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Chapter One

Niagara, 27 May 1813

The fog was a blanket of rotten eggs, the sulphurous reek of gun smoke lingering in the air after the previous day’s bombardment. The batteries had duelled all day, roundshot flying back and forth across the mouth of the Niagara River, the Americans trying to silence the British guns and the outgunned British desperately fighting back.

By nightfall, the last British batteries had been put out of action, and the American guns fell silent. On the British side of the river, they put out the fires and waited without sleep, listening to the rattle of oarlocks and the creak of masts and yards as enemy ships manoeuvred through the darkness across Lake Ontario.

‘Damn this fog,’ said Alec Murray.

Captain John MacLea checked his battered pocket watch. It was not quite four in the morning, and the fields and woods of the Niagara peninsula were already brilliant with sunrise. Only the lake to the north remained smothered in fog. ‘It won’t last much longer,’ he said. ‘Once the sun is fully up, it will burn away.’

‘But in the meantime, we have no idea what the enemy are doing. We can’t see a damned thing.’

‘They’re coming,’ MacLea said. ‘That’s all we need to know.’

He turned to the men of MacLea’s Company, waiting in the shadows behind him. ‘Check your priming. I want no misfires this morning.’

‘Yes, Captain.’ The men raised their muskets, thumbing back the covers of their firing pans and inspecting the priming powder and touch holes. MacLea watched them for a moment. They were a motley group. Most were volunteer militiamen in homespun clothing, with white bands around their upper arms signifying that they were Canadian militia. He knew them well; they had served in his company the previous summer, during the battles of Detroit and Queenston.

The company had been disbanded after Queenston, when MacLea was accused of disobedience by his commanding officer, General Sheaffe, and nearly shot. Only Alec Murray and a handful of men had stayed with him. But a few weeks ago, Sheaffe’s successor, General Vincent, had ordered him to re-form MacLea’s Company, and on hearing the news, the rest of his men had come rushing back to serve again.

God knows why, thought MacLea. I nearly got them all killed. And I’m probably about to do it again.

Like himself and Alec Murray, some of the militiamen wore rifle-green uniforms. They had been part of the Stormont Rangers, a militia unit MacLea and Murray had raised at the start of the war. The entire company had deserted during their first action the previous summer, abandoning MacLea and Murray in the face of the enemy. To say that the two veterans had been astonished to see them again was an understatement.

Their leader was a storekeeper from New Johnstown called Ferguson. ‘We understand if you don’t want to take us on again, sir,’ he had said. ‘We know our behaviour was cowardly. But we’d like to make amends, if we may. We want to serve our country. We won’t run again.’

Murray, who was MacLea’s sergeant and second in command as well as his closest friend, had grumbled about treacherous cowards and lily-livered bastards, but had agreed to accept them back.

Even stranger recruits were three men in the scarlet coats and white trousers of the British Army. They were part of a fencible regiment called the Royal Americans, men of American birth but living in Canada who had volunteered to fight against their former country. The regiment had been disbanded after being nearly wiped out during a futile attempt to take the American port of Sackett’s Harbor back in March, and most of the survivors had been distributed among the regular regiments, the 41st, the 49th and the 8th Foot, but Private Muir and his companions had sought out MacLea.

‘With your permission, sir, we’d like to serve with you.’

‘Why would you want to do that?’ MacLea had asked.

‘You saved what was left of the regiment, sir,’ Muir had replied. ‘If it wasn’t for you, we’d have died out there on the ice with the others. We owe you a debt, sir.’

MacLea had spoken to General Vincent, who had given his assent, and Muir and his men had joined MacLea’s company. He was glad he had taken them on. Muir in particular was an experienced soldier; on Alec Murray’s recommendation, MacLea had promoted him to corporal, alongside Ferguson and their existing corporal, a young former slave from America named Abel Thomas.

Thomas was one of the group who had stayed with MacLea during the winter, he and his friend and comrade Moses Crabbe, another ex-slave. Looking around, MacLea saw the others who had stayed: Appleby, the butcher’s boy from York; big Carson, the Durham wheelwright; Miller and Croghan, the two backwoodsmen; Schmidt, the German with the dubious past; the enigmatic Hill, sitting on the ground and smoking a pipe like he hadn’t a care in the world, and McTeer, the storekeeper from Burlington.

McTeer was an enigma too, MacLea thought. Clever and sarcastic, he loved to cock a snook at authority, and yet in some ways he was the best soldier of them all. When the company had re-formed, MacLea had offered him the rank of corporal, but McTeer had simply stared at him in disbelief. ‘Me, in a position of command? I think you’ve been out in the sun too long, sir. Give it to Ferguson. He’s a good man, and he won’t let you down.’

Good men, thought MacLea. He wondered how many of them would still be alive by nightfall.



‘Fog’s starting to lift, sir,’ said Corporal Muir.

It was true. They could see the water’s edge now, though the warships further out on the lake were still invisible. Four o’clock in the morning, but already the air was hot; when MacLea took off his shako and ran his hand through his black hair, he could feel the sweat on his scalp. It was hard to believe that just two months ago, there had still been ice on the lake. After a hard winter and a brief cold spring, boiling summer was suddenly upon them.

Hooves drummed on the ground, and General Vincent came riding down the track from Niagara town, his aides behind him. ‘The Americans will come ashore as soon as the fog lifts. Captains, deploy your men. Glengarry Light Infantry in the centre, Royal Newfoundland Fencibles on the right, MacLea’s and Gerrard’s companies on the left. The 8th Foot and Captain Gould’s militia will stand in reserve. Make ready.’

MacLea motioned to his men and they moved away through the trees, taking up positions facing the lake on the left flank of the green-jacketed Glengarrys. The latter were tough fighters, veterans of Scottish regiments who had settled in Canada and taken up arms again at the start of the war. But there were only two companies of them, a single company of Royal Newfoundlands, and five companies of redcoats of the 8th. With MacLea’s Company, Captain Gerrard’s Coloured Volunteers and Gould’s local militia from Lincoln County, Vincent had perhaps twelve hundred men to defend Niagara. The enemy, when they came, would have several times that number.

They halted a few yards from the lakeshore. MacLea gestured again and the company spread out to left and right, taking positions behind trees or fallen logs. Gerrard’s Company were coming up alongside them. Captain Gerrard himself, a portly red-faced man in a plum-coloured coat, saluted MacLea with a flourish. ‘Captain MacLea! Good morning, sir! What a fine day it is, to be sure. Or will be, once this blasted fog has cleared.’ He held out a flask. ‘A drop of refreshment, before the action commences?’

MacLea shook his head. ‘It’s a bit early for me, sir.’

‘Nay, sirrah! It is never too early.’ Gerrard tilted his head back and poured a couple of ounces of neat rum down his throat. He stoppered the flask, hiccuped, and then pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. ‘Damned warm, hey? But I reckon we’ll make it warmer yet for those Yankee rascals.’

He turned to his company. ‘Hey, my boys? We’ll give them a damned hot welcome, won’t we? Huzza!’

His men roared their approval. Like Crabbe and Thomas, who had once served in their ranks, all of Gerrard’s Company were former slaves, many of them runaways from America. Their clothes were ragged and some of them were barefoot, but they were bold, hard fighters, tougher even than the Glengarrys. MacLea’s spirits rose a little. We might only have twelve hundred men, he thought, but they’re twelve hundred damned good men. Maybe when the Americans land, we can throw them back. Maybe we can hold out.

He turned his head and saw Alec Murray watching the fog. ‘Have you heard from Charlotte?’ he asked.

‘Yes. She’s gone to Fort George with Josephine.’

MacLea stared at him. ‘The fort? Why there, in God’s name?’

‘The women and children of the garrison are there. Someone needed to look after them, Charlotte said. Why in hell did they come to Niagara? They would have been safe up north.’

‘You know why Josephine is here,’ said MacLea. ‘She is hunting Colonel Beauregard. And Charlotte, I assume, thinks she can help protect Josephine.’

‘They’re a pair of idiots. Why didn’t you have a word with them? You know what will happen to Josephine if the Americans get hold of her. They’ll kill her, sure as anything.’

‘I did speak to both of them,’ MacLea said. ‘Josephine knows the danger as well as we do; better, in fact. But she has made her choice, Alec. She, like Charlotte, will do what she must do.’

Silence fell. A light breeze ruffled the leaves above their heads, and out on the lake the fog stirred uneasily. They crouched among the trees while the sun climbed over the horizon in a blaze of orange and gold, and waited for the Americans to come.



At Fort George, Josephine Lafitte stood in the doorway of the barracks, gazing at the devastation around her. Despite the heat, she wore a dark cloak over her gown, and her black hair was tucked up under a scarf. The light of sunrise showed the wooden palisades pitted by roundshot, with cannonballs still embedded in the walls here and there. The black lumps looked like an evil fungus growing out of the wood.

More spent roundshot lay scattered across the courtyard. Two cannon, dismounted from the ramparts, lay on their sides on the ground. The gates had been smashed open, broken by howitzer shells. The mess building had caught fire during the bombardment and burned to the ground, the gunners on the ramparts continuing to work their guns as flames and smoke boiled around them. She could see embers still glowing among the charred ruins. Fine coils of smoke tainted the air.

Even at a distance, she could hear clearly the ghostly creaking and rustling of the invisible fleet on the lake. ‘They’re getting into position,’ she said aloud.

Charlotte Lawrence came out to stand beside her. Fair-haired and pale, she was as taut as a drum skin. The two women, and Josephine’s maidservant Marie, had arrived here yesterday morning, before the bombardment began. They had been staying at Josephine’s house in Niagara, but it was near the lake and in full view of the American guns, and far from safe. Not that the fort had proved to be much safer.

Half-circles of sleeplessness were imprinted under Charlotte’s eyes. ‘Where is everyone? Where is the garrison?’

‘Withdrawn to join the rest of the army, I should think.’ Josephine gestured around her. ‘See for yourself. This place is no longer defensible. All the guns are dismounted, the walls are half-ruined, the gates have been smashed in.’

‘And the Americans are coming,’ said Charlotte, and she shivered a little.

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘They will land as soon as the fog clears. And just as at York last month, our army will be unable to hold them back.’

Charlotte looked around. ‘We need to get the other women and children out of here.’

Most of the civilian population of Niagara had chosen to stay in their homes, trusting that if the enemy came, the American commanders would stop their men from molesting them. From what Josephine had seen after the American raid on York, that might prove a vain hope. But the wives and families of the British officers and soldiers had come here to the fort to take refuge, and if it was stormed, they would be in real danger.

‘Wake them, Charlotte, will you? Ask Marie to help you. Get them up and dressed, and out of the fort as quickly as you can. Tell them to bring nothing but what they can carry in their pockets.’

‘Where shall we go?’

‘Upriver. John says that if the army is forced to retire, it will fall back to Queenston, so we shall go there too. We can make our way through the trees along the riverbank and not be seen.’ She touched Charlotte on the shoulder. ‘Go, my dear. Wait for me by the council house. I will meet you there.’

Charlotte stared at her. ‘Where are you going?’

‘There is something I need to do,’ said Josephine.



The fort’s offices on the far side of the compound were still standing, though there were holes in the roof and most of the windows were broken. Josephine picked her away across the courtyard, avoiding the cannonballs and broken timbers. She paused at the door of the office block for a moment, listening for any movement, but she heard nothing. Silently, walking on the balls of her feet, she went inside and walked along the corridor towards the office of the fort’s quartermaster, Lieutenant Hammond.

The door to the office was open. She paused for a moment, listening again, then moved into the doorway and stopped.

Hammond, a small, sharp-faced man with dark eyes set close together, was standing behind his desk. He held a glass of rum in one hand and a piece of paper in the other. Absorbed in reading, he did not see Josephine at first. Then he sank the contents of the glass and laid the paper down on his desk.

‘Good morning,’ said Josephine.

Hammond jumped like he had been shot. The glass flew from his hand and smashed on the floor. He stuttered for a moment, trying to find his voice. ‘Y-you! What the devil are you doing here?’

‘I could ask you the same question. Should you not be with the army?’

‘You treacherous bitch!’ Face flushed with anger and rum, Hammond reached for the drawer of his desk, where, Josephine knew, he kept a loaded pistol. Faster than thought, she drew her own pistol from the pocket of her cloak and aimed it at his head.

‘Another move and I will kill you,’ she said.

Hammond halted. He looked at the pistol and the expression in her eyes. The colour drained out of his face and he went very pale. In the distance, something hissed in the air and then exploded with a sharp snap.

‘Signal rocket,’ said Josephine. ‘It begins.’

Hammond opened his mouth to speak, and then suddenly the walls shook as the crash of massed artillery split the air like thunder.

‘Time to answer some questions, Lieutenant Hammond,’ said Josephine. ‘Or if not, then it is time to die.’



Like the raising of a theatre curtain, the fog parted and was gone. For just a moment, the entire scene was laid out before them like a tableau. The lake stretched away to the far horizon, rippling water reflecting the sunrise fire. Warships lay just offshore, broadsides turned towards land, sails glowing in the light, the Stars and Stripes fluttering at their mastheads. Boats crawled like beetles over the water towards the shore, oars rising and falling, coming nearer and nearer.

From the deck of the largest warship a rocket soared into the sky, exploding in a cloud of red sparks. Another rocket rose over the American land batteries on the far side of the river, answering the signal. McTeer sketched the sign of the cross over his chest. ‘For what we are about to receive,’ he murmured, ‘may the Lord make us truly thankful.’

The cannon on the warships spat long tongues of flame, followed by boiling clouds of white smoke. Roundshot hurtled among the trees, tearing splinters out of the wood and kicking up fountains of earth. Cut branches showered down around them. The land batteries joined in with howitzer shells that exploded among the trees in bright flashes of flame. The crash of cannon echoing over the water became one long continuous thundering. Crouching behind a tree, MacLea saw that the Glengarrys on their right flank were taking casualties; already, half a dozen green-coated men lay unmoving on the ground. A roundshot smashed into a tree nearby, sending a cloud of splinters flying, and one of his own company sagged back clutching at his throat. On and on the thunder went, shaking the air, punctuated by the whirr and howl of shot passing through the trees.

Out on the lake, covered by the massed fire of eighty guns, the American boats came sweeping in towards land.

‘Hold your fire!’ shouted MacLea. He could barely make himself heard over the din. ‘Wait until they close in!’

The company waited, crouching behind cover and peering down the barrels of the levelled muskets while the cannon hammered at them and splinters knifed through the air. A militiaman screamed and fell into the undergrowth, legs kicking for a moment and then going still. Another man collapsed and died without a sound. MacLea ignored them, just as he ignored the roundshot flying around him, and concentrated on the boats. Through the drifting smoke he could see that some of the Americans wore green uniforms instead of the blue and white of regular infantry. These were riflemen, from Major Benjamin Forsyth’s 1st US Rifles. His eyes narrowed a little. He had fought Forsyth and his men before, at York, and knew how deadly their long Harper’s Ferry rifles could be.

Suddenly the guns ceased firing. Schmidt raised his head and looked around. ‘What is happening? Why did they stop?’

‘The boats are too close to shore,’ said Abel Thomas. His young face was hard in the sunlight, beaded with dots of sweat. ‘The guns might hit their own men. Look to your front, Schmitty, and wait for the order.’

In the silence, MacLea could hear his ears ringing. Sulphurous smoke drifted on the wind, thick and gagging. Rowlocks creaked and oars splashed in the water as the boatmen drove hard towards shore. They were a hundred yards away, then seventy, then fifty.

‘Fire!’ MacLea shouted.

Seventy muskets fired together with a crash that shook the air. More smoke boiled through the trees. Tearing open a cartridge and ramming down powder and shot, MacLea saw that Gerrard’s Company had opened fire too, as had the Glengarrys and the Royal Newfoundlands. Fountains of water leapt around the boats, and splinters of wood flew as musket balls struck home. One boat crabbed around sideways, oarsmen slumped dead or dying, and rammed its neighbour; both boats began to sag sideways, spilling their cargoes of heavily laden infantrymen into the lake. Peering through the smoke, MacLea sighted on the leading boat and saw an American officer waving his sword and shouting to his men; he pulled the trigger, and the officer dropped his sword and toppled over sideways into the water. More men fell, tumbling down dead and wounded, but the rest of the boats came on, oars flashing in the sunlight.

The first boats grounded on the beach and men jumped over the sides, splashing in the shallows, running up onto dry land to form ranks, while the British musketry ripped through them. Men fell dead or dying every second, but more and more Americans swarmed ashore. MacLea saw Forsyth, a tall man with a sword in one hand and a rifle in the other, waving at his men to spread out and form line. Sighting on the American, he pulled the trigger, but when the smoke cleared, Forsyth was still there.

Cursing, MacLea reloaded, ramming down powder and shot, priming the pan and raising up to fire again, and again, and again. The Americans had formed solid ranks now, and their own volleys came crashing back, musket balls hissing in the air and thudding into the trees. Smoke boiled thickly, sometimes blotting out the scene, but through it the musket balls still came thick as hail, and one by one the British and Canadian defenders began to die.



‘You betrayed us,’ said Hammond. He stood rigid, staring at the pistol in Josephine’s hand. ‘You sold us out.’

‘I betrayed no one,’ said Josephine.

‘You lying black hellcat!’

‘Mind your manners, Lieutenant,’ Josephine said coldly. ‘I’m the one with the pistol, remember?’

Hammond said nothing. In the distance, the gunfire was a constant roar, like heavy surf pounding on the shore.

‘Consider this,’ said Josephine. ‘You are still a free man. I could have betrayed you, passed your name to the British authorities and had you arrested. But I did not.’

Still Hammond was silent.

‘Don’t you want to know why?’ Josephine asked.

‘All right. Why?’

‘Because I’m on your side. I am not the one who betrayed Boydell.’

‘Lies. You wrecked the Polaris operation. Beauregard will kill you for that.’

‘Rubbish. MacLea and Kramer tracked down Polaris. I had nothing to do with it. How could I? No one ever told me who he was. I was as surprised as anyone when he was exposed.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘I don’t particularly care whether you believe me or not.’ She paused. Even now, after all that had happened in the past year, it was an effort to say the name. ‘Where can I find Colonel Beauregard?’

Hammond shrugged. ‘How would I know? I’m just a courier. No one tells me anything.’

‘Really? Then what is in that message you were reading?’

Hammond reached for the paper, but Josephine motioned with the pistol. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Don’t touch it. Leave it where it is.’

Hammond halted. He was sweating hard, and she wondered how much rum he had consumed. He was not a brave man. ‘I don’t know where Beauregard is,’ he said. ‘As God is my witness, that is the truth.’

‘Has he come across the river? Is he already in Canada?’

Hammond’s eyelids flickered. ‘He might be. Like I said, I don’t know.’

‘You are not a good liar, Hammond.’

The roar of gunfire had increased in volume. They are ashore, Josephine thought. We don’t have much time. ‘So, he is not yet in Canada. That means he must be coming with the army. He will take personal command of American intelligence operations, I assume. Where were you meant to meet him?’

‘I’m not—’ Hammond stopped, for he had seen Josephine’s finger go white as the pressure on the trigger increased. He was shaking with fear now. ‘I-I’ve been given a rendezvous,’ he stuttered.

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know. It’s in that message, and I haven’t decoded it yet.’

Josephine shook her head. ‘You really are a terrible liar. What on earth made you decide to become a spy?’

‘I needed the money,’ Hammond said.

‘That is a bad reason. When are you meeting him?’

‘I can’t tell you.’ His fear was greater than ever, but she knew it was not entirely fear of herself. ‘If I do, and you pass the information to the British, he’ll skin me alive.’

She moved the barrel of the pistol, pointing it directly at Hammond’s face. ‘I’ll count to three,’ she said.

‘For G-God’s sake, don’t shoot! Twelve days from now. There. That’s all I’m saying.’

‘Tell me where the rendezvous is.’

‘I can’t!’

‘Three,’ said Josephine. ‘Two.’

The quartermaster was shuddering like a man with a fever, but she saw the expression on his face change and knew she had lost. ‘Go ahead,’ he said. ‘Shoot me and get it over with. I’d rather that than face Beauregard.’

The gunfire was closer now, urgent crashes of platoon volleys interspersed with the deeper boom of artillery; the American guns had opened fire again. Inside the fort, all was eerily silent. Josephine motioned with her pistol. ‘Get out,’ she said.

Hammond stared at her. ‘Get out,’ she repeated. ‘Go. I don’t care where, just get out of my sight.’

Hammond fled. She heard his boots pounding in the corridor and then on the cobbles outside as he ran towards the gate. Swiftly, she moved around behind the desk and pulled out the drawers. One contained the pistol. The others held only a few papers: returns of stores and records of pay. She picked up the sheet of paper Hammond had been reading.

There were no words on the page, only lines of numbers. It was code, but not the usual code, the one she herself had devised; they would have changed that, of course, when they thought she had betrayed Polaris. Given time, she could decode it; there had never been a code devised that she could not break. But right now, the fighting was drawing closer, and Charlotte and the others would be waiting. She shoved the paper into her pocket, then turned and walked swiftly outside, and out through the gates of the deserted fort towards the council house.



The Glengarry Light Infantry charged as soon as the Americans reached the beach. It was madness; there were only two companies of Glengarrys, and two full regiments of American infantry were coming ashore. There was perhaps a minute of violent, brutal fighting with sword and bayonet and fist in and around the beached boats, blood staining the water red, and then the Glengarrys recoiled, leaving half their number dead or wounded on the beach. As they fell back, the Royal Newfoundlands attacked, covering their retreat, and powerful volleys of American musketry cut them to shreds as well.

As the Newfoundlanders fell back, the reserves came forward, five companies of the 8th Foot tramping through a hail of fire, drums beating and colours floating in the smoke. Gould’s militia were there too, covering the flanks. Fifty yards from the American line, the redcoats halted and opened fire in platoon volleys, each blast of musketry sounding like the slamming of a gigantic door. Raggedly, but with overwhelming numbers on their side, the Americans fired back. Men fell in heaps, red coats and blue piling up on the ground.

In among the trees on the left flank, MacLea’s and Gerrard’s companies were engaged in their own battle with Forsyth’s riflemen. It should have been an unequal fight, muskets against long rifles, but the Canadian militia were veterans now. They loaded and fired swiftly, moving from cover to cover and watching each other’s backs. Green-jacketed bodies went tumbling down among the trees, Gerrard’s men huzza-ing every time they scored a hit. MacLea saw Forsyth again through the smoke, and this time the other man saw him too; both raised their weapons quickly and fired in the same moment. Forsyth’s bullet whizzed past MacLea’s ear, missing by no more than inch. MacLea’s shot hit the tree beside Forsyth’s face, knocking out splinters, and Forsyth ducked away with one hand to his cheek, blood leaking through his fingers. MacLea swore again.

Alec Murray was beside him, yelling over the roar of gunfire. ‘A second wave of Yankees has just landed behind the first. And there’s a third wave out on the lake, waiting to come in.’

‘Christ! How many men do they have?’

‘Thousands,’ said Murray. ‘We can’t hold them, John.’

Cutting through the gunfire came the rattle of kettledrums, beating the retreat.

‘Fall back!’ MacLea shouted to his men. He tapped young Appleby on the shoulder. ‘Find Captain Gerrard and tell him we’re retreating.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Appleby sprinted away through the smoke swirling under the trees.

MacLea’s men began to fall back, Gerrard’s company beside them. Off to the right they could see the 8th Foot retreating as well. Leaving the trees behind, they retired across the open fields west of Niagara. The Americans followed, but more slowly. The volume of gunfire began to taper off as the two sides disengaged, finally reduced to just a few isolated shots echoing in the heavy air.

General Vincent came cantering down the line once more. ‘Captain MacLea! The army is withdrawing to Queenston. Your company and Gerrard’s will form the rearguard, along with the Niagara Dragoons. Hold the enemy off as best you can.’

MacLea turned to his men. ‘You heard him. Muir, your section is on the right, Ferguson on the left, Thomas in the centre. Captain Gerrard, form your men up on our left flank, if you please.’

The drums were still beating. Alec Murray, face blackened with smoke, looked at Murray. ‘The women at Fort George. We can’t abandon them.’

‘No.’ MacLea turned to two of his most reliable men, McTeer and Crabbe. ‘Run to the fort. If the women are still there, get them to Queenston, however you can.’ He looked them both in the eye. ‘Make absolutely certain Madame Lafitte and Lady Lawrence are safe.’

‘I’ll go with them, sir,’ said Corporal Muir.

‘No, your place is with your section. McTeer, Crabbe, get moving.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The two militiamen set off at a run. More horsemen came galloping over the fields, the Niagara Dragoons riding to join them. Their young officer reined in and saluted, grinning through the sweat running down his face.

‘Cavalry to the rescue! What are your orders, Captain MacLea?’

‘Good to see you, Lieutenant Ingersoll. We’re falling back to Queenston. Cover our right flank. If the enemy push us too close, get stuck into them.’

‘It’ll be our pleasure.’ Ingersoll shouted to his men, waving his sword, and they rode away to take position. MacLea looked at Murray again. ‘How many men do we have left?’

‘About fifty, maybe a few more. I reckon Gerrard has thirty-five still standing. And Ingersoll has thirty dragoons.’

‘A hundred and fifteen men. How many do the Americans have?’

‘Hard to say. Three or four thousand at a guess. This should be interesting.’

‘That’s one word for it. Good luck, Alec.’

‘You too.’

Forsyth’s riflemen were coming on again, moving across the field in skirmish lines, loading and shooting as they advanced. Rifle bullets whickered in the air, and one of Muir’s section dropped his musket, clutching at his arm. Grimly, MacLea reloaded and raised his weapon. The gunfire began again, and this time it went on and on, and did not stop.



Charlotte Lawrence and the others were waiting for Josephine at the council house. There were about twenty women there, the wives of officers and soldiers, and half as many children, all looking terrified. She glanced at their pale faces and wondered how many would be widows or orphans by this evening.

She was glad of Charlotte’s strength, and that of Marie, her young maidservant; she knew she could rely on both. ‘Come,’ she said gently. ‘We are going to safety.’ She pointed towards the trees that ran along the Niagara River. ‘This way.’

They hurried across the open fields towards the river, gunfire hammering behind them. The morning was hot, the sun shining dull orange through the drifting smoke. In among the trees it was slightly cooler, and they moved on, pushing through the undergrowth above the river. The growth, young trees and saplings and weeds, slowed them down; sometimes it was so thick they had to stop and find a way around it, or even retrace their steps. Flies buzzed about them and mosquitoes whined in the hot air. One of the children started to cry; its mother hushed it quickly.

After an hour, they stopped to rest. The heat was intense and the children in particular were growing thirsty. Josephine was not entirely certain how far they had come, for she had lost her bearings among the trees, but she guessed they were somewhere near Brown’s Point. That meant Queenston was still about four miles away.

In the distance, gunfire erupted again. Josephine looked at Charlotte and Marie. ‘We must find some way to make better time. I am going to see if the road is safe.’

‘Let me go, madame,’ pleaded Marie.

Josephine smiled at her. Marie had been a slave when they first met, and Josephine’s first act of rebellion against her masters had been to free her. By that simple act she had won Marie’s undying loyalty, and the little maidservant had cared for her ever since.

‘No,’ she said. ‘You must stay here and look after the others. Looking after people is what you are best at, remember? I shall go alone.’

‘Be careful,’ said Charlotte.

Rising and gathering her skirts, Josephine hurried through the trees towards the road. Stopping at the edge of the woods, she looked up and down the dusty dirt track running from Niagara to Queenston. The way to the south, towards Queenston, was clear, but to the north she could see only a short distance, as the road ran through another stand of trees. She stepped out onto the track in order to see more clearly, and then a sound reached her ears and she stopped abruptly. Listening, she heard the jingle of harness and the light clip-clop of horses, in the distance but coming rapidly closer.

Retreating swiftly, she crouched down in the undergrowth and watched the road. She hoped to see friendly troops, a patrol of Niagara Dragoons, perhaps, on the lookout for further American incursions across the river. If so, she would step out and hail them and ask them to escort the women and children to Queenston. All would be well.

The hoofbeats grew louder, and the first horsemen appeared. To her horror, she saw blue coats with white frogging and caps with blue and white plumes, the uniform of the American light dragoons. The battle at Fort George must be over, and now the Americans were sweeping the countryside, looking for stragglers or fugitives. For a brief agonised moment she thought of John MacLea and wondered if he was safe, but she put the thought out of her mind. She crouched lower, hoping to stay out of sight, and whispered a soft prayer as the horsemen drew nearer.

The troop of dragoons was nearly past her when, in the woods behind her, a child began to cry again.




Chapter Two

Queenston, 27 May 1813

At three o’clock on a stifling afternoon, with clouds boiling up and the air pregnant with the promise of thunder, the rearguard companies finally stumbled into Queenston. Colonel John Harvey, the adjutant general, met them on the outskirts of the village. ‘Where are the Yankees?’

‘They’ve pulled back,’ said MacLea. His mouth was parched and his ears still rang; his shoulder ached from the repeated recoil of his heavy musket. ‘They pursued us closely for several miles, but then halted. A troop of light dragoons followed us as far as Brown’s Point, but Lieutenant Ingersoll’s men drove them off. When last we saw them, the Americans were withdrawing towards Niagara.’

Ingersoll nodded. Under the sunburn and powder smoke his face was pale; the sleeve of his uniform coat was stiff with dried blood. ‘I suspect they’ve had orders to suspend the pursuit, sir,’ he said.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Harvey. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a face full of grim purpose. His uniform had somehow remained immaculate, even though he had been in the thick of the fighting. ‘We took a hell of a drubbing this morning, but so did they. They’ve lost their stomach, I reckon.’ He looked around at the smoke-blackened men slumped on the grass. ‘What is your present strength?’

‘I have fifty-five men,’ MacLea said. ‘Some are wounded but still fit to fight. I lost fourteen killed and wounded. Most of the wounded are in the hands of the enemy.’

The words pained him. He had lost men before, at Queenston and years ago at Egmond aan Zee and Alexandria, but each time it happened he felt personally responsible. Time did not make this any easier; if anything, the opposite.

He wondered, for the hundredth time, where Josephine was. McTeer and Crabbe had found the fort deserted. The logical assumption was that she and Charlotte and the others had fled when the battle began. He could only hope that she had already reached safety.

‘Nine of my brave lads have fallen,’ said Captain Gerrard. ‘But I still have thirty ready to follow the colours.’

‘I have twenty-six,’ said Ingersoll, swaying. ‘I lost four wounded.’

‘Five, by the look of you,’ said Harvey. ‘Get yourself patched up, Lieutenant. MacLea and Gerrard, treat your wounded and make ready. All three of you are to report to the Hamilton house in half an hour.’

‘We could use some water, sir,’ said MacLea. ‘And food. We’ve had nothing since this morning.’

‘I’ll send the sutler around.’

‘Thank you, sir. One more thing, if I may. The women and children of the garrison took refuge in Fort George yesterday, but it seems they departed when the fighting began this morning. I thought perhaps they might come here to Queenston, to seek shelter. Have you any word of them?’

Harvey shook his head. ‘I’ll make enquiries. Very well, gentlemen. Half an hour.’ He saluted and departed. Gerrard pulled out his flask and took a long draught of rum, then offered it to MacLea and Ingersoll. Ingersoll reached for it, but as he did so, his eyes rolled back in his head and he began to fall forward. MacLea caught him and lowered him gently to the ground. The rest of the dragoons looked at their officer in concern.

‘You heard Colonel Harvey,’ MacLea said. ‘Get him patched up.’

The dragoons looked helpless. ‘I was a mill worker before the war, sir,’ said one. ‘I don’t know nothin’ about gunshot wounds.’

Fortunately, there was at least one person in Queenston who did. ‘Take him to his sister’s house,’ MacLea said. ‘She’ll tend to him.’

Laura Secord, Ingersoll’s married sister, lived in a fine house halfway down Queenston’s main street. Carefully the dragoons lifted the unconscious young man and carried him towards the village.

The sutler’s wagon arrived and the men crowded around while the sutler and her boy handed out bread and salt beef and panniers of water, along with bandages for the wounded. MacLea, Murray and Gerrard waited until their men had been fed and their wounds cleaned and bound before coming up to the wagon themselves. MacLea drank his water down in a single draught; he felt his head beginning to clear a little, the ringing in his ears dying away.

‘Nectar of the gods,’ said Murray, finishing his own drink and sighing. ‘Clear, cold Niagara river water. Better than any rum ever distilled.’

‘Ordinarily I would take issue with you,’ said Captain Gerrard. ‘On this occasion, however, I am too damnably tired to care. Well, gentlemen? Shall we go along and see what plan General Vincent has devised for winning the war?’



The Hamilton house had once been a fine mansion overlooking the river. Its owner had fled at the start of the war, and the house itself had been pounded by American artillery during the battle last October. The roof was full of holes and most of the windows were broken. Inside, cobwebs hung thickly in the corners of the ceilings.

General Vincent stood in the centre of the room. He was pale, and a muscle in his cheek jumped nervously. It was possible to feel some sympathy for him, MacLea thought. He had been promoted to the rank of brigadier general less than a month ago, when the new military commander of Upper Canada, Major General de Rottenburg, had given him responsibility for defending the Niagara frontier.

This morning had been his first battle as a commander, and he had failed. It was not his fault. He simply did not have enough men. Everywhere the defences of Upper Canada were stretched painfully thin. Three battalions of British regulars and a few companies of fencibles and militia, perhaps four or five thousand men in all, were trying to defend a frontier six hundred miles long. Vincent’s little force in the Niagara peninsula was never going to be sufficient to hold back the might of the American army; he knew it, Rottenburg knew it, everyone knew it. But the British army was already heavily engaged fighting Napoleon in Spain, and there were no more troops to be spared to defend Canada.

The officers gathered around him in the salon: Harvey and the rest of the staff, MacLea and Gerrard, Major Williams of the 49th Foot, who commanded the garrison here at Queenston, the captains of the 8th Foot and the fencible regiments, Captain Gould of the Lincoln militia. All except Williams were tired and red-eyed, their uniforms stained with dust and gunpowder.

‘The situation is plain,’ Vincent said. ‘We have been defeated and are now heavily outnumbered. We must retreat at once, before the Americans resume the pursuit.’

Colonel Harvey shook his head. ‘With permission, General, I respectfully request that you reconsider. We have a strong position here at Queenston.’ He pointed to the steep escarpment overlooking the village. ‘So long as we command those heights, we can repel any force the enemy throws at us. And while we hold this position, the Americans cannot advance further inland, towards Burlington and York. If they do, we can easily cut their supply lines.’

‘No,’ said Vincent. ‘We lost one third of the army this morning, gentlemen, and most of our baggage. We have barely eight hundred men around the colours, and we are desperately short of ammunition. Our reconnaissance reports suggest the Americans have landed at least five thousand men at Niagara, and more may be on the way. The odds against us are overwhelming.’

‘I still believe we can hold this position, sir,’ Harvey said. ‘The Yankees also took heavy losses this morning, perhaps more than we did. General Dearborn is in command, and he ain’t exactly noted for his fighting spirit. I reckon they’ve had the stuffing knocked out of them.’

Vincent glared at him. ‘I very much doubt that is true. And has it not occurred to you, Colonel, that the enemy may be landing more troops further up the Niagara River, as part of a pincer movement? That those troops could be advancing towards our position even now, to attack us from the rear while Dearborn’s army closes in from the front? I tell you, our position here is not tenable. We must retreat.’

Harvey said nothing. ‘We will retire to Burlington Heights,’ continued Vincent. ‘That too is a strong position, and cannot be easily outflanked. The magazines are full and there is plenty of powder and shot. We should be able to hold it for some time. Send orders to all detachments and posts between here and Burlington, and tell them to leave their positions and rejoin the army. And get word to Colonel Bisshopp at Fort Erie. He is to evacuate Erie, Chippawa and all the other posts along the upper river, and march overland to Burlington. Major Williams, your garrison here at Queenston will also withdraw. Have your men ready to march with the army when we depart.’

A murmur ran through the assembled officers. ‘Sir!’ said a captain of the Glengarrys. ‘Are you proposing that we abandon the entire Niagara peninsula to the enemy?’

‘I am,’ said Vincent.

‘But what about General Procter and the western army? If we lose Niagara, we can no longer supply them. They will be cut off!’

‘I am aware of that. Gentlemen, the simple fact is that after today’s losses, we are not strong enough to hold the peninsula. Our only hope now is to retreat and make a stand at Burlington Heights. There is nothing else to be done.’

‘And what impact will this retreat have on the morale of our Indian allies?’ asked Harvey. ‘Our withdrawal to Burlington will expose their lands on the Grand River to enemy attack. Catherine Brant will not sit idly by and watch the Americans burn her villages.’

‘What Catherine Brant does is no concern of mine,’ said Vincent sharply. ‘And where are these Indian allies, Colonel? I didn’t see them fighting beside us at Niagara this morning, did you?’

Silence fell. ‘The army will withdraw to Burlington,’ the general said abruptly. ‘Colonel Harvey, you will command the rearguard. Be ready to march in an hour, gentlemen. That is all.’



Outside, Harvey called MacLea, Gerrard and Major Williams together. ‘You and your men are the rearguard. Ingersoll’s dragoons will accompany you. Is he fit to ride?’

‘I’ll find out,’ said MacLea. ‘I sent him to his sister’s house to have his wound seen to. Sir, the women and children. Did you find out what happened to them?’

‘No one has seen them,’ Harvey said. ‘They’re not in Queenston.’

MacLea felt suddenly sick. ‘Then they are in danger. Colonel, I request permission to go and look for them.’

‘Request denied. You’re needed here, MacLea. You’re third in command of the rearguard, after myself and Major Williams.’

‘Sir—’

‘For God’s sake, MacLea! The Yankees aren’t barbarians. They don’t make war on civilians. If they find the women and children, they’ll take them back to Niagara, feed them and let them rest for a bit, and then send them home. They’ll get a hot meal, which is a damned sight more than any of us will get for the next week. Now hop to it. Check on Ingersoll, and make your men ready to march.’



The Secord house was considerably smaller than the Hamilton mansion, though still comfortable. One of the Secord daughters met MacLea at the door and ushered him inside, calling for her father, and James Secord came out to greet him, limping heavily and leaning on a stick. He had been shot through the knee while serving with the militia at the Battle of Queenston last year, and would probably be lame for life.

‘Good afternoon, John. Glad to see you’re still alive.’

‘The devil looks after his own,’ said MacLea. ‘I came to ask after Charlie. How is he?’

‘He is here,’ said Lieutenant Ingersoll, coming out of the drawing room. Part of the sleeve of his uniform coat had been cut away, and his arm was swathed in bandages. Laura Secord, a brown-haired woman in her thirties, followed him. There were bright bloodstains on the front of her apron.

‘Laura pulled a carbine bullet out of my arm,’ Ingersoll said. He was pale and clearly in pain, but his face was set with determination. ‘It seems my sister is quite a capable surgeon.’

‘Between you and James, I am getting plenty of practice,’ Laura said, a little tartly. ‘Perhaps I’ll apply to the Royal College after the war.’

‘What’s the news?’ Ingersoll asked MacLea.

‘We’re pulling out in an hour. Retreating to Burlington, the general says. Are you fit to ride, Charlie?’

‘Of course I am. I’ll get back to my men. Thanks for fixing me up, sis.’ He kissed Laura on the cheek and left the house, walking a little unsteadily. Laura watched him go, her face full of worry.

‘Are the Americans coming here?’ James Secord asked.

‘They’re in no hurry to advance at the moment, but they are likely to be here in a day or two. We can’t stop them. We have been ordered to abandon the entire peninsula. Queenston, Chippawa, Erie, everything.’

‘Christ,’ said Secord softly. He looked down at his maimed leg. He was in no position to leave, and he had four young daughters. ‘What do you reckon we should do?’

‘Stay put,’ said MacLea. ‘Keep your heads down and stay out of trouble. That’s all you can do. The Yankees will treat you well,’ he added without conviction. He didn’t believe it when Harvey had said it, and he didn’t believe it now.

Neither did Secord. ‘Like hell they will. They’ve looted this house once already. And we know what happened at York. Have you heard of a man named Dr Chapin? Cyrenius Chapin?’ MacLea shook his head. ‘He commands a New York militia company, from Buffalo,’ Secord said. ‘They call themselves the Forty Thieves, and they do nothing but rob and loot and steal. They’ll strip our people of everything they own. And there’s James Boydell, too. Now that he has defected to the Americans, he’d like nothing better than to take revenge on us loyalists.’

‘Boydell has no reason to harm you or your family, Jim. You’ve done nothing to offend him.’ MacLea smiled a little. ‘I’m the one he wants to kill.’

‘So we’re to sit and do nothing while they occupy our country and rob us blind?’

‘Yes,’ said MacLea. ‘That is exactly what you must do, if you want your family to survive.’

Secord said nothing.

‘I cannot stay long,’ said MacLea, ‘but I need to ask you a question.’

Harvey had said they were not here, but there was always the hope that he was wrong. ‘Have you seen Madame Lafitte in Queenston today? She was with a party of wives and children from the Niagara garrison.’

Both Secords shook their heads. The hope faded and died.

‘What happened, John?’ Laura asked.

‘She disappeared from Fort George. I think she was trying to make her way here, but she must have got caught up in the fighting. If the Americans have taken her…’ MacLea stopped.

‘What troubles you?’ Laura asked softly. ‘Do you think they will maltreat her?’

‘I know they will.’

‘Why? What is it, John?’

A rush of emotion hit him, and he swallowed hard. ‘Josephine is a spy. She worked for the head of American military intelligence, Colonel Peter Beauregard. But she was also a double agent, passing information to us.’ He saw the shock in both their faces. ‘She played a big part in exposing Boydell’s treason,’ he went on. ‘Boydell was also working for Beauregard, and she foiled all their plans. If either of them get their hands on her, they will take revenge. Beauregard had already threatened to have her flogged if she disobeyed him. Now…’

He stopped again, unable to speak the horror in his mind. Torture and worse awaited Josephine if either Beauregard or Boydell ever found her. He had tried to dissuade her from coming to Niagara, begging her to remain in a place of safety. She had refused; she was determined to find Beauregard and smash his spy ring once and for all.

‘Perhaps she didn’t come to Queenston,’ Secord said. ‘Perhaps she decided to go west and try to reach Burlington.’

‘She may have gone through the Black Swamp,’ suggested Laura.

‘In that case, she’s in bloody desperate danger,’ MacLea said. ‘Our nearest outpost in that direction is twelve miles away, and the country is swarming with Americans.’ The decision came in a moment. ‘I’m going after her. I know it means disobeying orders, but I don’t give a damn.’

‘John, no!’ Laura said sharply. ‘What about your company? They need you.’

‘They can get by without me. If Josephine dies, my own life is not worth living.’

Laura drew a deep breath. ‘From what you said just now, Josephine has already risked her life to serve her adopted country. What would she think of you if you abandoned your men to go after her? I believe she would be furious with you. She would tell you to let her do what she must do, while you carry on with your own duties. Wouldn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ said MacLea after a long time. ‘But I don’t always listen to everything she says.’

‘Then listen to me instead. Go back to your company, John MacLea, and fight like a lion. That is where you belong. Doing anything else would be letting Josephine down.’ Laura paused for a moment. ‘She’ll come back to you, John. You know what a fighter she is. That’s why you and she are so well matched. Have faith in her.’

She stepped forward and kissed him with great gentleness on one grimy cheek. ‘We love you both. We will pray for God to watch over you. Now go, John. Go where you are needed.’

After a long silence, MacLea nodded. ‘As always, Laura, you are the voice of reason and common sense. Pray for us, by all means, to as many gods as you can think of.’ He bowed to her and shook James’s hand. ‘Take care, both of you, and stay safe. The Yankees won’t be here for long. One day, very soon, we will return.’

‘We know,’ said Secord.

MacLea bowed again and then turned away, walking back up the street towards his waiting company.




Chapter Three

Queenston, 27 May 1813

By the time they reached Queenston at ten o’clock that evening, the children were too exhausted even to cry. Stumbling with weariness, the little column walked down the road between silent dark houses. Lightning flickered in the distance, and thunder echoed off the steep slopes of the escarpment.

They reached the Secord house, dark and silent with the shutters closed. Josephine knocked at the door. No response came, and she knocked again. This time she heard a man’s voice behind the door, hoarse with tension. ‘Who is it? Who’s there?’

‘Mr Secord, it is Josephine Lafitte. I beg you to open the door. There are people here who need help.’

‘Madame Lafitte! My God!’ Locks clicked, a bar was lifted and the door swung open to reveal James Secord leaning on his walking stick. Laura was behind him, carrying a flickering oil lamp. ‘Josephine! Oh, my dear, we have been so worried.’

‘These people have been walking all day without food,’ Josephine said. ‘Can you find them something to eat, and give them shelter for the night?’

‘Come to the warehouse,’ said Secord. ‘I’ll open it for you.’

‘I’ll bring food,’ said Laura, and she hurried away, calling for the servants.

Secord led the way to the warehouse, across the road and facing the river. It was nearly empty; his merchant business had never been very successful, and the war had ruined trade entirely. ‘I’ll have someone fetch you some blankets,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it’s rather rough and ready.’

‘Any form of shelter is welcome,’ said Charlotte Lawrence. ‘Bless you, sir, and thank you.’

Secord bowed. ‘I haven’t had the pleasure, ma’am.’

‘This is my friend Lady Lawrence,’ Josephine said. ‘She has been staying with me in Niagara.’

‘Lawrence?’ Secord’s eyes widened. ‘Pardon me, ma’am, but was your husband Sir Hector Lawrence? The colonel of the Royal Americans?’

‘The very same,’ said Charlotte. ‘The late and unlamented Colonel Lawrence, who stopped an American bullet at Sackett’s Harbor. Well, unlamented by me, at least. Ah. Here is Mrs Secord with what smells like the best soup in the world. And bread! Come, children, come and eat. No, don’t rush all at once. There is plenty for everyone.’

‘We have been quite terrified for you,’ said Laura, ladling soup into wooden bowls. Her two maidservants and her eldest daughter began handing them out. ‘We thought you might have been captured by the Americans.’

‘We nearly were,’ said Josephine. ‘We were hiding in a wood by Brown’s Point when a troop of American dragoons passed by and heard one of the children cry out. They were just about to dismount and come looking for us when some of our own dragoons appeared and chased them off.’

‘Brown’s Point? My goodness,’ said Laura. ‘That was probably my brother and his men. He was shot in a skirmish near Brown’s Point this afternoon. No, don’t worry, Charlie is all right. He’s as tough as old boots. I pulled a bullet out of his arm and bandaged it, and he rode off with his men to join John MacLea.’

A little tingle of warmth ran through Josephine’s tired body. ‘John was here? And Alec? Were they well?’

‘Very much so. You know those two. It will take a lot more than the American army to stop them.’

‘That is certainly true,’ said Charlotte Lawrence. Her eyes were misty.

‘Do you know where they went?’ Josephine asked.

‘They are on their way to Burlington.’ Laura lowered her voice so the others could not hear. ‘The army is retreating. Colonel Bisshopp is pulling out of Fort Erie, too. They are abandoning the entire peninsula.’

‘I suppose that was to be expected,’ Josephine said after a moment.

‘John said the Americans will be here within a couple of days. We must get you away, my dear, before they arrive.’

Josephine nodded. ‘We’ll rest here for the night, if we may, and if you could give us food in the morning, we would be grateful. Then we’ll go.’

‘Where? If you try to follow the army to Burlington, you could well run into the Americans.’

‘I was thinking the same. We’ll continue upriver, to Chippawa, and wait for Colonel Bisshopp and his men. We’ll be safer with them.’ Laura nodded. ‘What about you?’ Josephine asked. ‘Will you be safe here?’

‘I hope so. We’ve buried everything valuable in the garden, and warned the maids and my girls to stay indoors. There’s nothing else we can do. James is too lame to go far, and I am not leaving him here alone. Here, have some soup.’

Josephine took the bowl and stood for a moment holding it in her hands while the two women regarded each other. They had known each other for less than a year, since John MacLea first introduced them, but in that brief time they had become firm friends.

‘Something must be done,’ said Josephine after a while.

Laura continued to watch her, brown eyes trying to read the other woman’s face. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘I’m not sure yet. Laura, my dear, thank you for the soup and for everything. I already owe you such a debt.’

‘You owe me nothing,’ said Laura, coming forward to kiss her. ‘I’ll leave the lamp in case you need it.’



Once they had eaten, most of the women and children curled up in their blankets on the floor of the warehouse and fell immediately asleep. Josephine insisted Charlotte and Marie do the same, and then sat down beside the lamp and pulled out the paper she had taken from Hammond’s desk that morning.

The lines of neatly written numbers flowed across the page. She ran a finger along them, letting the wheels of her brain begin to turn. Once, in another life, she had been an astronomer, and mathematics was part of her mental furniture. Combinatorics and permutations, Euler numbers and Pascal’s triangles were playthings with which she amused herself. It was this facility that had first brought her to Colonel Beauregard’s attention. In yet another, completely different life, she had been his chief deviser of ciphers and breaker of codes.

She had also, for a time, been his willing lover, but that was before she discovered the evil behind his smile and his charm. Her love had turned to hate, and then fear. A shudder ran through her body as she pictured his face and remembered once more the life of degradation into which he had dragged her. Beauregard had held her in his web for too long, and made her do things that she had spent years trying to forget.

The hate and fear were still there. Hate, she knew, was an emotion she could use constructively; but too often when she thought about him, the fear rose and smothered the hate, dragging her back. She knew she had somehow to overcome it. He had always been able to use fear against her, but she swore she would never give him that satisfaction again.

The wheels turned, and the numbers began to fall into place. This was not a code she had written herself, but the principles were the same. That was not surprising; it had been she who had taught Beauregard how to make codes. This particular permutation was based on an ascending run with a fixed subset and, she was willing to bet, an even number of inversions. More complex permutations were possible, and codes based on these were fiendishly hard to crack, but they were also time-consuming to write and difficult to decode; Beauregard would have opted for something comparatively simple. She stared at the paper, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes deep-etched in the lamplight, and let her mind run.

An hour later, she laid the paper down. She had broken the code, as she had known she would, but she had learned little. The message said simply: wait store cp eight june. The 8th of June accorded with what Hammond had told her; that was when he was due to meet Beauregard. Store cp presumably referred to the location, but what did it mean? Cp might be the initials of someone or something, but who or what? She ran through the lists of officials and army officers in Upper Canada that she kept in the storeroom of her mind, but could think of no one with those initials.

Fatigue finally claimed her. She had just enough energy to blow out the lamp, and then she lay down and fell deeply asleep.



The morning of the 28th of May brought cloud and wind, the remnants of last night’s thunder still grumbling in the air. Grey light seeped through the windows of the warehouse. When Josephine finally woke, most of the other women were already up and feeding the children. The smell of porridge drifted enticingly in the air. I must be very hungry indeed, she thought, if porridge smells good.

There was coffee, too. Laura brought a cup to her, leaving Charlotte and Marie to finish dishing out the porridge. ‘Lady Lawrence,’ she said, smiling. ‘She’s a funny one. You’d expect a lady to be all airs and graces, wouldn’t you? Yet there she is, doing the work of a kitchen maid without complaint. How did you meet her?’

The coffee was hot and steaming, and smelt like a foretaste of heaven. ‘It was during the Polaris affair, when we were trying to catch Boydell,’ Josephine said. ‘I’m very fond of her. She does have airs and graces, but she also has a heart as big as the world. And she is head over heels in love with Alec Murray.’

‘Goodness gracious! How long has that been going on?’

‘Since New Year, if not before. It started off as a fling, I think, but turned into something rather more.’

‘A fling?’ Laura pretended to look shocked. ‘While her husband was still alive?’

‘Right under his nose,’ said Josephine happily, and the two women giggled together. She took another sip of her coffee, then stopped. From outside the warehouse she heard the sound of hoofbeats and the rattle of harness as horsemen came riding down the north road into Queenston.



Josephine was on her feet in a moment. ‘Quiet, everyone. Not a sound. Ladies, hold the little ones close and see that they make no noise.’

Her pistol was in the pocket of her cloak, but there was no point in trying to resist. Whatever was about to happen would happen. She moved towards the door and stood still, listening. The horses were right outside now, pulling to a halt, and she heard a man’s voice giving crisp orders. Then came another voice, deep and commanding, with a Southern drawl, and Josephine went rigid with shock.

‘Looks like you’re right, Major Boydell. The redcoats have pulled out, lock, stock and barrel. Send word back to Niagara and tell Granny the coast is clear. He needs to get marchin’ right now if he wants to catch Vincent.’

It was not Boydell’s name that had frozen the blood in her veins. It was the voice. She had not heard it in seven years, but she had never been able to banish it from her memory, and never would.

She knew the danger, but she could not help herself. Slowly she moved to the window, crouching down beneath the sill, and then raised her head and looked out.

The man stood with his back to her, but she knew at once that it was him; she had lived with him for three years as his mistress and his whore, and she knew every line of his body. He wore a fawn riding coat, dark trousers and a top hat, and carried a riding crop in one hand. She remembered the riding crop too, and the use he had made of it. A wave of horror washed over her, and she could taste bile in her throat.

The three men with him were all in military blue and white; one, heavily bearded, wore a broad-brimmed black hat instead of a regulation shako. The man facing Beauregard was the traitor, James Boydell. His uniform was well tailored – he had always been a sharp dresser, she remembered – but his face was pallid and he had lost weight. That was to be expected; he had been badly injured in the magazine explosion at Fort York last month. She was surprised to see him on his feet so soon.

‘I’ll send one of the dragoons post-haste,’ Boydell said. ‘Frankly, I’m surprised Vincent didn’t make a stand here. Queenston is a strong position.’

‘As we discovered to our cost last year. But General Vincent ain’t no General Brock. He’s nearly as much of an old woman as Granny Dearborn.’

Josephine crouched down out of sight once more, fighting back the urge to be sick. He was here. He was so close she could have shot him in the back through the window, but her hands were shaking so much she doubted she could hold the pistol straight. Suddenly Laura was beside her, risking a quick glance out of the window and then ducking back down.

‘That’s Boydell!’ she mouthed silently.

‘I know,’ Josephine whispered. ‘I know two of the others, but not the one with the black hat.’

‘That’s Dr Cyrenius Chapin, from Buffalo. He used to visit here before the war. He’s a terrible man.’

‘Then he is in good company,’ Josephine said. ‘One of the others is Colonel Beauregard. He’s an American intelligence officer.’

‘I know. John told me.’

Josephine felt the urge to be sick again. She sat still, waiting for it to pass. Outside, the men were still speaking.

‘What are your orders, Colonel?’ Boydell asked.

‘I want you and your men to follow the British. Report back and let me know what route they’re taking.’

‘I assume their destination is Burlington,’ Boydell said.

‘It seems a fair bet. Cyrenius, take your bandits upriver and observe the garrisons at Chippawa and Erie. I want to know what they’re doing. Once we advance, they could pose a threat to our supply lines.’

‘Sure, Colonel,’ said another voice, gravelly and rough. ‘You can rely on me.’

‘I know I can. All the same, you go carefully. Cecil Bisshopp is in command up there, and he’s a good officer. I don’t want you walking into any ambushes.’

The other man spat. ‘I don’t give a fuck about Bisshopp, or any other goddamned redcoat. My boys will see them off.’

‘And you, Colonel Beauregard?’ asked the fourth man. He had a soft Germanic accent. ‘What are your intentions?’

‘You and I need to get back to headquarters, Colonel van Etten, and start proddin’ old Granny into action. If we move fast enough, we can catch what’s left of Vincent’s army out in the open and chew them up.’

‘Then we must hurry,’ said Colonel van Etten. ‘Thanks to General Dearborn’s vacillation, Vincent already has a day’s head start. And if he reaches Burlington Heights and digs in there, it will be very hard to shift him.’

‘Nah,’ said Beauregard. ‘I’ve still got a couple of aces up my sleeve. There’s Catherine Brant and her Mohawks, for a start. I’ll remind them where their best interests lie.’

‘Goddamned Mohawks,’ muttered Chapin in his grating voice.

Colonel van Etten sounded doubtful. ‘You hope to persuade the Mohawks to defect? But that alone will not win the war.’

‘No, but it’ll sure help. Whatever Cyrenius thinks, the Mohawks are damn fine warriors. If it wasn’t for them, the British would have been sunk long ago.’

‘Warriors be damned,’ rasped Chapin. ‘I’d roast every one of the bastards over their own fires.’

‘Curb your prejudices, Cyrenius. We’ve got a war to fight. You can settle your account with the Mohawks once we have won. To return to your point, Colonel van Etten, I mentioned I had a couple of aces. The Mohawks are one. I’ve also got a British officer on a string. As soon as I give the order, he’ll make things real warm for General Vincent. In eleven days’ time, there ain’t gonna be much left of Burlington Heights, or the British Army.’

Boydell laughed. ‘As always, Colonel, I congratulate you on your ingenuity. I am only sorry that our own scheme did not come to fruition.’

‘Major, you know that scheme ain’t over yet, not by a long way. You bide your time and play your part. Victory is coming, boys. We just have to reach out and grab it.’

‘And anything else we can lay our hands on,’ added Chapin, and they all laughed.

More orders were given, and Josephine could hear the party outside mounting up. She crouched in the shadows of the warehouse, listening to the jingle of harness and the clop-clop of hooves as the men rode slowly away.



After they had gone, she felt light-headed with relief. Charlotte rose and came over to join them. Marie followed, kneeling beside her mistress. The other women watched them in silence, waiting.

‘Was that our treacherous friend Boydell?’ Charlotte asked. ‘I thought I recognised his voice.’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘And Beauregard was there too.’

‘We must get you out of here,’ Laura said. ‘At once.’

‘Yes.’ Josephine stirred a little. ‘That man Chapin is taking his troops upriver. If we try to get to Chippawa, we will run straight into them. And if we try to follow General Vincent’s army, we will run straight into Boydell and his men, whoever they are.’

‘Then you must go up Lundy’s Lane,’ said Laura. She reached down and drew a map with her finger in the dust on the floor. ‘It runs across country from the big waterfall to a place called Brown’s Bridge, here. If Colonel Bisshopp is withdrawing to Burlington, he is sure to pass through Brown’s Bridge. And I doubt if any enemy foragers or scouts will be bold enough to go so far inland.’

‘Can you find your way?’ Josephine asked Charlotte.

‘I expect so.’ Charlotte watched her with wide blue eyes. ‘What are you going to do?’

A little silence fell.

‘You know why I returned to Niagara,’ Josephine said.

‘Yes. You intended to track down Colonel Beauregard.’

‘What were you going to do when you found him?’ Laura asked.

‘Kill him,’ Josephine said.

This time the silence lasted longer.

‘Is that still your intention?’ Charlotte asked quietly.

‘No, or at least, not yet. I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Why?’

‘Too much is at stake. Beauregard plans to destroy our army. He intends to incite the Mohawks against us, but there is also this plot involving a British army officer. I think I know who he means.’

Hammond, of course; who else could it be? Beauregard had said that something would happen in eleven days’ time. The 8th of June was ten days from now, precisely.

Wait store cp eight june. The words rang in her head, over and over, but still she could not work out what ‘store cp’ might mean. She had asked Hammond for the location of the meeting, and terrified though he was, he had called her bluff; she could not bring herself to shoot a defenceless man. She had thought she could decode the message and learn the location of the meeting, but the message told her nothing she did not already know.

She took the pistol out of her cloak pocket and handed it to Charlotte, along with the powder flask and leather bag of shot. ‘Take these,’ she said. ‘I won’t need them where I am going.’

‘And where are you going?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Back to Niagara.’

Laura and Charlotte stared at her. Marie gave a little gasp. ‘Madame! We must not go back there. It is too dangerous.’

‘I know,’ said Josephine. ‘That is why you are going with Lady Lawrence and the others. I am returning alone.’

‘Oh, madame!’ There were tears on Marie’s face.

Charlotte watched Josephine for a moment. ‘I assume you have not taken leave of your senses,’ she said.

‘No. Someone must find out what Beauregard’s plans are, and put a stop to them. I am the only one who can get close to him.’

That was not quite true. But whatever game Colonel van Etten was playing, she could not begin to guess at it.

By her side, Marie wept steadily. ‘Oh, madame. I shall never see you again.’

Josephine drew her close and kissed her on the forehead. ‘No, ma petite,’ she said, wiping away the girl’s tears. ‘I shall return, never fear.’ She hoped her voice sounded more confident than she felt. ‘Beauregard is the devil. But I have defeated him twice already, and I shall do so again.’

‘When will you go?’ asked Laura.

‘Tonight,’ said Josephine.




Chapter Four

Shipman’s Corners, 28 May 1813

By mid-afternoon, a steady drizzle had begun to fall, turning the roads into mud. The handful of baggage wagons that had escaped from Fort George began to bog down. The rearguard waited in the rain, its commanders listening to the swearing as exhausted, hungry men struggled to dig the wagons out of the mud and get them on the move once more. ‘Bloody shambles,’ Colonel Harvey grumbled. ‘We should have stayed at Beaver Dams. I told the general, but he wouldn’t listen.’

The army had marched yesterday afternoon from Queenston to the village of St David’s, about five miles inland, and then followed a narrow trail up over the escarpment and along to the heavily wooded area known as Beaver Dams. There they had made camp for the night. Harvey had argued again for making a stand, but Vincent had overruled him. In the morning, the army had marched on, and now the rearguard was standing in the rain waiting for the rest of the column to plough through the mud.

‘To be fair, I don’t suppose the general could have predicted the weather,’ said Captain Gerrard.

‘Why the hell not?’ asked Harvey unreasonably. ‘Generals are supposed to know everything. Now we’re going to be stuck in this godforsaken place till nightfall, with no blankets, no tents, no shelter and no food.’

Shipman’s Corners consisted of a small tavern with a stable and woodshed behind it, hardly enough to shelter the hundred and fifty men of the rearguard. Trees crowded dripping around the buildings. To the west, a few farms could be seen in the cleared fields along the banks of Twelve Mile Creek. To the east there was only dank forest and bog, the beginnings of the desolate area known as the Black Swamp that lay between them and Niagara.

Harvey was still grumbling. ‘Why did that Prussian muttonhead have to put Vincent in command anyway? Why couldn’t we have had Dandy Maxwell? Now there’s a proper general. Damned fine chap.’

The Prussian muttonhead was Major General de Rottenburg, a veteran of the old royalist French army who had defected to the British after the revolution broke out, nearly twenty-five years ago. He had been appointed military commander and lieutenant governor of Upper Canada after his predecessor, General Sir Roger Sheaffe, had been dismissed for incompetence.

‘Who is Dandy Maxwell?’ MacLea asked.

‘Took over from Rottenburg as military commander of the Montreal district. Served under Wellington in Spain. Distinguished himself at Vimeiro, or so I’m told. That’s the sort of fellow we need in command.’

Major Williams looked sceptical. The commander of the light company of the 49th Foot was a stocky, square-featured Welshman with a long scar on his forehead, the result of a wound received at the Battle of Queenston last October. ‘They’re fighting a different kind of war in Spain. It’s all open fields and formal manoeuvres out there. It’s different here in the forest.’

‘I would tend to agree,’ said Captain Gerrard, taking a gulp from his flask.

‘Perhaps. But I still say he’d still do a better job than Vincent,’ Harvey said. ‘Pass that rum, will you, Gerrard? There’s a good chap.’

A musket shot sounded, reverberating and echoing among the trees. All four men stiffened. ‘Where did that come from?’ asked Harvey.

‘From back there,’ said MacLea, pointing down the track that led through the forests and swamp towards Niagara. ‘With your permission, sir, I’ll get back to my men.’ He did not wait for a reply.

Hurrying down the track, he found his company waiting among the trees, all staring towards the sound of the shot. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Not sure yet, sir,’ said Corporal Ferguson. ‘Miller thought he saw someone moving in among the trees. He and Croghan and Sergeant Murray went up to take a look.’

Another gunshot, and another. MacLea found cover behind an oak tree and unwound the rags he had wrapped around the lock of his musket to keep the priming pan dry. ‘Hold your fire,’ he called. ‘Remember, our own men are out in front of us.’

‘Here they come, sir,’ said Ferguson.

Murray was running back through the trees, musket in hand. Miller and Croghan, the two backwoodsmen who were the company’s best scouts, followed. ‘They’re coming,’ Murray panted. ‘A full company, at least.’

‘Not those bloody riflemen again.’

‘No, bluecoats this time. They look like militia, but they move smartly. Someone is handling them well.’

‘All right.’ MacLea turned to the company. ‘Spread out. Muir, your section is on the right side of the road, Ferguson on the left. Thomas, take your men and circle around to the left, and get behind their flank. When we open fire, we’ll drive them back towards you. The rest of you, stay down and stay out of sight. Fire on my command.’

Thomas and his men hurried away through the dripping trees. The rest waited in silence. The Niagara road, a muddy track running through the forest, was empty. But motion flickered through the trees. Peering through the drizzle, MacLea saw men in blue coats moving cautiously forward, muskets levelled. Alec’s right, he thought. They are moving well.

Still they waited, watching the Americans draw closer, the men glancing from time to time at MacLea and waiting for his signal. Nervous tension hummed in the air. Raindrops pattered softly on the leaves overhead.

From the left came a musket shot, then a sudden storm of firing, individual shots melding into a continuous roar of gunfire. ‘God damn it!’ said Murray. ‘They’ve spotted Thomas’s men!’

Blue-coated soldiers ran through the trees, converging on Abel Thomas’s position. ‘Open fire,’ said MacLea.

The other two sections fired as one. Two bluecoats went down and the rest, taken by surprise, recoiled into the forest. Reloading hastily, MacLea waved his hand. ‘Come on!’ he shouted, and sprinted forward through the trees, Murray following him, Muir and Ferguson and their men close behind.

American muskets crashed, but the enemy were firing wildly now. He could hear Thomas shouting orders to his section, and a hard volley crashed out, then another. Ahead of him, an American soldier stepped out from behind a tree and raised his musket, but MacLea shot him before he could pull the trigger. Another man lunged with levelled bayonet, but Murray’s musket barked and the American fell back, clutching at his chest. A third man ran at him, and MacLea reversed his own musket, dodged the thrusting bayonet and clubbed him with the stock so he fell senseless to the ground. As the man went down, MacLea saw his face under the shako and realised that he knew him.

Gunfire still sounded, but fainter and further away; the Americans were retreating. MacLea stood still for a moment, looking at the man’s face. Smoke swirled around him. Murray came up beside him, breathing hard. ‘What is it?’

‘This one isn’t American,’ MacLea said. ‘He’s Canadian.’

‘What the hell? How do you know?’

‘I saw him at Sackett’s Harbor earlier this year. He’s a deserter from our militia who joined an American unit called the Canadian Volunteers. They’re renegades who fight for the American cause.’

‘Treacherous bastard!’ Murray raised his musket, aiming his bayonet at the man’s throat.

‘I shouldn’t do that if I were you, Mr Murray,’ said a voice.

MacLea and Murray looked up. James Boydell stepped out from behind a tree, covering them both with his levelled musket. He wore a blue and white uniform with an officer’s epaulettes.

‘Well, well,’ he said, and his lips curved into a smile. ‘Fortunes of war and all that. I wish I could say it was a pleasure to see you again, but that would be a lie.’

‘That’s never stopped you before,’ MacLea said. ‘I take it you are now serving with the Canadian Volunteers?’

‘I have the honour to command them, yes. Now, to business. The question is, do I take you prisoner, or do I just shoot you here and now?’

‘You only have one musket,’ said Murray. ‘You can’t shoot both of us.’

With his left hand, Boydell reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a pistol. ‘I think you’ll find I can,’ he said. ‘As usual, Mr Murray, I am one step ahead of you. If you are prepared to give me your parole not to escape, I shall take you both prisoner. Will you?’

‘Of course not,’ said MacLea.

‘Good, I was hoping you would say that.’ Gunfire still exploded fitfully through the trees behind him, but Boydell paid no heed. ‘As you refuse to surrender, I shall now kill you. And I must say, I will take great pleasure in doing so. The pair of you have caused me many inconveniences in the past. Time to even the score, I think.’

Murray’s eyes moved suddenly. ‘Strictly speaking, we didn’t refuse to surrender. We merely refused to give our parole.’

‘It amounts to the same thing. If you surrender, and then try to escape, I will kill you anyway, so I may as well do it now and get it over with. Don’t worry, Mr Murray. My conscience is clear.’ Boydell raised his musket, aiming at MacLea.

‘You don’t have a conscience,’ MacLea said. He had seen the same movement Murray had seen: a flash of scarlet among the trees behind Boydell. ‘No one with an ounce of decency would have betrayed his country as you did. Nor would he have betrayed his own wife.’

‘Leave Patience out of this,’ said Boydell, and his voice was suddenly raw with anger. ‘You don’t understand the first damned thing about her, or me.’

Well that’s certainly true, MacLea thought. ‘You’ve made a bad mistake, Boydell.’

‘Have I? And what might that be?’

‘You’ve stood talking too long,’ Murray said. ‘And you’ve forgotten to cover your arse.’

For a split second, Boydell looked puzzled, and then he wheeled around. A red-coated soldier had walked out from behind a tree and stood facing him. It was Private Patterson, one of the former Royal Americans from Muir’s section. He raised his musket and looked at the three men, his face uncertain. ‘Are you Major Boydell?’ he asked.

Boydell shot Patterson through the chest and he collapsed backwards, blood pouring out into the mud. In the same instant, MacLea and Murray both raised their weapons and pulled the trigger, but Murray’s weapon misfired, and MacLea, shooting in haste, saw his musket ball rip harmlessly through Boydell’s coat tail. Swearing, he ran forward, Murray beside him, and Boydell spun around again and raised his pistol and fired; but he was shooting left-handed, and the ball flew past MacLea’s head. Dropping both pistol and musket, Boydell fled through the trees. The other two raced after him, crashing through the undergrowth, cannoning into trees and running on.

‘Christ,’ gasped Murray. ‘He’s getting away!’

Boydell might still have been weak from his wound, but desperation had given him wings, and his pursuers were burdened by their weapons. MacLea put his head down and sprinted, lungs burning in his chest. A fallen log loomed up; he tried to hurdle it, but mistimed his jump, tripped and fell headlong on the wet leaves.

The accident saved his life. As he fell, half a dozen muskets exploded, blue-coated militiamen rising up from the undergrowth and opening fire. Smoke rolled among the trees, and MacLea rose and jumped back over the log, finding Murray crouched behind it. ‘Time to go,’ he said.

‘I couldn’t agree more.’

Gasping for breath, they ran hard through the trees away from the Americans. More muskets barked, and balls whirred in the air. Behind them they could hear Boydell shouting, raging and screaming, his words lost among the gunfire but the anger and hatred plain to hear.

‘Something tells me we’re not his friends anymore,’ Murray gasped.

More movement in the trees: Canadian militiamen with white armbands coming towards them. The two men stopped, MacLea leaning against a tree and Murray with his hands on his knees, trying to get their breath back. McTeer came up to them, musket resting over his shoulder. ‘Slow down, gents,’ he said. ‘Take it easy. You don’t want to go rushing about like that, you’ll give yourselves a seizure.’

‘McTeer,’ said Murray, breathing hard, ‘shut up before I punch you.’

‘Yes, Sergeant. Sorry, Sergeant.’

Others were coming through the woods, familiar faces: Abel Thomas, Crabbe and young Appleby, Miller and Croghan, Schmidt and Hill, and the big, square, reassuring shape of Carson. ‘Where are the rest?’ asked MacLea when he could speak.

‘I left Corporal Muir and Corporal Ferguson holding the position, sir, while we came to look for you.’

Muir and Ferguson were in their thirties, and Muir was an experienced soldier, but both had deferred to the orders of a twenty-year-old former slave with whip marks still raw on his back. MacLea made a mental note of this. ‘Casualties?’

‘Not too bad, sir. Five wounded, none seriously.’

‘There’s another. Patterson is down. Tell Muir to go and bring him in. He might still be alive.’ It was unlikely; he had been bleeding heavily when he fell, but there might still be a chance.

‘What happened to him, sir?’

‘Boydell shot him,’ Murray said.

The others stiffened. They had been with Murray and MacLea in York last winter, and joined in the hunt for Polaris. ‘Boydell?’ said McTeer, and for once the mockery had gone from his voice. ‘He’s here?’

‘Those men we fought today are the Canadian Volunteers,’ said MacLea. ‘And Boydell is now their commander.’

‘Well,’ said Miller, ‘we gave ’em one hell of a whack. I reckon we plugged at least a dozen. They won’t forget that.’

‘No,’ said Carson grimly. ‘They won’t. They’ll be back, looking for revenge.’

‘Then let them come,’ said Thomas. He looked around at his men. ‘We’re MacLea’s Company, and any one of us is worth ten deserters. Let them come. And if any of you get James Boydell in your sights, don’t even hesitate. Just pull the trigger.’



Twelve miles away in Niagara, night fell early under heavy clouds. The drizzle continued. The American riflemen, huddled around a sentry fire on the edge of the camp outside the town, were so wet and miserable that they did not at first notice the woman in the dark cloak and bonnet standing and watching them. When they finally looked up, they simply stared at her.

‘Take me to your officer,’ Josephine said.

Two of the riflemen escorted her to a tent. A tall, lean man in green uniform rose to his feet and bowed as she was ushered in. ‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ he said. His voice had a soft Carolina accent. ‘I am Major Benjamin Forsyth, 1st US Rifles. How may I be of service to you, ma’am?’

‘I wish to speak to Colonel Peter Beauregard of the US Army Ordnance Survey. Would you be so kind as to conduct me to him?’

Forysth’s face was suddenly watchful. ‘May I ask your business with him, ma’am?’

‘I am one of his field agents. My name is Josephine Lafitte. I need to see him, urgently.’

The other man’s eyes opened wide. ‘Josephine Lafitte. I know that name.’

Damn, thought Josephine, that is unfortunate. ‘May I ask how?’

‘You have a connection with Captain John MacLea, I believe. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.’

She could see the suspicion in his face. ‘May I ask how you know of Captain MacLea?’

‘I made his acquaintance during his brief enforced sojourn at Sackett’s Harbor earlier this year, before he escaped and rejoined the British. Your name was mentioned alongside his.’

‘Of course. I make no secret of my relationship with Captain MacLea. I have extracted a great deal of valuable information from him, and passed it to Colonel Beauregard.’

‘I see.’ The suspicion was still there. ‘And why do you need to see the colonel now?’

‘I have fresh information for him, about British forces and their movements. Trust me, Major, Colonel Beauregard needs to hear what I have to say. Take me to him, please, as soon as possible.’

Forsyth did not move. ‘Did this information come from MacLea?’

‘Some of it. Major, I really cannot stand here all night discussing the matter with you. I must see the colonel, now.’

Forsyth watched her for a moment longer, then shrugged and reached for his cloak and gloves. ‘Very well. I’ll take you to him. And then we’ll see what he has to say.’

The fields around Niagara were covered with rows of tents, watchfires glowing among them. They passed through the camp and reached the town itself, walking down familiar streets between houses battered by the recent bombardment until they came to Government House, a once imposing brick building with its facade covered in pockmarks. Broken glass and bricks lay scattered on the ground.

The sentries at the door saluted as Forsyth ushered Josephine inside, and a blue-coated aide directed them to an office on the ground floor. Forsyth knocked at the door. Josephine drew a deep breath to steady her nerves.

‘Enter,’ said the familiar voice.

Josephine walked into the room and stopped, standing with her hands at her sides. ‘Good evening, Colonel,’ she said.

At Queenston he had stood with his back to her. Now, seeing his face, she realised that the years had left their mark on him. There was much grey in his hair now, and more lines in his face. But the dark eyes that stared at her, the eyes that she had once thought were the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, and later had grown to fear and hate; they were just the same. They swept over her now, contemptuous and calculating, and she shivered as if she had been struck. She needed all her strength to stop herself from turning around to run.

She took another deep breath. The second man already in the room, Colonel van Etten, gazed at her steadily. The third man’s jaw dropped, and then his face went red with anger.

‘God in heaven!’ he snapped. ‘What is that bloody black spy doing here?’

‘She asked to see Colonel Beauregard,’ said Forsyth.

‘You treacherous slut! You have the gall to come here, after what you did to me?’ Boydell drew his sword and advanced on her, blade raised. ‘Well now you’re going to pay, bitch. I’ll cut you to bloody ribbons!’

Before she could move, or even think, he was lunging at her, the sword point stabbing towards her chest. But Forsyth was already in motion. Stepping forward, he slapped the blade aside with his gloved hand and then stood between Boydell and Josephine.

‘No, Major,’ he said. ‘We do not kill helpless women.’

‘Helpless? She wasn’t bloody well helpless when she brought down Polaris. Stand aside, Forsyth.’

The rifleman shook his head. ‘No. You want to harm her, you’ll have to come through me.’

‘Perhaps we should try thinking with our heads for a moment,’ said Colonel van Etten. ‘I assume the lady came here for a reason. Do you not think it would be wise to hear what she has to say?’

Beauregard nodded slowly. ‘My thought precisely, van Etten. All right, Boydell, cool your head.’ He looked at Josephine. ‘I’m giving you one chance to explain yourself. What are you doing here?’

‘I am doing my job,’ said Josephine. ‘The job you recruited and trained me for, and which I continue to carry out to the best of my ability. I have information you need to hear.’ She looked at Boydell. ‘You think I betrayed you, Major, but I assure you I did not. I knew nothing of Polaris until the British began their hunt. And I had no idea that you were Polaris until your late associate’s mother, Mrs Dunne, revealed your identity.’

Boydell stood shaking with anger, sword still in his hand. Beauregard watched Josephine, his eyes piercing holes in her soul. ‘Then who did betray him?’

She had thought about blaming Hammond, but that might be overplaying her hand. ‘So far as I know, no one did, unless you want to count Mrs Dunne. And she only named him because she thought he was responsible for the death of her son. As for the rest, MacLea provided some of the information, and the Mohawk woman, Rebecca Morningstar, provided more. After that, the authorities pieced the puzzle together.’

‘Yes,’ said Beauregard. ‘Your lover, MacLea. In your reports, you claimed you were receiving information from him. Did he tell you what he knew about Polaris?’

‘Some of it, yes.’

‘So you knew the net was closing in. Why didn’t you warn Major Boydell?’

He was trying to catch her out, she knew. ‘As I said, I had no idea he was Polaris. By the time I found out, he had already fled to join the Americans.’

‘All right. Then why didn’t you tell me?’

‘You didn’t ask,’ Josephine said bluntly. ‘You told me to shut up and obey orders, remember? So I did. And once the hunt began, I was worried that I might be caught up in the net as well. I stopped reporting because I feared my dispatches might be intercepted. I’m no use to you in gaol, or dead.’

Silence fell in the room. Beauregard walked forward until he was standing only a foot away, looking down at her. His presence made her tremble, and he knew it. He reminded her of a cat toying with a mouse, claws out and waiting to strike. He was, she knew, a man who enjoyed cruelty.

‘Why should I believe you?’ he asked, his voice soft with menace.

‘Why should you doubt me? Yes, I betrayed you once, ten years ago, but you made me pay for it. I learned my lesson, and I have served you faithfully ever since.’

The enormity of the lie made her close her eyes again briefly. Beauregard watched her and smiled a little. ‘Little Josephine. My pretty little blue-skin whore. Do you still hate me?’

The names were his way of degrading her, and dominating her; he had used them many times before, to crush her spirit. She forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘And do you still fear me?’

‘Y-yes,’ she said, and the stutter was not an act.

‘Mm. You do, don’t you? And the fear is stronger than the hate, I think. That is good, my little whore. That is good.’

Josephine raised her chin. ‘For God’s sake,’ she said. ‘If I had betrayed Polaris, why would I come here now?’

He said nothing. She waited, knowing her life was hanging by a thread. If he did not believe her, he would kill her, and nothing Major Forsyth might do would stop him.

Beauregard gestured to Boydell, who still had his sword in his hand. ‘Put that away.’

‘But—’

‘That is an order, Major Boydell.’

Boydell slammed his sword home and turned away in disgust. Beauregard walked across the room and sat down in an armchair, crossing his long legs. Colonel van Etten looked on, his face inscrutable.

‘Now then, darlin’,’ Beauregard drawled. ‘What is this news that’s so important? And I warn you, it had better be damned important. I sure do hate having my time wasted.’

‘Vincent’s army is retreating to Burlington Heights,’ Josephine said. ‘He intends to make a stand there.’

Colonel van Etten stirred and spoke. ‘Do you think we have not already guessed this?’

‘He is evacuating the entire peninsula,’ Josephine continued. ‘All the outposts are being abandoned, and every man and gun is being sent to Burlington.’

Van Etten nodded. ‘Dr Chapin’s reconnaissance has indicated that Chippawa and Erie have already been abandoned.’

‘So, Vincent is concentratin’ his forces at Burlington,’ said Beauregard. ‘You’d better have something we don’t already know, Josephine.’ His voice deepened. ‘Otherwise I can see a whole lot of pain coming your way. Real soon.’

The riding crop, the well-remembered riding crop, was lying on a side table. She tried not to look at it. ‘Reinforcements have already been summoned,’ she said. ‘General Procter’s army is on the way from the west, with Tecumseh and his Shawnee warriors in support.’

Beauregard sat up a little. His eyes narrowed. ‘How many men?’

‘Procter has eight hundred regulars and two thousand militia. Tecumseh will bring another thousand from his own people and the allied tribes. And that’s not all.’ Boydell had turned around to listen. ‘The Lake Ontario squadron has been sent to attack your base at Sackett’s Harbor. If they destroy it, they will cut your supply lines. And more ships are bringing reinforcements down from Kingston to Burlington. That’s the army you defeated at York, plus more troops arriving from Montreal. In ten days’ time, Vincent will have at least seven thousand men at Burlington, and thirty guns.’

‘Where does this information come from?’ Beauregard demanded.

‘Much of it comes from MacLea. Many people admire him, and they talk to him and share information, which he then shares with me. The rest comes from various sources. One of Vincent’s staff officers, the adjutant of the 8th Foot, a few others.’

‘You sure have been whoring around,’ Beauregard said.

‘I know,’ Josephine said. ‘It is one more thing you taught me to do.’

Beauregard ignored her. ‘Well?’ he demanded of the others. ‘What do you think?’

‘Seven thousand men,’ van Etten said thoughtfully. ‘More than enough to defend Burlington Heights. Perhaps even enough to go on the offensive. We only have six thousand men here. Suddenly, gentlemen, the outlook is not so good, no?’

‘Maybe,’ said Beauregard. ‘If what she’s sayin’ is true. Maybe it is true, and then again, maybe it ain’t.’

‘She’s right about Sackett’s Harbor,’ said van Etten. ‘The British attacked the port this morning.’

Beauregard stood up. ‘Now how in the hell do you know that?’

‘A dispatch boat came in an hour ago. The British were beaten off this time, but they may well try again. Commodore Chauncey is already preparing to sail back to defend his base. That means we will no longer have the support of the fleet.’

‘God damn,’ said Beauregard in sudden anger. ‘And you’re only just telling me this now?’

‘I have only just learned of it myself,’ said van Etten.

Beauregard paused for a moment, frowning. ‘All right. I need time to think. Major Forsyth, since you seem to be so solicitous about the good health of this little whore, you can find somewhere to lock her up. Tell Major Johnson to set a guard on her, night and day. And tell Johnson too that if she escapes or makes mischief, I’m puttin’ his head on a spike.’



The door closed behind Forsyth and Josephine. ‘Well?’ Beauregard asked abruptly. ‘What do we think, boys? Is she tellin’ the truth?’

‘She’s lying,’ said Boydell. ‘The idea that Vincent can muster seven thousand men is moonshine. For God’s sake, I was a member of the Upper Canada Assembly and I sat on General Sheaffe’s council. I know how strong the British Army is in North America.’

‘How strong it was,’ corrected van Etten. ‘You’ve been laid up for nearly a month, Major, and in that time much has changed. Wellington is winning in Spain, and reinforcements are on their way to Canada. Some of them may already have arrived.’

Boydell glared at him. ‘And she damned well was involved in the plot against me. She didn’t report it, Beauregard, because she was in the thick of it. She and MacLea were working together.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ said van Etten. ‘I was also in York last winter, remember? And I watched MacLea and Madame Lafitte closely. I was convinced at first she was a double agent, working for the British as well as ourselves, but I changed my mind. I think she stayed close to MacLea because she was getting good information from him.’

‘Then why didn’t she tell us the net was closing on Polaris?’ asked Beauregard.

Van Etten spread his hands. ‘I too was aware of the hunt for Polaris, and I too sent no warning. I dared not risk my own position. No doubt Madame Lafitte felt the same. I had to trust, Major Boydell, that you would avoid discovery if possible, and escape capture if not.’ He bowed. ‘Which of course you did.’

‘Did you know my identity?’ Boydell demanded.

‘Not at all. Like Madame Lafitte, I only learned of it when Mrs Dunne confessed. So you see, it is possible she is telling the truth. Not certain, of course, but possible.’

Beauregard shook his head. ‘That reminds me, van Etten. Why didn’t I know you were in York last winter? Why was I never informed of your presence?’

Van Etten rolled his eyes. ‘This again? Colonel, we have already discussed it. You are in charge of military intelligence. I was a political agent. You are with the War Office. I am with the State Department. My purpose was quite separate from yours, and there was no need for you to know my business; or, for that matter, for me to know yours. What do you intend to do with Madame Lafitte?’

‘I’m gonna try to verify her story. If I find out she’s telling the truth and she is a loyal agent, then I’ll make use of her. If she’s lying, I’ll beat seven shades of hell out of her and then cut her black throat.’

‘Even if she is lying, we can still make use of her,’ Boydell said. ‘We can set a trap for MacLea, and use her as bait.’

‘Like I said to Cyrenius this morning, Major, curb your prejudices. We’re fightin’ the British Army, not John MacLea. Concentrate on the job at hand.’

‘He is the job at hand. Every design we have made, every plan we have put in motion, that bastard has wrecked them. Only this morning, his company ambushed mine in the Black Swamp and gave us one hell of a kicking. I lost good men out there!’

Boydell drew a deep breath, attempting to control his temper. ‘I want him dead, Colonel. I don’t care how it is done, but I want John MacLea dead.’




Chapter Five

Twenty Mile Pond, 29 May 1813

The rain had cleared but the ground was still waterlogged, and the British column retreating from Shipman’s Corners toiled through the mud. Many of the isolated farms they passed along the road were already empty, the people and livestock moved west to safety at Burlington. Some of the farm folk who remained came out to watch the British pass. ‘For God’s sake don’t abandon us!’ one woman implored. ‘Don’t leave us to the Yankees! They’ll take everything we own.’

‘We’ll be back as soon as we can, mother,’ promised Major Williams. ‘Stay indoors now, and keep your children safe. We’ll return soon.’

He rejoined the column, grimacing. ‘God, I hate lying to them,’ he said to MacLea. ‘And I hate leaving them even more.’ He glanced around at Colonel Harvey, talking with Charles Ingersoll a few yards away. ‘Perhaps the colonel was right. We should have made a stand.’

‘Vincent wants to preserve the army,’ MacLea said. ‘He can only do that if he retreats.’

‘Yes. That’s what General Sheaffe thought when he retreated and abandoned York. He saved the army, but he was dismissed from his post. General Vincent needs to be careful, or he’ll suffer the same fate. I tell you, MacLea, I don’t like retreating.’

‘None of us does,’ said MacLea.

Patterson had still been alive when Corporal Muir found him, but he had died in the night. They’d buried him that morning on the banks of Twelve Mile Creek before marching on. ‘What got into him?’ MacLea had asked Muir. ‘He could see Boydell covering us, musket and pistol in hand, and he must have known the bastard was about to kill us. But rather than shoot, he stopped and asked Boydell who he was. Why?’

‘I confess I am confounded, sir,’ Muir had said. ‘Private Patterson had a good heart, but… Well, I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but he could be a little soft-boiled sometimes. He wasn’t the brightest of sparks.’ He’d shaken his head. ‘Poor fellow. What a way to end.’

Muir was clearly upset by the death of his soldier, and MacLea could sympathise. But Patterson’s behaviour continued to bother him.

Hoofbeats sounded, and they turned to see one of Vincent’s staff officers cantering down the road, mud spraying in his wake. The officer pulled up and saluted Colonel Harvey. ‘General’s orders, sir. The main force is pushing on to the Forty, but the rearguard is to halt on the Thirty.’

The Forty meant Forty Mile Creek; by the same logic, the Thirty referred to Thirty Mile Creek. The first British surveyors who came to the Niagara peninsula had lacked imagination, or perhaps they had been busy men without time to dream up romantic names. Many of the streams that ran down off the escarpment into Lake Ontario had been named for their distance from the Niagara River.

‘Anything else?’ asked Harvey.

‘Yes, sir. The general desires that you leave an outpost here at the Twenty, to watch the road and give warning if the Americans come.’

‘Very well.’ Harvey turned to MacLea. ‘You’ll have Gerrard’s Company as well as your own, and there is another outpost at Ball’s Falls, under Lieutenant FitzGibbon. I’ll send him over to join you. That will give you about a hundred men all told.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Remember you’re an outpost, MacLea. Your duty is to watch and report, not start a pitched battle.’

‘I’ll be sure to remind the enemy of that, sir.’

A smile played around Harvey’s mouth. ‘You really are an insubordinate beggar, aren’t you? Very well, carry on. And MacLea? Good luck.’

‘I’ll try to avoid doing anything that requires luck, sir.’



Twenty Mile Creek was larger than some of the other streams they had crossed. It poured down the face of the escarpment in a series of cataracts known as Ball’s Falls and flowed through a deep channel for about a mile before broadening out into a long lagoon known as Twenty Mile Pond. A wooden bridge spanned the creek near the head of the lagoon.

‘There is not a great deal of cover,’ said Captain Gerrard. He was red-faced and panting in the heat, his plum-coloured coat heavily stained with mud. The rest were in a similar state. Their tents had been abandoned along with much of their baggage during the retreat from Niagara, and they had slept in the open for the past two nights.

‘We’ll throw up some breastworks around the western end of the bridge,’ MacLea said.

‘We will need axes to fell trees.’

The forests were thick around them, but European civilisation had made a few inroads. There was a mill and a small settlement just below Ball’s Falls, visible in the distance, and nearer at hand there were several farms, surrounded by pastures and ploughed fields. MacLea nodded towards the nearest farm. ‘Let’s go see who is at home.’

They knocked at the door and waited. After a minute or so, the door creaked open. A man in rough breeches and smock stood in the doorway, holding a pitchfork. ‘What do you want?’

‘Sir, I am Captain John MacLea of the militia,’ MacLea said. ‘What is your name?’

‘Rawnsley.’

‘Mr Rawnsley, are you alone here? Do you have a family?’

‘You stay the hell away from my family, bloody-back.’

‘I have no intention of harming you, sir. But I must warn you that the American army may be coming up the road from Niagara at any moment. Keep everyone indoors. If the Americans come to the house, give them whatever they want, peacefully. Do not attempt to resist.’

‘I don’t take orders from you.’ The door slammed in MacLea’s face.

‘Perhaps it is not his usual day for receiving visitors,’ suggested Gerrard.

‘He’s afraid that if he is seen talking to us, the Americans will regard him as a collaborator and punish him. He could be right, of course.’

No such fears were entertained by the owner of the next farm, half a mile away. MacLea and Gerrard were greeted in the yard by a rotund man with a shock of white hair, most of it standing on end. ‘Good day to you, fine gentlemen. My name is Herr Joachim Fleck. Welcome to my humble home.’

MacLea repeated his warning. ‘Are your family here, sir?’

‘Yesterday, I sent them away to safety in Burlington. I remain here to defend my property.’

‘Please don’t try to defend it, sir. Let the Americans take whatever they wish. It is for your own safety.’

‘I do not care about my safety. I built this farm with my bare hands, and I will not let any invader destroy it.’

‘You can build another farm, my friend,’ said Gerrard. ‘But you have only one life to lose.’

The old man raised a finger. ‘Hah! You speak the truth. Very well, I shall let the Amerikaners come in peace. What about you, fine gentlemen? How can I assist you?’

‘Have you an axe, sir? If so, we would like to borrow it.’

‘I have several excellent axes, which I am delighted to lend you. Come with me.’

They followed the old German across the yard into a woodshed. An axe stood on the chopping block, blade sunk into the wood, and two more leaned against a stack of cordwood.

‘Take them,’ said Fleck. ‘Take these also,’ and he reached up and took down two heavy objects from the beam overhead. They were hams, wrapped in greaseproof paper to keep out the flies. ‘If the Americans come, they will eat them,’ he said. ‘I would much prefer they be eaten by your men. They are my gift to you.’

Back at the camp, there was a loud cheer at the sight of the hams. Most of the men had eaten nothing but ammunition bread and salt beef since the fall of Niagara. ‘You’ll have to work for them first,’ said MacLea, dropping the axes on the ground. ‘I want two breastworks, six feet high with a firing step, one either side of the road, by sundown. Then you can eat.’

The men set to work, both companies mingled together, felling trees and dragging them back to the bridge, where they piled them up to form a rudimentary defence. It would not stop the entire American army, but it might slow down the advance guard, at least for a little while.

‘Observe and report,’ said Murray. ‘Wasn’t that what the colonel said? Not start a pitched battle.’

‘I know,’ said MacLea. ‘This is just for protection, Alec.’

An hour later, he looked up to see a small column of men, about twenty in all, coming down the riverbank from Ball’s Falls. They were redcoats, with the green facings of the 49th Foot on their uniforms. Their leader, a hawk-nosed man in his early thirties, saluted. ‘Lieutenant FitzGibbon, sir. We’ve met before, if you recall?’

‘I do indeed.’ FitzGibbon was an Irishman who, unusually for a British officer, had risen through the ranks rather than purchasing his commission. He had been sergeant major of the 49th before the late General Brock had given him a commission. He was not popular with the more snobbish of his fellow officers, but he was tough and competent.

‘Colonel Harvey’s orders are to put ourselves at your disposal,’ FitzGibbon said. ‘And there’s a party of Mohawks coming along as well.’

‘That is good news. Who is their leader?’

‘I am,’ said a voice.

MacLea turned. A slender man in buckskin trousers and jacket and a tartan waistcoat over a white linen shirt stood smiling at him. His quiet dark eyes were alight with pleasure. ‘Well met, John MacLea. It has been a long time.’

‘John Norton,’ said MacLea, shaking his hand. ‘It has indeed. Where the devil have you been?’

‘Here and there. On my people’s business, one way or another.’ Half Cherokee and half Scots, Norton had been many things – deserter from the British Army, fur trader, and translator of parts of the Bible into Mohawk – before he was adopted by the people of the Grand River and appointed as their war chief.

‘It is damned good to see you,’ MacLea said. ‘Does this mean Catherine Brant is ready to support us once again?’

Norton’s smile faded. ‘Walk with me, my friend,’ he said.

They walked down towards the bank of the lagoon, out of earshot of the men. ‘All is not well at the Grand River,’ Norton said. ‘Adonwentishon is choosing her loyalty.’

‘I see,’ MacLea said after a moment. ‘Last winter, one of Polaris’s agents tried to persuade her to go over to the other side. Are the Americans pressing her again?’

‘Messengers have come from the Americans, yes. They have promised us rewards if we adhere to their cause, and threatened us with retribution if we do not.’

‘Their promises mean nothing, of course.’

‘Of course,’ said Norton. ‘But General Vincent’s decision to retreat has made our people nervous. Once the Americans advance, they will be only a short march from the nearest of our villages on the Grand River. We will be wide open to attack. Some of our people are asking whether supporting the British is worth the risk. And Adonwentishon is listening to them.’

‘So,’ said MacLea. ‘We shall receive no help from the Mohawks.’

‘You have me,’ said Norton. ‘I know where my loyalty lies, my friend. I shall support you to the bitter end.’

‘The bitter end may be quite close if your people turn against us. Is there no one else at the Grand River who will help us?’

‘There is. I have brought with me all who are willing to fight.’

‘How many?’

‘Fourteen men,’ Norton said.



They walked back to the makeshift camp, watching the sun go down in a blaze of red, reflecting off the trees and rocks of the escarpment. Norton did not speak again until they reached the bridge. ‘This lady you are close to, Madame Lafitte. I trust she is well?’

‘I don’t know,’ MacLea said. Apart from occasional moments, like the skirmish at Shipman’s Corners, he had not stopped thinking about her. Worry dogged his every waking moment, and invaded his dreams.

Norton looked at him. ‘What has happened?’

MacLea told him about the retreat from Niagara and the disappearance of the women from Fort George. ‘They never arrived at Queenston.’

‘It is possible that they arrived after you left,’ Norton said. ‘My friend I have some news for you, and I think you will be glad to hear it. As I am sure you know, Colonel Bisshopp withdrew the garrisons on the upper river and retired. This afternoon, I encountered a courier sent by him to Burlington. The courier told me that Bisshopp’s men had met a party of women and children, refugees from Niagara. The colonel has taken them under his protection, and is conveying them to safety at Burlington.’

An enormous weight suddenly lifted from MacLea’s mind. For a moment, he was almost light-headed with relief. ‘Thank God,’ he said. ‘Thank God.’

Norton smiled. ‘She means much to you, this lady.’

‘In my world, she is the sun and the moon, and all the stars that shine in the night sky. She is everything.’

‘Do you intend to marry her?’

MacLea was silent for a moment. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘One day. It won’t be easy.’

‘Do not let the war deter you,’ said Norton. ‘We all live under death’s shadow, and no one knows when it may spread its wings. Take your happiness today, my friend, while you can. For men like us, there may not be a tomorrow.’



The rain came again the following morning. Fleck, the friendly farmer, walked over the fields and invited them to take shelter in his barns, and MacLea sent most of the men under cover, leaving a picket on guard behind the breastworks. Norton and his Mohawks went away east towards Niagara, scouting for signs of the enemy; since the skirmish yesterday, the Americans had been curiously quiet. MacLea and Murray stood by the head of the bridge, watching intermittent showers blow across the rippling waters of the lagoon. In the distance they could hear the rush of the waterfall tumbling down the face of the escarpment.

‘All right,’ said Murray after a while. ‘Tell me. What are you worrying about now?’

‘What makes you think I’m worrying?’

‘Because you are staring into space without saying anything. That’s what you do when you worry.’

‘You sound like a nagging old woman.’

‘Sometimes you need someone to nag you,’ Murray said. ‘According to Chief Norton, Josephine is safe. The Americans are sitting on their arses doing nothing. We had ham for dinner last night. What is there to worry about?’

‘The Mohawks. If Catherine Brant turns against us, any idea of making a stand at Burlington Heights will have to be abandoned. Her men can circle around through the forests behind us and cut our supply lines. That means retreat to York, at least, and probably to Kingston or even Montreal.’

‘And Upper Canada would be abandoned to the enemy,’ Murray said sombrely. ‘Yes, I see why you’re worried. Do you think Adonwentishon will really defect?’

‘Norton thinks it is possible. So do I. I have some sympathy for her, Alec. Her first duty is to her own people, not us.’ Adonwentishon, whom the British called Catherine Brant, was the oiáner, the matriarch, of the Mohawks on the Grand River.

‘Why don’t you go and see her?’ Murray suggested. ‘She would listen to you, I think. She respects you.’

Another shower of rain began to fall. ‘Perhaps,’ said MacLea. ‘But I doubt if General Vincent would give me permission. His opinion of the Mohawks is low. And I suspect that when he learns Norton has brought only fourteen men, it will be lower still.’

One of the sentries behind the breastworks called out, ‘Men on the escarpment, sir! Redcoats!’

MacLea looked up, wiping the rainwater from his face. A column of men was making its way slowly down the track beside the waterfall, winding across the face of the escarpment. An officer on horseback led them. ‘That will be Bisshopp and his men from Fort Erie,’ said Murray. ‘And the ladies will be with them.’ He clapped MacLea on the shoulder. ‘Cheer up, son. Don’t let Josephine see you with a long face.’

MacLea nodded. His heart was beating quickly in his chest, as it always did when she was near. ‘Let’s go and meet them.’

They walked across the fields towards the waterfall, reaching the foot of the escarpment just as the rain cleared away. Colonel Bisshopp dismounted as MacLea and Murray walked up. ‘Good to see you, MacLea. What’s the situation?’

‘General Vincent has retired to Burlington Heights, sir. He should be there by now. Colonel Harvey and the rearguard are at the Thirty. We’re the forward outpost.’

‘Any sign of the Jonathans?’

‘All quiet so far. I have scouts out watching the road.’

Bisshopp frowned. ‘The Americans are damned slow, aren’t they? I wonder why. They had the whip hand after Niagara.’

‘General Dearborn does not have the reputation of being a resolute commander, sir.’

Bisshopp laughed. ‘Doubtless they’ll come soon enough. Right, I must press on. I want to reach the Thirty before dark.’

He stepped up into the saddle again. ‘I understand you are escorting the civilians from Niagara, sir,’ MacLea said.

‘Yes.’ Bisshopp pointed. ‘Here they are now.’

A party of women and children came walking down the trail. All were wet and bedraggled, and they looked exhausted. A few soldiers escorted them, carrying some of the younger children half asleep on their shoulders. A fair-haired woman in a once-fine gown picked up her muddy skirts and rushed forward. Despite the watching gaze of the other women and several hundred soldiers, she flung her arms around Sergeant Murray and kissed him passionately before burying her face in his neck. ‘Oh Alec. I’m so glad to see you safe.’

‘Me too, my dear,’ Murray said tenderly, stroking her hair. ‘Is Josephine here?’

Charlotte looked up, and they saw sudden tears in her eyes. ‘No,’ she said.

Marie stared at MacLea. She was weeping. ‘Where is she?’ he asked quietly.

‘Oh John,’ said Charlotte. ‘I don’t know how to say this. She left us at Queenston. My dear… she went back to Niagara. She is in the hands of the Americans.’



When he could find his voice again, MacLea said, ‘Why did she go back?’

‘Colonel Beauregard came to Queenston, with James Boydell. They didn’t know we were there, but we overheard their conversation. They’re planning to turn the Mohawks against us, and there was something else, about a British officer in American pay. After they left, Josephine said she was going to learn more about Colonel Beauregard’s plans and put a stop to them. That’s all she said.’

‘Jesus God!’ said Murray. ‘Didn’t you try to stop her?’

‘I begged her not to go, monsieur,’ said Marie in a small voice.

There was a short pause. ‘I didn’t,’ said Charlotte. ‘I did not try to stop her, and neither did Mrs Secord. Hate me for this if you wish, John, but I knew what was in her mind. She knows Beauregard better than anyone, and she understands how his mind works. If she can get close to him, then maybe she really can learn what his design might be.’

‘If he doesn’t kill her first,’ Murray said sharply.

‘She knows the risks,’ said Charlotte. ‘Remember what she said last winter? This is Upper Canada in wartime. No one is safe. Josephine considers herself to be a soldier, just like the two of you. That is why I let her go.’ She shivered. ‘I only wish I had half her courage.’

Murray looked at MacLea. ‘What are you going to do?’

MacLea’s blood seemed to have frozen in his veins, but his mind was working clearly. ‘Find out whether she is still alive.’

‘And how are you going to do that?’

‘I’m going up the road to see Norton. Find Gerrard and tell him he is in command while I’m gone.’

‘When will you be back?’

‘I don’t know,’ MacLea said.




Chapter Six

Niagara, 30 May 1813

A key turned in the lock, and Josephine’s heart fluttered. She had seen no one but her guards for the past two days; they brought food, but did not speak to her, and she thought they had been ordered not to. There had been no sign of Beauregard. Was this him now? Had he come to interrogate her? Or worse?

She rose to her feet as the door opened. It was not Beauregard. To her surprise, it was Colonel van Etten, gleaming in blue and white uniform and gold epaulettes. He closed the door behind him and locked it.

‘You are well?’ he asked. ‘They have treated you with courtesy, I hope? I ordered that they should do so.’ Her cell was in what had been the servants’ quarters in Government House, spartan but not uncomfortable.

‘Why are you here, Colonel? What do you want with me?’

The smile that crossed van Etten’s face was not entirely pleasant. ‘I thought you might be lonely,’ he said. ‘I came to offer you some company.’

‘That was kind of you. But I am happy to be alone.’

‘A beautiful woman should never be alone.’ He walked towards her. The room was small, and there was nowhere she could go. He put one arm around her waist and pulled her close, sliding his hand down. His head bent close to hers. ‘If you were a man, I should say you had balls of steel,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘Why did you return to Niagara?’

‘If I was a man, you would not be feeling my arse. Take your hand away, or I will break your fingers.’

Van Etten squeezed hard, but then slowly removed his hand. ‘Still resisting? I’d hoped that perhaps the gallant Captain MacLea might have stopped a bullet by now. Then I might have a chance.’

‘He hasn’t, and you haven’t and never will. What about the guards outside? Will they not overhear us?’

‘No,’ said Colonel van Etten, also known as Julius Kramer, virtuoso player of the violin and glass harmonica and, as only a handful of people knew, a senior confidential agent in the service of the Austrian empire. ‘I slipped something in their beer at dinner. They are sound asleep.’

‘Very clever. Let me return the question. What are you doing here? You seem to be good chums with Beauregard. I thought your orders were to track him down and kill him.’

‘I have new orders. Much has changed in Europe. Napoleon’s defeat in Russia means his empire is greatly weakened. All the other powers, Austria and Britain included, have leagued against him. My orders from Vienna are to do what I can to disrupt and upset American invasion plans, so that our British allies will not be distracted from their most important task. Which is, of course, the final destruction of Napoleon Bonaparte.’

‘That doesn’t answer my question. Why are you here now? And how on earth have you persuaded the Americans to accept you as one of them?’

Kramer smiled. ‘Have you ever heard of Charles Louis Schulmeister?’

‘No.’

‘He is a Frenchman, or at least was in French service, and one of the greatest spies of our generation. In 1805, he posed as a colonel of the Austrian army staff and joined General Mack at Ulm. Single-handedly, he created mayhem. He forged documents and dispatches from army headquarters in Vienna, giving Mack confusing and contradictory orders, and he provided false intelligence reports about French strength and movements. Mack was rendered helpless and blind, and did not realise his true situation until the French had surrounded his army and he was forced to surrender. Thirty thousand men laid down their arms, with barely a shot fired. A great victory, and all thanks to Schulmeister.’

‘And that is the game you are now playing?’

‘Yes, though I haven’t Schulmeister’s talents. A rare word of modesty escapes my lips; that is surprising, no? However, I am doing my poor best to confuse the Americans and force them to make an error, something that your people can take advantage of.’

Josephine watched him. ‘Boydell saw you in York last winter. You played the violin at one of his wife’s musical evenings. He knows your real identity.’

‘The Julius Kramer he saw in York was an American agent, employed by the State Department. After the American raid on York, I was recalled to Washington.’

‘And now you are a colonel?’

‘An honorary rank. I am here as the personal observer of the Secretary of State, Mr Monroe. General Dearborn and his staff treat me with kid gloves, and listen to my every word. Mr Monroe is the bitter enemy of General Dearborn’s boss, the Secretary of War, and has the ear of the president. I can have any officer in the army, including the general, dismissed at a moment’s notice. Or so they believe.’

‘Is any of this true?’

‘Of course not. I have never been to Washington, or met Mr Monroe. It is all a most ingenious fabrication.’

‘I am impressed,’ said Josephine. ‘A rare word of praise escapes my lips. That is surprising, no?’

‘You will shortly have another opportunity to observe my skill. And also, I need your help.’

Josephine shivered a little. ‘Where is Beauregard?’

‘Out in the field with his friends Major Boydell and Dr Chapin. I am taking advantage of his absence.’

‘What are they doing? Do you know?’

‘They and their men have gone to burn some Indian villages on the lower reaches of the Grand River, to put pressure on the Mohawks. They have some other plot in mind too, involving a renegade British officer. I do not know his identity.’

‘I do,’ said Josephine. ‘His name is Lieutenant Hammond. He is a quartermaster.’

Kramer looked sceptical. ‘Really? I was under the impression that this man is rather more senior.’

‘I am certain it is him,’ said Josephine. ‘Have you ever heard of “store cp”? Or do you know what the initials CP might stand for?’

‘They mean nothing to me. Why do you ask?’

She shook her head. ‘It is not important.’

‘Very well. Have I answered all your questions now? Do you trust me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Enough to sleep with me after this is over?’

‘No.’

‘Then come. We must go at once.’

‘Go? Go where?’

‘To see General Dearborn,’ Kramer said. ‘I want you to tell him everything you told Beauregard. Lay it on thick, my dear. The American army is in chaos. The fleet has sailed away to protect its base, and the men are already short of food. Morale is low. There are a few competent officers, like Major Forsyth and our dear friend Beauregard, but the majority are political appointees with no battle experience. I need you to galvanise them into action.’

‘You will need to explain,’ said Josephine after a moment.

‘The British have retreated, leaving only a single watching post at Twenty Mile Pond. Dearborn is under no pressure. Given time, he will gather the supplies he needs, whip his officers into line, shake out his army and advance in an orderly fashion on Burlington. But if we can force him to advance now, before the army is ready, he will be vulnerable. His officers will make mistakes, and General Vincent can take advantage of their blunders and defeat them. With luck, we can drive the Americans back across the river and liberate Niagara once more.’

‘And how will Vincent know about their blunders?’

‘Because you will tell him,’ said Kramer.



He had not after all been interested in why she was here, Josephine thought. Perhaps he was concentrating too much on his own scheme to care. Or perhaps he already knew. Julius Kramer was many things, but he did not lack intelligence. Or audacity.

She followed him into Dearborn’s office on the first floor of Government House. The general sat behind a big oak desk, reading a sheaf of papers. Staff officers stood attentively behind him, beneath a large Stars and Stripes hanging from the wall.

General Henry Dearborn was in his early sixties, and looked older. His face was pouch-eyed, with quivering dewlaps. White hair straggled over the shoulders of his uniform coat, which were liberally dusted with dandruff. The corners of his mouth turned down as he read.

‘The ammunition returns make for dismal reading, Johnson,’ he said to one of the staff officers. ‘When is the next convoy due?’

‘It is on its way overland from Rochester, General,’ said Major Johnson. ‘But progress is slow. It has been raining, and the roads are very bad.’

‘I didn’t ask for a weather report, Major. I asked when the next convoy will arrive.’

The staff officers looked at each other. None of them seemed to know. ‘A week, I suspect,’ said Kramer. ‘And we cannot wait, General. The advantage we gained by seizing Niagara is fast slipping away. We must move at once, before it fades entirely.’

‘I have heard this argument before, Colonel van Etten, and I am not persuaded by it.’ General Dearborn’s eyes strayed to Josephine. ‘Who is this?’

‘She is one of Colonel Beauregard’s agents in Canada. She has new information, General. I think you need to hear it.’

Dearborn scowled, as if new information was something distasteful and faintly vulgar. ‘Very well, young woman. You may speak.’

Josephine curtseyed. ‘Thank you, sir. My contacts in the British forces tell me that General Vincent is awaiting reinforcements at Burlington. After gathering in his detachments, he now has about fifteen hundred men, but more are on the way.’ She repeated what she had told Beauregard. ‘General Procter and the Shawnee are expected in about ten days, and the field force from Kingston should arrive around the same time. That will bring his strength up to seven or eight thousand men, and at least thirty guns.’

She added a little further embroidery. ‘Vincent has plenty of ammunition, and he is digging in. My contacts tell me of field fortifications and masked batteries being erected. In a week’s time, Burlington Heights will be well-nigh impregnable.’

‘Do you see now why we must advance?’ Kramer asked.

‘But we cannot!’ one of the staff officers protested. ‘We must wait for our supplies to arrive.’

‘If you do, your advantage will be lost,’ Kramer said. ‘You will then have two choices. Advance and batter yourselves to pieces against the British guns. Or retreat and lose everything you have gained so far.’

Silence fell. Josephine held her breath. Dearborn had not asked where her information came from, any more than he had sent to Washington to verify the identity of Colonel van Etten. The Americans have most of the advantages, she thought. They have the ships, the guns, the overwhelming numbers of men. They should have rolled over the British long ago. But apart from men like Beauregard, they are amateurs at war.

‘The clock is ticking, General,’ said Kramer. ‘And I must soon prepare a report for my chief, the Secretary of State. What do you advise that I tell Mr Monroe?’

‘Oh, very well!’ said Dearborn. ‘Very well, very well…’ He heaved a deep sigh. ‘Johnson, send word to General Winder. Tell him his brigade will march in the morning.’

‘Only one brigade?’ asked Kramer.

‘It will suffice for the moment. Winder will report back on the enemy’s dispositions. If he advises that an attack on Burlington is feasible, then Chandler’s brigade will follow.’

Slowly, gripping the edge of the desk for support, Dearborn levered himself to his feet. Dandruff showered down onto his desk. ‘That is all, gentlemen. I must rest now. Tell General Winder to see me before he departs.’



The rain had cleared, but the air remained hot and humid under a layer of dark clouds. Black flies buzzed around their heads, looking for flesh to feast upon.

‘We have scouted as far as Twelve Mile Creek,’ John Norton said. ‘The nearest Americans are a company of rifles at Shipman’s Corners. Once we discovered them, we took care to stay clear of them.’ His warriors nodded in agreement. They were more than willing to get to grips with ordinary American infantry, but they had a healthy respect for the long-range power of the rifles.

‘Who commands them?’ MacLea asked. ‘Did you see their officer?’

‘Yes, I got a good look at him. I recognised him, though I do not know his name. A tall, rangy man, with dark hair. I was too far away to hear his voice clearly, but I thought he spoke with a Southern accent.’

MacLea nodded. ‘Major Benjamin Forsyth. He and I have clashed before.’

‘A dangerous man?’

‘Very.’ MacLea rose to his feet.

‘Where are you going?’ Norton asked.

‘I want to talk to him,’ MacLea said. ‘Do you have a handkerchief?’

In silence, Norton reached into his pocket and pulled out a white handkerchief. MacLea tied it around the barrel of his musket. ‘If you get into trouble, do you want us to come after you?’ asked Norton.

‘If I get into trouble, it will be too late,’ said MacLea.



It took him a little over two hours to reach Twelve Mile Creek. He walked slowly, holding his musket upright with the handkerchief fluttering, keeping to the middle of the road where he was clearly visible and watching the shadows under the trees. The white handkerchief was his flag of truce; it remained to be seen whether anyone would respect it. As he had said to Norton, he and Forsyth had already tried to kill each other several times.

At Twelve Mile Creek, the clouds parted and the sun came out. The heat rose rapidly and the wet fields began to steam. The flies gathered around him in clouds. He saw smoke curling up above the trees ahead, and nearer at hand a hint of motion caught his eye. The enemy were waiting, right where Norton had said they would be.

He raised the musket again, waving it to show the flag of truce, and walked up the road. As he reached the trees, two riflemen stepped out from cover and raised their weapons. ‘Stand where you are, Tommy.’

MacLea halted. ‘I am Captain John MacLea of the Canadian militia. I wish to speak to Major Forsyth.’

The riflemen looked at each other. ‘We’ve heard of you, sir,’ said one of them, his voice suddenly respectful. ‘Come with us, if you please. We’ll take you to the major.’

Forsyth was in the common room of the tavern, sitting at a table and writing with a wooden pen and battered pewter inkwell. A candle stub burned at his elbow, for it was dark in the room. He looked up as MacLea entered and then rose sharply to his feet.

‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘John MacLea, carrying a flag of truce. Not a sight I ever thought I’d see. Is General Vincent offering to surrender?’

‘No,’ said MacLea. ‘This is a private matter. I’m looking for someone, a woman. I’m hoping you or someone in the American army might have seen her, or at least know where she is.’

Forsyth paused for a moment, tapping his fingers on the table. ‘I take it you are referring to Madame Lafitte.’

‘Yes. Can you help me?’

‘I’m trying to decide whether I should.’

They looked at each other. They were similar in some ways, slender dark-haired men in rifle green; Forsyth was a little taller, and had a red mark like a scratch on one cheek.

‘Who is she?’ he asked.

MacLea drew a deep breath. ‘She is my lover.’

‘I know that much. Colonel Calder said so, last winter. He threatened to use her as a hostage against you. He pretended he was going to kill her if you tried to escape.’

‘It was no pretence,’ said MacLea. ‘Soon after I got away from you, a bunch of his thugs set an ambush for her. She barely escaped with her life.’

‘God damn,’ said Forsyth. He looked away for a moment, his distaste clear in his face. ‘I sure thought he was bluffing. I don’t like making war on women.’

‘Squeamish, Major?’

‘Nah. Just old-fashioned. I only fight people who can fight back, like you. Besides, I reckon we reap what we sow. I’ve a wife and child of my own. I sure wouldn’t want to see them in harm’s way.’ He watched MacLea’s face, his eyes narrowed a little. ‘But I’m still puzzled. Here’s what I know. Madame Lafitte walked into my tent at Niagara two days ago, and asked me to take her to Colonel Beauregard.’

Charlotte was right, MacLea thought. Josephine’s courage was unfailing. Beauregard had abused and beaten her for years. He was a devil, who had turned her life into a living hell. When MacLea had first met her, she could not even bear to speak his name. Now, she had done this.

‘And did you?’ he asked.

‘Yes. And then I stood there and listened to her while she betrayed you. She told Beauregard your army’s movements, dispositions, numbers, everything. Why would she do that?’

MacLea’s heart sank. He could see the game she was playing now; she had tried to win Beauregard’s confidence by pretending she was still working for the Americans. And by coming here, he had interfered in that game.

If he told Forsyth the truth now, the full truth, she would be exposed. But what kind of lie could he tell that would be believed?

God, I’m a fool, he thought. I’m about to ruin everything. Laura was right. I should have had faith in her.

‘What happened?’ he asked, playing for time. ‘Did Beauregard believe her?’

‘He wasn’t sure. He had her locked up while he made up his mind. That’s all I know. I left Niagara next morning.’

‘Where is she being held?’

‘Government House.’ Forsyth watched MacLea’s face again. ‘You won’t be able to rescue her, if that’s what you’re thinking. She is closely guarded. But I’m wondering why you should wish to do so, given what I’ve just said.’ He paused. ‘Or did you know she was spying for us?’

‘Yes,’ said MacLea. ‘I did.’

‘And yet you carried on? You took her to your bed, knowing she was betraying you?’

‘Have you ever loved a woman, Major? So much that you don’t care who she is, or what she has done in the past? So much that you will forgive anything, just for the chance to be with her and hold her in your arms?’

‘Can’t say I have,’ said Forsyth. ‘I love my wife, but not in the way you describe.’

‘Then your life is missing something,’ MacLea said.

Forsyth scratched his head. ‘Don’t know if I envy you, or pity you,’ he said. ‘However. She was alive when I left Niagara. That is all I know.’

‘It’s better than nothing,’ said MacLea. ‘I’ll just have to hope for the best. Thank you, Major. I’ll take my leave now, if I may.’

Forsyth nodded. ‘Of course. I’ll tell my men to let you pass.’

‘Thank you.’ MacLea looked him in the eye. ‘We took shots at each other at Niagara. We both missed.’

Forsyth touched the mark on his cheek. ‘I remember.’

‘Next time, I won’t miss,’ MacLea said.

For the first time, Forsyth smiled. ‘Me neither.’ He held out his hand, and MacLea shook it. ‘Good seeing you again,’ Forsyth said. ‘Good luck to you, Captain. For what it’s worth, I hope you get your lady back.’

He watched MacLea walk away down the road towards the creek. His eyes had narrowed a little, and he was no longer smiling. After a moment, he went back into the tavern, took up a fresh sheet of paper and wrote a quick letter. ‘Rifleman Calhoun,’ he called, dusting the paper with sand.

A young soldier appeared in the door, taking off his shako and touching his forehead. ‘Here, sir.’

‘Take this letter,’ Forsyth said, folding the paper and dripping wax onto it, then pressing down his signet ring to seal it. ‘Deliver it to Colonel Beauregard in Niagara. Quick as you can, boy. Make sure it gets to him.’



Early the following morning, the 31st of May, the door to Josephine’s room opened and one of her guards stood in the doorway. ‘You’re to come with us, ma’am. Immediately.’

Beauregard was in his office, seated behind a desk. ‘Sit down,’ he said curtly.

He looked like he had not slept. His riding coat was splashed with mud, and his clothes reeked of smoke and charred wood. She thought about the Indian villages and shuddered.

‘Major Forsyth saw MacLea yesterday,’ he said. ‘He came under a flag of truce, looking for you.’

Josephine gazed back at him. ‘Poor fool. He is besotted with me.’

‘And you? Do you have feelings for him?’

‘Why do you ask, Colonel? Are you jealous?’

He stared back at her, contempt plain in his face. ‘Don’t fool yourself. There was a time when I found your innocence charming, but I quickly tired of you. You were a useful tool, no more.’

‘And now? Am I useful to you still?’

She was aware that her life hung on the answer. Beauregard leaned back, studying her. ‘That depends,’ he said. ‘On where your loyalty lies.’

‘It lies with you, of course. I tried to run away from you, and I failed. Now I live the life you chose for me. I know nothing else.’

‘Very well,’ said Beauregard. ‘Prove it. Betray John MacLea to his death.’

‘If that is your wish,’ she said calmly.

‘It is Boydell’s wish, too. He still wants to cut your throat. One of the reasons I locked you up was to stop him from doin’ it. But if you can give him MacLea, he’ll back off.’

‘Yes, if you say so. What do you want me to do?’

‘Write a letter to MacLea saying you’re escaping from us and need his protection. He is to meet you at Twenty Mile Pond, on the morning of the second of June.’

‘Where you will set an ambush for him, I presume. Make sure you send plenty of men. His company are only militia, but they will fight hard.’

‘Oh, we’ll have more than enough men. Someone has finally persuaded Granny to advance. I was on my way back from the Grand River when I heard the news, and rode all goddamned night to get here in time. Only a brigade, so far, but hopefully van Etten and I can persuade him to commit the rest of the army.’ He watched her face. ‘Winder’s brigade will surround MacLea’s position on the Twenty and trap him there. He’ll have around two thousand men, including Boydell’s Volunteers. I reckon I’ll let Boydell administer the coup de grâce. What do you say?’

‘Very suitable. Major Boydell deserves his revenge.’

Beauregard stood up and came to stand beside her. His proximity made her flesh crawl, and bile rose in her throat once more.

‘If you betray me,’ he said, ‘I will flog you until your ribs show through your flesh. And then I will stake you out, still living, for the crows to feed on.’

‘Watch me write the letter,’ Josephine said. ‘That way you can be sure I have not used invisible inks or secret codes. Read it when I have finished. If you are not satisfied, I will write it again. MacLea was, as you say, a useful tool, but lately he has become rather cloying. I shall be glad to be rid of him.’




Chapter Seven

Twenty Mile Pond, 1 June 1813

A hand on MacLea’s shoulder brought him suddenly awake. He sat up, rubbing his eyes. ‘What is it?’

‘A letter has arrived for you,’ said Murray.

They were in Fleck’s barn. Morning sunlight streamed through cracks between the planks, showing others of the company asleep on the straw around them. ‘A letter?’ MacLea asked. ‘From headquarters?’

‘No,’ said Murray. ‘It’s from the other side.’

He held out the letter. MacLea looked at the superscription and saw Josephine’s handwriting. His heart jumped.

‘When did this arrive?’

‘Just now. Norton’s men intercepted a messenger under a flag of truce. They let him go and brought the letter back.’

‘Norton is here now?’

Murray nodded. MacLea looked at the letter again. ‘Let’s go outside,’ he said, rising to his feet.

In the sunlight beside the barn, he broke the seal and unfolded the paper.


My dearest John,

Do not be angry with me for returning to Niagara, for I was doing my duty as best I could. Any chance to thwart Beauregard’s schemes had to be taken. Now my work here is done, and I am preparing to escape with vital information about the American army and its intentions. Go to Twenty Mile Pond, if you are not there already, and wait for me there. Expect me at dawn on the 2nd of June. Remember, my dear one, that I love you and I always will.

Your faithful and loving

Josephine



Silently he handed the letter to Murray, who read it. ‘She’s still alive,’ Murray said quietly. ‘That’s something.’

‘This is a trap,’ MacLea said.

‘It is? What makes you think that?’

‘Because she says so herself. Read the letter again.’

Murray did so, and this time his eyebrows rose. ‘Ah. I see what you mean. My God, but she took a chance writing this.’

‘Yes.’ MacLea closed his eyes for a moment. Waves of tension radiated through his body. ‘She took one hell of a chance.’ He opened his eyes again. ‘Send for the other commanders, will you? We have work to do.’

One by one they arrived, Gerrard red-faced in his faded plum coat, Norton in buckskins, FitzGibbon clapping his black shako onto his head.

‘The Americans are coming,’ MacLea said. ‘We can expect them at dawn tomorrow, probably in considerable force.’

FitzGibbon nodded. ‘What do we do? Fall back to the Thirty?’

MacLea shook his head. He had already endangered Josephine by going to talk to Forsyth. Now he had to play along with whatever she intended.

‘No. We’ll need to make a stand, even if only for a little while. We’ve got to make it look convincing.’

FitzGibbon’s face showed his puzzlement. Norton said nothing, watching MacLea. Captain Gerrard opened his flask and took a long drink of rum. Lowering the flask, he exhaled a gust of alcoholic fumes. ‘Very good, sir. Let’s give the Yankees a thrashing. Time to stop running away, hey?’

MacLea smiled.

‘What are your orders, Captain?’ FitzGibbon asked, still puzzled.

‘For the moment, nothing.’ MacLea gestured towards the forests to the east. ‘We don’t know who may be watching us, and we mustn’t give notice of our intentions. Carry on as usual until nightfall. After dark, we’ll move into position. I will remain at the bridge and hold the breastworks with two sections of my company.’

‘That’s not many men,’ said FitzGibbon.

‘I won’t need many. The Americans will try to circle around through the woods behind us, so I want the rest of you to take up positions in the forest. Chief Norton, take the right flank facing Ball’s Falls. I’ll send Corporal Muir’s section to support you. Captain Gerrard, you’ll guard the left flank. FitzGibbon, you’re in reserve.’

‘What is your plan, sir?’ asked the lieutenant.

‘I’ll hold the breastworks for a few minutes, long enough to make it seem like we are determined to defend the place. Then I’ll fall back and join you. The three of you need to hold off those encircling forces until I can do so. After that, we’ll withdraw together towards the Thirty.’

The others nodded. FitzGibbon remained uncertain, but he liked a fight; Gerrard, that most unlikely soldier, was happy with anything that promised action. The two of them departed, and Murray left to give orders to Muir and the other corporals. Norton was still watching MacLea.

‘That letter my men intercepted. I assume this is the source of your information about the Americans.’

There were not many men MacLea trusted completely, but Norton was one of them. Whatever Catherine Brant might do, the chief would remain loyal. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but for the love of God, tell no one about this.’

‘She managed to send you a warning.’

‘Yes. In the letter she said there is danger. That is why we must stand and fight, at least for a while. If we retreat now, the Americans will realise she has warned us.’

Norton nodded. ‘You do know this is personal,’ he said. ‘It is you they want to trap, not the rest of us.’

‘You mean Boydell wants to trap me.’

‘Not only him. Boydell was the agent, and a brilliantly successful one, but the scheme that put him in place was Beauregard’s. They both see you as an obstacle to their future designs.’

‘What makes you so certain of this?’ MacLea asked.

‘My friend, can you not feel it? The air is full of hate and desperation. Beauregard and Boydell believe they should have won the war by now, and they are furious because they have not. They are full of venom towards anyone who stands in their way.’

‘You have the sight,’ MacLea said. ‘Do you know what will happen?’

‘Either you will die, or they will.’ Norton smiled without humour. ‘But I do not need the sight to tell you that.’

‘No.’ MacLea stood for a while, chin resting in his hand, staring at the stream and the wooden bridge and the shimmering waters of the lagoon beyond. A few flies buzzed, and he slapped them away. ‘What is in your mind?’ asked Norton.

‘I am thinking about that bridge,’ said MacLea. ‘I wonder if Herr Fleck has a hand saw?’



The American march from Niagara was a disaster. Some companies took the wrong road; others wandered off the main track into the morass of the Black Swamp and got lost. Of the two thousand men who departed Niagara with General William Winder, barely half eventually reached Shipman’s Corners, where Winder and his staff stood outside the tavern watching them straggle in. The heavy guns and most of the ammunition wagons remained stuck in the swamp only a few miles from Niagara.

‘This is absurd,’ said Winder. He was a Maryland man in his late thirties who looked like what he was, a prosperous lawyer. Until the battle at Niagara, he had never seen a shot fired in anger. ‘We cannot possibly advance further now. We shall need to rest for at least a day.’

‘God damn!’ exploded Colonel Beauregard. ‘You’ve only advanced eleven fuckin’ miles, General! At this rate it will take us a month to get to Burlington. Now, I’m gonna give you and your men an hour to rest and eat. An hour, do you hear? And then you get on the goddamned road and get moving!’

Winder looked down his long nose. ‘May I remind you, Colonel, that I outrank you?’

‘Colonel Beauregard is right, General.’ That was van Etten, intervening. ‘The success of this plan depends on speed. We must press on. And I must remind you, sir, that I will be reporting on the conduct of all officers involved in this expedition. Mr Monroe will hear my views, and so will the president.’

Winder hesitated, scratching his ear. It was no secret that he had political ambitions; incurring presidential wrath would do those ambitions no good. ‘Very well,’ he said finally. ‘We shall advance. But I wish to make it absolutely clear that I am not enamoured of this plan. I will accept no responsibility if it fails. The blame will rest entirely with you, Colonel Beauregard.’

‘The plan will not fail, sir, so long as you and your officers do your goddamned duty! Shall we go over the orders again?’

‘If you wish,’ said Winder stiffly.

‘Bring me a map, someone, and a table.’

A folding table was set up and a map spread out. Hot evening light surrounded them. Josephine watched them, unmoving, her thoughts far away. She knew she had taken a risk in hiding the message to MacLea in the letter, but no greater than any she had taken so far. Beauregard was clever and subtle, and he liked complex codes and schemes. He would never have been looking for something so childishly simple.

The others bent over the map: Boydell, bearded Dr Chapin in his black hat, Forsyth the rifleman, who kept glancing her way, van Etten, the colonels of the 5th and 13th Infantry Regiments, Winder and his staff officers. Beauregard looked around. ‘Where is the colonel of the 16th?’

‘He went on leave this morning,’ said one of the staff officers.

Beauregard stared at him. ‘On leave? The morning his regiment gets orders to advance against the enemy, he goes on leave?’ He turned on Winder. ‘What the hell kind of outfit are you runnin’ here, General?’

‘General Dearborn gave the authorisation,’ Winder said, his voice more stiff than ever. ‘It was nothing to do with me.’

Beauregard smacked his riding crop against his boot. Josephine winced a little. ‘Very well. With your permission, General, I will take command of the 16th Infantry myself. Their role is vital in this operation.’

Winder nodded curtly.

‘We have three regiments of infantry, a company of rifles and four three-pounder guns,’ Beauregard said. ‘It ain’t as much as we should have, but it’s still more than a thousand men. We reckon MacLea has about a hundred at most.’

‘If we can’t erase the bastard out of existence, then something is very wrong,’ Boydell said.

‘Now, if I may direct your attention to the map,’ Beauregard went on. ‘Here is the road to Twenty Mile Pond.’

The colonel of the 5th Infantry raised his hand. ‘I just want to clarify something, Beauregard. Is that the road we’re on right now?’

Beauregard looked at him as if he had lost his mind. ‘Do you mean to tell me, Colonel, that you’re the commander of a regiment of infantry, a man to whom others look for leadership and command, and you’ve been marchin’ all day and you still don’t know where the goddamned hell you are?’

‘I’m just following the rest of the army,’ the colonel protested. ‘Really, Beauregard, I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss about this.’

There was a pause while Beauregard fought a brief battle with his temper. ‘Your regiment will advance to the front, towards the bridge,’ he said to the colonel of the 5th. ‘That is, if you think you can find it.’

Prudently, the colonel said nothing.

‘You will be accompanied by two of the grasshopper guns, and by Major Boydell and Dr Chapin and their volunteers. Your task, Colonel, is to pour fire on MacLea’s position and soften him up. Once you’ve given them a few volleys, Major Boydell will attack the bridge, with Dr Chapin’s boys from Buffalo in support.’

‘My men should lead the attack,’ protested the colonel.

‘No,’ said Boydell. ‘MacLea is mine.’

Colonel van Etten nodded. ‘Major Boydell has a prior claim.’

‘Indeed,’ said Beauregard. ‘You’ll follow up, Colonel, and give the major and the doctor your full support. Now, I expect MacLea will try to retreat once Major Boydell presses his attack home. To forestall him, the 13th and the 16th will circle around behind the Canadian position. I will lead the 16th up to Ball’s Falls, cross the river there and then take up a position in the forest to MacLea’s rear.’

He pointed at the map and looked at the colonel of the 13th Infantry. ‘You see this track here? It branches off the road we’re on now and runs towards the shore. When you reach it, follow it until you cross the sandbar at the mouth of the lagoon. Then move up the west bank of the lagoon towards MacLea’s position. Use the trees as cover, and don’t let the enemy see you. Major Forsyth’s riflemen will accompany you, along with the other two guns. When MacLea retreats, he’ll be caught between two forces, yours and mine. And while we hold him in position, Major Boydell will move in and finish him off.’

Josephine closed her eyes for a moment. The force Beauregard was about to throw at MacLea was overwhelming. The jaws of the trap would close, and there was nothing she could do.

Unless, of course, he had heeded her message and was already retreating. In which case, she herself would soon die. She had no doubt that Beauregard would carry out his threat.

‘Just one more question, sir,’ said the colonel of the 13th. ‘My men will want to know. Are there any Indians with MacLea?’

‘Frightened of getting your scalps lifted, are you?’ Beauregard’s riding crop twitched again. ‘Don’t worry about the Mohawks. They’ve been dealt with. You concentrate on the job at hand, Colonel, and tell your men to do the same.’

The colonel nodded.

‘There’s no moon tonight,’ Beauregard said, ‘so it’ll be damned dark. Keep your men together and keep ’em moving. If you bump into anyone else, the password is Hen-Dear. Short for Henry Dearborn.’ His mouth quirked a little. ‘Hen-Dear. Quite appropriate, don’t you agree? Very well, gentlemen. Any questions?’

No one had any questions. Beauregard slapped his riding crop down on the map. ‘Make it so,’ he said.



The officers dispersed. Boydell smiled at Josephine, sketched a mocking bow and departed to find his company. Beauregard walked away without so much as a glance at her, riding crop in hand. A corner of Josephine’s mind felt faintly sorry for the 16th Infantry. Kramer stopped beside her.

‘I shall remain with General Winder and his staff. You should come with me. You’ll be safest there.’

‘For how long?’ she asked.

‘That depends on your friend.’

A dragoon brought her horse. She mounted, arranging her skirts, and rode alongside Kramer behind General Winder and his staff. The sun went down in the west, glowing off the cliffs of the escarpment, and the light began to fade.

Night fell. The stars hung like netted diamonds in the sky overhead. The air began gradually to cool, and mosquitoes whined in their ears. They passed a few farmhouses, all silent and dark; whether the people had fled or were in hiding was impossible to tell. The night murmured with noise: the tramp of marching feet, the jangle of harness, the low voices of men as the army flowed forward. She lost all track of time.

After a while, she realised the horses around her were pulling to a halt, and reined in her own mount beside Kramer. ‘How much further?’ asked General Winder.

‘About a mile,’ said Kramer. ‘The 5th should be in position now. The other two regiments will be moving up on the far side of the pond.’

‘Good. We’ll rest here for a bit.’

In the darkness, she saw Winder dismount, the other officers following suit. She slid out of the saddle and stood beside her mount, feeling her legs ache. A couple of dragoons came and took the horses away and picketed them. All around them, the murmur of movement continued.

‘Get some rest,’ Kramer whispered to her.

‘Yes. I will.’ But she could not sleep. She stood, body taut as a bow and thrumming with tension, listening to the snores of the officers and the noisome whine of mosquitoes. Behind her, the sky turned pale grey, and then orange and gold. Dawn broke on the second of June.

Up ahead, a volley of musketry thundered like a hammer on a drum, echoing and roaring in the forest. More followed, tearing the silence of dawn to shreds, and then came the deeper boom of a three-pounder cannon.

It had begun.



The air was still and calm, without a breath of wind. The humidity hung thick in invisible veils around them, the heat already rising. Standing on the firing step behind the breastworks, MacLea scanned the woods beyond the bridge. There was no sign of movement.

‘Are the others in position?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Murray. ‘Gerrard sent a runner fifteen minutes ago. We can rely on him, and Norton.’

Corporal Ferguson stood beside MacLea, his musket resting on the rough wooden parapet. ‘Sorry you came back?’ the captain asked.

‘Honestly, sir?’ asked the storekeeper. ‘Right at this moment, yes.’

McTeer chuckled. ‘Don’t worry, Corp. You’re just saying what the rest of us are thinking.’

‘Ignore McTeer,’ MacLea said to Ferguson. ‘We find it’s the only way of dealing with him.

‘I’ll take your advice, sir,’ said Ferguson. He was pale, but MacLea saw he was smiling. Along the line, Hill, forever phlegmatic, had leaned his musket against the parapet and was lighting his pipe. Carson leaned on the breastwork, his eyes closed, dozing. They waited while the light grew around them, the air shimmering.

Ferguson stiffened. ‘Here they come, sir.’

Tramping down the road through the woods half a mile away came a column of infantry. The light was still too dim to see their uniforms, but their shakos and shouldered muskets were dark silhouettes against the sunrise. The black spikes of bayonets reminded MacLea of the spines of a porcupine.

They watched as the first company reached the open fields, spreading out from column of march to form line of battle. Another company followed, then another, then two more. The regimental colours hung limp in the windless air, and the rattle of drums echoed across the fields. Hill removed his pipe from his mouth and pointed with the stem.

‘Cannon,’ he said.

‘Now I don’t call that fair,’ said McTeer. ‘They outnumber us already, and they’re bringing up cannon as well? That’s damned unsportsmanlike.’

‘Why don’t you go and tell them, McTeer?’ demanded Murray. ‘Maybe the gunners will agree to shoot with their eyes closed, just to even things up a bit.’

Carson was contemptuous. ‘Won’t make a difference. Most Americans already shoot like they have their eyes closed.’

Appleby laughed, and Schmidt gave a deep chuckle. Ferguson was grinning, and so were the other more recent recruits. It was bravado, of course, but it gave the men heart. Not for the first time, MacLea was thankful for the little group of veterans who had followed him through the winter. They were the backbone of the company, the men the others looked to for example. They were survivors, too, men who knew how to cover each other and when to duck out of harm’s way; no matter how hard the fighting, they always came through.

Two more companies followed the guns, led by a pair of mounted officers. MacLea’s eyes narrowed. He pulled a small brass telescope out of his coat and extended it, focusing on the officers. One, a bearded man with a black hat, he did not know. The other was unmistakable.

‘Boydell is here,’ he said.

A growl ran through the ranks. Hill clamped his jaws on the stem of his pipe and sighted along the barrel of his musket. ‘Check your priming,’ MacLea said. ‘Wait until I give the order to fire. When I do, make every shot count.’

‘Captain,’ said McTeer, ‘you know you say exactly the same thing every time we go into action?’

‘Shut up, McTeer,’ said Murray wearily.

The drums rattled again. The Americans marched forward over the ploughed fields, pausing occasionally to dress ranks. More teams of men dragged two small cannon behind them, their wheels bouncing in the ruts. A fife played ‘Yankee Doodle’, notes shrill in the heavy air. Behind the breastworks, thirty-five Canadians waited in silence. MacLea thought about the rest of the men in the forest behind, and the American columns he guessed were making their way through the woods towards them.

‘They’re halting,’ someone murmured.

The American infantry stopped on the far side of the creek, a long line of three ranks starkly outlined against the light of the rising sun. The grasshopper guns were dragged forward and turned, their black muzzles pointing towards the breastworks. The rattle of the drums was very loud now. From the corner of his eye, MacLea saw drops of sweat rolling down Ferguson’s face and dripping onto the stock of his musket. He looked again at the enemy ranks and spotted Boydell sitting in the saddle behind the main American line, motionless, a drawn sword resting across his lap. The man with the black hat was there too. They and their men were being held in reserve. It was easy to guess why.

‘There’s no wind,’ Alec Murray said softly.

‘Yes.’ In this calm, heavy air, gun smoke would gather in dense clouds. The two sides would no longer be able to see each other clearly. We might just pull this off, MacLea thought.

‘Open fire,’ he said.

Thirty-five muskets spat smoke and flame. MacLea saw the Americans reel, some slumping and falling. The rest raised their muskets and fired back, volley after volley tearing through the air around the bridge. The three-pounder guns boomed, spitting out more smoke, and the wooden breastwork shuddered with the impact of grapeshot. MacLea’s men reloaded and fired again, and again.

He had been right about the smoke. Within a couple of minutes, the air was so dense that the American line was barely visible, and the Americans themselves must have been able to see the breastwork only as a dim shape in the murk. Still their volleys crashed out and the piled logs quivered with repeated impacts. Balls whirred around the heads of the men on the firing step. Hill jerked his head back, taking the stem of his pipe out of his mouth and staring at it. The stem was all that remained; the bowl of the pipe had been smashed to pieces. Another man spun around holding his arm, blood leaking between his fingers.

‘Jesus!’ Alec Murray called over the din. ‘The bastards are firing buckshot!’

The Americans were using shotgun cartridges, each loaded with ten or a dozen buckshot, rather than the usual solid musket ball. Around MacLea, more men were hit. One of Ferguson’s contingent, a young man called Flower, collapsed against the breastwork, quivered a little and then did not move. Another militiaman stepped back, clapping his hands to his bleeding face; a third cried out and dropped his musket, holding up a bloody hand punctured with holes. More smoke boiled around them, thick and choking. Through the smoke came the sound of the drums, changing their beat. The Americans were preparing to charge.

‘Get ready!’ MacLea shouted. ‘Fire on my command, then run like hell for the woods!’

The grasshopper guns boomed again. A sudden eddy in the air swept the smoke aside, and for a moment, they saw the bridge clearly. The ranks of American infantry parted and the reserve companies came forward, led by Boydell. They saw him raise his sword, yelling at his men to charge, and then he spurred his horse and galloped onto the wooden bridge, heading straight for the breastworks. Cheering wildly, the Volunteers ran after him.

Under the weight of men and horses, the bridge suddenly creaked and swayed. Boydell felt the motion and tried to rein in his horse, but the animal reared up in panic. Dropping his sword, Boydell grabbed the reins in both hands.

‘Fire!’ shouted MacLea, and another volley from the militia crashed out, raking the men on the packed, swaying bridge. The front ranks fell, collapsing in their own blood. Then the supports of the bridge, which had been sawn most of the way through the previous evening, gave way with a sound of splintering wood, and the entire structure collapsed. They saw Boydell fall from the saddle, he and his horse tumbling down into the creek, the rest of his company following him. In a moment, all was chaos, the living shouting desperately and thrashing in the water as they tried to swim to shore, while the bodies of the dead began to drift on the current, heading down towards the lagoon.



By the time the survivors of the debacle dragged themselves out of the water, MacLea and his men were running hard, covered by fresh banks of smoke. They could hear the shouting and confusion, and guessed the Americans were breaking ranks to help the men in the water. A few muskets continued to fire, but the enemy were shooting blind; one man yelped as he was hit by buckshot, but within a minute they were out of range. They continued to run until they had reached the cover of the forest, and then dropped down into the undergrowth, panting for breath.

‘There’ll be no pursuit,’ said Murray, wiping the sweat from his forehead. ‘Even once they sort themselves out, it will take them a while to rebuild the bridge.’

‘Do you think Boydell might have drowned?’ Appleby asked hopefully.

‘I doubt it,’ MacLea said. ‘The devil looks after his own. I saw Flower go down. Anyone else?’

‘Gottlieb bought it,’ said Murray. ‘And there’s a good few wounded.’

Flower and Gottlieb were two of the original Stormont men who had deserted last summer and then volunteered to serve again along with Ferguson. MacLea closed his eyes, hearing his own voice. Sorry you came back? No one would ever get the chance to ask them that again.

He rose to his feet. ‘Load your muskets.’

The men began tearing open cartridges and ramming down powder and shot. Some had blood on their hands and faces and winced in pain as they loaded, but none wavered. More gunfire broke out, crackling through the trees, individual sniping followed by solid volleys. ‘That’s Norton and Muir,’ MacLea said. ‘Thomas, take your section right, Ferguson left. Let’s go.’

They ran through the trees, jumping over fallen logs and crashing through the undergrowth, not caring how much noise they made. The gunfire was growing rapidly in volume, platoon volleys roaring out over and over; the Americans must have sent a sizeable force through the trees, and Norton and Muir between them had barely thirty men. Through the drifting smoke they ran, and then the Mohawks were there, crouching behind cover and firing steadily. MacLea knelt down beside Norton, sighting his musket on a dim blue and white form and pulling the trigger.

Another Mohawk crouched beside them, red-painted face running with sweat. MacLea recognised him; his name was Okwaho, and he had fought with Norton last year. ‘The enemy are coming closer, Teyoninhokarawen. We cannot hold them.’

‘Where is Muir?’ MacLea asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Norton said.

Okwaho shook his head. ‘We have not seen him since before the Americans arrived.’

‘God damn it,’ said MacLea sharply, but there was no time to deal with the absent corporal now. He turned to Norton. ‘Cease fire for a moment. Let them get in close. Then give them a volley, and sing your war song.’

Norton gestured with his hand and the Mohawk muskets fell silent. Murray and Thomas crawled through the trees and knelt beside MacLea. ‘What’s the plan, sir?’ asked Thomas.

‘When the Mohawks open fire, join in. And then whoop it up. Scream your bloody heads off.’

The two men hurried away. MacLea listened to the rattle of drums and the tramp of marching feet as the Americans drew closer. He saw the triple rank coming through the trees, led by a single officer. He was a tall man, who instead of uniform wore a fawn riding coat and top hat. The only weapon he carried was a riding crop. Norton held up a hand, watching them approach.

‘Now,’ said MacLea.

Muskets barked and roared, and men in the forward rank collapsed or fell back clutching at wounds. A chorus of blood-curdling screams echoed through the forest, shouts and whoops and yells that went on and on, drowning out the American drums. Even through the boiling smoke MacLea could see the American ranks wavering and hear the cries of panic.

‘Indians! Christ, boys! Run for your lives!’

The screaming went on and on, punctuated by more gunfire. The officer with the riding crop shouted at his men to stand firm. Some were already running away, but the others still stood nervously in their ranks, returning fire in ragged volleys. This is the moment, MacLea thought suddenly. They are on the edge. Push them now, and they will fall.

‘Come on!’ he shouted to his men, and Mohawks and militia rose together and advanced, still screaming and firing. More Americans turned and ran, but still the majority held the line; and then in the middle distance came the hard slam of another volley, and another, firing into the American flank. Men shouted in panic and alarm, then the rest of the Americans broke formation and fled, running through the trees towards the creek, pursued by another blast of gunfire from MacLea’s men and the Mohawks. The officer in the top hat was still shouting at them, raging invisible in the smoke.

‘Goddamned cowards! Come back, you yellow bastards! Form rank, I say! Form rank!’

The smoke cleared a little and MacLea saw him again, a dim silhouette. He raised his musket, but another cloud of smoke drifted across in front of him, hiding the man from view once more. He squeezed the trigger without any expectation of hitting his mark, but the officer fell silent.



The militia and the Mohawks both halted, gasping and streaming with sweat, blackened with stinking smoke. Silence fell in the forest. MacLea looked at Okwaho. ‘What do you think? Did we sound like Mohawks?’

The red-painted face grinned. ‘You were absolutely terrible.’

Through the trees came scarlet coats, Corporal Muir and his men following the militiamen of his section. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ MacLea demanded. ‘I told you to support Chief Norton.’

‘Yes, sir. I saw an opportunity to take the enemy in the flank. I apologise to Chief Norton for not warning him, but I knew I had to move quickly.’

MacLea opened his mouth to berate Muir, but closed it again. They had won the fight, and Muir’s intervention had indeed been timely, sending the wavering Americans into full rout. Even if the officer in the top hat had survived, it would take a long time for the enemy regiment to reform.

Even as the thought ran through his mind, more gunfire exploded in the trees behind them, back where Gerrard’s men lay waiting. MacLea turned and ran towards the sound, his own men and the Mohawks yelling behind him. More smoke curled through the trees, thick and stinking in the hot morning sunlight. Suddenly there were men in front of them, men in dark green with rifles in their hands. They fired, bullets whirring through the trees, thudding into wood and flesh and bone. Beside MacLea, Okwaho stumbled and fell without a sound.

MacLea did not pause. Before the riflemen could react, he was in among them, sword in one hand and musket in the other, lashing out at the enemy. The rest of the men joined in with clubbed muskets and axes, once again screaming like fiends. The riflemen fought back; guns exploded, spurting more smoke, and men fell to the ground wrestling and clubbing each other. The smell of blood mingled with the sulphurous reek of spent gunpowder. More men piled in, redcoats with fixed bayonets this time – FitzGibbon’s section, advancing to the sound of the guns – and under the weight of their fresh assault, the American riflemen began to fall back.

Another volley of musketry sounded from up ahead; someone was shooting at the riflemen from behind. ‘Retire!’ a hoarse voice shouted, and the Americans melted away through the trees. Through the smoke, MacLea caught a brief glimpse of Major Forsyth, sword in hand. Forsyth saw him too, and lifted his sword briefly in salute, then turned and followed his men. MacLea raised his musket, finger curled on the trigger, and then slowly lowered it again.

Around him, panting and gasping, his men gathered. Hardly one of them was whole now: Norton was bleeding from a cut to his arm, and FitzGibbon had a red mark on his cheek, burnt by wadding from a rifle fired at close range. One of his redcoats was dead, and all the rest had cuts and bruises. MacLea saw Carson sitting on the ground, tying a bandage around his own arm, and Miller leaned dazed against a tree while Croghan examined a wound on his scalp. Ferguson knelt over one of his men, binding up a leg wound, and MacLea touched him on the shoulder as he walked past; the corporal looked up and smiled.

Through the trees came Captain Gerrard’s Company of Coloured Volunteers, muskets over their shoulders, grimy and triumphant with beaming smiles on their faces. ‘What happened?’ MacLea asked.

‘We saw the riflemen coming,’ Gerrard said. ‘It was still dark under the trees, so we melted into the shadows and let them pass. We could hear another column approaching, so we waited until they showed up. Yankee infantry, by God, tramping along like a herd of oxen! You could have heard them in the next county. We gave ’em a couple of volleys from ambush, and they ran like rabbits, abandoning both their cannon. We could hear you engaging the rifles to our rear, so we gave them a couple of volleys too, and they vanished.’

He grinned and pulled out his rum flask, took a swig then offered it to MacLea. This time, MacLea accepted. He stood for a moment, feeling the rough spirit burn its way down his throat.

‘What are your losses?’ he asked.

‘None, sir! By God, not a one. Not even a scratch. And yourselves?’

‘Between our companies, four dead,’ said MacLea. ‘The rest are battered and bruised.’

‘Four dead,’ Gerrard marvelled. ‘We took on three regiments of Yankee infantry, a company of rifles and four guns, and fought them off for the loss of four dead. A magnificent feat of arms, Captain MacLea. Truly magnificent, if I may say so.’

Four dead. Four more dead, to add to the already long list. Militiaman James Flower and Militiaman Karl Gottlieb from Stormont County, Upper Canada. Okwaho from the Grand River. Private O’Neill from County Tyrone.

They had died to save Josephine. If she had not been in American hands, he could have withdrawn his men without loss of life.

No. If it was not for Josephine, we would not have known the trap was coming. The losses would have been far worse.

Appleby was at his elbow, looking concerned. ‘Are you all right, sir? Are you hurt?’

‘No,’ said MacLea. ‘Right, everyone, pull yourselves together. Gather your weapons, and rig litters to carry those who can’t walk.’

‘Where are we going, sir?’ asked Appleby.

‘We’re pulling back to join the rest of the rearguard. I need two fit men to act as couriers.’

Hands shot up, including those of Carson and Miller. ‘I said fit men,’ said MacLea, looking at their bandages. ‘Appleby, Croghan, get back to Burlington. Tell General Vincent the Americans are advancing.’

The two militiamen hurried away. MacLea turned to Norton. ‘I am sorry about Okwaho. He was a good man.’

‘He was a warrior who died defending his home,’ the chief said. ‘What better death could there be?’ Blood seeped through the bandage on his arm. ‘Cheer up, my friend. We won a victory today.’

‘Yes.’ They had won a victory, a small one, but they had also seen the power their opponents could bring to bear. Had the Americans been more disciplined and better led, their little force would have been crushed and all of them would be dead or prisoners. And Josephine was still in the hands of the enemy.




Chapter Eight

Forty Mile Creek, 4 June 1813

‘She betrayed us, I tell you! She sold us out!’ James Boydell’s once-handsome face, sunken now with privation and pain, was bright red with rage. He pointed at Josephine with his sword. ‘I tell you, Beauregard, you should have let me run her through back in Niagara. The lying bitch!’

Sometimes the best form of defence was attack, Josephine knew. She curled her lips in a sneer. ‘You had a thousand men to his hundred, and still you could not take him. Betray you? Why would anyone need to betray you, Major Boydell, when a child of five could outwit you?’

‘By God, I will not have this,’ Boydell said furiously. ‘I will kill her, here and now. Stand aside, van Etten!’

‘No, sir!’ said Colonel van Etten sharply. ‘You will not harm this lady. She is under General Dearborn’s protection. And mine.’

Beauregard looked at him sharply. He himself was exhausted and dirty, and there was a bandage on his leg where a musket ball had torn through his trousers and grazed his thigh. After the disaster at the bridge, he had pulled together the battered remains of Boydell’s Volunteers, along with Chapin’s men from Buffalo and Forsyth’s rifles, and, despite his wound, launched himself in pursuit of MacLea. But his men were exhausted after marching all night, and MacLea’s force had a head start of more than an hour, and he failed to catch the retreating Canadians. Exhaustion had finally forced him to halt at Forty Mile Creek and wait for the rest of Winder’s brigade to come up.

Now he glared at Van Etten. ‘Do you mind tellin’ me how in hell General Dearborn is even aware of her existence?’ he demanded.

‘It is simple,’ said van Etten. ‘I took her to see him. You had tried to persuade the general to advance, and you did not succeed. I decided to try a new tack. Madame Lafitte recounted the information she had given you, and urged General Dearborn to take action at once. She was most persuasive, Beauregard, more so than either of us. At the end of the conversation, General Dearborn gave orders to General Winder to march.’

He looked around at the others. ‘Now I ask you, gentlemen. Was what she did the action of a traitor?’

Boydell quivered with rage. Chapin glowered from under the brim of his black hat, jaws working on a plug of tobacco. Forsyth watched in silence, his face inscrutable. Beauregard shifted restlessly. ‘How did MacLea know we were coming?’ he asked.

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ said Josephine. ‘He worked it out! MacLea plays chess, Colonel Beauregard, just as you and I do. He knows how to analyse a position, and how to defend it. Must you see plots and betrayal in everything?’

‘The lady has a point,’ said Forsyth. ‘Sometimes, shit just falls out of the air. We got beat the other day, Major Boydell. Put it behind you and carry on. We’ll win next time, never fear.’

‘If you will permit me, gentlemen,’ said Colonel van Etten, ‘your principal error lay in relying on the regular army. They are raw recruits unused to action. Your pardon, Major Forsyth, you and your riflemen are an honourable exception. You retreated from the field only when you were outnumbered and nearly surrounded. But most of your fellow officers are idiots, and their men are so petrified of the Indians that they are unwilling to take a step forward.’

‘That’s true enough,’ said Beauregard in disgust. ‘All it took was a few war whoops, and the whole 16th Infantry ran like rabbits. You make a good point, Colonel. I’m done with those goddamned chocolate soldiers. From now on, I’m going to rely on men I trust. You, Cyrenius, and you, Boydell; and you, Major Forsyth, if you’ll put yourself under my command.’

Forsyth did not move or speak for a moment. Then he shifted a little. ‘Sure,’ he drawled. ‘It might prove interesting.’

‘What are you going to do about MacLea?’ Josephine demanded.

‘Nothing, for the moment. We have other fish to fry. I hate to admit it, but I reckon your persuasive skills really have worked on Granny. He has ordered Chandler’s brigade to move up and reinforce Winder. Now, that’s gonna cause all kinds of hell, cuz Chandler is senior to Winder and will take over command, and Winder won’t like bein’ superseded. However, that’s their affair. Let ’em sort it out. I have other plans.’

‘Damn it!’ exploded Boydell. ‘Didn’t I tell you? We must stop MacLea! So long as he is alive and kicking, he’ll continue to interfere in everything we try to do. Kill the bastard, now!’

‘Calm yourself, Major,’ Beauregard said in an icy voice. ‘You will kindly remember who is in command here.’

Boydell turned towards him, the sword still in his hand. ‘Command! You commanded us at the Twenty, remember? The whole damned scheme was yours. Don’t worry about the Mohawks, you said, I’ve dealt with them. And yet there the bastards were. We could hear them while we crawled out of that creek, screaming like fiends. You’re not exactly covering yourself in glory, are you, Beauregard?’

‘Shut up!’ Beauregard snapped. ‘That fall from the horse really must have addled your brain. And put that goddamned sword away before you cut yourself. That is an order, Major!’

Boydell slammed his sword back into its scabbard. His face was redder than ever, and a muscle in his jaw jumped steadily.

‘As it happens, I’ve had word from the Grand River,’ Beauregard said. ‘The pressure we applied is working. John Norton is in the field against us, but he only has a handful of Indians with him. The rest are sitting tight.’

‘That handful are creating a powerful lot of trouble, Peter,’ Dr Chapin said in his harsh voice. ‘Have you heard the latest? They ambushed some of our dragoons this morning, only a mile away. Shot one man and put the rest to flight.’

Beauregard made a gesture of disgust. ‘Like I said, chocolate soldiers. Now, all of you, listen to me. It’s as Major Forsyth said. We had a setback on the Twenty, but one battle don’t make a war. We’re still advancin’ against the enemy, and I still have my aces up my sleeve. Never mind Norton. Catherine Brant won’t stir, not while I hold the sword of fire over the heads of her people and their villages.’

Van Etten stirred a little. ‘And what of the British officer you mentioned?’

‘It is time I brought my plan forward a little. I don’t trust Chandler and Winder not to butcher things when we get to Burlington Heights. I shall send him fresh instructions.’

‘How will you contact him?’ van Etten asked.

Beauregard looked at Josephine. ‘Could you get back into the British camp?’

Josephine’s heart began to beat more quickly. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Nothing simpler.’

Boydell slapped the hilt of his sword in anger. ‘If you send her back to the British, you fool, she’ll betray us all again!’

‘No,’ said Beauregard. ‘She won’t. For one thing, she ain’t gonna know the name of my officer friend. I’ll write a letter in code, and she’ll give it to an intermediary, who will then disappear. And for another, she knows what I’ll do to her if she tries to sell us out. She’s well aware what punishment would await her. Aren’t you, my little black whore?’

‘For God’s sake, stop harping on!’ said Josephine impatiently. ‘What else do I have to do to prove myself? Name it, and I will do it.’

Before anyone could answer, she snapped her long fingers. ‘You desire proof of my loyalty? Then here is my offer. You tried to kill MacLea, and failed. I shall do it instead.’

‘How?’ demanded Beauregard.

‘It is the simplest thing in the world. I merely need to wait until he is asleep. If I can do this thing, which you could not, will you trust me?’

No one answered for a moment. Forsyth watched her closely, hand resting on his chin. ‘Will you really do this?’ Beauregard asked eventually.

‘If that is what you wish, yes.’

Beauregard smiled, a cruel little smile, and she saw once more the devil in his eyes. ‘And will you enjoy it?’

‘Nothing in this life brings me joy,’ she said. ‘But I will do my duty. You trained me well,’ she added.

After a moment, Beauregard nodded. ‘We’ll make camp at Stoney Creek tomorrow afternoon. You’ll go across then. I’ll give you the letter and instructions for delivery. The rest is up to you. Meanwhile…’

He pondered for a long time, staring into space. The others waited. Predictably, Boydell was the first to lose patience. ‘Well? What do you want us to do?’

‘Rest your men, and be prepared to advance with the rest of the army. If there is fighting at Burlington, try to stay clear of it. You too, Cyrenius. I want your men fresh, no matter what happens.’

‘And what do you think is going to happen?’ asked Chapin.

‘What I think is going to happen is that we’re going to blow the British Army to hell and then march on towards York. But I don’t know what’s going to happen, because something could go wrong, or even if my plan does work as it should, our damned fool generals might still find a way to bungle it. Things could still fall to pieces, even now. Cyrenius, you need to wake up your contacts. Tell ’em to hold tight for the moment, but make ready.’

He shrugged his shoulders in disbelief. ‘General Winder and General Chandler. Winder the windbag lawyer, and Chandler the blacksmith who can barely write his own name. How the hell did they become generals? If we want to win this war, boys, we’re going to have to do it ourselves.’



Beauregard departed. Boydell gave Josephine a vicious look and followed him, accompanied by Chapin. Forsyth went back to his company, glancing at Josephine as he went and frowning. She and Kramer were left alone.

‘Does MacLea really play chess?’ the Austrian asked.

‘No.’

Kramer nodded. ‘You acted that little scene very well. I almost believed you.’

‘He believed me. That is all that matters.’

‘I am not sure about that. I think Major Forsyth is having doubts. He is the most dangerous thing we in our profession can encounter: a fundamentally honest man. And Boydell is a threat to you too. Beauregard can only hold him back for so long.’

‘Back in York, Boydell was the most affable man you could wish to meet,’ Josephine said. ‘Now he is in a permanent state of rage.’

‘He took a bad wound to the head when the magazine exploded at York. Sometimes these wounds affect the balance of a man’s mind, and of course, his dip in the river today will hardly have helped his temper.’

Kramer paused. ‘Also, I believe he is worried for the wife he left behind. He genuinely loves her, very dearly.’

‘If he loved her so much, he shouldn’t have betrayed her.’

‘Hmm. I’m not sure that Patience Boydell is the pure, gentle soul she appears to be. I think she may have been rather more sympathetic to her husband’s cause than is commonly thought. However, that is no longer my problem. The important point is that you are leaving, and soon. It is no longer healthy for you here.’

‘Do you wish to remain in contact with me?’

‘No,’ said Kramer. ‘I value my well-being too much for that. I shall have enough to explain once it becomes clear you are not coming back. You and I should have nothing more to do with each other.’

‘I am worried about Chapin and his “contacts”. Who are these people? And who is Chapin himself? They are on first-name terms, and that is rare for Beauregard. How do they know each other?’

‘I can tell you the answer to that. Years ago, Chapin and Beauregard were both in the intelligence service together. Beauregard then went to Europe, as you know, and Chapin applied to be superintendent of the military academy at West Point, but political pressure was brought to bear and the post was given to someone else instead. He quit the service in anger and moved out to the frontier, where he began to practise medicine. When Beauregard returned, he recruited Chapin to join him once more.’

‘Is he dangerous?’ Josephine asked.

‘He is loyal to Beauregard, and will do whatever the colonel asks. The bond between them is very strong.’

‘I know I am already in your debt,’ said Josephine. ‘And I do not wish to do anything that will put you in greater danger. But if you learn anything more about what they are planning, what this plot of theirs might be, I beg you to send word to me. However you can.’

She thought for a moment that Kramer might refuse, but finally he nodded. ‘Very well. But you are right. You owe me a debt.’

‘I will pay it, never fear.’

Mockery danced in his eyes. ‘You have not yet heard what kind of coin I will demand. The army will advance tomorrow. When will you go?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon, as soon as we make camp. You are right, we should not see each other again. Good luck, Colonel van Etten.’

‘You too, my dear. I have a feeling you will need it.’



Burlington Heights was a narrow ridge of land rising three hundred feet above the waters that surrounded it. To the east lay the broad, placid reach of Burlington Bay, separated by a sandbar from Lake Ontario; to the west was a smaller body of water fringed with marshes and reeds, known as Coote’s Paradise. The land beyond was a patchwork of ploughed fields, pastureland and split-rail fences, dotted with farms. In the distance was the village of Dundas, and further on, crouched on top of the escarpment, the small town of Ancaster.

Evening was falling when MacLea’s men reached the eastern end of the Heights. A rampart of wood and stone bristling with cannon barred their way, but a sally port was opened at once to admit them. Colonel Harvey was summoned and came quickly down to meet them, looking at the bandaged, battered men. ‘Don’t start a pitched battle, I said.’

‘My apologies, sir, but events overtook us.’

‘What happened?’

MacLea recounted the fight at Twenty Mile Pond. ‘We were short of food and cartridges, so I decided to withdraw here. Chief Norton has remained behind to watch the enemy.’

‘The Americans are definitely advancing? How many?’

‘A strong brigade; I reckon at least two thousand. We bloodied their nose, but that’s about all we could do.’

‘Get your wounded away to hospital and I’ll send the quartermaster to bring you rations and tents. You too, Captain Gerrard. Lieutenant FitzGibbon, the rest of your regiment is here; you’d better report to Major Plenderleath.’

FitzGibbon led his men away. ‘We need ammunition too, sir,’ MacLea reminded Harvey.

‘I’ll do what I can, but the magazines are damned near empty. There’s barely thirty rounds per man at the moment. And see all these cannon? They look splendid, but there’s no powder, and hardly any shot for them.’

Captain Gerrard frowned. ‘That is most peculiar, sir. General Vincent said the magazines at Burlington were full.’

‘General Vincent was misinformed. The magazines were full, but they’re damned well empty now. Some thieving bastard from the quartermaster’s corps has made off with most of our gunpowder. He’s probably selling it to the Americans as we speak.’

Corruption among army quartermasters was nothing new; it was well known that many of them retired from service rich men. ‘Do we know who is responsible?’ MacLea asked.

‘We think it’s probably Lieutenant Hammond, that fellow from Niagara. He deserted several days ago and we haven’t yet been able to apprehend him.’

Hammond was an American agent; MacLea knew this because Josephine had told him. But he had learned his lesson, and he would betray no more of her secrets. ‘What happens now, sir?’ he asked.

‘When he found out about the gunpowder, Vincent wanted to retreat again. Bisshopp and I talked him out of it, but it was a near-run thing. We’ve sent to Kingston for more powder, but if it doesn’t arrive in time, he may well change his mind. God, I wish we had General Maxwell here. At least he has a backbone.’

Grumbling mutinously, Harvey departed. MacLea stood and looked out across the waters of Coote’s Paradise towards the escarpment, feeling weariness sink deep into his bones. But despite the fatigue, his scalp was tingling. Hammond worked for Beauregard. Had Josephine got word of a plot to steal the gunpowder? Was that why she had gone to the American camp?

His fingers tightened on his musket until his knuckles went white. He wondered for the hundredth time since the retreat from Twenty Mile Pond where she was.



The next day, the 5th of June, dawned hot and bright. From Burlington Heights, they saw the eastern horizon clouded with dust as columns of marching men made their way up the roads and tracks from Niagara. Around mid-morning, Colonel Harvey came looking for MacLea.

‘How many men do you and Gerrard have fit for duty?’

‘I have forty-five, and Gerrard has about thirty. Some of them are walking wounded.’

‘Doesn’t matter. If they can stand and hold a musket, they can fight. Chief Norton reports at least three thousand men advancing on us. Major Williams is holding an outpost just this side of Stoney Creek. Get your men over there and reinforce him. Hold the Yankees up for as long as you can.’

It sounded like madness; between them, Williams, MacLea and Gerrard would have fewer than a hundred and fifty men, and all were short of ammunition. ‘Very good, sir,’ MacLea said. He turned to Murray and the three corporals. ‘Let’s get moving.’

They reached the outpost in the early afternoon. Williams and the light company of the 49th were strung out among the trees along the banks of another creek, a broad, shallow stream flowing out towards the lake to their left. A waterfall tumbled over dark rocks down the face of the escarpment to their right. Nearer at hand was a low hill; directly ahead, the road to Niagara crossed the stream not far away and ran through open fields. Looking along the road, MacLea could see several farms and the squat wooden steeple of a church, and beyond them, the roofs of another small hamlet: Stoney Creek.

Williams greeted MacLea with relief, the scar on his forehead livid in the heat. ‘We were getting a bit lonely out here on our own.’

MacLea nodded towards the dust clouds. ‘We’ll have plenty of company presently. Have you caught sight of them yet?’

‘No. But the vanguard can’t be more than a mile away.’

MacLea handed his musket to Moses Crabbe and then stepped over to the nearest spruce tree, climbing up into its thick branches. Near the crown of the tree he stopped, holding onto the trunk with one hand and extending his telescope with the other. At first everything was a blur, but he focused the eyepiece and the scene before him swam into view. He saw fields and forests with dust drifting in fine skeins across them, and the white-painted houses of Stoney Creek in the middle distance. Columns of marching men moved through the dust, most in blue uniform coats but some in black or brown or dark green. Batteries of artillery trundled after them, six-pounder and three-pounder guns drawn by teams of horses.

Flies whined around him, drawn by the sweat on his face and neck. He brushed them away, then focused the telescope again. One of the columns had halted outside Stoney Creek. Another pushed on towards the nearest farmhouse, where it too halted. A party of staff officers on horseback accompanied it. Away to the left, towards the lake, more columns advanced along the shore. The Americans were spread out and, to MacLea’s mind, rather disorganised. But there was no denying the power and strength of the army: twice, perhaps three times the size of the force that had confronted them at Twenty Mile Pond. Everywhere he looked across the fields between escarpment and lake, he saw more troops advancing.

When he climbed down out of the tree, his mood was bleak. Thirty rounds per man, he thought. We cannot hope to prevail. This army is a juggernaut that will roll over the top of us and crush us.



Beauregard dismounted outside the white-painted clapboard farmhouse, and the others followed suit. The houses of Stoney Creek were perhaps a quarter of a mile behind them. Sliding to the ground, Josephine looked up and saw a face peering through an attic window; the frightened face of a little girl, watching an invading army arrive at her home.

Chapin’s Buffalo volunteers had arrived before them. The farmhouse door had been kicked down and men were carrying out loaves of bread and sides of bacon. She wondered what the family would eat once the soldiers had gone. Others carried silver and rugs and quilts, whooping with delight. Inside the house she could hear the smashing of crockery as the looters, having carried away everything of value, turned instead to destruction.

Beauregard watched her face. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve turned squeamish.’

‘Of course not,’ she said coldly. ‘Have you the letter?’

He handed it over. ‘At the top of the Heights is a brick farmhouse, owned by a man named Beasley. There are stables behind the house. Go there at six p.m. A man comes every day at that time to check for messages. Give the letter to him.’

‘Who is this man?’

‘None of your business. Just deliver the letter, and make no mistakes. We’re attackin’ the Heights tomorrow morning, and my man needs to take action tonight. When will you kill MacLea?’

‘This evening,’ said Josephine. ‘I have a feeling the British camp won’t be a healthy place once whatever you are scheming comes to pass. We shall have a delightful reunion, then I’ll wait until he is asleep, finish him and make my escape.’

Beauregard laughed. ‘By God, I trained you well, didn’t I, my little praying mantis? Maybe James Boydell will like you a little better after this. Oh, and if you should encounter our sentries on the way back, the new password is Wil-Hen-Har.’

‘William Henry Harrison. What will you do for passwords when you run out of generals?’

‘This army won’t run out of generals any time soon. As soon as the War Department loses one, they promote two more. All right. You better get going.’

Josephine drew a deep breath. Outwardly calm, she curtseyed and walked away from the farmhouse. All around her the army was making camp, regiments piling arms and erecting tents. It was only mid-afternoon, but she could see Burlington Heights in the middle distance, the long ridge shimmering in the heat. This evening the men would rest and prepare their weapons; tomorrow morning, they would assault the Heights. The British would fight hard, and it would be bloody.

Unless… What was Beauregard planning? What was in the message she was carrying?

Glancing around, she saw the Americans were making camp higgledy-piggledy, with none of the order she was used to seeing in British camps. Each regiment seemed to stop wherever it wished, some on high ground, some in the lower hollows. She saw a picket of riflemen in a screen of trees – not Forsyth’s men, but a volunteer regiment – and another around a little wooden church at the foot of a low hill, but no sign of earthworks or any form of protection for the camp. Storing what she saw in her memory, she carried on.

‘Excuse me, ma’am!’

She turned and saw another rifleman. This was one of Forsyth’s men; she recognised the black buttons on his uniform and the long Harper’s Ferry rifle with its browned barrel, battered from hard service.

‘May I ask where you’re going?’

She pointed to a clump of trees. ‘Over there,’ she said.

‘Why, ma’am?’

‘Not that it is any of your business,’ she said sharply, ‘but I need to answer a call of nature. If you don’t mind, that is. Or would you rather come with me?’

The rifleman blushed under his sunburn. ‘Sorry, ma’am. But I’m under orders. You’ve got to be careful, you see. There might be Indians in them woods.’

Rubbish, she thought. Kramer was right: Forsyth was suspicious. He had seen her leaving camp, and sent this man to follow her. ‘I’m sure the nearest Indians are far away,’ she said. ‘I will not be long. Wait five minutes. If I’m not back by then, you may come looking for me.’

She turned and walked away towards the trees. The still embarrassed rifleman did not follow her. Once out of his sight, she lifted the hem of her skirts and ran like the wind, racing through the trees and across the open fields beyond. The ground sloped downhill towards a bubbling stream and more trees, and she ran towards this, expecting at every moment to hear shouts of pursuit behind her.

Something moved among the greenery; a flash of scarlet. British troops! she thought, and she could have cried with relief as she heard a Welsh voice calling to his men to hold fire. She reached the bank of the stream and ran across it, splashing in the shallows, but her foot slipped on a stone and she sprawled headlong in the water. Before she could get up, strong arms lifted her and carried her in among the trees.

The Welsh voice spoke again. ‘Don’t you worry now, ma’am. We have you safe.’

‘Praise God,’ she gasped, her gown dripping water. ‘Who do I have to thank for rescuing me?’

‘Major Williams, ma’am, of the 49th Foot. And who might you be?’

‘My name is Josephine Lafitte.’

A short silence, and then like the answer to a prayer, Alec Murray’s voice came to her ears. ‘Madame Lafitte! Where did you appear from?’

She looked up. Murray came rushing through the trees, stopping and looking down at her, his broad face full of concern. Then he turned and raised his voice. ‘John! John! Josephine is here!’

A blur of movement and he was there, and in a moment she was encircled in his arms, sobbing her heart out against the strong bulwark of his chest.




Chapter Nine

Burlington Heights, 5 June 1813

After a few seconds, she raised her head and wiped her eyes. ‘I am sorry to be so feeble,’ she whispered.

The redcoats of Williams’ company watched them, some with their mouths open in surprise. More militiamen came through the trees, Schmidt, Crabbe, Appleby, Abel Thomas, their eyes widening with pleasure and relief at the sight of her. When he spoke, MacLea’s voice was soft with emotion. ‘There is nothing to be sorry for.’

‘There is, but I will explain later. Right now, there is much to be done.’ Dripping with water and mud, she straightened her back and looked up at him. ‘John, I need to see General Vincent, as soon as possible. I have information that he needs to hear.’

‘I will take you to him.’

One of the light infantrymen called out sharply. Williams looked up the slope towards the trees from whence Josephine had come. ‘We have visitors,’ he said.

American troops were advancing downhill towards the stream, blue-coated infantry strung out in a skirmish line, riflemen on the flanks. ‘Forsyth,’ Josephine said. ‘One of his men tried to stop me leaving the camp. He must have sounded the alarm.’

‘We’ll fall back towards Burlington,’ Major Williams said, gesturing to his men to spread out.

MacLea turned to Appleby and Crabbe. ‘You two, stay with madame.’ There was no need to say keep her safe, because he already knew they would. Both men adored Josephine and would die before they let her come to harm.

Josephine looked at him and their eyes met for a second, during which a lifetime of thoughts and emotions passed between them. Then she followed the two militiamen towards the rear.



‘You sent a man after her?’ demanded Beauregard. ‘Why, in God’s name? You knew she was supposed to go over to the enemy. That’s part of the goddamned plan!’

‘Something is wrong,’ said Forsyth. ‘She’s up to something. I decided to bring her back.’

‘You decided? On your own initiative, you decided to override my orders? You’d better have a damned good explanation, Major.’

‘She outwitted one of my men, but another followed her and saw her reach enemy lines. And who was there waiting for her, ready to welcome her home? John MacLea, that’s who. The two of them must have had this planned all along.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake. Use your head, man! How the hell would MacLea know where and when to meet her? I only told her yesterday that I was sending her back. She’s not had time to get a message to him, even if she wanted to.’

‘Then why was he waiting?’

‘He just happened to be there,’ said Beauregard. ‘She said it herself. MacLea is besotted with her. He’s probably been hangin’ around the front lines ever since she came over to us, hoping she might escape. Contrary to what you may have heard, Major, there is such a thing as coincidence. It’s not as if the Tommies have large numbers of men.’

Forsyth shook his head. ‘I don’t believe it. Sorry to say this, Colonel, but you’ve been hornswoggled. They’ve trussed you up like a hog.’

Beauregard glared at him. The rifleman gazed back, unmoving. Despite his apology, he did not look particularly sorry for what he had said. Musketry rattled in the middle distance, and Beauregard raised his head. ‘What in hell’s name is goin’ on now?’

‘The enemy left a rearguard down by that creek. We’re driving them back towards Burlington, but then once we get out into open country we’re going to send the dragoons around their flank to cut them off. We might be able to round up the whole lot. If we see Madame Lafitte, what do you want us to do with her?’

‘Turn her loose, for Christ’s sake! Let her get to Burlington!’

‘You are still determined to go ahead with this scheme?’

‘Damn your eyes, Forsyth, if you weren’t such a good officer, I’d have you cashiered right here and now. Get back to your fuckin’ men and stop interfering!’

Forsyth departed. Muttering under his breath, Beauregard took a telescope from his pocket and focused it on Burlington Heights. The long ridge shimmered in the afternoon heat. ‘She ain’t gonna betray me,’ he said out loud. ‘She knows what I’ll do to her if she does.’



The retreat of the light company of the 49th from Big Creek to Burlington was, MacLea thought, a textbook example of how to fight a light infantry battle. Williams’ men fought in pairs, covering each other as they dodged from tree to tree, slipping away across the open fields, pausing to snipe at the oncoming Americans and then falling back again. MacLea and Gerrard and their militia supported them, briefly holding the front line to allow Williams and his men to regroup and then falling back through their skirmish line. Even the introduction of a troop of dragoons, sweeping around the flank and attempting to charge them from the rear, made no difference; the British and Canadians simply faced about and gave the dragoons a single sharp volley that brought down several men and horses and scattered the rest across the fields. After that, the Americans fell back, following and sniping from a respectful distance. Once again, the professionalism of the British redcoats had been too much for the Americans to handle.

They finally made Burlington Heights around five o’clock, hot, tired and bleeding. The rest of the army had deployed in front of the fortifications to cover their retreat, and now the battered rearguard filed through the ranks of the 49th while their comrades cheered them on. They cheered the militia companies too. ‘A hero’s welcome,’ said Captain Gerrard.

Alec Murray nodded. ‘It’s nice to be appreciated, for once.’

A sutler’s wagon brought food and water, and the exhausted men sank down onto the grass to rest and tend the latest set of wounds. General Vincent rode up, his staff officers behind him. ‘Well done, Major Williams. Make your report, if you please.’

Williams summed up the afternoon’s fighting in a few sentences. ‘They have driven in our outposts, General. That means the enemy can now advance freely and without hindrance. I think you may expect an attack tomorrow.’

‘That is my estimation also,’ said Vincent. He turned to his staff. ‘The army will retire within the fortifications and prepare to resist an assault. Make it so.’

‘A moment, sir, if I may,’ said Williams. ‘We rescued this lady, who escaped from the American lines. She says she needs to see you, urgently.’

Vincent frowned at the dusty, bedraggled woman who stood beside John MacLea. ‘Madame Lafitte, isn’t it? I believe we met in York. What on earth are you doing here?’

‘I was held captive by the Americans, sir, but managed to escape.’ Not strictly accurate, Josephine thought, but this was neither the time nor the place to go into details. ‘Sir, the Americans have between three and four thousand men, but they are scattered over the entire countryside between Stoney Creek and the lake. General Chandler and General Winder seem to have little control over their troops. They have made no proper encampment, and there are no fieldworks or other defences. I made good note of their dispositions before I came away. Their camp at Stoney Creek is wide open to attack.’

Colonel Harvey’s eyes opened wide. ‘By God, sir! If the enemy are as slovenly in their dispositions as the lady says, then here is an opportunity to strike a blow at them.’

Vincent shook his head. ‘They outnumber us three to one, Harvey. No matter how lax their defences may be, they will spot our army approaching over the fields. They will have plenty of time to prepare a reception for us.’

‘I was thinking rather of a night attack, sir,’ Harvey said. ‘An approach by stealth, so that the enemy are not aware of our advance until we are on top of them. The advantage of numbers will matter less then. We can attack each of their units and defeat them in detail.’

The general frowned. ‘I’ve been involved in night attacks before, Colonel. They are very risky. Many things can go wrong.’

‘I know, sir,’ Harvey pleaded. ‘But surely this is worth the risk. If we attack them now, we can knock them off balance. We might delay any assault for several days, long enough to allow more gunpowder to arrive from Kingston. It has to be better than just sitting here waiting for them, with thirty rounds per man and no powder for the cannon.’

Vincent was silent. The contradictory emotions were plain on his face: the fighting man’s desire to stop running away and to strike a blow at the enemy, versus the need to keep his small army intact. The defeat at Niagara had cost him men he could not afford to lose. Another heavy defeat now would mean the fall of Upper Canada.

‘May I speak, General?’ asked Josephine.

‘Of course.’

‘Sir, the American commanders are under the impression that you are about to be strongly reinforced. They believe General Procter and Tecumseh are on their way from Amherstburg, and that more troops are coming from Kingston. They think you will shortly have seven thousand men at your disposal, more than they currently have in the field.’

‘Why the devil would they think that?’ demanded Vincent.

‘I don’t know, sir,’ said Josephine innocently. ‘But I overheard some of their officers talking. The Americans believe they only have a few days in which to take Burlington. After that, your position will be impregnable. If you disrupt the enemy’s plans now, he will falter. He may even decide to retreat.’

‘Are you an expert in military science, madame?’

‘No, General, but I play chess.’

The staff officers looked at each other. Harvey smiled. So, suddenly and surprisingly, did Vincent.

‘Well answered, madame,’ he said. ‘Very well. Between yourself and Colonel Harvey, I am persuaded to reconsider. The army will hold its position for the moment. Colonel, you will reconnoitre the American positions. Take Ingersoll’s dragoons as escort. Report to me the moment you return.’



The westering sun shone orange through the haze of dust and smoke that lay over Burlington Heights and the surrounding lagoons. Out of sight behind the sutler’s wagon, MacLea took Josephine’s hands in his own and kissed her. He could feel her body was taut with tension. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘There’s something more. I didn’t tell the general because there were too many people listening. But Beauregard has devised some scheme to wreck the defences of Burlington. I don’t know what it is, but there is a British officer involved.’

‘Did he tell you who the officer is?’

‘No, but it must be Hammond, the quartermaster from Niagara.’

‘Hammond has deserted,’ MacLea said. ‘Just about the same time most of our gunpowder went missing from the magazine.’

‘Hammond stole the powder?’ she asked.

‘That is what everyone believes.’

‘Then he must be somewhere nearby with the powder, waiting for instructions. Do the words “store cp” mean anything to you?’

MacLea shook his head. ‘It sounds like it might be a place, but I’m not from around these parts. You’re certain it is Hammond?’

‘As certain as I can be. In Niagara, I found a message from Beauregard to Hammond arranging a rendezvous three days from now. But yesterday, Beauregard spoke of bringing the plan forward.’

‘What does that mean? Surely the scheme was to steal our powder and render our defences impotent.’

Josephine shook her head. ‘No. Too simple.’

MacLea was perplexed. ‘Then what is it?’

‘I don’t know yet, but I mean to find out. I was given a letter to deliver at six p.m. today. Not to Hammond himself, but to an intermediary who will take it to him. I must read and decode that message before I deliver it.’

‘What can I do?’

‘I need a table, a candle or a lamp, and a thin-bladed knife. And privacy.’

‘Wait here. I will talk to the officers of the 49th and see if we can use one of their tents.’



The Americans who had pursued Williams and the rearguard had withdrawn. Calm had descended, for the moment, and the army had stood down. The redcoats of the 49th sat on the grass and smoked pipes, or lay dozing in the heat, waiting for the next set of orders. Most of the regiment had been scattered around the peninsula on outpost duty, or had been left as part of the garrison at Burlington; now, for almost the first time since Queenston the previous year, they were united as a single unit once more. MacLea saw FitzGibbon talking with Plenderleath, the regimental commander, a lanky, rock-hard Border Scot; both men nodded in greeting. Another officer, a handsome sunburned man in a beautifully cut red uniform coat, turned and blinked with surprise.

‘Well, damn me, if it isn’t John MacLea. I see they still haven’t hanged you.’

‘Not yet,’ said MacLea, smiling. ‘Good to see you again, Captain Dennis.’

‘It’s Major Dennis now. Show proper respect to my rank, you colonial oaf.’

The two men laughed and shook hands. They were old friends who had fought together the previous summer, but MacLea had not seen Dennis since he was badly wounded at Queenston. ‘How are you, you old rogue?’ he asked. ‘And how are your grenadiers? Still breaking up taverns?’

‘Yes, they’re as quarrelsome and ill-disciplined as ever. They pay absolutely no attention to anything I say. They need a good fight. That’ll take some of the ginger out of them.’

‘They should have been at Niagara. I need a favour. May I have the use of your tent for half an hour?’

Dennis raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s not what you think,’ MacLea said.

‘How do you know what I’m thinking? Of course, borrow it for as long as you need. Our camp is up on the Heights. My orderly will show you the way.’

The orderly, a young soldier, guided MacLea and Josephine through the gates of the fortifications and uphill through the military encampment, neat rows of tents pegged out along the crest of the ridge. The grenadier company’s camp was at the end of the 49th Foot’s lines. ‘There you are, sir,’ the orderly said, pointing. ‘That is Major Dennis’s tent.’

‘Thank you,’ said MacLea. ‘Now, make yourself scarce. Come back at six o’clock.’

The orderly looked at Josephine and then at MacLea. MacLea stared back at him. The orderly saluted and walked away.

‘By nightfall, everyone in the camp will have heard the rumours,’ Josephine said as they entered the tent.

‘I don’t care,’ said MacLea, picking up a tinderbox from a folding camp table. ‘Everyone in York already knows. The rest of Upper Canada may as well know too.’

He lit a candle while Josephine rummaged in Major Dennis’s mess kit and found a knife. MacLea watched as she warmed it gently in the candle flame and then used it to lift the seal unbroken from Beauregard’s letter. He had seen her do this before, but still marvelled at her skill.

The letter was written in the same code as the one she had taken from Hammond’s desk in Niagara. Now that she had broken it, it took her only a moment to decode and read the message. Original rendezvous cancelled. Proceed alone as per the plan. Execute midnight tonight.

She let out a deep breath. ‘I was right. He has brought his scheme forward. The plan, whatever it is, will be carried out at midnight tonight.’

‘And there is no clue as to what this plan is?’

‘No.’

She held the paper to the flame and watched it begin to burn away to ashes. ‘What are you doing?’ MacLea asked.

‘Buying us some time, I hope. Fetch me the major’s writing case.’

She took the message outside and dropped in on the grass, stamping on it to destroy the fragments, while MacLea opened Dennis’s writing case. Back in the tent, Josephine took up a sheet of paper, dipped a pen in the inkwell and began writing neat lines of numbers. ‘The new message reads, “Original rendezvous cancelled. Delay until further orders”,’ she said. ‘If Hammond falls for it, he will remain in hiding and wait for instructions. That gives us a chance to find him, and hopefully the gunpowder as well.’

‘I imagine General Vincent will be more worried about the gunpowder than about Hammond,’ MacLea said.

He watched her as she finished the coded message, dusted it with sand and held it up to ensure the ink was fully dry on the page, then folded it carefully and warmed the seal again before affixing it to the letter. She looked thin and drawn, he thought; her high cheeks were sunken a little, and there were lines on her forehead. But determination and willpower shone in her eyes, and in every movement of her body. Watching her, he felt a sudden rush of emotion, and realised there was a lump in his throat.

She looked up, and he saw sudden concern in her eyes. ‘John, are you all right?’

‘A bit tired,’ he admitted. Since the battle at Twenty Mile Pond, he had been marching or fighting almost continuously. ‘And I have been worried about you.’

‘I am sorry I could not send a message from Queenston, but it was too dangerous. The American troops were all around us.’

‘My dear, you do not need to explain anything to me.’

She smiled, and her eyes were suddenly full of light. ‘One day, I will explain everything,’ she said. She reached into her reticule and took out her watch. ‘A quarter to six. I must go.’

‘Where?’

‘To meet the messenger. Don’t try to follow me, John, please. We must not let them suspect we are on to them.’

MacLea nodded. ‘Of course. I shall report back to General Vincent. Come and find me when you are done, and we will decide what to do next.’ He kissed her again, softly. ‘God go with you,’ he said.

She shivered a little. ‘May God go with all of us. We are walking on the edge of a knife, John. One mistake, one slip now, and it will be the end.’

‘I know,’ said MacLea. ‘But so long as there are women like you in the world, my dear, we shall prevail.’

Josephine departed. MacLea walked out of the tent a moment later, closing the canvas flap behind him, and started downhill towards the ramparts. A moment later, he heard hoofbeats behind him and turned to see two horsemen riding along the crest of the ridge, coming from the direction of the York road. One wore gold epaulettes on his scarlet coat. Men and horses both were covered in dust from long travelling.

MacLea stepped aside to let them pass, but the officer reined in beside him, looking down. ‘That’s not a familiar uniform,’ he said. ‘Ranger of some sort?’

MacLea touched the brim of his shako. ‘Canadian militia, sir,’ he said. ‘I am Captain MacLea, formerly Stormont militia, now of MacLea’s Company.’

‘Are you, by God! The famous John MacLea.’ The officer smiled. He was a handsome man under the mask of dust; in his mid-forties, MacLea thought, with a clipped accent that could have come straight from a London salon. ‘I’ve heard all about you. Damned pleased to meet you, MacLea.’

‘Thank you, sir. Whom do I have the honour of addressing?’

‘I am Brigadier General Sir Andrew Maxwell, from General von Rottenburg’s staff. MacLea, I need two things. The first is a stiff drink to wash the dust from my throat. The second is directions to Johnny Vincent. If you can provide either of those, you will have my eternal gratitude.’

So this was the paragon of military virtue that Harvey had been waxing lyrical about. Well, he certainly had an air about him, MacLea thought. ‘I know a man who has some rum, sir. And I am on my way to attend on General Vincent now. It would be my pleasure to guide you to him.’



The red bricks of the Beasley farmhouse glowed in the evening light. The tents and parked wagons of the camp stretched down the slopes around it. The sunlight reflected in dazzling ripples off the waters of Coote’s Paradise, and shone off the distant crags and waterfalls of the escarpment.

A few servants and grooms wandered through the camp, but otherwise it was still and empty, all the troops deployed down on the plain facing the Americans. Josephine walked around the house to the stables. These too were of brick, substantially built with slate roofs. Beasley was a prosperous man, or had been before the war came, and had stabling for more than a dozen horses. All were gone now, taken away to safety or requisitioned by the army.

She pulled out her watch. Three minutes to six. She stood in the shadowy interior of the stable block, waiting in silence, the long-ingrained scent of straw and horses drifting around her.

For a big man, he could move silently. One moment the doorway was empty, and then suddenly he was standing there, silhouetted against the hot light outside. He wore a red coat and the mitre cap of a grenadier, but he was not an officer. The green facings on his coat indicated that he was from the 49th. Just for a moment she wondered if he had wandered in by accident, a forager looking for food or loot. But he took a long look around the stables to make sure they were alone, and then walked slowly towards her, musket gripped in both hands. He is cautious, she thought. He has done this before.

‘Are you the messenger?’ she asked.

‘Who are you?’ came the response. The voice was rough, the accent nasal New England; Massachusetts, or perhaps Connecticut. That was not uncommon in this army; most of the soldiers in the 49th were Irish, but local men were frequently recruited to fill gaps in the ranks. And half the population of Upper Canada had been born in America, or their parents had.

‘I came across from the other side this afternoon,’ she said. ‘I have a letter for Lieutenant Hammond.’

‘I don’t know any Hammond.’

‘Then perhaps it is not for him. Here. Take it.’

She held out the letter. The grenadier studied her for a moment, then took it and held it up to the light, examining the seal. After a moment, he nodded, satisfied.

‘Good,’ he said. He looked around again, double-checking that they were alone, and then leaned his musket against the wall. Alarm bells began to ring in Josephine’s mind. ‘If that is all, then I will be on my way,’ she said.

‘Not so fast.’ The grenadier stepped sideways, blocking her path. ‘Now then. You’re a fine little pullet, aren’t you? I reckon you and I could do a little business together. On the side, like.’

She stared up at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I reckon some of the men would pay a pretty price for a little taste of your chicken, wouldn’t they? And you and I could split the profits.’

‘Get out of my way!’ snapped Josephine.

The grenadier did not move. When she tried to go around him, he grabbed her arm and held it in a bruising grip, then kicked one of the stall doors open and threw her inside. She landed on her back on the straw. The grenadier followed her in, standing over her and looking down.

‘Mind, I think I might need to examine the goods first,’ he said. ‘Just so I can make my sales pitch even better.’

He reached forward for the hem of her dress. Drawing breath, she lifted one leg and kicked him in the groin with all the force she could muster. The big man staggered back, choking on his pain. Scrambling to her feet, Josephine kicked him a second time for good measure and then fled, pushing past him and running out into the courtyard and down the hill. She had thought of trying to follow the messenger to see if he would lead her to Hammond. Now she wanted nothing except to be as far from him as possible.

Still breathing hard, she reached the ramparts. A fair-haired woman in a dark gown stepped out of the shadows by the gate. ‘My God! Josephine!’

‘Charlotte!’ The two women embraced. ‘Where is Marie?’ Josephine asked.

‘Waiting at the house,’ said Charlotte Lawrence. ‘We were ordered to go to York with the other refugees, but we refused. We’re billeted in a house a couple of miles away. I heard the company had returned, and came to find Alec.’

‘Have you seen him?’

‘Yes, and John. They told me you were still in the camp, so I came looking for you.’ Charlotte looked at her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘There was an unfortunate incident,’ Josephine said. ‘I dealt with it. Come, I need to find John.’

In the open fields beyond the ramparts, the troops still waited, some sprawled on the grass, others leaning on their muskets. A group of officers stood not far from the gates, and she and Charlotte walked towards them. Vincent was in the middle of the group, talking with Harvey and Colonel Bisshopp and the commanders of the two regular regiments, Plenderleath of the 49th and Ogilvie of the 8th. She saw MacLea with Captain Gerrard, John Norton and Captain Gould, whose militia company had been part of the garrison at Niagara.

She saw another man too, standing with his back to her. He was tall, and wore the epaulettes of a general on his coat, and she thought there was something familiar about him. Then he turned a little, and the past came up and kicked her in the pit of her stomach.



‘It is exactly as Madame Lafitte described,’ Harvey was saying. ‘The Yankees are scattered across the landscape around Stoney Creek like confetti. I saw only two outposts in front of the main position, one near the church and one further back, closer to the camp. There are sentries around those outposts, to be sure, but most of the regiments don’t have camp guards, and some aren’t even lighting watchfires. We can take them by surprise, get into their camp, hit them hard and be out again before most of them even wake up.’

‘We should have to approach in complete silence,’ said Vincent. ‘And that will not be easy.’

‘It can be done, sir. We can order the men to remove the flints from their muskets. That way there is no chance of an accidental misfire.’

‘Very well. What about the moonlight?’

‘The moon sets at twenty past eleven, sir,’ said one of Vincent’s aides. ‘By midnight it will be fully dark.’

‘Then it sounds as if you have perfect conditions for a surprise attack,’ said the tall man. ‘Pitch darkness and an enemy in disarray.’

Vincent looked at him. ‘Are you advising me to launch an attack, General Maxwell?’

Maxwell smiled. He had glanced at Josephine once, and she knew he had recognised her, but after that he had ignored her completely. ‘I’m not advising anything, sir,’ he said. ‘You are in sole command. My instructions from General de Rottenburg are very clear. I am here purely as an observer.’ He hesitated. ‘If you desire my opinion, I am happy to give it, but the decision is up to you.’

‘Very well. What is your opinion?’

Maxwell hesitated. ‘I have only just arrived, of course, and I have no idea what state your troops are in. My understanding is that you fought a damned big battle at Niagara and took heavy losses, and some of your men have been marching and fighting pretty much ever since. It depends on whether you think they’re fresh enough, really. But if they are, in theory I agree with Colonel Harvey. There is an opportunity here. Everything depends on the element of surprise, of course. If the enemy detect your approach and have time to form up and meet you, then I’d say you will be in a spot of bother.’

That was hardly a ringing endorsement, Josephine thought. Captain Gould, the militiaman, looked doubtful. ‘Even if the rest of the army is disordered, the outposts are sure to spot us. They will sound the alarm, and give the rest of the army time to prepare.’

‘Not if we overwhelm the pickets before they can do so,’ said MacLea.

‘And how will we do that?’

Josephine found her voice. ‘The army has a password,’ she said. ‘It is Wil-Hen-Har. When you approach the outposts, the sentries will challenge you. Giving the password should allow you to get close to them. I’m sure you gentlemen know what to do then.’

Maxwell turned and looked at her sharply, but said nothing. The others waited, watching while the fighting man and the cautious general wrestled once again in Vincent’s mind. The fighting man won.

‘Very well. We will go in two columns, the 49th on the left and the 8th on the right. Major Plenderleath, Major Ogilvie, prepare your men. Captain MacLea and Captain Gerrard, you will support the 49th and guard their flank. Captain Gould, your company will support the 8th in similar fashion. Colonel Harvey, you will accompany the right-hand column and I will go with the left.’

That was to be expected: the 49th was Vincent’s old regiment. He had served with them for twenty years and had been their commanding officer until his promotion last month.

‘Chief Norton, MacLea, I am assigning you responsibility for taking those outposts. It must be done in complete silence. Not a shout, not a cry, not a shot fired.’

‘Understood, sir,’ said MacLea, and Norton nodded.

Vincent turned to Maxwell. ‘I apologise for the poor hospitality we have shown you since your arrival, General. If you wish to rest after your journey, quarters will be made ready for you. On the other hand, if you would like to accompany this expedition, you are more than welcome.’

Maxwell bowed. ‘I’ve been cooped up in Montreal for the past three months, bored rigid, without so much as a whiff of gun smoke in the air. I’d love the chance to see some action.’

Vincent nodded. ‘Good. Colonel Bisshopp, you will remain in command here at the camp with the Glengarrys and the Royal Newfoundlands. Be prepared to cover our retreat if necessary. The advance will begin at eleven thirty, once the moon is down.’

He looked around at his officers. ‘God speed you, gentlemen. Tonight, the fate of Upper Canada rests in our hands.’



They waited while the sunset light faded and the quarter-moon began to follow it down. Some slept; some sat quietly by the watchfires, methodically preparing their weapons; some prayed.

At 11.30, leaving the fires burning to deceive the enemy, the two regular regiments and their supporting militia companies rose silently without sound of fife or drum and moved out into the blackness of the night. Standing on the ramparts at the edge of the Heights, Josephine and Charlotte Lawrence watched them go. For perhaps the hundredth time, Josephine wondered what currents of fate had shifted to bring Dandy Maxwell back into her life.

Charlotte’s hand found hers in the darkness and squeezed it hard. ‘Three or four thousand men, you said.’

‘Yes. And after leaving Colonel Bisshopp and his camp guards and reserves behind, Vincent has eight hundred.’

Charlotte shivered. ‘Will we ever see them again?’ she whispered.

‘We shall see them,’ Josephine said. But whether the men they loved who marched to battle this night would come back alive, or be carried back among the dead, she did not say.



In the distance, a church bell was tolling midnight. Colonel Peter Beauregard of the US Army Ordnance Survey stood outside the farmhouse near Stoney Creek where he and van Etten and Josephine had halted that afternoon, staring towards Burlington Heights, invisible in the darkness. All around, the night was still and quiet. Horses snuffled in the cavalry lines. An owl hooted, twice, and fell silent.

‘Where is Major Boydell?’ van Etten asked. ‘I haven’t seen him since we made camp.’

‘He’s gone lookin’ for horses,’ Beauregard said after a moment.

‘At this time of night?’

‘He went earlier, after dinner. He has this idea of turning his Volunteers into mounted infantry. Colonel Burn is in command of the cavalry, so Boydell went to beg some horses from the remounts pool. Winder’s headquarters is over by the lake, so God knows when he’ll be back.’

‘Was it a good idea to make such a request on the eve of a major battle, when the colonel will have much else to do?’

‘Probably not. You’ll have noticed Major Boydell doesn’t do much thinkin’ with his head these days.’

A long silence fell. Beauregard continued to stare into the dark. ‘What are you waiting for, Colonel?’ van Etten asked.

Beauregard did not answer at first. Van Etten repeated the question, and finally the colonel roused.

‘I’m waitin’ for fireworks,’ he said. ‘A whole passel of goddamned fireworks. They should have gone off by now. But nothing is happening.’

‘Ah. Does this mean your plan has gone awry?’

‘It looks that way.’

‘I am sorry to hear it. What went wrong, do you suppose?’

‘Oh, I know what went wrong. Forsyth was right, damn his eyes. I shouldn’t have trusted that bitch. I should have let Boydell kill her. Or done it myself.’

‘You think she has gone over to the enemy?’ Van Etten paused. ‘Or perhaps she was working for them all along.’

‘Perhaps.’ Beauregard continued to stare into the night. ‘And what about you, van Etten? You stood up for her. You talked me into thinkin’ she was the genuine article. What am I to make of that?’

‘You exaggerate,’ said van Etten, and his voice was full of contempt. ‘On a couple of occasions I indicated that certain portions of her account bore some resemblance to the truth. That is all.’

‘And then you took her to see Granny Dearborn. You took her under your protection, you said. Why?’ Suspicion ran dark in Beauregard’s voice. ‘What’s your real connection with that woman?’

‘Now you are just being fanciful. Of course I have no connection with her. Don’t blame me for this debacle, Colonel. The responsibility is entirely yours. I didn’t convince you to believe her; you convinced yourself.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘You chose to believe her, Beauregard, because you wanted to believe her. You had great power over her once. When you gave her an order, no matter what it was, she obeyed without question. You wanted to have that power over her again, and couldn’t bear to admit to yourself that maybe you no longer did. So you believed what you wanted to believe.’

Van Etten paused for a moment. ‘She was your creature, Beauregard. You made her. And now this is your failure.’

‘And I suppose you’ll be reportin’ it back to your masters in Washington,’ Beauregard said sarcastically.

‘That rather depends on what happens next,’ said van Etten, ‘and how much damage she does. And whether you manage to recapture her.’

‘Oh, I’ll get her back all right.’ There was anger in Beauregard’s voice, but it was cold anger, purring with menace. ‘I once said I would flog her if she betrayed me. I’ve changed my mind. Flogging’s too good for the bitch. When I catch her – and I will catch her, van Etten, mark my words – I’m going to cut her open and rip her guts out with my bare hands. That’s twice now she’s crossed me. There ain’t gonna be a third time… What the devil is that noise?’

From down the hill came the sound of shouting, a British voice cheering and yelling. On the heels of the shout came the first crash of a musket followed by an explosion of gunfire, stabbing points of orange light flaring in the darkness. Then the night cracked open, and hell began to rain down on the fields around Stoney Creek.




Chapter Ten

Stoney Creek, 6 June 1813

The sentries lay dead at their feet, knifed or cut down with axes by Norton’s men. The smell of blood was heavy in the air. MacLea, Williams and Dennis crouched in the undergrowth beside the bodies, Lieutenant FitzGibbon close behind them. The light company and the grenadiers, the elite troops of the 49th, were the spearhead of the assault; they would come forward once Norton and MacLea had cleared out the American outposts.

‘Can you see anything?’ Williams whispered.

Dennis peered towards the church a hundred yards away, a silent black shadow against the stars. One of the two outposts Harvey had spotted was based there, but apart from the dead sentries, there was no sign of the enemy.

‘Not a damned thing,’ said Dennis. ‘Christ, but it’s dark.’

‘That’s often the case during night attacks,’ MacLea said.

‘Sarcastic bastard. Where is Norton?’

‘The Mohawks went left, to give the church a wide berth. They’re stalking the sentries at the second outpost now. I’ll go forward and scout the church. I’ll send a runner when we’re ready to advance.’

‘Good luck.’

‘I wish people would stop insisting I need luck,’ MacLea said. He left before either man could reply, crawling away through the trees to where Murray and the rest of his company waited, with Gerrard’s men close by. ‘Miller, Croghan, Carson, Hill, you’re with me. The rest of you wait for the signal.’

As silently as possible, the five men left the tree cover and advanced across the fields, crouched low and running. They could see a few watchfires burning below the low ridge that rose up to the right, and others in the distance beyond Stoney Creek, but elsewhere all was dark. Overhead, the stars glittered in a black velvet sky.

A shadow moved near the door of the church. ‘Halt!’ a voice hissed. ‘Who goes there?’

As well as sentries in the woods, it seemed there were also men on watch outside the church. It suddenly occurred to MacLea that the Americans might have changed the password since Josephine left their camp. ‘Wil-Hen-Har,’ he said, and waited.

‘Pass, friend,’ said the voice, and MacLea heard the relief in its tone. ‘Say, who are you fellows? It’s blacker than the ace of spades out here. It ain’t no time to go wandering around, not with the woods full of Indians—’

He was still speaking when MacLea’s musket butt crashed into the side of his head and he fell to the ground. A second shadow moved, another sentry, but before he could sound the alarm, Carson stepped forward and felled him with a punch to the jaw that rocked the man’s head back with a sickening crack. He collapsed and lay still.

‘Where’s the rest of the outpost?’ Croghan whispered.

‘Inside the church. Go carefully, boys. Carefully…’

Hill laid his hand on the latch of the church door. It creaked a little as it opened, loudly enough to make MacLea wince, but inside the church, nothing stirred. The only sound now was men snoring. MacLea and the others crouched down, letting their eyes adjust to the faint reflected starlight coming through the windows and open door. They could just make out a series of recumbent forms on the floor; MacLea counted twelve in all. He motioned to his men and they swept forward into the church.

It was sickening work, and he could only hope that none of the Americans had been killed; they would merely wake up with sore heads, as prisoners of the 49th. A harder man than himself, FitzGibbon or Plenderleath or John Norton, would have bayoneted them all and left them to die, but MacLea looked up at the shadow of the crucifix outlined against the starlight and knew he could never bring himself to do murder, not even in wartime. I am getting soft, he thought.

Outside the church he touched Hill on the arm. ‘Give the signal.’

Hill cupped his hands to his mouth and hooted like an owl. A moment later, an answering hoot came drifting through the air. Ripples in the shadows resolved themselves into Murray and his men, coming forward in the same crouching run. Dennis and Williams and their men arrived moments later, the rest of the 49th flowing forward through the darkness. Vincent and Plenderleath were further back along the column; off to the right, invisible in the night, Ogilvie and the 8th Foot were coming up as well. Still all was silent in the American camp.

‘All is well?’ whispered Williams.

‘That’s the first outpost gone. Wait here while we take care of the second.’

Crouching again, MacLea ran forward through the darkness, Hill and Carson and the two scouts close behind. They were closer to the line of watchfires now, but could see no one moving around them. A split-rail fence loomed out of the darkness; they saw it just in time, climbed through it and set off again, boots slipping and sliding in the soft earth of a ploughed field.

Norton and his handful of men were waiting on the far side of the field, lying prone and watching the fires. Nearer at hand was another small fire, a cluster of tents just visible behind it. ‘The second outpost,’ Norton whispered in MacLea’s ear. ‘After that, the way is open into their camp. Do you see that line of fires in the distance? The hill rises up behind them. A regiment of American infantry is camped at the top of the hill. They lit the fires at the bottom as a decoy to conceal their true position.’

MacLea nodded. ‘Not a very good decoy.’

‘No. And the fires are small, and some have already gone out. This outpost is the last obstacle.’

Three sentries could be seen leaning on their muskets by the tents. Unlike the sentry at the first outpost, fear of Indians was not keeping them alert; they looked sleepy and bored. ‘How many men?’ whispered MacLea.

‘Four tents, so I think twenty; not more than twenty-five.’

‘We need to deal with those sentries first.’

‘My men will circle around behind them. You distract them. We will do the rest.’

Norton crawled away through the shadows, lost from sight in a moment. MacLea waited, counting the seconds until he guessed the Mohawks were in position. Then he rose and walked across the field towards the fire, musket resting over his shoulder.

Drowsy in the warm night, the sentries did not see him until he stepped into the circle of firelight. They woke up quickly then, one gasping in alarm and raising his musket. ‘What is the password?’ he demanded, his voice breaking with nerves.

‘Wil-Hen-Har.’ MacLea held up a hand. ‘Peace, my friend. I’m on your side.’

‘Yeah?’ The musket remained levelled at his head, barrel wavering a little. ‘What are you doing out here? Nobody told us about any riflemen being posted on this part of the line.’

‘I guess someone forgot to pass the word,’ MacLea said. Out of the darkness behind the sentries came the Mohawks, faces painted black and vermilion and white. An axe sank home with a hideous thunk, and the sentry who had spoken fell with blood pouring from his neck. The other two collapsed, twitched feebly for a few seconds and then lay still, their attackers standing over them with bloody knives.

Something moved in the corner of MacLea’s eye, and he turned to see an American soldier stepping out of one of the tents. Before he could react or even think, one of the Mohawks threw an axe. It buried itself in the man’s chest and he staggered and fell to his knees, clutching at the weapon. More men were coming out of the tents, some only half dressed but with muskets in hand. God only knew what had alerted them, MacLea thought, but they had to be silenced. He swung his musket towards one man’s head; the American ducked the blow and launched himself at MacLea, tackling him and throwing him onto the ground. Before MacLea could move, the man was on top of him, forcing his head back and then laying the barrel of his musket across his throat. MacLea grabbed the barrel and tried desperately to wrench it away, but the man was too strong. Steadily the pressure increased, the steel barrel pushing down and down, slowly constricting windpipe and jugular vein. Little flickering stars and pinwheels of light began to dance behind his eyes.

There came a hard thud of metal on bone and the American fell over onto his side and lay still. Hill stood over him, clubbed musket in hand. ‘You all right, Cap’n?’

‘Yes,’ whispered MacLea, pushing the musket aside. ‘And keep your bloody voice down!’

‘Sorry, Cap’n.’

Miller and Croghan were there too, and Norton and his Mohawks were standing over the bodies of the Americans. Carson gave MacLea a strong hand and helped him to his feet. ‘Make the signal,’ MacLea said.

Hill raised his hands to his mouth and hooted again. The Mohawks looked at each other, painted faces full of amusement in the firelight. ‘What kind of owl is that supposed to be, mon frère?’ one of them asked.

‘That’s a horned owl,’ whispered Hill.

One of the Mohawks giggled. ‘Crazy white man,’ said another. ‘That’s a hoot owl. Can’t you tell the difference?’

‘Course I can tell the difference,’ Hill whispered indignantly. ‘And that ain’t no hoot owl!’

Only Hill would stand beside a pile of corpses in the middle of the night, with the enemy army just a few hundred yards away, and argue about ornithology. Well, Hill or a Mohawk. ‘For Christ’s sake!’ hissed MacLea. ‘Shut up, the lot of you!’

Movement in the darkness behind them: the rest of the militia arriving at a run, the lead companies of the 49th close behind. Alec Murray touched MacLea on the arm. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’ve been worse,’ said MacLea, feeling his throat.

Plenderleath, Dennis and Williams joined them, glancing at the bodies on the ground, and then turned as hoofbeats thudded softly on the ploughed field behind them. General Vincent rode up beside the little fire and halted his horse. ‘What is the situation?’

‘The outposts have been taken care of, sir,’ MacLea said. He pointed to the line of flickering watchfires. ‘Those fires are a dummy, but there’s a regiment of infantry camped on the high ground behind them.’

Vincent nodded. ‘Well done, MacLea. The 49th will take the lead now. Plenderleath, have your men removed the flints from their muskets?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Plenderleath. ‘There will be no accidents. The Yankees won’t know what hit them.’ He turned to his officers. ‘Form line. Dennis, you’ll be on the right, Williams on the left. Quietly now! And tell the men to fix bayonets.’

The darkness rustled as the companies of the 49th spread out, forming line of battle. Bayonets clicked quietly into their sockets. The officers drew their swords. ‘Forward,’ said Plenderleath.

Five hundred men advanced softly through the night. MacLea motioned to his men and they spread out in a skirmish line on the flank of the grenadiers, Gerrard’s company coming up close behind them. McTeer was beside him, Crabbe close behind. They came to the dying watchfires, smoke curling up from the embers. Behind them someone shouted, a stentorian voice that echoed around the fields and woodlands.

‘Bravo! Go on, brave fellows! On, on to glory! Huzza! Huzza!’

There was a moment of shocked silence, and then Vincent spoke. ‘Who is that? Who is calling out?’

‘Huzza!’ the invisible voice cried again. ‘Huzza!’

‘So much for the surprise attack,’ McTeer murmured. Already they could hear hubbub in the American camp, men calling out, drums rattling, officers shouting at their men to fall in, cavalry bugles being blown in the distance. ‘What are your orders, General?’ asked Plenderleath. ‘Shall we attack?’

For a moment, Vincent hesitated, and then he nodded. Plenderleath turned to his men. ‘Come on, you fellows! Fág an Bealach! Charge! Charge!’

Screaming like madmen, the 49th broke ranks and charged past the watchfires towards the enemy, MacLea and his men running beside them. Up ahead, a musket barked, and then a ragged volley split the air. Two redcoats staggered and fell. Another volley, and another. The air was full of fire and thunder, muzzles flashes stabbing into the darkness, illuminating the billowing smoke like lightning dancing among clouds. Off to the right, more gunfire erupted; the 8th Foot had been spotted too.

The 49th charged on, into a holocaust. The crest of the hill was an arc of flickering fire, the air thick with musket balls and buckshot. Men fell and rolled down the slope, tumbling loose-limbed to lie with their comrades who had already fallen. Dennis was shouting to his men to return fire and they stopped, trying to fix the flints of their muskets while the merciless volleys tore through their ranks.

‘Covering fire!’ MacLea shouted at his company, and he pulled his own flint from his pocket and fixed it to the hammer. One of his men, one of the original Stormont militiamen, dropped his musket and clutched at his bleeding arm. MacLea raised his own weapon, sighted on the muzzle flashes and pulled the trigger. The musket boomed and bucked against his shoulder, and he tore open a cartridge and reloaded. Around him the rest of his company were firing too, and Gerrard’s men joined in. Now the 49th were finally returning fire, but the deadly orange muzzle flashes from the top of the hill went on and on, and in that hellish light MacLea could see them being cut to pieces. Some men turned and ran, desperate to escape the withering gunfire.

Without a word being spoken or an order given, the entire regiment sagged back. Still loading and firing, they retreated into the darkness and smoke. The Americans continued to fire blindly, muskets balls hissing and whirring in the air. MacLea and Gerrard and their men fell back too, back to the empty tents and huddled corpses of the American outpost, where they found Plenderleath rallying his men.

Dennis and Williams and FitzGibbon were there, all three unharmed, for the moment. ‘How bad?’ asked MacLea.

‘Bad enough,’ said Dennis. ‘We lost God knows how many, and the rest are scattered from here to Burlington. It’s a fucking disaster.’

‘When I find that bastard who called out,’ said FitzGibbon, ‘I’m going to run him through a mangle.’

‘I’ll hold your coat,’ Dennis said. ‘What are your orders, Plenderleath?’

To their right, the gunfire was dying away too; the 8th must have been similarly repulsed. Musketry continued, a steady crackle as some of the Americans continued to shoot randomly into the darkness. ‘Where is the general?’ Plenderleath asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Williams. ‘I haven’t seen him or his horse since the charge. Poor fellow must have gone down somewhere in the dark, God rest his soul. I haven’t seen Maxwell, either.’

‘That makes you senior officer, Plenderleath,’ said Dennis. ‘You’re in command now.’

‘Then Christ help us all,’ said Plenderleath.

Through the rattle of musket fire came the deep boom of a cannon, then another, then two more firing almost together. Grapeshot whirred in the air overhead. ‘What in God’s name are they shooting at?’ asked MacLea. ‘They can’t see a damned thing.’

‘That won’t stop the Yankee idiots from wasting ammunition,’ said Dennis. ‘Well, Major? If we attack again, we’ll run straight into that battery. Do we fall back?’

Plenderleath was silent for a moment. ‘What is the first rule of war, gentlemen?’ he asked.

‘Do the opposite of what the enemy expects.’ Surprisingly, it was Captain Gerrard who had spoken, his words accompanied as usual by a gust of rum fumes.

‘Exactly,’ said Plenderleath. ‘How many men do we have around the colours?’

‘About a hundred and fifty, sir,’ said Williams. ‘Do I understand you mean to launch a frontal attack on that battery, uphill, in the dark?’

‘Yes,’ said Plenderleath.

‘Thank you, sir. I just wanted to be sure I had understood you correctly.’

The cannon thundered again, long tongues of flame shooting out into the night like dragon fire. ‘MacLea is right, Williams,’ Plenderleath said. ‘Those gunners are firing blind. Every time they discharge their pieces, the muzzle flashes destroy their night vision. How long between each salvo?’

Dennis was already peering at the luminous dial of his watch. The guns fired again, grapeshot thudding into the earth around them. No one moved. ‘A minute and ten seconds, sir.’

‘Bloody slow,’ commented Plenderleath. ‘But that works to our advantage. Form the men up and keep them silent. Not a sound, not a shot fired until we reach the battery. Then, cry havoc. MacLea, Gerrard, are you with us?’

Both captains nodded. ‘My men are here as well, Major,’ said John Norton, coming up alongside MacLea.

‘This isn’t your kind of fighting, Norton.’

‘I know. But the fellows reckon you need every man you can get.’

Plenderleath nodded. Behind him, the remnants of the 49th formed up for their final charge. A sergeant came up to the major and saluted. ‘Ready, sir.’

‘Wait a moment.’ They stood listening, and then the American cannon fired again, rolling thunder echoing across the fields. Plenderleath drew his sword. ‘Follow me,’ he said, and he began to run.

They had a minute and ten seconds until the battery reloaded and fired again, and in the darkness and smoke time seemed to flow faster and faster while the field around them passed with agonising slowness. MacLea felt he was running through treacle. He heard his lungs rasping in his chest, fighting for breath in the reeking air. Muzzle flashes still stabbed through the night, the American infantry continuing to blaze away at imaginary targets. Norton and Murray were running alongside him, the former holding aloft a decorated war axe.

They reached the foot of the slope. God, how long had it been since the battery last fired? It felt like an hour. They must get to the guns before they fired again; if they failed, grapeshot fired at point-blank range would blow them all to bloody rags. There were trees up ahead, and American infantrymen shouting in alarm and scattering out of the way of the redcoat charge, and there were the guns, black iron monsters on wooden wheels, the gunners running around them and ramming down powder and shot.

‘Now!’ screamed Plenderleath.

‘Fág an Bealach! Fág an Bealach!’ Screaming their Irish war cry, the redcoats crashed into the battery, bayonets stabbing, clubbed muskets swinging, swords flashing. Gunners collapsed over the guns or turned to flee and were shot down. Out of the darkness came more men, American infantry joining in the melee, but then MacLea and Gerrard and their companies piled in from behind, Norton’s Mohawks yelling alongside them. MacLea levelled his musket and shot an American officer at such close range that the other man’s uniform was blackened with smoke. He saw Norton swing his axe and send another man tumbling to the ground, Gerrard beside him yelling and slashing with his sword, and then the Americans broke. Most turned and ran; a few threw down their arms and knelt, pleading for mercy.

Behind the guns were the artillery limbers and teams of horses, snorting and whinnying with fear. A man stood next to one of the limbers, a blue-coated American officer with gold epaulettes. He had lost his hat, and blood leaked from a gash in his scalp. The sergeant of the 49th pointed his bayonet at the officer’s throat. ‘Move and you die!’ he ordered.

‘Don’t be so bloody melodramatic, Sergeant,’ gasped Plenderleath. He stood leaning against a cannon, his white breeches stained with blood. Dennis was down on the ground, eyes closed. Williams knelt beside him, holding up a bloody arm and wincing in pain.

‘What is your name, sir?’ Plenderleath asked the officer.

‘Chandler,’ the other man mumbled. ‘Brigadier General John Chandler, United States Army.’ He touched the wound on his head, then looked in perplexed fashion at the blood on his hand.

‘Then you are our prisoner, sir,’ said Plenderleath. ‘Lieutenant FitzGibbon, round up the prisoners and send them back to our lines. Then form up the men and set about spiking these guns. The enemy could counterattack at any moment… Christ, here they come.’

Hoofbeats drummed on the ground, horsemen coming fast down the road from Stoney Creek. The redcoats and militia looked up sharply. ‘Cavalry!’ someone said in alarm.

‘Load!’ snapped Plenderleath. ‘Prepare to form square!’ The troops scrambled to obey. MacLea listened to the hoofbeats, then held up a hand to silence the others. ‘Halt!’ he called. ‘Who goes there?’

‘Wil-Hen-Har!’ came the frantic response. ‘Don’t shoot, for the love of God!’

MacLea looked at Plenderleath, who nodded. ‘Pass, friend,’ said MacLea, and he raised his musket.




Chapter Eleven

Stoney Creek, 6 June 1813

The horsemen rode forward towards the battery. ‘Take them!’ snapped Plenderleath, and in the flash of a moment the redcoats and militia and Mohawks were swarming over the Americans, dragging men out of the saddle and hacking them down with bayonets and axes. A few of the enemy managed to break free, slashing around them with swords and then turning their horses to run. The rest, those that survived, were pulled roughly to their feet.

Another American officer in gold epaulettes stood by the guns, his arms pinioned by two redcoats while he stared wildly around him. ‘What is this? What is happening? How did you know our password?’

MacLea nodded to the redcoats, and they released the prisoner and stepped back. MacLea held out his hand. ‘Your sword if you please, sir.’

The officer unbuckled his sword belt with shaking fingers and handed the weapon over. ‘Whom have I the honour of addressing?’ MacLea asked.

‘Brigadier General William Winder, US Army. I am the second in command of this force.’ He swallowed. ‘Or rather, I was. The War Office will probably order my court martial now. God, what a mess.’

‘What were you attempting to do, sir?’

‘I was trying to find out what the hell is going on,’ Winder said bitterly. ‘We heard the gunfire, of course, but no orders came, no dispatches, nothing. I sent one of my aides to find out what was happening, but he didn’t come back. So I decided to come and see for myself. I should probably have stayed at my headquarters,’ he added.

‘Probably you should,’ agreed MacLea. ‘Don’t worry, General. You’ll have plenty of chances to find out what was happening.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘After we take you back to Burlington, you can share a tent with General Chandler. We captured him too, a quarter of an hour ago. The two of you can spend the rest of the war figuring out what went wrong.’

Winder’s shoulders slumped. MacLea turned away and walked back to the battery. To his relief, he saw Dennis sitting up, though the right side of his shirt was a gory mess as his orderly wrapped bandages around his body. Plenderleath was hobbling, more bandages around his leg, and using a musket as a crutch. ‘Well, MacLea? We did it.’

‘I think we’ve done rather better than we expected, sir.’ MacLea told the major about Winder, and Plenderleath laughed.

‘Two generals for the price of one. You’re right, this has turned out to be a good night after all. Very well, get your men formed up. We can expect the real counterattack very soon. Williams, send a runner to the 8th and inform Colonel Harvey of our situation.’

But the counterattack never came. The nearest American regiments had melted away and all they could hear was a murmur of confusion in the darkness. The runner returned, reporting no sign of the 8th Foot or Colonel Harvey; they too appeared to have withdrawn. ‘Then we had better do the same,’ said Plenderleath. He slapped the barrel of one of the cannon. ‘There should be drag ropes in the limbers. We’ll take a couple of these away as souvenirs.’

Dawn was beginning to streak the sky. Dragging the cannon, carrying those wounded men who could not walk and supporting those who could hobble along, the 49th, the two militia companies and the Mohawks retired slowly towards Burlington, the light of sunrise at their backs. As they approached the fortifications, Harvey and Maxwell came out to meet them.

‘Where is General Vincent?’ Harvey asked. He looked tense and worried.

‘We don’t know, sir,’ said Plenderleath. ‘We combed the fields looking for him as we withdrew, but there was no sign of him.’

‘You had better send out a search party,’ Maxwell said to Harvey.

The colonel nodded. ‘Gould’s company are the freshest, I’ll send them. Meanwhile, sir, as you are the senior officer present, you had better take command.’

Maxwell shook his head. ‘No. I am only an observer. Let’s wait for General Vincent. I’m sure he will turn up.’

‘As you wish, sir. What is the situation of the enemy, Plenderleath?’

Hobbling and wincing with pain, Plenderleath paused for a moment. ‘Confused, I should say. We captured both of their generals, and the rest seem to be milling around like sheep. I don’t think they’ll attack us today, Colonel. Or tomorrow, come to that.’

They saw the relief flood across Harvey’s face. The night attack had been his idea, and until now he had believed it had been a ghastly failure. ‘Well done,’ he said quietly. ‘Get your men back to camp, Plenderleath, and get some rest.’



Tents had been erected for MacLea’s and Gerrard’s companies next to the bivouac of the 49th. A junior quartermaster pointed out a tent standing a little apart from the others. ‘That one is reserved for you, Captain MacLea.’

Weary and stiff, MacLea went inside, and stopped. Josephine stood in the middle of the tent, waiting for him. The morning sun, shining through the canvas wall, filled the air with light and made a halo around her head.

‘I told Charlotte you would be back,’ she said.

‘And so I am,’ said MacLea. ‘God’s truth, but I’m tired.’ He laid down his musket and sat down on the cot to take off his boots.

‘What happened?’ Josephine asked.

‘We beat them, after a fashion. What happens next, God knows.’

She pushed him gently onto his back on the cot and leaned over him, kissing him softly.

‘You said something peculiar yesterday afternoon,’ MacLea said. ‘God, was it really only yesterday afternoon? It feels like a month ago.’

‘What did I say?’

‘You said you were sorry, and that you would explain later. What did you mean?’

There was a moment of silence. ‘I betrayed you,’ she said. ‘I betrayed us. In order to convince Beauregard that I was still working for him, I denied that I loved you. I said I would be glad to see you dead. I even offered to kill you myself. I said these things because I had to, but I still felt like a traitor.’

MacLea watched her face. ‘You put yourself back into his power. I can only imagine how frightening that must have been.’

‘It was a living nightmare,’ she said quietly. ‘To be near him again, surrounded by the memories of what he had done to me… I felt I was in the presence of uttermost evil. If it had not been for Kramer, I don’t think I could have stood it.’

She told MacLea about Kramer and his masquerade. ‘He is a brave man,’ she said. ‘Rather reluctantly, I have begun to admire him.’

‘Admire him?’ MacLea considered this. ‘I see. Have you also begun to fancy him?’

She stared at him, and then saw the mischief in his eyes. She cuffed him. ‘No. Behave yourself.’

‘Ah, I see you have come to offer me violence after all. Such is my life these days… So, you told Beauregard you could succeed in killing me, when he and Boydell and half the American army had failed. Is that it?’

A little smile twitched the corners of Josephine’s mouth. ‘I might have said something like that.’

‘Hah. Not a chance, sweetheart.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘No?’

‘Well… Perhaps I take it back. You could always try killing me with kindness.’

She kissed him again, lips soft on his. ‘You should be so lucky.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I should.’

His eyes closed. He had not slept, she knew, for more than twenty-four hours. She waited until he was fully asleep, and then rose and went out of the tent, her heart feeling very warm in her chest.

A red-coated officer waited for her, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. ‘Madame Lafitte? General Maxwell desires a word with you. Follow me, if you please.’



An east wind had risen, blowing in off the lake and rippling the tents of the encampment. In the stronger gusts the crackle of canvas sounded like distant gunfire. The waters of the lagoon churned into white-capped waves, and the reeds around the fringes of Coote’s Paradise swayed and bent.

General Maxwell was sitting in a camp chair reading a newspaper when Josephine was shown into his tent. He rose to his feet. ‘Leave us, Tompkins. And see that we are not disturbed.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The officer saluted and departed, closing the tent flap behind him. Maxwell stood for a moment while the canvas rustled around him, studying Josephine. The years had been kinder to him than to Beauregard, she thought. He still looked much the same; the long nose, the imperious dark eyes, the firm-set mouth, all were still there.

‘Good afternoon, General,’ she said calmly.

‘General, is it? That’s very formal. You used to call me Dandy.’

‘That was a long time ago.’

‘And much water has flowed under the bridge. Now also, of course, there is Captain MacLea. You and he are… friends?’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine.

‘I see. And you call yourself madame now. May I assume there is no Monsieur Lafitte?’

Josephine did not reply. Maxwell stood for a while longer, studying her without speaking, and she began to grow impatient. ‘You sent for me, General,’ she said. ‘May I ask why?’

Maxwell frowned a little. ‘Come now,’ he said. ‘Surely you can guess.’

‘I don’t like games,’ she said coldly. ‘Tell me what you want, or I shall go.’

‘Games,’ said Maxwell. ‘Yes. It was whist, if I recall. A game of whist at the Crown on High Holborn, about nine years ago, with my charming American friend Peter Beauregard. A gentleman of leisure who loved cards and pretty women but was always a bit short of cash. He had a mistress, a Creole girl of seventeen or eighteen, an absolute beauty. Everyone who saw her wanted to bed her, but she was Beauregard’s property.’

‘No. I was never anyone’s property.’

‘That’s not how he told it. When we finished that game at the Crown, he owed me thirty guineas. He said he didn’t have the money. So he offered you instead.’

Josephine said nothing.

‘I’ll give you this,’ said Maxwell. ‘You were certainly worth the thirty guineas. When I expressed my admiration, he offered to loan you out again. He did so a number of times, as you may recollect. Usually in exchange for money, sometimes for favours or influence. You do remember, don’t you?’

‘Do you think I cared for you? Don’t fool yourself. Beauregard whored me out to whosoever he pleased. You were one of many, General.’

Maxwell looked pained. ‘Please. Let us not descend into vulgarity.’

‘Then get to the point.’

‘I am coming to it. I supported Beauregard financially for quite some time. So it came as a bit of a shock to learn that he had fled the country, and that he faced charges of spying for America and France. It came as even more of a shock to learn that he had instructed you to spy on me. That as I slept, you went through my papers and personal effects. What did you take, I wonder? I was never able to discover.’

‘You are mistaken, General. I took nothing, and I never spied on you. So far as you were concerned, the transactions were purely commercial.’

‘But you did spy on others. You admit that.’

‘I did what he told me to do. If I refused, the response was a beating, or worse.’

Maxwell said nothing for a moment, watching her face. ‘You were not Beauregard’s willing accomplice?’

‘No.’

‘But if he was coercing you, why did you not run away?’

‘I did, in the end. It was I who informed the authorities that he was a spy.’

‘Did you now?’ Maxwell was still watching her closely. ‘I came looking for you after Beauregard went on the run. I was prepared to offer you protection, but I couldn’t find you. Where did you go?’

‘Here and there,’ said Josephine. ‘Why did you want to, as you put it, offer me protection?’

Maxwell did not answer. ‘And now here you are in Canada, in the middle of a war. You escaped from the enemy camp the day before yesterday, and somehow just happened to be in possession of the enemy’s password. Your old master Beauregard runs the American spy service. You were with him, weren’t you?’

Her chin came up at this. ‘You ask a lot of questions, General.’

‘I’m not getting many answers, though. Am I?’

‘You want to know if I am still working for Beauregard. If so, would I have handed over the password to General Vincent?’

‘No,’ said Maxwell after a moment. ‘No, I’ll give you that. But I can’t help feeling your appearance here is not a coincidence.’

‘Think what you like,’ she said indifferently.

‘Shall I then tell you what I think? I don’t believe Beauregard coerced you, and I believe you did spy on me. I had served as a staff officer and an aide to the Duke of York. I knew plenty of secrets, military and otherwise. You read my private papers, and gave the contents to Beauregard. Didn’t you?’

‘As I said, think what you like.’

‘You were a very shrewd operator, Madame Lafitte, or whatever your name is. Maybe you did betray Beauregard as you claim, but whatever happened, you patched things up with him in later years. You have been working for him again. Perhaps you still are.’

‘Then arrest me,’ Josephine said.

Maxwell shook his head. ‘I don’t have enough evidence; not yet. But believe me, I shall be watching you.’

‘You may do as you please.’

‘You might want to consider this, also. We are shooting two traitors tomorrow morning. Did you know that?’ Josephine shook her head. ‘Canadian deserters,’ Maxwell went on. ‘They crossed over to America and joined Boydell’s Canadian Volunteers. They were captured last night. Now they are about to pay the price for their treachery.’

Josephine said nothing.

‘Stop and listen around dawn tomorrow,’ Maxwell said. ‘You should be able to hear the fusillade. Listen to it, and reflect on the fact that the next time you hear those muskets, it will be the last sound you ever hear. They will be aimed at you.’

Still she remained mute. Maxwell walked across the tent towards her and stood looking down at her, holding her gaze with his own.

‘You meant nothing to me either,’ he said. ‘I enjoyed you, of course. Beauregard had trained you well, though I reckon you also had plenty of natural talent. It was interesting to watch you perform your tricks. But care for you? No. Do not think for a moment that I will spare you out of any past sentiment. Your death, when it comes, will be a matter of indifference to me.’

‘Is there anything else?’ Josephine asked. ‘No? Then I shall go.’



MacLea woke in the early afternoon. Rolling out of bed stiff and aching, he pulled on his boots and went to find Alec Murray. His sergeant and friend was sitting in the doorway of his own tent with a bowl of soapy water and a pull-through, cleaning the barrel of his musket. ‘How are the men?’ MacLea asked.

‘Sleeping,’ said Murray. ‘They’re dog-tired. Even McTeer was too exhausted to speak.’

The company had lost six men wounded the previous night, three of them seriously. Even so, they had been fortunate. Vincent had led eight hundred men out of the camp last night, and a quarter of them had been killed or wounded or were missing. Victory had been bought at a high price.

‘How many effectives do we have?’ MacLea asked.

‘Twelve in Thomas’s section, ten in Ferguson’s and fifteen in Muir’s. Thirty-seven in all.’

‘And we took seventy into battle at Fort George. That’s nearly half the company gone in ten days.’

‘There’s at least six recovering in hospital who should come back to the colours in the next few days,’ Murray said. ‘What’s on your mind, John? You’re not just fretting about casualties; there’s something else. I can see it in your face.’

‘I am worried about Josephine,’ MacLea said.

‘That’s pretty much a permanent state of affairs,’ Murray observed.

‘She is searching for Hammond. You know, that quartermaster who deserted.’

‘The one who was also a spy? What does she want with him?’

‘She thinks he has our missing gunpowder,’ MacLea said. ‘I’d like to detach a couple of men to guard her. But we’re so short-handed now that I’m not sure I should.’

‘Do it,’ Murray advised. ‘Two more or less will make no difference. Madame will be protected, and you will have some peace of mind and can get on with fighting the war.’

MacLea smiled a little. ‘You’re right, of course. Very well, I’ll send Appleby and Crabbe again.’

‘Appleby took a knock last night in that rough-and-tumble at the battery. One of the gunners hit him with a handspike.’

‘I didn’t realise he was hurt.’

‘No, because he would never let on in front of you. Appleby would cut off his own arm and eat it rather than let you down. He’s all right, but he’ll be lame for a couple of days.’

‘Who else, then? Hill?’

Murray stared at him. ‘I’m starting to wonder if you took a knock yourself. Hill has his uses, but I wouldn’t trust him to guard a privy. Send Carson. He’s as reliable as they come.’

Before MacLea could respond, Lieutenant FitzGibbon came hurrying up the hill. ‘Captain MacLea? Colonel Harvey has asked all the captains to report to him.’

‘I will come at once,’ MacLea said. ‘Has something happened?’

‘They’ve found General Vincent, sir. He is alive, but he has been gravely wounded.’



‘The militia found him several miles from here,’ Harvey said. ‘He has suffered a very serious blow to the head.’

Captain Gould nodded. ‘The poor fellow. I could scarcely believe it when I saw him. He was walking aimlessly among the trees, face covered with blood, completely disoriented and wandering in his wits. He had no idea where he was, nor any recollection of events leading up to the battle last night. He doesn’t even recall the moment he was wounded.’

‘Will he recover?’ asked Major Williams. With Plenderleath and Dennis both injured, he was now in command of the 49th.

‘The doctors say he should recover in time,’ Harvey said, ‘but he requires a prolonged period of rest. He is clearly not fit to serve.’ He turned to Maxwell. ‘Sir, I must renew my appeal to you. Will you now take command?’

Maxwell frowned. ‘All my experience of warfare is in Europe. As I saw last night, you do things rather differently here. I have no experience of commanding light infantry, and I certainly have no experience of working with the Indians. You need a man who knows the country.’

‘But there is no one else,’ Harvey said. ‘Apart from de Rottenburg, the only other general officer in Upper Canada is General Procter, and he is two hundred miles away in Amherstburg. And apart from Colonel Bisshopp and myself, every colonel is down sick or injured. The 49th is commanded by a major, and after Ogilvie got hit last night, the 8th is commanded by a captain. Sir, we are desperately short of officers. Will you not step in?’

‘Colonel Harvey is right,’ said Bisshopp. ‘My rank is a brevet one in any case. My commission is as a major in the Foot Guards. As for Canadian-style warfare, we are all feeling our way. We rely on experts like Chief Norton and Major Williams, and Captain MacLea.’

Maxwell looked down at his hands for a moment, then around the circle of officers. ‘Major General de Rottenburg will have to approve, of course. It is possible that he will prefer to take direct command himself.’

‘It is,’ agreed Bisshopp. ‘But he has many other responsibilities. You are the logical choice, sir.’

‘Very well,’ said Maxwell. ‘So be it.’ He smiled a little. ‘I am honoured by your trust in me, gentlemen. I will attempt to be worthy of it.’

‘What orders have you for us?’ asked Harvey eagerly.

‘Colonel Harvey, I want a full reconnaissance of the American position. I want to know exactly what the enemy are doing and what their dispositions are. They’ve lost both their generals, and will need time to sort themselves out. If there is any chance at all of launching another attack, I want to know about it.’

‘Sir,’ the captain of the 8th spoke up, ‘we are desperately short of ammunition. We used half our remaining cartridges last night. One more battle and our cartridge boxes will be empty.’

‘I am aware of that,’ said Maxwell. ‘Colonel Bisshopp, you will take command of the defences of Burlington Heights. Improve the fortifications as best you can, and for God’s sake send a fast boat to Kingston and tell them to hurry up with that damned powder. We can’t fight without it.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Bisshopp. He and Harvey were both smiling. So were most of the other officers.

‘The rest of you, look after your men and your weapons,’ Maxwell said. ‘Be prepared to march at a moment’s notice. Very well, gentlemen, that is all. Dismissed.’




Chapter Twelve

Burlington, 7 June 1813

Charlotte Lawrence had taken up residence in a brick farmhouse halfway between the Heights and the village of Burlington on the shores of Lake Ontario. Several months ago, American raiders landing from the lake had plundered Burlington and the surrounding district. The farmhouse had been stripped to the walls, and its owner had taken his family to safety in Kingston. Charlotte and Marie had been prepared to sleep on the bare floor, but the officer of the Lincoln militia who commanded the nearby guard post knew Alec Murray, and had kindly provided them with beds, a table, chairs, some cooking pots and utensils, as well as bread, beef, a boiling fowl, potatoes, coffee and a box of eggs. Where the furniture and food came from, the sergeant never said.

In the evening, Charlotte brought Josephine to the house. Both women were exhausted after a sleepless night waiting for the army to come home. Marie burst briefly into tears at the sight of her mistress, then fussed over Josephine like a mother hen with a chick, feeding her soup and putting her to bed, where she slept the clock around.

She woke in the morning to find two men on sentry duty outside the front door. She knew them well; the big man was Carson, who had been a wheelwright before the war and came from Durham county, east of York, and the other was Moses Crabbe, who had run from a plantation in Virginia four years ago and made his way through incredible hardship to Canada. At the start of the war, he had volunteered for service with Captain Gerrard’s company of volunteers; later, along with Abel Thomas, he had transferred across to MacLea’s Company. Despite the horrors of his past, he was a cheerful and optimistic young man. Josephine knew also that he had a soft spot for Marie.

‘It is a pleasure to see you both,’ she said, ‘but what are you doing here?’

‘Captain MacLea’s orders, madame,’ said Carson. ‘We’re here to protect you.’

An emotional corner of her mind was briefly angry – Does he really think I need protection? – before the rational rest of her brain asserted itself – Of course he does, and I do. She smiled at them both. ‘That was generous of the captain, and of you. Have you breakfasted? Yes? I will have Marie bring you out some coffee.’

In the kitchen, she sat down on a wooden chair and took a cup of coffee. ‘What will you do now?’ asked Charlotte.

‘I must find Hammond, and I must find that gunpowder. If the Americans rally and decide once again to attack us, the army has barely enough ammunition to resist.’

‘I have one question,’ said Charlotte. ‘Why must it be you that finds Hammond?’

‘Because this is what I do,’ Josephine said. ‘I know Hammond and Beauregard; if I cannot second-guess them, no one can. And besides, no one else can be spared. The army needs every man it can get.’

Charlotte smiled. ‘That’s what I thought you might say. I take it you intend to go back to camp and start asking questions? Good. I am coming with you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because a woman on her own in a military camp might excite suspicion, whereas two women together will look more natural. My ridiculous title might come in useful as well. I can’t just sit by while you and Alec and John go out and risk your lives. And in any case, I have no embroidery to hand, and must needs do something.’

Josephine laughed. ‘Charlotte, be serious. This could be dangerous.’

‘Yes, well… I still have your pistol, which I must return to you, and Alec’s friend has been kind enough to lend another. Besides, we have John’s men to protect us. We wouldn’t be safer in church.’



Leaving Marie with instructions to lock the doors and admit no one but themselves, Josephine and Charlotte and their two protectors walked back to the Heights. ‘Where do you intend to start?’ Charlotte asked.

‘We have two possible lines of enquiry. One is the grenadier from the 49th who took my message. I could certainly identify him again, but I am reluctant to do so.’

‘Why?’

‘Two reasons. First, I doubt he knows very much. He is a courier and a hired servant, and I am willing to bet there was at least one other intermediary before the message reached Hammond. And second, if he realises I am looking for him, he will sound the alarm and the other intermediaries will disappear.’

‘That makes sense. What is the other line of enquiry?’

‘Hammond’s fellow quartermasters, and the civilian wagon drivers and sutlers who report to them. I am hoping one of them knows something.’



There followed a long, hot and largely frustrating morning. Josephine and Charlotte began by calling on Nichol, the army’s quartermaster general. A flinty Scot who had served in Canada for more than ten years, he sat in a tent surrounded by stacks of files and papers. ‘Lady Lawrence, Madame Lafitte, what a pleasure it is to see you both. I regret that I can only spare you a few minutes, for I fear I have much to do. How may I be of assistance?’

The quartermasters’ tents were near the hospital; the air smelt of dried blood and they could hear the groans of wounded men. ‘I am trying to discover the whereabouts of Lieutenant Hammond,’ Josephine said. ‘I understand he has deserted, but I need to track him down if I possibly can. He owes me a substantial sum of money, you see. I repaired several watches and clocks for him, and also a telescope. I have been homeless since the Americans occupied Niagara, and I need the money for subsistence.’

Nichol looked impatient. ‘The provost marshals are already searching for Hammond. I sympathise with your problems, ma’am, but I fear I can do little. General Maxwell thinks the Americans may pull back, and if they do, he intends to advance very shortly. In preparation, he has ordered a complete inventory of all the supplies we have on hand, everything from horseshoes to ammunition bread. I cannot spare the time, or men, to help you.’

‘We sympathise, of course,’ said Charlotte. ‘But if we can find Lieutenant Hammond, we might also find your missing gunpowder. And the provost marshals don’t seem to be having much luck, do they?’

Nichol hesitated. He wanted to throw them both out, but Charlotte had been right: it would not do to offend a lady of title, and the widow of a war hero at that. ‘Very well, Lady Lawrence,’ he said finally. ‘I can spare you a few minutes, no more. Ask your questions.’

‘When did Lieutenant Hammond arrive from Niagara?’ Charlotte asked.

‘With the main body of the army. That would have been on the 30th of May, just over a week ago.’

‘And when did he desert?’

‘He failed to report for duty three days later.’

‘Did the powder go missing around the same time?’ asked Josephine.

‘Yes,’ said Nichol. ‘For my sins, I put Hammond in charge of the magazine. Needless to say, I have made few decisions in my military career that I regret more bitterly.’

This is my fault, Josephine thought. I should have informed on Hammond long ago. But he was useful to me. Aloud she said, ‘Did he have quarters here in the camp? Or did he live out?’

‘He billeted in the camp. The marshals have already been through his kit, if that is what you are wondering. They found nothing of value.’

‘Do you know where he was from? Did he have family nearby, or friends?’

‘He was Canadian, but I don’t know where he came from. Neither do I know anything about his private life.’

‘Did he behave oddly after he arrived?’ Charlotte asked. ‘Did he say or do anything unusual?’

‘We’re in the midst of a war, my lady. Everyone behaves oddly. To answer your question, nothing he said or did gave me any cause for concern. Now, ladies, if you will forgive me?’

‘Of course,’ said Josephine, and they rose. ‘Do you mind if we continue to ask around? Just to see if anyone knows anything that might be helpful?’

‘If you think you can learn anything the provost marshals don’t already know, then you are welcome. Good day to you, and to you also, Lady Lawrence.’

Outside the tent, Josephine turned to the two militiamen. ‘Mr Carson, will you be so good as to speak to the wagon drivers and porters, and also the sutlers? They’re more likely to talk to a man. Don’t worry, we shall keep Mr Crabbe with us for protection.’

Carson touched his forehead and went off, musket over his shoulder. Crabbe followed Josephine and Charlotte as they questioned the quartermaster officers and clerks, relating in each case Josephine’s story that Hammond owed her money. Attitudes to Hammond’s disappearance ranged from weary contempt to outright anger, not so much at his desertion as the fact that he had left an already overstretched team to pick up his work on top of their own.

‘Do you think he took the gunpowder?’ Charlotte asked one officer of the commissariat.

‘I suppose he could have done, my lady,’ the man said. ‘But if he did, he must have had help. There’s over two hundred barrels missing.’

Josephine’s eyes widened. ‘So much?’

‘An entire shipload had just come in from Kingston. Some of it was for the army here, and the rest was destined for General Procter out in the far west. He’ll be suffering from lack of powder too, unless we can get that shipment replaced.’

‘There’s more at stake than I thought,’ Josephine said to Charlotte as they walked back past the hospital.

‘Why did they steal the powder? To render us unable to fight?’

MacLea had said the same thing. Josephine shook her head. ‘Beauregard’s original message to Hammond, the one I destroyed, required him to execute a plan at midnight the night before last. Some devilry is involved here, but I cannot discover what it might be.’

‘Madame, the last officer you spoke to said Hammond must have had help to move the powder,’ Moses Crabbe said. ‘Is it worth our while trying to find out who his helpers were?’

‘It is a good idea in theory, Mr Crabbe, but we have no idea where to start. And in any case, Hammond was the officer in charge of the magazine. The men who moved the powder probably believed they were acting under orders. Ah, here is Mr Carson. Any luck?’

‘I fear not, madame. Everyone thought Mr Hammond was a hard-working officer, until the day he disappeared. No one knows anything about him apart from that. He seems to have been something of a mystery, ma’am.’

‘Did you know anything about him yourself?’ Charlotte asked Josephine.

‘No. In my trade, we take care not to know each other’s secrets. That way no one can extract them from us. Think, all of you. Let’s go back over every conversation we have had today, everything we have learned. Someone must have said something meaningful, something we have overlooked.’

They stood in silence, thinking. Flies droned in the hot air around them.

Carson frowned. ‘It’s not so much what someone said as what they did,’ he said. ‘I was talking to one of the sutlers when I realised someone was listening in. It was one of the camp porters. He was sitting on an upturned cask, smoking a pipe, but I’m pretty sure he was hanging on every word we said. Then all of a sudden he got up, knocked the ashes out of his pipe and walked away.’

‘Think back to your conversation with the sutler,’ Josephine said. ‘What were you talking about when this man departed?’

Carson thought. ‘Something about tunnels,’ he said slowly. ‘The sutler said Hammond had been down to the tunnels. I don’t know what tunnels he meant.’

‘I do,’ said Crabbe. ‘Just before the war, when they were fortifying the Heights, General Brock ordered tunnels to be dug into the ridge. They were intended for dry storage, to hold supplies in case this position came under siege.’

‘How do you know this?’ Josephine asked.

‘I was a jobbing bricklayer before the war, madame. I was employed on the tunnels for about three months, working with a gang to line them with brick. That was just before I joined Captain Gerrard’s company.’

The back of Josephine’s neck had begun to tingle. ‘Can you guide us to these tunnels?’

‘I surely can, madame.’

The entrance was on the flank of the ridge leading down to the waters of Coote’s Paradise. A doorway had been dug out of the hillside, the door itself painted wood with brick supports and lintel. The paint was peeling from the woodwork and the door was unguarded.

‘That’s typical of the army, ain’t it?’ Crabbe said. ‘All that work to build the tunnels, and no one’s using them.’ He tried the door. ‘Locked. Shall we send for Hill?’

Hill was the company’s resident picker of locks. ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ said Carson. ‘Stand back, ladies, if you please.’

The lock was strong, but the door was not. Two powerful blows from the butt of Carson’s musket tore the lock out of its wooden frame and the door swung open. Musty air wafted out from the interior, and cobwebs swayed from the ceiling. They stood in the entrance and peered inside. They had no torches, but the light from the entrance was bright enough to see a tunnel extending into the hill, perhaps twenty feet broad and ten high. The floor, walls and arch were all lined with brick.

They also saw that another brick wall had been erected about a hundred feet from the entrance, completely blocking the tunnel. ‘Did you build that?’ Josephine asked Crabbe.

Crabbe shook his head. ‘No, madame. That wall was not here when I last saw this place. This is the main tunnel. It runs right inside the hill for a quarter of a mile at least. The other tunnels branch off it. But someone has sealed it off.’

‘I think we need a closer look at that wall,’ said Josephine.

Brushing aside the cobwebs, they walked down the tunnel. The air grew quickly chill, the heat of the day left behind. The wall towered over them. Crabbe stopped and looked at it, frowning. ‘This is newly built,’ he said. ‘Shoddy work, too. Look at that pointing. There’s hardly any mortar in places. Madame, this wasn’t built by a professional bricklayer.’

‘Built by an amateur, and built in haste,’ Charlotte speculated.

‘I reckon so, my lady.’

Something on the floor caught Josephine’s eye: a small black dot. She bent and pressed a finger to it, then lifted it and held it under her nose. The smell was bitter, with a faint whiff of sulphur.

‘What is it?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Gunpowder,’ said Josephine.



They found more powder corns on the floor, spilled perhaps from a barrel being moved in haste. The four of them looked at each other. ‘Well, Moses?’ said Carson. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘I sure am.’ Crabbe studied the wall again. ‘Like I said, shoddy work. What do you reckon, Billy? Can we break it down?’

‘One good heave ought to do it,’ said Carson.

‘Perhaps the weakness of the wall is deliberate,’ said Josephine. ‘It was built to conceal what lies behind it, but also to allow easy access when needed.’

‘I reckon so, madame,’ said Carson. He and Crabbe laid their muskets aside and approached the wall. Carson still had a bandage on his arm from the wound he had taken at Twenty Mile Pond, and he winced when he pushed against the wall. Ignoring the pain, he began to exert his enormous strength, muscles straining and a vein standing out in his forehead. ‘Come on,’ he gasped to Crabbe beside him. ‘Put your back into it, shrimp. Push!’

‘I am pushing, you big ox.’

Straining, heaving and gasping, the two men threw their full weight against the wall. Nothing happened at first, but after a few seconds, cracks began to appear. ‘Look out!’ Charlotte cried, and suddenly the wall collapsed, bricks and mortar tumbling down into a pile of rubble. A cloud of dust rose, making them all cough. Then the dust cleared, and they stood and stared at the sight before them.

Behind the ruined wall, wooden barrels lay piled on top of each other in a pyramid reaching almost to the ceiling of the tunnel. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Charlotte, and her voice was a little tremulous. ‘We’ve certainly found our gunpowder. That’s the mark of the Halifax arsenal on the barrels.’

‘You recognise it?’ Josephine asked.

Charlotte nodded. ‘Hector always insisted on buying Halifax powder for his regiment. It was the best and strongest powder in Canada, he said.’

‘Made in Halifax and brought by ship to Montreal,’ Josephine said. ‘Then brought upriver to Kingston, and over the lake to Burlington. The question is, what is it doing here? Why steal it and then hide it right under our noses?’

‘This isn’t all of the powder, madame,’ Crabbe said. ‘You mentioned there were two hundred barrels missing. There’s only about fifty here.’

‘Raise your hands in the air,’ said a voice behind them. ‘Turn around slowly. Real careful, now.’

They turned around. Two men confronted them. One was a civilian in a ragged coat and breeches and battered hat. He held a brace of long-barrelled pistols, one in each hand. The other, holding a musket at the ready, was the grenadier of the 49th who had taken the letter from Josephine.

The man with the pistols gestured at Carson. ‘That’s him. The one that was askin’ all them questions. Then that bloody fool sutler started talkin’ about the tunnels.’

‘And I sure recognise this little pullet,’ said the grenadier, glaring at Josephine.

Josephine and Charlotte had pistols in their pockets, but they would be shot before they could draw them. Crabbe and Carson had left their muskets leaning against the wall of the tunnel. Josephine glanced at Crabbe, then away again.

‘Good afternoon, soldier,’ she said to the grenadier. ‘How are your bollocks? Has the swelling gone down yet?’

‘God damn you to hell,’ the grenadier growled.

‘I’ll see you there,’ said Josephine.

In the moment of distraction she had created, Crabbe and Carson dived for their muskets. The man with the pistols swung around and snapped off a shot at Crabbe, the crash of the explosion appallingly loud in the confined space, but before he could raise the second pistol, the young man had flung himself headlong on the floor, seized his musket, rolled over, thumbed back the hammer and fired, all in a single blur of motion. Smoke spurted and the pistoleer stood for a moment with a red hole in his chest, then he crumpled and dropped to the floor.

Carson grabbed his own musket, but his wounded arm betrayed him. He gave another gasp of pain and dropped the weapon. As he reached for it again, the grenadier fired. Carson staggered, clutching at his belly, but picked up the musket and turned, drawing the hammer back. Blood was already pouring through his coat when he pulled the trigger. A round hole appeared in the grenadier’s forehead, just below the rim of his mitre cap, and he lurched backwards before collapsing loose-limbed like a broken marionette, blood staining the wall behind him. Carson stood for a moment, then sank to his knees, dropping his musket, and fell forward onto his face.



Pistol in hand, Josephine ran to the entrance of the tunnel to see if there were any more men outside. Charlotte and Crabbe knelt beside Carson, turning him gently over onto his back. His eyes were closed and his face was pale. Blood pumped from the hole in his belly.

‘He’s bleeding bad,’ said Crabbe. ‘There’s a big vein there, and the ball must have hit that. Oh damn you, Billy! You can’t go and die on me!’ There were tears on his face.

‘We must try to stop the bleeding,’ Josephine said.

But Crabbe shook his head. ‘No, ma’am. Even if we cover the wound, he’ll just keep on bleeding inside. I saw a man die like this once, back on the plantation. The overseer shot him, and he was dead in a couple of minutes. All we can do is hold his hand while he goes.’

Crabbe and Charlotte stayed with Carson, holding his hands as his pulse began to slow. Standing near the tunnel entrance, her mind a blur of emotion, Josephine ran through her memories of the kind, big-hearted wheelwright who had been one of John’s closest companions. Carson had been in the thick of every battle; it was he who had pulled John from under the ice of Lake Ontario last winter, saving his life.

As Crabbe had predicted, it did not take long. He and Charlotte rose to their feet, and all three of them wiped their eyes. ‘Find Captain MacLea,’ Josephine said to Crabbe. ‘Ask him to come here, as soon as he can.’ She indicated her pistol. ‘Don’t worry. We will be safe.’

Crabbe picked up his musket and hurried away. Still streaming tears, Josephine checked the priming of her pistol and saw Charlotte doing the same. ‘Do you think anyone heard the shots?’ Charlotte asked.

‘I doubt it. We’re deep underground.’

Silence fell. Gun smoke still hung in clouds in the tunnel, and Josephine wiped her eyes once more. ‘What does all this mean?’ Charlotte asked.

‘I don’t know for certain,’ Josephine said. Part of her heart was still bleeding for Carson. ‘But I think I can guess.’



MacLea arrived twenty minutes later, followed by Crabbe and some of the others: Thomas, Hill, Schmidt, McTeer and Muir. MacLea’s sunburned face was hard and set. He went first to Carson and knelt for a moment over the body, saying nothing; then he reached out with a gentle hand and closed the dead man’s eyes. The others watched him in silence, their own faces a mirror of their thoughts as they mourned their comrade.

‘Poor old Billy,’ said McTeer softly. ‘God rest his soul.’

‘Amen,’ said Hill.

Rising, MacLea turned to the other bodies. ‘Who are these men?’ he asked.

‘We think the pistoleer was one of the drivers,’ Josephine said, her voice not quite steady. ‘Mr Carson said the man overheard him talking to one of the sutlers. He must have gone to the grenadier and given the alarm. The grenadier is the man I met the day before yesterday. He was of course working for the Americans.’

‘He is one of Major Dennis’s men,’ MacLea said. ‘I’ll ask Dennis if he can identify him.’

‘Begging your pardon, sir, but I know who he is,’ said Muir. ‘He’s a Massachusetts man who came north not long before the war. He used to serve in the Royal Americans, but when the regiment was disbanded, he transferred to the 49th.’

‘The Royal Americans?’ MacLea said sharply. ‘Which company?’

‘Captain Barton’s, sir.’ Barton had been a disguised officer of the United States Marines, one of several planted in the Royal Americans to sow disaffection and persuade the regiment to mutiny.

‘Barton is dead,’ said MacLea. ‘I killed him nine months ago, at Niagara Falls.’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘But perhaps not all of his accomplices were rooted out. The question is, who controls this man? Hammond?’

No one answered.

‘We have found the gunpowder,’ she continued. ‘About a quarter of it is right here. I would guess that a search of the tunnels will find the rest stacked up in various places where the explosions will do the greatest damage.’

‘Explosions?’ said Charlotte, her eyes wide.

MacLea nodded. ‘I reckon you’ve guessed correctly,’ he said. ‘These tunnels are directly beneath our camp. Hammond – or someone else – has converted them into a mine. Exploding the gunpowder would wreck our defences and kill or maim half the army at a single blow.’

‘Do you remember the message I decoded?’ Josephine said. ‘“Execute midnight tonight.” Beauregard was telling Hammond to light the fuses at midnight the night before last.’

‘Fortunately, you intercepted it. Otherwise many good men would be dead by now, and the Americans would be marching on York. I wonder where the fuses are.’

‘Mr Hammond must have them with him,’ Abel Thomas said. ‘So he won’t be far away.’

‘My thinking precisely,’ said Josephine. ‘Listen, all of you. “Store cp” – do those words mean anything to any of you? Have you ever heard a name like this, or someone with the initials CP?’

There was a short silence, and she fancied she could almost hear the wheels of their brains turning. Then McTeer pointed to the marshy lagoon below the tunnel’s entrance. ‘Could CP be Coote’s Paradise?’ he asked.

Josephine stamped her foot. ‘Oh for heaven’s sake!’ she said. ‘Of course it is! Witless woman, the answer has been staring you in the face! Now, “store”. Does anyone know what that might be? A storehouse, or a shed that could be used as a store?’

Another silence. Muir took off his black shako and scratched his head. ‘Begging your pardon, madame, but I know these parts a little. We were garrisoned here for a couple of months last year,’ he added by way of explanation. ‘There is an old general store on the far side of the lagoon. You can probably just about see it from here.’ He walked to the entrance of the tunnel and pointed across the water, which was shimmering with heat waves. ‘See that point of land? That’s called Bull’s Point. Now see that whitewashed building just beyond? That’s the store.’

‘Does anyone live there, or work there?’ MacLea asked.

Muir frowned. ‘It was empty when I knew it. The owner got frightened after the American raid on Burlington and took his stock further inland. Whether it’s still empty now, I couldn’t rightly say.’

MacLea nodded. ‘We’ll go and take a look,’ he said. ‘McTeer, find Sergeant Murray and tell him to put a guard on these tunnels, right away. Then meet us with the rest of the company at the store.’

He looked at Josephine. ‘Perhaps you and Charlotte should remain here.’

‘No,’ said Josephine. ‘If Hammond is there, I want to speak with him. I must find out what else he knows.’ In her mind was the idea that she might be wrong, that Hammond might not be the British officer – or rather, not the only British officer – controlled by Beauregard. And there was the scheme involving Dr Chapin and his ‘contacts’. Wheels within wheels, she thought; but then Beauregard’s plans were never simple.



The road from Burlington Heights to Dundas curved around the far side of Coote’s Paradise. They walked down the track in blistering heat, little puffs of dust rising with every step. The barrels of the men’s muskets were so hot it was painful to touch them.

As they passed Bull’s Point, Hill raised his head and sniffed. ‘Smoke,’ he said. ‘Someone had a fire last night.’

MacLea nodded. ‘Spread out,’ he said to his men. ‘Josephine, Charlotte, stay behind me.’

A grove of trees, oak and beech mixed together, hid them from the store. They crept through the woods, muskets at the ready, looking for signs of life. They saw the store dimly through the trees: a whitewashed clapboard structure with a wooden shingle roof and brick chimney. All the windows were shuttered and the door was firmly closed. But the smell of smoke persisted, and there were other smells too: horse dung and straw and a latrine imperfectly cleaned. As they came closer, they saw the horse, tethered behind the store and standing with its head down, dozing in the heat.

MacLea signalled with his hand, sending Hill and Muir right, Thomas and Crabbe left and then motioning to Josephine and Charlotte to stay back. Rising, he walked towards the store. ‘Lieutenant Hammond!’ he called. ‘Are you there?’

There was no answer.

‘We know about the gunpowder,’ MacLea said. ‘We killed two of your men, and we will find the rest of them very soon. The game is up, Mr Hammond. Beauregard’s scheme is finished, and so are you.’

A muffled voice came from inside the house. ‘Go to hell.’

‘You have nowhere to hide, and nowhere to run,’ MacLea continued. ‘You may as well come out now and surrender.’

‘If I surrender, you’ll hang me.’

‘Not necessarily. Madame Lafitte is here. Talk to her, tell her everything you know about Beauregard. Do that, and you will be spared the noose. You have my word on it.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘On the other hand,’ said MacLea, ‘if we have to come in there and get you, that deal is off the table. Then we really will hang you. Make your choice, Hammond.’

After a long moment, they heard the sound of bolts being drawn and the door opened. Hammond stood in the doorway, a musket in one hand. His face was chalk white and his eyes were wide with fright. ‘Is she here? Madame Lafitte?’

‘Yes,’ said MacLea. ‘Drop your weapons and come out. You have my promise you will be safe.’

‘No!’ said Hammond, his voice taut with desperation. ‘No, you’re lying!’ and he raised the musket.

Another musket boomed, echoing out over the water and Hammond dropped his weapon and collapsed in the doorway, clutching at his chest. MacLea ran forward and knelt over him, seeing the pink froth from a punctured lung. Hammond gazed up at him, mouth working like he was trying to speak. Then he died.



The other men came forward, Muir’s musket still exhaling wisps of smoke from its barrel. ‘You could have tried to wound him,’ MacLea said.

‘Sorry, sir,’ said Muir. ‘But a wounded man can still fire a musket. As my old sergeant used to say, when you put a man down, put him down for good.’

‘Damn your old sergeant,’ MacLea snapped. ‘Hammond was an enemy spy in possession of valuable information. Now we’ll never know what that information was.’

‘I’m sorry, sir.’

MacLea shook his head. ‘You were trying to do your duty.’ He turned abruptly and walked away through the trees towards the lake, where he stood for a few moments staring out over the water.

A hand touched his sleeve, and he turned to see Josephine beside him.

‘Well, that’s that,’ he said. ‘We’ll never know now.’

‘It’s not over,’ Josephine said quietly. ‘We have recovered the powder, and prevented the camp being blown up and the loss of many lives. Not a bad day’s work.’

‘No. I suppose not.’

The water rippled gently in the reeds. A duck quacked contentedly, calm restored after the sound of the gunshot had died away. ‘You’re thinking about Carson,’ Josephine said.

‘He was one of the best. They’re all good men, but Carson was… He saved my life.’ MacLea shook his head. ‘I can’t find the words for it. He was one of the few who stuck with me through thick and thin. I don’t know why they continued to follow me, even when they had been ordered to go home. I never asked them.’

‘I know why. Everyone does, except you. They follow you because you are a man of principle and courage, and they respect and admire you. John, they love you.’

He turned and looked at her. ‘Love? That’s an odd word to choose.’

‘Is it? There are so many kinds of love, John. I loved the nuns at the orphanage where I grew up because they were sweet and good. I loved Caroline Herschel because she was clever and willing to teach me, and she loved me because I wanted to learn. Love is what binds us together. Simple people know only how to hate. It is the wise who know how to love.’

‘You can say that, after all you have been through?’

‘I can say that because I have met you.’

He did not know how to respond to this. ‘I blame myself for Carson’s death,’ he said.

‘And you think I do not? You sent him to guard me, and he lost his life protecting me. Had I not been here, had I gone away to safety in York or Kingston or Montreal instead of staying here to meddle in affairs, Billy Carson would still be alive.’

‘No,’ MacLea said suddenly. ‘No, God damn it. We are not to blame! We did not ask for this war, and we did not start it! Beauregard is to blame, and Boydell, and Dearborn, and President Madison in Washington, and all those greedy, arrogant bastards who thought they could take our country away from us just to satisfy their own need for aggrandisement; they are to blame. Yes, them and those complacent idiots in London, who ignored the signs that war was coming and did nothing to stop it.’

He paused, clenching his fists around his musket. ‘Enough. We’re going to stop Boydell and Beauregard in their tracks and we’re going to throw Dearborn and his army back over the river where they belong. We’ll teach the bastards to meddle with us.’

‘And then we’ll march on Washington and kick President Monroe up the arse,’ Josephine suggested.

MacLea looked at her. ‘Are you trying to cheer me up?’

‘Yes. By the way, I had a quick look through the store and found Hammond’s baggage. There were a few papers, but nothing of importance. Whatever he knew died with him.’

‘Always the spy.’ He smiled suddenly and kissed her. ‘We should get back to the others.’

They returned to find Charlotte Lawrence and Crabbe emerging from the house carrying lengths of slow match. ‘Here’s the fuses, sir,’ Crabbe said.

More men were coming through the trees; Alec Murray and the rest of the company had hurried towards the sound of the gunshot. Murray looked at the body on the doorstep, and at his lover wearing several yards of slow match wrapped in coils around her body. ‘What on earth is happening here?’ he asked.

MacLea told him. ‘Is the gunpowder secure?’

‘Yes. I informed Nichol, and his men are moving the powder back to the magazine now. And Dandy Maxwell wants to see you.’



‘You sent for me, General.’

‘Yes. Come in, MacLea, and shut the door behind you.’

MacLea closed the tent flap and stood to attention before the general’s desk.

‘At ease,’ said Maxwell. ‘Now, this business about the gunpowder. Tell me what happened.’

MacLea gave a brief account of the events of the day, leaving out Josephine’s name. It had crossed his mind to tell Maxwell that she was responsible for finding the powder, but he had dismissed the thought almost at once. Only a handful of people – the attorney general of Upper Canada, a major in the Indian Department, a few of the trusted men in his own company – knew Josephine’s secret role, and she herself would decide who else learned about it, and when. He still remembered what had happened last time he interfered with her plans.

‘Pity about Hammond,’ Maxwell said when he had finished. ‘It would have been useful to hear what he had to say.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry about that, sir. Corporal Muir was overzealous.’

‘Well, can’t be helped. The main thing is you recovered the powder, and you have my thanks for that. I’ll be sure to inform General de Rottenburg of your good services.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Now, get your men together. We are marching in the morning.’

‘May I ask our destination, sir?’

‘The Americans are falling back to the Forty, and we’re going to try and push them back still further. General Vincent’s gamble has paid off. The Yankees are off balance now, and we’re going to keep hitting them so they stay that way. I want your company up with the vanguard. Major Williams will be in command.’

‘Very good, sir.’ MacLea smiled. ‘It’s a pleasure to be advancing for a change.’

‘Don’t get ahead of yourself, MacLea. The Americans have a formidable army, and the situation is still damned dangerous. A single mistake and the scales will tilt back towards the enemy again.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Maxwell nodded. ‘Very well, MacLea. That will be all. Dismissed.’



Evening fell, the sky red with heat and smoke. Beauregard summoned his officers to his tent. ‘We’re fallin’ back to the Forty,’ he said. ‘At least, that’s the official word from van Etten. He seems to think we might be retreating all the way to Niagara, giving up everything we’ve won so far. I fear he may well be right.’

He shook his head. ‘General Chandler and General Winder. Two names that will forever burn brightly in the annals of military incompetence. Boydell, did you get your horses?’

‘Yes. I persuaded Colonel Burn to part with enough for my company and Dr Chapin’s as well if he wishes.’

Chapin nodded, chewing tobacco vigorously.

‘Good,’ said Beauregard. ‘We’ll need to keep mobile.’

‘Are we giving up without a fight?’ Major Forsyth asked.

‘Giving up without a fight? What in hell are you thinkin’ of, Major? The fight is only just beginning. Dr Chapin has contacts who will pass information to us about who in the countryside secretly supports our cause and who is loyal to the British. We’re gonna track down the latter, and we’re gonna make examples of them.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Forsyth sharply. ‘What are you going to do to them?’

‘Fire and the sword.’ said Chapin, and he grinned, showing uneven yellow teeth.

‘Why?’

‘To bring them to heel,’ Beauregard said. ‘Once the country people know we are their masters, they will turn against the British, who only hold Canada because they have local support. Well, boys, we’re gonna cut that support out from under their feet. We’re gonna whip the Canadian population into line, just as Dr Chapin said. Fire and the sword, boys. Fire and the sword.’

‘I don’t make war on civilians,’ Forsyth said.

‘Don’t be so goddamned prissy, Forsyth. This is no gentlemanly duel we’re involved in here. Civilians are pawns, just like soldiers are. There are no neutrals here, not now.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Anyhow, it won’t take long. Once we kill or burn out a few of them, the rest will soon fall into line. That’s the lesson we taught the Mohawks, and the Canadians will learn it just as fast.’

‘What about your British officer?’ Boydell asked.

‘He has his orders. He’ll be doin’ his part, don’t you worry. When the Canadians see the British can’t protect them, they’ll come running to us.’ Beauregard stretched his long legs. ‘I’m tellin’ you, boys. This is how we should have fought the damned war all along.’

‘No,’ said Forsyth. ‘Leave me out of this.’ He rose to his feet and walked out of the tent.

Chapin spat on the ground. ‘Sanctimonious prick,’ he rasped. ‘We don’t need him. We have horses, we have guns, we have our own picked men, and we have the widow and her friends. That’s all we need. By God, we’re going to take this pissy little country and show it who its real master is, and make ourselves rich into the bargain. You with me, Peter? And you, Major Boydell? Shall we shake on it?’

Boydell hesitated. ‘And MacLea? When do we kill him?’

‘Don’t worry about MacLea,’ said Beauregard. ‘I’ve got an idea of how to reel him in, and the black beauty too. It’ll take a little time, but we’ll have them at our mercy. And then you can kill him any way you want to. Now, are you with us?’

‘I’m with you,’ said Boydell, his face taut, and they shook hands.




Chapter Thirteen

Forty Mile Creek, 8 June 1813

Just short of the Forty, the vanguard halted on a little rise in the ground to rest. MacLea’s men, Gould’s Lincoln militia and Norton’s little band of Mohawks all sat or lay sprawled on the grass, recovering after a punishing march from Burlington Heights. The hard-driving redcoats of the 49th were a little way behind them. Heat waves shimmered around them, and black flies buzzed in obnoxious clouds.

The road they followed was littered with discarded tents and haversacks, uniform coats, worn-out boots and the occasional musket, all thrown away by the retreating Americans. A broken-down wagon had been pushed off the road at one end of the bridge over the Forty, balancing precariously on the bank above the stream and looking like it was about to tumble into the water at any moment. From long experience, MacLea knew the signs of an army in headlong retreat, bordering on rout.

Cannon boomed and thundered in the distance. He pulled out his telescope and extended it, looking at white clouds on the horizon. When he focused it, the clouds resolved into the sails of ships moving close inshore on Lake Ontario. Union Jacks flew at their mastheads, bright specks of colour against the rich blue of the sky. As he watched, smoke billowed from the nearest ships, and a few seconds later he heard another rumble of gunfire.

‘Commodore Yeo’s squadron,’ he said to Murray. ‘Giving the Americans a few more broadsides to speed them on their way.’

‘Ah, so the navy is here at last. Where have they been all this time?’

‘Attacking Sackett’s Harbor to try and draw the American fleet away. It looks like they’ve succeeded, too; there’s no sign of any Yankee ships. Now the tars have come to lend a hand.’

‘Three cheers for the navy,’ said McTeer. ‘Better late than never.’

The others laughed. MacLea’s Company were lean and tired now, with holes in their clothes and their boots and some with bandages on their heads and arms, but he reckoned they were tougher than ever. Moses Crabbe had been left behind, this time with Appleby, who had declared himself fully fit. Their task was to continue to guard Josephine and Charlotte. The gunpowder plot had been foiled, but MacLea did not believe the danger had passed. Beauregard would not take his defeat lying down, and Boydell would still be looking for revenge.

Hoofbeats sounded on the road behind, and MacLea turned to see General Maxwell and his aide cantering towards him. Maxwell seemed to be everywhere; he had been constantly on the move that morning, riding from one marching column to another, exhorting his men and urging them on. Unlike the nervous Vincent, he exuded confidence and energy. He pulled his horse up beside MacLea, settling the sweating animal and patting it lightly on the neck. ‘Anything to report, MacLea?’

‘The enemy are still retreating, sir.’ MacLea pointed to the debris on the road. ‘And Commodore Yeo is out on the lake, encouraging them to keep moving.’

The distant cannon thundered again, and Maxwell nodded. ‘Yeo landed a detachment from the 8th Foot this morning to try and cut off the American rearguard, but he didn’t succeed. The Yankees are retreating faster than we can advance.’

‘That’s about the size of it, sir,’ said Captain Gould, who had joined them. ‘We’re pushing hard, but we can barely keep the enemy in sight.’

‘Well, keep chivvying them along. Take some prisoners if you get a chance, so we can learn their intentions.’

‘We’ll do our best, sir,’ Gould said.

‘Good man.’ Maxwell paused for a moment, frowning. ‘There’s something else,’ he said. ‘I must pass on to all officers an order from Major General de Rottenburg. It arrived by courier this morning. It is highly distasteful, but nonetheless it is an order and we must obey it.’

‘What is it, General?’ MacLea asked.

‘It has come to General de Rottenburg’s attention that some of the civilian population colluded with the enemy during his recent advance. Providing them with food and shelter, giving them directions and so forth; sometimes even offering to take up arms alongside them. These people are to be taught a lesson. Anyone who has given material aid and comfort to the enemy must be punished.’

MacLea stared. ‘Sir, that is unrealistic. If Yankee soldiers knock on the door demanding food, people have little choice but to comply. If they don’t, the Americans will force their way in and take it anyway.’

‘Captain MacLea is right, sir,’ said Alec Murray. ‘Folks will give the Yankees what they want in order to protect their families.’

‘Yes. I did say the order was distasteful,’ Maxwell said. ‘However, there it is. We are soldiers, and we are duty-bound to obey. If you find that anyone – and gentlemen, I do mean anyone – has cooperated with the enemy in any way, even handing over a single loaf of bread, your duty is to execute them forthwith.’

All three men stared at him. ‘Execute them?’ said Murray, incredulous. ‘Without trial?’

‘General de Rottenburg deems it essential that examples should be made immediately, in order to discourage future collaboration. As for trials, this is wartime and the normal rules of habeas corpus are suspended. Aiding the enemy is treason, and traitors must be punished. It is as simple as that.’

Silence greeted this pronouncement. ‘Is there anything else, General?’ MacLea asked finally.

‘No, carry on. If the enemy continue to retreat at this pace, we should reach the Thirty by nightfall. Good day, gentlemen.’

Maxwell turned his horse and rode away, cantering back up the road with his weary-looking aide following behind. MacLea turned to see John Norton watching him.

‘And your people have the nerve to call us savages,’ the chief said.



They made camp as twilight fell on the mosquito-infested banks of Thirty Mile Creek, lighting fires with green boughs to create a smokescreen that would drive the insects away. The attempt was only partially successful.

They had not managed to take any prisoners; unusually for a retreating army, the Americans had left no stragglers. ‘They’re too frightened of the Indians,’ said Gould. ‘They reckon if they lag behind they might get their scalps lifted.’

‘The highest form of warfare, gentlemen,’ said Norton. ‘Bending the enemy to your will without firing a shot. Our mere presence on the battlefield is enough to terrify them into submission.’

Gould smiled. ‘It would help if there were a few more of you.’

MacLea slapped at a mosquito that had been feeding on his neck and came away with a handful of blood. ‘It would be even better if we could train the mosquitoes to only attack Americans.’

Gould departed after a while to check on the sentries and then turn in. Murray was already doing the same. Norton and MacLea sat for a while, watching the embers of the fires glow molten orange in the descending dusk. ‘Gould is right, of course,’ said MacLea. ‘The crisis has passed, for the moment, but we are still desperately short of men. We could use your people’s help. Is there nothing that can be done to persuade Catherine Brant?’

‘I have written to Adonwentishon begging her to change her mind. She will not bend. Already the Americans have burned one of our towns, and they have threatened to attack more.’

‘I did not know that,’ MacLea said. ‘Which town?’

‘A place called Nundawao,’ said Norton. ‘It is… it was on the lower reaches of the Grand River.’

‘I have been to Nundawao. The matriarch was called Dehewamis, I recall. She was a good woman.’

‘She is dead,’ Norton said. ‘She tried to stop the Americans entering the town, and they killed her.’

Dehewamis, MacLea thought. Billy Carson. More names to add to the list. ‘How many more will die before this is finally over?’ he said aloud.

‘Many more,’ said Norton. ‘Speaking of killing, will you obey this latest order from your generals?’

‘Of course not.’

‘That could make trouble for you.’

‘I don’t care. Are we really expected to shoot people because they gave food to the enemy in order to protect their children? I’m damned if I will. And what is more, I shall write to Mr Robinson, the attorney general in York, and demand the order be rescinded. If these are the depths to which we are prepared to stoop, then I want no more part of this war.’

Norton shrugged. ‘The Americans have no such qualms. Look at what they did to Nundawao.’

‘Some Americans do,’ MacLea said, thinking of Forsyth.

‘That has not been my experience, or that of my people,’ Norton said. ‘Brother, you are naive. We already make war on women. We kill their husbands, fathers, brothers and sons. We make widows and orphans of them and cast them into the streets, where they are forced to degrade themselves or starve. It happens all over the world, including in your own country, and it will happen here before long. Already there is hunger in the land. Women suffer in war, my friend, just as much as men do, if not more.’

MacLea slapped another mosquito. ‘Are you trying to tell me there are no rules in war?’

‘There are. But the men who break them very often turn out to be the winners. You must make a choice, my friend. Do you want to play nicely? Or do you want to win?’



They rose at dawn the next day and made a quick meal, hearing the distant rattle of drums summoning the American troops to fall in. At first it seemed the enemy were better organised than yesterday. Within an hour, MacLea’s Company had caught up with the American rearguard, a company of Forsyth’s riflemen, and through the rest of that hot, humid morning they played a delicate game of cat and mouse. Every so often the riflemen, well-handled as ever, would stop and make a stand, and then the two sides sniped at each other from behind cover until the hard-marching redcoats of the 49th hove into view. At this point the riflemen melted away again, retreating towards a new position.

Gunfire crackled and popped through the forests and fields and meadows between the Thirty and the Twenty. Hard though Forsyth’s men fought, they could not hold back the tide of the British and Canadian advance, and ahead of them the fleeing army disintegrated still further. MacLea’s men passed abandoned wagons and a broken-down artillery limber, and more discarded muskets and boots. They collected the muskets, but left the boots behind.

Despite the gloom of the previous evening, MacLea’s spirits rose a little. Maxwell had been right: Vincent’s gamble – or more precisely, he thought, Harvey’s gamble – had paid off handsomely. Despite the casualties, they had broken the American will to fight. God knew how long it would take before the enemy were fit to take the field again. A long time, with any luck.

They reached Twenty Mile Pond at midday. The breastwork MacLea’s men had defended still stood, its piled logs pocked with musket balls and grapeshot. He looked at the two farms in the middle distance, and stopped suddenly. The Rawnsley farm was as he remembered. The barn still stood at Herr Fleck’s farm, but the farmhouse itself was gone; nothing remained but a heap of blackened timbers.

He pulled out his telescope again and focused it. There was no sign of life around the farm, apart from crows circling lazily in the air. He realised with a sick feeling in his stomach what that meant.

‘Take over,’ he said to Murray.

‘Where are you going?’

MacLea did not answer. Heedless of the heat, he ran across the fields towards the Fleck farm. Reaching the courtyard behind the smoking ruins of the farmhouse, he stopped again. Fleck, or what was left of him, lay face down on the ground. The crows had been hard at work, and it was impossible to tell how he had died, or how long he had been dead.

The Yankees aren’t barbarians, Harvey had said. They don’t make war on civilians. Well, Colonel, thought MacLea, you might need to reconsider that.

The sick feeling increased. He ran to the Rawnsley farm. Everything here was silent and still, all the farmhouse windows shuttered. Pausing to mop the sweat from his face, he knocked at the door. ‘Mr Rawnsley! It is Captain MacLea of the Canadian militia. The Americans have gone, sir. It is safe for you and your family to come out now.’

After a moment, the door opened and Rawnsley appeared, pitchfork in hand. ‘Safe? Safe? Those devils have gone?’

‘They have, sir. They are retreating towards Niagara.’

Rawnsley’s shoulders slumped. ‘God damn them! Thieving Yankee bastards! May God strike them down!’

‘What have they done, sir?’

‘They’ve taken everything! Money, flour, meat, all our quilts and bedding, everything we had. I begged them to at least leave us some food, so we can eat. But they just loaded it all onto their horses and rode away, leaving us with nothing.’

‘Could you tell which unit they were from?’

‘Buffalo Volunteers, they said. They wore Yankee uniforms, all of them. Their leader had a black hat, and the ugliest yellow teeth you ever seen. Chapin, one of the others called him. Dr Chapin.’

One of Boydell’s friends, MacLea thought in sudden anger. Josephine had mentioned his name. ‘What happened to Herr Fleck?’

‘Chapin’s men shot him,’ said Rawnsley.

‘Why? Did he try to resist?’

‘No!’ Rawnsley shouted. ‘They shot him cuz he helped you! He gave you food and tools, and so they murdered the poor old bastard for helping the enemy. You’re responsible for his death, bloody-back!’

MacLea’s eyes narrowed. ‘But how did they know he helped us?’ he asked softly, his hands tightening on his musket. ‘The only person who could have told them was you, Mr Rawnsley. No one else knew. Did you tell them?’

Too late, Rawnsley realised the pit he had dug for himself. ‘They made me do it! The bastards made me tell ’em! They wanted the names of anyone who had collaborated with the British. They threatened to hurt my wife and kiddies. What else could I do?’

The impulse to raise his musket butt and smash it into Rawnsley’s face was almost overwhelming. Instead, MacLea turned without a word and strode away towards his company, anger still running in his veins.

Murray saw his face as he approached. ‘What is it? Has something happened to old Fleck?’

MacLea told him. ‘Can you organise a burial party, Alec? Ask for volunteers. It’s not pretty over there.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Up the road,’ MacLea said, once more tying a white handkerchief around the barrel of his musket. ‘Rawnsley is a coward and a fool, but there is no reason why his family should starve. I’m going to try to get their possessions back.’



‘Good afternoon, Captain MacLea,’ Major Forsyth drawled. ‘This is getting to be something of a habit.’

The riflemen, like MacLea’s own men, had halted for a rest. They looked tired and worn; their green uniforms were tattered, and like his own men, some were sporting bandages.

‘I won’t trespass on your time more than necessary,’ MacLea said. ‘A company of your troops shot one of the farmers back at Twenty Mile Pond and robbed the other of everything he owned. I can’t help the dead man, but I can at least help the other family recover their goods.’

Forsyth stared at him. ‘None of my men have stolen anything, and they certainly haven’t shot any farmers.’

‘I didn’t say they did. The men who did this were Buffalo Volunteers, led by a man called Dr Chapin.’

Around him the riflemen looked at each other. Forsyth shook his head. ‘Then your farmer won’t see his possessions again. Chapin’s men are known as the Forty Thieves. Looting is the main reason why they volunteered for service.’

‘And your generals allow this?’

‘Chapin reports to Colonel Beauregard, and Beauregard is out of control. He has left army headquarters and set up his own base somewhere, no one knows where. He’s using Chapin’s volunteers and Boydell’s renegades to terrorise the country. Anyone who doesn’t support us will be burned out or killed. He hopes to undermine your army and force you to retreat.’

‘And at almost the same moment, our own general has issued a decree authorising our troops to shoot on sight anyone suspected of aiding the enemy,’ MacLea said. ‘The poor bloody people. The innocents, the ones who have done no harm, are the ones who will suffer.’

‘Ain’t that always the way,’ Forsyth said bleakly.

‘Will you at least tell me where Chapin is now?’

‘Sorry. I wouldn’t even if I could. He’s a black-hearted bastard, but he is still an American soldier. What about you? Are you going to obey this order?’

‘No. In fact I have already written to the civil authorities to ask that it be countermanded. And you? Are you joining Beauregard’s campaign?’

‘He invited me, but I said no. That ain’t my kind of war. I guess it’s not yours either.’

‘No.’ MacLea paused for a moment. ‘Be careful, Major. You could end up getting yourself caught in the middle.’

Forsyth smiled. ‘Thanks, but I’ll survive.’ He pulled out his watch and looked at it. ‘What time are you aiming to resume the pursuit?’

‘I need to get back to my men. Shall we say half an hour from now?’

Forsyth nodded. ‘We’ll be waiting.’



Back at Twenty Mile Pond, MacLea saw a group of militiamen digging a hole outside the Rawnsley farmhouse. He walked across to tell them that they were in the wrong place – that the burial party was wanted at Fleck’s farm – but as he drew closer, he recognised them and realised they were from Gould’s company, not his own. Gould was with them, smoking a pipe while he watched his men dig. Something lay on the ground nearby, covered with a sheet. A bright red stain had spread from the centre of the sheet like some sort of hideous flower.

‘What are you doing?’ MacLea asked.

Gould removed the pipe from his mouth. ‘Carrying out General de Rottenburg’s orders. Rawnsley told the Americans that old Fleck had helped your men. That’s aiding and abetting the enemy.’

MacLea stared at him, incredulous. ‘So you shot Rawnsley? In front of his own family?’

‘MacLea, I don’t like this any more than you do. I’m a Lincoln man; this is my country. I knew Fleck and Rawnsley before the war. Fleck was a decent, harmless old fellow who didn’t deserve to die.’

‘And Rawnsley did?’

‘God damn it, MacLea, I’m just carrying out orders!’

‘How did you hear what Rawnsley had done?’ MacLea demanded.

‘One of your men told me. Corporal Muir.’

The militiamen had stopped digging. ‘I reckon that’s deep enough, sir,’ one said.

Gould nodded towards the body beneath the sheet. ‘Okay, boys. Put him under.’

MacLea turned on his heel and walked back to his own men. They had just finished their midday meal of biscuit and salt beef, and were checking their muskets and making ready to march. He walked straight through the group and stopped in front of Corporal Muir.

‘Why?’ he demanded.

Muir looked miserable and sick. ‘I volunteered for the burial party at Mr Fleck’s farm. When we came back, Captain Gould and his men wanted to know what had happened, so I told them. As God is my witness, sir, I didn’t know Captain Gould was going to shoot Mr Rawnsley.’

MacLea nodded, and looked round at the rest of his company. ‘We are fighting men,’ he said. ‘We are not judges, we are not juries, and we damned sure aren’t executioners. The people of Upper Canada did not ask for this war. They are caught up in a conflict that is not of their own making, and all they can do is try to keep their heads down and survive. If we genuinely believe someone is guilty of treason, we hand them over to the civil authorities and let the law run its course. But we do not punish those who are trying against hope to save themselves and their families.’

He drew breath. ‘What happened to Fleck was wrong. But shooting Rawnsley won’t bring him back. Rawnsley’s wife is a widow, his children are orphans, and they cannot work their farm without a man to till the fields. Killing him has only increased the sum total of misery in the world. Remember this. We are defenders and protectors, not persecutors. And if any man in this company harms a defenceless civilian, he will face me. Is that clear?’

They all nodded. ‘I am sorry I let you down, sir,’ said Corporal Muir. ‘It won’t happen again.’

‘I know,’ said MacLea. ‘Company, fall in. Prepare to march.’



During the course of the 9th of June the battered American army had retreated through the Black Swamp, and by evening most of it was encamped once more around Niagara, the rest holding a line of outposts along the river. The pursuing British and Canadian troops received new orders: halt, and fall back.

‘Why?’ asked Captain Gould. ‘We’re only ten miles from Niagara. We could move forward, take back Queenston and St David’s and the upper river, and bottle the Americans up in Niagara itself.’

‘Maxwell thinks it is too much of a risk,’ Major Williams said. ‘The Americans still outnumber us heavily, remember.’

Captain Gerrard frowned. ‘Numbers mean nothing without the will to fight,’ he said.

Portly and reeking of rum, Gerrard always looked like a figure out of a Gillray drawing, but he knew what he was talking about. Not for the first time, MacLea wondered where he had learned his military expertise.

‘What do you mean?’ Gould asked.

‘You saw the muskets and wagons they abandoned during the retreat,’ Gerrard said. ‘Apart from a few units like Forsyth’s rifles, my judgement is that the will to fight no longer exists. General Maxwell is an experienced commander. He must know this.’

‘Aye, he does,’ said Williams. ‘But he also knows war is a chancy business, and the tables could turn at any moment. For now, we’re setting up outposts to observe the enemy and report. Captain Gould, you and your men will establish a post at Shipman’s Corners. Captain MacLea, Chief Norton, you will go up to the DeCew house on the escarpment. Lieutenant FitzGibbon is on his way to join you with a company of the 49th. Captain Gerrard will re-establish the post at Ball’s Falls, and be ready to support the posts at Shipman’s and DeCew if needed. My light company will remain in reserve on the Thirty. The bulk of the army will stay behind the Forty, ready to respond if the enemy moves forward again.’

‘Who is in overall command of the outposts?’ MacLea asked.

‘Me, for my sins. Bisshopp is still with the garrison at Burlington, and Harvey has been given command of a flank guard at Ancaster, in case of any threat from the direction of Lake Erie.’

‘Is there a threat from Lake Erie?’

‘Not yet, but I suppose one might develop. Things aren’t going well in the west, it seems. General Procter’s men are outnumbered now, and are falling back towards Detroit.’

‘What does General Maxwell think the Americans intend to do?’ MacLea asked.

‘I haven’t a clue. Whatever the general is thinking, he has not confided in me.’



The DeCew house was a large two-storey wooden farmhouse on the brow of the escarpment. A short distance away, Twelve Mile Creek tumbled down a rocky channel overhung with trees. A watermill stood next to a mill race, its wheel turning idly; below it, the stream plunged down the face of the escarpment in a series of cataracts. Further upstream, MacLea knew, the creek flowed through a large beech forest that the local woodcutters had not yet got around to felling. The only inhabitants of the forest were several colonies of beavers, who had dammed the creek to make artificial lakes and built lodges in the middle of these for themselves and their kits. The whole area was identified on maps simply as Beaver Dams.

FitzGibbon’s men had already arrived when MacLea’s Company and Norton’s Mohawks came trudging up the trail by the waterfall. ‘My men are pitching tents down by the mill,’ the lieutenant said. ‘You’re welcome to join us.’

MacLea looked at the wooden building. ‘Is the house still inhabited?’

‘Yes, DeCew’s wife and children and a couple of servants. DeCew is with the Niagara Dragoons; he was captured by the Yankees a week ago.’

‘Did the Americans come here?’

FitzGibbon nodded. ‘A party of light infantry came through during the American advance and took some food, but then moved on. That was all, though needless to say Mrs DeCew is pleased to see us back. She’s had a pretty lonely and fearful week, I would say, not knowing what would happen next. Now at least we can protect her.’

The lieutenant paused for a moment. ‘I heard what Gould’s men did at the Twenty.’

‘Yes.’ MacLea said nothing more. Even thinking about the scene at Twenty Mile Pond made his anger start to boil again.

Murray led the company away towards the watermill to make camp, and MacLea and FitzGibbon stood in silence for a while, looking out from the escarpment over the fields and forest of the lowlands and the shimmering waters of Lake Ontario. The evening was clear, and in the golden light it was possible to see Niagara town far in the distance, where the river curved around and spilled out into the lake. They could see Queenston, too, where James and Laura Secord lived, and closer at hand the village of St David’s, where Secord’s elder brother had a business.

In the beautiful light of sunset, the countryside looked peaceful, almost idyllic. But out on the lake, specks of white moved: the sails of Commodore Yeo’s warships prowling offshore, looking for targets. And nearer at hand, in one, two, three places, columns of dark smoke rose into the evening air. FitzGibbon pointed. ‘Someone is raising fire. Those are farms burning.’

‘Yes,’ MacLea said again.

He’s using Chapin’s volunteers and Boydell’s renegades to terrorise the country. Anyone who doesn’t support the Americans will be burned out or killed.

The innocents, the ones who have done no harm, are the ones who will suffer.

Ain’t that always the way.




Chapter Fourteen

Burlington, 10 June 1813

‘A letter has arrived for you, my lady,’ said Appleby.

‘Thank you.’ Charlotte Lawrence took the folded and sealed letter and read the superscription, frowning. ‘Who could this be from? That isn’t Alec’s handwriting.’

‘Open it and see,’ suggested Josephine.

Two days had passed since the army had departed, two days that she had spent in ceaseless, mind-numbing thought, going over everything she knew and everything she had learned during that hellish week with Beauregard. Chapin and his ‘contacts’ continued to fret her. They were clearly part of some scheme Beauregard had up his sleeve, one of his aces, but she could not begin to guess what it might be.

She worried too about the apparent hold he had over the Mohawks, and wondered if there was some way of breaking it. There was a woman who might be able to help her, a Mohawk who had married a white farmer and who was known variously as Kanahstatsi and Rebecca Morningstar. Thinking of her, Josephine had borrowed pen and ink from Alec Murray’s friend the militia sergeant and written to Mrs Morningstar at her home in the Chippawa valley. No reply had come. The Chippawa, like the Grand River, was wide open to American raiders; it was possible that she had fled her home, or that she was dead.

And finally, there was the problem of the British officer in Beauregard’s pay. The more she thought about it, the more convinced she was that Hammond was not the man Beauregard had referred to.

Maxwell had once known Beauregard, but he clearly held a grudge against him and was suspicious of Josephine herself. She was fairly certain she knew why. She was also aware that she and the house were being watched, and she assumed as a matter of course that the watchers reported to Maxwell. Besides, Maxwell was an aristocrat, a baronet and the son of a peer; he had too much to lose to be a traitor. Of the others, General Vincent was a career officer who lived for the army; his record of service in the Netherlands, Denmark, the West Indies and Canada was exemplary. Harvey was also a professional soldier; his wife was the daughter of a former commander-in-chief in India. Bisshopp was another blue-blood, an officer in the Foot Guards and a former Member of Parliament. None of them had any reason to turn traitor.

There were also the majors, Plenderleath and Dennis and Williams and Ogilvie, but she knew a fair amount about their backgrounds and could not imagine any of them being a traitor either. The same applied to Nichol, the quartermaster general.

No, she thought, Kramer was wrong when he thought the traitor was a senior officer. It must be one of the junior men, another quartermaster, perhaps, or more likely a staff officer. Maxwell had summoned several new men from York to join his staff, and she had not had time to learn much about them. She must do more research.

Charlotte was still frowning at her letter. ‘This is most odd. There is nothing here but sheets of paper covered in numbers.’

Josephine’s head came up. ‘May I see?’

Charlotte handed over the letter. Josephine scanned the pages and her heart began to beat a little faster. ‘This is code,’ she said.

Charlotte’s blue eyes opened wide. ‘Then the letter isn’t for me,’ she said. ‘It must be for you.’

‘Yes. Sent by someone who knew my post might be inspected and opened. But they thought it likely that you are still in the clear.’

‘Who might it be?’

‘I think I can guess,’ Josephine said. She tapped the paper with her finger. ‘I’ll know for certain when I break the code.’

‘Is there anything you need?’

‘Black coffee. And concentration.’

She sat sipping the coffee and listening to the numbers click into the sockets of her brain. The code looked familiar, and she tried to remember where she had seen it before. The year 1805, she thought, high summer. The War of the Third Coalition was exploding across Europe; French armies, released from the threatened invasion of England, were on the march against Austria. An Austrian general had visited London to consult with the War Office. The general had been highly susceptible to cards and brandy, and to pretty Creole girls.

Yes. That was it. This was an Imperial Austrian military code, an old one. Kramer must have guessed she had seen it before. He might even know for certain. There was not much that he didn’t know.

She knew where she had seen the code, and she remembered how she had broken it. It was a variant on the Caesar shift cipher but with number approximations instead of letters, and the number combination changed each time the same letter was used. It was quite a good code although, she thought immodestly, nowhere near as good as her own. Smoothing out the paper, she reached for her borrowed pen and inkwell and began to write the numbers into neat sequences of letters.

‘I do not know how you do that,’ said Charlotte.

‘Neither do I,’ Josephine admitted. ‘It simply happens.’

Twenty minutes later, she had decoded the letter.


Beauregard no longer reports to General Dearborn, and has left headquarters. He now has a secret base somewhere in the Niagara peninsula. I have not been able to track him down. He has a network of informants, organised by Chapin, who identify people loyal to the British. Those people will then be attacked by Chapin and Boydell as part of a reign of terror designed to undermine the morale of the civilian population. The informants also pass information regarding British positions and troop movements. These informants report to someone known only as the widow. It is too dangerous for me to attempt to identify this person without exposing myself. Perhaps you will have better luck.

Rumours persist also that the Mohawks are about to turn against you, and are gathering in strength. If you can turn them from this course of action, well and good. Otherwise, I give little hope for the future of Upper Canada.



‘We must send word to General Maxwell,’ said Charlotte.

Josephine shook her head. ‘It is too risky. The officer we are looking for might well be on the staff, and if we tell Maxwell about the letter, this man might get wind of it. That would put Kramer in danger.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

‘What he suggested,’ Josephine said. ‘Find out who the widow is.’

The problem of the traitorous army officer would have to wait; she had nothing to go on there. Short of writing to Rebecca Morningstar again, she could do no more about the Mohawks either. The widow, on the other hand, was a genuine lead, even if rather vague in nature. ‘Chapin’s “contacts” must be this network of informants that Kramer mentions,’ she said. ‘If I can discover who the widow is, I might also be able to break up that network.’

Charlotte pursed her lips. ‘There isn’t much to go on,’ she said. ‘We don’t know where she is, and we don’t know where Beauregard is. How can we find out?’

Josephine smiled. ‘By being inquisitive,’ she said. ‘Come. Let us go back to the Heights and pay a call on Colonel Bisshopp.’



Colonel Bisshopp’s office was a tent not far behind the ramparts on Burlington Heights. He rose and bowed as the two women were shown in. ‘My lady, madame, welcome. You have brightened an old lieutenant colonel’s very dull morning. Orderly, coffee for the ladies. Now, how may I help you?’

They had rehearsed the conversation while walking to the Heights, Crabbe and Appleby behind them. ‘We are trying to learn the whereabouts of Captain MacLea’s company,’ Charlotte said. ‘I should quite like to send a letter. Do you happen to know their location, Colonel?’

Bisshopp smiled. The romance between Lady Lawrence and Sergeant Murray was one of the worst-kept secrets in the army. A few prudes disapproved; anyone who had known Lady Lawrence’s late husband was solidly behind her. ‘Certainly. They are stationed at one of our forward outposts. The DeCew House, up on the escarpment near Beaver Dams.’

Josephine’s eyes opened wide. ‘So far forward? Have the Americans withdrawn entirely?’

‘Not quite. Their main camp is at Niagara, and they have outposts around Queenston and St David’s. MacLea’s Company and our other forward posts are watching them.’

‘That is good news,’ Charlotte said. ‘Is there any hope that the Americans will retreat back over the river? Madame Lafitte and I would very much like to return to Niagara.’

‘You may not have too long to wait, my lady. General Maxwell advises me that he has a scheme in mind to throw the Americans back across the water. I’ve no doubt he will do it, too. He is a man of great energy and zeal, our new general.’

‘He is,’ Josephine agreed. ‘Is there any word on poor General Vincent?’

‘He is recovering physically, but the doctors tell us his mind is still very cloudy. Poor fellow. To have been struck down at just the moment when his men were about to win a spectacular victory really is bad luck.’

They finished their coffee and departed, leaving Bisshopp to return reluctantly to his duties. ‘Should he have told us so much?’ Charlotte asked once they were outside. ‘About where our troops are, and what the Americans are doing, and General Maxwell’s scheme?’

‘No,’ said Josephine. ‘But in my experience, men tend to lose their discretion when talking to a pretty woman. They will say almost anything to impress her.’

‘Thank you for the compliment. And so, what have we learned?’

Josephine pictured a map of the Niagara peninsula in her head. ‘Beauregard has established a secret base in order to free himself from the control and interference of his commanders. But he will need supplies and ammunition, so the base will not be too far forward. He will have sought out a place where a small force can make camp away from prying eyes.’

Charlotte considered this. ‘And the widow, the woman who collects and passes on information? She must be somewhere not far away from the base.’

‘Yes, for easy communication with Beauregard. Of course, “widow” could be a code name, like Polaris. This agent might not really be a widow, or even a woman at all.’

‘It’s an odd name to choose, though, especially for a man. Don’t you think?’

‘Yes, I believe I do,’ Josephine agreed.

‘Are there many widows living near Niagara?’

‘Sadly, yes. People die young on the frontier, of accidents or disease or hardship. I can think of several in Niagara itself, all elderly women who live rather sad lives on their own. None of them is likely to be Beauregard’s agent. But there will be others in the farms and villages around, whom I do not know.’ She paused. ‘And, of course, the war will have given us a fresh crop.’

‘All right. Why would any of these women turn traitor?’

‘For the usual reasons: ideology, greed or revenge. She could be a sincere believer in the American cause. She could need money, or have a grudge against the British authorities.’

‘A grudge that might be connected with a dead husband, perhaps? A sense of injustice, or a desire to be revenged for a lost loved one? What do you think?’

Josephine smiled. ‘I think you have the makings of a detective in you.’

‘Very well, we know roughly where to look and what sort of person we might be looking for. How would you go about identifying them?’

‘The usual way. Snoop around until I find people who fit the pattern, then investigate them more closely. I need to talk to people who know the area better than I do. I had only lived in Niagara for about a year before the war.’

‘And who would you ask?’

‘The vicar’s wife in Niagara knows everyone in the town and most of the countryside around it, but getting into Niagara would be difficult, to say the least.’ Josephine thought for a moment. ‘There is also Laura Secord in Queenston. Her husband’s family have good connections and know half the people in Lincoln County. And her own family, the Ingersolls, know the other half.’

Charlotte gazed at her. ‘You are proposing to go behind enemy lines,’ she said. ‘Again.’

‘Identifying this woman and breaking up her network is the best chance we have of spiking Beauregard’s guns. And I cannot identify her while standing here in Burlington. I must go.’

‘We must go,’ Charlotte corrected her. She smiled at the look on Josephine’s face. ‘It is as I said, my dear. A woman travelling alone will excite comment and suspicion. Two women together will be seen as unremarkable. And we shall have Mr Appleby and Mr Crabbe as very capable escorts. And finally, John and Alec might be able to help us. I think we should go to this DeCew place and talk to them before going any further.’

‘I had already thought of that.’ Josephine considered her friend. ‘Is there any chance I might be able to talk you out of this?’

‘No.’



The rocks of the escarpment were banded with smoke. Two more farms had already been burned, and even as MacLea’s men watched, more smoke spurted up over the trees. Miller and Croghan, the two scouts, came running back to rejoin the company.

‘There’s about a hundred of ’em, Cap’n,’ Miller reported. ‘All on horseback. That feller with the black hat is their leader.’

‘Chapin,’ Captain Gerrard said grimly. His company had come up from Ball’s Falls to support MacLea as soon as Gould’s scouts had reported that the enemy were in motion. FitzGibbon and Norton were guarding the camp at DeCew.

‘In which direction are these ruffians going?’ Gerrard asked.

‘West, sir. We reckon they’re making for Campbell’s mill on the Twelve.’

‘Then we’d better get there before them,’ said MacLea. ‘Alec, send a runner to Gould. If he can get in behind these bastards, he can cut them off.’

‘And we will pay them back for poor Herr Fleck,’ said Gerrard.

‘Damned right we will,’ said Murray. ‘All right, boys, on your feet. Miller, get over to Shipman’s Corners and alert Captain Gould. The rest of you, get moving.’



Campbell’s mill consisted of a water mill and a small collection of houses and barns. All the windows were shuttered. MacLea’s Company and Gerrard’s men crouched in the long grass and reeds along the banks of Twelve Mile Creek, priming their muskets and waiting. In the nearest farmhouse, a shutter opened and a frightened woman’s face looked out. When she saw the militiamen, she slammed it shut again.

They did not have long to wait. Two scouts, men in the blue and white uniforms of American militia, rode out of the trees and sat on horseback for a while, surveying the mill and houses carefully. One of them motioned with his hand, and another line of riders trotted out of the woods and rode across the fields towards the mill. There were about fifty of them, and their leader was the man in the black hat. MacLea let them get to within fifty yards of the nearest buildings, then stood up, levelled his musket and fired.

Sixty muskets from the combined companies joined in, a fierce volley that echoed off the trees and reverberated around the fields. Reloading in haste, they saw men and horses down on the ground, some riders struggling to control their mounts, others wheeling around and riding hard for the safety of the trees. Another volley slammed through the air, and three more riders went down. ‘After them!’ shouted MacLea, and the company broke cover and ran after the fleeing men, pursuing them over the fields and in among the trees. There they found the horsemen milling about in confusion, someone shouting at them and attempting to rally them. Muskets barked and boomed, smoke clouding the air, and the enemy put spurs to their horses again and galloped away through the woodlands. The gunfire stopped and the thunder of hoofbeats died away.

Up ahead, a sharp volley of musketry, then another. ‘That’s Gould and his men,’ Murray said.

‘Come on,’ said MacLea. The two companies ran through the trees towards the sound of shooting, hearing the gunfire quickly taper off. A few minutes later, they found Gould’s men picking up the bodies of half a dozen Americans and two of their own.

‘They charged straight through us,’ Gould said. He was sweating heavily in the heat and had blood on his face. ‘We gave them a couple of volleys, but they didn’t even slow down.’ There was wariness in his voice. He and MacLea had not spoken since that afternoon at Rawnsley’s farm, and he was aware that MacLea was still angry.

‘Never mind,’ MacLea said. ‘We saved Campbell’s mill, at least. How bad is the damage?’

‘They looted and burned three farms. You probably saw the smoke. Most of the people got away and hid in the trees, but they killed a farm worker at Tierney’s place. What the hell are they doing? This is just wanton destruction!’

‘No,’ said MacLea. ‘They have a purpose. They are sending a message to the rest of the population. Resist us, and this will be your fate. Bury your men, Gould. We’ll follow the enemy.’

‘You won’t catch them,’ Gould said. ‘They were going like the clappers.’

‘No. But I wouldn’t mind finding out where they came from.’ MacLea turned to his men. ‘Miller, Croghan, you’re on scout again. The rest of you, spread out and stay alert.’

The trail of hoofprints in the earth and broken twigs and branches was easy to follow. They tracked Chapin’s men for four miles until the ground began to grow soft underfoot and the trees denser. Fallen logs, silvered with age, lay across their path, sinking slowly into the bog. The air was humid and thick, with white clouds boiling up over the escarpment; there would be rain later.

‘This is the edge of the Black Swamp, Cap’n,’ Miller said. He pointed to the tracks. ‘They dismounted here, and led their horses into the swamp.’

‘Do we follow them?’ asked Murray, swatting at the flies that gathered around their heads.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. MacLea shook his head. ‘Not this time. There’s too many of them, and that swamp would be a fine place for ambush. We’ll need more men than we have now before we go in there.’

‘I concur,’ said Captain Gerrard. ‘We would need Major Williams and his light infantry at the very least, and they are far away on the Thirty.’

‘That’s the problem with this whole damned war,’ Murray grumbled. ‘Too much country to cover, and too few men. Why in hell won’t those idiots in London send us reinforcements?’

‘I think you might have asked that question before, Sergeant,’ McTeer said. ‘Once or twice.’

‘Put a cork in it,’ MacLea told him. ‘We’ll tell Gould what we’ve found and suggest he puts watchers on the trails coming out of the Black Swamp. They should be able to give us advance warning of the next sortie, and we can try to head them off before they do any more damage. All right, boys, let’s go.’



Riding to DeCew was out of the question: every horse for a hundred miles around Burlington had been commandeered by the army. Josephine and Charlotte and their escort managed the next best thing, a lift on a provision wagon heading for Major Williams’ post at Thirty Mile Creek. Even better, the small column of wagons was accompanied by a file of Niagara Dragoons with Laura Secord’s brother Charlie Ingersoll in command.

‘I’ll be glad of the company,’ the young man said cheerfully. ‘Escorting convoys is a dreary business. I’d rather be up with MacLea and FitzGibbon and the others, where the action is.’

The wagon had no springs, and the iron-rimmed wheels bounced horribly on the rutted road. Josephine thought she could feel her bones rattling. The morning had started fine, but by midday, clouds were bubbling up in the heat and lightning began to dance over the waters of Lake Ontario. The rain came, a fine drizzle that gradually soaked their cloaks and began to work its way through layers of clothing towards the skin. Once Josephine thought she saw other horsemen on the road behind them, glimpses through the trees on bends in the road, but she could never see them clearly.

Charlotte noticed them too. As Josephine had already learned, her friend was quick and acute, and could put two and two together with remarkable speed. ‘Is someone following us?’

‘Very possibly.’ Josephine turned to Appleby and Crabbe. ‘At the next bend in the road, get out and wait in the trees. See what those men are doing.’

‘Yes, madame.’ The road turned through a copse of beech wood, and Appleby and Crabbe slid over the back of the wagon and darted into the dripping undergrowth. A few minutes later, they came running back and climbed into the slow-moving wagon once more.

‘There were two of them, madame,’ said Crabbe. ‘They stopped when they saw us, and then turned away back up the road.’

‘Can you describe them?’

‘We didn’t get a real clear look at them,’ Appleby said. ‘They both wore homespun coats and breeches. They looked like hunters.’

Ingersoll came cantering down the line through the drizzle. He had noticed the two men get out of the wagon and then return. ‘Everything all right?’

‘I think we’re being followed, lieutenant,’ Josephine said.

‘I’ll send someone to check.’ Ingersoll shouted an order, and two dragoons peeled off and went galloping back up the road. They returned five minutes later and made their report.

‘They’re a couple of deer hunters, sir, from Beamsville. They’ve been out shooting for the day and got caught in the rain. They’re heading home now.’

They most definitely had not been heading for Burlington when Crabbe and Appleby saw them. Ingersoll turned and rode back towards the head of the column.

‘Well,’ said Charlotte, ‘at least they’re no longer following us.’

‘No,’ said Josephine. But she had an uneasy feeling that the two men – and their masters – might already know where she and Charlotte were going.



‘It was that whore’s son MacLea again,’ Chapin grated. ‘I lost eight men today. I’m starting to agree with Boydell. Everywhere we turn, the bastard pops up. We need to deal with him.’

‘Patience, Cyrenius,’ Beauregard said. ‘The wheels are in motion. The woman left Burlington this morning, almost certainly on her way to see MacLea. We have men tracking her, just to make sure.’

Boydell looked up sharply. ‘We must stop her.’

‘No. This all part of the plan. Josephine wouldn’t leave Burlington to come down here unless she had a line on us. She’ll join up with MacLea, and then once we really start burnin’ and killin’, they’ll come lookin’ for us and try to shut us down.’

‘And?’ asked Chapin.

‘And that’s when we strike. We’ll hit that outpost at DeCew and wipe it off the face of the earth. We’ll hand the British a defeat that will make up for Stoney Creek and a lot more besides.’ Beauregard raised a finger. ‘All we have to do is beat the British good and hard one more time, and kick them back to Burlington. Then the Mohawks will come over to our side. I have their promise on that.’

‘Mohawks,’ said Chapin. ‘I still don’t trust ’em.’

‘You don’t have to. Leave them to me.’

‘And MacLea?’ asked Boydell. His face looked more strained than ever.

‘When we hit DeCew, we’ll take MacLea out of the game for good. Him and that goddamned traitor Josephine. We’ll have them both.’

‘How?’ asked Boydell.

‘All in good time, boys. All in good time.’

‘I don’t know what scheme you’ve dreamed up,’ Boydell said. ‘But it had better work.’

‘Oh, it’ll work,’ said Beauregard. ‘I admit I was overconfident last time. I thought I could trust her, and I made an error of judgement. This time, gentlemen, I have laid my plans with great care. Nothing will go wrong.’

Silence greeted this remark. ‘And we continue the raids?’ asked Chapin.

‘Of course. We have to keep up the pressure. The more the people suffer, the more likely it is that MacLea and his friends will come after us and walk into the trap.’

Chapin rubbed his hands. ‘And the more we get to rob them and grow rich,’ he rasped. ‘I like this war. Has the widow reported in?’

‘She has, and I must say, she has given us the goods. We know the location of every British and Canadian outpost this side of the Thirty, and she’s got watchers on every one of them. As soon as any of those outposts stir, we’ll know about it. And she’s given us a whole list of new targets too.’

‘So what is the plan?’

‘There’s an outpost at Shipman’s Corners that is a little too close for my liking. We’ll hit them first thing in the morning. After that, we’ll go hunting. Sort your men out, feed ’em and make sure they have a good rest. You too, Boydell. You’re gonna be mighty busy tomorrow.’




Chapter Fifteen

DeCew House, 11 June 1813

The thunderstorms had cleared by morning, and the air was full of rank steaming heat. It was hard to believe that it was still only early June. From the top of the escarpment, the lowlands stretching out to the lakeshore were cloaked in mist.

John Norton came hurrying through the camp above the waterfall, accompanied by one of his men. The Mohawk was sweating heavily and had blood on the arm of his buckskin tunic.

‘This is Tawit, one of the scouts I sent to watch the Black Swamp,’ Norton said.

The Mohawk nodded, his chest heaving from the run up the escarpment trail. ‘The enemy are coming,’ he said. ‘They took us by surprise, monsieur. My brother is dead, and I only just escaped. I warned Captain Gould and then came here.’

‘How many?’

‘A hundred men, all on horses. They are going straight to Shipman’s Corners. They mean to attack the outpost.’

Faint in the distance something crackled and murmured in the air: musket fire, sounding through the lowland mists. MacLea turned to call for FitzGibbon but found the lieutenant already at his shoulder. ‘What is it?’ FitzGibbon asked.

‘The enemy are attacking Shipman’s Corners. Chief, will you and your men come with me? Lieutenant, we could use your men too.’

‘I’ll leave a detachment to guard the house, and follow you,’ FitzGibbon said.

Within a few minutes, MacLea’s Company and the Mohawks were in motion, hurrying down the trail over the escarpment and running through the woods and fields towards Shipman’s Corners. Passing Campbell’s mill, they saw a few people out in the fields, but these fled indoors at the sight of them. They don’t know whether we are friend or foe, MacLea thought, and dare not take a chance.

Up ahead, the gunfire began to decrease in volume. A few final musket shots echoed in the heavy air, and then there was silence. They found the first body not long after that, one of Gould’s militiamen slumped against a tree and bleeding from half a dozen bayonet wounds. He was alive, just, but would not be for long.

‘Too late,’ said Murray bleakly.

In the trees ahead were more bodies, and then out in the open around the tavern at Shipman’s Corners they found a cluster of corpses where Gould and the remains of his company had made their last stand. Gould himself lay on his back, eyes wide open and staring at the sky, a broken sword in his right hand. MacLea stood over the body. He had not liked Gould; the execution of Rawnsley still rankled, and probably always would. But the captain had been trying to do his best. He had obeyed orders, holding his post to the bitter end.

Thirty men dead, killed in the open field or hunted through the woods and cut down like animals. Not so much a battle as a massacre. Anger boiled in MacLea’s mind again. We will make someone pay for this, he thought.

‘We’re being watched, sir,’ said Croghan suddenly. ‘There’s a fellow over there by the trees.’

MacLea turned to see the man running into the cover of the woods.

‘Who is he?’ McTeer asked. ‘One of Captain Gould’s men? A survivor?’

‘No,’ said Hill. ‘I seen him too. He was watchin’ us, all right, and he ran off when we saw he was there.’

The mist swirled as the sun began to burn it away. Eerie silence hung over the field of corpses. ‘Shall we bury them, sir?’ asked Corporal Ferguson.

‘Not yet. We’ll find the bastards who did this first.’

Norton nodded. ‘My scouts have already picked up the trail, heading west.’

Corporal Muir frowned. ‘It doesn’t seem right to go off and leave the bodies, sir.’

‘Burying them won’t help to avenge them,’ MacLea said. ‘Come on.’

They went in the usual formation, Muir’s section on the right flank, Ferguson’s on the left, Abel Thomas and his veterans in the centre. Muskets levelled, they followed the faint blur of motion that was Norton’s men slipping through the trees. Tawit, the man who had reported that morning, followed the other Mohawks, relaying hand signals from the forward scouts to Norton and MacLea. The eerie silence increased, and MacLea felt the hairs rising on the back of his neck. He was quite certain they were still being watched; he could almost feel the gaze of invisible eyes. But by whom?

A musket fired, breaking the silence. Norton spun around towards MacLea. ‘Ambush!’

‘Get down!’ shouted MacLea.

Just in time, the men threw themselves to the ground. Gunfire broke out all around them, muzzle flames stabbing through sudden clouds of smoke. Lying flat, MacLea searched for a target among the trees; he saw a blue-coated man behind a fallen log and pulled the trigger. Smoke billowed across in front of him and he could not tell if he had hit the target. Rolling over, he tore open a cartridge with his teeth and began to reload. Murray was beside him, and Schmidt. ‘They’re moving out to flank us,’ the German said. ‘They’re coming around the right.’

The gunfire on the right was building up to a crescendo. ‘Muir’s men can’t hold them,’ Murray said. ‘We’ll have to fall back.’

Falling back meant retreating towards Shipman’s Corners. Out in the open fields, they would be sitting ducks. Grimly, MacLea loaded and fired again, trying to think of another option. There was none. All around them, the Americans were creeping closer.

‘Fág an Bealach! Fág an Bealach!’ The shout from a score of throats ripped through the woods like a banshee’s scream, repeated again and again. Another voice could be heard bellowing over the din: ‘Come on the 49th! Come on, lads! Huzza! Huzza!’ Then the woods were full of redcoats, running, shooting, stabbing with bayonets at any American who tried to make a stand, swarming past MacLea’s positions and racing on towards Muir’s beleaguered men. In a few moments the gunfire had died away to a few scattered shots, and then came the sound of drumming hooves as the Americans scattered away through the trees.

Lieutenant FitzGibbon halted by MacLea, sword in hand and panting for breath. ‘Sorry we didn’t get here sooner, Captain. We lost your trail at one point, and had to cast around to pick it up.’

‘I’d say you arrived in the nick of time,’ MacLea said. His men and Norton’s began picking themselves up. Thomas’s and Ferguson’s sections had suffered minor cuts, mostly from splinters knocked out of the trees by flying musket balls. Tawit, the Mohawk scout, was dead. Muir’s men came back through the trees carrying two more bodies. Muir looked sick.

‘I said I wouldn’t let you down, sir,’ he said to MacLea. ‘And now I have.’

Tawit of the Grand River. Michael Kennedy from York. Alex Oxenstiern from Stormont. The list grew longer. But it was not Muir’s fault, any more than it was Josephine’s fault that Carson had died. MacLea clapped him lightly on the shoulder. ‘You did all that you could.’

Miller had followed the retreating enemy through the trees, and now he came hurrying back. ‘Where are they?’ MacLea asked.

‘Headin’ east, Cap’n. I reckon they’re goin’ home.’

‘Good. We’ll bury our dead, then go back to Shipman’s Corners and take care of poor Gould and his men. The fighting is over for the day, I think.’

The words were barely out of his mouth when Murray touched him on the arm and pointed. Over the treetops away to the west, more dark smoke had begun rising into the gloomy air.



‘It is not safe for you to continue alone,’ Lieutenant Ingersoll said at breakfast. ‘I know you have Appleby and Crabbe to protect you, but the enemy could be anywhere. My men will escort you to DeCew.’

Josephine and Charlotte had spent the night as guests of Major Williams and his light infantry at Thirty Mile Creek. The only accommodation was creaking cots in a damp tent, and both had arisen aching and sore to join Williams and his officers in a breakfast of ammunition bread, salt beef and coffee. The DeCew house was still a long day’s walk away.

‘It is kind of you to offer,’ said Josephine. ‘But I am sure you must have other duties.’

‘None that can’t wait,’ the lieutenant said. ‘My commander would not be happy if he knew I had let you go off on your own.’

‘Mr Ingersoll is right, ma’am,’ said Williams. ‘The Yankees were out raiding and burning yesterday. Captain MacLea drove them back, but they are likely to return. The road to DeCew will be dangerous.’

‘And there are a couple of spare horses here at the post, so you can ride with us,’ Ingersoll added.

The two women looked at each other. ‘In which case, we would be delighted to have your company,’ Charlotte said.

The first part of the journey was quiet. Half the dragoons went ahead of the women and their escort while the other half followed behind. Ingersoll himself rode beside them. The track, the main road from Burlington to Niagara, was muddy from yesterday’s rain and the horses splashed through puddles of standing water. ‘Have you heard from your sister recently?’ Josephine asked.

‘From Laura? No. I asked an American officer who was being exchanged if he would take a letter to her and he refused. They don’t want letters crossing back and forth, it seems. They are worried about spies.’

‘I’m sure they are,’ said Josephine. There was no sign of the two men who had followed them yesterday, but she was certain that they, or others like them, would be out there, following from a distance. Dandy Maxwell was determined to keep an eye on her; though for exactly what purpose, she was no longer sure.

At Ball’s Falls, they found Captain Gerrard’s men standing to arms. ‘Do you hear that?’ asked Gerrard, pointing east.

Far away they could hear a sound like tearing paper, the crackle of musket fire.

‘One of our outposts is under attack,’ he said. ‘Probably Shipman’s Corners, by the sound of it. I am about to advance and join the fray. If I were you, Lieutenant, I would make my way up the escarpment and along to DeCew through the forest tracks. The lowlands are not a healthy place to be this morning, I am thinking.’

‘That’s good advice,’ said Ingersoll.

They dismounted and led their horses up the steep winding track past the cataracts, and then followed a rough path hacked out of the forest heading east along the top of the cliffs. More muskets cracked and barked ahead, and Ingersoll stiffened. ‘Those shots came from DeCew. All right, everyone, dismount and get under cover. Horse holders to the rear.’

They all slid out of the saddle, and Josephine and Charlotte crouched in the undergrowth, both touching the pistols inside their cloaks. Some of the men led the horses away; the rest stood or knelt behind trees with carbines in hand, waiting and listening. The muskets crackled again, and then came a hard volley, and another. Ingersoll smiled. ‘That’s redcoat music,’ he whispered. ‘Give ’em hell, boys.’

The gunfire tapered off. In its place came the steady beat of hooves, horses ridden at speed along the trail straight towards them. Ingersoll raised his hand, his men watching him and waiting for the command. Like MacLea’s company, the Niagara Dragoons were militia, but they had seen continuous service since the outbreak of war, and they too were veterans now.

Shadows moved through the trees, and then the first horsemen came cantering along the trail, blue-coated mounted infantry with muskets in their hands. Still crouching low, Josephine saw a familiar figure among them and realised with a shock that it was James Boydell. Her hand closed hard on the butt of her pistol. Boydell and his men drew closer and closer.

Then Ingersoll made a downward chopping motion with his hand, and fifteen carbines fired in unison, spraying the oncoming horsemen with bullets. A horse went down and two men fell from the saddle, the rest pulling up in confusion. Boydell lashed his horse and spurred it to turn around, yelling at his men to retreat. Another volley brought two more men down, and the remainder turned and fled back down the trail towards DeCew.

‘That’ll teach them,’ said Ingersoll confidently. ‘Horses forward, boys. Mount up.’

Within a few minutes, they were riding towards DeCew once more. Josephine looked at Charlotte, who was rather pale. ‘Are you all right?’

‘My first battle,’ Charlotte said. ‘At least at close range.’

‘I’m sorry you had to see that, my lady,’ Ingersoll said soberly. ‘But we had to teach those rascals a lesson. That was Boydell’s Canadian Volunteers. Turncoats who have gone over to the enemy.’

‘I know,’ said Charlotte. ‘And I am not sorry. But I’m worried about what we’ll find when we reach DeCew.’

To the immense relief of both women, all was peaceful at the DeCew house. The farmhouse itself was still shuttered, but the camp along the river was intact and the file of FitzGibbon’s men who had been left behind were cleaning their muskets. ‘They came swarming up the escarpment,’ said the sergeant in command, ‘blazing away like mad fools. We gave them a couple of volleys and they made off down the trail towards Ball’s Falls. Then they must have run into you fellows, because they came riding back like the devil himself was after them. They went down the escarpment again in a bejesus hurry.’

‘Where are Captain MacLea and Lieutenant FitzGibbon?’ Ingersoll asked.

‘Down in the lowlands. Cap’n MacLea went off to support Captain Gould, and Lieutenant Fitz followed a few minutes later.’ The sergeant looked at the two women with curiosity. ‘Have you come to see them, my lady? Knock at the farm door, and Mrs DeCew will make you welcome.’

Katharine DeCew was a plump, worried-looking woman surrounded by a bevy of wide-eyed children clutching at her skirts. ‘You must come in,’ she said. ‘Have you eaten? I will make coffee.’

‘Please don’t go to any trouble,’ Charlotte said.

‘It is no trouble at all.’ Mrs DeCew forced a smile. ‘It is good to have something to do other than fret.’

They sat at the kitchen table with coffee, and Josephine and Charlotte heard about her husband, who had been captured at Niagara. Apart from the bare fact that he was a prisoner, she had received no word; she did not even know if he had been wounded or was in good health. ‘And then these terrible things started happening down in the lower country. They are burning out anyone who has served in the militia, or supported the government in any way. I have been so worried that they would come up here. Thank God we have Captain MacLea and Lieutenant FitzGibbon to protect us.’

She stood up suddenly, moving to one of the shuttered windows and peering through a crack. They could see the relief in her face. ‘That’s them now, returning.’

Josephine rose and went outside. She saw MacLea and his company, the unmistakable figure of John Norton and the redcoats of the 49th, all splattered with mud and looking exhausted. MacLea was talking to FitzGibbon, and she could see the bleak anger in his face and knew that something terrible had happened.

‘John,’ she said quietly. ‘I must speak to you.’



They sat around the kitchen table, MacLea, Murray, Norton, Josephine and Charlotte. Mrs DeCew had taken her children and gone upstairs.

‘The column that annihilated Gould’s company was just one of several,’ MacLea said. ‘The first turned back after the ambush. The second swept around past us and attacked the farm here, then rode along the top of the escarpment. Those are the men you ran into.’

‘Yes,’ said Charlotte. ‘Boydell was leading them.’

‘A third column moved up to Ball’s Falls around the same time,’ Murray said. ‘Unfortunately for them, they ran straight into Gerrard’s company coming the other way, and got pretty well cleaned up. I reckon Boydell was aiming to come back down the escarpment from behind and take Gerrard’s men by surprise while they were engaged with the third column. Another lot struck west towards the Thirty and kept Williams’ men pinned down. And that’s not the worst of it.’

‘Tell us,’ Josephine said.

‘While some of the raiders engaged our outposts, the rest went through the countryside behind them, burning and killing. They burned fifteen farms today, and shot seven civilians. Two of the farms belonged to the families of men who died this morning with Captain Gould.’

‘And we could not stop them,’ Norton said sombrely.

‘We’re too damned thin on the ground,’ Murray said. ‘Gould and his men are gone, and every other company is under strength. We need reinforcements, badly.’

‘I know,’ said MacLea. ‘I have asked Major Williams. But numbers are not the only advantage they have over us. They knew exactly where to find our outposts, and they also had eyes on our field columns. Every time we made a move towards the raiders today, every time we tried to intercept them, they either ambushed us or faded away into the forests. Someone must be passing information to them.’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘That’s why I am here.’

Tired, bitter, battle-stained, the men looked at her.

‘I have received information of my own,’ she said. ‘The attacks on our people have been ordered by American military intelligence.’

‘We know,’ said MacLea. He did not ask where her information had come from, but he knew about Kramer and she reckoned he had probably guessed. ‘I went to see Forsyth under a flag of truce, in hopes of recovering the possessions of a family whose home had been looted. He told me about Beauregard’s latest scheme.’

Josephine looked at him sharply. ‘Forsyth takes orders from Beauregard?’

‘Not any more. He told me this himself, and I believe him. Beauregard now relies on Boydell’s Volunteers and Chapin’s men from Buffalo.’

‘Beauregard, Boydell and Chapin,’ said Josephine. ‘The unholy trinity.’ She paused for a moment. ‘You are quite right that you are being spied on and watched. Chapin has a network of informants across the peninsula. I suspect he put these informants in place some time ago; I recall Laura Secord saying that he used to be a frequent visitor before the war. One of his agents who collects information and passes it on to Beauregard is referred to as “the widow”. Does that name mean anything to you?’

All three men shook their heads.

‘I believe that if we can locate the widow, we might be able to prevent information from reaching Beauregard,’ Josephine said. ‘That would give you a better chance of intercepting and defeating his raiders.’

Murray frowned. ‘The watchers who follow our columns must be reporting directly to their field commanders, Boydell and Chapin, rather than relaying information back to Beauregard. There’s no other way they could respond so quickly.’

‘I agree,’ said Josephine. ‘But the rest of the information, the location of our outposts and the names of the local people who should be punished, is collected by a single source, the widow. That is what my own source says. It is quite probable that the widow controls, and pays, all the informants. Remove her from the game, and the network will collapse.’

Murray nodded slowly.

‘However, that is not the only problem we face,’ Josephine said.

‘Go on,’ said MacLea.

‘There is still the problem of the British officer who reports to Beauregard. I have not identified him yet, but I think he might be one of the officers General Maxwell has recently appointed to his staff. A staff officer would have plenty of opportunities to disrupt our army and pass information to the enemy. Colonel Bisshopp says General Maxwell is planning a new offensive to expel the Americans from Niagara. My fear is that the enemy will know his plans even before we do.’

‘Have you taken your suspicions to General Maxwell?’ asked MacLea.

‘No. I am not sure he would believe me. Also, he might accidentally betray whatever I tell him to the spy.’ She paused for a moment and looked at Norton. ‘Our other problem concerns the Mohawks. My information is that your people may be preparing to go over to the other side.’

Norton said nothing for a moment. ‘I cannot contradict you,’ he said finally. ‘I had hoped that your victory at Stoney Creek would have raised the hopes of my people and inclined them towards support for you. But the burning of Nundawao has been a bitter blow. The older ones especially remember the burnings and killings that forced us from our homes in New York state and sent us fleeing north. They believe the future of our people is at stake, and we must do whatever is needed in order to survive.’

‘I have asked this before,’ said MacLea. ‘But is there nothing you can say that will persuade Catherine Brant to reconsider?’

‘Nothing I have said so far has availed me. She is set in her course, I fear. She has also sent for help from another branch of our people, the Mohawks of Kahnawake near Montreal. They have promised three hundred warriors, who are already on their way to Grand River. These plus the warriors she already commands will give her a force nearly as large as your own army.’

Silence fell in the room for a moment. ‘And what are her intentions?’ asked Murray.

‘She says she is gathering this force to protect our settlements on the Grand River. But my fear is that if things go ill for the British, she will offer her warriors to the Americans, in exchange for a guarantee of independence and freedom after the war.’

‘A guarantee that will be worthless,’ said Charlotte.

‘You know that, my lady, and I know that. But Adonwentishon is facing the doom of her people. She is clutching at straws.’

‘And if she allies with the Americans, Canada will not survive for much longer,’ Murray said. ‘You are right, that hard-won victory at Stoney Creek will count for nothing. The Mohawks will outflank the position at Burlington and cut off the British supply lines, compelling a retreat.’

‘She knows that also,’ Norton said.

‘Do you know where Rebecca Morningstar is?’ Josephine asked.

‘Kanahstatsi? The last I heard, she had left her home to escape the Americans and gone to the Grand River. She may be at Brant’s Crossing.’

‘If I write a letter, Chief Norton, can you find a way to get it to her? She has influence with Catherine Brant. I hope she can help us.’

‘I will send your letter,’ said Norton. ‘But I do not hold out much hope. Kanahstatsi can say little that I have not already said.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Josephine. ‘And perhaps not. The men have offered Adonwentishon their counsel. Now perhaps it is time for the women to try.’




Chapter Sixteen

DeCew House, 11 June 1813

Murray and Charlotte departed, and Norton bowed to Josephine and left also. Josephine and MacLea looked at each other across the table.

‘I need to speak to someone who knows the area and the people,’ Josephine said. ‘I thought of Laura.’ She paused. ‘But if I go to Queenston, I could put her and her family in danger.’

She had half expected him to talk her out of going. Instead he said, ‘Laura and her family are already in danger. James was in the militia and her brother is a militia officer. Sooner or later, the Americans will take aim at them. If you want to save the Secords, then you must find the widow. The sooner the better.’

‘Then we must go quickly. If we leave tomorrow morning, we can be in Queenston by evening.’

‘We?’

‘Charlotte insists on coming with me. Alec is doubtless trying to talk her out of it as we speak. I don’t give much for his chances. And she is right, it will look better if I have a companion. We will take Mr Appleby and Mr Crabbe with us, if we may.’

‘Yes, of course. They are in your service for as long as you need them. Josephine… when you find the widow, what will you do?’

‘Whatever I must,’ said Josephine, thinking of the pistol in her cloak.

MacLea nodded slowly. ‘Is there anything I can do to help you?’

‘Yes, there is one more thing. Discover if anyone has followed us here, and stop them.’

‘Who might be following you? Beauregard’s men?’

‘No. Maxwell’s.’

‘Maxwell? Why would General Maxwell have you followed?’

‘Because of something that happened a long time ago,’ Josephine said.

‘Was this when you were with Beauregard?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you need not explain any further,’ MacLea said.

‘I do need to explain, but now is not the time. John, the watchers must not see us depart in the morning, or follow us.’

‘I shall ask Norton. His men are skilled at this sort of thing.’

She managed a smile. ‘Charlotte insisted we come here and ask you and Alec for help. I think she fancied the whole of MacLea’s Company could escort us through American lines. But we must go as a small party, to avoid attracting attention.’

‘I agree.’

She reached across the table and took his hand. ‘But I am glad we came. It is good to see you again, my dear. You have made me stronger; you always do.’

He could not hide the emotion in his eyes. ‘That sounds like a farewell.’

‘No, just au revoir. Trust me, John.’ She smiled again. ‘If I have learned one thing from you, it is the art of survival. No matter what happens, I will always come back.’



Early the next morning, the 12th of June, one of the two men watching the camp at DeCew heard a noise behind him and turned to see a grinning Mohawk warrior, club upraised in his hand. The club descended and the man collapsed to the ground. His companion, who was taking his turn off watch and was asleep, grunted a little when the club hit his head, but did not wake up.

In the camp, MacLea listened to the Mohawk’s report and nodded. ‘Thank you, brother. The way is clear.’ He turned to the two women waiting with Appleby and Crabbe. The militiamen had laid aside their military muskets and instead carried pistols, borrowed from MacLea and Murray, in the pockets of their cloaks. The two women were already armed.

‘Do what you must as quickly as you can and then get out,’ MacLea said quietly. ‘Come straight here to DeCew when you are done. If I am not here, some of my men or FitzGibbon’s will be waiting. God go with you all.’

‘Amen,’ said Alec Murray sombrely.

They stood and watched as the quartet, sombrely dressed and wrapped in dark cloaks, walked out of the camp and away through the trees towards the east. She puts a brave face on it, MacLea thought. But she knows she is going into far greater danger than the last time.

The Americans had been building up this network for years. Spies and informers were everywhere. And this time, if she was caught, Josephine would not be able to bluff her way out. Beauregard would not believe any story she told, and Kramer would not be able to help her. He would most likely abandon her to her fate, in order to preserve his own cover.

That she could get behind American lines and discover the identity of the widow he did not doubt. But could she somehow dispose of the informer and break up her network without being detected? The odds of that were vanishingly small. He wondered if she had indeed been saying farewell last night. He wondered if he would ever see her again.



An hour after Josephine and Charlotte and their escort departed, a boy rushed up the steep trail by the waterfall and ran yelling through the camp. ‘Yankees! The Yankees is coming!’

Murray caught hold of the boy by the arm and spun him around to face him. ‘Where? Where are they coming?’

‘Campbell’s mill, sir! They’re coming!’

The camp sprang into motion. The drummer of the 49th began to beat a tattoo. Murray picked up his musket and looked at MacLea. ‘They missed the mill once already. They’ll be coming back to finish the job.’

‘And after that, we’re next,’ MacLea said. ‘The DeCew house is now the last outpost east of the Twenty.’

Around them the men were forming up. ‘At risk of repeating myself, we need reinforcements,’ Murray said. ‘We’ve lost Gould’s company, and the rest of us are being whittled away. When is Maxwell going to send us more men?’

The drum continued to beat. Lieutenant FitzGibbon ran up, touching his shako in salute. ‘I’m posting a guard around the DeCew house, and then I’ll follow you with the rest of my company.’

‘Good.’ MacLea motioned to his men. ‘Let’s go.’

The militiamen ran down the trail and through the woods at the bottom, following the course of Twelve Mile Creek towards the mill. They were too late; smoke was already bubbling up ahead of them. By the time they reached the edge of the ploughed fields around the settlement, the mill itself was well alight, flames crackling as they seized hold of the dry wood and shooting twenty feet in the air.

Around the nearby farmhouses, men in blue uniforms were carrying out mattresses, blankets, chests of linen and suits of clothes, copper cooking pots and candlesticks, throwing them into a heap to be divided up later. Cyrenius Chapin, his black hat pulled down to shade his eyes, stood in front of a group of civilians, men, women, a few children, a couple of elderly people leaning on sticks. As they watched, he beckoned one of the men forward. The man fell to his knees, clasping his hands and shouting something; MacLea could not hear his words over the roar of the flames, but from the tone of his voice he was begging, pleading. Chapin listened for a moment, then turned around and walked away. One of his men drew a pistol from a holster at his waist, placed the barrel between the man’s eyes and pulled the trigger.

A murmur ran through the ranks. ‘Murdering bastards!’ said Corporal Ferguson. ‘Shall we give them a volley, Captain?’

‘Not yet. We might hit the civilians. We’ll go downstream a little and use the smoke as cover—’

There was no time to say more, because the woodland at their back erupted with mounted men riding forward, pulling up, raising their muskets and firing. Even though they were caught by surprise, the militiamen reacted at once, firing back and emptying several saddles. Smoke filled the air and thunder reverberated through the trees, and MacLea heard Boydell’s voice urging his men on. ‘Come on, FitzGibbon,’ he murmured. ‘Now is not the time to be late.’

‘Fág an Bealach! Fág an Bealach!’ Right on cue, FitzGibbon’s men crashed through the trees with fixed bayonets, hacking and slashing. But this time, the enemy did not give ground. Dismounting, the Canadian Volunteers dodged behind horses and trees and fired back. Men fell dead and dying on both sides, but the enemy had greater numbers and came pressing forward through the smoke, still firing.

Still more figures in blue were piling into the fight, and MacLea realised that Chapin’s men had abandoned the farmhouses and were joining in as well. A horse rushed past and he turned just as James Boydell launched himself from the saddle, tackling him and hurling him to the ground. Both men lost their weapons in the fall, but Boydell pinned MacLea and wrapped his hands around his throat, tightening his grip. Gasping, MacLea managed to prise Boydell’s hands away and then winced in pain as the other man’s knee found his groin. Summoning all his strength, he threw Boydell off and scrambled up, grabbing his musket, but Boydell rolled over, picking up his sword from among the dead leaves, and came rushing at MacLea, sword point aiming for his guts.

MacLea parried the blow with the butt of his musket, but Boydell barely paused before attacking again. Viciously and desperately they fought, other men lunging and grappling on the ground all around them. Boydell’s face was red with rage, his eyes wild with the desire to kill. Again and again he stabbed at MacLea, his sword ripping through the captain’s uniform coat. Another lunge, this one meant for MacLea’s throat; at the last instant he jerked his head to one side, and winced as the sword opened a cut along the line of his jaw.

Another rush of men, dark-skinned Canadian militia with white armbands, shouting and shooting. Caught by surprise, the enemy fell back for a moment. Boydell cursed, aiming another swipe of his sword at MacLea, and then ran after his retreating men. ‘Come, gentlemen!’ cried Captain Gerrard. ‘Withdraw, before they regroup. Quickly now! My men will cover you.’

Muskets blazed, and MacLea’s militia and the redcoats picked themselves up, those that could, and ran in the direction Gerrard was pointing. On the banks of the stream they rallied, Gerrard’s men falling back towards them, the Buffalo men and the Canadian Volunteers advancing once more through clouds of gun smoke. Somehow they got across the stream and retreated through the woods on the far bank, hearing horsemen circle around to cut them off.

More gunfire, and the enemy halted again and began to retreat, this time for good. Williams and his light infantry of the 49th came running through the trees, breathless and winded. ‘Very glad to see you, Major,’ said MacLea, wiping the blood from his face and neck. ‘But how the deuce did you get here?’

‘Thank Captain Gerrard,’ Williams gasped. ‘He posted lookouts on top of the escarpment with telescopes, and they saw the enemy coming up from the Black Swamp. He sent a runner to alert me. My men came at the double all the way from the Thirty.’

That meant they had run for nearly fifteen miles to reach the battlefield. No wonder some of them were slumped on the ground, looking ill.

‘I set off as soon as my lookouts reported,’ said Gerrard. ‘But they were waiting for us too. We had to fight our way through another ambush to get to you.’

‘Once again, they anticipated our every move,’ MacLea said. ‘And this time they thrashed us hollow. How many did we lose?’

By a miracle, none of MacLea’s company had been killed, but there were eleven wounded, some of them seriously. Miller was hurt again, and one side of Ferguson’s face was covered in blood. Muir’s company had come off with the least harm, only a few cuts and bruises. The other companies had not been so lucky; FitzGibbon, Gerrard and Williams had all lost men.

‘We need reinforcements,’ Gerrard said. ‘A few more skirmishes like this, and we shall be cut to pieces.’

‘I have already asked General Maxwell,’ said Williams, still gasping. ‘I am told that troops are being conserved for the grand advance against Niagara. He needs every man he can muster. That is one of his favourite phrases, apparently.’

‘So we stay out here and get chopped into mincemeat while the rest of the army sits at Burlington scratching its arse?’ demanded Murray.

‘I agree with Sergeant Murray,’ said Gerrard. ‘General Maxwell would appear to be somewhat deficient in his knowledge of light infantry warfare. One must support one’s outposts, or the enemy will gobble them up. As he is doing now.’

‘He has a point about needing to keep the main army together and not commit too many troops to minor engagements,’ Williams said. ‘And to be fair to the man, he said himself that he lacks experience at this kind of warfare.’

‘Oh, I know,’ Murray said, mimicking Maxwell’s aristocratic accent. ‘All my fighting was in Spain, you see. It’s a different kind of war over here, don’t you know, chaps?’

‘Careful, Sergeant,’ warned McTeer. ‘You’re beginning to sound nearly as insubordinate as me.’



A track through the forest led past the beaver dams and on to the west through wild country where deer peeped out of the trees and crows cawed raucously overhead. Midday brought Josephine and her three companions to the little settlement of Lundy’s Lane, where the road of that name ran down from the Chippawa valley to join the portage road around Niagara Falls. They could hear the great waterfall in the distance, its muted thunder echoing around the fields, and see clouds of spray rising like mist in the sunlight.

‘There is no point in skulking through the trees,’ Josephine said. ‘If we were seen, that would look suspicious. We will go openly. If we are stopped, we are returning to Queenston from visiting Charlotte’s sick father in Chippawa. Mr Appleby is her brother; Mr Crabbe and I are servants.’

They walked from Lundy’s Lane towards the escarpment in silence. They encountered no American troops, which Josephine found surprising; she had expected that there would be outposts along the road and river. Only when they reached Queenston itself did they encounter the enemy for the first time. The battery on the heights above the village was occupied by American troops, and sentries on the road barred their way and held them until their officer could be summoned.

The officer, a very young lieutenant of the US Artillery, stuttered and blushed in front of Charlotte. ‘Would you be so k-kind as to state your b-business, ma’am?’

‘Oh,’ sighed Charlotte. ‘I am so weary. Lieutenant, do you think I could sit down and rest for just a moment? And do you have any water? It is so hot, and I am very fatigued.’

A servant was sent running for a camp chair; another brought a pewter tankard of water. Charlotte explained about her ailing father, how his already frail constitution had been quite undermined by the war, and how she feared he might have only a short time left to live. Tears gathered in the corners of her blue eyes and dripped delicately down her cheeks. The lieutenant turned bright red and stuttered some more.

‘Y-you are free to go, of c-course. But it is not safe for ladies to walk the roads, not now. The enemy are close at hand, and there could be Indians in the woods. Next time you wish to go to Ch-Chippawa, inform me and I will detail an escort.’

‘Thank you, my dear lieutenant,’ Charlotte said. ‘You are a true and honourable gentleman. My brother and I will take our leave now. But I hope to see you again very soon.’

They descended the slope towards Queenston, Charlotte leaning artistically on Appleby’s arm, Josephine and Crabbe following meekly. Queenston itself was quiet in the evening light, so silent that it seemed deserted. They stopped at the Secord house, and Josephine knocked at the door.

A servant answered and called for Laura. She drew them quickly into the drawing room, instructing the servant to bar the door. ‘Whatever are you doing here? How did you escape from the Americans?’

Appleby and Crabbe stood by the drawing room door; Charlotte sat listening quietly. ‘It is a long story,’ Josephine said. ‘Laura, we need your help, but only if you are willing to give it. We know we are putting you and your family in danger. Say the word and we will leave at once.’

‘We are already in danger,’ said Laura, echoing what MacLea had said.

James Secord had come into the room, and he nodded his agreement. ‘We’ve heard what is happening elsewhere,’ he said. ‘Farms burned, people being killed because they once served the King. Everyone lives in fear now.’

‘We know,’ said Josephine. ‘This is a deliberate policy, to turn people against the British.’

‘And it is starting to work,’ Laura said. ‘Some people are already bowing the knee to the Americans, to save themselves.’

‘My brother’s family at St David’s have been threatened,’ Secord said. ‘They have been told that unless they cooperate with the Americans and give information about their neighbours, their own homes and businesses will be burned and they themselves attacked.’

‘And you?’ Josephine asked. ‘Are you and your family safe?’

‘So far,’ said Secord. ‘But it won’t last. Sooner or later they will come for us. Tell us what you need, Josephine. We stand ready to help in any way we can.’

Swiftly, omitting any details of her sources, Josephine told them about the network of informers and the role they played in Beauregard’s reign of terror. ‘“The widow” could of course be a code name, but we don’t think it is. We are looking for a woman who might have reason to hate the British and be willing to work for the Americans. Someone clever who also knows many people around the peninsula and is familiar with their business and affairs. And also, someone who might have had contact with Dr Chapin in the past.’

‘Well,’ said Secord. ‘For a start, there is Chapin’s sister, Desideria. She lives at Chippawa.’

‘His sister?’ Josephine and Charlotte looked at each other. ‘How does she come to be in Canada?’ Josephine asked.

‘She married a timber merchant named Simmonds about ten years ago. He drowned in a boating accident on the river, leaving her a widow with three small children. Chapin used to visit her quite often before the war. I believe he gave her money for support. It’s about the only good thing one can say about him,’ he added.

‘And has Mrs Simmonds any reason to bear a grudge against the British?’

‘None that I know of,’ Secord said. ‘But Chapin might have influenced her, of course, or offered to pay her to work for him.’

‘That is a thought,’ said Josephine. ‘Can you think of anyone else?’

Laura frowned. ‘Most of the widowed women I know are unlikely spies. They live quiet lives and keep themselves to themselves. It is hard to think of anyone who might be involved in anything so murky… There is Nora Humboldt, who lives not far from Brown’s Point. She and her husband moved here about three years ago. Her husband was a horse dealer, who used to go over to America on business quite frequently until he died. He left Nora quite well off. I can’t think of any reason why she might turn her coat.’

‘How old is Mrs Humboldt?’

‘About forty. She has two daughters, both married and living in the area.’ Laura gazed into space, still thinking. ‘What about Nan Christie?’ she asked her husband.

Secord looked surprised. ‘Old Nan? She must be nearly seventy.’

‘She’s still hale and hearty, though, and according to your brother’s wife, she has a tongue like a fishwife. Nan Christie runs a tavern in St David’s,’ Laura explained. ‘Her husband died more than thirty years ago. He was in prison, wasn’t he, Jim?’

‘I believe he was,’ said Secord. ‘All before my time, of course, but I understand he was a clerk in government service in Quebec. He was arrested on suspicion of corruption, or malfeasance of some sort – I’m not sure of the details – but died in gaol before the case could come to trial. Nan came down here and opened a tavern twenty years ago, just about the time my brother was building his grist mill there.’

‘Does she have any children or other family?’

‘None that I know of. They might have remained in Quebec, of course.’

‘Do you think she might still hold a grudge against the authorities?’

‘She holds a grudge against everyone,’ said Laura. ‘According to my sister-in-law, Harriet, she hasn’t a good word to say about anyone. She’s sour as a persimmon.’

‘But she runs a tavern,’ said Josephine. ‘Is it busy?’

‘Yes, I am told it is,’ James Secord said. ‘She brews good ale, and she has her own distillery and makes quite decent rum. Plenty of people call there.’ He looked at her for a moment. ‘You think that might be it? People who come to her tavern could be working for her?’

‘It is possible, yes. A few agents could easily slip in amongst the real customers. No one would take any notice, not if they were regular customers themselves.’

Laura glanced at the shuttered windows. ‘It will be nearly dark soon. Dine with us and spend the night. You too, Mr Appleby, Mr Crabbe. You are more than welcome.’ She smiled and squeezed Josephine’s hand. ‘And let us not hear any more about you putting us in danger. You are friends, and friends must stick together, more than ever in this time of darkness and peril.’



They debated the possibilities again next morning, over breakfast. Chapin’s sister clearly needed investigating, but Josephine and Charlotte could not travel the road to Chippawa again without risking another meeting with the shy young artillery officer; and he of course would then insist on escorting them. ‘Mr Appleby,’ said Josephine. ‘Do you fancy playing detective for a day?’

‘Very much so, madame.’

‘Good. Find a way to slip past that battery without being spotted, and make your way to Chippawa. Find out whatever you can about Mrs Desideria Simmonds. Lady Lawrence and I will walk down to Brown’s Point and call on Mrs Humboldt, with Mr Crabbe as escort. Can you give us directions, Laura?’

Laura nodded.

‘Not Mrs Christie?’ asked Charlotte.

‘Mr Secord is right, taverns make excellent bases for espionage. But the lady is elderly and has no obvious connections with America. Mrs Humboldt’s husband often travelled across the border. I would like to know who he met there.’

Accompanied by Crabbe, the two women walked downriver, wrapping their cloaks around them to keep out the intermittent drizzle. There was another battery of cannon at Brown’s Point, and a picket of American troops guarding it, but the men were preoccupied with trying to keep their fire lit in the rain, and ignored them. They found the Humboldt house without difficulty, a big white building with a portico over the door, and stables and paddocks out behind.

A servant admitted them, and Mrs Humboldt came into the hall to greet them. ‘We don’t get many callers these days,’ she observed. ‘What brings you here, ladies?’

‘I am Mrs Harrison, and this is my companion, Mademoiselle Labelle,’ Charlotte said. ‘My husband was taken prisoner in the fighting last month, and I am on my way to Niagara to try to negotiate his exchange. Alas, my horse threw a shoe, and my groom has taken the animal back to Niagara to be reshod. The weather has turned quite inclement, and I wondered if we might take shelter with you until my man returns?’

‘Of course. Do come into the drawing room.’ The servant was sent to the kitchen to bring coffee. ‘I apologise that I have no cake to offer you. Supplies of food are growing short, and there is a terrible dearth of flour. The American army has seized almost everything.’

They talked for a while, Charlotte dropping occasional questions into the innocuous flow of conversation. They learned that Mrs Humboldt’s husband had been well known as a dealer and breeder of horses, and that he had always tried to steer clear of politics. Now that he was gone, she saw much of her two daughters and doted on her grandchildren, but had few friends in the district. She had only a vague idea of who governed Upper Canada, although she had a recollection that the local member of the Legislative Assembly, Mr Fanning, had died suddenly last winter. She was very fond of reading Gothic romances; Mrs Radcliffe and Mrs Vane were her two favourite authors.

Eventually Charlotte glanced out of the window. ‘I see the rain has eased a little. We shall take our leave now, ma’am, and thank you very much for your hospitality.’

They rose to their feet, Mrs Humboldt wishing Mrs Harrison well of her errand and begging her to call again. Then they put on their bonnets and went out into the thin drizzle.

Walking back to Queenston, they encountered a file of American infantry trudging down the road through the mud. Their officer glanced at the two women but said nothing.

When the Americans were out of earshot, Charlotte said, ‘What did you think?’

‘No. Not unless she is an even better actor than you.’ Josephine glanced at her friend. ‘You are remarkable, you know.’

‘Oh, I am quite used to deception. Do you know how many affairs I had when I was married to Hector?’

‘Half a dozen?’

‘Oh darling. Not even close. I thought poor Mrs Humboldt was rather lonely and sweet, and I am glad you agree she is innocent. What next?’

‘Wait to see what Mr Appleby discovers.’

Appleby returned that evening with the news that Mrs Simmonds had been bedridden with a recurring fever since the late winter. ‘I wondered if there might be someone in the household working for her, so I made some enquiries,’ he said. ‘She has only one maidservant, who seems to spend most of her time looking after the children. I don’t think it can be her, madame.’

‘No,’ Josephine agreed. ‘Tomorrow we shall go to St David’s and call on Mrs Christie. If we have no luck there, and I suspect we will not, then we will need to think again.’



They spent a second night with the Secords. After breakfast on the morning of the 14th of June, they set out to walk the four miles to St David’s. Like Queenston, St David’s was at the foot of the escarpment; another creek, spilling down the slope, provided power for several mills, and there was a collection of perhaps forty houses, including some substantial ones built of brick. The tavern, identified by a green spruce bough over the door, was on the western edge of the village, where a muddy track ran away towards Shipman’s Corners. A stables and barn stood to the rear of the building, separated from it by a stone-paved courtyard.

The whitewashed wooden church had been turned into a fortified post with American sentries outside the door. Opposite the tavern was a second post, a wooden stockade with newly peeled wooden logs shining in the damp. More sentries in waterproof capes leaned on their muskets outside it. They looked wet, bored and dispirited. Their eyes followed the two women as they walked towards the tavern, but they did not move or speak.

Rainwater dripped from the eaves of the tavern as Charlotte opened the door and led the way inside. The room was empty, but a fire burned in the hearth, keeping out the damp. They could hear someone moving around upstairs. They waited, their cloaks dripping water on the plank floor. After several minutes they heard heavy footsteps moving slowly downstairs. A white-haired woman hobbled into the room, leaning on a stick. She stopped when she saw the four of them.

‘Who the devil are you?’ she barked.

‘Mrs… Christie, is it?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Who wants to know?’

‘My name is Mrs Harrison, and these are my servants. I am on my way to Niagara, but my coach has lost a wheel,’ said Charlotte, varying her story. ‘I came in to escape the rain while I wait for it to be repaired.’

The old woman gazed at her with malevolent dark eyes. ‘You won’t get it repaired here. The nearest wheelwright is in Niagara.’

‘The wheel itself does not require mending. It merely needs to be remounted on the axle, and my coachman and postilion are quite capable of doing that. I will have coffee while I wait, if you please.’

‘Coffee, is it? Oh, la-di-da. Don’t you come in here, my fine lady, and give me orders in my own house.’

‘Very well,’ said Charlotte impatiently. ‘Never mind the coffee. We shall simply wait here until my coach is ready.’

‘Bah!’ The woman turned on her heel and, with surprising speed, limped outside and slammed the door behind her. Charlotte raised her eyebrows at Josephine. ‘What did Mrs Secord say? Sour as a persimmon.’

‘She did not exaggerate. But sourness does not rule out a clever brain.’

‘Do you think it could be her?’

‘I don’t know. I wonder where she has gone…’ Revelation came to Josephine in a moment. ‘Oh, mon Dieu. She has gone to the stockade to fetch the soldiers. We must go, quickly!’

They rose in haste, but even as they did so the door opened and the old woman came in again, pointing at the four of them and calling over her shoulder. ‘There they are! Take them!’

Through the door behind her came James Boydell, a pistol in his hand. A file of American infantrymen followed him, carrying muskets with fixed bayonets. ‘Do not move,’ Boydell said. ‘Keep your hands on the table.’

They sat quite still, and Josephine felt her heart thump very loudly in her chest. Boydell motioned the soldiers forward. ‘Search them, and confiscate any weapons you find. Then take them outside.’




Chapter Seventeen

St David’s, 14 June 1813

Strong hands dragged the four of them to their feet. Their pistols, powder flasks and shot pouches were quickly found; greedy hands confiscated the women’s reticules and emptied the men’s pockets. Prodded by bayonets, they were hustled out into the courtyard behind the tavern. Boydell and the woman remained inside, and as Josephine passed through the door, she heard them talking.

‘Have you another list for me, Mrs Christie?’

‘I do,’ the woman said. ‘Do you have the money, so I can pay my informants?’

‘This should be sufficient.’ Something made a metallic clink, and then the door closed behind her and she heard no more.

They stood in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by grinning men in blue and white uniforms. These were volunteers rather than regulars, she thought, but they weren’t Boydell’s Canadians; their accents were from Virginia, or perhaps the Carolinas. She felt cold and sick. It was not for herself that she was afraid, but for Charlotte and the two men.

Rain fell steadily. ‘Pretty little things, ain’t they?’ one man said, looking at Charlotte. ‘This one’s a real peach. I reckon she’s a proper lady. What’s your name, lady?’

‘My name is Charlotte Lawrence,’ Charlotte said coolly. ‘And since you ask, yes, I am a lady. I demand that you respect me and my companions, and treat us honourably.’

‘Oh, you demand, do you?’ The man ripped the bonnet from her head, exposing her fair hair. ‘My! She really is a peach!’

‘Leave her alone!’ Appleby said sharply. Another soldier raised his musket and clubbed Appleby over the head, and the young man fell senseless onto the flagstones. Crabbe knelt down beside him, fingers feeling for the wound on his scalp, but two of the soldiers grabbed his arms and yanked him back to his feet.

‘Say,’ drawled one of them. ‘What have we here, boys? Do you suppose this darkie might be a runaway?’

‘Let’s have a look,’ said another. ‘Hold him.’

Crabbe struggled, but the two men held his arms tightly while the third ripped away his coat and shirt. The old whip marks on his back were plain to see. One of the men whistled. ‘Whew! Look at them stripes. This one must have been a heap of trouble to his overseers.’

He took Crabbe’s face in his hands, forcing the young man to look at him. ‘Well, boy? I reckon you’re goin’ back to the plantation where you belong.’

Crabbe spat in his face. The man wiped the spittle away and smiled an unpleasant smile. ‘Truss him up,’ he said. ‘Over there against the wall.’

The two men dragged the still-struggling Crabbe away towards the stables. A row of iron rings for tethering horses was set into the wall. One of the soldiers brought a length of rope and tied Crabbe’s wrists to one of the rings. Crabbe stood hunched over, head down, braced for what he must have known was coming.

‘What you gonna do with him, Buck?’ someone asked.

‘Give him a little taste of what’s waiting for him back home,’ the man said. ‘Find me a whip, someone.’

Charlotte started forward. ‘No! Don’t hurt him!’

‘Don’t worry, my lady. I’m just gonna tickle him a little bit.’ Someone came running out of the stables and handed Buck a horsewhip.

‘This is barbaric!’ Josephine said sharply.

‘Don’t you talk back to me, woman.’ Buck looked her up and down, sneering. ‘Mulatto, ain’t you? Quite the hoity-toity little miss. Maybe I’ll give you a few stripes too, when I’ve done with the boy. That’ll take you down a peg or two. Make you real sweet and docile for your overseers, when you go back to working the fields.’

Josephine’s blood froze. Somehow she found her voice. ‘I am not a slave,’ she said. ‘I am a free woman.’

‘Not no more you ain’t,’ said another man, chuckling.

Buck ignored them. Standing behind Crabbe, he raised the whip and brought it down on the young man’s back with a sickening crack. Crabbe shuddered, a convulsion that shook his entire body, and a red welt sprang up quickly on his skin. Buck drew back the whip and brought it down again, and again, and again. On the fifth blow, Crabbe cried out, shivering with agony, and the watching men laughed.

‘He’s singin’ now! Go on, Buck, give him plenty.’

The sour taste of bile rose in Josephine’s throat. She tried to look away, but a man seized her head and turned it, forcing her to watch. The blows went on and on, Crabbe’s back streaming blood mixed with rainwater.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Boydell had come out of the tavern, and now he stood glaring at Buck. ‘Stop this at once!’

‘Aw, come on, Major. We’re just havin’ a little fun.’

‘Don’t be an idiot. This man is a valuable commodity. He will be taken south of the river and sold at auction, and you will all receive a share of the profits as prize money. But you won’t get anything if you beat him to death.’

The men stood silent. ‘Lock them up,’ Boydell said. ‘Keep the women separate. Put them in the barn, and the men in the stables. Set a guard on them, and the rest of you return to the stockade.’

‘What are you goin’ to do, major?’

‘I’m riding out. I’ll return this evening. Keep those captives safe, or by God, you’ll answer for it.’

Crabbe sagged against the wall, back streaming blood and body shuddering with pain. The men untied him and slung him into the stables like a sack of potatoes, and Appleby was dragged in after him, still unconscious. Bayonets jabbed at Josephine and Charlotte and they were marched into the barn. Their captors retreated, slamming the door shut behind them and barring it from the outside.

Charlotte’s face in the dim light was white as a sheet. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It looks like we found the widow.’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. The bile was stronger than ever, and she fought down the urge to vomit. She looked around. The barn was half-full of loose straw, and there were some tools hanging from a beam overhead: a wooden mallet, a pitchfork, a saw. We might use those as weapons, she thought dimly, but then dismissed the thought. They were two women alone, against men with muskets and bayonets.

‘What will happen now?’ Charlotte asked.

‘I suspect Boydell has gone to fetch Beauregard. They will come back this evening. We must be gone before they arrive, or I am dead, and probably so are you.’

‘You mean to escape?’ Charlotte’s eyes were wide. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know,’ Josephine said. ‘But I’m sure we can think of something.’



Up on the escarpment it was raining hard, a cold drizzle that erased the heat of the previous few days. ‘It is damnably quiet,’ MacLea said.

FitzGibbon grunted. ‘The Yankees are regrouping and resting, I expect. They’ve had a busy few days. They beat us the day before yesterday, but I reckon we bloodied their nose all the same.’

Murray was watching MacLea. ‘You’ve got that look on your face again.’

‘What look?’

‘The one you get when you’re thinking about doing something dangerous. What is it this time?’

In fact MacLea had been thinking about Josephine, remembering what she had said the evening before she departed. It is good to see you again, my dear. You have made me stronger; you always do. She had assured him she would return, but his fears for her would not go away.

He dragged his mind back to the present. ‘Madame Lafitte said something about a secret base, a camp away from the rest of the American army. If we could find that camp, we might be able to launch a counterattack. Another surprise attack by night, perhaps, just like Stoney Creek. We might even be able to persuade Maxwell to give us a few more men.’

FitzGibbon looked sceptical. ‘I doubt it. Every man and gun is being held back for the grand attack on Niagara. Whenever that will be.’

‘Regardless, I want to find this camp,’ MacLea said. ‘I think I shall take a scouting party and see what can be seen.’

‘They have watchers in the lowlands,’ FitzGibbon reminded him. ‘They will spot you as soon as you move. You’ll be sticking your head in the lion’s mouth.’

‘I won’t go into the lowlands. There is plenty of cover up here on the escarpment, and very few farms. I’ll go through the forest until I reach the heights above St David’s. From there, I can see anything moving in the lowlands.’

FitzGibbon nodded. ‘You’re taking your own men?’

‘Yes. Your redcoats are a little too visible. I’ll take Sergeant Murray and a small party from my company. Norton and his Mohawks too, if they will come.’

Since the fight at Campbell’s mill, even the most loyal of Norton’s men had begun to lose heart. The British counter-thrust after Stoney Creek had stalled, and the Americans had the upper hand once more. The Mohawks remembered the flames of Nundawao, and Dehewamis and the people who had fallen there.

The morale of British, Canadians and Mohawks alike was collapsing. We cannot last much longer, MacLea thought. We must find a way to break the enemy.

He found his own men in the camp, huddled under canvas shelters among the trees. Abel Thomas rose to his feet as MacLea approached. ‘How many men in your section are fit?’ the captain asked.

‘Seven, sir, including myself. Miller is still hurt, and Appleby and Crabbe are on detachment.’

‘Eight,’ said Miller, standing up. ‘I’m fit, Cap’n.’

‘Good. We’re going on a scout. Find Chief Norton, if you will, and ask if he will join us.’

Corporal Muir stood up too. ‘I’d like to volunteer too, sir.’

MacLea shook his head. ‘Sergeant Murray is coming with me, and Ferguson is still out of action. You’re in command of the company while I am gone.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Muir. He looked nervous and upset, his face making no secret of his unhappiness. The strain is getting to him, MacLea thought. I must keep an eye on him.

They gathered in the rain, Murray and Thomas, Croghan and Miller, Schmidt, Hill and McTeer, Kemble from Hastings County and Laidlaw from Prince Edward, both the latter veterans from the previous summer. Norton joined them, clad all in buckskins, with four Mohawks at his back. Was that all of his following that remained? MacLea wondered, but he did not ask.

‘Eyes wide open,’ he said to his men. ‘Let’s go.’

As silently as possible, they slipped away through the beech woods, passing the beaver dams and the ponds with their conical lodges in the middle of the water. Rain rustled in the trees overhead. The beavers, floating in the ponds, watched them go with bright eyes.



Seated under a canvas fly outside his tent, Colonel Beauregard looked up as Boydell rode into the camp and dismounted. The major looked more tense than ever, and the muscle in his jaw was working again, jumping under the skin.

‘Where is Chapin?’ Boydell asked.

‘Out raisin’ hell along the coast down by the Twenty.’

‘And the British?’

‘Sitting tight and makin’ no move to stop him. I reckon the Tommies have shot their bolt. What do you have for me?’

‘Here is the latest list of names from the widow,’ Boydell said, handing over a piece of paper. ‘Some of them were in the militia, others were in Butler’s Rangers back during the Revolution. They’re all loyalists, to a man.’

‘They won’t be for much longer,’ said Beauregard, scanning the list. ‘They’ll come over to us, or face the consequences. Is there something else, Major?’

‘Yes,’ said Boydell. ‘We have the Lafitte woman.’

Beauregard stood up sharply. ‘What the hell?’

‘She went to St David’s. She must have found out the identity of the widow. Mrs Christie recognised her from the description Chapin gave her, and went to alert the soldiers at the outpost. I arrested her and her companions, and came to find you.’ Something approaching a smile passed over Boydell’s rigid face. ‘I thought you would want to know.’

‘Well I’ll be damned,’ said Beauregard slowly. ‘Here we are layin’ all sorts of schemes to trap her and MacLea, and she walks plumb into our hands again. You’re right, she knows who the widow is. I wonder how she found out?’

‘We could beat it out of her,’ said Boydell.

‘We could. And I probably will at some stage. But there’s no hurry.’

Beauregard tapped his finger on his chin, thinking. ‘I got things a bit wrong,’ he admitted. ‘I thought Josephine would put her skills to work trying to figure out where our camp is, so she could lead MacLea to it. Then we could trap him, and her, before we move in on DeCew and wipe out the rest. Instead, she found out about the widow somehow and went lookin’ for her, and got caught. Well, that’ll be her misfortune,’ he added.

He paused for a moment. ‘Time for a new plan,’ he said.

‘You’re going to use her to trap MacLea?’

‘No, you are. Call your company to arms. And those Virginian volunteers at St David’s. Are they reliable?’

‘They’re good fighters, but they’re fractious and undisciplined. When not fighting the enemy, they’re just as happy to fight each other.’

‘They sound like my kind of men. All right. Go back to St David’s and tell their captain to put himself under your orders. Pull rank on him, if you have to.’ He turned to his orderly and called for his horse.

‘Where are you going?’ Boydell asked.

‘Army headquarters at Niagara. I need to see van Etten, and get things moving. I’ll be back in the morning. Once you get to St David’s, let MacLea know you have Josephine.’

‘How will I do that?’

‘Hell, do the obvious. Send a messenger under a flag of truce. He’ll come and try to rescue her, of course; that kind of gallant muttonhead can never resist a damsel in distress. Use the Virginians and your men to trap him. Chapin’s boys can get on with dealing with the names on the widow’s list.’

Beauregard’s horse was led around. He stepped it into the rain and mounted, then looked down at Boydell, touching the brim of his top hat. ‘Have fun killin’ MacLea. I know you’ve been lookin’ forward to it. But keep Josephine for me.’



‘I’m sorry I got you into this mess,’ Josephine said.

She had no idea how long she had been in the barn. Her watch had been in her reticule, as had Charlotte’s. The light outside remained dim, making it difficult to tell what hour of the day it was. Rain continued to patter on the roof over their heads.

Sitting on the straw, Charlotte raised her head. Her face looked drawn, but her voice was still firm. ‘If you remember, it was I who insisted on coming.’

‘I should have tried harder to dissuade you.’

‘It wouldn’t have done any good. I meant what I said. I cannot simply sit at home and wait while the rest of you fight. I must do something, strike a blow somehow.’

Josephine said nothing.

‘You talked about escaping,’ Charlotte said finally.

‘Yes. It is quite possible, I think. I can only hear two voices outside, which means they have left just two guards. Perhaps no one else wanted to stand in the rain. And some of the planks at the back of the barn are loose. We should be able to prise those open, quietly, and escape across the fields and up the escarpment.’

‘But?’

‘But if we did that, we would be leaving Mr Appleby and Mr Crabbe behind. I shudder to think what those Virginians will do to them once they discover we are gone. After that, Mr Crabbe will be sold into slavery and Mr Appleby will most probably be shot as a spy. I’m not sure I could face John again knowing I had abandoned two of his men to the enemy.’

‘Is there no way of taking them with us?’

‘We don’t know how badly injured they are, or even if they can walk. And we would have to get past those two guards in the courtyard.’ She paused for a moment. ‘But you could get away.’

Charlotte smiled without humour. ‘I’m pretty damned certain I couldn’t face John again knowing I had abandoned you to the enemy. I’m staying with you.’

‘My dear, don’t be brave for my sake. Save yourself.’

‘No,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’m not leaving without you.’



The day wore on. The rain tapered off, and the light outside brightened a little, leaking through gaps in the planks of the wooden barn. They heard the two sentries shuffling in the courtyard, and smelled a drift of pipe smoke. ‘Glad to see the end of that rain,’ one of them said.

The other grunted. ‘It’ll be back again. Doesn’t ever do anything in this country except rain. I can’t imagine why President Madison wants to conquer the damned place so much.’

Josephine recognised the second guard’s voice; it was Buck, the man who had flogged Crabbe.

‘Madison just wants to stick it to the British,’ said the first man. ‘He sure hates the British.’

‘Everybody hates the British. Go check on them two fellers in the stable. If either of ’em looks like wakin’ up, give ’em a tap again.’

‘Sure.’ There came the distant sound of a creaking door, and then the other guard returned, boots rasping on the cobbles. ‘Still out cold. Say, Buck. What do you reckon they’ll get for that black feller when they sell him?’

‘Well, he’s young and in good condition. Couple of hundred dollars, maybe.’

‘Whew-ee, that’s a lot of money. And we’ll get to split it between us?’

‘That’s what the major promised,’ Buck said.

‘Whew-ee,’ the other man repeated. ‘Say, what about the doxy? What do you think she’ll fetch?’

‘A lot more than that, I reckon. She’s prime, real prime. Lots of fellers will be biddin’ for her.’

The other man chuckled. ‘You’re right. She’ll go for a pretty penny. I reckon she’s a lively one, don’t you? Man, I could do a few things with her.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Buck. ‘Tell you what, I wouldn’t mind bein’ the overseer on the plantation where she ends up. I’d have just two things on my mind. Whippin’ all day, and rammin’ all night.’

Both men laughed. Charlotte stared at Josephine, eyes wide.

‘You know,’ said Buck, dropping his voice a little, ‘there ain’t no reason why we have to wait that long.’

‘No?’ said the other man, his voice sharp with interest.

‘Them two fellers are out cold, you said. The rest of the boys are at the stockade. And that major won’t be back till evening. We could do a little rammin’ right now.’

Josephine’s heart began to pound once more. She looked around, thinking again about weapons. Then, glancing at her boots, she was struck by sudden inspiration. They were new, bought in York, black leather with side laces. Fingers flying, she began pulling out the laces.

‘I reckon that blonde looks mighty fine, too,’ the other man was saying. ‘She says she’s a proper lady. Do you suppose she’s tellin’ the truth?’

‘You want to find out?’

‘Maybe so. I ain’t never had a lady before.’ The man chuckled. ‘I reckon she’ll smell real nice.’

A sudden tapping noise: Buck knocking the ashes out of his pipe. ‘We’re wastin’ time hangin’ round here,’ he said. ‘Let’s go pay ’em a social visit, shall we?’

Knotting the ends of the laces together, Josephine pointed at the wooden mallet. Charlotte nodded, pulling it down from the beam overhead, and then stood facing the door, holding the mallet behind her. Josephine just had time to duck behind the door as the bar outside lifted and the door creaked open. The first soldier entered, musket and bayonet pointed at Charlotte. He chuckled again, advancing towards her.

Buck followed him. As he passed beyond the door, Josephine moved swiftly behind him and dropped her makeshift garrotte over his head, wrapping it around his neck. Before he could react, she crossed her wrists to get the tightest possible constriction and then pulled with every ounce of strength in her body. Buck choked, dropping his musket and clutching at the garrotte. The other soldier turned to see what was happening, and as he did, Charlotte lifted the mallet and brought it down with crashing force on the back of his head. The soldier stumbled to his knees; Charlotte hit him again, and he fell forward on his face.

Buck was gagging, half throttled, but he was stronger than Josephine. He worked his thumbs under the garrotte, releasing the pressure, and then seized the throttling leather laces and tore them away from his throat. He turned on Josephine, his face purple and eyes glaring with hate and rage. ‘I’m gonna make you wish you’d never been born,’ he gasped, and then his eyes bulged and he went rigid. A second of frozen silence passed while he looked down at the bayonet point protruding from his chest. Then he slid off the bayonet and tumbled down onto the floor, where he lay twitching a little, hands clutching feebly while his lifeblood poured out into the straw. After a moment, his body relaxed and he went still.

Charlotte stood staring down at him, the musket and bloody bayonet still clutched in her hands. There was blood on the front of her cloak, too. She swayed with shock and Josephine seized her arm. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’ve never killed anyone before,’ Charlotte whispered.

‘It gets easier,’ Josephine said. She picked up the other musket and stabbed the second soldier where he lay, twice to make sure. ‘Come. We must hurry, before they come to change the guard.’

‘Hurry?’ Charlotte looked at her blankly, still in shock. ‘Where?’

‘Run to the stables and find Mr Appleby and Mr Crabbe. Rouse them if you can, and find out if they can walk.’ What she would do if they could not walk, she was not sure.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To see the widow,’ Josephine said grimly. She touched Charlotte gently on the arm. ‘Take the musket with you. Hurry now.’

Rousing, Charlotte ran out into the damp courtyard. Still carrying Buck’s musket, Josephine followed her. The tavern had a back door in the courtyard, meaning she could get inside without being spotted by the sentries at the stockade. Heart in mouth, she opened the door and tiptoed inside.

She was in a kitchen, dark and silent, ashes warm in the hearth. On the far side of the room she could see a line of yellow light under the door, a lamp burning in the room beyond. Taking a silent deep breath, she put her hand to the latch and eased the door open, praying the hinges would not squeak.

As it opened further, she saw a rough wooden table with chairs around it. The lamp burned in the middle of the table. Mrs Christie, the widow, sat in one of the chairs, an open strongbox on the table in front of her. She held a sheet of paper in one hand, peering at it through thick spectacles, while with the other hand she counted out piles of silver coin. She muttered under her breath from time to time, but it was impossible to tell what she was saying.

A disturbance in the air, a draught from the open door, made her stiffen. She looked up sharply. ‘You! What are you doing—’

Josephine hit her in the middle of the forehead with the butt of her musket, and Mrs Christie toppled sideways and fell heavily to the floor. Josephine took the paper she had been reading. It was a list of numbers, nothing more. Swiftly she went through the strongbox. Most of the papers were accounts for the tavern business, but at the bottom she hit gold: a list of names and addresses, some of which she recognised. Numbers next to the names correlated to the first list. She tucked both papers into the pocket of her cloak.

The woman on the floor stirred a little. Josephine looked at the bloody bayonet on her musket and just for a moment considered using it. She had stabbed an unconscious enemy who had wanted to rape her and Charlotte, but she balked at killing a defenceless woman.

She lowered the musket and ran back through the kitchen, out of the door into the courtyard and across to the stables. The light was dim now, evening drawing on under the low clouds. A light rain had begun to fall once more.

Appleby was sitting up, supported by Charlotte’s arm, and rubbing his head. Crabbe was groaning a little. Gently Josephine patted his cheeks, and after a moment his eyes opened. ‘Madame,’ he gasped.

‘We’re escaping,’ Josephine said. ‘Can you walk, either of you?’

Appleby stood up, reeled and clutched at a stall for support. Charlotte took his arm to steady him. ‘Just a dizzy spell,’ he gasped. ‘I’m all right, my lady.’

Crabbe was on his hands and knees, trying to stand, and Josephine and Charlotte took his arms and hoisted him to his feet. Biting his lip in pain, he took a single step, stumbled and nearly fell.

‘I will carry him,’ Appleby said. ‘Come on, Moses, old friend. I’ll be your beast of burden.’

Grimacing with the pain in his injured head, Appleby hoisted Crabbe face down across his shoulders, hands gripping the other man’s arms and legs to steady him. Crabbe must have been in agony; when Josephine looked at his face, he was only half conscious. Appleby swayed again, and steadied himself. ‘Lead on, madame,’ he said.

Charlotte opened the stable door and stepped out, Appleby following. Both of them stopped. Standing directly in front of them was Mrs Christie, blood running down from a cut on her forehead and covering her face like a mask. She held a bell-mouthed blunderbuss in her hands, pointed straight at them.

‘Where in hell do you think you’re going?’ she demanded.

‘We’ve had quite enough of your hospitality, Mrs Christie,’ Charlotte said crisply. ‘We are leaving. Please don’t try to stop us.’

Josephine was still in the stable, partly in shadow. She picked up one of the muskets. She could just see Mrs Christie through the gap between Charlotte and Appleby.

‘You’re going nowhere, fancy lady. Get back inside.’ The widow raised the blunderbuss. Josephine saw Appleby’s muscles tense and knew he was about to make a suicidal dive towards her, taking the full blast of the blunderbuss in hopes of saving the rest of them. Before Appleby could move, she pulled the trigger.

The musket slammed into her shoulder like a kicking mule and the recoil spun her around, knocking her to her knees. White smoke billowed, and the crash and thunder of the musket reverberated around the courtyard. When the smoke parted, she saw Charlotte and Appleby standing stock still, the musket ball having passed between their heads. Beyond them, the widow lay on her back, blunderbuss resting on the flagstones a yard away, a round red hole in her chest.

It gets easier.



At the top of the escarpment, MacLea, Murray and Norton crawled forward on their bellies through the dripping undergrowth, the rest of their men concealed behind them. To their right, the ground dropped away sharply into the valley of Four Mile Creek. Unlike the other streams, which fell in cascades over the escarpment, Four Mile Creek had found and exploited a geological fault to carve a path through the cliffs, tumbling down over rocks and fallen trees towards St David’s. A rough path, an old Indian trail, ran up the valley from the village towards Beaver Dams.

St David’s lay at the foot of the escarpment, almost beneath their feet. The stockade was clearly visible, and through his telescope MacLea could see more American troops around the church. St David’s, though, was not what he was looking for; the presence of the American outpost there was well known. According to Josephine, Beauregard had chosen a secret base, away from his own army. MacLea focused his telescope on the dark, forbidding forests of the Black Swamp, stretching away towards Lake Ontario, sweeping the trees slowly and looking for any sign of the enemy.

Suddenly he halted. Something spiralled up through the trees, a thin white thread, blurry in the rain. Further on, he spotted another pale spiral, and then two more. He studied them for a moment longer, and then passed the telescope to Norton. ‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘Those look like campfires to me.’

‘In the middle of a swamp?’ asked Murray.

‘There are patches of high ground, islands in the swamp,’ Norton said, focusing the telescope. ‘Chapin’s local informants would know about these places. If one wanted to avoid the attention of the enemy, and indeed of one’s own commanders, the Black Swamp would be an excellent place to hide.’

He handed the telescope to Murray. ‘If that is indeed their camp, then they are only ten miles from Niagara,’ he said. ‘Short supply lines, easy access to ammunition and stores. And within striking distance of our own positions.’

‘Then that must be them,’ said Murray. ‘Although this doesn’t get us very much further, does it? We’re too weak to go in after them. Even if you put all the companies together – ours, FitzGibbon’s, Williams’ and Gerrard’s – we only have about a hundred and fifty men left, and that includes walking wounded.’

‘Enough for a surprise attack,’ MacLea said.

Norton shook his head. ‘This is not Stoney Creek, my friend. These men are much more skilfully led. The moment we move against them, their informants will report our approach, and within the swamp itself they will have sentries and watch posts. Had I two hundred of my warriors instead of just four, we might have achieved something. As it is, I fear we would be leading our men to disaster.’

‘And then leaving half the peninsula defenceless against Boydell and Chapin and their raiders,’ MacLea said. He rubbed his eyes. ‘Very well, an attack is impossible… But at least now we know where their camp is, for what that is worth.’

‘We can attack them,’ Murray declared. ‘Chief Norton said it, we just need more men. But we’re not going to get them. Are we?’

In the far distance to the west more smoke rose, dense and billowing. MacLea’s heart sank. ‘They’re burning again,’ he said. ‘Down by the coast, too far away for Williams or FitzGibbon to get there in time. God damn the black-hearted bastards.’

Murray watched the smoke. ‘And God damn Dandy Maxwell and his grand advance on Niagara,’ he said quietly. ‘We have fought and bled and sweated our guts out, and for what? The enemy does whatever he wants, and all we can do is sit and watch.’

No one answered.

‘You know, I used to agree with Colonel Harvey,’ Murray said. ‘I thought Maxwell was a fine commander; energetic, decisive, exactly the general this army needed. I was wrong. He’s just another blundering incompetent like the rest of them.’

‘Except for Brock,’ John Norton said.

‘Yes. Except for Brock, God rest his soul.’

Down the hill at the foot of the escarpment a musket shot sounded, echoing off the cliffs below. Murray raised the telescope again. ‘Something is happening in St David’s,’ he said sharply. ‘There are people running out of the village, three of them. They’re making for the trail up Four Mile Creek.’

‘Is anyone pursuing them?’ asked MacLea.

‘Yes. American troops. Lots of them.’ He lowered the telescope and looked at MacLea. ‘This time, we don’t have to sit and watch.’

‘I know. Let’s get down there.’

They ran, ten militiamen and five Mohawks, hurtling down the rough trail beside the stream leaping and foaming over rocks. Another musket shot sounded, then another. A man’s voice was yelling, sharp with anger. ‘Get after them! After them, I tell you! Take them!’

Footsteps near at hand, people gasping and labouring up the trail. MacLea motioned, and his men crouched behind trees and rocks. Up the trail came two women, one black-haired and one fair; behind them was a man carrying another on his back. Yet another musket shot rang out, and a ball smacked into a tree, dislodging splinters and pieces of bark.

‘Josephine!’

MacLea ran from cover, sliding to a halt beside Josephine and Charlotte. Both stopped, sinking to their knees. Behind them, Appleby collapsed, and Moses Crabbe rolled bleeding onto the ground by MacLea’s feet. The first Americans appeared on the trail below, led by an officer carrying a sword and still shouting at his men.

MacLea shot the officer, who tumbled backwards. Muskets blazed all around him, and the head of the American column recoiled downhill. More muskets barked in reply, smoke boiling out over the trail.

‘Help them!’ MacLea ordered, and men came rushing forward; he saw Schmidt and Thomas pick up Appleby and Crabbe and carry them away, and McTeer was there interposing his body between the two women and the enemy muskets.

‘My lady, madame, it’s not healthy to hang around here. Get on up the hill as fast as you can. I’ll watch your backs.’

MacLea fired again, Murray reloading beside him and firing too, Norton and his Mohawks yelling their war cries and blazing away. Miller and Croghan fired and withdrew uphill, then Kemble and Laidlaw. A musket ball struck stone, sending up a shower of splinters, and Laidlaw clapped one hand to his eye as he ran. MacLea motioned to the Mohawks to withdraw, and then he and Murray fired again, sending another American tumbling into the stream, where he fell head down, wedged between two boulders.

‘Go,’ said MacLea.

They ran uphill after the others, hearing the firing behind them die away. At the top of the hill they all stopped, gasping for breath. MacLea knelt beside Crabbe, who was unconscious. ‘Will he live?’

Abel Thomas nodded. ‘He’s young and strong. He’ll pull through. Did you get many of them, sir?’

‘A few.’

‘Not enough,’ said Thomas. He stood up, picking up his musket and staring downhill, trembling with hatred and rage, and for a moment MacLea thought he was going to run back down the hill alone to challenge the enemy. ‘They flogged him as they would flog a slave. Didn’t they?’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘Lady Lawrence killed the man who did it.’

Overcome with shock and exertion, Charlotte was on her hands and knees being violently sick. Murray crouched beside her, his face full of concern. MacLea laid a hand on Thomas’s arm. He knew the young corporal’s history: his mother had been raped by her white owner, and Thomas himself had been the result. His hatred of slavers and slave owners was a fire that never died.

‘Don’t let your anger get the better of you,’ MacLea said quietly. ‘Moses is a good man, and what was done to him was evil. We all want to avenge it, the same way we want to avenge Billy Carson and the others. And we will. But not now.’

Thomas said nothing.

‘Crabbe is one of your men,’ MacLea said softly. ‘He looks to you for leadership. But so do McTeer and Schmidt and all the others.’ He paused for a moment to let this sink in. ‘You should check on Laidlaw. He may have lost an eye.’

After a long moment, Thomas swallowed, choking back his emotion. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about me, sir. I’ll do my duty.’

He walked away towards Laidlaw, who was kneeling with blood on his face, and bent and put an arm around the militiaman’s shoulders, speaking to him softly. Schmidt and Hill had made a stretcher out of two muskets and a cloak, and they lifted Crabbe onto this with great care. MacLea turned towards Josephine, who was sitting on a fallen tree, still gasping for breath. He knelt before her, taking her hands in his and holding them tightly.

‘I did not think I would see you again,’ he whispered.

‘I know. But remember what I said. I will always come back, John. You are my home, and to you I will always return.’




Chapter Eighteen

The Black Swamp, 15 June 1813

‘We lost them,’ Boydell said.

It was mid-morning, and Beauregard had just returned from Niagara. ‘You lost them? What the hell happened?’ the colonel demanded.

‘Damned if I know. I arrived back at St David’s yesterday to find two soldiers dead in the barn where the women had been held, the rest carrying back two more dead, their officer with a musket ball through his lungs, and no sign of the captives. It seems the prisoners overpowered their guards and got away, and when the Virginians went after them, they ran into an ambush.’

‘Did you order them to take up the pursuit again?’

‘I did, but they refused outright. It was getting dark, they said, and there were Indians in the woods. My own company baulked as well.’

‘Indians,’ Beauregard scoffed. ‘There ain’t no damned Indians in the woods. How many times do I have to say it? I’ve taken care of them.’

‘You haven’t taken care of Norton,’ Chapin pointed out. He was chewing on another plug of tobacco, and brown spittle flew from his lips as he spoke. ‘Damn it, Peter, send me back up the Grand River again. I’ll teach those Mohawk bastards a lesson they won’t forget.’ Suddenly enraged, he pounded his fist on the camp table. ‘Fire and the sword, I tell you! That’s all they understand, and that’s all they deserve!’

‘For God’s sake, Cyrenius, calm yourself. Norton is one man. If he has half a dozen followers, I’d be surprised.’ Beauregard looked sharply at Boydell. ‘There’s more?’

‘Yes. They killed the widow, and found the list of her informants and took that too. They can tear the whole network apart now.’

Chapin looked up. ‘Old Nan Christie? She’s dead?’

‘Stone dead. They shot her when they made their escape.’

The doctor considered this. ‘Never mind. She was a sour old whore anyway. I never liked her.’ He looked at Beauregard. ‘And I reckon she’d served her purpose.’

Beauregard tapped his riding crop against his boot, pondering this news. ‘Could be you’re right, Cyrenius. We’ve terrorised half the peninsula and brought the people to heel. As for the rest, we’ll revert to the original plan.’

‘What is the original plan?’ asked Boydell.

‘We’re goin’ on the offensive, Major. We’ll take DeCew and the rest of the outposts and push the British back beyond the Forty. The Mohawks will come over to us, all except for a handful like Norton, and the British Army will be caught in the jaws of a trap.’

‘We haven’t enough men. Chapin and I have lost nearly a hundred killed, wounded and sick since Stoney Creek.’

‘You’re right. That’s why I went to see van Etten, to persuade him to lend me a couple of regiments.’

‘You said after Stoney Creek that you wouldn’t rely on the fuckin’ regular army,’ Chapin said. ‘What made you change your mind?’

‘Oh, the men are all right, it’s the officers that are damned useless, or at least most of them. But I asked around about those Virginian volunteers when I was at headquarters. They may be frightened of Indians, but they’ve got some fighting spirit. And I ran into Colonel Boerstler. He’s a good man, who has worked for me before; I reckon I can count on him. I’ve asked van Etten to put him in command of the 14th Infantry. And also, there’s Forsyth.’

‘Forsyth said he’s done with you.’

‘Forsyth will obey orders,’ Beauregard said.

‘Did van Etten agree?’

‘Sure he did. He said he needs Granny Dearborn’s seal of approval, but that’s a formality. I’m going back to see him again tomorrow, and we’ll work out the details then. Rest your men, and wait for orders. Chapin will do the same.’

Beauregard slapped his riding crop on his boot again. ‘We’re going to succeed where Granny and all his generals failed. What do you think, Boydell? You reckon once I deliver Canada into our government’s hands, they’ll make me a general? Secretary for War? Maybe even president. Harrison wants to be president; maybe I should try too.’

‘What do we do about MacLea, and the woman?’

‘You sure do have a one-track mind, Boydell. Don’t worry. Everything is happening just I planned it. MacLea is at DeCew, and I reckon the woman went there too, after she got away from St David’s. MacLea’s men are exhausted, and morale is low. He and the other outposts are gettin’ no support from the rest of the army. One more blow, and they’ll crack. And then, when his men desert him, he will be vulnerable. He’ll try to escape with the woman, and that’s when we’ll take them both.’

‘How?’

‘I have more than one ace up my sleeve.’



It was late by the time the scouting party returned to the camp at DeCew, and Josephine was shivering with fatigue and reaction. Charlotte was in an even worse condition, and Murray carried her for the last few miles past Beaver Dams. They knocked at the door of the DeCew house, and Katharine DeCew admitted them at once and put both women to bed. When Josephine eventually woke late in the afternoon of the 15th, she ascertained that Charlotte was still sleeping, had a hot bath and a meal of soup, bread and bacon, and then fell soundly asleep again.

When she woke again on the morning of the 16th, she felt as if her limbs were made of jelly. MacLea was sitting in a chair beside the bed, watching her.

‘How are you?’ he asked gently.

‘Weak as a kitten. I feel like I am recovering from a long illness.’

‘That is not surprising. What happened?’

They had not spoken during the march; MacLea and Norton had feared a renewed pursuit, and ordered everyone to move silently. ‘I found the widow,’ she said. ‘She was a tavern-keeper in St David’s.’

MacLea listened in silence while she told him what had happened. When she came to the point where the two soldiers had entered the barn, he took her hand and held it, caressing it gently with his fingers.

‘I cannot believe that after all that, you then had the nerve to go into the tavern,’ he said. ‘You are the bravest woman I know.’

‘I had a job to do,’ she said. ‘I am no braver than any of the others. How is poor Mr Crabbe, and Mr Appleby? And Mr Laidlaw was wounded too.’

‘Crabbe is talking and eating,’ said MacLea. ‘He’ll be off his feet for a week or so, but Thomas is right, he’ll bounce back. Appleby is as fit as a fiddle. It is amazing how quickly the young recover. Laidlaw may lose his eye, but he insists on carrying on.’

‘He doesn’t want to let you down,’ she said.

‘He doesn’t want to let Abel Thomas down, more like. Thomas has turned into a natural leader, and a very fine young man. I hope to God the war spares him.’

Slowly, Josephine sat up. She was wearing a long white nightgown borrowed from Mrs DeCew, several sizes too large for her, and it billowed around her ankles as she rose and reached for her cloak, hanging from a peg on the bedroom door. From its pocket she extracted the two papers she had taken from the tavern and handed them to MacLea.

‘The first is an account. Each number represents an agent or informant, and next to the name is the fee they receive for information. The second is a list of the informants themselves. The numbers next to their names correspond to the account.’

MacLea was reading the papers. ‘So we know who the informants are and where they live, and we have proof that they are being paid. That is damning evidence.’

‘Yes,’ said Josephine. ‘We can break up the entire network. And without their information, Beauregard will be blind. He will no longer be able to spy on our movements.’

MacLea nodded. ‘Unfortunately, that may not matter,’ he said. ‘We are in a perilous state. Our numbers have been whittled away, and morale is low. The enemy can attack any time they like, and if they come in strength, there is little we can do to stop them.’

‘I still think the network should be put out of business,’ Josephine said.

MacLea regarded her for a moment. ‘You know Rottenburg’s orders. People suspected of treason are to be shot out of hand, without trial. The evidence we have here is enough to condemn every man and woman on this list to immediate death.’

‘I know,’ Josephine said. ‘But we don’t know what drove them to collaborate. Some may be genuine traitors. But many may have acted out of fear. The Americans have threatened James’s brother and his family. They would certainly apply similar pressure to others.’

‘Rottenburg’s orders allow for no exceptions,’ MacLea said.

‘I know,’ she said again. ‘What do you want to do?’

They looked at each other for a long time. Then MacLea rose and fetched a candle and tinderbox and a basin from the washstand. Lighting the candle, he put it into the basin and held the two sheets of paper to the flame, watching them burn away to black ash.

‘We shall circulate a rumour that we have this list,’ he said. ‘When they hear, the informants will go into hiding, from both us and the Americans. The network will cease to function.’

Josephine closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Too many people have died already. I could not bear to be the cause of yet more innocent deaths.’

‘We will of course have to take this secret to our graves,’ MacLea said. ‘If word got out that we had destroyed evidence of treason, we could end up facing a firing party ourselves.’

She smiled. ‘I’m willing to take the chance.’

There was a knock at the door and Katharine DeCew came into the room. ‘Madame Lafitte! Should you be up and about?’

‘I am feeling much better,’ Josephine said, smiling. ‘Thank you once again for your excellent care of me. How is Lady Lawrence?’

‘Still resting, which is good. Rest is the best cure for ordeals such as the one you and she faced. Madame, I am sorry to intrude, but a letter has come for you. One of the Mohawks delivered it by hand.’

The back of Josephine’s neck began to tingle. ‘Thank you,’ she said, taking the letter. Mrs DeCew departed, and Josephine broke the seal on the letter and read it.


My dear Madame Lafitte,

Teyoninhokarawen’s men have delivered your letter. Our people are in crisis. Adonwentishon’s heart tells her one thing; her head tells her another. She has not made her final decision. She respects John MacLea, whom she knows, and from what I have told her of you, she respects you also. If you and John MacLea come to the Grand River, she is willing to listen to you. Come quickly if you can. I cannot tell you what her decision will be, but if you desire the support of your people, this is your best and only chance.

Your friend

Kanahstatsi



‘It’s from Rebecca Morningstar,’ Josephine said. ‘Catherine Brant wants to talk to both of us. We need to go to the Grand River.’

MacLea sat up straight. ‘When?’

‘As soon as possible.’ Josephine opened the closet and began pulling out her clothes. ‘There is a chance, Rebecca says, that we can persuade Catherine Brant to support us.’

‘My dear, you heard Mrs DeCew. You should rest.’

‘There will be time to rest later. Now shoo. I need to get dressed.’

Despite the throbbing urgency in the air, there was a twinkle in his eyes. ‘I have seen you undressed before, you know.’

‘And you will again, many times. But we must not shock Mrs DeCew.’ She kissed him on the lips. ‘Go and arrange our escort. I will dress and speak to Charlotte, and join you presently.’



Half an hour later, wrapped in her cloak, she joined MacLea at the camp. The wind was rising, a light rain falling once more. MacLea and Norton stood talking with Murray. McTeer and Schmidt were there too, and Laidlaw with a patch over one eye, muskets ready and haversacks slung over their shoulders, ready to march. Muir stood nearby, looking more unhappy than ever.

‘I wish you would let me come with you, sir.’

‘I appreciate your zeal, Corporal,’ MacLea said. ‘But your place is here, with Sergeant Murray and the company.’ He turned to Josephine. ‘Chief Norton and his men are coming with us.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Josephine said to Norton, curtseying a little. ‘It is good of you to guide us.’

Norton smiled a little. ‘I am also your insurance policy,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘If you fail to persuade Catherine Brant, she and her followers might decide to give proof of their loyalty to the Americans. Killing two of the British Crown’s most loyal servants would certainly constitute such proof. If I am with you, I might be able to prevent that from happening.’

‘Might?’ asked MacLea.

Norton shrugged. ‘Nothing is certain in life. If I fail, at least I can die along with you.’

‘What a comforting thought,’ said Josephine. She must still be feeling light-headed, she thought, because somehow the idea of dying no longer seemed to matter very much. ‘How long will it take us to get to the Grand River?’

‘Three days.’

‘Then let us go,’ she said.



In the American encampment outside Niagara, the rain had churned the ground into mud. Five thousand American troops sweated in damp tents, and the smell of refuse and ordure filled the air. The sick lists were already long, Colonel van Etten knew, and while the army remained in this fetid camp, they would only grow longer. His task was to make sure the bulk of the army remained here as long as possible, until their strength drained away.

‘You are confident that this scheme will work?’ he asked. ‘Because I must warn you, Beauregard, if there is the slightest doubt, I shall ask General Dearborn to cancel the operation. The success or failure of our entire venture in Canada rests on your shoulders. If this goes wrong, and you fail, there will be a heavy price to pay.’

‘You can trust me, Colonel van Etten,’ Beauregard said. ‘The scheme is already halfway to completion. The British forward positions have been reduced to a handful of men, and we know their morale is low. By sending in so many troops, I’m almost usin’ a sledgehammer to crack a nut.’

‘Tell me your plan once again.’

‘It’s simple. The main thrust will be led by Forsyth’s rifles, the steadiest company we have. The Virginia militia will back him up. They’ll set off from St David’s and punch straight through to Twenty Mile Pond. I reckon the light company of the 49th will advance to meet them, and the enemy will probably bring the garrison from DeCew down as well. That means they’re committin’ all their forward outpost troops, puttin’ their eggs in one basket. The Virginians and the riflemen will clean them up and push on towards the Forty. That’s when you need to get Granny out of bed and start the army movin’ forward once more.’

‘And what will happen then?’

‘As soon as the Mohawks hear about the British defeat, they’ll come over to us. Their warriors will circle around and take the enemy from the rear. Maxwell will have no choice but to abandon his camp and his guns and retreat. The road will be open to York, and then to Montreal.’

‘Suppose Maxwell reinforces the forward outposts. Suppose the Virginians and the rifle company aren’t enough.’

‘Maxwell won’t send reinforcements,’ Beauregard said. ‘I’ve made certain of that.’

‘Have you? How?’

Beauregard smiled. ‘Never you mind. But even if something goes wrong, I’ll have Colonel Boerstler and the 14th Infantry in reserve, along with Boydell and Chapin’s companies. Trust me, Colonel, we can handle anything the enemy throws at us.’

‘The 14th have not covered themselves in glory on this campaign,’ said van Etten. ‘They got lost during the march west, and they took heavy losses at Stoney Creek.’

‘Their colonel was an idiot. That’s why I asked you to fire him and replace him with Boerstler. He’s a dependable man, and I’m told he has whipped the regiment into shape. They’re ready to fight.’

‘When do you intend to advance?’

‘As soon as the troops are ready.’

‘Today is the sixteenth,’ van Etten said. ‘We are, as usual, short of ammunition and food, and it will take time to get supplies together. The troops you have asked for will be ready to advance in six days’ time.’

‘Six days! That’s a powerful long time to wait, Colonel.’

‘What is your hurry?’ van Etten asked. ‘You said Maxwell won’t reinforce the outposts. They will be just as weak and vulnerable in six days as they are now. Perhaps even more so, if their morale continues to deteriorate. I’m sorry, Colonel Beauregard, but I will not sanction any rash or hasty actions. You will have your men when I say they are ready.’

Beauregard tapped his riding crop against his boot. ‘So be it.’

‘No mistakes, Colonel,’ van Etten warned. ‘Remember, America is depending on you.’

‘America picked the right man,’ Beauregard said, motioning for his mount to be brought forward. He stepped up into the stirrup and swung a leg over the back of the horse. ‘Go tell Granny I’m about to give him a victory,’ he said. ‘And tell him if he wants to thank me for it, a promotion wouldn’t come amiss.’



Kramer stood and watched Beauregard ride away, his face very still. The situation was hanging in the balance, he thought. If Beauregard won and the Mohawks went over to the enemy, the British really were finished. On the other hand, if he was defeated, American morale would suffer. Dearborn and his generals would lapse into apathy, and the Americans would not stir out of their camp. Sickness and disease would do the rest.

Once Beauregard was out of sight, Kramer returned to his tent. Here he opened his writing case and wrote a short letter consisting entirely of strings of numbers. Sealing it, he walked through the camp until he came to the lines of the 23rd Infantry.

The 23rd had suffered heavy losses at Stoney Creek, and its morale was at rock bottom. The men sat listlessly in their tents, smoking pipes and playing cards, or simply looking at their hands and not speaking. A sentry at the edge of the camp stood leaning on his musket and staring vacantly into space.

‘Come to attention in the presence of an officer,’ Kramer said.

The soldier blinked and then stiffened his back, presenting his musket. Kramer lowered his voice. ‘What is your name, soldier?’

‘Warren, sir. Private Warren.’

‘Listen closely, Private Warren. What I am about to tell you must never be revealed to anyone. If it is, you will face a court martial and the death penalty. Is that understood?’

Warren swallowed. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘I have a special assignment for you,’ said Kramer.

‘For me, sir?’

‘Yes, soldier. I want you to desert to the enemy.’

Warren gazed at him, mouth open. ‘Sir?’

‘This is intelligence work. Very important intelligence work. The nearest enemy post is at DeCew on Twelve Mile Creek. You will take this letter with you, and you will give it to the British commanding officer at DeCew.’

‘But sir, I can’t desert. If they catch me, they’ll shoot me.’

Kramer handed him the letter and a small, heavy cloth bag. ‘In there are ten gold eagles,’ he said. ‘One hundred US dollars. When you deliver the letter, the British commander will undertake to pay you the same amount. With two hundred dollars you can go anywhere in the world, buy a house and farm, start a new life and never have to worry about poverty again. You’ll never have to eat army rations, or get sick with dysentery, or stand sentry duty in the rain and mud. All you have to do is deliver this letter to DeCew.’

He looked steadily at the soldier. ‘You are a patriot, I know. But this is all in the service of your country. Your actions will help bring the war to a speedy conclusion. Do not let your conscience stand in the way of your duty.’

The sentry swallowed again. ‘Yes, sir. Very good, sir.’

‘Well, don’t just stand there, man. Get going.’

The sentry walked away across the fields. Within a minute, he had been swallowed up by the surrounding forest. Kramer sighed, then turned and walked back towards his tent. He knew he had taken a big risk in allowing Beauregard to go ahead with his scheme, but if he had tried to block it, the American might have turned to other channels. He might also have started asking awkward questions about Colonel van Etten, and that would never do. For the moment, at least, Kramer still had his trust.

But even forewarned of the enemy’s plans, could Captain MacLea and the delicious Madame Lafitte and their allies muster enough strength to defeat Beauregard? Kramer knew how weak the British were, and he knew General Maxwell was still hesitating, refusing to weaken his main army any further by committing more troops to the forward outposts. We won a victory at Stoney Creek, he thought to himself, but this could still go spectacularly wrong. And if past experience was anything to go by, it probably would.



MacLea, Josephine, John Norton and their companions spent the first night camped in wild country on the upper reaches of the Chippawa River, and the second in a village of the Mississauga people on the Grand River, not far from Nundawao. They passed the ruins of the latter next morning as they paddled upriver in borrowed canoes. MacLea remembered the lively, bustling little town with its longhouses and wooden stockade and fields stretching around it, and the friendly, welcoming presence of Dehewamis. Now there was nothing but charred wood, a few parts of the stockade still standing like broken teeth protruding from the ground, and the fields were empty and already sprouting weeds.

They reached Brant’s Crossing in the evening, rows of longhouses clustered around a tiny white church. The wood of the longhouses, bleached silvery grey with age, shone in the late sunlight. At the largest house they were met by Rebecca Morningstar, tall and straight, with iron-grey hair tied in two thick braids at the sides of her face, dressed in the beaded buckskins she wore when among her own people. ‘Welcome,’ she said to MacLea, and she kissed Josephine on the cheek, European style. ‘I am glad you have come.’

‘Is Adonwentishon still willing to talk?’ John Norton asked.

‘She is. She bids you be present also, Teyoninhokarawen. Her son Ahyonwaeghs is also here, as are our cousins from Kahnawake.’

‘Will you take us to them?’ asked MacLea.

‘Later. You have travelled far. Eat first, and then we shall talk.’

Dinner was a fragrant venison stew with cornbread, a bowl of last year’s apples, wrinkled and sweet, and little dishes of wild strawberries, a welcome change from army rations. McTeer and Schmidt, who had been here before, ate everything that was offered and asked for more, to the delight of the women who served them. They looked shyly at Laidlaw, clearly fascinated by him. ‘Why am I so interesting?’ asked the man from Prince Edward.

‘They think you must be a great warrior,’ said Rebecca. ‘You have lost an eye and yet you fight on. That makes you a mighty man in their eyes.’

‘Let’s hope the girls back home think so,’ said Laidlaw cheerfully.

‘By the looks of it, you might not have to wait that long,’ McTeer said.

‘No fraternising,’ MacLea warned. ‘Keep your wits about you and stay ready. We still don’t know what Adonwentishon will decide.’

‘Never mind,’ said McTeer. ‘As I said the last time we came here, if they kill us, at least we’ll die with full bellies.’

They finished their meal, and Rebecca Morningstar rose. ‘Come,’ she said.



It had been eight months since MacLea had last seen Catherine Brant, and she had altered little. As before, she sat cross-legged on a blanket next to a fire, dressed in buckskin robes and moccasins heavily decorated with coloured beads. He remembered the crucifix she wore around her neck, and the cabochon ruby ring on her left forefinger, and the long-stemmed pipe she held in her hand, puffing slowly and blowing out smoke. Her lined face was expressionless as they approached. Three men sat on another blanket to one side, also watching in silence.

‘Adonwentishon,’ said Norton. ‘I bring you Captain John MacLea, whom you remember. And this is our ally, Madame Josephine Lafitte.’

Catherine Brant removed the pipe from her mouth. ‘Kanahstatsi has spoken of you, madame. Be welcome. You also, John MacLea.’

She gestured to blankets that had been placed by the hearth opposite her, and the three of them sat down, crossing their legs. Rebecca moved to join the men sitting on the other blanket.

‘This is my son Ahyonwaeghs,’ Catherine said, pointing to the youngest of the trio. ‘You may also know him as John Brant. This is Tewennitashen, war leader of our cousins from Kahnawake, and this is Captain Ducharme of the Indian Department.’

Tewennitashen wore buckskins and held a decorated war axe with a highly engraved blade resting on his lap. Ducharme wore buckskins too, but with black European boots and a red uniform coat. He was in his late forties, with a hawk nose and a weather-beaten face. MacLea wondered at his presence here. The Indian Department were intermediaries between the British Crown and the Indian peoples. What would Ducharme do if the Mohawks went over to the enemy? Would he go with them? Very probably; there were many strange and conflicting loyalties in the Indian Department.

Catherine Brant puffed out smoke. ‘You may begin,’ she said to Josephine.

Josephine nodded. ‘You know as well as anyone how badly we are outnumbered, and how desperately we need help. You do not need me to rehearse these facts for you. But may I ask a question, Adonwentishon? What have the Americans promised you?’

Ducharme sat motionless, but the other Mohawks stirred a little. ‘You speak boldly, for a stranger,’ Catherine Brant said coldly. ‘Why do you think the Americans have promised us anything?’

‘Because I think you would not be contemplating a change of allegiance if they had not. The man you have been negotiating with is Colonel Peter Beauregard of the US Army Ordnance Survey. I can tell you from my own experience that he will promise you anything, anything at all, the sun and the moon together packaged in a net of stars, in order to persuade you, but he will break his pledged word without a second thought. Lies and deception are this man’s stock in trade, and the truth is a toy to be twisted and broken at will. Whatever promises he has made to you, he will not keep them.’

‘You know this man,’ said Catherine Brant. It was a statement, not a question.

‘I know him. Once, a long time ago, I too was taken in by his lies. He promised me many things when he took me from my home in the orphanage in New Orleans: love, happiness, a fine house, clothes, jewels, all the things a young girl could ever want, and God help me, I believed him. But in the end, the only things he gave me were degradation, squalor and misery. And those will be his gifts to you, Adonwentishon, if you listen to him.’

‘He betrayed you. Are you asking us to help you seek revenge?’

‘I need no one’s help to revenge myself. But I want to prevent him from betraying others as he betrayed me.’

‘I believe your story,’ said Catherine Brant. ‘But do I believe your motives for coming here? I am not certain I do. Your hatred of Beauregard clouds your judgement, I believe, but I do not intend to let it cloud mine. You speak of betrayal. Can you promise that the British will not betray us also?’

‘No,’ said Josephine.

‘In the Niagara peninsula, your authorities have ordered troops to arrest and shoot people on the merest suspicion of treason, without trial, in clear violation of your own laws,’ said Catherine Brant. ‘Do you really think we should trust such people and regard them as friends? If you say yes to this question, I will laugh in your face. The Americans will break their promises, you say. But can we trust the British to keep the promises they have made, to let us have our own land and be free? Of course we cannot. In the end, what is there to choose between you?’

‘I will answer this,’ said Josephine. ‘The British may break their promises, or they may not. The Americans will betray you, beyond any shadow of doubt. There is the choice before you. The possibility of betrayal, versus the certainty.’

‘There is a third choice,’ said Tewennitashen. ‘We could remain neutral, join neither side and stay out of the fight. That way we might hope to survive.’

John Norton shook his head. ‘Long ago, that might have been possible. Now, there is no neutrality. Our fathers made their own promises to King George when they first came here as refugees from America. In exchange for land and freedom, they would fight to defend this country. If we break that pledge now and the British win, they will turn against us. And the Americans have already said that if we do not join their cause, they will destroy us. There is no third choice, brother. Loyalty to the British or defection to the Americans; those are the only options.’

MacLea looked at Ducharme. ‘What is the view of the Indian Department?’

Ducharme smiled. ‘Like a good leader, I go where my followers tell me they want to go.’

‘Forgive me for saying this,’ said MacLea. ‘But is that not a touch facile?’

‘Then let me put it another way, monsieur. I am French, not British, and Tewennitashen is my brother-in-law. My loyalty to my family comes first.’

Catherine Brant blew out smoke and leaned forward. ‘You do not trust the Americans. I understand why. Your belief is sincere. But give me one real reason why we should not go over to them right now, and send them your scalps as a peace offering.’

‘Because you know in your heart that is not the honourable thing to do,’ said Josephine.

They stirred again, looking at her.

‘Imagine that you have gone over to the Americans,’ she continued. ‘Imagine that you are victorious, and for the sake of argument, imagine that the Americans do keep faith and allow you to maintain your freedom. In five years’ time, when you look at the ruins of our towns and farms, the graves of our people, our scalps hanging over your doorways, what will you think? Will you say to yourselves, ah, yes; what we did then was good? What we did then was honourable? Did we do well?’

No one answered her.

‘Or will you feel shame? Will you remember your friends, the people who fought and died beside you to preserve your freedom, not just their own, at Detroit and Queenston, Sackett’s Harbor and York, Niagara and Stoney Creek? Will you feel regret? Will you wish you could turn back time and make your choice again? And if you could make that choice, what would you choose? Survival? Or honour?’

‘I would choose honour,’ said John Brant.

‘Be silent, Ahyonwaeghs. There is more than honour at stake here. We are dealing with the fate of our people. Survival is the most important thing of all.’

‘But they will not survive,’ Josephine said with soft force. ‘They will be ground into the dust, reduced to poverty and living on the margins. At best they will be the white man’s slaves. At worst they will be abandoned to die of hunger and disease. I cannot promise you that there will be no betrayal at British hands; no one can. But what I can promise you is this.’

She paused and drew breath. ‘If you march with us now,’ she said, ‘Ohsweken and Kahnawake and white men together, you will forever hold your heads up high and proud, because you will have followed the path of honour. And your descendants, no matter what befalls them, no matter what road their lives go down, will always remember these days and the deeds of their ancestors; and because of those memories, they too will face the world with pride. They will shout out your names and say, those were my people! I am one of them! I am Kanien’kehaka! I am Mohawk!’

MacLea sat listening to the ringing silence. John Brant’s face was excited; Tewennitashen slowly caressed the handle of his axe. A little smile played around the corners of Ducharme’s mouth. Catherine Brant laid down her pipe.

‘You are famous for your eloquence, Teyoninhokarawen,’ she said drily to Norton. ‘But I think you have met your match.’

‘I am sure of it,’ said Norton. ‘May I say also that when it comes to putting honour over survival, Madame Lafitte lives the words she speaks. Like Captain MacLea, she has laid her life on the line many times. And what she said is true: she fights to defend us as well as her own people.’

‘I have ears, Teyoninhokarawen. I am capable of understanding what Madame Lafitte has said. John MacLea, have you anything to add?’

MacLea shook his head. ‘Madame Lafitte has said it all.’

‘Then hear my decision.’ Catherine Brant paused, looking at the circle of watching faces. Some of the Mohawks at the other fires had risen during Josephine’s speech, and now they came crowding around to listen.

‘We go to war,’ said Adonwentishon. ‘Teyoninhokarawen, tomorrow you will gather the warriors of our people. Tewennitashen, your men will join forces with them. You will go to the Niagara peninsula, and you will make good on our pledges. John MacLea, Madame Lafitte, I give you seven hundred warriors of my people. I have reposed my trust in you. Do not fail me.’




Chapter Nineteen

Queenston, 21 June 1813

Dusk was falling as the long column of Mohawks wound its way through the trees to the camp at DeCew. FitzGibbon’s men and MacLea’s Company turned out to watch them, eyes wide.

‘Welcome back,’ said Alec Murray, smiling broadly. ‘It looks like you persuaded Adonwentishon.’

‘Josephine did,’ said MacLea. ‘All credit goes to her. Meet John Brant, Adonwentishon’s son. And this is Tewennitashen from Kahnawake, and Captain Ducharme of the Indian Department. Gentlemen, may I introduce Lieutenant FitzGibbon of the 49th, and my second in command, Sergeant Murray.’

‘Welcome,’ said FitzGibbon. ‘I cannot tell you how glad we are to see you.’

‘What is the situation?’ asked John Norton.

‘All quiet,’ replied the lieutenant. ‘The enemy are holding fast for the moment, but so are we. There is still no sign of General Maxwell’s grand offensive.’

‘What is he waiting for?’ asked MacLea.

‘God knows. There was one curious incident the other day. An American deserter came in, from the 23rd Infantry. He brought a letter that he insisted he had to give to me. But it’s all in code of some kind. I cannot make head or tail of it.’

Tired though she was, Josephine felt her scalp tingling. ‘May I see the letter, Lieutenant?’

FitzGibbon looked surprised, but he reached into his coat pocket and handed it over. Josephine opened it and looked at the lines of numbers. It was the same Imperial Austrian code that Kramer had used when writing to her in Burlington.


The Americans are planning a new offensive. Beauregard is in command, with two regiments plus Forsyth’s riflemen and the volunteer companies of Chapin and Boydell. They will advance on the 22nd, and the following day they will attack your outpost on the Thirty. Beware the Mohawks, for they are planning to betray you.



She looked at the officers and chiefs. ‘They are coming,’ she said. ‘We are just in time.’



The knock at the door sounded like the hammer of fate. Laura Secord, who had been waiting for it ever since Josephine departed, rose and went out into the hall. The two maidservants stared at her, eyes round with fear.

‘Go into the kitchen,’ she told them. ‘I will answer the door.’

The servants hurried away. Laura lifted the bar of the door and opened it. Standing on the doorstep was a tall man in a fawn coat and top hat, holding a riding crop. She recognised Colonel Beauregard at once; Josephine had pointed him out at the end of May, the day he first came to Queenston.

‘Evening, ma’am,’ he drawled. ‘Sorry to intrude on you, but we’re requisitionin’ this house for the night. We need beds, and supper.’

Behind Beauregard, other men were dismounting in the street. She saw Boydell among them, and recognised the black hat and yellow teeth of Cyrenius Chapin. One of the others was a colonel in the regular army. She felt her knees begin to shake.

‘Please,’ she said desperately. ‘I have young children, and my husband is unwell. I beg you, do not disturb them.’

‘We don’t intend to hurt anyone. Lock your family up in the servants’ quarters and tell ’em to stay out of sight. You and your servants can bring our supper.’

‘The hour is late,’ Laura protested. ‘The kitchen fire is out.’

‘A cold collation will suffice. Don’t keep makin’ excuses, woman. I’m being friendly at the moment, but that could change, real fast.’

Her four daughters were reading or playing in the nursery. She shepherded them into the servants’ rooms, along with her husband, leaning on his stick. ‘I don’t like leaving you alone with them,’ James said.

‘All they want is dinner and beds for the night. Please, James, you must stay out of sight. If they see you limping, they might ask about your injury, and if they find out you served in the militia, they’ll start asking more questions. If they find out Josephine was here, God knows what will happen. Stay inside, my dear, and lock the door behind you.’

She could hear the officers moving around the house, choosing bedrooms. Boydell was shouting for hot water. Filling a jug from the copper in the kitchen, she hurried upstairs. ‘Here is your water, Major.’

He took the jug from her without a word and walked into one of the bedrooms, the room shared by her elder daughters. When they have gone, she thought, I shall burn the quilts and bedding, and break that jug. I will not have anything that traitor has touched in my house.

Back in the kitchen, she and the terrified servants began preparing a hasty meal. Ransacking the larder, they brought out a tureen of soup, cold trout, a pigeon pie and a crock of mincemeat, with bread and butter. There was a decanter of claret, and another of port. That will have to do, she thought. Leaving the servants in the kitchen, she carried the food into the dining room herself and laid it out on the sideboard before turning to set the table.

She had just finished when Beauregard entered the room, the other officers following. ‘You can retire now,’ he told her. ‘We won’t need you again tonight.’

‘Yes, sir.’ She curtseyed and departed. As she closed the door behind her, she heard Beauregard’s voice again. ‘Perishin’ hot in here, ain’t it? Be a good fellow, Cyrenius, and open a window.’

Laura returned to the kitchen, wishing her knees would stop shaking. ‘What are they doing here, ma’am?’ one of the maids whispered.

‘I don’t know.’ Apart from the sentries at the battery up the hill, and the occasional foraging party looking for food, the Americans had not molested them. Why had Beauregard returned now, with Boydell and Chapin? She could understand why they had chosen her house for their billet; it was one of the larger ones in the town, and had been the least badly damaged. But why were they in Queenston in the first place?

She remembered Beauregard’s voice. Be a good fellow, and open a window. As she’d walked back to the kitchen, she had heard the rasp of a sash window going up, and knew from the direction of the sound that it was one of those facing the courtyard behind the house. A sudden thought seized her.

No, she told herself firmly. Curiosity killed the cat, remember? If they think you are spying on them, they will punish all of us. But the thought would not go away.

She rose and picked up a wooden bucket. ‘Wait here,’ she told the servants. ‘I’m going to fetch water from the well.’

Outside, the evening was warm, the sky full of light. Little clouds floating above the escarpment glowed with pink fire in the sunset. It was the longest day of the year, a year of blood and disaster and ruin. She wondered if any of them would see another one.

Voices sounded through the open window. She halted in the shadows, listening.



‘Six days,’ Colonel Beauregard was saying. ‘Six goddamned days we’ve had to wait while van Etten gets powder and provisions together. Fortunately, gentlemen, the situation remains the same. The British are clinging on by their fingernails. One good push now, and we’ll break them and send them back across the Forty.’

‘We know that,’ Boydell said impatiently. ‘You’ve been saying that for days. Why have you called us here?’

‘To tell you my plan,’ Beauregard said.

‘We already know the plan. Forsyth’s rifles and the Virginians are moving up tomorrow. On Wednesday they’ll attack the 49th’s light company on the Thirty. The 14th Infantry, the Buffalo men and my company are in reserve. Once the British are defeated on the Thirty, we will advance and drive them back.’

‘That’s the plan I’ve been telling everyone,’ said Beauregard. ‘We know there must be British spies in our camp, and the one good thing about this delay is that their agents will have had plenty of time to get word back to headquarters in Burlington. Maxwell won’t do anything, but MacLea and Williams and some of the other officers might. In fact, I’m hoping they will.’

‘Peter,’ said Chapin harshly. ‘Stop being so goddamned elliptical and tell us what you intend to do.’

‘They don’t know it, but Forsyth and the Virginians are a decoy. The British will throw every man they have at their column in order to stop it. While they do so, their bases will be unguarded. On Wednesday, while they are fully engaged, the 14th and the two volunteer companies will advance to St David’s, follow the trail up Four Mile Creek onto the escarpment and advance to Beaver Dams. I’ll be with you, in overall command.’

‘Coming out of the shadows, are you?’ said another voice. It sounded amused. ‘The spy steps out and claims credit for his deeds?’

‘Absolutely, Colonel Boerstler. This is gonna be my victory. I planned it, I made it and I’m gonna be there for the kill. Once we take DeCew, we can either move down to the lowlands and take the British in the flank, or move on to Ball’s Falls, wipe out that outpost too and circle around to take them in the rear. We’ll catch them between two fires.’

Chapin chuckled. ‘Either way, by the end of Thursday, there won’t be a British soldier alive this side of the Forty.’

‘That will be the signal for the Mohawks to join us,’ said Beauregard. ‘And further, to anticipate Major Boydell’s question, MacLea’s company will no longer exist and MacLea himself will be dead. I reckon we’ll probably catch Madame Lafitte at DeCew also, and that really would be the icing on the cake.’

‘I think this calls for a toast,’ said Chapin. ‘To victory, gentlemen!’

‘To victory!’ the others echoed.

There was silence while they drank, and then Beauregard spoke again. ‘It’s getting’ a trifle chilly in here now. Close the window, someone, will you?’ The sash window above Laura’s head closed with a bump, and she heard no more.



Back in the kitchen, she set the bucket down and ushered the two maids towards the servants’ quarters. ‘It’s me,’ she whispered, knocking quietly at the door. ‘Let us in.’

James opened the door and let the three of them in, then closed the door and locked it again. Her daughters were, blessedly, asleep. The two maidservants sat in a corner, still frightened and holding hands. Laura sat down beside her husband and spoke in a whisper.

‘They have a plan to trap John and our troops. They’re going to launch a surprise attack on DeCew the day after tomorrow. And if they win a victory there, the Indians will turn against us.’

Secord’s shoulders slumped. ‘Then that’s it. The war is as good as over.’

‘Not if we can get word to John at DeCew. He might be able to stop them, he and the others.’

‘Laura, it is miles away. Thanks to this damned leg of mine, I can barely walk a hundred yards. I could never make it to DeCew.’

‘No,’ said Laura. ‘But I could.’

They looked at each other in the guttering light of a candle. ‘Lass,’ Secord whispered. ‘Are you sure?’

‘We must do something.’

‘If the Americans are advancing, the roads will be full of troops.’

‘I’ll stay off the main roads. I can go over the fields to St David’s, and from there I will go through the Black Swamp. If I leave tomorrow morning, I should be able to get to DeCew by nightfall.’

‘Oh lass. Can you find your way?’

‘I’m sure I can,’ Laura said. ‘I must.’



Dawn on the 22nd of June, glowing pink and gold over the Niagara River and reflecting off the waters of Lake Ontario. At DeCew, the camp was in motion, British and Canadians and Mohawks preparing to move down off the escarpment and meet the advancing Americans. MacLea, Tewennitashen and Ducharme were in command, while FitzGibbon remained at the camp with part of his company and about a hundred Mohawks under Norton.

A drum beat a soft tattoo, breaking the silence of the dawn. Josephine and Charlotte stood outside the DeCew house, the latter wrapped in a shawl, watching the men depart. ‘God go with them,’ whispered Charlotte.

‘They will return safely,’ Josephine said. She squeezed the other woman’s hand. ‘You should go inside. You are still not well.’

‘No. It seems I have not your strength. I’m just an effeminate Englishwoman.’

‘You are a heroine,’ Josephine said, kissing her on the cheek. ‘Go and rest. I shall see how Mr Crabbe is faring.’

Crabbe was asleep in his tent, but one of FitzGibbon’s men who served as medical orderly said he was mending well. The cuts on his back had healed with no sign of infection, and he was insisting on returning to duty as soon as possible.

Josephine stood for a while near the head of the waterfall, watching the last of the Mohawks disappear down the trail into the lowland forests. There was a movement beside her, and she turned to see John Norton.

‘Who sent the warning, I wonder?’ he asked.

Josephine smiled a little. ‘A friend,’ she said.

‘I see you know this person’s identity. I will not enquire further.’

The waterfall murmured softly, the light of sunrise spreading across the lowlands. ‘I was intrigued by your words at Brant’s Crossing,’ Norton said. ‘Did you believe them?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You talked about future generations of our people, who would be free and proud to call themselves Mohawks. Do you think this future will come to pass? I confess I find it hard to foresee it.’

She turned to look at him, his pale, ascetic face lit by the sunrise. ‘Why not?’

‘Because not everyone in Canada thinks as you do. Fifty years ago, during Pontiac’s war, the British general Amherst tried to kill Pontiac and his people by giving them blankets infected with smallpox. Hundreds died, including women and children. There were many among your people who agreed with Amherst’s policy of extermination. Some still do.’

‘But not all,’ Josephine said. ‘You have friends among our people, more than you know. Do not give up hope, Mr Norton.’

Norton smiled. ‘Hope,’ he said. ‘It is a powerful thing. It motivates men to do great things, but it is also full of false promises.’

Josephine was surprised. ‘I don’t think I made any promises to Adonwentishon. I tried to be honest.’

‘You were. And, of course, you were absolutely right. Adhering to the British cause offers a faint hope, while joining the Americans offers no hope at all. But I am under no illusions. We were a great people once, but no matter who wins this war, our time is coming to an end. This is our last flicker, the dying embers of our power. We will not see a moment like this again.’

He smiled once more. ‘This will be our last song. We must make the most of it.’



At Queenston, Laura watched the American officers saddle their horses and ride away down the street. Quickly she donned her cloak and put on her strongest boots, then turned to kiss her husband and daughters. ‘Look after Daddy,’ she said to Mary, the eldest, and then slipped out of the door.

The recent rains had cleared and the morning was hot and steamy as the ground continued to dry out. The road from Queenston to St David’s ran along the base of the escarpment, but she avoided this and followed the footpaths across the fields. She reached the town an hour and a half later, the sun now high in the sky. Two sentries outside the church stopped her.

‘Who are you, ma’am, and what is your business here?’

‘My name is Laura Secord, from Queenston. I am here to see my sister-in-law, Hannah Secord. She is unwell, and I have come to care for her.’

That was true: Hannah had been ill for most of the winter. One of the sentries nodded. ‘You may pass, ma’am. I hope Mrs Secord recovers soon.’

The sentries continued to watch her as she knocked at the door of the Secord house, a handsome brick building not far from the mill. A maidservant opened the door and ushered her quickly inside, and Hannah came to greet her, taking her hands and kissing her cheek. She looked at Laura’s face in concern. ‘My dear, is something wrong?’

Hannah’s daughter Elizabeth came into the room, her eyes wide at the sight of her aunt. ‘I must get to the British lines,’ Laura said. ‘The Americans are about to launch a surprise attack on DeCew. I must warn our people.’

Hannah looked appalled. ‘You are going all the way to DeCew alone?’

‘I must. James can barely walk, and someone must go.’

‘Oh my dear. I would go with you myself, but—’

‘Nonsense, Hannah. You are not well.’

‘I will come with you, Auntie,’ said Elizabeth. ‘It would be better for two people to go. That way if one falls ill or becomes fatigued, the other can carry on. There is twice the chance the message will get through.’

Laura hesitated. Elizabeth was eighteen, and not strong; she had inherited something of her mother’s weak constitution. On the other hand, what she said made sense. ‘If your mother will allow it,’ she said.

Hannah hesitated, but then nodded. ‘Be careful, Betsy dear. Do exactly what Aunt Laura tells you.’

‘I will.’ The girl ran to fetch her cloak and boots.

Hannah took Laura’s hands again. ‘How will you get away without the sentries spotting you?’

‘Is there still a garrison at the stockade?’

‘No, they pulled out yesterday. There are only a handful of troops at the church now.’

‘Then we’ll go out through the stables, and cross the stream at the bridge above the mill. That way they will be unable to see us.’

‘My dear, be careful.’

‘I shall be as careful as I can. Offer a prayer for us.’

‘I shall not stop praying until I see you both safely home again. May God go with you.’



‘All quiet so far, Major,’ said a green-coated lieutenant of rifles. ‘Sounds like the intelligence was right. The fight has gone out of the British.’

‘Never believe what intelligence tells you, Lieutenant,’ said Major Forsyth. ‘Trust in your own instincts. Do you hear what the forest is telling you?’

From behind came the tramp of boots and the rattle of a drum as the Virginia volunteers followed them in column of march through the woods west of Twelve Mile Creek. The lieutenant shook his head. ‘I don’t hear anything, sir.’

‘Exactly,’ said Forsyth grimly. ‘And that means all hell is about to break loose. Get back to your men, Lieutenant, and tell them to spread out and keep their eyes open.’

The words were barely out of his mouth when gunfire exploded on the left flank and a musket ball whistling through the trees hit the lieutenant in the side of the head and stretched him dead at Forsyth’s feet. A chorus of shrieks and yells, the unmistakable sound of Mohawk war cries, echoed around the forest while the gunfire continued. Beauregard, you lying bastard, Forsyth said grimly to himself. You said the Mohawks were coming over to our side.

The yelling continued. Forsyth ran towards the sound, calling to his men through drifting clouds of sulphurous smoke. ‘Covering fire, now! Sergeant Bates, get your section out to the left! Go, go!’

More musket fire was breaking out to the front. The riflemen halted, peering through the smoke for targets and trying to make out how many enemy they faced and where they were. The Mohawks were holding back; they had seen the green uniforms and knew what they meant. An officer in a blue coat, the commander of the Virginia volunteers, ran up to Forsyth.

‘What the hell, Major? Those are Indians out front!’

‘You think I can’t hear them?’ snapped Forsyth. ‘If I was you, Colonel, I’d send a runner back to headquarters and tell General Dearborn that the Mohawks have come out against us and we need reinforcements, pronto. Then get your men into line of battle and support us.’

The colonel stared at him. ‘We can’t face Indians!’

‘Of course you can. They’re men, just like we are. You hear that gunfire? They’re standing still, not closing in. That’s cuz they’re just as scared of my riflemen as your boys are of them. So come on, Colonel. Get up here and support me.’

The colonel shook his head. ‘Indians. God help us.’

‘God will help you. God and the Harper’s Ferry rifle. Get your men into line and send your light companies out wide to outflank them. Then follow my lead.’

The colonel left at a run. Forsyth’s men were firing back steadily now, dividing into pairs and taking it in turns to reload. Drums beat, and the blue uniforms of the Virginians appeared in the trees behind them. ‘You know the drill, boys!’ Forsyth called to his men. ‘Use the cover, and fire and advance! Fire and advance!’

Through smoke and flame and thunder they pressed forward, driving the reluctant enemy back. Time passed. A hot bloody forenoon turned into midday, and then afternoon, and still the fighting went on, the Mohawks yielding ground inch by inch. God damn it, Forsyth thought. It’s still a mighty long way to the Thirty.



Within a couple of hours of leaving St David’s, it became clear to Laura that allowing Elizabeth to accompany her had been a mistake. In ordinary conditions the girl might have kept up, but the heat was intense and she gasped for breath with every step. They were in the Black Swamp now, passing the ashes of campfires and imprints in the ground showing where tents had recently been pitched. The Americans had been here, perhaps as late as last night, and Laura realised she had been remarkably lucky not to run into them.

They stopped. Elizabeth staggered a little, her eyes closed, and Laura led her into shade and made her sit down on a fallen log. The inevitable black flies buzzed around them, seeking exposed skin.

‘Betsy,’ Laura said, ‘you must go no further.’

‘I’ll be all right. Just let me rest a little, and I will be fine.’

‘No, my dear. There are still many miles to go, and you are not strong enough. You must turn back.’

‘Oh Auntie!’ the girl wailed. ‘Please let me come with you! I can keep up, I promise.’

‘No, sweetheart. This journey is not for you. Sit here and rest a while, and then go back to St David’s. Keep the sun on your left shoulder, or a little behind it, and you will find your way.’

Elizabeth tried to rise, but Laura pressed her down again, kissing her on the forehead. ‘Go home, my sweet. I will see you again very soon.’

Leaving her niece alone was one of the hardest things she had ever done, but she had no choice; it was already midday, and if she escorted Elizabeth back to St David’s now, it would be mid-afternoon by the time she returned to her present position. Praying that the girl would not be harmed, she hurried away through the trees, pursued by flies. Around her the Black Swamp stretched, silent and ominous; and then, far away in the distance, the familiar rumble of gunfire began.



After six hours of the hardest fighting he could remember, Forsyth and his men finally pushed through to Twenty Mile Pond. The major could just see the gleam of water through the trees ahead and was contemplating whether he could trap the Mohawks against it when a double line of redcoats rose out of the undergrowth and delivered a hammering volley that sent his men tumbling back. Almost at once the attackers disappeared behind cover again.

‘Light infantry,’ Forsyth said. ‘That’ll be Williams’ men, come forward from the Thirty. Sergeant Bates, send a runner back to the Virginians. Tell ’em we need two companies to circle around to the left towards Ball’s Falls and get behind the enemy.’

‘Sir!’ said Bates, pointing. ‘The enemy are already coming around our left flank!’

More Mohawks were emerging through the trees, scores of them, and with a sinking heart Forsyth realised that so far he had been dealing with only a tithe of the enemy’s force.

‘There’s Canadian militia with them, sir,’ the sergeant added.

‘So there goddamned well is,’ Forsythe said, peering through the smoke. ‘See that fellow leading them, Sergeant?’ He nodded towards the distant figure motioning his men onward. ‘That’s John MacLea.’

‘Should we be worried, sir?’

‘You should. He’s the second toughest bastard in this war. Get your men out wide, and stop the enemy from getting in behind us.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bates ran back to his men. Standing behind a tree, Forsyth watched with narrowed eyes as they slipped through the forest, getting into position. Then the sergeant turned and waved; he was ready.

‘All right, boys,’ Forsyth shouted, ‘play the music!’ and he raised his rifle and pulled the trigger. All round him Harper’s Ferry rifles thundered and the enemy went to ground, but when the smoke cleared, he could see them still working their way forward, dodging from cover to cover and shooting as they came. A hard afternoon, he realised, was about to turn into a grim evening.



The sun was a red ball in a sky dark with smoke. Laura had lost track of time. Her cloak had snagged so many times on branches and brambles that she had finally abandoned it, and her gown was now tattered and ragged. She had lost one boot when she stepped into a patch of bog and sank up to the knee; when she pulled her foot out, the mud sucked the boot away and she was forced to abandon it. The sole of the other boot had split an hour later, and she’d thrown it away and carried on in her cotton stockings. She’d stopped several times to drink from streams, but the heat was dizzying and the flies were a constant torment.

Up ahead, the gunfire had continued all afternoon without cease. She had no idea how far away it was, but she was terrified of running into the enemy. That fear had kept her far from the roads and tracks, and she’d plunged on through the swamp with only the sun to guide her, knowing she was going in the right direction but not entirely sure where she was. The sun sank lower in the sky. Today was Tuesday, the 22nd; Beauregard had said the attack on DeCew would be made tomorrow. She had to get there before nightfall. Desperately afraid of being caught by the Americans, but equally terrified of being too late, Laura plunged on through the swamp.



‘This looks like stalemate,’ said Alec Murray.

They lay flat on their bellies in the trees, a thick evening full of red light with smoke settling around them. The riflemen had only been the vanguard; they had a regiment of bluecoats behind them, and a couple of grasshopper guns too, which every so often vomited blasts of grapeshot into the forest. Most of the firing on both sides was blind, the enemy invisible behind trees and smoke. Despite their advantage of numbers, the Americans were reluctant to push forward; every time they showed signs of doing so, the Mohawks began their war cries again and the enemy fell back.

‘They are trying to wear us down,’ agreed Captain Ducharme. ‘And we are running low on ammunition.’

‘We have a depot on the Forty,’ Williams said. ‘I have sent a runner for more cartridges, but he has not returned. I think we need to pull back, give our men a rest and wait for the ammunition.’

Ducharme wiped the sweat from his face. ‘Is that wise, Major? They will have sent couriers back to Niagara. Reinforcements may already be on the way.’

‘That possibility occurred to me also,’ Tewennitashen said. ‘I took the liberty of sending some of my warriors east to cut the lines of communication. They have already killed two American couriers. I do not think reinforcements will come. I agree with the major. We should rest our men now.’

‘Make it so,’ said Williams.

Murray crawled away through the brambles to pass the order, and gradually the Canadians and British and Mohawks withdrew, covering each other as they went. For the first time in many hours, the gunfire began to subside. Exhausted, the Americans held their position; equally tired, their opponents retreated towards Twenty Mile Pond, where they slumped down to drink water and eat cold food from their haversacks. MacLea spotted Laidlaw and some of the men of Ferguson’s section trading salt beef for dried venison with the Mohawks, each eating the others’ rations with evident enjoyment.

‘Still no sign of the bloody ammunition,’ said Williams. ‘What do we do? Come dawn, once the Americans have had a rest, they’ll be at us again.’

‘Then let’s not wait until dawn,’ MacLea said.

Tewennitashen’s head came up, red-and-white-painted face blackened with gun smoke in the evening light. ‘What do you propose, capitaine?’

‘The Yankees have marched many miles and have fought most of the way. They are exhausted. First light is at about three thirty. Let’s hit them then. If we catch them off guard, we can break them and drive them back to Shipman’s Corners. Maybe even further.’

‘Mon Dieu tabernacle,’ said Ducharme, and he grinned through his own mask of dust and smoke. ‘I like this plan.’

‘So do I,’ said Williams. ‘I’ll like it a lot better when the cartridges arrive.’

‘We could send to DeCew,’ Alec Murray said. ‘Ask FitzGibbon to let us have whatever ammunition he has remaining. It’s probably only a few hundred rounds, but if nothing comes from Forty Mile Creek, at least we’ll have something.’

Ducharme turned to one of his men, a young Mohawk with face painted in red and black stripes. ‘Karhaton. Run to DeCew, as quickly as you can, mon frère. Ask Lieutenant FitzGibbon and Chief Norton to send us all the cartridges they can spare.’

‘It shall be done, monsieur.’ Karhaton sped away through the trees.

Williams nodded to the others. ‘Very well, gentlemen. Post sentries and then rest for a few hours. We have a busy night ahead of us.’



Laura’s feet were bare and bleeding, scratched by countless brambles. Her cotton stockings had long since been torn to shreds. An hour ago she had crossed a small stream, wading through and stopping on the far side to drink. The cold water had cleared some of the confusion in her mind for a little while, but now the clouds of fatigue were gathering once more. Evening was drifting in, the sky ahead of her full of fiery light, and the escarpment was a dark shadow to her left. She knew she was running out of time.

Another stream ahead, broader this time, rushing swiftly with the velocity it had gathered falling down the escarpment. This one was too deep to ford and too fast to swim even for a strong swimmer, which she was not. She turned upstream, following the bank through the trees, every step bringing agony to her lacerated feet. After a while, she did not know how long, fields opened out before her and she saw a farmhouse and barns. She thought of knocking at the door and asking for help, but her tired mind remembered what Josephine had said about informers, and people turning against the British. No, she thought, I must get to DeCew. I must get to DeCew…

The farm appeared to be deserted. She passed it cautiously and carried on along the bank of the stream, looking for a way across. Fortune came to her aid. Someone, probably the farmer, had built a primitive footbridge, logs lashed together and laid down across the creek. She started across, but almost at once she stumbled and nearly fell. She crawled the rest of the way on her hands and knees, feeling the logs sway and trying not to think about what would happen if she fell into the turbulent water. Reaching the far bank, she lay down on the grass for a moment, her body throbbing with weariness. The gunfire had stopped, although even at this distance she could still smell the sharp tang of saltpetre and the rotting reek of sulphur in the air.

The light was fading. She rose to her feet and looked around. The brief rest had allowed her mind to clear again, and she realised this must be Twelve Mile Creek. Had she really walked only twelve miles? No: the roundabout track she had pursued through the Black Swamp had taken her much further. But if this was Twelve Mile Creek, then DeCew must be very near. She took a step, staggered and almost fell again, dragged herself upright and walked on. At this rate, she thought, I will not have the strength to climb the escarpment…

She passed a burned-out watermill on the far bank, a few ruined farmhouses just visible in the twilight beyond. There were more woods ahead, a narrow trail cutting through them. She followed this, hearing the stream bubble and rush to her left. Something moved in the undergrowth and she stopped in alarm, clutching one hand to her chest. ‘Who goes there?’ she whispered.

No answer came. Probably a deer, she thought, and relaxed a little. She took a few more steps and then stopped dead, fighting down the urge to scream. A man loomed out of the shadows, tall and clad in buckskins with his face painted in stripes, his musket levelled at her head.

‘Who are you?’ she whispered again.

‘More to the point, mademoiselle, who are you?’

The French was heartening. American soldiers did not speak French, nor did they paint their faces like Mohawks. ‘My name is Laura Secord, from Queenston. I must get to DeCew. I have an urgent message for Captain John MacLea.’

The Mohawk lowered his musket. ‘Captain MacLea is not at DeCew. He is on the Twenty, miles away.’

‘Then I must speak to whoever commands at DeCew. It is urgent.’

‘I will take you there. Come with me.’

She hesitated.

‘My name is Karhaton,’ the Mohawk said, and under the paint she saw that he was very young. ‘Do not fear, mademoiselle. You are safe with me.’

‘It is not that,’ she said faintly. ‘I am not certain I can walk any further.’

‘Then I will carry you,’ he said, and he slung his musket over his shoulder and lifted her as easily as if she was a baby.

Consciousness came and went; she was aware that they were climbing, and she heard the rush of the waterfall, but it was not until they reached the campfires under the trees that she fully regained her senses. Karhaton set her on her feet once more, and she looked around and realised that she had finally arrived at her destination.

An officer in a red coat came towards them, and the Mohawk nodded his head in salute. ‘I am Karhaton of the Kahnawake,’ he said. ‘You are Lieutenant FitzGibbon? I bring a message from Capitaine Ducharme.’

‘What is it?’

‘Our men are short of ammunition. They beg you to send every cartridge you can spare, so that they may counterattack the enemy in the morning.’

‘Very good.’ FitzGibbon looked at Laura, seeing her tattered, muddy gown and the blood on her feet. ‘Who is this?’

‘I found this mademoiselle on the road. She has a message for Captain MacLea.’

The sense of humour that seldom deserted Laura came to her aid. ‘I am flattered,’ she said, ‘but it is actually madame. I am Laura Secord, wife of James Secord of Queenston. Last night I overheard the discussions of a party of American officers quartered in our house. The attack you have been fighting off all day today is a decoy, a diversion. The real assault will come here, at DeCew. They have a regiment of infantry and two companies of volunteers coming up from Four Mile Creek towards the Beaver Dams. Once they have taken this place, they will descend to the lowlands and attack the rest of your men from the rear. “Caught between two fires” was the phrase they used.’

‘Who were these officers?’ FitzGibbon demanded.

‘Their leader was Colonel Beauregard, the head of the American intelligence service. Dr Chapin of the Buffalo Volunteers and the turncoat Major Boydell were also there. One of the others was named as Colonel Boerstler of the 14th Infantry. I presume the remainder were his regimental officers.’

‘And when may we expect them?’

‘Tomorrow,’ said Laura, and she fainted.




Chapter Twenty

Twenty Mile Pond, 23 June 1813

‘Still no sign of any ammunition from the Forty,’ Major Williams said. ‘A plague take all quartermasters! It is only ten miles, for God’s sake, and there is a good road. How hard can it be to load a wagon with ammunition and dispatch it?’

It was about three in the morning, and the night sky sparkled with stars. They could see the glow of American campfires in the distance; above them, the eastern horizon was just beginning to grow light. ‘Karhaton should return soon,’ Captain Ducharme said. ‘Hopefully he will bring ammunition from DeCew.’

Williams nodded. ‘Start getting your men into position. When Karhaton returns, we will pass the cartridges around. Even so, we must conserve ammunition. Tell your men not to fire unless necessary. They must use cold steel.’

The Mohawks began gliding away through the trees. Silent hunters, they would launch the first attack; the British and Canadians would follow them, overcoming any pockets of resistance and dealing in particular with Forsyth’s riflemen. MacLea raised his musket and checked the priming in the dim light. He had eleven cartridges in his ammunition box; others, he knew, had fewer.

Motion in the trees: Karhaton, running, his face paint streaked with sweat. He stopped before Ducharme, gasping, his chest heaving. ‘Where is the ammunition?’ Ducharme demanded.

‘Still at DeCew, capitaine,’ the young man gasped. ‘Lieutenant FitzGibbon bids me say the Americans are about to attack DeCew in overwhelming force. He requests you send aid immediately.’

Tension crackled in the air. ‘How does Lieutenant FitzGibbon know this?’ asked MacLea.

‘A lady brought word from Queenston, Madame Secord. She heard some American officers talking. DeCew is in danger, monsieur.’

Josephine was at DeCew, along with Charlotte Lawrence. FitzGibbon and Norton had just over a hundred men to defend it. ‘Major Williams!’ MacLea called. ‘You need to hear this, sir.’

Williams listened while the young Mohawk repeated his message. Captain Gerrard and Tewennitashen joined them too. ‘Madam Secord says the force we are facing here is a diversion,’ Karhaton said. ‘The real assault is against DeCew.’

‘And this information,’ Williams asked. ‘Is it trustworthy?’

‘If it comes from Laura Secord, it is,’ MacLea said. ‘I would trust her with my life.’

Captain Gerrard cleared his throat. ‘If I may offer a view, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘We must throw as much force as we can at the column attacking DeCew. Once that assault is defeated, I suspect that the men we are facing down here in the lowlands will swiftly withdraw. All we need to do, Major Williams, is contain them until that can be accomplished.

Williams came to a swift decision. ‘I will remain here and engage the enemy. Captain Ducharme, will you lend me two hundred of your men? That should be sufficient to hold the Americans in place. Captains MacLea and Gerrard and Chief Tewennitashen will return to DeCew with the remainder of the force, as speedily as possible.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Ducharme, and the others nodded.

‘Go swiftly now,’ said Williams. ‘I pray God you are not too late.’



They were not too late. By the time they reached the camp at DeCew, it was six in the morning, the sun low and burning hot in a clear blue sky. Wisps of smoke drifted in the lowlands behind them where Williams continued to skirmish with the Americans. FitzGibbon and Norton hurried to meet them, Josephine following behind. MacLea saw the butts of two pistols sticking out of the pockets of her cloak.

‘Glad to see you back,’ said FitzGibbon, saluting. ‘Chief Norton has sent out scouts, but there is no sign of the enemy yet.’

‘They will come,’ said MacLea. ‘How many cartridges do you have?’

‘About twenty rounds per man.’

‘I’d be obliged if you would share them around. Some of us have much less than that.’

‘It’s going to be interesting,’ FitzGibbon observed. ‘According to Mrs Secord, the Yankee column will comprise about seven hundred men. And they’ll have more ammunition.’

‘On the other hand, they don’t know we have the Mohawks,’ MacLea said. ‘Tewennitashen prevented the other column from sending back couriers. The enemy think they are attacking a lightly defended outpost. We have the advantage of surprise.’

‘What are you thinking?’ FitzGibbon asked.

‘The woodland at Beaver Dams is perfect for an ambush. And no one knows how to lay an ambush like the Mohawks.’

Norton smiled. ‘What better way to sing our last song?’ he said.

He departed, and FitzGibbon went to arrange the distribution of ammunition. MacLea took Josephine’s hands and kissed her once.

‘You smell terrible,’ she said, smiling.

He was grimy, unshaven and red-eyed from lack of sleep. ‘How is Laura?’

‘Resting. Charlotte is with her. I still marvel at how brave she is. To make that walk alone through enemy lines took courage beyond words.’

‘Coming from you, that means a great deal,’ he said, smiling back at her. ‘Where did you get the pistols?’

‘Mrs DeCew gave them to me. They belong to her husband, but of course he is a prisoner. She seemed to think I might need them.’

‘I sincerely hope you won’t. Give Laura my love when she wakes. I must go.’



The beech woods baked in the sunlight. The men lay silent among the bracken and brambles, a few scouts watching the trail. In the ponds behind them, the beavers floated, quiet and watchful.

Against his will, MacLea fell asleep. He woke with a start to find it was nearly midday. The forest around them was still. Raising his head, he saw McTeer and Croghan on lookout duty, watching the trail. Uncorking his leather water bottle, he took a long draught and then crawled across to the two sentries. ‘Anything?’

‘No, Cap’n,’ said Croghan. ‘If they’re comin’, they’re takin’ their time about it.’

‘They will come,’ MacLea said again.

A few yards further on, he found John Norton sitting immobile and watching the trail. ‘Do you feel it?’ the chief asked, before MacLea could speak.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The current in the air. Something is about to happen.’

There was indeed a charge in the air, MacLea thought, the same electric tingle he sometimes felt before a thunderstorm. He wondered if Norton sensed the same. ‘We need to know what the enemy are doing. I’m going to scout further afield, towards St David’s. I’ll ask Gerrard’s company to join me.’

‘Let me send my men. They are fresh.’

MacLea shook his head. ‘Your men must stay undercover. Remember, the enemy don’t know they are here. We must keep it that way until they arrive.’

‘Then I shall come with you, at least.’

MacLea nodded. His men had matured into crafty light infantry fighters, but none had Norton’s skill at tracking and scouting. He gathered the thirty men of his company, all that remained after a hard and bloody month in the field, and looked around at them, seeing the scars and bandages and most of all the gaps in the ranks. Many of those gaps would be filled, of course. Ferguson and Crabbe and others still were recovering from wounds; given time, they would return to the colours. But some – too many – would never return.

Gerrard’s men came through the trees to join them. The former slaves were even more ragged and battered than MacLea’s men, and there were gaps in their ranks too.

MacLea cleared his throat. ‘We’re going to reconnoitre the trail. Stay low and stay out of sight. If you spot the enemy, remember we are short of ammunition. Hold your fire and wait for my orders.’

They nodded and rose as one, moving quietly away through the trees. The beavers floating in their ponds watched them go in silence.



Six miles away, at the head of the trail leading up Four Mile Creek to the top of the escarpment, Colonel Peter Beauregard sat on the back of his sweating horse and glared down at the men toiling below him. ‘What in hell’s name is takin’ so long?’ he demanded.

‘This trail of yours is only single file in places,’ said Colonel Boerstler. ‘It takes time for seven hundred men to make their way up. And we have guns and stores to drag up as well.’

‘Colonel, this is supposed to be a fast-moving strike force, not a goddamned expedition. Let your men carry what they need in their haversacks. And we don’t need cannon.’

‘That is not for you to say, Beauregard. I know the enemy are weak, but my orders from Colonel van Etten are to take no risks. The cannon are there in case your intelligence is wrong and the outpost is defended more heavily than we thought.’

Beauregard glared at him. ‘My intelligence is not wrong.’

‘Are you certain? What about the other column, Major Forsyth and the Virginians? Do you know how they are progressing?’

‘I have had no reports from them.’

‘No?’ Boerstler raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you not find that surprising?’

‘It doesn’t matter what happens to them! They’re the goddamned decoy! Colonel Boerstler, I asked for you to command this regiment because I wanted an officer I can rely on. Don’t you let me down now, do you hear?’

‘It is only just midday,’ said Boerstler. ‘My men should be fully deployed at the head of the escarpment by late afternoon. There will be plenty of time to advance to DeCew.’

Beauregard turned his horse and rode away through the trees. Boydell’s Canadian Volunteers had dismounted a little further upstream and were watering their horses in the creek. ‘Looks like we’re going to be here all goddamned day,’ Beauregard said.

‘Let me go on ahead,’ Boydell offered. ‘If you are right and MacLea and FitzGibbon have sent most of their men down to the lowlands, there will be nothing more than a corporal’s guard at DeCew. In that case, my men can take the place with ease. We don’t need Boerstler and his regiment, let alone his bloody cannon.’

Beauregard watched the other man’s face. He is so tense he could crack like an eggshell, the colonel thought. ‘Is Chapin’s company up yet?’ he asked.

‘No.’

Beauregard considered for a moment longer. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Go and have a look. If you feel you can make a dart at that outpost, do so. But stay out of trouble. If you run into opposition, come straight back here.’

Boydell nodded. ‘Mount up,’ he ordered his men. ‘Harris, Gregory, scout ahead. Jenson, you’re on the left flank, Richardson on the right. The rest of you, follow me.’

The heat was intense. Horseflies landed on men’s hands and necks, biting and drawing blood. The Canadian Volunteers walked their horses up the trail, following the two scouts. The silence of the forest was intense, and the thrumming tension in Boydell’s body rose another notch. Half an hour passed, then an hour, and still there was no sound except for the thump of horse’s hooves on stony ground and the jingle of harness.

‘Halt,’ Boydell said.

The column halted. ‘What’s wrong, Major?’ asked the sergeant riding behind him.

‘I don’t know. I thought I heard something.’ He had heard nothing, except an alarm bell in his mind. ‘Dismount and spread out through the trees.’

He stepped down from the saddle and handed his mount to his orderly. Horse holders came to take the rest to the rear. His men began to fan out through the trees, muskets at the ready.

‘I still don’t hear anything, sir,’ the sergeant said.

Deafening, very close at hand, a musket fired.



The shot had come from their own position. MacLea cursed, wondering who it was that had disobeyed the order to hold fire. He had watched Boydell and his men halt and dismount, and was just about to signal his own men to withdraw when the musket barked.

There was no point in concealment now. ‘Fire!’ he shouted, and he raised up, sighted his musket on Boydell and pulled the trigger. The ball knocked Boydell’s shako off his head and must have nearly parted his hair, but Boydell looked up at once, spotting MacLea through the screen of smoke, and started towards him, heedless of the musket balls flying through the air. All round them a confused combat had broken out, MacLea’s Company and the Volunteers hunting each other through the trees and the smoke. MacLea reloaded quickly, raising his musket again just as Boydell pointed a pistol at him and pulled the trigger. The pistol misfired; MacLea’s musket ball plucked the sleeve of Boydell’s blue coat.

‘Look out!’ Alec Murray screamed. MacLea spun around to see one of the red-coated former Royal Americans from Muir’s section a few yards away, musket already levelled and aimed at his chest. Frozen with shock, he watched the man’s finger take up the slack on the trigger, but before he could squeeze it, another musket fired from the undergrowth and the ball hit the soldier in the head. He jerked convulsively; the musket exploded, and the ball ploughed into the dead leaves between MacLea’s feet.

Murray came out of the undergrowth, smoking musket in hand. ‘What the hell?’ he exclaimed, and then he turned his head and saw Boydell. ‘Well, well,’ he said ominously. ‘You got away from us last time, you treacherous piece of shit. This time, you belong to us.’

‘No, Sergeant,’ said another voice. ‘Drop your weapon, if you please. You too, Captain MacLea.’

Another redcoat stepped through the trees: Corporal Muir, with his musket raised, covering both men. ‘Well met, Major Boydell,’ he said. ‘If you care to load your pistol, sir, I will keep these gentlemen covered. You can choose which one you wish to execute first.’

The shooting around them was growing more distant; the Canadian Volunteers were retreating, MacLea’s and Gerrard’s men pursuing them. Reloading his pistol, Boydell did not seem to care, or even notice, that his men were disappearing.

‘Let me guess,’ MacLea said to Muir. ‘You were also in Captain Barton’s company.’

‘As was Patterson, and the man Murray just shot. I’m sorry you had to kill Patterson, Major Boydell, but I know you had no choice.’

‘He was about to give the game away,’ Boydell said. ‘If either Murray or MacLea had realised he was in league with us and escaped, the whole secret could have unravelled.’

He dropped a ball into the barrel of his pistol and tamped it down with the ramrod, then flipped open the cover of the pan. ‘But it doesn’t matter now. I’m going to settle my account with these two bastards, and by God I’m going to enjoy it.’

Another musket boomed, close at hand, and Muir staggered and dropped his weapon, collapsing to his knees then falling over on his side. Even as the report died away, MacLea launched himself at Boydell, tackling him low and hurling him backwards. The pistol flew from Boydell’s hand. For a moment MacLea was on top of him, and two hard punches crashed into Boydell’s face, breaking his nose, but Boydell fought back violently, throwing MacLea off.

Murray had reloaded his musket, and now he raised it, but a hand pushed the barrel up. ‘No,’ said Captain Gerrard, his own weapon over his shoulder. ‘This is their destiny. Let them fight it out. God will decide the victor.’ John Norton, stepping out of the trees with a bloody knife in his hand, gave Gerrard a sharp look but said nothing.

The two men were evenly matched; strong, but tired from the hard fighting of the campaign. After the first few moments, their movements were laboured, breath rasping in their lungs. Blood dripped steadily down Boydell’s face from his broken nose. MacLea watched him, dodging some of the punches Boydell threw at him, taking others on his body; then, judging his moment, he launched another flying tackle, aiming to hit Boydell at waist height and knock him down.

But Boydell saw the movement coming and sidestepped, and MacLea’s outstretched arms embraced empty air before he hit the ground with an impact that knocked the wind out of him. Boydell kicked him savagely in the ribs and then jumped on top of him, one hand pulling MacLea’s head back and the fingers of the other gouging for his eyes. MacLea reared up violently, and heard a cry of pain as the back of his head cracked into Boydell’s ruptured nose. Hard elbows into the other man’s ribs knocked him sprawling sideways, and MacLea rolled over, breathing hard and struggling to his feet.

Boydell was on one knee, scrabbling in the leaves for his pistol. His fingers closed on the butt and he raised it, fingers fumbling on the hammer. ‘Here, brother!’ said Norton.

MacLea turned just as Norton threw the knife. Catching it by the hilt, he spun around, kicked the pistol out of Boydell’s hand and, bending low, stabbed hard with the knife. Boydell slumped, coughing and clutching at his chest, then fell onto his back, blood pouring out and staining his uniform and the dead leaves. Gathering the last of his fading strength, he raised himself and spat at MacLea.

‘Rot in hell, you son of a whore,’ he gasped. Collapsing back onto the leaves, his body quivered for a few seconds, and then was still.



‘Captain Gerrard suggested we should let God decide’, Murray said.

Norton nodded. ‘Sometimes I find that God needs a helping hand.’

Around them the gunfire had stopped. Men came towards them through the forest, the militiamen returning from seeing off the Canadian Volunteers. Breathing heavily and feeling his bruises begin to throb, MacLea looked at Muir lying on the ground. ‘Who shot him?’

‘I did, sir,’ said Laidlaw, rubbing his eyepatch.

‘Thank you.’

‘My pleasure, sir. I never much liked the bastard. The way he was always volunteering for things, it wasn’t natural.’ Laidlaw looked down. ‘He’s still alive, in case you’re interested.’

MacLea knelt beside the corporal. He was indeed still alive, but judging by the amount of blood he had lost, he would not be for much longer. ‘Who paid you?’ he asked. ‘Boydell?’

The dying man shook his head a little.

‘Who then? Someone in the British Army? An officer, perhaps?’

Still Muir said nothing.

‘Who is it?’ MacLea asked softly. ‘Tell me.’

The other man’s lips moved. MacLea bent closer to hear the name he whispered, and his body went rigid for a moment. ‘Say it again,’ he demanded.

Muir repeated the name, then convulsed once and died. MacLea looked at him for a moment before closing the dead man’s eyes with his fingertips and rising to his feet.

‘Well,’ he said, looking at the men around him. ‘We appear to have a problem.’




Chapter Twenty One

Beaver Dams, 24 June 1813

‘They’re movin, Cap’n,’ Miller reported. ‘They’ve broken camp and are coming up the trail. There’s an awful lot of ’em,’ he added.

MacLea and Gerrard had withdrawn their companies swiftly after the skirmish the previous afternoon, leaving Miller and Croghan as scouts. They had watched as a cautious patrol of American infantry came forward and discovered the battlefield, casting about for any sign of the enemy before returning to bury the bodies, including those of Boydell and Muir. After that, they pulled back to the head of the Four Mile Creek trail, where the rest of the Americans had halted and made camp. That was not surprising. Josephine had said that Colonel Beauregard was an impetuous man, but he was not a stupid one; the ambush of the Canadian Volunteers and the death of Boydell would not have been in his plan, and he would have wanted to stop and consider his next move.

‘What force do they have?’ FitzGibbon asked.

‘We reckon six or seven hundred infantry, sir, and one mounted company.’

‘Only one?’ asked MacLea.

‘Yes, Cap’n, Chapin’s men from Buffalo. There’s no sign of the ones we thumped yesterday.’

The death of Boydell might well have knocked the fight out of the Canadian Volunteers, MacLea thought. ‘Anything else?’

‘Yes, Cap’n. There’s half a dozen wagons full of stores, and two cannon. A grasshopper gun and a six-pounder.’

FitzGibbon puffed out his cheeks. ‘And us damned near out of ammunition. I’ve had a runner from Major Williams. The depot still hasn’t sent any cartridges.’

‘No,’ said MacLea. ‘Nor will they. The quartermasters have had their orders.’

FitzGibbon groaned. ‘Let me guess. General Maxwell is conserving ammunition for the big offensive.’

‘Something like that,’ MacLea said. ‘But we still have the element of surprise. The Yankees don’t know the Mohawks are here. It is down to you, gentlemen.’

Norton, Tewennitashen and Ducharme all nodded. ‘It is time we took our positions,’ Norton said.

Drums rattled, and the redcoats and MacLea’s men began forming up. Gerrard’s men, old comrades by now, were with them too. The Mohawks were already melting away through the trees. Josephine stood nearby, watching, and MacLea ran over to her and took her hands. ‘Go inside the house and wait there,’ he said. ‘Keep Laura and Charlotte safe. We will return soon.’

She smiled but said nothing, and MacLea trotted back to join his company. They looked at him, homespun veterans in their white armbands, battered muskets over their shoulders, and he drew a deep breath. ‘No fine words,’ he said. ‘Not today. You know what we must do.’

Abel Thomas touched his forehead with one finger. ‘Lead on, Captain. We’ll follow.’

They followed the Mohawks through the beech wood, the beaver ponds gleaming in the sunlight away on their right. As silently as possible, with a rustle of movement like the wind passing through the trees, they took up their positions. The Mohawks lay concealed on either side of the trail, with FitzGibbon’s men and MacLea’s and Gerrard’s companies blocking the way to the front. The plan was simple: wait until the American column entered the trap, open fire at point-blank range and hope the combination of surprise and terror of the Mohawks would quickly break the American will to fight.

‘And if it does not?’ FitzGibbon asked.

If not, then the British and Canadians and Mohawks would very quickly run out of ammunition. ‘We’ll make it up as we go along,’ MacLea said.

They waited. Silence descended in the forest. The beavers swam ashore and began their patient work, using their massive front teeth to whittle through bark and wood. Lookouts floated in the ponds, watching for danger.

Time passed. Sunlight slanted down through the trees, bringing heat and humidity and the ever-present black flies. MacLea knelt, bracing the barrel of his musket against a tree, waiting. Sweat trickled down his neck, running under the collar of his tunic and soaking his shirt. God, he thought, they must come soon. But the silence continued, unbroken.

And then, with a flat crack like the report of a musket, one of the beavers slapped its flat tail on the water and dived.



The mounted men came first, Chapin’s Buffalo volunteers riding slowly and watching the trees on either side. MacLea wondered if they had put out flank guards, but could see no sign of them. Either they had not posted any, or the Mohawks had already ambushed and dispatched them. The latter was more likely.

‘Who is the toff?’ Alec Murray whispered.

Riding in the midst of the volunteers was a tall man in a fawn coat and top hat. MacLea recognised him; he had last seen him at the fight at Twenty Mile Pond, during the retreat to Burlington. ‘That must be Beauregard.’

Behind the vanguard, the American infantry tramped forward in a dense column, spilling through the trees on either side of the trail. Nearer and nearer the leading horsemen came, so close now that MacLea could see sweat shining on the flanks of the horses.

‘Fire!’

The order came from FitzGibbon, and on the heels of the word his redcoats fired a devastating volley that tore through the vanguard and sent men and horses rolling on the ground. The rest of Chapin’s men were out of their saddles in a moment, crouching behind trees and shooting back, and then came a long, spreading roar through the trees as the Mohawks opened fire from either flank. Shouting their war cries, they reloaded and fired again and again, musket balls thudding into the packed column of the 14th Infantry. MacLea’s men were firing too, reloading and yelling like maniacs.

But the 14th Infantry did not panic. Keeping their nerve despite the war cries, they took cover behind the trees and returned fire, and once again the forest was smothered in smoke. Chapin’s volunteers held their ground too, reloading and shooting steadily. Once, through the smoke, MacLea saw Beauregard, pistol in hand, urging his men on. He fired at the other man, and missed. Further down the column a cannon boomed, then another.

Opening his cartridge box for a fresh load, he saw that he was down to his last half-dozen rounds. Along the column, the Mohawk gunfire was already starting to slacken. Keeping low, he ran through the undergrowth to find FitzGibbon, Captain Gerrard following.

‘We’re nearly out of ammunition,’ MacLea said.

‘I know. My boys are in the same position.’ FitzGibbon looked at the other two. ‘What do we do?’

There was a moment of silence, and then Gerrard’s red face split into a grin. ‘Gentlemen. Have any of you ever played brag?’

MacLea snapped his fingers. ‘Of course! General Brock’s trick. The one he used at Detroit.’

‘By God,’ said FitzGibbon. ‘It has to be worth a try.’ He turned to his men. ‘Cease fire. And spread the word down the line.’

Gradually the gunfire died away. The Americans, puzzled, stopped shooting as well. The handkerchief MacLea took from inside his coat was stained with sweat and smoke, but it still just about qualified as white. ‘We’ll get nowhere with Beauregard,’ he said. ‘Let’s try to find the commander of that infantry regiment.’

They walked through the trees where the Mohawks lay, hidden and waiting. Norton and Ducharme and Tewennitashen joined them, the former also holding up a handkerchief. Reaching a point opposite the infantry lines, they stepped forward towards the road. A dozen muskets rose to cover them.

‘We wish to speak to Colonel Boerstler,’ MacLea said.

An infantry captain, his ear covered in blood where a splinter had hit him, rose and sheathed his sword. ‘I will take you to him, gentlemen.’

Apart from the groans of wounded men, silence had descended on the forest. They walked on down the column, past the two cannon, where the gunners knelt tending their own wounded, and came to a wagon at the rear. An officer in blue uniform lay in the back of it, an orderly tying a bandage around his leg. ‘Colonel,’ their guide said. ‘The enemy have sent a flag of truce.’

‘Colonel Boerstler,’ said MacLea. ‘Good day to you, sir. I am Captain John MacLea, and these are Lieutenant FitzGibbon of the 49th Foot, Captain Ducharme of the Indian Department and Chiefs John Norton and Tewennitashen of the Mohawks. Sir, I am sorry to see you injured.’

‘Not half as sorry as I am,’ the colonel said. He spoke with an effort, voice hoarse with pain; his face was chalk white. ‘What do you want?’

‘Your regiment is trapped, sir. We have you surrounded, and you will not be able to fight your way out. There is no need for any further bloodshed. Surrender now, and we guarantee that you and your men will be treated honourably as prisoners of war.’

‘Surrender?’ Beauregard had pushed his way through the men who had gathered around the wagon to listen. ‘What in hell’s name are you talkin’ about? If anyone is going to surrender, it’ll be you bastards, not us.’

‘Be sensible, sir,’ said FitzGibbon. ‘I have a full company of the 49th with me, and the rest of the regiment is coming on at the double. In a quarter of an hour, no more, you will be surrounded and outnumbered.’

Beauregard scoffed. ‘You’re bluffing. I know damned well the 49th is still at Burlington, and it ain’t movin’. I reckon the only reason you’ve come to parley is because you’re short of ammunition.’

MacLea glanced around at the American infantrymen who had gathered to listen. ‘Colonel Beauregard thinks he knows everything,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you should ask him, Colonel Boerstler, why your regiment is now surrounded by Mohawks. I believe he promised you that the Indians were about to go over to your side, did he not?’

‘Another bluff,’ said Beauregard. ‘Catherine Brant knows better than to cross me.’

‘I speak for Catherine Brant,’ said John Norton. ‘And here are the words she spoke to me. “Go to the Niagara peninsula and make good on our pledges.” Adonwentishon has kept her word to the British, Colonel. She has not been lured away by the false promises of her enemy.’

They saw the shock in Beauregard’s face. He stood silent for a moment, contemplating the doom of all his plans.

‘And the Kahnawake of Montreal have joined their western brothers,’ Ducharme said. ‘There are five hundred Mohawks around you now, and more on the way.’

Beauregard remained silent. Boerstler sat up, his face whiter than ever. ‘Five hundred Indians!’ someone said in alarm.

‘The choice is yours, Colonel Boerstler,’ said MacLea. ‘You can surrender now, with honour. You and your men will be safe, and we will tend to their wounds, and yours. Alternatively, you can fight on, and we will turn the Mohawks loose. You know what will happen then. They will swarm over your column and cut you to pieces. Not a man will be left alive. So many scalps will be taken that they will need that fine wagon you are sitting in to carry them away.’

He paused to let that sink in. ‘Your own scalp, I am sorry to say, will be one of them.’

He saw the fear, verging on panic, in the faces of the men around him. Some were already edging away, looking for places to run. Boerstler watched the fight go out of them, and his shoulders slumped. The agony of his wounded leg was now plain to see in his face.

‘I am in command of this column,’ Beauregard snapped. ‘Do you hear me? You take your orders from me, and I am ordering you to fight on!’ He pulled a pistol out of his coat pocket, brandishing it in the air. ‘If any one of you even thinks about surrenderin’, I’ll shoot him myself, so help me God!’

The men around him looked at each other. ‘We can’t fight if we’re surrounded,’ a soldier said, his voice high with panic. ‘It’s no use. The savages will kill and scalp us all!’

‘Damn all you yellow-livered cowards!’ Beauregard exploded. ‘Stand up and fight like men! That is my order!’ He raised his pistol and pointed it at MacLea. ‘Kill these rat scum now, and then get back to your positions. We fight on, and we fight to victory!’

Horrified, the captain with blood on his ear knocked the pistol out of Beauregard’s hand. ‘Sir! These men are under a flag of truce! How dare you violate the laws of war!’

‘Damn the laws of war! I’ll have you court-martialled and shot, you bastard!’ Beauregard stooped to pick up his pistol, but at a nod from the captain, two infantrymen seized his arms and pinned them behind his back. The captain, his own face pale, turned towards Boerstler. ‘Sir, Colonel Beauregard has clearly taken leave of his senses. On behalf of the men, I beg you. Do the humane thing, and accept the enemy’s offer.’

A chorus of assent, voices clamouring and calling out for surrender, rose around them. Boerstler paused for a moment, contemplating two visions: the ruin of his military career, and the sight of his own scalp hanging over the door of a longhouse on the Grand River. Blood seeped through the bandage around his leg.

‘Do you guarantee the lives and safety of my men?’ he asked.

‘On my word of honour as a British officer,’ FitzGibbon replied.

‘For God’s sake,’ Beauregard shouted, struggling against the men who held him. ‘I am your commanding officer, Boerstler! I am giving you a direct order! You will not surrender!’

‘No,’ said Boerstler. ‘I have done with listening to you, Colonel. You lied about the defences of DeCew, you lied about the Mohawks, you have lied about everything. I am not prepared to sacrifice my men on the altar of your vanity. Orderly, take my sword and give it to Lieutenant FitzGibbon. Captain,’ he said to the officer who had guided MacLea and the others, ‘tell the men to lay down their arms.’



There was something pathetic about the eagerness with which the American soldiers dropped their muskets and then huddled together apprehensively while the Mohawks emerged from the woods. Norton and Tewennitashen moved among their men, ordering that the defeated enemy should be unmolested and unharmed. At a sign from Boerstler, the two men holding Beauregard released him. Furious, the colonel walked away towards the head of the column, lashing his boot with his riding crop.

‘Congratulations,’ said Captain Ducharme in admiration. ‘A very clever trick.’

‘We had a good tutor in General Brock,’ FitzGibbon said. The previous year, the British commander had compelled a far larger American army to surrender at Detroit by threatening to let the Indians loose to kill them and their families. The same threat had worked its magic here. Six hundred men and two cannon along with a quantity of stores and ammunition had fallen into their hands, with only light casualties on either side.

‘And when the column in the lowlands hears the news, they will quickly retire,’ said Gerrard. ‘Gentlemen, I think we have won a great victory here.’

‘Perhaps,’ said MacLea, still watching Beauregard. ‘But I think we had better follow that gentleman. Something tells me he isn’t ready to surrender just yet.’

They walked along the column past groups of Mohawks collecting discarded muskets and shouting with delight. Up ahead, Chapin’s men had dropped their weapons too. Beauregard walked in among them, gesturing angrily with his riding crop and yelling. Chapin listened to him, hesitating for a moment, and Beauregard raised the crop.

‘You too, you yellow bastard?’ he shouted. ‘Are you tellin’ me you ain’t willing to fight? God damn you, Cyrenius, I never took you for a coward.’

‘Coward?’ Chapin spat the tobacco from his mouth. ‘Use that word to me again, Peter, and it’ll be the last fucking thing you ever say, you understand me?’ Raging, he rounded on his men. ‘Right, you useless pricks! Pick up your goddamned weapons and fight!’

‘Take them!’ shouted MacLea.

Chapin’s men were already bending to grab their weapons, but before they could raise them, MacLea’s Company and Gerrard’s men were in among them, lashing out with fists and clubbed muskets. MacLea ran into the melee with Gerrard, Fitzgibbon and Ducharme close behind him, punching one of the Buffalo men to the ground, then ripping a musket out of another’s hand and ramming the butt into his stomach. Gerrard moved beside him, laying about him with the flat of his sword. In a few seconds, it was over. The Buffalo volunteers were on the ground, pinned down by Canadian militiamen. Chapin lay on his face, swearing continuously, while Alec Murray stood over him with a bayonet point resting against his spine.

‘Look out!’ FitzGibbon shouted.

In the confusion, Beauregard had mounted his horse. Now he set spurs to the animal, lashing it with his riding crop and galloping towards the shelter of the trees. Thomas, Hill and McTeer all raised their muskets and fired, a dozen others following suit, but the shots flew wide. Thomas threw his musket down in disgust.

‘It’s true what they say,’ said Murray. ‘The devil looks after his own.’ He paused. ‘Madame Lafitte won’t be best pleased.’

‘That,’ said MacLea, ‘is putting it mildly.’



Beauregard rode hard through the trees, hunched low in the saddle as a few more musket balls whirred in the air around him. But the Mohawks were busy rounding up the American soldiers and investigating the contents of the captured wagons, and most paid him little heed. In a few minutes he was clear of the battlefield, and he swung his horse back onto the trail towards St David’s and kicked it into a full gallop.

His fury increased as he rode. His plans were in ruins. Everyone had let him down, Boerstler, Boydell, Chapin, everyone. God damn it, he thought, lashing his horse with the riding crop, I am surrounded by incompetents and fools. Well, that wouldn’t happen again. He was going to build a new team, men with brains and guts and competence, and then he was going to take Canada by the scruff of the neck and shake it. He’d kick the British out of North America if it was the last goddamned thing he ever did.

Out of nowhere, a wind had risen, rippling the beech leaves and swaying the branches. Ahead was a little clearing in the woods, and standing in the middle of it, blocking his way, was a figure in a long black cloak. It took him a few seconds to realise it was a woman, and a moment more to recognise Josephine Lafitte. Shock and astonishment were quickly replaced by a new wave of anger. By God, he raged, is that stupid little whore really trying to stop me? Well, that’s the last goddamned mistake she’ll ever make. I’ll ride her down, and then I’ll cut her to pieces. Drawing his sword, he spurred his horse straight towards her.

He had expected her to lose her nerve, to turn and run so that he could hunt her down. Instead she stood her ground, and drew a long-barrelled pistol from her cloak. Still riding hard, he saw her thumb back the hammer. God damn, he thought in amazement, she’s really going to try to shoot me; and then the pistol puffed smoke and the ball thudded into his left shoulder. The reins fell from his nerveless fingers just as the horse, startled by the explosion, reared up violently. Beauregard was pitched from the saddle and fell hard to the ground.

The riderless horse galloped away across the clearing and into the woods. Josephine dropped the smoking pistol and drew the second one from her cloak. ‘Get up,’ she said.

Staggering, clutching at his shoulder, Beauregard rose to his feet. He looked at his sword on the ground a few feet away. ‘Leave it,’ Josephine commanded, and she cocked the pistol.

‘You don’t have the guts,’ said Beauregard.

Josephine did not reply. They stood perhaps twenty yards apart, facing each other like a pair of duellists. But Beauregard was unarmed; his sword was out of reach and his pistols were still in their holsters on the vanished horse. He stood staring at Josephine, blood leaking between his fingers, seeing the implacable resolve in her face.

‘Face me like a man,’ she said.

He looked into her eyes and saw the pits of hell, where he had once sent her, long ago. His nerve broke, and he turned and ran, the tails of his long coat flapping behind him. Josephine raised the pistol, sighting on the back of his head. Her finger curled around the trigger, but just as she pulled it, a gust of wind made her arm waver, spoiling her aim. The pistol fired with a gush of smoke and the ball plucked Beauregard’s hat from his head. Beauregard himself never paused. Running like the Furies were after him, he sped for the shelter of the trees, and by the time Josephine had reloaded, he was out sight. All that remained was the top hat with a neat hole drilled through it, lying on the ground and shifting a little in the wind.




Chapter Twenty Two

Burlington, 26 June 1813

Captured American horses took MacLea and Josephine to the depot at Forty Mile Creek, where they met Lieutenant Ingersoll’s dragoons. Charles Ingersoll whistled a little when Josephine told him of his sister’s brave journey. ‘My word. Without her, you would have been in a pretty mess.’

‘Without her, Beauregard would have rolled over DeCew and come down to attack us in the rear,’ MacLea said. ‘Even with the Mohawks, I doubt we could have held out. We would have been pushed back here to the Forty, and probably even to Burlington. Everything we won after Stoney Creek would have been lost.’

‘And now you’re on your way to Burlington?’

‘Yes,’ said MacLea. ‘We must report to General Maxwell.’

Ingersoll’s men provided them with fresh horses, and after a brief conversation with the quartermaster at the Forty Mile depot, they rode on to Burlington. It was another windy day, the breeze sweeping clouds across the sky and whipping Lake Ontario into whitecaps. At Burlington Heights, the sentries at the gate under the ramparts saluted and admitted them. Instead of reporting at once to General Maxwell, however, they rode first to the lines of the 49th Foot and dismounted. Here they found Major Dennis sitting in his tent in shirtsleeves, reading a two-month-old copy of the Morning Post.

‘How is the injury?’ MacLea asked.

‘Good as new, or nearly. Congratulations, old son. We heard about Beaver Dams. Damned fine show.’

‘I had very little to do with it,’ MacLea said. ‘The Mohawks won the victory, not us.’

‘And now the Yankees have pulled back entirely, we hear. They have abandoned St David’s and Queenston and all the other river posts, and are concentrated at Niagara. That’s now their only outpost on Canadian soil. Of course, no one will mention you or the Mohawks. Dandy Maxwell will claim all the credit.’

‘It is what generals do,’ MacLea agreed. ‘I need your help. Madame Lafitte and I have a rather tricky task to perform. Can you round up your grenadiers and come with us?’

‘Are we doing something that is likely to get me court-martialled and shot for insubordination?’

‘Probably.’

‘Good.’ Dennis reached for his uniform coat. ‘Count me in.’



‘Sir,’ said the aide-de-camp, ‘Captain MacLea and Madame Lafitte request permission to speak with you.’

Maxwell frowned. ‘What’s this about? I’m a busy man.’

‘They won’t say, sir. Captain MacLea said only that they wish to talk with you in private.’

Maxwell gazed into space for a moment, still frowning. ‘Very well. Show them in, and make yourself scarce.’

The aide ushered MacLea and Josephine into the general’s tent, and Maxwell rose to greet them. ‘Congratulations on that affair at Beaver Dams, MacLea. Very well done.’

‘The credit should go to the Mohawks, sir.’ MacLea felt he was probably going to be repeating this for quite some time. ‘And to a lady from Queenston, Mrs Secord. She brought the news that made the ambush possible.’

‘Splendidly done, all of you. Now, what is this about?’

‘We are sorry to trouble you, General,’ MacLea said. ‘But there is a small matter of treason that must be dealt with.’

Maxwell stiffened. ‘Treason? What do you mean?’

‘You recall the Royal Americans, sir, the fencible regiment that was disbanded in the spring? Last autumn, some of the officers and sergeants attempted to incite the regiment to mutiny. When we investigated, we found that the plotters were in fact members of the United States Marine Corps who had been planted in the regiment when it was first formed. We thought we had rooted them out, but it appears we were wrong. Some enemy agents were still with the regiment, and transferred out of it into other commands when the Royal Americans were disbanded.’

‘I see. And do you know where these traitors are?’

‘We have found several, sir. One ended up in the grenadier company of the 49th, where he later tried to kill Madame Lafitte.’

‘What?’ said Maxwell sharply. ‘I knew nothing of this.’

‘It happened during the affair of the gunpowder, sir, just after Stoney Creek. It was actually Madame Lafitte who tracked down both the gunpowder and Lieutenant Hammond. The grenadier tried to kill her when she discovered where the powder was.’

‘We thought he was working for Hammond,’ Josephine said. ‘It turned out we were wrong.’

Maxwell’s eyebrows rose. ‘Then who was he working for?’

‘We will explain that in a moment, sir, if we may,’ Josephine said.

MacLea nodded. ‘Three more of the former Royal Americans volunteered to join my company,’ he continued. ‘I am sorry to say that I accepted them in good faith. One man was called Patterson. He was shot in a skirmish with the Canadian Volunteers during the retreat from Niagara. Inadvertently he blurted out that he knew who James Boydell was. Major Boydell then killed him to stop us from finding out that they were colluding.’

‘Ah. So these men were working for Boydell? You were right to come to me, MacLea. This is serious business. The rest of these traitors must be rooted out at once.’

‘I believe the ringleader has already been accounted for, sir. A man named Corporal Muir. He is now dead.’

‘Muir? Was he one of the men who joined your company?’

‘Yes, sir. He had been acting strangely for some time. As one of my men put it, he was always volunteering for things, which is not natural behaviour for a soldier. For example, when Madame Lafitte took refuge in Fort George before the battle, he offered to help evacuate her and the other women and children from the place. I believe his real intention was to separate her from the others and kill her.’

Maxwell frowned. ‘By God. A lot of people seem to want to kill you, madame.’

‘No,’ said Josephine. ‘Only one. He directed Muir and the grenadier, and others.’

‘You mean Boydell.’

‘We will explain about Boydell shortly,’ MacLea said. ‘Corporal Muir often volunteered to join me on dangerous scouts or patrols, I believe also with a view to killing me when I was separated from my men. During the retreat from Niagara, he passed word to the enemy about our positions, and during the action at Shipman’s Corner, he deliberately withdrew his men from the line of battle and put the rest of us in danger. Only when he saw we were winning did he come charging back in. He told us where to find Lieutenant Hammond once he realised the gunpowder plot had been discovered, and then shot Hammond when he was about to surrender, to prevent him from being interrogated and naming his accomplices. And the day before Beaver Dams, when he knew we were desperately short of cartridges, he fired a shot that started a skirmish with the Canadian Volunteers, in hopes of making us use up valuable ammunition.’

Maxwell’s frown deepened. ‘But Muir is dead, you said. I am not sure why you are telling me all this… Wait, you said there was a third man in your company.’

‘Yes, sir. He is also dead. And so too is James Boydell. I killed him myself.’

‘Did you, by God? Well, good riddance. That’s one less traitor the world has to contend with.’ Maxwell thought for a moment. ‘Very well. So far as Muir is concerned, the case would appear to be closed. However, I will instruct the adjutant general to interrogate all the other former soldiers of the Royal Americans, just to make sure we don’t have any more bad apples in the barrel.’

He leaned forward in his chair. ‘Thank you for laying this matter before me, MacLea. The army owes you a debt of gratitude. Now, I’ll thank you to return to your company. We shall advance against the Americans shortly, and we need every man we can muster.’

‘One moment, if you please, General,’ MacLea said. ‘The case is not quite closed. Before he died, Muir told me the name of his paymaster. It was not Hammond, nor Boydell.’

Maxwell looked at him for a moment. ‘Well? Who was it?’

‘It was you,’ MacLea said.



There was a long silence before Maxwell spoke again. ‘You have done good service, MacLea. You have more than atoned for your insubordination at Queenston, and have carried out your duty faithfully and well. On that account, I will overlook your present behaviour and say nothing more about it. Now get out of my tent.’

MacLea shook his head. ‘No,’ he said.

‘Very well, you leave me no choice.’ Maxwell stood up and raised his voice. ‘Guards! Arrest Captain MacLea and Madame Lafitte, at once!’

There was no response. ‘Your guards have been dismissed, General,’ MacLea said. ‘The grenadier company of the 49th has surrounded your tent, with orders to admit no one.’

Maxwell’s handsome face was red with anger. ‘I see. The pair of you are working against me, against the British authorities, and somehow you have managed to suborn Major Dennis too. You have turned your coats. Or were you in league with Boydell all along? Was that why he was able to escape from York so easily back in April? By God!’ he exploded. ‘You’re a pretty pair of traitors, aren’t you? Well, you won’t get away with it! We’ll build a damned high gallows when we come to hang you both!’

‘Cast your mind back to Stoney Creek,’ MacLea said. ‘Who shouted just as we were approaching the American lines? Who gave away our position?’

‘What does that have to do with—’

‘Who hit General Vincent over the head?’ MacLea interrupted. ‘Your intention, I am sure, was to kill the man, but instead you merely scrambled his wits. However, that served your purpose well enough. With Vincent on the sick list, you were certain that Harvey and Bisshopp would invite you to take command. Once in charge, you assigned both of them to posts where they could not interfere with your designs, keeping Bisshopp back at the garrison and sending Harvey out to deal with some non-existent threat from the west. You led the pursuit of the Americans very vigorously, or so it seemed, yet somehow we never managed to catch up with them. And then, when we had driven the enemy almost to Niagara, you halted and pulled most of the army back.’

‘I am your commanding officer, MacLea. I do not have to justify my strategy to you.’

‘No, General. But you will have to explain it to a court when you go on trial for treason.’

Maxwell stood up. ‘I will not listen to this rank insubordination for another second. I am giving you one last chance. Leave this tent immediately.’

MacLea did not move. Josephine pulled a pistol from her cloak and pointed it at Maxwell, cocking the hammer. ‘Sit down,’ she said in a voice full of ice. ‘And listen.’

Slowly Maxwell sat down again.

‘You positioned outposts at DeCew and in the lowlands to watch the enemy, which is standard practice,’ MacLea said. ‘But you garrisoned them with too few men and placed them so far apart that they could not support each other. Thanks to you, Captain Gould and his men from the Lincoln militia were wiped out before we could come to their aid. Then when Major Williams pleaded for reinforcements, you replied that no troops could be spared. You did everything you could to reduce our ability to fight.’

‘You also issued an order condemning any civilian who collaborated with the enemy to death without trial,’ Josephine said. ‘You claimed that order came from General de Rottenburg. It didn’t, of course.’

‘What are you talking about? Of course it did.’

‘No,’ said MacLea. He took a letter out of his coat pocket, unfolded it and laid it on the table in front of Maxwell. ‘This is a letter I received yesterday from John Beverley Robinson, attorney general of Upper Canada. The letter was somewhat delayed, as it had to be forwarded to me at DeCew and the mails have been interrupted by the recent fighting. I wrote to Robinson asking for confirmation of the order, and whether it could be rescinded. Robinson checked with General de Rottenburg and found that no such order had been given. General Sheaffe, Rottenburg’s predecessor, had already issued an order stating that those convicted of treason in a court of law should suffer the maximum penalty. But this new order was entirely a fiction, invented by you.’

‘That is ridiculous. Why would I do such a thing?’

‘To turn people against the British, of course. It would only need a few such executions to arouse resentment and anger in the countryside. And you instructed Muir to do what he could to stir things up as well. He found out that a farmer had informed on his neighbour to the Americans in order to protect his own family, and encouraged Captain Gould of the militia to have the man executed. Only it wasn’t really an execution. It was murder, pure and simple.’

Maxwell said nothing.

‘Then of course there is the desperate shortage of ammunition we suffered at Beaver Dams,’ MacLea continued. ‘You engineered that to give the Americans every chance of winning. You nearly succeeded, too.’

He took another document from his pocket and laid it on the desk. ‘This is a statement by the quartermaster at the Forty. He received a categorical order from you, relayed by your aide, that no more cartridges should be sent to the forward outposts. Your aide, when we interrogate him, will doubtless confirm the order.’

‘We needed to conserve ammunition,’ Maxwell said. ‘The final offensive against the Americans is about to begin, and we must have a full magazine.’

‘There was never any intention of launching an offensive,’ MacLea said. ‘You made that up too. I’ll give you this, General. You came damned close to succeeding. If Colonel Boerstler had listened to your master, Beauregard, and carried on fighting, we could not have held out for much longer.’

Some of the colour had drained out of Maxwell’s face. ‘Beauregard was not my master,’ he said.

‘Oh, but he was,’ Josephine said. ‘I lied to you, General. I told you I had never spied on you. But I did; not on Beauregard’s account, but on my own. While you were sleeping, all those years ago in London, I picked the lock on your strongbox and read your private papers. I know how much money you gave him, how close you were to him. And I know also that you passed him information.’

It took Maxwell a moment to find his voice. ‘Beauregard took advantage of me. He asked me a question once, and I told him the answer. I saw no harm in it. I had no idea who he really was.’

‘The question he asked you was about the Duke of York’s private life, including his relationship with his mistress, Mary Anne Clarke, and the corrupt sale of army commissions. You gave him chapter and verse, everything he needed to know. It was Beauregard who first started the rumours about the duke, which eventually led to Mrs Clarke giving evidence before the House of Commons, and the duke’s resignation as commander-in-chief of the army. You were one of the duke’s aides at the time. Beauregard’s information came from you.’

‘I was misguided,’ Maxwell said. ‘I was foolish. But what I did was not treason.’

‘No,’ said Josephine. ‘At the time, I assumed Beauregard had some hold over you; perhaps he had blackmailed you for the information. That was one of his specialities. But when I put together what I learned about you then with what Captain MacLea and I know now, I changed my mind. You worked for Beauregard when he was in London, and you have continued to work for him down through the years. When Polaris was unmasked, he brought you up from Montreal to take his place. You controlled Muir and the other traitors from the Royal Americans, using them as runners and watchers, and sometimes assassins. You had me followed, and when I got too close to Hammond, you tried to have me killed. Ironically, you only lost track of me when I went behind American lines to try to unravel the plot you and Beauregard had hatched.’

‘You killed the two men I sent after you to DeCew,’ Maxwell said slowly.

‘The Mohawks did the actual killing,’ Josephine said. ‘But yes. I asked for it to be done, so I could slip away without you knowing where I had gone. I wasn’t sure then that you were a traitor. It was only when Captain MacLea told me about Muir’s dying confession that I knew for certain.’

There was a long silence. ‘Well,’ said Dandy Maxwell. ‘What happens next?’

‘I call Major Dennis, and he arrests you,’ said MacLea. ‘There will be a court martial, of course, although it may be hard to find enough generals to convene a court. You might have to wait a while. But we shall see you are securely guarded, never fear. Your friend Beauregard will not be able to rescue you.’

‘I doubt if he will try,’ Maxwell said. ‘He tends to lose interest in people when they are no longer of use to him. A court martial is risky, though. You have plenty of evidence, I grant you, but there are also holes in your case. A good barrister could cast plenty of doubt on your evidence, put other interpretations on my actions and so on. I might get off.’

‘But even if you did, your career would be wrecked,’ Josephine said. ‘My revelations about your involvement in a royal scandal alone would be enough for that. You would be forced to resign from the army, and you would never be able to hold your head up in society.’

‘Yes. And the damage to my family name would be considerable. The Maxwells are a proud and honourable lineage.’

‘Then your knowledge of history is somewhat imperfect,’ MacLea said. ‘The Maxwells were cattle thieves from the Scottish Borders.’

‘Cattle thieves who made good,’ Maxwell corrected him. ‘Yes, I think on the whole I should prefer to avoid a court martial. It would get into the newspapers, don’t you know, and people at my club would start talking about it. I’m not sure I could stand the indignity. No, let’s do it the other way.’

‘What other way?’ asked Josephine.

‘Simple, my dear. Leave your pistol on my desk, and walk out of the tent. I shall do the rest.’ Maxwell forced a smile. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t try to shoot you in the back. You have my word of honour,’ he added ironically.

MacLea and Josephine looked at each other. ‘What do you think?’ Josephine asked.

‘He’s right,’ MacLea said. ‘He might be able to wriggle out of a court martial. And we don’t really want the rest of the army to know that their general was a traitor. It wouldn’t do morale any good.’

‘No, I suppose not.’ Quietly Josephine laid the pistol on the desk. ‘Did you really come looking for me after I betrayed Beauregard?’ she asked.

‘Yes. I thought you might be in need of a new… patron. You were damned good, you know. As I said before, well worth thirty guineas.’

Josephine turned and walked out of the tent. MacLea followed her, closing the flap behind him. ‘Thank you,’ he said to Major Dennis. ‘You can stand your men down now.’

The grenadiers began to file away. ‘Are you going to tell me what this is all about?’ Dennis asked.

‘One day,’ said MacLea.

Dennis departed. MacLea and Josephine stood for a while longer, watching the wind ripple across the sun-bright waters of Burlington Bay and bend the reeds on the shores of Coote’s Paradise. Behind them in the tent, a single pistol shot sounded. A little wisp of smoke leaked out around the flap of the tent, curled for a moment, and was blown away on the breeze.
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