Casca was allowed first go, and he walked away, a full mug of the dark liquid, and inhaled it. Ahhh, great stuff. Reminded him of the time he had been a pirate. Chuckling, he took a mouthful of the fiery liquid.
 
   Merry Christmas, indeed.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: _Toc388115258]CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
   The exposed position they found themselves in meant they had to retreat once more across the Delaware, taking the captured equipment and prisoners with them. The snow turned to rain, a lashing, cold rain that made the men even more miserable and, oddly, making them feel even colder.
 
   After a couple of days to recover, once more they were given the order to re-cross into New Jersey. Casca sighed. Back and forth, back and forth. Much more of this and they’d grow webbed feet. The weather continued to play its part, throwing down six inches of snow overnight and then sending the temperature dropping so that part of the river froze solid. Some of the men even walked across to the far shore, although the guns and heavy equipment had to be taken by boat, and the ice made the crossing hazardous to say the least.
 
   Casca’s men were grouped with other units under the command of Brigadier General Mercer, but the four regiments and supporting units only came to some 300 men, a fair way short of their full complement. The end of the year was approaching and the time for enlistment was up amongst the men of the Delaware regiment. There were only 92 men left and they had been fighting for a long time and were tired and worn out.
 
   Colonel Haslett called the men together at Trenton which they had once more taken, and asked them to stay past their enlisted period of service. Casca added his voice to Haslett’s, stating they had now just won a famous victory and the British-Hessian forces were retreating and in a panic. It was a little exaggerated, Casca knew, but it didn’t do any harm to stretch the truth a bit.
 
   But despite their pleas, the majority of the men had decided enough was enough and they wanted to return to their homes and families. Haslett sighed and looked at Casca. “It appears we are just a unit in name, now, Captain.”
 
   “So it would appear, sir. What now?”
 
   “We carry on, Captain. We’re part of the brigade, so we shall remain under arms.”
 
   Casca grinned. A regiment of a handful of men. The colors would remain, given to an ensign, and Casca would be the officer responsible for the colors. He’d heard of a color sergeant, but never before a color captain.
 
   The new year saw the Americans take up defensive positions along a ridge to the north east of Trenton, to await the arrival of the British forces under Cornwallis who had, according to scouts, gathered at nearby Princeton. Casca and his small group were more or less integrated into the 1st Virginia Continentals, but they kept their separate identity thanks to the colors. The British arrival wasn’t long in coming and columns of men filtered into Trenton, coming under fire from the American defenders.
 
   Casca and his men kept up a steady fire, retreating a few paces each time they fired. The orders were to cross the creek that ran to the south of the town and reform up on the southern bank. After crossing the bridge they were allowed to rest behind the lines and listened to the heavy exchange of fire between the other units and the British who gamely tried to cross but were thrown back by the determined fire.
 
   Night came and Casca was summoned to a council of war called by Washington. The general welcomed them and stood behind a collapsible table upon which rested a map. “Gentlemen,” he began in a calm voice, “our situation is precarious to say the least. I have reliable intelligence that Cornwallis is intending to flank us on the morrow, and we do not have the men to both hold the front and contain a flanking maneuver. Therefore I have decided we shall make the flanking move, to march away from this position before we are taken, and to march on Princeton behind the enemy. It will compel them to retreat from this position to protect their rear.”
 
   The officers looked at each other and looked surprised. Casca guessed it was better than staying where they were; they were outnumbered and outgunned and given time the British would make that count. Best to get out of there and to strike where they weren’t expecting it. They were to move almost at once, with no time to waste, if they were to get the twelve miles covered by daybreak.
 
   Wheels were muffled, and men told be keep quiet, and in the chill of the night, they filed away, leaving a rearguard who were to keep the fires burning and to carry on digging the entrenchments to fool Cornwallis and his men. The route they were taking was across the front of the enemy positions and way beyond their left flank out into the open, along narrow roads skirting swamps and marshes.
 
   In the dark it was easy to think things were there that weren’t, and the jittery men thought they saw enemy soldiers where there were none. Casca kept his small group together and even guided some of the men in neighboring units who had become detached from their officers. Thankfully the rain had ceased and once again it had gone cold, freezing the roads so the cannon could be moved without getting stuck in the mud.
 
   They skirted a small settlement and swung north along another road. Casca felt cold and exhausted; the campaigning in the bitter depth of winter was taking its toll, and he wondered how the men were bearing up. They made their way stoicly, not saying anything, heads bowed. 
 
   The brigade was in the vanguard, so they had little worry about bumping into friendly units joining the column from other positions as they passed them. If they saw anyone, it was likely to be an enemy. One problem they did encounter though were tree stumps and roots. The area recently had been cleared when the road had been built, and more than once someone tripped and fell, uttering a muffled curse.
 
   Casca was one of the leading men and he strained his eyes into the dark, hoping nothing cropped up to delay them. Then suddenly they came to a better laid road and with relief he and his men strode out with more confidence. The tree stumps were left behind.
 
   “Steady, boys,” he said softly, and led them onwards. He had little idea when they were supposed to stop, and until Colonel Haslett gave the word, he’d carry on. The sky began to lighten with the approaching dawn, and the birds who had not fled south for the winter began to awaken, serenading the men making their silent and grim way northwards towards Princeton. Ahead they could see two buildings, set some distance apart. Off to the right was a stout square building, along the right hand fork of the split in the road just over a brook that was crossed by a bridge.
 
   Colonel Haslett came forward and waved Casca to a halt. The men stopped and took a breather, looking out over the countryside. The building slightly to the left and ahead was a mill. Casca looked at the bridge and beckoned the colonel over to him. “I doubt this bridge will take the weight of the artillery, sir.”
 
   Haslett peered over and nodded, his lips pressed together. “Yes, Captain, I fear you are right. We shall have to build a second bridge. I’ll send word back to the general. We’d best cross and secure the other side before someone notices us.”
 
   Casca waved the vanguard over and the men took up positions in the undergrowth to either side of the junction. He was told Princeton was about two miles distant and so they kept as quiet as they could. As they waited, the rest of the column began to arrive, blowing clouds of condensation ahead of them. The squad of engineers began to assemble a bridge from salvaged pieces of wood, and Washington appeared, consulting with his brigade commanders.
 
   “Captain, make for the mill and secure it,” Colonel Haslett said to Casca when he returned. “Our brigade is to form the left flank on the advance to Princeton. Good luck.”
 
   Casca waved his men, made up of the Delaware remnants and a combination of Virginians and Marylanders, along the left hand fork and made their way towards the mill. A pale and watery sun rose as they continued along the road that quickly became flanked by rising ground, so that they were below the line of sight of anyone to left or right.
 
   Colonel Haslett came riding up and leaned over to speak to Casca. “Captain, we’re to provide the blocking force both in and out of Princeton while General Sullivan’s force mounts the main attack on Princeton. We must stop the British from breaking through either in or out.”
 
   “Yes, sir, understood.” He waved the men to follow him and they continued, reaching the mill and passing it. Beyond it the road joined the main one running from Trenton to Princeton, and if the main British army came marching up it would be from the left. The men pressed on to the right, and then came to a halt by General Mercer who came riding fast from behind and ordered the men to stop. “Men, the British have been sighted off to our right. We are to engage them. Load your weapons.”
 
   Casca unslung his musket and loaded up along with the men. The time for stealth was past. Now was the time for action. They were still out of sight from the British, down in the sunken road, and their sudden appearance could cause the enemy some confusion. Mercer organized a small advance party of riflemen and supporting squads to lead the climb up the steeply wooded slope, and then the rest would follow, the artillerymen making best they could with the difficult terrain.
 
   Casca waited until the vanguard had passed out of sight, then nodded to his men and they followed, grabbing tree roots and branches and pulling themselves up until they emerged onto open fields with a farm a short distance away. The British were off to the right and ahead, a sizeable force, and they clearly had been thrown by the sudden appearance of the Americans from the sunken road. They had been concentrating on the other force marching along the other road towards Princeton, but now saw the approaching brigade as the more immediate danger.
 
   The redcoats dropped their packs and deployed fast, forming three lines. Off to the American left stood the farm and an orchard, and the fences and walls would form a decent defensive cover.
 
   Mercer ordered the men to occupy the orchard and Casca broke into a run, urging the men with him to get there before the British who were also sending men to take control. The trouble was these were dragoons and their horses could move faster. The dragoons got there first and dismounted, throwing themselves into cover on the far side. A narrow gateway stood ahead of Casca and his men as they ran towards the fence on their side of the orchard, and they plunged through it and spread out into the orchard, just as the dragoons opened fire.
 
   Casca winced but saw the volley go high, much to his relief. He crashed shoulder first into an apple tree and slid down, taking cover. Alongside him his men tried to do likewise but there weren’t enough trees. “Take aim!” Casca yelled, pointing his musket in the direction of the dragoons.
 
   His men aimed, and blasted a volley out from the edge of the orchard at the half seen dragoons. Casca reloaded, not sure whether he’d hit anyone, and settled himself more comfortably. He swung the barrel left and right, seeking a target. There! One dragoon ramming home a charge down his barrel. He squinted, held his breath, and fired. The discharged powder was waved away impatiently and Casca caught sight of the dragoon clutching his neck before falling out of sight.
 
   More volleys from the Continentals drove the dragoons out of the orchard and Casca got to one knee and looked around. More British troops were arriving and the rest of the brigade was coming up to support Casca and his men. Mercer waved encouragement from his horse. One of the Virginian officers ordered his men to make ready, and Casca nodded to his men to do likewise. The advancing British were a mere forty yards distant, and a volley crashed out from the American lines into the redcoats, who fired back but their shot went high.
 
   “Reload, prepare to volley fire again,” Casca cried, his mouth tasting foul from the acrid powder. He frantically reloaded, hoping his men got there first before the British. Two volleys from them had gone high; it was likely their next one wouldn’t. Casca centered his aim at a corporal, and when the order to fire came, squeezed his trigger and the musket recoiled into his shoulder, sending smoke billowing out.
 
   The corporal was hit in the shoulder and his face screwed up, dropping his gun. Now the British fired again, and this time the lead bullets plowed into the American line, sending men toppling. The man next to Casca groaned and slid sideways, a red stain spreading against his chest. Casca grimaced and checked the man but he was beyond help.
 
   “Look out, they’re coming at us!” someone shouted.
 
   The Eternal Mercenary looked up and saw a line of grim-faced redcoats coming for them, bayonets fixed. Most of the Americans didn’t have them, and Mercer saw the danger. “Retreat! Retreat!” he yelled.
 
   A pistol shot took his horse through the neck and it reared up, dumping the brigadier general onto the ground. As the men melted away in panic, Casca saw Colonel Haslett exclaim in dismay and run to assist Mercer, but the British got to him first, and when Mercer struck out with his saber, the soldiers ran him through repeatedly.
 
   Haslett paused, then back tracked towards Casca who was edging backwards towards the gate. “Hold fast, men, don’t run!” Haslett cried out, then was taken in the back by a musket shot. The colonel pitched forward and lay ten feet from Casca, his eyes wide and unseeing.
 
   The Eternal Mercenary gritted his teeth and retreated. Facing an entire regiment on his own wasn’t sensible, and the rest of the brigade had fled, streaming uphill towards the second farm a short distance away. Over to the left the American artillery was also being overrun and the British advancing on a wide front. Casca ran after his men, bellowing at them to stop and reform.
 
   Just then a second American force appeared, advancing towards the redcoats, but the fleeing Continentals crashed into them, disrupting their lines. Casca shouted obscenities at the running men and caught up with the rearmost ones, cuffing the first around the neck and grabbing a second. “Stand here! Reload!”
 
   He cut at an angle across the hill and seized a third by the coat. “Get over there! Stop running!”
 
   The new American line included a couple of cannon and Casca shoved the three men over to the side of them. “Stand and guard the guns! I’m going to fetch the others.”
 
   Casca’s yelling and the shouts of other officers brought some semblance back to the shattered brigade, and about a quarter of them reformed by the second farm, on either side of the guns. Now the guns began opening up at the British, and the two sides began trading shots. Casca knelt close to one of the cannon and reloaded, urging his few men to do the same. There was a lot of shooting going on to the right where a long line of redcoats were blasting away at the newly arrived American troops, and Casca could see the Americans edging backwards, bodies littering their retreat. “Hell, it’s down to us to hold the line here, boys,” he said, biting into another paper cartridge.
 
   The British opposite the cannon stayed where they were, not wanting to get any closer to the deadly guns and their grapeshot. Casca waited, looking to see what would happen next. To his surprise he saw Washington emerge from over the hill to his right, leading a counter-attack. The redcoats sent a volley at him but the general emerged unscathed. “Right, boys, let’s go help the general,” Casca shouted, realizing belatedly he was the senior most surviving officer now of the men who remained with him.
 
   He led his men downhill away from the guns, to a point on the extreme left of the new American lines. The soldiers there looked at them curiously, then went back to concentrating on loading up. Casca checked his twenty two men and formed them into two lines. “Stand ready, load up.”
 
   The redcoats sent a volley rolling out, and a few Americans slumped to the ground, but then the order came from Washington to fire. A stream of shot smashed into the redcoats, cutting down dozens of them. Casca shot into the crowd, and guessed he may well have hit someone, but he couldn’t be sure.
 
   Reload. Aim, fire. Close your eyes, wait till the cloud of smoke goes. Grab another cartridge. It became automatic, and he kept on loading and firing until the British line collapsed, unable to take the sustained fire any more. With a whoop of delight, the Americans surged forward to chase the British from the field. Casca was too tired to join in the chase, and watched as the remnants of the enemy fled in all directions, hotly pursued by the exultant militia and continentals.
 
   “Still with us, Captain Lonnergan?” General Washington said suddenly alongside Casca, making him start.
 
   Casca looked up at the American commander and saluted. “Yes, sir. Congratulations.”
 
   “On what, this victory?”
 
   “That and Trenton. It’s done the morale of the army wonders, sir.”
 
   Washington chuckled for a moment. “I must be about my business, Captain, but I must tell you before I go to General Sullivan who is at this moment investing Princeton, that Rose made it safely to Philadelphia.”
 
   “That’s good news, sir. Thank you for that.”
 
   “And I have also received a letter from the British general, Howe, which requests the return of Sir Richard Eley’s wife. You may as well keep it; I have responded appropriately, saying it is none of my business. Good day, Captain; when you’re ready, march to Princeton. We’ve got plenty to do yet.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Casca sat down heavily on a broken open ammunition crate and opened the letter. It was written in beautiful script, flowing and neat. General Howe had been requested by Sir Richard Eley to ask General Washington to arrange the arrest of one Captain Case Lonnergan for abducting the wife of the baronet, and to ensure the safe return of Lady Eley.
 
   Casca grinned tiredly. He had certainly stirred the bastard enough for him to complain to his commanding officer about it all. The great thing was that there was nothing Sir Richard could do as his wife was well away from him. “One day, you swine,” Casca promised to the wind, “one day.” 
 
   With a groan he got up and shouldered his musket. They’d won two victories back to back, and he wondered if it had turned the tide in their favor. Time would tell. The war was still there to be won, or lost. 
 
   He trudged down off the hill, stepping round the fallen, and made his way towards Princeton, whistling a tune to himself.
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   A simple rescue mission, that’s what they said to Casca. But to the Eternal Mercenary it was anything but that. Recovering from the trauma of seeing his beloved Rome fall to the Goths, he’d taken on the first job that came his way in Gaul, to rescue a rich man’s beautiful daughter from a barbarian occupied city.
 
   Getting a group of mixed Roman and Germanic mercenaries to come with him on the mission was not difficult, given the gold promised in those times of uncertainty. What was difficult though was to find out which of his six companions was hiding an alternative agenda while travelling north to barbarian territory. 
 
   What was also hard was to avoid getting caught up in a dynastic squabble between the King of the Burgundians and one of his group, the son of a rival Burgundian noble. It would be a mission that would test Casca to the limit of his endurance and abilities.
 
   For more information on the entire Casca series see www.casca.net 
 
   The Barry Sadler website www.barrysadler.com
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